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“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Auggie said as the Uber pulled up in front of the house. It was a cute house, albeit one in need of some care and attention—a little brick bungalow on the edge of town, where the neighbors were quiet and the pantry was somehow, miraculously, always stocked with Doritos.

His Uber driver, a woman who apparently felt the need for speed even in a small town like Wahredua, adjusted the mirror, checked her phone, and looked over her shoulder. No eye contact, but a quasi-polite nonverbal get the fuck out that, in a cartoon, would have been followed by tires squealing and a cloud of dust.

Cradling the phone between his ear and his shoulder, Auggie gave a wave as he got out of the car. A wall of Midwestern heat, still in full force in early September, swamped him, the humidity pasting itself to his skin. Auggie went around back and waited a moment, but the woman stayed in her seat, so he opened the trunk and began lifting out his bags.

On the phone, his oldest brother, Fer, was in fine form. “No, Augustus. No, no. You’re absolutely right. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s not let one tiny fucking thing like, I don’t know, your entire fucking future have any bearing on your decisions.”

When the third—and heaviest—bag was out of the trunk, Auggie shut the lid. The driver pulled away. No squealing tires, no cloud of dust. But some of the pebbles and broken asphalt on the shoulder spun under the tires, and not for the first time, Auggie wished he’d been able to get off the phone with Fer faster. He could have done something funny with the footage of the Uber pulling away. Maybe the end of a bad date?

“I am thinking about the future,” Auggie said as he lugged two of the bags up the driveway toward the house. He went back to the road and got the third one. “A lot, actually. It’s senior year, Fer. I’m supposed to be worrying about the future.”

“Finally. You’re finally making some fucking sense—”

“But I think it might be a bit of a leap, telling me that I’m going to end up as a San Francisco bridge troll offering five-dollar blowies all because I made the fatal mistake of taking out student loans to pay for my last year of college.”

“Really, Augustus? Does that seem like a leap to you? In your infinite fucking wisdom, does it seem like a stretch? Because we’re not talking about community college, a couple of grand here and there. Do you have any idea how much a year at a private college costs?”

“Well, yeah. Because I took out the loans. And it’s all paid for.”

“I can pay them off. I can move some money around and pay them off this week so that you’re not carrying them around for the next thirty years.”

Auggie dragged the bags up the walk and onto the porch. They clunked as he set them down and went back for the third one.

“And five dollars for a hummer?” Fer said. “Who the fuck do you think you are? Johnny Hazzard?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Nice try.”

“How do you know who he is?”

“Because I have this human-sized growth attached to me, and it turns out he’s a major homo, and therefore I have to know the territory so he doesn’t end up swinging on an ass-hook in some boner’s basement.”

The door to the house opened as Auggie hauled the third bag up the porch steps, and Theo stood there. Theo was Theo, and the months apart had, if anything, somehow made him even better: he was taller than Auggie and built strong, with a bro flow of strawberry-blond hair and a thick beard that made his cheekbones pop. He looked confused for a moment, and then a smile spread across his face as he took Auggie into a hug. The hug turned into a kiss, which, apparently, Fer heard.

“Excuse me,” Fer shouted. “Some people are trying to have a fucking conversation here. Tell him he can suck your face off when I’m finished with you.”

Auggie kissed Theo a little more because of that.

When they separated, Theo raised an eyebrow and whispered, “Fer?”

Auggie nodded. “He’s worried about my future.”

“You’re goddamn fucking right I’m worried about your future. If it were up to you, you’d end up on the internet letting clowns give you high colonics.”

“Is this the kind of porn you watch? Does Johnny Hazzard do that?” Auggie could hear the scream building on the other end of the call, so he added, “I’ve got my future all planned out. Theo’s going to be my sugar daddy.”

Theo made a face. He squeezed Auggie’s arm and nudged him inside, and he followed with two of the bags, whispering, “I would have helped you carry them. For that matter, I would have met you at the shuttle.”

“Fer, I’m going to be fine. Look, I’m home—”

“You’re what?” Fer asked in a very un-Fer-like voice.

Auggie decided to hurry past that part. “—and Theo’s going to help me get unpacked, and school is all paid for, and you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“How much did you pay for the shuttle?” Fer asked.

Kicking off his Jordans, Auggie tried not to sigh. He stumbled over to the window A/C unit that had, against all odds, survived another Missouri summer, and he draped himself over it. The air was barely lukewarm, but after a day on planes and buses and shuttles and the Uber, it felt like heaven. Auggie decided he’d shower first. Then sex. Then unpacking. Or maybe shower sex. He was an adult, and adults were supposed to multitask.

“Was it more than fifty dollars?”

“Fer.”

“Ok, how much did you tip the Uber guy?”

“A) sexist, because she was a woman.”

“Did you tip her more than ten percent? Because you’re not supposed to tip, Augustus. That’s the whole point of those apps.”

“The trip was fine, Fer, and I’ve got a lot to do—”

“I should have gone with you.”

Auggie blinked, trying to keep up with the shift in conversation.

“I should have gone with you,” Fer said again. “I knew if I didn’t go with you, you were going to end up getting eaten out in airport bathrooms and fingered in those little airplane shitters, and instead, it’s so much fucking worse. Let me guess: you paid sixty dollars for that shuttle.”

“Fer—ok, what’s going on? We talked about this. I said you could come. You said, I don’t know, something about how I was supposed to be a grown-ass adult and didn’t need my mittens pinned to my coat. Something like that. I kind of tuned out at the end. And then I said it sounded like you wanted to come, and you said work was crazy, and I said you didn’t have to come, and you said if you wanted to come, I couldn’t stop you, and I don’t know—when you bought me my ticket, you didn’t buy one for yourself.”

“I should have gone with you.” Fer’s breathing sounded off. “How much are you paying in rent?”

“Uh, I don’t know. We hadn’t talked about that. I guess half. Theo, how much is half of your mortgage?”

Theo stopped halfway up the stairs to the second floor. “Let’s have that conversation when Fer isn’t reaming you out.”

“Let’s say a thousand dollars, to be safe. And you’re paying half of that, so that’s five hundred a month, and groceries—three hundred?”

“Three hundred dollars a month on groceries?”

“I don’t know, Augustus. I don’t know how much your industrial vats of lube cost. That’s eight hundred dollars a month, and on top of that, anytime you want to go out—you’ve got your fancy man now, so that means you’re paying for two. What’s that going to be, another five hundred a month?”

“Fer, this is an interesting kind of spiraling—”

“Round up, let’s say, fifteen hundred dollars a month. And you think you’re going to get a part-time job making that much? When you’re tipping—how much did you say again?”

“That was a good try. Fer, I’m fine. We’re going to be fine.”

“Yeah? What’s an agent going to say? They show up and they’ve got an offer from a company, something great for your social media bullshit, and they find you mopping up shit or flipping burgers? How’s that going to look?”

Auggie unpeeled himself—slightly less sticky now—from the air conditioner. “First of all, I don’t think agents actually, you know, come in person when they need to talk to you about that stuff—”

“Is this a joke to you? You just want to be a smartass and think problems will solve themselves?”

“No. Jesus—Fer, Theo and I are going to figure things out. Right, Theo? We’ve got all year to figure out our next step.”

Theo was carrying the third—and heaviest—bag upstairs, and a moment later, he had disappeared.

“That’s really inspiring,” Fer said. “Really fucking heartwarming. Great guy you picked there. Great partner to build a fucking future with.”

“He didn’t hear me.” Auggie softened his voice. “Fer, I promise, I’m going to be ok. You’ve got a lot on your plate; you don’t need to pay for my stuff anymore, and you definitely don’t need to worry.”

The silence built like a wall. And then, voice thick, Fer said, “You are such a fucking idiot,” and disconnected.

“Still need to organize the basement,” Theo said as he came down the steps, “because you’re definitely not going to have enough room upstairs to store everything, but at least it’s a start.” Then he must have gotten a better look at Auggie’s face because he said, “You ok?”

Auggie wiped his forehead and nodded. When Theo pulled him into a hug, he said, “He’s under a lot of pressure right now. I mean, he’s an asshole at the best of times, but things have definitely been worse lately.”

Theo was silent as he hugged Auggie. Then the hug shifted, and Auggie was pressed against Theo in an entirely different way.

“I missed you,” Theo said. “Welcome back.”

“Welcome home,” Auggie corrected.

A tiny smile played behind Theo’s beard, and he kissed Auggie.

“Fer’s going to feel better once we have our plans lined up,” Auggie said. “For after graduation, I mean.”

For a moment, Theo’s face was unreadable. Then, fingers sliding under Auggie’s waistband, he asked, “Are you sure you’re thinking about Fer right now?”

It was a little harder to find his words than Auggie would have liked, but he managed to say, “And our future.”

He made a noise when Theo got past his trunks.

“Huh,” Theo said. “Let’s see if I can get you to think about something else for a while.”

“Uh huh,” was a pretty intelligent response, a detached part of Auggie observed, for a twenty-one-year-old who had been celibate for twelve weeks. And then Auggie said, “I invented this thing called shower sex like five minutes ago. Maybe we should try that.”

The laugh showed in Theo’s eyes. “You invented something called shower sex, huh?”

Auggie nodded enthusiastically.

“Well, I guess you’d better show me,” Theo said, tugging on Auggie’s shirt. “For the sake of progress and all that.”
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On a relatively small campus like Wroxall’s, it was the kind of coincidence that was bound to happen—the class Theo was auditing (Studies in the Author, and, of course, the author was Shakespeare) was being held in the same classroom where, four years before, Theo had met Auggie for the first time. It wasn’t exactly a remarkable room—tablet-arm chairs, high-traffic carpet squares, a battered desk, a whiteboard (in the corner of which someone had written in blue marker, Add me on Snap and then a username that looked like hamburgergoblin, although Theo thought he might be reading it wrong). The connection to that class, years before, registered at the back of Theo’s mind as he found a seat—near the door, and near the front, because he was auditing and because he had absolutely zero need to impress Professor Arrowsmith.

He’d had a late start to his morning—before noon, it was still technically morning. Auggie had been, well, energetic the night before, which had been awesome and fun and, if Theo were completely honest with himself, had made Theo realize how much he had missed Auggie. Not only the sex, but all of it—having Auggie around, being near him. But when Auggie’s alarm had gone off at eight for his morning class, Theo had stumbled around long enough to see him out the door, and then he’d crashed again. The luxury of being a grad student. A grad student, admittedly, who was about to reach the end of his funding package. But, for now, a grad student who didn’t mind that he could catch a few more hours of sleep before his eleven o’clock class.

He got out his laptop, which had started making ominous scraping noises every time he turned it on, and waited the approximately three-to-five minutes it required to boot up. Students began filing in. This was a cross-listed course, so Theo was unsurprised to see some of the newer grad students file in along with the undergrads. They managed to cohere into two distinct clumps—undergrads at the back, most of them in gym shorts and tees and toting expensive coffees, and grad students at the front, looking far more composed, collected, and, well, adult-ish. Theo didn’t miss the fact that the grad students gave him a wide berth; the last few years hadn’t exactly been smooth sailing, both personally and professionally, and Theo figured they didn’t want the bad luck to catch.

When his computer had finished booting up, Theo did what he’d been doing (an accurate, albeit unappealing adverb would have been obsessively) for the last four weeks: checking every academic job site to see if anything had been posted. He pulled up The Chronicle. He opened a tab for HigherEdJobs, and Academic Jobs Online, and, of course—where you could get the best gossip, rumors, speculation, and wailing and gnashing of teeth—Academic Jobs Wiki.

Jobs.

Colleges and universities were starting to post jobs.

Theo clicked through the sorting and filtering options and selected English jobs. Some of the sites let you dig down by specialization, so where he could, he set that to Shakespeare or Renaissance/Early Modern. The Chronicle and HigherEdJobs had two, and Academic Jobs Online had a different two, and Academic Jobs Wiki already had all four copied over, with comments and hopeful musings from anonymous posters—because the job-seeking academic was a feral, hungry beast that mostly operated nocturnally.

One job in Indiana.

One job in Turkey.

One job in Alaska.

One job in Provo, Utah.

Theo stared at them, already trying to run through pros and cons. Indiana wouldn’t be bad. It was within driving distance—ok, a long day’s drive, but still. Turkey was…well, Turkey would be an amazing cultural experience. Alaska. I mean, Theo thought, everyone says it’s beautiful. And Provo, Utah. Well, if they didn’t burn him at the stake for any number of sins, then Theo was sure he’d enjoy the mountains, although with his knee, skiing was definitely out.

The location, however, was secondary. Wherever he went, it would be a job, and a job would mean stability, a chance to build up his CV, get a few more publications out the door, so that when he went up for tenure, he had a shot of getting to a better school, a better location. Or not. At this point, a job was a job.

No, the problem wasn’t the location. The problem was Auggie. He had avoided the conversation last night, although he wasn’t sure how smoothly he had managed it. To be fair, it had come earlier than he’d expected, and he certainly hadn’t anticipated Fer being part of it. Theo knew they needed to have the conversation. He knew it was going to be hard. In some ways, actually, the locations made it easier. He didn’t have to say, You’re throwing your life away on a person who doesn’t have a future. He didn’t have to say, Can’t you see how much better your life can still get? Instead, he could say, Indiana is kind of like Missouri, but with more hoosiers—do you want more hoosiers? Or he could say, Seriously? Alaska? You don’t even like to wear socks eleven months out of the year. Or, Turkey? But what about your social media content? What about the time zone difference?

And anyway, none of it made any difference because a job, a future, any kind of life after this—it was a pipe dream. But it was nice to pretend.

He was so caught up in his thoughts that he barely noticed the movement next to him. Then a familiar voice said, “Provo would be cool. I mean, they’d probably burn us at the stake, but Utah is like California junior, which, oh my God, why did I say that out loud because now you won’t want to go there?”

Theo stared at Auggie. Then he said, “What are you doing here?”

“Um, rude.”

In spite of himself, Theo smiled. “Hi, Auggie. Good morning.”

“You went back to sleep, didn’t you?”

“Are you meeting someone here?” Theo reached for his phone—a smart phone, the first one he’d ever owned, even if it was technically secondhand because it had belonged to Auggie. “Did I miss a message?”

“Nope,” Auggie said. He was smiling as he pulled his chair closer to Theo’s, and he unzipped his backpack and took out his laptop.

Theo looked at Auggie. He looked at the now unmistakably closer chair. He looked at the computer. Then he said, “No.”

“Yep. Isn’t it awesome? I had no idea you were taking this class too!”

“Auditing,” Theo said automatically.

“I guess I should have figured you’d be interested—I mean, I hear Professor Arrowsmith is good, and it’s Shakespeare, but I didn’t think you were still taking classes—”

“Auditing,” Theo said again. He couldn’t help himself. He also didn’t miss the quicksilver, knowing smile on Auggie’s face before it evaporated into innocence. “Ok, did you know, for real?”

“No,” Auggie said. He shrugged, still smiling. “But I kind of, um, hoped? It’s basically our last chance to have a class together, and you had talked a couple of times about auditing something. Is this too weird? You can say yes. I was going to drop it if you weren’t in class, actually. It’s an elective for me, so I don’t have to take it.”

“No, don’t do that.”

“Are you sure?”

“No. I mean, yes. I’m sure, Auggie.” Theo was surprised to find himself smiling and, even more surprised, to realize he meant it. “This is great.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Theo said and stretched to kiss Auggie’s cheek.

A chorus of energized whispers broke out behind them, and Auggie grinned and rolled his eyes.

“This room,” Auggie said slowly, his eyes searching Theo’s face. “You, um—”

“Yeah,” Theo said, and for some reason, his smile widened. “Yeah, that’s pretty great too.”

For a moment, Auggie glowed. “Yeah. Yeah, I thought so too.”

Theo opened his mouth to say something, but Professor Arrowsmith appeared in the doorway—she had a mane of silvery hair, enormous spectacles, and a lime-colored pant suit. She looked like she’d been made out of wrought iron a hundred or so years ago.

“Good morning,” she said as she took her position in front of the white board. “This is English 350, cross-listed, I believe, as English 650.” She did a quick check, glancing at the students, sparing Theo a scrutinizing look. “Studies in the Author, in case you’re in the wrong place. The author, of course, is Shakespeare. Our focus will be the author’s concerns with fatherhood, first in the tragedies, then in the romances, and with how the author uses questions of fatherhood to explore the formation of the individual.”

“Oh,” Auggie whispered to Theo. “Shakespeare and the individual. That almost sounds like Shakespeare and identity, which kind of sounds like a lot of dissertation chapters I’ve read.”

“We will begin with the syllabus,” Professor Arrowsmith said as she passed stacks of papers to the front of each row.

“No talking in class,” Theo said.

“We could pass each other notes,” Auggie said.

Theo covered his eyes. Then that didn’t seem like quite enough, so he rubbed them. He didn’t want to look, but he was pretty sure Auggie was laughing silently. That suspicion was reinforced when the corner of a piece of paper poked him. Theo opened his eyes to see a scrap of paper that had been folded over, with the words THEO ONLY – DON’T LOOK on the front. Auggie was beaming. Theo tried not to groan.

Apparently, he wasn’t successful.

“Good morning, Theo,” Professor Arrowsmith said. “Did you want to say something?”

Theo opened his mouth, although he wasn’t sure what his excuse was going to be, but he was saved by the buzz of his phone. He reached for it to silence it, and then he saw the ID on the screen. He slid out from behind the tablet arm of his chair and opened the door. To Professor Arrowsmith’s severe look, he held up the phone and said, “My daughter’s care center.”

Some of the sternness softened in Arrowsmith’s face, and she nodded. Theo pressed the phone to his ear as he moved away from the classroom down an empty hallway of Tether-Marfitt. People from Downing, his daughter’s care center, didn’t contact Theo often—he wasn’t legally Lana’s guardian, and any information he did get was strictly unofficial and done as a favor, because he’d spent enough time there to build good relationships with the staff.

“Hello, this is Theo.”

“Mr. Stratford? It’s Denise, from Downing.”

“Yes, hello, Denise. Is everything ok with Lana?”

“Lana’s doing great. She’s having a wonderful morning. You know she’s got all of us wrapped around her finger.”

Something unknotted in Theo’s chest. “Oh, thank God. That’s got to be how every parent reacts when you call. My first thought was that something had gone wrong—”

“Well, Mr. Stratford, that’s why I’m calling. I know your situation is, well, complicated, but you’re the one who brings her half her clothes and toys and all that, and I wanted to know if you really wanted to leave all of it here.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Well, they’re leaving the rest of it here. They say they don’t want it. But since you brought so much of it yourself—”

“I’m sorry,” Theo said again. He had to take a breath. “I don’t understand. What do you mean, they’re leaving it?”

She was silent a moment. “When they move, Mr. Stratford. The Moores. Lana’s guardians. They’re moving to Florida, taking Lana with them; I thought you knew.”
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“Don’t touch that!”

Auggie stepped back, hands up in surrender. He glanced over his shoulder at his boyfriend. His stressed-out-to-the-max, about-to-snap, maybe-he’ll-end-up-on-Dateline boyfriend. Theo’s hair was a mess from running his hands through it too many times, and his color was bad, and, for approximately the last two hours, he’d stomped around the basement, opening boxes at random and then shutting them again, occasionally giving a tower of boxes a shove that threatened to topple them.

Over the last three years, Auggie hadn’t spent much time in the basement of Theo’s house—now their house. It had the usual assortment of basement clutter—a rolling clothes rack that tilted precipitously because it was missing a caster, loaded down with padded coveralls and camouflage rain jackets; two rifle cases—one hard plastic, the other a worn leather sheath that left the stock of the gun sticking out; the Christmas tree with its wonky branches, still half decorated because last year, Theo had enlisted Auggie in trying to store it in the basement without removing the lights and ornaments; a treadmill with an ominous tangle of wires sticking out of the console; and, of course, boxes. Boxes everywhere. The basement had that usual basement smell of cold concrete, but it also had the papery smell of cardboard. It wasn’t clear to Auggie if Theo had meant the letters written on the boxes to be a code or not, if it was some attempt to be discreet, possibly to spare Auggie’s feelings, or if it had simply been a matter of expediency, a desire to get the job over with as quickly as possible. Whatever the case, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it meant when a box was marked I and what it meant when a box was marked L.

“Not touching,” Auggie said, displaying his hands. “Not touching anything. Well, except the floor. If we’re playing the-floor-is-lava, then I’m dead.”

Theo watched him for a moment, hands on hips. A box was open at his elbow, but he seemed to have forgotten it. After a moment, apparently the temptation was too great because he came across the basement to check that the box Auggie had touched—barely touched—was still in place and still unopened.

“Sorry,” Auggie said, although he didn’t know what he was supposed to be sorry for.

“I’ve got these organized a certain way,” Theo said.

“I didn’t know.”

“I know. I’m telling you.” Theo must have heard how that sounded because his voice was softer when he said, “I mean, I’m telling you now so you’ll know. Do you need something, Auggie?”

“You’ve been down here for a long time,” Auggie said. “And you’ve been upset all day about Lana, which is totally justified—I’m just observing. And when you didn’t come back upstairs, well, Orlando started to worry. And then I started to worry. And when I came down here, you didn’t, uh, hear me, so I thought I’d wait until you were done with whatever you were doing.”

Theo stared at him for another minute. Then his fists dropped away from his sides, and his shoulders rolled back. “Orlando was worried about me first?”

“I think he imprinted on you one of those times you were trying to scare him.”

“I wasn’t trying to scare him, Auggie. I did scare him. Because he needed it.”

“So, what are you looking for?”

Theo sat on a plastic tote. He looked around the basement and shook his head. “I don’t know.” He played with the lid of the tote, popping the fastener on the side, still scanning the room. “Anything that might help, I guess.”

“Paperwork? Like, did Ian have a will?”

“He had a will. It didn’t amount to jack when the Moores pressed for custody, and anyway, they had the resources to take care of her the way she needed, and…and I don’t know. It was easier, in a way. And now, of course, it’s biting me in the ass.”

Auggie crouched. He put a hand on Theo’s knee, and Theo put his hand over Auggie’s. He was still looking at the boxes. The I boxes. The L boxes. Boxes that held shirts and jeans and maybe an old wallet, maybe a favorite blankie or stuffed animal, clothes outgrown or forgotten. A whole basement full of stuff. A graveyard of it, all neatly packed away and buried by Theo. Don’t touch. Fuck, Auggie thought. You’re not kidding.

He didn’t say, Have you tried talking to the Moores? He didn’t say, Have you tried talking to a lawyer? Theo had called a lawyer. And then another. And Auggie had heard enough of the conversation to know that the starting point—and the ending point—of those conversations was money, and talking money with Theo was about the fastest way to start a fight. So, instead, Auggie said, “We’re going to figure this out. What can I do to help?”

Theo shook his head. He squeezed Auggie’s hand and said, “Nothing. There’s nothing. I’m going to look through some stuff and see if I can turn up anything.”

“Give me some idea of what we’re looking for.”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“I can help.”

“No.” Theo squeezed his hand again, and then he stood, pulling Auggie up as well. “No, you’ve got your own stuff you need to do. Go upstairs. Make sure Orlando isn’t drinking all our beer.”

“I’m not,” Orlando called from upstairs. “Augs said I couldn’t have any of your White Rascal. He made me have a hard seltzer.”

“I didn’t make you!” Auggie shouted. “I said I can’t do this sober!”

A weary smile cut across Theo’s face. He walked Auggie to the steps and gave him a nudge.

“I want it on record that I’d be happy to help.”

“Thank you,” Theo said. “But it’s easier if I do it myself. I’ve got it all—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Auggie said. “Organized. I know.” He tapped his lips.

Theo gave him a kiss.

“You’re sure?” Auggie asked.

“Go make Orlando drink more seltzer.”

Orlando appeared at the top of the stairs, all that muscle and dark hair and brooding brow. “He didn’t ‘make me,’ make me. He, you know, peer-pressured me.”

“Maybe Orlando could help you,” Auggie said.

“Jesus,” Theo said and gave Auggie another nudge.

“Not that Augs isn’t strong,” Orlando said. “He’s super strong. But, you know, I’m stronger.”

“Hear that? He’s so strong. He could help you move boxes.”

“I could help you move boxes!” Orlando started down the steps. “I’m really good at moving boxes, Theo.”

“This can be my birthday present and my Christmas present,” Theo whispered, clutching Auggie’s arm.

“And Valentine’s.”

“Yes, God, and Valentine’s, Auggie.”

Auggie smirked and intercepted Orlando, turning him back up the steps. “Never mind, Orlando. You’re supposed to be helping me with my social media platform. Let’s leave Theo alone. Unless—are you sure you don’t need some help, Theo?”

“August. Paul. Lopez.” But it sounded more like a plea than a threat.

“Ok, ok.”

Back upstairs, Auggie and Orlando settled into the living room. On the coffee table, several legal pads were covered in scribbles where Auggie had been brainstorming ideas for his social media content. Over the last few years, he’d been trying to find his niche. He’d started off with funny videos, which had been nice, but it had also involved—well, it had required a lot of Auggie being someone else, somebody who wasn’t actually Auggie. He’d tried making the content more mature—more about himself, his grooming routine, his body, an Auggie who wasn’t quite so sweet and wasn’t quite so innocent. He’d tried, the year before, taking a lifestyle approach, featuring boyfriend content with Theo—which Theo had put up with, for the most part, with his usual even temper. But none of them had gotten Auggie where he wanted to be: making enough money off of his social media platforms to live independently so that, after college, he could move wherever Theo moved and still manage to support himself.

Orlando was flipping through the legal pads. He stopped, frowning. “What’s Operation Boo?”

“Give me that!”

But Orlando was an athlete, and he was bigger and stronger than Auggie, and he had zero trouble fending Auggie off while scanning the paper. “Or Operation Bae?”

“Those were test ideas! That’s not for public consumption!”

“Or—” He cut off, and his eyes got huge when he looked at Auggie.

“Orlando Reese, give me that notepad right now.”

“Operation Daddy?”

“It was a joke!” Auggie lunged, trying to take advantage of the opening to seize the legal pad, but Orlando warded him off again. “That one was a joke!”

“Theo,” Orlando shouted, “we need you!”

Theo said something not quite loud enough to hear, although the tone was not supportive. Treads groaned as he came up the stairs.

“We need you to help us with Operation Daddy,” Orlando called toward the stairs.

“Theo, don’t listen to him. He’s had too many seltzers, and he’s—he’s making things up.”

The sound of the steps stopped.

“Commence Operation Daddy!” Orlando said.

The basement door shut. Loudly.

“Give me that,” Auggie snapped, snatching the pad away from Orlando. “Are you out of your damn mind?”

Orlando gave him a huge grin. “Daddy Theo.”

“It was a joke! Don’t you know what a joke is?”

Orlando’s grin just got bigger.

“Are you going to help me?” Auggie asked. “Or are you going to drink all the seltzer and ruin my relationship with my boyfriend?”

“Help you,” Orlando said. “Definitely help you.”

Auggie waited for it.

“With Operation Daddy.”

“For fuck’s sake. Can you please help me pick one of these? I’ve got it narrowed down to three: the clothes, the singing, or the dancing.”

Orlando made a face. “I’ve never heard you sing.”

“I can sing.”

“Like, music?”

“What does that mean? What other kind of singing would I be doing?”

“I don’t know. Oh. Maybe birds?”

Auggie stared at him. “Why did I invite you over? Why did I think you would possibly be able to help me?”

“Ok, ok. Let me hear you sing something.”

“Well—like what?”

“Beyoncé.”

“Beyoncé?”

“I don’t know, Auggie. How about ‘Happy Birthday?’”

Auggie stared at him. Then he drew a line across the pad. “Singing is out. So it’s either dancing or clothes.”

“I don’t even understand the clothes. You put on clothes. Big deal, everybody does that every day. Well, not everybody, I guess. Not nudists.”

“Orlando,” Auggie said, and he dug the pencil’s eraser into that spot between his eyebrows.

“What? I’m trying to help.”

“People like stuff like that. They like seeing, you know, people in their underwear, and they like seeing nice clothes. It hits two of the big boxes: sex appeal and luxury lifestyle. And I can check a third box by throwing Theo into the mix occasionally. It’s simple, it’s repeatable, and it would open up an entirely new audience for me.”

“Different clothes every day?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“I know you have a lot of clothes, but do you have that many clothes?”

“Well, no.”

“Are you going to buy more clothes?”

“I don’t know. I guess. Or I’ll buy them and return them.”

Orlando made a face.

“What?” Auggie asked. “It’s not like I’m wearing them for weeks and then returning them.”

“I’m sure it’s totally fine.”

“Have you ever heard there are no bad ideas in brainstorming?” Orlando opened his mouth, and Auggie said, “If you say, ‘Operation Daddy,’ I’m kicking you out.”

“Augs, you’re overthinking this. The clothes thing isn’t you. The singing isn’t you. You’re a pretty good dancer, and I guess if you practice a lot, you could make that your thing. But why start all over again? You’re so smart and so funny. Just do what you’ve always done—make funny videos. I’ll help you, and you know Ethan will, and I bet Theo will if you beg.”

But that was the problem, Auggie thought, staring at the scribbles covering the pages in front of him. He had less than a year, and what he’d always done had never, not once, helped him get what he wanted.

He flipped back through the pad to where he’d jotted some of the wilder ideas; he wanted Orlando’s thoughts on them, even if he already knew those thoughts would consist of Orlando’s typical bewildered but enthusiastic support and unintentionally devastating questions. He was thinking about the prank wars one when his phone buzzed.

Auggie didn’t recognize the number, but he considered it, considered the odds that it was someone he wanted to talk to (say, an agent) versus someone he didn’t want to talk to (robo sales). Hope springs eternal. He answered.

“Hey, is this Auggie?”

At first, he didn’t recognize the voice. Then he said, “Cart?”

There was a weird noise that, a moment later, Auggie’s brain decoded as a rough laugh. “Yeah. So, this is fucked up; I know that. But I couldn’t call Theo because if he didn’t answer, I don’t know what I’d do.” That rough laugh came again, and it wasn’t really a laugh at all. “Are you still there?”

“Yes. Yeah.” Auggie scrambled up from the couch, spilling the legal pads across the floor as he hurried toward the stairs. “I’m here. Cart, is everything ok? We’ve been so worried.” Auggie threw open the door and sprinted down the steps.

Theo, crouched by a box, looked up, brows raised.

Auggie mouthed, Cart, and put the call on speaker phone.

“Nope,” Cart said. “No, I don’t think you could say things are ok. They’ve got me in here for murder. I was—I was wondering if you could help.”
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Getting into the county jail’s visiting room was an ordeal in itself: making sure they left everything but their driver’s licenses in the car, checking in at the front desk, passing through the metal detector and then, Theo trying not to cross his arms, Auggie going through them again because of course he’d forgotten that his phone was in his pocket. Then there was a lecture from one of the guards about appropriate behavior. Then they had to wait.

Eventually, they cleared the hurdles, and they were ushered into a long, narrow room. A safety-glass partition ran down the center, divided into booths by metal panels. Each booth had a single metal stool bolted to the floor. The only other accessory was a telephone mounted next to the glass. Theo and Auggie were sent to a booth near one end of the room. It had a shallow laminate countertop. One corner of the laminate had been picked away to expose the chipboard underneath, resinous and glossy under the fluorescent lights. Through the safety glass, on the other side of the booth, Theo could see where some overlooked Da Vinci had gifted the world a drooping dong done in ballpoint. The air smelled like cafeteria food—starches and trans fats and boiling water.

Since the phone call the night before, Theo had been imagining this scene. He’d done visits at the county jail before. Hell, he’d been in jail himself a time or two. He’d tossed in bed half the night, rehearsing what he was going to say to Cart. Why didn’t you call me? That seemed like a good one. Why call Auggie when you couldn’t even bring yourself to say his name? How did you even get his phone number? What in the hell are you talking about, murder? And then there were the bigger questions, the ones that sat on his chest and made it hard to breathe. Where have you been? Why did you leave? What was I supposed to do? Another good one: how fucking dare you? At some point in the night, catching Auggie’s eyes dark and liquid in the shadows, Theo had a moment of clarity. After that, he’d paced downstairs.

Movement on the other side of the glass made Theo look up. When Cart shuffled into view, Theo’s first thought was, It’s him, it’s not a joke. But the longer he looked at Cart, the more he reconsidered the first half of that statement. Cart looked thinner; he’d already been country-boy skinny, with wiry muscle and those crazy abs and ribs you could count by touch. Now he looked wasted away, so thin that it made him look sick. The skin on the bridge of his nose was split and scabbed, but it was starting to heal, which meant it had happened more than a few days ago. He must have gotten the black eye around the same time—it wasn’t black anymore, more yellowish purple and starting to fade. Theo couldn’t tell what the marks around his mouth were. Lacerations from getting punched? Maybe. Or sores from using? Well, maybe that too. Maybe both.

Cart settled onto his stool. He wasn’t cuffed, which was something. And there were ways he still looked like the Cart Theo had remembered—the Cart who had been Ian’s partner on the Wahredua PD, the Cart who had, after Ian’s death, inched his way out of the closet long enough to start something with Theo, something that had meant sex and strong feelings and attachment, even if Cart was afraid to put a label on it. The same Cart who had disappeared over a year before, the night of his birthday, when Auggie had accidentally outed him in front of a roomful of cops. His buzzed hair. His eyes. And then he smiled that shit-kicker smile, and Theo half-smiled in return. It is him.

Cart picked up the phone, and when Theo lifted the receiver on his side, Cart said, “Well, what are you looking at you goddamn hillbilly?”

Theo tried to hold his eyes, but Cart’s skated away immediately. He kept his voice low. That was one of the rules. Well, a low boil was technically still low. “What the hell do you have to say for yourself?”

Cart’s smile thinned into a line. “That’s how you want to start? Because I sure as fuck don’t think that’s how you want to start, you big cooz.”

“Where have you been? What have you been doing? Do you have any—” Theo’s throat tightened, making the words smaller. “—fucking idea what this has been like?”

“Yeah, well,” Cart rapped on the countertop and looked around. “Won’t happen again, will it?”

“Jesus Christ.” Theo leaned back. He startled when Auggie’s hand came to rest on his shoulder; he’d forgotten, for a moment, that Auggie was there.

“Sorry, Theo. Sorry I didn’t stay around to feed you a cookie and tuck you into bed and make sure your feelings weren’t hurt. Sorry I got a little distracted when my life was burning down, and everybody was shoveling shit trying to put it out.”

“Are you for real right now? Are you being fucking serious?”

“Theo,” Auggie whispered and squeezed Theo’s shoulder. He tipped his head toward the corner, and Theo glanced over to the see the guard glaring at him.

He made an effort to lower his voice. “You disappeared. You left me without saying a word. Do you have any idea how scared I was? How much that hurt? After Ian—” He had to stop, flexing his fingers around the plastic casing of the receiver. Then he realized he couldn’t finish that sentence, might never be able to finish it, and he shook his head and looked away.

The buzz of other people’s intimacies—the frantic exchange of lives through glass and wire—filled the silence between them.

“That was a shit thing to do,” Cart said. When Theo looked back, Cart had his free hand pressed against the glass like he was bracing himself. “But what do you want me to do about it now?” Then his eyes cut back to Theo, and that shit-kicker grin flared, and he pushed the tip of his tongue against the inside of his cheek, miming a blow job.

Theo laughed in spite of himself. He cut it off as quickly as he could. “Great. So this is a joke.”

“Not a joke.”

Theo looked at him more closely, trying to catalogue all the changes again. Cart met his gaze for a moment. Then he did the blow job thing again, eyes crinkling with amusement, and Theo had to fight to keep a smile off his face. “You are the fucking worst at apologies.”

“I know.”

“It’s because you’re a redneck son of a bitch.”

Cart shrugged. “I know.”

“Goddamn stupid, selfish, self-centered, pain-in-the-ass son of a bitch. And whatever fucking mess you’re in, it’s your own fault.”

“Sometimes life’s hard,” Cart said with another shrug. “Then I remember God gave me a horse cock.”

The laugh burst free before Theo could stop it. And then the tears were there, and he had to wipe his eyes one-handed and look at the metal dividers, the sound of his breathing suddenly audible to him, echoing inside the little booth.

“Good to see you again, Theo.”

Theo nodded. He gave himself a moment, letting the jangled nerves fall quiet inside him. Then he asked, “Where have you been? What have you been doing?”

“Oh, I stay busy. Spend whole days sometimes trying to figure out if people like me more because I’m such a fucking stud muffin or because I’m so filthy fucking rich. Some days, I wander around my mansion and jerk off in the rooms I’ve never been in before. I write a column for Good Housekeeping. Had tea with the queen. You know.”

Theo rolled his eyes.

When Auggie squeezed Theo’s shoulder, Theo startled again. Even with the sound of other voices, the illusion of being alone with Cart had been almost total. For a moment, anyway.

“Can I talk to him?” Auggie asked. “I’ll be quick.”

“Auggie wants to talk to you,” Theo said. “Be nice, Cart. That’s an order.”

Auggie rolled his eyes at that, and amazingly, so did Cart, so Theo passed the phone over. Auggie was still standing, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot, his free hand toying with the stainless-steel armored cord, trying to twist it into a loop without seeming to realize it.

“Hey Cart,” he said. “Um, I wanted to apologize. For what I did. What I said, I mean. I didn’t—I had no idea.” Cart said something that Theo couldn’t hear, and Auggie’s head started bobbing way too fast. “Yes, yeah, exactly. I didn’t know. And I was trying to help, you know, Theo. I’m so sorry. I’ve felt horrible about that, and I wanted to tell you.”

This time, Theo was watching Cart’s face: the dismissive smile, his eyes flicking away. Auggie must have pulled the phone away from his ear because Theo heard it when Cart said, “Sure, Skippy. Now let me talk to Theo.”

Auggie passed the phone back. A blush showed under the soft brown of his cheeks, and he blinked rapidly. “He wants to talk to you.”

“What did I say about being nice?” Theo asked as he took the phone.

“I was plenty nice.”

“You know his name, Cart. You do not want to go down this road with me. What’s going on? Why’d you call Auggie instead of me? How’d you even get his number?”

“I took it out of your phone when we were dating. I thought maybe the champ and I were going to need to have a conversation at some point.” Cart shrugged. “Looks like I was right.”

“Do you want to try that again?”

“I called him because I didn’t know if you’d pick up. Hell, even if you picked up, I thought maybe you’d hear my voice and disconnect.”

“That’s what you thought, huh?”

Something in Cart’s expression softened, and he made a face. “I’m in a bad place. Maybe I shouldn’t have—hell, I don’t know, I was afraid, ok? Does that make it any better? I was afraid you wouldn’t even let me say my piece. I knew Squirt here would at least listen to me.”

Theo angled the phone and beckoned Auggie closer so that he could hear. “All right. We’re listening. What happened?”

“You know how you can find people? You found that dealer. And then you found the Reese kid.” He smiled. “I read about that after, you know, I left.”

“You told Auggie you were arrested for murder.”

“I’m getting there, you goddamn peckerhead. I need you to find someone. A man, I think. Average height. Drives a sedan.”

“Who is this person?”

“I don’t know, Theo. If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you to find him.”

Auggie made an amused noise, and Theo gave him a look. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

Cart pulled his hand back from the glass. He shifted on his stool, his shoulders tightening, adjusting the receiver against his ear. “I’ve been…moving around, ok? A couple of months ago, I decided to come back to Wahredua—”

“A couple of months! You’ve been here for months?”

“Will you get your peter out of the wringer? For fuck’s sake, Theo, I’m trying to tell you.”

“I’m hearing you perfectly clearly. You’ve been in Wahredua for months, and you didn’t have the decency to stop by and tell me, I don’t know, that you’re alive for starters.”

“Let him talk,” Auggie whispered.

Cart moved the receiver around some more. He was playing with the corner of the laminate countertop, flexing it up and letting it snap back against the chipboard. “Look, I’m not proud of how I handled things. I’m not proud of—of a lot of stuff, I guess.” He was silent for a moment. He ran his hand down the armored cord, pulling it taut, and he stared down. “Can you keep your trap shut? Please? Because that’s the only way I’m going to be able to do this.”

Somewhere farther down the room, a quavering voice began to sing, “This Little Light of Mine.” Theo fought the urge to close his eyes. “Yeah. Ok, I can do that.”

Cart nodded. Another of those silent moments hung between them. Then Cart turned his arm, displaying track marks, and Theo bit the inside of his mouth until he tasted blood.

“So,” Cart said, “that’s part of it. And stuff you don’t have to shoot up, too, because I know shooting up is—is a fucking death sentence. And I don’t have a job, so you know I need money, and you’re both smart so you can figure out how I get it. There’s a guy I see. He’s—well, he’s about as big a hoosier as I am, drives long distance, has a beard like Old Man fucking Winter, but he’s actually kind of a sweetheart, so when he’s in town, I see him, and—” For a moment, Cart went still. “—and he leaves some money on the dresser.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, I was supposed to see him. This was Friday.”

I would have given you money, Theo wanted to say. You could have slept on the couch. I would have helped you find a program. Auggie must have sensed it because his fingers bit into Theo’s shoulder, and Theo jerked his head in an affirmative and drew in a deep breath.

All he said was, “Last Friday? The second?”

“The week before. End of August.” He flashed that grin again. “No visitors the first seven days, which is why you’re seeing me today.”

But seven days, Theo thought, would have been Friday. A few extra days to screw his courage to the sticking point, or however that line went. And, Theo guessed from the clarity in Cart’s eyes, to get clean of whatever he’d been using. “This is the guy who got killed?”

“Pete?” Cart laughed. “No. He did give me these beauty marks, though. That’s why I’m telling you. So, I went over there, and you know, things were going the way they normally did. Do you know what PNP means? Party and play? We’d done it before, so I ask, and all of a sudden, he freaks out. He’s got to go, he says. I’ve got to go. We shouldn’t be doing this. It’s the kind of stuff you hear from married guys—” Cart seemed to hear himself. When he continued again, his voice was thready. “—when they look at a picture of their kids or some shit like that.”

“And you fought?”

“We were both drunk. Yeah, I got—well, belligerent, I guess is what I’d put in a report. I was getting itchy, and he hadn’t let me down before. Now nothing is going right. He’s talking about this meeting he’s got to go to, he’s talking about NA. I’m pissed. So, yeah, I shoved him—swear to God, that’s all. I know it’s stupid. He got in a few punches, and I let him because I knew if he called the cops, it would be worse. So, that’s how I got these beauty marks. He kicks me out, and while I’m still walking down the block, he comes racing past me. Gotta get to his fucking midnight mass or whatever the fuck he was so worried about.”

“All right.”

“Do you know Scotty Lochridge? Scott. He goes by Scott now.”

Theo shook his head. He glanced at Auggie, and Auggie shook his head too.

“Scotty—Scott—we go way back. Elementary school. Miss Walsh, second grade. He’s a parole officer, so we still bumped into each other for work, stayed in touch. Anyway, he was letting me sleep on his porch.” Something must have shown on Theo’s face because Cart hurried to add, “It’s a sunroom. All closed in. You open up the windows at night, and it cools down. It was kind of the perfect setup. He knew I was—I mean, he didn’t have to worry because there’s a separate door that leads into the house, and he could lock that. In the morning, he’d unlock it and let me clean up, have breakfast. But I could come and go whenever I wanted to—the storm door to the sunroom is on a latch; you jiggle it, and it comes right open.”

“I read this in the news,” Auggie whispered. “Scott Lochridge got killed in his house.”

“That’s right, Skippy.”

“What happened?” Theo asked.

“Nothing happened. I got home from Pete’s, I jiggled that fucking storm door, and I crashed on the couch. Like I said, I was blasted. The next thing I know, Peterson and Foley are cuffing me. There’s this big old bloody knife on the floor of the sunroom, and Peterson is mirandizing me, and it’s like a fucking nightmare. It is a fucking nightmare.” He rubbed his eyes. “It still fucking is.”

Theo tried to imagine it: your colleagues, the ones you’d risked your lives for, walked the streets with, spent long, hard hours doing thankless work together, the ones who were like brothers—those same guys now cuffing you and hauling you out of a sunroom where you’ve been sleeping because you couldn’t be trusted to sleep in the house.

“It wasn’t that bad,” Cart said to whatever he read in Theo’s expression. “Foley’s a dick, but that’s Foley, and Peterson was real professional about it. You know what’s weird? Until they got me in here, when they had me in the station lockup, I think they were more uncomfortable than I was. Course, that might have been because I was puking my guts up and had a headache the size of Texas.”

“Cart, did you kill Scott Lochridge?”

Cart stared at him for a moment. “Are you fucking shitting me?”

“Answer the question, please.”

“No. No, motherfucker, I didn’t kill anybody. And the fact that you could even ask that—what the fuck is wrong with you?”

Theo sat back on the stool. He found where the two parts of the receiver’s casing joined, and he worked his thumbnail into the slit there. In the booth next to him, a man said, “It looks like they’re feeding you all right.” Whatever the other person said, it made Cart roll his eyes.

“You said you wanted us to find someone,” Auggie said into the phone. “Who?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, he might be the killer. Or he might be a witness. The point is, there was somebody else at the house that night.”

“You said you passed out and the next thing you knew, they were arresting you.”

“I wasn’t being literal, dumbshit.”

“Hey!” Theo barked.

Cart shook his head in disgust.

Auggie murmured, “Jesus Christ.” In a louder voice, he said, “So what happened?”

“I’d had some to drink, sure. But I remember getting up around two or three. I went outside to take a leak. There was a car in the driveway. A sedan.”

“What kind of sedan?” Theo asked. “Color? Make? Model?”

Cart shifted on the stool. He ran a finger over the ballpoint drooping dong, studying it. “Older. Probably American.”

“Oh my God.”

“Dark color.”

“You don’t remember,” Theo said. “You’re making this shit up.”

“I’m not making anything up!” The shout was loud enough that for a moment, it deadened the other voices in the room. A guard on Cart’s side of the partition took a step, and Cart shrank down and nodded without looking at the guard. In a quieter voice, he said, “I remember. I think I remember.”

Theo thumbed at the corner of his eye.

“I remember,” Cart said, but now he sounded like a man trying to convince himself. “I about took my pecker off when I zipped up because I was staring at that damn car. I think I’d remember.”

“Ok,” Theo said.

Color mottled Cart’s cheeks, and he set his jaw. “You want to say something?”

“If I wanted to pick a fight with a redneck, I’d go to Sunday dinner with my family. It’s your story, Cart. You can say whatever you want.”

Cart opened his mouth, but before he could say whatever he’d planned—something, no doubt, that would wind everyone up a little more—Auggie spoke: “What can you tell us about Scott? Who would be visiting him that late? Did he have a girlfriend? A boyfriend?”

Cart snorted. “No girlfriend. Ex-wife lives in Des Moines.”

“It was Friday night. Maybe he was having friends over.”

“It was two or three in the morning, chief. He was an adult. He had a job. He couldn’t stay up all night with his frat bros—” Cart finished the statement with a lazy jerking-off motion and a grin.

“Cut it out, Cart,” Theo said. “You want a big dramatic scene? You want one big fucking hoosier fight in the prison visiting room? Cause that’s where you’re headed, your ex-boyfriend screaming at you through the glass.”

Making a face, Cart held up both hands, the nonverbal equivalent of Take it easy. “He was a parole officer, so I’m thinking maybe one of his parolees. Or maybe somebody related to one of his parolees.”

“He had to have a life outside of work,” Auggie said.

Cart considered the statement for a moment and shook his head. “Scott was a quiet guy. He wasn’t out hitting the bars. He wasn’t sleeping around—at least, not while I’ve been in town. He went to work, he had a few friends over every once in a while, watched the game on TV. I don’t know who he could have pissed off enough to want to kill him.”

“It happens,” Theo said.

“I know it happens. Was I fucking police or wasn’t I, you long-haired hippy dumbass? I’m saying I don’t know who.”

“This is so productive,” Auggie whispered.

Theo threw him a look, but he directed his words to Cart: “What about the knife, the one you saw when you woke up?”

“What about it?”

“Could you try to make this easier? I don’t know why you’re giving us attitude; you called us, Cart, and we’re trying to help you.”

Cart didn’t look at Auggie. But he didn’t not look at him either; it was a strange, halfway intensity that answered Theo’s half-asked question. But after a moment, Cart said, “I never saw that knife before in my whole life.”

“Did you touch it?”

“If they got my prints off it, they’d have been throwing that in my face in the interview. I never touched that knife, and they can’t prove I did.”

“But it was by you, on the floor. That means someone carried it out to the sunroom and left it there.”

“You didn’t hear anyone moving around?” Auggie asked. “That didn’t wake you up?”

“He was blitzed, Auggie,” Theo said. “Nothing could have woken him up except the need to pee.”

Cart flipped him the bird, but he shrugged. “I didn’t hear anything, sport. Don’t you think I’d have told you if I did?”

“But the police think you did it.” Auggie frowned. “Why? They’ve got to have a reason.”

“Besides finding me in the sunroom with a bloody knife? Good detective work, ace.”

“All right,” Theo said, standing. “We’re done.”

“No, no, no, wait!” For a moment, fear was stark in Cart’s face. “I was getting to it!”

“Apologize,” Theo said.

“I’m sorry,” Cart said. Then, with a hint of that shit-eater grin, “Skippy.”

“No—”

“Theo, knock it off.” Auggie squeezed his shoulder. “You’re giving him exactly what he wants.”

As Theo sat, Cart considered Auggie anew, but when he spoke, he directed the words to Theo. “They’ve told me some of it. Upchurch, mostly. He thinks he can scare me into confessing. He doesn’t look like a bully, doesn’t act like a bully, until—well, he thinks he can scare me into saying something.” Cart took a breath. “Whoever did it, they took their time. Cuffed him—”

“How do you know they cuffed him?” Theo asked.

With an annoyed look, Cart continued, “—and cut on him for a while. Trying to get something out of him, I guess. But he didn’t die from the knife wounds. He asphyxiated; somebody choked him to death.”

“Upchurch told you this?”

“Just about,” Cart said with a shrug. “He kept telling me they knew I did it. He’d lay it out for me, bruises on the wrists consistent with police-issue handcuffs, bruises on the neck consistent with a carotid hold, and then he’d say, ‘And I’m supposed to believe it’s a coincidence that a junkie ex-cop is passed out in the sunroom right next to the knife?’”

“Police get trained to do those restraint holds,” Theo whispered to Auggie.

Auggie nodded. “But why? Why would you kill Scott?”

“Because Scott kept money in the house,” Cart said. “A lot of it—well, it would be a lot for a junkie ex-cop who wanted to score.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know; you’d have to ask him.”

“Was Scott still cuffed?” Theo asked.

Cart shook his head.

“Did they find the cuffs?”

Cart shook his head again.

“So, what’s their story?” Theo asked. “You tortured Scott, then you killed him to get some money, and then you passed out in the sunroom?”

“Pretty much. They think I was high, and while I was wiping down the knife, getting rid of my prints, I passed out.”

“What about the money?” Auggie asked.

“Well, I passed out. I couldn’t exactly take it with me, could I?”

Auggie frowned, but all he said was, “And what do they say about the cuffs?”

“They say they’ll find them eventually. They’re not too worried about it, to hear Upchurch talk about it.”

“That story has so many holes in it,” Theo said. “It’ll never stand up in court.”

Cart shrugged. “People don’t like dirty cops. And—and I had some trouble in Columbia. After I left, I mean. When I was still pretty fucked up.”

Theo rubbed his face.

“It was a bar fight, for Christ’s sake,” Cart said. “It’s not like I stabbed somebody.”

“Ok,” Theo said. “Did you ever take money from Scott?”

“What?” Cart inched forward on the stool. “Are you even listening to me?”

“I’m listening to you. Did you take money from him?”

“I’m telling you somebody set me up. Somebody’s hanging this on me. And that means the killer, whoever we’re talking about, is either a cop or knows enough about cops to make it look like I did this.”

“Ok, how much money did you take?” Theo asked. “And did Scott know you took it?”

“Theo,” Auggie began, “if Cart—”

Theo held up a finger. “How much?”

The struggle played itself out in Cart’s body: he looked from side to side, he twisted his hands in his lap, he resettled himself on the stool. “It was a misunderstanding.” The words tore out of him. “It was a few hundred bucks, and he was pissed, so he made a huge fucking deal about it when he tracked me down. I paid him back and explained. Scott understood—do you think he would have let me keep sleeping in the sunroom if he was still mad about it?”

“God damn it, Cart.”

“It was a misunderstanding.”

Theo shook his head. It might be—it probably was—exactly what Cart had said. But if you were a detective, and if you were looking for motive, and you learned that your prime suspect had stolen money from the victim before and it had led to a public altercation with witnesses—“God damn it,” Theo said again.

“Who cares about the fucking money? Did you hear one word I said?”

“I heard you.” Theo slid his hand along the receiver’s plastic. “Is there anything else? Somebody you might have had trouble with? Somebody from the force?”

Cart stared at him. His thinness was more obvious now. His pulse fluttered in his neck, and his cheeks were hollowed out with a different kind of hunger. Then he snorted, and at least he still sounded like Cart. “Nobody. I might be a redneck asshole, but nobody hates me that much.”

But it can happen to anyone, Theo wanted to say. We agreed it can happen to anyone.

Aloud, he said, “We need to talk about this, Cart. I’m not promising anything.”

“Find whoever was at the house that night. That’s all I’m asking. Figure out who they were, and find them.”

“I can’t promise anything.”

Cart rapped on the metal panel dividing the booths. “Like I said, I’m not going anywhere.”

Theo stood, and he meant to hang up the phone. Instead, though, he found himself clutching it, the receiver pressed against his ear until it hurt. He had to try twice to get the words out. “Cart, I’m sorry. About everything.”

“Sure,” Cart said, and his eyes cut to Auggie, a smile casting a shadow across his face. “I can tell.”
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Auggie stepped through the exit door that led from the secure area of the jail to the lobby, and a familiar voice said, “Hiya, Auggie.”

For one second, Auggie considered running. But, because the universe was an unfair place, he figured it was good odds that on top of being gorgeous and smart and kind, Detective Somerset was probably a hell of a runner too. Auggie cast a look behind him at Theo. Theo rolled his eyes, and then they moved across the lobby to where Somerset leaned against the wall.

Auggie raised a hand in limp greeting. “Hi, Detective Somerset?”

“Is that a question?” Somerset asked with a smile. The detective had blond, bedhead hair and a golden tan, and somehow he always wore suits that accented the cut lines of his swimmer’s build. He also had a killer smile. Auggie had gotten used to the detective’s casually mussed appearance, but now he did a double take: Somerset’s hair looked unwashed, his shirt was rumpled, and his tie looked like Auggie’s before Theo fixed it. Somerset turned the smile’s wattage down now, studying them more carefully. His eyes seemed clear, but Auggie could smell alcohol on his breath as he asked, “How are you guys doing?”

“We’re fine,” Theo said. “And we’re leaving.”

Somerset held out an arm. “Just a minute, actually. If you don’t mind.”

“It’s been a pretty awful day, Somers,” Theo said. “We want to go.”

Nodding, Somerset let his smile fade out completely. But he didn’t lower his arm. “I’m sorry about Cart, Theo. I know—” He stopped himself. “No, I guess I don’t know. I don’t want to presume. But I believe you were friends, and I’m sure this is difficult.”

Theo ran a hand through his hair and looked away.

“Detective Somerset,” Auggie glanced around the jail’s tiny lobby, “not to be rude, but what are you doing here?”

“Well, on a big case like this, I like to know if someone I’ve arrested is receiving visitors. And it’s a small town, Auggie.” Somerset pointed in the direction of the police station. “Didn’t even take me fifteen minutes to drive over here.”

“Great story,” Theo said, taking Auggie’s arm, “Auggie, we’re leaving.”

“I’ll only take a moment.” Somerset appraised them again, and then he said, “I know that, over the past few years, you two have gotten involved in some pretty serious stuff.”

“Gotten involved is putting it lightly,” Theo said. “Dragged into. Forced into.”

Somerset nodded. “And, as a result, you’ve both gotten hurt. Badly. Theo, stop glaring at me. You know me; you know I’m not trying to threaten you. I’m trying to talk some sense into you.”

“We visited Cart. That’s all.”

Auggie recognized the look that Somerset gave them; for most of Auggie’s life, Fer had been giving him this look—and, more recently, he’d seen a variation of it on Theo’s face. The rough translation was, How stupid do you think I am? Theo at least had the good grace to blush.

“Right,” Somerset said. “Well, consider this a friendly conversation. Because I think I am your friend, Theo. This is a delicate situation. Scott was a respected member of the community. There were a lot of police who liked him, and more than that, a lot who respected him because he was good at a difficult job. Cart, on the other hand, is—well, Cart stirs up a lot of mixed feelings. Put the two together, and you’ve got a powder keg.”

“I hope I’m not hearing what I think I’m hearing,” Theo said. “I hope I’m not hearing a sworn officer of the law tell me that Cart isn’t going to get due process and a fair trial. Because if you think he killed Scott, you don’t know him.”

“Nobody knows him, Theo. I’m sorry to put it bluntly, but I think you need to hear it. Nobody really knew Cart before he left, and the proof is that he disappeared without a word.”

Theo’s mouth twisted; he looked like he wanted to spit.

“I’m not talking about—about his identity or his lifestyle,” Somerset said quietly. “I’m talking about the fact that he could walk away from his entire life without saying a word to anyone.”

“It was a crisis. He wasn’t thinking.”

Somerset nodded. “And he’s been gone for over a year, Theo. He’s not someone you know anymore. None of us know him, and none of us know what he’s capable of. That’s a hard thing to hear, but someone needed to tell you.”

“Great. Are you done? Because we’re going to go.” Still holding Auggie’s arm, he steered Auggie toward the doors.

“I know you think you can help him,” Somerset said, his voice chasing them. “But the best thing for Cart—and for you, and for Auggie—is to let the police handle this. If you get involved, you’re only going to make things worse.”

At that point, Theo and Auggie reached the doors, and Auggie shouldered one open as Theo propelled him outside. The September day was already cooking, heat waves shimmering above the parking lot’s blacktop, and the air smelled like tar and exhaust and a hint of seared meat from the restaurants farther up Jefferson Street. Theo marched Auggie toward the Malibu. After they’d gone ten yards, Auggie reached up and squeezed Theo’s hand.

“Sorry,” Theo said roughly, and he dropped his hand and flexed his fingers. Auggie rubbed his arm, and Theo said, “Did I hurt you?”

Auggie shook his head.

“Motherfucker,” Theo said.

Their steps clicked against the blacktop.

“That condescending, self-righteous, self-important motherfucking prick.”

“He was doing what he thought was best,” Auggie said. “He did that because he’s your friend. He could have handled it differently. He could have come down on us hard.”

Theo shook his head. When he spoke again, his voice was locked down. “Auggie, I have to help him.”

“I know.”

“I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be involved. But I owe him. For how things—for a lot of things, I guess.”

“I know, Theo.”

“He helped me a lot after Ian.”

Auggie stopped, and he caught Theo and turned him, and he took Theo’s hands even though the day was hot and their skin already sticky. “Theo, of course you’re going to help him. I know he’s important to you. You care about him.”

“You’re important to me. I care about you.”

Auggie rolled his eyes, and a tiny smile crept out. “I mean, I know you want to help him. And now’s the part where I make sure you don’t say anything silly like, ‘But I want you to stay out of it.’ Because that’s not going to happen, Theo. We’ve talked about this. We’ve been working on this.”

“I’ve been working on this,” Theo said in a thick voice. “That’s what you mean.”

“I mean both of us. And, besides, I literally just got back, and I don’t want to have a huge fight.”

Theo grimaced. “Auggie—”

“Unless the next words out of your mouth are, ‘Thank you for being so wise for one so young and beautiful, and thank you for being the best, most supportive boyfriend in the entire universe,’ you should probably think long and hard about saying them.”

A hint of something teased the corner of Theo’s mouth.

“I’ve felt guilty ever since I opened my stupid mouth at that party,” Auggie whispered. “I want to help him too.”

Theo closed his eyes. For a long moment, he was still. He nodded and opened his eyes and blinked them clear. Then he kissed Auggie’s cheek.

“Thank you,” Auggie said in that same whisper. Because he knew how difficult that had been, for Theo to say yes when all that fear told Theo to say no. Because he knew how hard Theo was trying.

That something at the corner of Theo’s mouth became a little more crooked, a little wryer. “For one so young and beautiful?”

“In contrast to your grizzled experience.”

“God damn it.”

“It’s a good thing.”

“I should have turned down the teaching stipend. I should have let Ian make me get a job at Frozen King.”

Auggie laughed as Theo pretended to push him out of the way and instead, somehow, they ended up walking together again toward the Malibu. He was so caught up in laughing that his first sign something was wrong was how Theo’s body tightened, and Auggie glanced around to see what had happened.

A brown sedan rolled through the parking lot, keeping pace with them. Auggie recognized the man behind the wheel: the huge yellow frames of his glasses, the bushy graying mustache, the overall impression the man gave off that he made sensible investments in a 401k and probably had wet dreams about tax-deferral options. Albert Lender was a detective with the Wahredua PD, but he was about the most dangerous—and corrupt—man Auggie had ever met. Over the last few years, he had used threats and violence to get Auggie and Theo to help him in a variety of criminal endeavors. Now, cruising through the parking lot, he glanced over, smiled, and waved.

“Keep walking,” Theo said, putting an arm around Auggie and interposing his body between Auggie and the sedan.

The window buzzed down. “Hello, Theo,” Lender said. “Hello, August. How’s tricks?”

“Did somebody hit the Bat Signal,” Theo asked, “and the whole department came over here? Who the fuck am I going to have to talk to next? That asshole Foley?”

“It sure is a hot day,” Lender said. “Too hot for walking. Hop in, and I’ll give you a ride.”

“We’re fine.”

“August, use some of that charm and influence on your better half, won’t you? He’s being rude.”

In a low voice, Auggie said, “Theo, let’s do what he says.”

“We’re in the parking lot of the sheriff’s department,” Theo said. “What’s he going to do? Gun us down?”

“You know that’s not what he’s going to do. Whatever he does, he knows how to get away with it, and he’ll do it to teach us a lesson.”

Theo took another stride. Then his face twisted, and he swore under his breath. He turned them toward Lender’s car. When he opened the door, he grabbed Auggie’s arm to stop him and went first. Auggie came after him. The year before, Lender had—well, saved wasn’t exactly the right word, since it had been more of a frying pan/fire situation, but he’d gotten them away from a dangerous man. Auggie remembered the arctic blast of the car’s A/C, the smell of an ammonia-based cleaner. His pulse ticked up, and when Theo’s hand rested on his knee, he realized he was breathing faster. Two years before, Lender had put Auggie in the hospital—punishment for interfering with one of Lender’s drug dealers.

“Wonderful,” Lender said, easing the sedan across the lot until he stopped next to the Malibu. He shifted into park. Then he turned and picked up—if Auggie wasn’t mistaken, and if this wasn’t some sort of nightmare time-loop twenty years to the past— what might have been the only surviving audiocassette copy of Rich Dad, Poor Dad. Lender gave them each a long look, and then he smiled and turned his attention to the tapes. “How was your visit with Mr. Cartwright?”

“Great,” Theo said. “He likes the food.”

Laughing, Lender shook his head. “I always expect young August to be the cutup. What did Mr. Cartwright say?”

Theo’s mouth thinned into a line. Auggie knew this part of Theo; he knew it even though he’d seen it so rarely—a deep-seated resolve that bordered on obstinacy. It was a good part of Theo. It had carried him out of a life he didn’t want, carried him through tragedy that would have undone another man, carried him toward a future that required tremendous discipline and sacrifice. But in times like this, it was a liability—especially because Auggie knew how Lender had broken Theo’s resolve before. It usually involved torturing Auggie.

“He told us about the murder,” Auggie began, the words coming too rapidly. He ignored the pointed look from Theo. “He told us the police believe—” And then he stopped, realizing why Theo had kept his silence, and who he was talking too.

Lender laughed softly again. “The look on your face, August. Don’t worry; I’m fully aware of what my colleagues think. Believe it or not, we discuss things like this, ask each other for help. Poor Somers has had quite the streak, with the two of you showing him up over the last few years. Yes, I know they believe the killer was a law-enforcement officer, although I’m sure you’ve realized that includes more than the Wahredua PD. The sheriff’s department, for example.” Under that bushy mustache, his smile broadened. “I wanted to know about the money.”

“What money?” Theo asked.

Lender sucked his teeth. He set down the audiobook in its clunky plastic binder, and he said, “August, step out of the car with me.”

“No,” Theo said, his hand tightening around Auggie’s knee.

Lender’s eyebrows went up.

For a moment, the struggle played itself out in Theo’s face. Then he breathed out hard and looked away. “He said Scott always kept money in the house. He said that’s what the police think he was after.”

“Yes, Theo. As I told young August, we do discuss this kind of thing. I want to know where the money is.”

“We don’t know.”

Lender made an unhappy noise. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

Auggie looked at Theo, but there was no help there—Theo was still staring out the window, his shoulders tight. When he looked back at Lender, the detective raised his eyebrows again.

“Mr. Lender, we don’t know. Cart didn’t know. He told us Scott never let him in the house, well, almost never.”

“That is a problem, August.”

The car’s engine purred. The A/C blasting from the vents made a slight whistling noise. Outside the car, voices muted by the glass, an older couple passed them, walking arm in arm across the lot. The woman was wearing a shirt that said, THIS IS WHAT A GRANDMA LOOKS LIKE, with an arrow pointing to her butt. To be fair, Auggie thought, she was keeping it tight.

“We’ll find it,” Auggie said.

“There you go,” Lender said.

“If you help us.” Theo turned back to face Lender. “All we’ve ever done is run errands for you or help you or pretend we don’t know what you’re doing. You want that money? Fine. We’ll find it. But you have to help us figure out who killed Scott Lochridge.”

“Why, Theo, that’s quite assertive of you. I’m impressed. But what would Ian think about this, making this kind of deal, bartering away truth and justice and all that?”

“Ian is dead,” Theo said. And for a moment, it didn’t matter that they were crammed in the back seat, or that Lender was a detective, or that Lender doubtless had a gun or two on him. It felt to Auggie like all the air had been sucked out of the little sedan. Theo leaned forward, one hand on the headrest, and said, “Say his name again, and I’ll kill you.”

Lender blinked. He smoothed a hand over the cassettes. His smile flickered back to life, but Auggie thought he saw the uncertainty linger in the detective’s eyes. “I’m not sure how I can help you. You already know that they suspect someone with law-enforcement training, and I assume you know why they drew that conclusion.”

“You can start by telling us who reported the murder.”

“It was an anonymous call from a payphone.”

“God damn it.”

“We need Scott’s address,” Auggie said.

“Are you ready?” Lender asked, and then he said it while Auggie typed it into his phone. The detective watched them for a moment. Then he said, “Unless there’s something else?” And he let the question hang.

Theo shook his head, and Auggie opened the door. They slid out of the sedan, and when the door clicked shut, Lender pulled away. It might have been Auggie’s imagination, but he thought Lender was driving a little faster than normal.

“I’m sorry,” Theo said.

Auggie shook his head.

“That was so stupid, Auggie. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. He did that on purpose; he likes twisting the knife.”

“But I shouldn’t have—”

“Theo, I’m glad you said it.” Auggie shivered in spite of the heat. “He’s a nightmare. I’m so glad we’re going to be out of this fucking town in a year.”

The expression on Theo’s face wasn’t a look that Auggie could put a label on, but it wasn’t positive, and it evaporated as soon as Theo knew Auggie was looking.

“What?” Auggie said.

Theo hesitated, and Auggie knew, in that moment, that Theo wasn’t going to tell him. Instead, Theo said, “You know what Cart said, about getting up to pee?”

Auggie nodded.

“Well, if he was drunk, he might have been mixing up his nights, remembering something he saw another night when he got up. That’s what I thought at first—I mean, it’s such a bullshit thing to pin your hopes on. But he said a dark sedan, and you know who drives a dark sedan?”

“Lender.”

“Yep. Al Lender.”

Auggie considered this for a moment, but he didn’t know what else to say. He dug out the keys and checked the time on his phone.

“You’ve got to get to class,” Theo said.

“Oh no. I’ve heard that one before.”

With a surprisingly soft smile, Theo said, “And I have to get to the library. We’ll go to Scott’s after we’re done for the day?”

“Am I hearing things? Was that an honest-to-God question?”

“Of course. We talked about this: partners.”

Auggie grinned. “I’ll text you as soon as I’m done with my last class.”
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By the time Auggie texted, Theo had done nothing but waste four hours in the stacks. He’d managed to keep himself busy for the first hour—or busy enough, anyway, that he could pretend he was doing something meaningful, and his conscience was willing to play along. He found a few monographs on Hamlet that he needed, and then he browsed the stacks, flipping through edited collections. A lot of the older ones didn’t have the titles of the individual articles in the library’s electronic catalogue, or the information was incomplete, and so there was a certain scholarly version of Russian roulette at play, hoping he’d stumble onto something that would be useful.

Eventually, though, Theo ran out of ways to play-act his way through the hours, and he ended up sitting at a carrel deep in the stacks, with nothing but raw concrete and humming fluorescents for company. He stared at his laptop screen, where he’d opened a document for notes about this chapter—the final chapter—of his dissertation. He laid out a dog-eared paperback of the play. But mostly he thought about all of it: the zoetrope of Cart and Lender and even Auggie. Especially Auggie. I’m so glad we’re going to be out of this fucking town in a year. In a year. Theo shut that part down before he could think about it.

It was a mercy when Auggie texted.

Auggie drove them across town to a neighborhood that Theo wasn’t familiar with—lots of ranch homes with brick accents, lots of lawns that looked mown and kept but still patchy in places or full of sedge. The address for Scott Lochridge brought them to a small ranch with tongue-and-groove siding that had been painted brown at some point—to judge by the brush strokes, by hand. It had a gabled roof, and in the flowerbeds, begonias looked sunburnt and wilted. Police tape crisscrossed the door.

When Theo signaled with two fingers, Auggie kept driving, and they parked a street over. They hiked back to the house.

“Go around?” Auggie asked.

Theo glanced up and down the street. So far, he’d seen no one, but that didn’t mean anything. It seemed like a quiet street, and quiet streets usually had at least one nosy neighbor. He nodded, and they cut down the side of the house. A deck canted off the back of the house, and farther back on the lot, a gambrel-roof shed looked like it needed to be painted. They went up onto the deck, and the whole structure made a groaning noise.

“Good God,” Theo said, taking hold of Auggie’s arm. “This thing is about rotted through.”

“You do realize if it collapses, holding onto my arm won’t do anything?”

“Yes, Auggie, I do realize that. But if only part of the structure goes, or if a board snaps, it might mean the difference between you getting a few scrapes and you breaking your neck.”

Auggie made a noise of understanding and amazement that was, in Theo’s book, a little too much.

When they got to the storm door that led into the sunroom, Theo said, “Time to see if Cart was telling the truth.” He tried the door, but it was locked. He jiggled it, and it stayed shut.

“Maybe somebody fixed it,” Auggie suggested.

“Or maybe Cart is a junkie liar.”

“Or maybe,” Auggie said, laying a hand Theo’s arm, “it’s stuck, and you have to jiggle it a certain way. You’re wound up; take a few breaths. Oh, you know what you should do? You should yell at it.”

“Thank you, Auggie.”

“Use that same voice you used when you told me to pick up my underwear.”

“I did not—” Theo struggled to control his volume as he gave the door another yank. “—use a voice.”

The door came open.

“Yeah,” Auggie said with a grin. “That’s the one.”

Theo stared at him.

Auggie tapped his cheek.

Theo kissed him. Once.

“It’s the same voice you used when you found out I washed the peanut butter knife.”

Theo closed the storm door behind him, but of course, it opened up right away for Auggie.

The sunroom had three walls of windows with vinyl blinds that were currently drawn up. It was swelteringly hot on that September afternoon, and the heat seemed worse because of the smell, which was a mixture of grass clippings and a hint of an unwashed body—there might have been a good reason that Scott didn’t let Cart sleep in the house. A sprung sofa, its leather turning white from wear, took up most of the room. Opposite the sofa, a stack of wire crates held golf books and a Goofy Golf trophy, and a tiny television.

“Do you have to use a magnifying glass to watch this thing?” Auggie asked.

“Ok,” Theo said.

“Or maybe a jeweler’s loupe?”

“You know, the whole ‘big TV’ obsession that Americans have going on right now? It hasn’t always been a thing. For a long time, big TVs were way too expensive for most people to afford. I remember—”

Auggie was looking so innocent that it must have been painful.

“You do that on purpose,” Theo said.

“Don’t stop now. You didn’t get to the part about wooden nickels.”

Theo folded his arms.

Beaming at him, Auggie said, “Do you remember when you bought that 24-inch on Black Friday?”

“I’m going to make sure the next door locks behind me.”

“You were so proud of yourself.”

“Mother of God.” Theo turned toward the door that led into the house and wondered if you could sleep in the stacks. Nobody ever talked to him in the stacks. He could be there for weeks, maybe months, and never see a soul. Never see any undergrads, that was for sure.

Auggie was still laughing. Silently, of course, but Theo could feel it without looking over his shoulder.

The door that led into the house proper was fiberglass, and it had a few dings and scuffs that looked like they’d happened from normal wear and tear. Theo inspected the sill, the header, the jamb. He studied the deadbolt and the latch.

“In my day,” Auggie said, “it was a privilege to have even one door—oh my God, Theo, I think you broke my knee!”

“I didn’t hit your knee,” Theo said, shaking out his hand—at least, he was pretty sure he hadn’t hit Auggie’s knee, since he’d delivered the dead-leg without looking.

“Oh my God, oh my God. I’m never going to walk again.”

“You’re literally walking right now. Well, limping. But you’re moving around fine.”

Theo did look back now, just to be sure, and Auggie glared at him as he hobbled around the sunroom, massaging his thigh.

“In case you’re interested, it doesn’t look like anyone forced the door.”

“You hit me!”

Theo considered him for a moment. “I’m sorry, Auggie. That was something my brothers and I did—I wasn’t really thinking. Is your leg ok?”

“No.” Auggie massaged it vigorously. “Come over here and make it better.”

Theo rolled his eyes, but he left the door. It turned out, though, that instead of make it better, whatever that meant, Auggie wanted kisses. And then, at some point in the kisses, he said, “I don’t care what you and the other paperboys used to do to each other while you were playing stickball out by the train yard—”

“You are such a brat,” Theo said, laughing in spite of himself and swatting Auggie on the ass. “This is why Fer is mean to you. You realize that, right?”

Grinning, Auggie switched the massaging act to his butt. “For the record, I’m totally into the roughhousing. You surprised me, is all. Because you’re so strong.”

“Dial it down.”

“No, no, it definitely did something for me.”

“Jesus Lord,” Theo said and went back to the door.

He turned the handle; it was locked, but the door gave slightly in the frame, which suggested that the deadbolt hadn’t been set. He fished out his much-abused debit card, shimmied it into the gap between the door and the frame, brought it up and back—smooth and fast. The spring-latch popped free, and the door opened inward. Cool mustiness rolled out to meet him, and when Theo looked over his shoulder, Auggie was making a face.

“No,” Auggie said, pushing him forward, “don’t even say it; I’m not staying outside.”

They started in a little cubicle of a kitchen. Pine cabinets and a pine table and chairs and butcher-block countertops all lay yellowing under old varnish. A side-by-side Amana made a gurgling noise when they passed it, and Auggie jumped.

“Don’t say anything, Theo.”

“About what?”

“I’m serious. Not a word.”

Theo thought about all that nonsense from the porch. He turned a gentle, patient smile on Auggie.

“Oh my God,” Auggie moaned. “I have good reflexes. That’s literally all.”

“I know you do.”

“Stop. This is so much worse than if you’re mean to me.”

Theo smiled a little more to himself as he continued through the house.

Past the kitchen, they found themselves in a dining nook attached to the living room. The nook featured a grandmotherly table and clawfoot chairs, with a chandelier dangling teardrop crystals overhead. The living room set was orange mohair, and Theo thought he could see vacuum lines in the upholstery. The throw pillows were blue mohair and lined up in perfect symmetry.

“I think you’d like this guy as a roommate.” Auggie picked up the remote and turned on the TV. “I think you two would have so much fun. You could exchange laundry tips.”

“Saying, ‘Please carry the hamper downstairs, don’t push it down the steps’ isn’t exactly a laundry tip, Auggie. It’s—”

“I don’t understand. The hamper gets to the bottom either way, and the basement stairs don’t have any carpet, so it’s not like it’s damaging anything.”

In lieu of having this conversation for what felt like the tenth time, Theo said, “I don’t want him for a roommate if he watches Fox Business in his free time. Do you want me to find you some cartoons?”

Auggie did a big windup before the pitch—on purpose of course—so Theo caught the remote, trying not to laugh as he did.

Theo made his way to the front door next. The deadbolt wasn’t set here either, but he flipped the lock on the latch and opened it. Hot, humid air waited on the threshold, complete with the smell of what he thought of as mulch burn. He checked the frame again, and then he called Auggie over and pointed.

“I don’t get it,” Auggie said. “If you’re going to force your way into a house, why use the front door? Why wouldn’t you go around back?”

“I think he did go around back. I think he saw Cart in the sunroom and had to change plans.”

“And he recognized Cart? Yeah, he did, didn’t he? He must have.”

“It seems like it.”

“I mean, if the killer was law enforcement, he probably would have at least recognized Cart, even if he didn’t know him well. And if he wasn’t law enforcement, he had to have known Cart so he could frame him like this.”

Theo shrugged. “That seems like a good possibility.”

It was one of those houses that had been chopped up into a lot of tiny rooms: a tiny bathroom with black-and-white checkerboard tile on the floor and walls; three tiny bedrooms—one holding nothing but a twin bed covered in laundry that would never be folded, one that had been converted into a home office, and one that was clearly Scott’s; and another tiny bathroom with the same tile feature. Theo made one more pass through the house, studying it.

“No pictures of family.”

“Cart said he’s divorced,” Auggie said. “And he’s got that.” He pointed to a neon Budweiser sign in the living room. “You guys could put it in the kitchen. Or in the living room. Oh! Or you could turn the basement into a man cave.”

“You’re really going to ride this one out, huh?”

Auggie flashed a huge smile.

“Bedroom or office?”

“Office,” Auggie said a little too quickly.

Theo rolled his eyes.

“You should be grateful,” Auggie said. “At some point, I’m going to be in charge of our finances, and you should be thrilled you’ve got a celebrity influencer slash fashion star slash hunk dripping raw sexual magnetism who will do your QuickBooks for you.”

At some point, Theo thought. And then he made himself leave it. “I know what you want to ‘do’ for me,” he made the quotes with his fingers. “And it’s not QuickBooks.”

“Well, yeah, I want to do that stuff too.”

“Go check the office, please.”

“For free, Theo.”

Theo started toward the bedroom.

“Would your roommate Scott do that for you?”

“This is why grad students live alone.”

Auggie was still laughing by the time Theo got to the bedroom, so he closed the door, maybe a little more forcefully than was necessary.

Like the rest of the house, the bedroom was sparsely furnished: an oak headboard that Theo pegged at twenty years old, a mattress and box spring combo that dipped in the middle, a chest of drawers and a nightstand that matched the headboard. There was a closet that wasn’t even big enough to hang all of Auggie’s tanks—although that might have said more about Auggie, and the amount of laundry he generated in a single day, than about the closet. The second bathroom was attached, making this into the master suite.

Blood stained the mattress—dark, rust-colored drops, mostly near the head of the bed. That made sense; Scott had been tortured, and some of the blood would have soaked through the bedding. Scratches on a decorative spindle of the headboard suggested where the handcuffs had been looped. Theo crawled up on the bed to get a better look. The scratches ran all the way to the tip of the spindle, which made sense too. At some point in the struggle, Scott had caused enough trouble that his killer had tried a carotid hold. If Theo had to guess, he would have put money that Scott had somehow dragged the cuffs up over the tip of the spindle—scratching it along its length in the process—and been able to put up more of a fight with his hands free. A broken section of drywall behind the nightstand seemed to confirm that version of events; Theo imagined Scott kicking wildly, catching the nightstand, rocking it back hard enough that the corner put a hole in the wall.

He checked the bathroom next, but aside from medication for high blood pressure and high cholesterol, he didn’t find anything. No incriminating eight balls. No dime baggies. Not even prescription painkillers. Hell, for that matter, not even condoms.

When Theo got to the office, he found Auggie on the floor, surrounded by paperwork. On the small desk behind him, a PC was on, with a password prompt displayed on the monitor. Auggie scanned a document, frowned, and set it in a pile before picking up the next one.

“Anything?” Theo asked.

“Well, it’ll probably surprise you, but this guy is super organized—great trait in a roommate by the way.”

Theo made a circling gesture with one finger: hurry it up.

“He also does not believe in clutter. He’s got seven years of tax returns, which I think is what the IRS asks you to keep—”

“How do you know that?”

“How do you not know that?” Auggie flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that! I was joking.”

“Auggie, it’s fine. What else?”

“I mean, he’s got bank statements and mortgage statements, and he keeps the paperwork from all the home repairs he does.”

“Anything weird?”

Auggie shook his head.

“Any sign where he might be hiding that cash?”

Auggie shook his head again.

“Ok,” Theo said. “I’ll keep looking.”

He started in the living room, and he went slowly and carefully. The most effective search would have involved destructive things like breaking through drywall and cutting open cushions, but he couldn’t risk those—the police would be back, and if they saw that kind of damage, they’d have questions. So, the alternative was to go slow and be careful. He checked the mohair living room set. He checked the TV. He checked the air returns and the registers. He checked the baseboards. Near the end, when things had been at their worst with Luke, he’d had to learn all this the hard way. Nobody was as clever at hiding their stash as a junkie. And then Theo heard his thoughts and smiled and told himself, Look who’s talking.

He went through the kitchen the same way: under the sink, behind the pipes, every cabinet, every canister. He didn’t dump out the unopened bags of flour and sugar—although you could seal those back up with a little glue—because of the police, again. But he did pull back the toe kick beneath the cabinets. He found nothing but old food—mostly corn flakes—and dust bunnies. He dragged the Amana out from the wall and checked behind it; sometimes appliances had nooks and crannies where you could hide stuff. He didn’t find anything, but he checked the stove too.

When he went back to the office, Auggie looked up and grinned and tried to hide it.

“What?” Theo asked.

Auggie beckoned him over, then beckoned for him to lean down. When Theo did, he plucked a dust bunny out of Theo’s hair. “Were you rolling around on the floor?”

“I learned a new trick. Find anything?”

“That’s his work bag,” Auggie said, gesturing to a worn leather shoulder bag. “It’s got all sorts of papers and forms and printouts and reports.”

“Exciting.”

“There’s some interesting stuff. He’s got a cover letter that I think he was editing for one of his parolees. It’s for a float trip outfitter. This guy swears that a job at a bowling alley is the best qualification for any future employment in any field.”

Theo rubbed his eyes.

“And he uses the phrase, ‘My favorite thing about fishing’ eighteen times, Theo. I counted.”

“This is my fault; I should have asked if you found anything important.”

“When I said, ‘The thematic echoes of desire’ twice in my final paper, you took half a point off for style.”

Theo took a deep breath. He looked at Auggie. Then he said, “You’re a much better writer than some anonymous ex-convict. Is that what you needed to hear?”

“And?”

Theo took another deep breath. “And I’m sorry I took half a point off for style.”

“Was that so hard?” Auggie frowned. “There’s more stuff like that. He’s got notes from a home visit—he found drugs some lady was trying to hide in her toilet tank—”

“Damn it, I didn’t check the tanks.” When Auggie raised an eyebrow, Theo said, “It’s a common hiding spot. I haven’t done the bathrooms. Anything else?”

“Um, a five-year plan from a lady who wants to be a stewardess. He crossed it out and wrote flight attendant.”

“So progressive. Ok, I’m going to keep looking.”

“Theo, what if we don’t find the money? The police haven’t found it. If we don’t find it, Lender’s going to—”

“One thing at a time.”

“But he—”

“Auggie,” Theo said, “one thing at a time.”

Auggie nodded miserably.

Theo checked the bathroom—and the toilet tanks—and found nothing. As he passed the office, he called, “I’m heading outside.”

Some sort of affirmative noise came back from the office.

Theo found the car keys hanging on a hook near the front door. He let himself out through the sunroom and headed for the silver Impala parked at the end of the drive. It was as clean as the house. A hula-girl air freshener on the dash made the air smell like what people thought of as piña colada, and Theo found only responsible, sensible things: the car manual in the glove box, a first aid kit in one of the seat pockets; a penlight in the center console. The trunk had one of those organizers that Scott must have used for groceries. One of the compartments was labeled MILK.

“Jesus Christ,” Theo said.

He bounced the keys, the metal jangling. The next step was the attic crawlspace, which sounded like a nightmare, or—

His eyes came to rest on the shed farther back on the lot.

He crossed the yard, and when he got to the shed, he found it padlocked. One of the keys on the ring opened it, and Theo opened the double doors. He had a half-formed vision of a meth lab or a sex den, or whatever that would be called—God, he thought, please let Auggie never know I called it a sex den. But instead, what met him was the ordinary stuff people stored in a shed. There was a Honda lawnmower, plastic shelves with cans of paint, lawn waste bags that were lined up so neatly they made Theo think of a filing cabinet. The smell of gasoline left him a little lightheaded.

He poked around, moving things, watching for spiders, and found nothing.

“Do you think he has cutting-the-grass shorts like you?”

Theo whirled around. “God damn it, Auggie. Why would you do that?”

“It’s a reasonable question.”

“I meant sneak up on me!” Theo pushed sweat-damp hair back and scowled at his boyfriend. “And they’re not cutting-the-grass shorts. They’re just shorts. I wear them when I cut the grass.”

“They’re not just shorts, Theo.”

Theo thought about closing his eyes. Maybe it would be like The Wizard of Oz—there’s no place like home. Only Auggie could follow him there, too. It was like what they said about feeding strays, only this one wanted sex all the time and ate his weight in Doritos.

What he finally said was, “I do not understand your obsession with my shorts.”

“They’re so long, Theo.”

“I can’t do this with you.”

“And so red.”

“Not again.”

“And shiny.”

Theo pushed his way past Auggie to get out of the shed.

“A lot of people would be worried about keeping their vintage Umbros in mint condition,” Auggie said, following Theo as he made his way around the shed. “But not you. You’re making a bold statement about functional clothing. Oh! And you’re making a bold fashion statement by wearing those shorts!”

When Theo came around the back of the shed, he stopped. “Auggie—”

Auggie’s voice changed to pleading. “Theo, they hang past your knees, and I swear I saw some of the neighbor kids using you for target practice. I’ll buy you some shorts. Some super cute ones that you can wear, and your daddy thighs will look so good—”

“Auggie!”

Auggie cut off when he saw what Theo had already spotted. On the back of the shed, someone had spray-painted words that covered the wall: TOUCH ME AGAIN AND I’LL CUNT YOU.

“Jesus,” Auggie whispered.

“And I’ll cunt you,” Theo said.

“Um, not to—well, sometimes guys say that about other guys—”

“I know what it means, Auggie.”

Theo wasn’t sure, but he thought Auggie breathed something that sounded like “Thank God.”

For another minute, Theo studied the graffiti. Then he said, “Could you show me how to take a picture of this?”

It said something that Auggie didn’t even make a joke. He helped Theo snap a few shots. Then he asked, “Do you think the police saw this?”

“If Somerset came out here and checked the shed himself, yes. If he farmed it out to one of the uniformed officers…” Theo shrugged. “I don’t know how you could see this and not assume it’s at least a potential avenue of investigation. The paint is relatively new, and somebody definitely had strong feelings toward Scott.”

“But—” Auggie stopped himself. A hint of color rose in his face, and Theo knew why: everything that had happened with Auggie’s ex, Dylan, two years before, and then again the year before with a psychopath named Trace. “The language, ‘Touch me again,’ and the rest of it—I mean, it sounds sexual, right?”

“It could be. I don’t know.”

“And whoever did it, they painted it on the back of the shed. Scott might not have ever seen it.”

Theo nodded. “Because they might have hated him, but they were scared of him too.”

Auggie was still staring at the shed. He frowned and said, “I’ve seen that before.”

“What?”

He pointed to the letters. “That handwriting, I guess, if you can still call it that with spray paint. I know I’ve seen it. Oh, shit. Hold on!”

He sprinted toward the house, and Theo followed. He found Auggie in the office. The shoulder bag lay on the floor, spilling its contents on the carpet, and Auggie held a sheaf of documents. He flipped through them and then stopped and held one out.

It was a letter of apology for, apparently, urinating on a woman’s lawn ornaments. Theo could see what Auggie had meant: several of the letters had distinct characteristics that appeared in the spray paint as well. It was signed Byron Shepard.

“Who’s Byron Shepard?”

Before Auggie could answer, the sound of a door opening came from the back of the house. Theo’s eyes found Auggie’s.

Shit, Auggie mouthed.

Theo eased the office door shut—it was old and thin, and the latch looked about as strong as paper. Then he crossed to the window and raised the blinds. The window was an old single-pane casement in an aluminum frame, and when Theo tried the crank that should have opened it, he only managed a quarter turn before it stuck.

From the living room came a man’s voice that Theo didn’t recognize. “Take everything,” the man said. “Tear this place apart.”

Another man said something, the words indistinct, and then another.

Three, Theo thought. And then, like a lightning strike: Not police—or at least, not police who were on duty. Footsteps moved toward them, and Theo leaned on the crank, throwing his weight against it. For a moment, it refused to turn. Then, with a shrill shriek, the crank spun, and the casement opened.

“What the fuck?” a man said in the hall.

“Go,” Theo whispered, darting back across the room. He shoved Auggie toward the window and set his shoulder against the door. A moment later, the handle turned, and someone tried to open the door. The door’s thin paneling protested as it met the resistance of Theo’s shoulder.

Auggie stopped at the sound and looked back.

“What the fuck is going on?” the man in the hallway shouted. “Is somebody in there?”

Go, Theo mouthed.

Auggie took a hesitant step and looked back again.

Theo swallowed a scream.

Weight hit the door again. Theo dug in and held his position, and the paneling made a crackling sound as it flexed under the strain.

“Somebody’s here. Hey! Somebody’s in here!”

“Go!” Theo snapped. Then he yanked open the door. On the other side stood a stocky man with a neck beard, dressed in a Cardinals ball cap, Cardinals t-shirt, and what Auggie would have called “dad jeans.” A black plastic trash bag dangled from one hand. He had a pistol holstered on his belt.

Theo punched him in the face and slammed the door. He grabbed the desk chair and shoved it under the handle. Swears and shouts erupted out in the hall as Theo grabbed Auggie and maneuvered him toward the window.

“The bag,” Auggie said.

“I’ll get it,” Theo said. “Go!”

He dropped to his knees to shovel the loose papers into Scott’s work bag and slung the bag over his shoulder. Something hit the door hard. The paneling made a loud snapping noise, and a crack ran down the middle. The desk chair shook under the impact.

When Theo turned around, Auggie had already cleared the window. Theo hoisted himself up onto the sill, swung a leg over, and dropped. The last thing he saw was a chunk of paneling fall into the room as someone bashed a hole in the door.

Auggie steadied him when he landed.

Inside, someone was shouting, “Go around, go around!”

“Run,” Theo said.

And they ran.
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They drove until they were sure they weren’t being followed, and in his head, Theo said, Thank you, thank you, thank you that we parked on the next street.

Auggie pulled into a shopping plaza at the corner of the next intersection. All the good stuff: Taco Bell, Home Goods, one of those frozen yogurt places where you pay by weight and they get you with all the toppings. They ended up in the shade behind a BMO Harris. Theo adjusted the vents and wiped his face.

“Let me see your hand.” Auggie took it without waiting and began probing.

“Ow,” Theo said mildly.

“I don’t even know what I’m doing. Did you hear the sound it made when you hit that guy? I think you might have broken a knuckle.”

“I broke his nose.” Theo closed his eyes. The knots in his shoulders and back began to loosen. He opened his eyes again and said, “I didn’t break a knuckle.”

“That was crazy. That was insane, right?”

“Pretty insane.”

“Who were those guys?”

“Well, the one I saw, I didn’t recognize.”

“You heard them,” Auggie said. “They were robbing Scott’s house. They had to be looking for the money.”

Theo nodded.

“So, that means Cart’s telling the truth, right? I mean, we already believed he was telling the truth, but this is, like, confirmation.”

“It means somebody wants something Scott has. Or had.”

Auggie was silent a minute. He stopped palpating Theo’s hand, and he held it now, his grip loose. “Because they said, ‘Take everything.’”

Theo nodded. “They didn’t know what they were looking for. But they knew they needed to find something.”

“But if they find the cash, I mean, I know you looked, but if they find it, and we can’t give it to Lender—”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Lender will be pissed if we can’t find that money, but I don’t particularly care. Whether Lender gets that money or not, Cart stays in jail.”

“Right.” Auggie blew out a breath. Theo watched him for a moment. Then he ran a hand through the dark crew cut. After a moment, Auggie smiled with one corner of his mouth and leaned into Theo’s touch. “So, do we go back? Try to figure out who those guys were?”

Theo shook his head. “They’ll be on high alert now. I want to know who they are and what they’re hoping to find, but we’re going to have to wait for another opportunity.” He grimaced. “Those guys want something from Scott’s house, but I don’t think they killed him. If they had, they’d have tossed his house that night—they wouldn’t have waited a week, until after the police had finished processing it.”

Auggie was silent for a moment, still leaning into Theo’s hand, and Theo obliged him by scratching his scalp lightly. “Oh,” Auggie said. He reached across the car to pull the shoulder bag from Theo, and then he opened it and began pulling out papers. “These are a mess—ok, here. This is Byron Shepard’s address. At least, it’s the one he listed for the official parole paperwork.”

Theo considered it for a moment. He recognized the general area—a rundown section of Wahredua known as Smithfield, violent and dangerous and a general hidey-hole for the town’s shit-heels. “Then let’s start with Byron. If nothing else, maybe he can give us an idea of who those guys are and what they want.”

They drove across town. The stolidly middle-class area where Scott Lochridge had lived gave way to smaller homes on weedy lots, trash choking the gutters and tangled in chain-link fences. Then that gave way to apartment buildings, strip malls, duplexes and triplexes crammed next to each other.

Byron Shepard’s apartment was located in a development called St. James Village, a cluster of two-story buildings painted tan, with brick veneer on the first floor. At some point, they’d probably looked all right, but now graffiti tags covered everything. The grass was dying, leaving knee-high weeds and patches of bare earth, and cigarette butts and empty vape pods peppered the asphalt lot. Auggie slowed as they drove past the dumpsters.

“Keep driving,” Theo said.

“Theo—” Auggie craned his neck for another look. “That girl is—she’s putting that child into that dumpster. Hold on, we’ve got to go back.”

Theo caught the wheel and kept them going forward. “It’s called dumpster diving.”

“I know what it’s called.”

“Well, how do you think they’re going to react if you go back and tell them to stop?”

“That kid had to be, like, four! There could be needles in there.” Theo didn’t say anything because there wasn’t anything to say. Auggie pushed his hand away, but he didn’t turn the car around. When Auggie ran a hand across his eyes, Theo squeezed his leg. In a thick voice, Auggie said, “Don’t.”

The building that matched Byron Shepard’s address had its own little details to personalize it: a patio umbrella taped to its base and leaning precipitously, a Christmas garland still hanging from a second-story balcony, a window blacked out with flattened Happy Meal containers. Auggie parked and got out of the car, and Theo followed him up to the building. A pair of white girls who couldn’t have been older than five or six sprinted past them, giggling. They found 1D, Shepard’s unit, at the back of the first floor, and Auggie hammered on the door.

Theo looked at him.

“I said don’t,” Auggie said, although a hint of a blush rose in his cheeks.

The door opposite them flew open, and a middle-aged white man staggered into the doorway and then stopped, swaying, to balance himself with one hand on the jamb. He was dressed in a stained wifebeater and jeans that didn’t button, both of them straining to cover a hairy belly, and even from across the hall, he smelled like Cisco.

“You think that’s funny? Decent people are trying to sleep!” He blinked blearily at Theo and Auggie, and then he looked up and down the hall. The girls’ laughter came from the parking lot, and Theo wondered how many times this little performance had happened before. At a certain age, ding-dong ditching was like crack. The man’s gaze came back to Theo and Auggie. “What the fuck are you looking at?”

Theo shook his head and turned to rap on Shepard’s door again.

“What do you want with him?”

Glancing back, Theo said nothing.

“You trying to fuck with Baby?”

Theo ignored him and knocked again.

“Who’s Baby?” Auggie asked. “Byron? We’re looking for Byron Shepard.”

“You’d better get the fuck out of here,” the man said. “Baby is Mel’s cousin. You don’t fuck around with Mel’s people.”

“Who’s Mel?” Auggie asked.

“Auggie—” Theo began.

But the guy across the hall croaked a laugh. “Who’s Mel?” And then he turned and bellowed down the hall, “You girls better knock it off!” He wobbled for a moment, caught himself on the jamb again, and stared at Theo and Auggie. “He’s not here. What the fuck are you waiting for?”

“Do you know Byron?” Auggie asked. “We need to talk to him.”

Theo considered the man across the hall, and then he said to Auggie, “Let’s go.”

Auggie looked at him, then he looked at the man across the hall, and then he nodded.

“I’m gonna tell Mel you’re asking about Baby,” the man shouted after them. “She’s not going to like that.”

“Don’t respond,” Theo said in a low voice.

“I wasn’t going to.”

Theo tried not to say it, but it slipped out anyway. “You had plenty to say before.”

“I was asking questions. That’s how you find out information.”

Theo took the steps down to the parking lot faster than he needed to. Under a scraggly pine on the far side, the girls were watching the building—obviously hoping they could draw their neighbor out into an even bigger spectacle.

“We need to know who Baby is, I mean Byron. He’s the neighbor, why shouldn’t we ask him?”

“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” Theo said.

“Great,” Auggie said. “I’ll add it to the list.”

Theo came up short by the Malibu and turned so quickly that Auggie had to stop abruptly, his sneakers squeaking. “What?”

Auggie raised his chin. “I’ll add it to the list. The list of all the things you don’t want to talk about right now.” He laid scorn over the last two words.

For a moment, Theo stared at him. Auggie didn’t look away. He could hear Auggie’s breathing, as fast as his own, the sounds syncopated. Then Theo turned toward the car, and a moment later, Auggie went around to the driver’s side, and they both got in.

Auggie started the car to get the air going while Theo grabbed the papers from Scott’s work bag. He scanned the paperwork on Byron—Baby, he couldn’t help thinking of the dumb nickname now that it was in his head—trying to see if there was another lead. The words swam in front of him; he might as well have been trying to read a language he didn’t know. That only made him angrier, and the anger made it harder to focus. He made himself start over.

“Why don’t we get something to eat?” Auggie said in a painfully neutral voice. “And then we’ll figure out what we want to do next.”

Theo realized he was clutching the papers so tightly that they had crinkled. He forced himself to relax his grip, and he nodded.

Auggie started the car, and they rolled out of the parking lot.
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“No,” Theo said. “Absolutely not.”

“It’s supposed to be good.”

“No, Auggie.”

“Why not? It’s new, it’s got great reviews. The fried chicken is supposed to be out of this world.”

“Because I know why you picked it, and it has nothing to do with reviews. Or with fried chicken.”

Auggie smirked, and somehow, that broke the tension between them. He looked up at the sign as he unbuckled his seat belt. “We have to at least get a picture of it.”

Theo groaned, but he unbuckled himself as well.

“For the ’gram, Theo.”

“Oh my good Lord.”

Cock of the Walk was, nominally, a fried chicken restaurant. Well, not nominally. It was a restaurant. And it did serve fried chicken. But he’d seen about eighteen posts from friends on Facebook—friends who all happened to be gay—with the sign in the background. And Theo’s officemate Beta Redford-Hyatt, who was every bit as annoying as his name suggested, had told an obscene story about a mechanical bull when he’d cornered Theo at the copier earlier that day. As Theo got out of the car, he saw four different gay couples going inside. Most of them were twinky college boys. And, consequently, most of them were giggling.

“Wipe that look off your face,” Auggie said, and he took Theo’s hand when Theo came around the car.

“I don’t have a look.”

“You’re looking judgy.”

Theo tried to look less judgy.

Auggie watched him for a moment. Then he laughed and kissed Theo’s cheek. “It’s silly. They’re having fun.”

“Take the picture, Auggie.”

It wasn’t one picture, of course. It was fifty, approximately, and then they had to stand in the simmering evening while Auggie tried filters and captions and tags. But in its own way, that was good. It gave Theo time to continue to come down from the last two encounters. In spite of the heat, the night was beautiful—a perfect sunset blazing out to the west, the air rich with the smell of fried chicken, a breeze wicking the sweat from Theo’s nape. This was a normal night, Theo realized. For a million people, this was a normal end to a normal day. And then he thought, This is a normal night for normal people. This is what normal people Auggie’s age did. In another life, it would be Auggie giggling as he went inside with a college boy his age, instead of trying to coax a smile out of a man ten years older.

“Cut it out,” Auggie murmured without looking up from his phone.

“I’m ninety percent less judgy.”

With a laugh, Auggie shook his head. “Not that. Whatever’s making you sad. Stop it.”

“Nothing is making me sad.”

Auggie pocketed his phone. His smile had a few cracks in it, but he took Theo’s hand again and led him inside.

Theo got half a fried chicken because he couldn’t help himself: breast, wing, thigh, and drumstick. Auggie echoed the order. Coleslaw. A biscuit the size of his head. The Cock of the Walk was packed, but they lucked into a two-top. When Theo came back with two Cokes, Auggie tapped something on his phone and then set it aside.

“This is amazing,” Auggie said after tearing into the thigh.

Theo nodded. Grudgingly.

“I don’t normally like coleslaw, but this is actually pretty good.”

Theo didn’t say anything because, unfortunately, Auggie was right.

“And this biscuit is the shit.”

Theo took a bite. It was fluffy. It was buttery. It was one of the best things Theo had eaten in his whole life. After he swallowed, he had to take a moment. And then, out of loyalty, he said, “Pretty good. Not as good as Big Biscuit.”

Auggie nudged his phone across the table.

“What?” Theo asked as he picked it up. On the screen, he read, Theo will say ‘Not as good as Big Biscuit.’ In spite of himself, he laughed and spun the phone back toward Auggie. “That’s not fair. You know Big Biscuit is my weak spot.”

Auggie grinned as he ripped apart the chicken breast, which was actually kind of impressive.

“I’m sorry,” Theo said.

“It’s ok.”

“No, it’s not. I was still wired from those guys at Scott’s house, and—and I know people like that asshole we ran into at the apartment complex. Guys like that, they hate their lives, and they’re miserable, and they want to make everybody else miserable. Even if he knew every detail of Byron’s life, even if he hated Byron’s guts, he wouldn’t tell us because the purpose of his whole existence is to fuck with anybody who gets in his way. If you ignore guys like that, usually they’ll go away, and I figured once he left, we could get into Baby’s.”

“And instead, I kept talking to him, giving him exactly what he wanted.” Auggie stripped some of the skin from his chicken. “And then he wouldn’t go back inside, so we couldn’t go into Baby’s apartment.”

“And I hate guys like that. If it helps to hear that, I mean. I grew up around guys like that, these colossal pricks who’d gotten left behind when the world moved on, and I had to eat their shit growing up because my parents said that’s what respectful kids did.”

Auggie was quiet for a moment. He stirred his coleslaw. At the table behind them, a ruddy-cheeked woman started laughing as she was taking a drink, and then iced tea started coming out of her nose. All her girlfriends shrieked with laughter and tried, at the same time, to give her a napkin.

“I like learning about smol!Theo,” Auggie said, so quietly that Theo barely heard him under the iced tea commotion.

“Well, he wasn’t actually that nice of a person. I don’t think you would have liked him.”

“I said it s-m-o-l.”

Theo rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“That’s doggotalk. You know, from memes.”

“Auggie, please.”

“And there was an exclamation point. In the middle. Between smol and Theo.”

Theo covered his eyes.

“You could have told me,” Auggie said, bumping Theo’s foot under the table. “I would have listened to you. I’m not totally hopeless, you know.”

“I know.” Theo dropped his hands. “I didn’t exactly have a chance.”

The twangy bluegrass that had been playing in the background changed now. Garth Brooks came on, singing about his friends in low places. Auggie poked at the coleslaw, and without looking up, said, “I guess maybe I was going after that guy, asking questions like that, because I was upset. You know. About the dumpster.” He gave it a final poke. “Maybe.”

“Maybe we both were having a bad minute,” Theo said. “Start fresh?”

Auggie nodded and smiled. The conversation unspooled after that into smaller topics, and then Auggie took out his phone and played with the photos he’d taken in the parking lot. Theo found himself copying Auggie, taking out his phone, checking it—it was a habit that was new to him, taking his phone out absently, and he wasn’t sure that he liked it. He had emails, though, and as he checked them, he swore.

“This is bullshit,” Auggie said, holding out his phone toward Theo. “Look. This video of Fer is totally killing—it was an epic Fer rant in the Taco Bell drive-thru.” Theo barely had time for a glimpse of a dark, big man behind a steering wheel, apparently shouting at the car’s media console, before Auggie turned it back. “And Chan puts out, like, the dumbest shit—OOTD, KOTD, that’s it, and she’s got so many stupid marketing contracts it’s unreal. My mom can’t stop bringing it up.”

“I’m sorry.”

Auggie opened his mouth, but then his dark eyes caught Theo, and he said, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. They scheduled a virtual job fair the exact same time I was going to visit Lana, and normally I’d change it, only I’ve got a meeting with the ‘CV doc’—don’t ask—”

“Wasn’t going to,” Auggie murmured.

“—the day after, and the day before, I told Grace I’d cover her class.” Auggie opened his mouth, but Theo’s phone buzzed in his hand, and his brother Jacob’s name flashed on the screen. “I’ve got to take this.”

Theo slid out of the booth. Auggie was already getting back on his phone—doubtless planning the next moves he wanted to make for his social media presence. Phone to his ear, Theo made his way to the patio. As he stepped outside, the noise dropped considerably, and he said, “Hi, Jacob.”

“Danny,” his brother said. “I got your message.”

“How are you doing? How are Christine and the kids?”

“Everyone’s fine. What do you want?”

“Mom said that Joey is doing—I don’t know what they call it, sixth-grade football, I guess.”

“Yes. He is.”

Jesus, Theo thought. Although Jesus was exactly why his brother acted this way. Theo moved toward the corner of the patio, away from the handful of diners who had chosen the September evening over the air conditioning. “So, I—I need some help.”

“Yes.”

“And I’m sorry that I’m calling you for this, because I know we don’t talk much, and I know that’s my fault too.”

“What do you want, Danny?”

“Ian’s parents are moving. To Florida.” The next part he had to get through in a rush, his eyes stinging. “And they’re going to take Lana with them.”

On the other end of the call, the silence was absolute. Around Theo, the breeze whispered against the shell of his ear, and traffic hummed on the street, and at the other end of the patio, one of those full-faced, fleshy dads who wears plaid shorts (oh God, a part of Theo thought, I’m starting to sound like Auggie) was talking loudly to a table of what had to be family members—wife, siblings, parents. He hugged a girl who couldn’t have been older than five or six to his side as he said, “And she did it! Two foot-longs in under twenty minutes—they gave her a shirt, look!” He made the little girl get up on the bench to show off her shirt. Her face was glowing as he hugged her against him again and the rest of the table applauded and cheered.

Theo grabbed the rail that hemmed in the patio. The black-painted metal was still hot from the day. Some of the paint was flaking, and he worried it under his thumb. Not now, he told himself. You can’t fall apart right now.

“Is it true that you are—” The pause was clearly some sort of mental search for a synonym Jacob would find less disgusting than dating. “—seeing someone?”

“What?”

“Is it?”

“Jacob, did you hear what I said?”

“I heard you. I’d like to know if you’re planning on bringing your—this person to family events.”

The anger was, in a weird way, a lifeline, and Theo clung to it. “Are you kidding me right now?”

“If I need to instruct my children—”

“I need money, Jacob. Are you going to lend it to me or not? I’ll pay you back.”

Near the door that led back into the restaurant, a standard toilet had been filled with sand. Someone had spray-painted YOUR BUTT GOES HERE on the seat, and cigarette butts filled the improvised ashtray.

“I’m sorry to hear about Lana,” Jacob said. “I truly am, Danny. And I understand that this must be…difficult for you. But I thought I was clear with you: I cannot in good conscience support the lifestyle you’ve chosen—”

“Fuck you.”

“—even though I will always love you—”

Theo gave a broken laugh. “You don’t love anybody, Jake. Except Jesus, and it’s easy to love him because he’s not around and doesn’t interrupt you when you’re trying to read or tear up your lawn with his bike.”

“—as my brother. But I also have a responsibility—”

“His name is Auggie, and yeah, Jake, I’m bringing him to everything. Every fucking thing. Tell Dad. You two can chew on that. So instruct your kids, whatever the fuck that means, and I’ll see you at Sunday fucking dinner.”

He disconnected. He wiped his eyes. Then he had to stand there, fingers pressed against closed eyelids, holding back the flood. When he blinked them clear, the family with the foot-long champion was still talking quietly, and Theo realized that somehow, miraculously, it had all happened quietly, that nobody had heard him, even though in his head, it had sounded like a scream. He tilted his head back and took a few more breaths, amping up the anger until the red heat of it meant he didn’t feel anything else.

When he went inside, the music had changed. Dolly. “Jolene.” And she was singing, Please. Please, Theo thought, and he tuned the anger up higher. Please. When had please ever worked?

He dropped into the booth.

“Ok, I was actually thinking I could do something fun and maybe, I don’t know, kind of smart with OOTD—oh my God, what’s wrong?”

“Well,” Theo cracked a smile, “I used you as an emotional weapon in a fight with my family, and oh yeah, they’re not going to lend me any money to get a lawyer because that would mean furthering the homosexual agenda.”

“Uh—oh.”

“You don’t have to say anything. It’s fine. I don’t know why I even asked. Well, I do know. I mean, I’m desperate.”

Please, Dolly was singing. Please.

“I could ask Fer—”

“Holy God, no. Don’t you dare. I’m serious, Auggie.”

“He might be able to help. He’s kind of stressed right now, I mean, more than usual, but Fer’s like the most generous person I know.”

“No. That’s final, ok?”

Auggie stared back unhappily.

“Ok?” Theo asked again.

“Ok.” Auggie played with the corner of the tray’s paper liner. “Not to, um, be rude, but I know sometimes you, uh, your finances—”

“I’m a mess, Auggie. I know.”

“Well, I was wondering if—I mean, you have all that stuff boxed up downstairs, and I thought maybe I could take a look and see if maybe Ian had another insurance policy, or if he had some accounts that might have gotten overlooked, or a draft of a will.”

Theo shook his head.

“I could at least look,” Auggie said.

“No. Thank you, Auggie, but I’ve got everything organized, and—no.” It was harder, the second time, to force out, “Thank you.”

Auggie pressed hard on the paper liner, folding the corner down and creasing it. He turned his face down, the words directed at the table as he said, “So, when you say emotional weapon…”

A laugh escaped Theo. “Sorry about that. Jacob was being his usual self, which means an enormous used ass-wipe, and he was so worried that I’d bring you to a family event.”

“Oh.” Auggie bit the corner of his mouth. “Because, you know, I wouldn’t mind. If you wanted me to. I mean, people usually like me—don’t smile!—and you know, they’re important to you, and that means they’re important to me. And I mean, at some point, it’s going to happen. I just don’t want you to think I won’t do it.”

“Thank you,” Theo said. “At some point.”

Auggie nodded. Then, a tiny furrow appeared between his eyebrows. “Have you tried calling Ian’s parents?”

Another laugh burst out of Theo. “Connie and Annette? No, Auggie. They made it clear they didn’t want anything to do with me. They’re more polite about it than my family, but in their own way, they’re even more hardline. After Ian died, well, that was the end of that.”

“But this is important, Theo. And they’ve had time. Maybe you should try.”

Theo traced the outline of the phone.

“Or I could call—”

“No, thanks.” Theo smiled to soften the words. “I’ll get it over with. They can’t be worse than Jacob.” Then he winced.

“You jinxed yourself,” Auggie said with a grin.

“Yeah,” Theo said as he placed the call to Connie Moore. “Why did I say that?”

Connie answered on the first ring, and Theo was surprised that he still recognized his voice after almost four years of not hearing it. His father-in-law, or ex-father-in-law, or whatever you were supposed to call him, was a man of few words. He started with, “Hello.”

“Hello,” Theo said. “Hi, Connie. Con. This is Theo. Theo Stratford.” He wrestled down the urge to add, Your son’s gay husband, which was surprisingly hard because a mixture of nerves and panic was already taking hold.

A beat of silence passed, and Connie said, “How are you?”

“All right.” Theo chuckled and then cut it off as soon as he could. “You know, hanging in there. How are you? How’s Annette?”

“We’re doing well.”

The moments that followed prickled with tension.

“So, I, uh, heard that you and Annette might be moving to Florida.”

More of that pins-and-needles silence.

“And, uh, I thought maybe we should talk. You know. About Lana.”

Another moment yawned open. Theo stared across the dining room, where some marketing genius had hung a poster of several roosters staring back at the people feasting on fried chicken. Their combs looked like streaks of blood.

“Yes,” Connie said. “Annette and I talked about that.”

“Ok,” Theo said. “Ok. Yes, whenever is good. For you, I mean. I appreciate this.”

Someone spoke in the background, and Theo recognized Annette Moore’s voice. When Connie came back on, his tone had hardened. “Theo, we’ve heard you have a new partner.”

It’s been years, Theo wanted to say. I was dying for years, and you wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t let me have my daughter, didn’t care that I had nothing, and now I have something, and what? You want me to feel guilty? Well, I do. Every day. Does that make you happy?

But what he said was, “Uh, yes.”

Annette spoke again in the background.

“We’d need to meet him, you understand.”

“I don’t—I mean, Connie—”

“Sunday? Dinner?”

“Yes, that’s fine, but—”

“We eat at six, Theo, in case you’ve forgotten.”

The call disconnected, and Theo lowered the phone slowly.

“That didn’t sound terrible,” Auggie said.

Theo shook his head.

“So, what?”

“They want to talk. They want to have dinner. This Sunday. He said they were already thinking we needed to talk about Lana.”

A grin broke out. “That’s good, right? That’s great. Theo, that’s amazing!”

“Yeah.” Theo cleared his throat. “They want to meet you.”

“Oh.”

“Is that weird? It is. It’s weird.”

“I mean, I don’t know.”

“No, it’s too much. I’ll tell them you can’t make it—”

“Theo, no. It’s fine.” Auggie took a breath. “I mean, I didn’t think—I was literally just telling you I’m happy to meet your family. This is, um, a little more intense, but it’s fine.”

“No—”

“They’re worried. They want to make sure, you know, that I’m ok, that Lana will be safe with me or whatever.”

“I can’t ask you to do this.”

“You’re not asking me. I’m volunteering.” Auggie reached across the table to squeeze Theo’s hand. “Auggie Lopez, reporting for duty.”

“You’re sure?”

Auggie nodded.

“If you change your mind…”

“I won’t. Sunday dinner. And I’ll be extra charming.”

“You’re already very charming; you charmed me.”

“Please, you haven’t seen anything yet. I wasn’t even trying with you.”

That made Theo grin.

“Theo, I was thinking—would it be weird if I went this week to see Lana? Without you, I mean. I’ll go when you have that job fair, and that way you don’t have to miss a day. That’s something I can do to help you.”

“You don’t—”

“If you tell me I don’t have to, I’m going to kick you in the shin. I know I don’t have to. I want to. I love you.”

Theo thought he was about to smile, and he was surprised instead by the sudden rush of emotion, the fear that he was about to cry. Somehow he managed to say, “You’re diving in this week, huh?”

“Both feet,” Auggie said. “We’re building a future together. Our future. And this is how it starts.”

It is, Theo thought, and the thought was bone-bright and bleak. He tried again to smile. This is exactly how it starts.
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“He got convicted for possession of a controlled substance,” Auggie said as he paged through the papers on Byron Shepard. “And for possession with intent to distribute. He got out three months ago, and we already checked his home address.”

They were sitting in the Malibu, trying to figure out their next step. They still smelled like fried chicken, which, all things considered, didn’t bother Auggie too much.

“Can I see that?” Theo took the paperwork and examined it for a minute. “Ok, pretty much what I figured—he was mandated to attend NA.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” Theo looked at the clock in the dash. “And there’s a meeting right now.”

“Ok, that could work. Plenty of people. He won’t try to start anything.”

“I don’t think he’s going to be there, Auggie. But I do think he might have gone once or twice to get Scott off his back, and we might be able to pick up something.”

“Meeting it is,” Auggie said and started the car.

They drove to Wahredua’s United Church of Christ, a brick building with lots of stained-glass windows and a white steeple. A cross at the top of the steeple caught the last daylight, glinting. Maybe a dozen cars were scattered in the parking lot, and the church itself looked dark except for what were clearly emergency lights. After they parked, Auggie got out and started toward the double doors, but Theo whistled. When Auggie turned, he saw Theo heading around the back of the church, and he beckoned Auggie after him.

They took stairs down to a basement door that opened easily. Auggie hadn’t spent a lot of time in churches—his mom had tried a few, dipping her toes in the baptismal water, so to speak, mostly for the social side of things. Facebook and then Instagram had cured her of that, so Auggie’s memories were limited to boring sermons and chapels stuffy with too many bodies. He’d definitely never been in a church basement.

This one was a low-ceilinged, echoing space that seemed to be a multipurpose room—folding metal chairs were stored against the walls, and a pass-thru with a roll-up window suggested a kitchen, which was reinforced by a mixture of faded smells that reminded Auggie of potlucks and slow cookers and sponges. On an old, upright piano, its paneling splintered where it had dragged on the floor at some point, someone had left sheet music with the words “The Old Rugged Cross” at the top. A pair of doors to their right was closed, and from behind them came voices.

Theo pulled out two of the folding chairs and sat.

“Do you want to go in?” Auggie asked.

Theo shook his head and pulled out his phone.

“It won’t bother me,” Auggie said. “We can go in.”

“You’re not participating, Auggie. It would be…I don’t know, a little voyeuristic.”

“You can go in, then. I’ll sit out here.”

Theo shook his head again.

“When was the last time you went to a meeting?” It had been an idle question, but the way Theo raised his head made Auggie say, “I don’t know why I asked that. Never mind.”

“Voices carry in here, Auggie.”

Auggie mimed zipping his lips. He dropped onto the seat next to Theo. Then he wiggled around, trying to get comfortable on the stainless steel. He ended up half-reclining on Theo, smelling the hint of the day’s sweat and the lingering muskiness of whatever Theo used in his hair and beard. Theo adjusted his shoulder to accommodate Auggie, and then he continued to scroll on his phone. He was looking at job listings, and Auggie watched, trying to predict when Theo would pause and consider one before scrolling again.

“Texas could be nice,” Auggie whispered.

Theo snorted. “That’s the ass-pocket of Texas, Auggie. It would not be nice.”

“Is it a good school?”

“It’s not bad.”

“Is it a good job?”

“It’s a 2-2 teaching load, actually, which would be fantastic for scholarship.”

“You should apply there. I love Texas.”

He couldn’t see the hint of the smile on Theo’s face, but he could feel it when Theo bumped heads gently with him.

“So,” Auggie said, “I was thinking, you know, about next summer.”

Theo made a noise.

“Like, in a perfect world, I’d finally have some endorsements and sponsorships, that kind of thing. Which means, I could work from wherever I wanted.”

“That would be great.”

“And you wouldn’t have to start your academic job until, what? August?”

“I haven’t gotten a job yet, Auggie.”

“Yeah, but you know what I mean. Late July—that would be the absolute earliest.”

Another of those noises.

“So,” Auggie leaned a little more heavily into Theo until Theo looked up from the phone, “I was thinking maybe we could travel that summer. Wouldn’t that be fun? We could go to England. And you could, you know, do Shakespeare stuff.”

“Shakespeare stuff,” Theo said and bumped heads with Auggie again.

“Or we could rent an RV. Holy shit, that would be awesome, actually.”

Theo put a finger to his lips and pointed at the double doors.

Bringing his voice back down, Auggie whispered, “That would be dope, Theo.”

“Let’s talk about it when it gets closer.”

“We could do, like, all the national parks. Or we could go see cities we’ve never been to.”

Theo was looking at his phone again.

“Wouldn’t that be cool?” Auggie asked.

“There’s a lot of stuff up in the air, Auggie.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And at some point, you’re going to want to go home, right?”

The worst part actually came after the surprise and the surge of hurt that followed, when Auggie realized that Theo hadn’t even realized what he’d said. Home. Theo was still scrolling on his phone, and Auggie sat back in his chair, the legs squeaking as he shifted his weight. Auggie opened his mouth to say, This is home. You’re home. But Theo should have known that. Theo should have understood that. They’d talked about this. Not, well, explicitly. But Theo understood. Auggie was sure of that.

And Theo was still looking at his fucking phone.

After another moment, Auggie wrestled his own phone out of his pocket. He pulled up Instagram, where Chan’s feed was displayed. He blinked his eyes a few times. Then he gave up and wiped his face on his shoulder. Theo didn’t notice, or didn’t seem to notice, and a part of Auggie’s brain wondered at that too. Theo always noticed. The annoyingly wonderful thing about Theo was that he noticed everything.

Auggie tried to shut Theo out of his brain and began scrolling through Chan’s feed again. #ootd. #kotd. Outfit of the day, kicks of the day. Ok, she got good engagement with those, even though that kind of content was so—well, basic was the least insulting word Auggie could think of. Then Chan had #wcw, woman crush Wednesday, and #mcm, man crush Monday. Her audience loved that stuff too. Maybe that, Auggie thought. Maybe man crush Monday. When Theo and Auggie went to campus early during the week, they usually passed a guy who went jogging with his shirt off, and once Auggie had looked long enough that Theo had cleared his throat and rolled his eyes. Man crush Monday, Auggie thought. How about that?

But the problem was that Theo would—because he was Theo—roll his eyes or say something insufferably mature or, worse, laugh, and then where would Auggie be?

He’s tired, Auggie told himself, studying the peaks and valleys of Theo’s shoulders, the ridge of his spine, a topography eroded by one tragedy after another. You’ve had a bad day already, too many bad things, and you’ve already gone at it with him once. He had that horrible fight with Jacob, and he had to call Ian’s parents, and he’s scared out of his mind about Lana. And you, another voice asked, is he worried about you? Yes, Auggie thought, and he’s worried about me too, although it was hard to feel that way when Theo shut down every time Auggie brought up anything in their future more significant than next week’s groceries. The realization had come slowly, but now that Auggie knew what to look for, it was unavoidable. He didn’t know what it meant, though, or what to make of it.

Auggie turned his attention back to the phone, but he couldn’t stay focused. He kept looking at Theo again, at the lines of his body under that plain gray tee, at the shape of his hand, the swipe of a finger. The problem, he was starting to realize, was that it was getting harder and harder to care about the stupid shit people seemed to love on social media. How were you supposed to focus on man crush Monday and kicks of the day when what mattered was this, right here, the man you loved in real life scared and worried and exhausted and beaten down by a universe that seemed determined not to give him any breaks? That was the kind of thing that was important, the kind of thing that, Auggie was realizing, he cared about, and—

And the thought came so quickly that for a moment, it was all he could hold in his head. Then he opened a note on his phone and began tapping out ideas. He’d have to get permission, of course. And he’d have to be thoughtful, careful not to push it too far, not to make Theo uncomfortable. But all the components were there, all the pieces lining up like gearwork, and he knew it would be a hit. He knew it would be huge. Tags, what kind of tags? #dads, of course. #gaydads? Maybe. Maybe not. That might be too much. He opened up Instagram and searched for dads and found a few more that he liked: #greatdads, #bestdads, #fathers. It would be like #hotguysreadshakespeare, but so much better. So much more meaningful. #helptheo. Yes, he liked that. Even better that Theo never even got on Instagram. Maybe he’d never have to know.

Auggie was still making notes when the double doors opened. Men and women emerged—the first few, scurrying past Theo and Auggie toward the exit, their shoulders curled, their heads down. Others trickled out in pairs and small groups, laughing and talking. One of the men—a big, red-faced guy—was so focused on his phone that he almost ran into them. When he looked up, he did a double take before hurrying toward the door, already focused on his phone again. Maybe he was going to text Ma and tell her he saw real-live gays.

“They do coffee at the Blue Beetle,” said a guy who looked like a door-to-door salesman. “Who’s up for coffee?”

“If I drink any more coffee, I’m going to start peeing black,” said a man with a thick, bushy beard. But that seemed to crack everybody up, and they were all saying “See you,” and “Drive safe,” as they left.

Theo headed into the emptying room, exchanging smiles and nods with some of the men and women he passed. This room, Auggie saw, was another multipurpose room—the same fluorescent lights, the same epoxied concrete with quartz glittering in the finish. There was a table set up with pre-wrapped snack cakes and a coffee urn and a lot of pamphlets. An older man was folding chairs while he listened to a young woman who was crying and dabbing at her eyes as she talked.

When the woman saw Theo and Auggie, she shook her head and wiped her face one last time, and then she strode past them, arms swinging at her sides. Then she was gone, and Theo moved forward and folded one of the chairs. Auggie copied him.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” Theo said.

The man shook his head. He was a big guy, and he wore a vest—it looked to Auggie like a biker’s vest, denim covered with patches, although he didn’t know the right word for it—over a t-shirt that looked like it was for a movie, although the shirt had been washed so many times that it was hard to tell what it was supposed to feature, and Auggie had definitely never heard of Romancing the Stone. “She was finished, but she didn’t know how to stop talking. You know how it is; we all get like that.”

Theo nodded and grabbed another chair. “This is my boyfriend, Auggie. Auggie, this is Lyn, my sponsor. He runs the program.”

“I don’t run it. I just don’t have anything better to do with my life.” Lyn eyed Auggie. Then he hooked a chair and held out a paw. He wasn’t one of those guys who tried to crush your hand to show how strong he was, but he had a hard grip, and he looked Auggie in the eye the whole time. “It’s got one n.”

“I’m sorry,” Auggie said.

“Lyn. It’s got one n, so it’s a boy’s name.”

Auggie grinned, and Lyn’s expression softened into amusement that wasn’t quite a smile.

As the big man carried another chair toward the wall, he said, “How are you doing, Theo?”

“I’m all right.” Theo went to fold another chair. Then he stopped. His hands curled around the steel back, knuckles popping out from the pressure. “So you know, Auggie and I have been dating for over a year.”

“Congratulations,” Lyn said.

“I know the rule is no relationships the first year sober.”

That was interesting, Auggie thought, because he’d never told Auggie that.

“All right,” Lyn said. “You know, I know, Auggie knows.”

Now, Auggie thought, folding another chair mechanically. I know now.

For a moment, they all worked in silence. Then they ran out of chairs, and Lyn moved over to the coffee and snacks, dragging a cardboard box out from under the little table and loading it with the prepackaged pastries, the off-brand individual pink packets that were supposed to be Sweet’N Low. For a guy with such big hands, Lyn was surprisingly deft at packing everything up into sandwich baggies, turning the chaos into order.

“You weren’t here for the meeting, Theo, but you’re here for some reason. Did you want me to meet Auggie?”

“Well, yeah. I guess. I wanted to tell you about that. Get it off my chest, kind of. But actually, I wanted to talk to you about something else. About someone who might come to these meetings, actually. We’re trying to find him.”

Lyn stopped working. “The whole point of this—” He drew a circle with his finger to encompass the room. “—is privacy. Confidentiality. A place people can come and talk without worrying someone’s going to blab their business.” He went back to the Sweet’N Low knockoffs. “You ought to know that.”

“I do. And I’m grateful. But it’s about a murder.”

“It’s to help our friend,” Auggie said. “It’s important.”

Lyn stopped again, the little pink packets splayed out between his fingers like a deck of cards. “Well, you might as well tell me the rest of it.”

So, Theo did, filling in as much as he could about Cart, Scott Lochridge, and Byron Shepard without going into the possibility of corrupt cops. When he’d finished, he said, “He was mandated to attend. I’m not asking for personal information, Lyn. I only want to find him so I can talk to him.”

“And to find him,” Lyn said, “you need personal information.”

“It’s different—” Auggie began, but he cut off and looked at Theo. “I don’t know if it’s different, I guess. But it’s important. Theo wouldn’t ask you if it weren’t life or death.”

Lynn crossed his arms. He angled his body away from them, studying the empty room. “You know I’ve got a responsibility to the people here.”

“I know,” Theo said. “We know.”

“That includes you, Theo.”

“I know. I’m going to—” He didn’t look at Auggie, but the not-looking was its own tell. “I’ll be more consistent. I know I need to be more consistent.”

“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying, if somebody showed up asking questions about you, you’d want me to keep your business private.”

“Anything,” Theo said. “Anything you could tell us would help.”

“We already know he was mandated to attend,” Auggie said. “Maybe we could start there. Did he ever come? Do you know him?”

Lyn looked down at the epoxied floor. He nodded. “He came. Once or twice. Family’s from around here, so I’d seen him before. You know they call him, Baby, right? Calls himself that, too, as a matter of fact.”

“Is that common?” Auggie asked to get him talking; once someone answered one question, Auggie had found, the next one was easier.

“A thirty-year-old man calling himself Baby? No, that’s not too common.”

Auggie grinned. “I meant that he got mandated to attend and only came once or twice.”

“It’s not uncommon, but it depends on the parole officer.”

“Did Scott Lochridge require a lot of his parolees to attend meetings?”

Lyn glanced up at Auggie for a moment before fixing his gaze on the floor again. “Scott? Yeah, definitely his way.”

“What does that mean?” Theo asked.

“Did you know Scott?”

Theo and Auggie shook their heads.

“Good guy. You know much about parole officers?”

They shook their heads again.

After a silent moment, Lyn said, “It’s a tough job. You’re dealing with people, a lot of them dumb as doorknobs, a lot of them who can’t make a good choice to save their lives—literally. And a lot of them liars, a lot of them users, a lot of them who make the same dumb mistakes over and over again. And when you’re not dealing with them, you’ve got the ones who are—well, bad.”

“Was Baby one of those?” Auggie asked. “The bad kind, I mean.”

Lyn looked up again. “Baby had the right name—I’ve never met a grown man who acted more like a child. He didn’t like the snacks. He didn’t like the coffee. The chairs were uncomfortable. He never said, ‘This is boring, and I want to go home,’ but he didn’t have to—he was squirming around like a four-year-old in church. Couldn’t wait to get out of here. Treat somebody like a baby long enough, I guess, and that’s how they’ll turn out. That wasn’t my point, though. My point was that the job, it’s hard, and people burn out. Scott wasn’t one of those. Scott made his guys toe the line, and he came down on them if they didn’t. That’s what I meant about his style—if a guy was out on parole for possession, you’d better believe Scott was going to send him to meetings.”

Auggie turned that over in his head, trying to make it fit with what they’d found spray-painted on the back of Scott’s shed. Touch me again didn’t sound like somebody who’d gotten mad about being sent to a meeting, no matter how boring.

Before he could ask, though, Lyn said, “I don’t know where he lives if that’s what you’re asking. And I don’t want you coming to meetings to ask around. You come here, Theo, you come because you’re here for you.”

Theo nodded. “We know where he lives. We already tried there and couldn’t find him.”

Lyn grunted. He toed the epoxied concrete. Without looking up, he asked, “You think he had something to do with this?”

“We just want to talk to him.”

“You see it happen. People don’t want to get clean, but someone’s forcing them. Or they want to get clean, but then it’s too hard. One day at a time. That’s the only thing you can tell them. One day at a time.” His voice was thick, and he cleared his throat. “When that’s not enough, what is?”

Auggie almost asked what he meant—it sounded like Baby had barely even started meetings, and part of him latched onto the worst possibility, that maybe he meant Theo, that somehow, Auggie had missed something.

Then Lyn cleared his throat again and said, “I heard him talking about Lunar Lanes. He was telling a young woman he picks up shifts there, but you know that probably doesn’t mean what he wanted her to think.”

Theo nodded. “Thanks, Lyn.”

“Don’t do this again, Theo.” He dragged fingers through his beard. “If you go, might want to invest in a dash cam. Last time I went, someone stole the tires off my car. Next day, got new tires and a cam.”

With another nod, Theo caught Auggie’s arm and tugged him toward the door. “Thank you.”

“You call me. We’ll get coffee. Or lunch.”

Theo made an OK sign with his hand, and then he and Auggie slipped through the double doors, and he was hurrying Auggie toward the exit. When they emerged from the church, full dark had settled over everything, punctured only by the streetlights and the flickering sodium lamps in the parking lot. Heat still swam up from the asphalt. Auggie caught a hint of weed, and he had an instant where he thought, What asshole is toking up outside an NA meeting?

He looked back as three men emerged from the shadows behind them—one with a length of chain hanging from his hand, one carrying a baseball bat, and one swinging something that looked like a homemade sap—hex nuts or birdshot or pennies filling an old tube sock. They came across the parking lot in an arrow, and the one in front said, “Hey, I want to talk to you.”
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As the three men came across the parking lot, Theo put a hand between Auggie’s shoulder blades. “Get to the car.”

Auggie twisted, trying to look back, but Theo kept him moving forward. “I’m not leaving you—”

“Get to the car,” Theo said, “so we can get the hell out of here.”

“Oh.” Auggie tried again to get a look, but Theo shoved him, and he broke into a stumbling run toward the Malibu.

Turning to face the three men, Theo did a quick assessment: all three white, all three in their hard thirties. The one in the front had a length of high-test chain looped around his fist, the rest of it trailing so that it skittered and chimed against the asphalt. He had a silkily pathetic attempt at a beard. The one with the bat wore a trucker hat that said BALLS DEEP. The one with the sap wore a t-shirt that featured a bald eagle. His jean cut-offs had what Auggie would have called a gay-ass amount of raw fringe.

“Get him,” the one with the chain said, thrusting his chin at Auggie. The one with the sap peeled off to follow.

“Do that,” Theo said, “and we’re not going to be talking.”

The one with the sap stopped and looked back. The one with the chain studied Theo. He turned his hand, letting a coil of links fall free from where they were wrapped around his hand, and then twisting his hand to gather them up again.

“Boy,” he said. “You don’t know the kind of shit you’re in.”

The one with the bat was shuffling sideways, trying to get into position without Theo noticing, and the one with the sap stayed where he was instead of going after Auggie again, making the third point of a triangle. They would come at him from three different sides. That meant these three knew something about how to handle themselves in a fight; they didn’t look like tactical geniuses, but they weren’t morons who thought picking up a length of chain made them badass.

“Theo?” Auggie called.

“Start the car,” Theo said without looking back.

A moment later, a starter cranked, and the Malibu chugged to life.

“You want to talk,” Theo said. “Go ahead and talk.”

“We heard you’re asking questions about Baby.”

Theo shifted his weight. He tried to keep his body loose, but the urge to tighten up was strong. Adrenaline made a waterfall sound in his ears.

“What?” the one with an attempt at a beard asked. “Did you hear me? You some kind of retard or something?”

“Say that word again,” Theo said.

The one with the beard stared at him. Then he laughed. “You don’t like that? Too fucking bad. Stop asking questions about Baby. Stop looking for Baby.”

Theo flexed his fingers. He was starting to tremble from the adrenaline, and he needed to do something with the rush.

“You hear me? Hey, retard, Mel says stop—”

The most important rule of a bar fight—at least, the ones Theo had been in, the ones when he’d been logging, when the fights meant broken bottles and gravity knives—was to hit first. Theo spun toward the one with the baseball bat and punched him in the throat so hard that the BALLS DEEP trucker hat flew off his head. The man stumbled back, gurgling a scream, and dropped the bat. He brought his hands up to his throat, eyes huge. Theo scooped up the baseball bat and brought it up as he swung around to face the one with the bad beard and the chain.

The man was already coming toward Theo, swinging the chain overhead like he was a fucking cowboy. Chains were nasty weapons, even in the hands of a dumbass playing buckaroo. When the man lashed out with the chain, Theo brought the bat up. It didn’t work like in the movies, where the chain wrapped itself around the bat—that was just a cool special effect. But the bat knocked the chain off target and absorbed some of the momentum. A few links at the end snapped against Theo’s arm, and he felt the impact and the distant, hot sensation of the shock. But that was better than getting his jaw broken or his skull cracked.

The nice part about chains, though—if you were a guy in Theo’s position—was that you needed room to use them, both to generate power and to deliver the blow. The guy with the pathetic beard was still trying to get the chain into the air, backpedaling frantically, when Theo swung the bat. The man caught it with his forearm, and Theo heard bone break. The man screamed and forgot all about playing cowboy, the chain rattling and clinking as it fell to the pavement. Theo swung again. The man stumbled back, but Theo got him on the thigh, and the force of the impact sent the man down. He screamed again when he hit the asphalt.

The surge of hormones made everything distant, a little like seeing everything through field glasses. There was still the third man, the one with the homemade sap. Theo brought the bat up, turning to find him.

That was when a sock full of batteries hit Theo in the back. Theo grunted and staggered. Adrenaline muffled the pain somewhat, but he could tell, even through the fog, that this was worse than the chain he’d caught on the arm. It drove the breath from his lungs, and the force of the impact knocked him off balance. Theo caught himself on the next step, already turning, but the next blow caught him in the back again, and he fell. He rolled when he hit the ground, but when his knuckles cracked against the asphalt, his hand opened reflexively. The bat bounced and clattered away.

When Theo came to a stop, he lay face up, his brain screaming as he tried to get his lungs to work again. It was no use—the signal had been interrupted, and all he could do was lie there, gasping, unable to get the oxygen he needed. He tried to flop onto his stomach, but even that felt like too much.

The asshole in the raw-fringe cutoffs and the bald eagle t-shirt floated into view. He was swinging the sock fast enough that it blurred in Theo’s vision—or maybe that was from the lack of air. A nasty grin hooked the corner of the guy’s mouth as he stepped in to deliver the blow.

Then a car hit him.

The Malibu’s bumper connected with the backs of his thighs, and the force of it sent the man stumbling forward. He tripped over Theo and hit the asphalt with a painful-sounding crack. The Malibu’s door opened, and a chime warned that the keys were still in the ignition. A moment later, Auggie knelt next to Theo, helping him as Theo tried to sit.

“Theo, oh my God.”

“Car,” Theo grunted.

“Holy shit, holy shit.”

“Auggie, car!”

Nodding, Auggie got Theo onto his feet, and he helped him stumble around to the passenger side. He loaded Theo into the seat, slammed the door, and sprinted around to dive behind the wheel. Tires squealed when he threw the Malibu into reverse, and then a moment later, they were flying down the street, the church shrinking behind them, the three men on the ground swallowed up by the night.
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Auggie parked in a shopping plaza. The lot had emptied out, and he chose a spot under one of the security lights. His hands were shaking as he shifted into park. When he turned, he saw Theo’s sleeve was soaked with blood.

“Theo! Oh my God, your arm.”

Theo made an annoyed noise. He had one arm twisted behind him as he probed his back.

“Did they cut you? Hold on, let me—”

“God damn it!” Theo roared when Auggie tried to peel back the bloody fabric. Auggie released the sleeve, and Theo dropped his head back against the seat, panting. After a moment, he said, “A little warning, Auggie.”

“You got hurt.”

Theo gave him a look.

“I know you know,” Auggie said. “I’m processing.”

“Can you help me out of the car?”

“What? Why? We need to go to the hospital—”

“Because I want to make sure I can still walk and that I don’t have any broken ribs.”

“Theo, we’re going to the hospital—”

Theo fumbled with the door handle. “It’s all right; I can do it myself.”

Auggie yanked open his door and dashed around to the passenger side. He got there in time to see Theo try to swing his legs out of the Malibu, gritting his teeth and exhaling in harsh bursts.

“Hold on,” Auggie said. “Theo, hold on! I’m helping. Here, give me your hand—no, hold on, I’ll slide in here.”

It was a tight fit, getting under Theo’s arm while squeezing himself between the door and the body of the car, but somehow Auggie managed. On a count of three, they half-wormed, half-launched Theo out of the Malibu. He didn’t make any noise this time, and somehow that was worse. But once he was on his feet, he seemed like he was breathing easier. He stood for a moment, leaning heavily on Auggie, his whole body trembling. Then he pushed a hand through his hair.

“Ok,” he said. “I need to walk this off.”

“Walk it off?”

“Are you going to help?” Theo glanced over, examining him. “Shit, Auggie, you’re white as a sheet. Go sit down.”

“I’m fine. I didn’t get—I don’t know, whipped with a chain and smashed with a tube sock.”

“You need to sit down.”

Auggie laughed, and the sound was high pitched and strained. “Oh my God, Theo, I can’t even do this with you right now. Come on. We’re going to walk, huh? Just, like, regular walking?”

“Yes, Auggie. Regular walking. Help me get started.”

The first dozen yards, Theo kept an arm around Auggie, using him for balance and support. After a couple of passes, though, Theo pulled his arm back, and he limped along. His stride smoothed out after a few more minutes, but some of the limp remained, and he kept pressing a hand against his back and then, probably when he remembered Auggie was watching, pulling his hand away again.

“All right,” Theo said when he limped back to Auggie. “Nothing’s broken. I’m going to be sore and stiff for a while, but I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, great, nothing’s broken.”

Theo’s eyes narrowed.

“It’s only, you know, internal bleeding and ruptured organs and God knows what else, Theo.”

“Could you get the first aid kit, please? I don’t want to mess up the seats.”

“Theo!”

“I heard you, Auggie. If you want to yell at me, can you do it while you clean this up? I could try, but I’d have to do it one-handed.”

Auggie stared at him. Then he went to the Malibu and opened the trunk and fished out the first aid kit. As he took out disinfectant wipes and cleaned his hands, he said, “I want you to remember this.”

“Remember what?”

“The next time I miss the shuttle and tell you I’m going to walk home—”

“Not this again, please.”

“—I want you to remember that you refused to go to the hospital tonight. If you’re not dead, I mean—”

Theo was definitely giving him a look. “There had been a string of muggings, Auggie.”

“—and I want you to listen to me when I tell you, ‘No, Theo, I don’t need you to bike halfway across town and escort me home.’”

“That’s different,” Theo said. But it was more of a mumble, and he couldn’t quite meet Auggie’s eyes.

Auggie made a noise, and a hint of a blush rose in Theo’s cheeks. He yelped when Auggie began cleaning the cut on his arm.

“Don’t be a baby,” Auggie said. “You were so butch five seconds ago.”

“I wasn’t being butch. I was—”

“So help me God, Theo. Think very carefully about what you say next.”

Apparently, Theo did, because he didn’t say anything.

The laceration from the chain wasn’t as bad as Auggie had feared, although it was an ugly wound, and it had bled enough to soak Theo’s sleeve. Auggie taped a bandage over it, and then he cleaned his hands again and packed up the first aid kit.

“All right,” Auggie said. “First thing, we’re getting you some Tylenol and straight into a hot bath when we get home, and then I think there’s some sort of rotation of hot and cold that we’re supposed to do to help with swelling and bruising. Oh, and don’t worry, I’m sure it’s a miracle cure for internal hemorrhaging as well.”

“Turn it down a little,” Theo murmured as he kissed the crown of Auggie’s head. “It was scary for me too.”

Auggie held his breath for a moment, his body rigid. Then he let out the pent-up air, his forehead dipping to rest in the curve of Theo’s shoulder. Theo rubbed his back with his good arm, and some of the tightness in Auggie’s body began to unwind.

“Besides,” Theo said, “we can’t go home. Not yet, I mean.”

Auggie stepped back. He met Theo’s gaze. “Excuse me?”

“You didn’t hear—”

“I heard them, Theo. Stop asking questions about Baby. Mel says, blah, blah, blah. I don’t care.”

“That’s a big deal, Auggie. That guy at the apartment complex must have told people we were asking around. And instead of waiting to see what happened, they came after us. Tonight. Only a few hours later. Because of this Mel person.”

“Fine. Great. I don’t disagree; it means somebody’s worried we’ll find Baby, and—” Auggie stopped. He shut his mouth. He could feel the tightness of his jaw.

“And,” Theo said, finishing the sentence for him, “it means that they’re going to warn Baby, and he’s going to rabbit.”

“We don’t know—”

“And if we don’t go check Lunar Lanes tonight, Auggie, we might lose him for good.”

Auggie was silent for a long moment. “Is Lunar Lanes exactly what it sounds like?”

Theo must have heard something in his voice because he sighed.

“Please tell me you went there to do cosmic bowling. Please tell me you have a picture of ’90s Theo in a bowling shirt and, um, maybe corduroys, and bowling shoes, and you’ve got frosted tips.”

“My hair is already blond enough. Why would I frost my tips?”

“That was a real missed opportunity, Theo.”

Theo gave him a look, which was, on the continuum Auggie was building of Theo reactions, one step before Theo pushing his hands through his hair, which was one step before Theo taking a deep breath and/or sighing—sometimes he did both, and the double whammy was much more serious. It was like a Richter-scale kind of thing. Different orders of magnitude.

“I think you’re turning me into a nerd,” Auggie said.

Theo snorted. “You were always a nerd. You’re pretty enough that nobody noticed, that’s all.”

Auggie flashed a smile. Then, in a quieter voice, he asked, “Do you really want to try to catch Baby working?”

“Spraying bowling shoes and polishing the pins? Somehow I don’t think a guy named Baby who got convicted for possession is doing much actual work at that place. If I had to guess, he’s probably dealing out of there.”

But then Theo stopped, and when half a minute had passed, Auggie said, “We don’t even know that he’s at Lunar Lanes.” He could hear the thinness of his voice. “He might not have gone there tonight. He might have run already.”

Theo nodded.

“Theo, you got hurt. Bad. And I just—I just sat in the fucking car!”

Theo drew him into a one-armed hug. He pressed his cheek to Auggie’s temple. It was annoying—incredibly annoying—how much Auggie liked the scritch-scratch of his beard. It was annoying—really fucking annoying—how much he liked the musky, cedar scent of his beard balm. “You didn’t just sit in the car,” Theo whispered. “You ran that one asshole over.”

“Fine,” Auggie said. He cleared his throat. “We’ll go.”

“If you want—”

Auggie poked him. “Do you really want to finish that sentence?”

“Uh, no.”

“Do you want to have a conversation about that time I twisted my ankle playing ultimate frisbee with Orlando and you made me spend the whole weekend on the couch?”

“Auggie.”

“You were talking about buying a bedpan, Theo.”

“That was a joke.”

“I don’t think it was.”

“And besides, it was—”

Auggie stepped back and raised an eyebrow.

“You know,” Theo said, “I don’t think we need to have that conversation.”

“Great. I’m so happy to hear that. Now, let’s get you in the car. This will be great practice for when I’m still young and virile and you’re using a walker.”

“Low blow,” Theo muttered as Auggie helped him into the passenger seat.

“We’ll put those tennis balls on the legs. Oh, and stickers. You can make it cute.”

“Please stop.”

But he had a little smile behind his beard, and the shadows in his eyes weren’t quite as deep.

Auggie started them out of the lot, listening as Theo gave directions toward Lunar Lanes. He waited until they’d gone a few blocks. Then he said, “I mean, did you think I wouldn’t see the bedpan that you bought? You left it in the bag right by the back door, Theo. You didn’t even try to hide it.”

Theo sank down in his seat and covered his eyes and announced, “I’m getting a headache.”
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Lunar Lanes was a single-story brick building in a parking lot that it shared with a shuttered fabric supply store, a custom orthotics office with bars in the windows, and a dry cleaner—FOUNDING FATHERS CLEANERS, with a vinyl-cling cartoon of, presumably, George Washington in the window. He was holding up what Auggie was pretty sure would have been called his knickers, and a speech bubble held the words, I CANNOT TELL A LIE. A lie about what wasn’t exactly clear. Maybe, Auggie thought as he parked, the state of his knickers. There were three cars in the parking lot—two rusted-out sedans, and a shiny new pickup with red-trimmed hubcaps. One of these things is not like the others.

“I’m going inside,” Auggie said as he unbelted himself. “Me. I’ll check—discreetly—if Baby is around. You are going to stay here. I don’t have time to get your walker out, and we never bought the tennis balls. Theo, are you listening to me?”

“I always listen to you,” Theo said as he undid his seat belt.

“So, you’re going to stay here. And wait. And heal. I mean, or at least not die.”

“Absolutely,” Theo said as he opened the door. Then he made this awful groaning-moaning noise as he tried to haul himself out of the Malibu, and it was so pathetic that Auggie had to help. It was either that or break up with him.

Inside, Lunar Lanes smelled like every bowling alley Auggie had ever been to: aerosolized disinfectant, wax polish, and feet. It had twelve lanes, with a rainbow supergraphic running across the floor and up the wall, and it looked like it had seen better days. Flickering CRT displays showcased score-tracking software from what Auggie guessed was the late ’90s, with bright blue backgrounds and hard-to-read white characters. Rusting ball racks tilted precariously. One of the ball returns hummed incessantly; it made Auggie think of a broken vacuum cleaner. There was a snack bar across from Auggie with a letter board proclaiming four-dollar draft and twofer hot dogs.

“No jokes, please,” Theo murmured.

Auggie gave him an injured look.

“You’ve been staring at ‘twofer hot dogs’ for thirty seconds. I know you’re trying to come up with something.”

“Rude.”

Theo was too busy looking around the bowling alley to reply, apparently. Immediately to their left was the shoe rental, and an older man with a craggy landslide of a face slumped behind the counter. Aside from him, they seemed to be alone. Theo gave Auggie a warning glance, which Auggie decided to engage with discreetly—by nodding vigorously and offering two thumbs-up. Theo didn’t make a face because he was Theo and, therefore, mature. But it did sound like he let out a tiny sigh as he turned toward the shoe rental.

The man watched them come. He had to be in his sixties, and he was white, and he wasn’t pulling off the red-and-blue Hawaiian shirt. To judge by his hair, he’d been at an impressionable age when Keith Partridge had been a hot tamale.

“Theo, don’t you think his hair—”

“I swear to God, if you bring up that Partridge Family album you found in the basement, you’re going to sit in the car.”

When they reached the counter, the man’s eyes took them in, but no expression crossed his face.

Theo cleared his throat. “We’re looking for Baby Shepard. Byron Shepard. Does he work here?”

The man’s eyes flicked to Theo’s bloodstained sleeve and then back to his face. He shook his head.

“He doesn’t work here?” Auggie asked.

The broken ball return whistled in the background.

“Byron Shepard,” Theo said again, and this time, he leaned on the counter.

“Maybe we could rent some shoes,” Auggie said, taking out his wallet. He counted out a hundred dollars in twenties, ignoring Theo’s look. “How does that sound? We’d like to rent some shoes.”

“Don’t have any shoes,” the man said. Apparently, the cubbies behind him, full of them, didn’t count.

“Byron Shepard,” Theo said again. “Baby. Trust me, if he’s here, he’s going to want to talk to us.”

“Don’t know him.” The man leaned back on his stool, still holding Theo’s eye, and then he hocked a loogie into a trash can he pulled from under the counter.

“That’s interesting,” Theo said, “because someone told me this is where Baby works.”

The man stared blankly at them. After what felt like a long minute, Theo pushed back from the counter, motioning for Auggie to follow.

“If you’re smart,” the man said, pausing to spit again into the trash can, “you’re going to figure out you don’t know him either.”

“Call him,” Theo said. “Tell him we want to talk to him.”

The man’s dark, empty eyes followed them as Theo led Auggie over to the snack bar. They sat at the horseshoe-shaped counter, and Theo spun on the stool so he could watch the shoe rental and the front door at the same time. Auggie drummed his fingers on the countertop. In the service area against the wall, someone had only partially finished loading a bag of nacho cheese into a dispenser.

“I didn’t know it came in bags,” Auggie said.

Theo made a vacant noise that was probably supposed to mean he was listening, but his gaze remained fixed on the shoe rental.

“Is it even real cheese if it comes in bags?”

“Hm?”

“Nacho cheese.”

Theo made another questioningly empty noise.

“Theo, is it even real cheese, nacho cheese, I mean, if it comes in bags?”

“What?” He glanced over. “I don’t know, Auggie. I’m kind of busy here. If he calls somebody, then we know that Lyn was right, and we’ve got a shot at catching Baby here eventually. Tonight, most likely. There were three cars in the lot, and so far, we’ve only seen our buddy over there. I’d bet that truck is Baby’s.”

“It definitely looks like something that someone named Baby would drive. But you’re not thinking this through. What if they call someone, and those guys show up again? Maybe this time they’ll have knives, Theo.” Auggie pitched fake excitement into his voice. “Or guns!”

“Cute. You finally figured out sarcasm—oh shit.”

That oh shit made Auggie swivel on the stool, and he caught a glimpse of someone stepping into the vestibule before Theo caught his shoulder and spun him to face the snack bar again. Theo spun around too and dropped his head.

“What?” Auggie whispered. “Is it those guys again?”

“Worse,” Theo said. “It’s somebody from NA. I think his name is Mark.”

“Oh no. Not Mark.”

“God damn it.”

“Well, I thought it was something serious!”

“It is something serious, Auggie. He’s, I don’t know, a Realtor or something like that. Do not respond to that. There’s no good reason he’d be at Lunar Lanes at—Christ, what time is it?”

“Almost eleven.”

“There you go.”

Auggie tried to look over his shoulder, but Theo made a sharp, warning noise, so Auggie aborted. He glanced around the snack bar area. Then he hit gold—the pretzel warming case had glass sides—the better to see the revolving pretzels, Auggie figured—and one side of the case acted like a mirror. It wasn’t great, but the blurry outlines provided some information.

“He’s talking to the guy at the shoe rental.”

Theo’s head came up, and he glanced at Auggie before he figured out the pretzel case too. A tiny smile appeared behind his beard. “Good job,” he whispered. “Good fucking job, Auggie.”

It shouldn’t have been such a big deal, after three years, after everything they’d been through together. But it was. It was like someone striking a match in Auggie’s chest. He thought, maybe, it always would be.

A moment later, one of the blurry shapes moved in the glass, and over the whine of the ball return, Auggie could make out steps on the carpet squares.

“He’s coming this way,” Auggie whispered.

Theo nodded.

Then a door at the back of the snack bar swung open, and a skinny white guy in his used-up forties emerged from what looked like a kitchen. The white apron suggested he was some kind of cook, and the wifebeater and tattoo sleeves suggested he was, in his own mind at least, a badass one. He passed through the snack bar, glancing over at them as he did, and then he frowned.

“Couple of wieners,” Auggie said, pointing to the letterboard. “I’ll have the twofer.”

Theo’s jaw tightened until Auggie thought he might crack a tooth, but he managed to say, “And a couple of drafts.”

The man in the apron nodded and kept moving.

Theo punched Auggie in the thigh.

“What?” Auggie asked, trying to hide a grin as he rubbed his leg.

“You know exactly what.”

The man in the apron exited the snack bar and moved into the alley, and a moment later, the low murmur of voices reached Auggie. He couldn’t make out the words, but when he risked a glance, he saw that Mark and the man in the apron were having a heated—albeit quiet—conversation. Mark wanted something, that much was obvious, and the man in the apron kept shaking his head.

“I think he’s trying to buy drugs,” Auggie whispered.

“Good Lord,” Theo said in an underbreath.

“I’m trying to be helpful.”

Theo was silent for a moment. Then he gave a small shake of his head. “Shit, this would kill Lyn. He and Mark go way back.”

Auggie opened his mouth. Then he thought about it some more, about how little he knew and about how much Theo had tried to shelter him from, and he closed it again. He squeezed Theo’s knee, and Theo nodded.

Movement in the pretzel case’s glass drew Auggie’s attention again, and when he risked another look, the man in the apron was striding toward the shoe rental. Mark was pacing. He carried a watch loosely in one hand. That was the argument, he realized. Not if. How much. When the man in the apron reached the shoe rental, he and the other man began a conversation. After a moment, grimacing, the man behind the counter hit a button on the register and began counting cash in the drawer.

Theo slid off the stool and whispered, “Come on.”

It took Auggie a moment to catch up, but then he was off the stool as well, padding after Theo. They hurried around the counter and passed through the snack bar toward the kitchen. When they stepped through the door, the smell of mildew and boiled hot dogs met them. The kitchen was small—a gas range, a few battered appliances on a chipped countertop, the scuffed door to a walk-in freezer. A short hallway led to the right, and Theo was already moving down it. The first door opened onto a pantry. Then there was a maintenance closet, although Auggie guessed, from the layer of dust covering everything, that cleanliness was not next to godliness at Lunar Lanes. The third door opened onto a stairwell that led down. Light came up from the room below.

“What are we doing?” Auggie whispered.

“Seeing if Baby is here,” Theo whispered back as he started down the steps. “He’s hiding out somewhere.”

“Theo, they’re dealing drugs.”

In answer, Theo grabbed Auggie’s wrist and hurried down the steps.

The basement was cinderblock walls and a painted concrete floor and hanging fluorescent lights, the ballast buzzing. A door stood open, and then the hallway continued for what looked, to Auggie, like the length of the building, with several more doors along the way. Theo was still holding Auggie’s wrist, his hand slick with sweat but tight, and he towed Auggie toward the open door. Light showed in the room on the other side, and as they got closer, Auggie could hear a voice—a man’s voice, but high and whiny.

“They keep asking about me,” he said. “They’re asking everyone. It’s not fair!” Then there was silence that suggested he was listening. “I don’t know! One of them has a beard. The other one is short. A little brown kid. I said I don’t know!”

Then a shadow moved inside the room, and a moment later, a man stepped out into the hall. He was a big, soft-bodied guy in a camo Under Armour shirt and nylon basketball shorts slung low on his hips. Very low. Below the knees. His scattering of facial hair smacked of desperation, and he held a phone pressed to his ear.

“I’m telling you, Mel, I don’t care who you sent. They’re here, right now—Rodney texted me—and—”

That was when Theo grabbed him and ran him face-first into the wall. Baby—at least, Auggie hoped it was Baby—let out a wail when he made impact, and then he staggered back, trying to recover his balance. Theo took advantage of the opening to smack the phone out of his hand. Baby was still wailing. A cut on his forehead was bleeding, and he kept reaching up like he wanted to check it and then pulling his hands away and crying harder.

“Hi,” Theo said, twisting his collar and hauling him off balance again. “Baby, right? I wanted to have a quick chat with you about Scott Lochridge.”

Baby’s eyes got huge. “You can’t do this! You can’t!”

A short, hard noise came from upstairs. It was barely loud enough for Auggie to hear. It came again, and then he thought he heard someone shout, but the sound cut off. “Theo.”

“Tell me about you and Scott,” Theo said. “Start from the beginning.”

“I’m bleeding.” Baby said, the words gaining volume as disbelief was replaced by anger. “You made me bleed!”

“You and Scott. Or I’m going to do something else.”

“Theo, did you hear—”

“Mel is going to kill you! Do you have any fucking idea what you’re doing? Mel is going to cut your faces off, you—you—you—”

And then Baby started to weep.

“Holy shit,” Theo muttered.

“Yeah, um, Theo—”

“One second.” He gave Baby a shake. “Don’t cry. You don’t have anything to cry about yet. You’re going to tell me about what got you so pissed at Scott, and then you’re going to tell me what you did about it.”

Baby was crying even harder now. “He said—he said—he said I was stupid.” The words built into another wail. “He said fishing was stupid. He broke my spinner and—and he hit me.”

A scuffing noise made Auggie glance over his shoulder. A man dressed in black, face covered by a ski mask, came down the stairs with an even, measured tread. He looked straight at Auggie, and then he raised a gun.

Auggie grabbed Theo and forced him through the open doorway. Something stung the back of Auggie’s neck, and a moment later, the clap of a gunshot reached him. They hit the carpeted floor, and Auggie had a vague impression of an office—a desk, filing cabinets, a Playboy poster with the best of 1999 on display. Theo let out a winded noise, his face screwing up with pain, and Auggie remembered his injured back. Auggie scrambled back toward the door and kicked it shut. The gun fired again, and the bullet ripped a hole in the door’s thin paneling. Auggie scrambled over Theo to grab a folding chair, and he shoved it under the door handle. By then, Theo was rolling onto his knees, and Auggie half-helped him, half-dragged him behind the desk. Another shot thundered down the hallway, but this time, it sounded farther away.

The aftermath of the shots rang in Auggie’s ears. He was vaguely aware of Theo groaning, still trying to get on hands and knees. He couldn’t hear Baby crying. After thirty seconds, when he still hadn’t heard anything, he crawled to the door.

“Auggie,” Theo croaked. His face was chalky, and he was trying to pull himself upright using the desk.

“Stay here,” Auggie whispered.

“No, don’t—”

But Auggie had already slipped the chair out from under the handle. The door swung open an inch, and Auggie listened. Still nothing. He eased the door open a few more inches. He gave himself a three count, and then he poked his head out and drew it back in again. That quick look had showed him an empty hallway. He blinked; his eyes felt gummy. He risked another look, a little longer this time. Still empty.

“I think he’s gone,” Auggie said. “I think they both are.”

“Oh shit,” Theo said, his voice screwed down with pain.

“One second. They’re gone, and I’ll be right back—one second, Theo.”

Theo’s face was shiny with sweat, the color bled away until his lips and the thin skin around his eyes looked almost blue. If he heard Auggie, he didn’t give any sign.

Auggie darted out into the hall. He froze, listening, and then he sprinted to the stairs that led up to the kitchen. At the top of the steps, he glimpsed a hand and a hint of a white apron. A rivulet of blood trickled down the riser. He ran the length of the hall, ignoring the doors he passed, until he saw the flight of stairs at the other end. The door at the top stood open, and Auggie glimpsed a sky the color of ash, the unsteady flicker of a security light. A draft carried the smell of old cigarette smoke.

When he got back, Theo was standing, but only barely—hunched over and supporting himself on the desk. He looked up at Auggie, and then, with what must have taken an unbelievable amount of determination, stood up straight and took a single step.

He started to fall.

“Don’t be silly,” Auggie said, taking Theo’s arm across his shoulder. Theo let him, hunching down again, most of his weight suddenly settling on Auggie. Auggie grunted and squirmed around until he had a better position. Then he helped Theo toward the door. “They went out the back, both of them. Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”

The stairs at the end were the worst part. They had to stop halfway up, Theo’s face white, his eyes closing, his whole body slackening until Auggie had to lean him against the wall to keep him from falling. He had convinced himself that Theo had passed out when, finally, Theo opened glassy, unseeing eyes again and nodded, and somehow they made it the rest of the way.

When they emerged into the parking lot, the distant sound of sirens was moving toward them. Auggie and Theo hobbled toward the Malibu. One of the cars in the parking lot was gone, which meant that somehow—improbably—Baby had gotten away. Auggie was propping Theo up against the Malibu, fumbling the keys out of his pocket, when a brown sedan with a spinning dash light pulled into the lot.

Lender pulled up to them and buzzed the window down. He straightened his glasses and finger-combed his mustache and wrinkled his nose. “Hello, August. What have you boys gotten yourselves into this time?”
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In Lender’s sedan, the air was set to arctic, and Auggie tried to breathe deeply and focus on the cold. Here, he told himself. You’re right here. You’re not anywhere else. But he still remembered the cane, the flurry of blows Lender had rained down on him. The amber streetlights streaked in his vision. He touched the door handle and let his hand fall back to the seat.

They had given Lender a shorthand account of the events in Lunar Lanes, and the first patrol car had arrived while Lender had been loading them into the back of his sedan. That was a good thing. That meant there was a witness. Lender couldn’t drive them out into the middle of nowhere and dump their bodies. That officer would remember them getting into Lender’s car. People would have questions. Unless, of course, that uniformed officer was working with Lender, or if he had a bad memory, or if he didn’t want to rock the boat—

Theo bumped his knee against Auggie’s. In the weak glow from the dash, Theo looked even more awful—his eyes and mouth painted with shadows, his skin gray, pain drawing his face taut. But he nodded, and after a moment Auggie nodded back.

“That was quite a scene, boys,” Lender said over the thrum of the tires. Rich Dad, Poor Dad on audiocassette had been replaced by Your Money or Your Life. This one was on CD. “Three dead bodies, and the two of you larking about in the parking lot.”

Auggie opened his mouth, but Theo shook his head.

“Go on, August,” Lender said, his eyes finding Auggie in the rearview mirror. “What would you like to share with the class?”

“Nothing,” Theo said.

“Now, Theo, I wasn’t talking to you.” A hint of dry amusement powdered Lender’s voice. “Don’t make me stop this car.”

Theo squeezed his eyes shut for an instant. When they opened again, his pupils looked swollen.

“You know we didn’t have anything to do with those bodies,” Auggie said.

Lender made a considering noise. “I’ll tell you what I believe, August. I believe it wasn’t a coincidence you were there tonight.”

“No, it wasn’t. We were looking for Baby. I mean, Byron Shepard.”

“That’s interesting. Why were you looking for him?”

“He might have killed Scott Lochridge.”

Lender made another of those considering noises. “And why do you think that?”

Auggie laid it out: the shed, the handwriting, the papers in Scott’s bag. Then he told Lender about the men who had surprised them at Scott’s house.

“What do you mean, they were looking for something?” Lender interrupted. “Who were they? What did they want?”

“I don’t know—”

“What did they look like?”

“I didn’t see them.”

Lender tapped the brakes hard enough that the sedan lurched, and then he pulled onto the side of the road. Auggie’s hand drifted toward the handle again. Then he looked at Theo. He could run, maybe. But Theo couldn’t. Not with his back messed up.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Lender asked.

“I don’t know—”

“There’s been a lot going on,” Theo said. “We figured they were looking for the money, same as you. Which we didn’t find, by the way. If Scott has cash hidden in that house, I couldn’t find it. Those guys would have to tear that place down to the studs to have a chance.”

Lender was silent for a moment, his fingers wrapping and unwrapping around the steering wheel. He didn’t seem to have heard Theo; if he had, he gave no sign of it. He shook his head a couple of times, as though arguing with himself. Then he signaled and eased back onto the street. “Well, if it’s gone, it’s gone. I suppose that’s the end of it.”

“What’s your interest in all this?” Theo asked. “Did Scott jam up one of your dealers?”

“Theo, that’s a rather indelicate question, don’t you think? I’m an investor. A silent partner. I don’t get involved unless there’s a special consideration.” He looked up at Auggie in the mirror and winked. “This is purely based on my professional loyalty; Scott was a parole officer, one of us. You understand.”

“And you’d love to get twenty grand in cash, or whatever he had in that house.”

“I imagine it was quite a bit more than twenty grand, Theo.” And then Lender winked again. Auggie sank down in the seat and looked out the window. He kept seeing that wink, his brain playing it over and over again. “I will tell you, boys, because I’m fond of you—heck, you might even say, because I feel a bit protective—”

A choked laugh escaped Auggie, and when he looked back, Lender was smiling into the mirror, and he winked again.

“—that you’ve stepped in it. You’ve stepped in it big, boys. You’ve gotten under Mel’s skin, and she’s not going to send three clowns to handle it next time.”

“Who is Mel?” Auggie asked. “Why does she care so much that we’re trying to talk to Baby?”

“Mel is Baby’s cousin. She also happens to be, well, the de facto head of a rather large family.”

“Let me guess,” Theo said. “The Shepards.”

“That’s right. Very good, Theo. And the Shepards are one of those old-fashioned families. A bit clannish. Stick to themselves except for business. They care a great deal about loyalty, honor, respect. And, of course, they believe in handling any problems on their own.”

“Here’s another wild guess: like everybody else in the Ozark Volunteers, they’re either cooking meth or moving meth or dealing meth. Maybe all three.”

Lender shrugged.

“Did she tell you to make us stop?” Auggie asked. “Because we have to find Baby. We have to talk to him, at least, and let the police interview him. Otherwise, Cart’s going to prison.”

“You’re a loyal friend, August. That’s commendable. It’s a bit naïve of you to think that you’ll survive crossing Mel, but it’s still commendable.”

“Can’t you tell her—I mean, if he killed Scott—” Auggie stopped, unable to finish the sentence because he didn’t know what would convince someone in a white nationalist clan to surrender a family member to justice. Nothing, he guessed. Not unless it would save her own skin.

“August, you misunderstand the situation. I’m not friends with Mel. I’m certainly not in communication with her. Good heavens, I’m an officer of the law. I can’t go about consorting with people like that.”

“You just happened to hear,” Theo said, wincing as he shifted against the seat. “A friend of a friend. A CI.”

“Something like that. But boys, I think this is a good stopping place for your game. You’ve had a few rough days. You’ve gotten in some scrapes. You can feel proud of how you handled yourselves. But tonight, three people got killed. And the only reason you’re alive, if I had to venture a guess, is because whoever came for Baby decided it was more important to try to catch him than to deal with the two of you. That’s the kind of lucky break you only get once, and I recommend you take advantage of it.”

Theo looked washed out, line and detail lost in shadow, and he let his head fall back against the seat and stared up. Auggie watched him for another moment, and then he said, “They’re going to send Cart to prison.”

“Yes, August. I imagine they will. When Detective Somerset isn’t halfway inside a bottle, he’s a surprisingly competent detective. He’ll brick Mr. Cartwright away for life.”

“That’s not fair.” Auggie heard it as soon as it left his mouth, the childishness of the comment, and he wriggled to the edge of the seat and tried to lower his voice. “I’m not going to let that happen. We’re not going to let it happen.”

Lender made that noise again. “As I said, you’re a loyal friend. But not a smart one.” As they approached the station, Lender craned his head to look back at them. “I don’t suppose I’ve convinced you to leave Baby alone, have I?”

Theo still had his eyes closed. He looked like a waxwork. He must have been breathing, but Auggie couldn’t tell. Gray light and shadow washed over him.

Auggie shook his head.

“I thought not. Well, August, do you have any idea where Baby might be?”

“No. We tried. I mean, we’ve looked everywhere. If you could tell us where Mel lived—”

With a short laugh, Lender shook his head. “August, that wouldn’t be in your best interest. They wouldn’t let you past the gate in the first place, and if you tried anything sneaky, well, I don’t think it would end well. Trust me: Mel is almost as angry with Baby as she is with the two of you. He’s not hiding on family land.”

Auggie nodded. He leaned against the glass, exhaustion dragging him down. Another dead end. The security lights in the police station’s parking lot were too bright, and he rubbed his eyes. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to be in bed with Theo, sleeping, and wake up and make pancakes because Theo said he did it better than anyone, even though it was plain old Krusteaz.

“Well, here we are,” Lender said as he parked. “Safe and sound.”

“Theo,” Auggie whispered, touching his arm. “I’m going to call us a cab, and then I’ll help you get out of the car—”

“Oh no, August,” Lender said, beaming at him from behind that bushy mustache. “The two of you are witnesses to a triple homicide. You’re going to have a long night, I’m afraid.”

“But Theo’s back—”

“He’s a stalwart young man. I’m sure he can manage.”

Auggie opened his mouth to reply to that—something about having the interviews at a hospital, where someone could also look at Theo’s back—but before he could, he heard a phone buzz. Theo raised one hip so he could fish out his phone. His face contorted, and he let out a sharp breath from that simple movement, but he managed to get the phone free. Then he stared at it.

On the screen, CONNIE MOORE flashed.

Theo answered.

Connie was shouting loud enough that Auggie could hear him, even with the phone pressed to Theo’s ear.

“What’s this about you getting arrested?”

“Con, I haven’t been arrested—”

“I’ve got friends in this town. Did you ever think about that? People who cared about Ian. People who care about Lana. Did you think they wouldn’t tell me what you and—and your friend get up to? What you’ve been getting up to for the last few years? I thought they had to be wrong, and then tonight—” A rage-choked silence broke the flow of words.

“Con—”

“A bowling alley, Theo. A shooting in a bowling alley. If you think I’m going to let you within a hundred miles of my granddaughter, you’re sorely mistaken. Don’t contact me or my family again.”

The call disconnected. Theo covered his eyes with one hand. He lowered the phone, his fingers tight around it. His jaw moved once, and then the shudder moved down his body. Auggie opened his mouth. Then he closed it again; there was nothing to say.

Lender gave a cheery whistle and popped open his door. “Well, boys, here we go.”
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After that long night answering questions, Auggie was surprised at how quickly one day turned into another, and then a week had passed, and then September was gone, and then they were flying through October.

The police interviews had circled around the question of why they had been in the bowling alley that night, and when Detective Somerset and Detective Upchurch had talked to Auggie, Auggie had told them about Baby and why they had been at Lunar Lanes. Upchurch had nodded with a kind of tolerant patience that made Auggie want to grit his teeth, but Somerset, at least, had listened and considered what Auggie said. Their message, though, had been the same as Lender’s: stop here.

Which was more or less what happened, although it wasn’t by choice. The reality of school and life and—now—work set in. Auggie had gotten a job with the school’s media production team, which meant editing a lot of promotional videos that showed happy students doing happy things on a happy campus. Happy was the operative word for all of Wroxall’s media productions. It paid enough that he didn’t have to beg Fer for money—well, not more than once a month, anyway—and it was good experience that he could put on his resume. His classes were time consuming without being too difficult, and the one he was taking with Theo had been, hands down, one of the best things that had happened for their relationship.

At one level, the class offered them a bridge out of that first year, when the dynamic between them had been so inflexibly teacher-student. It gave them a chance to be equals in a classroom setting—in the same classroom where they’d met. But more than that, and maybe, more importantly than that, it gave them new building blocks for their relationship. They’d already had a good relationship built on things they both liked—books were a big part of that—and with an engine of sexual attraction. But now they had daily things they could share—funny things someone had said or done in class, their professor’s quirks, difficult passages in the assigned readings, analysis of a scene or an act. It was agonizingly nerdy. It was the happiest Auggie could remember ever being.

Theo seemed happy too—or happy, at least, once his back was better and he could walk and bike without pain. He was making good progress on his dissertation, and he had a number of job interviews that had gone well; unofficially, he was already being encouraged to look at possible campus visit dates for January. With Auggie badgering him, he kept regular hours, and he ate better and slept more. He seemed less happy after a visit to Lana—the Moores had cooled down after that awful phone call, and some sort of delay had kept them in Wahredua for the time being. Theo was still allowed to visit Lana at Downing, but the Moores refused all his attempts to meet in person. He went to visit Cart once a week; a capital murder case could drag on for months, even years, and they weren’t anywhere close to trial yet. When he came back from those visits, he talked little, no matter how Auggie tried to coax him. Sometimes, after a visit to Lana or Cart, he would spend time in the basement, and after a few low-key fights, Auggie stopped trying to check on him.

Auggie used the days and weeks to work on the idea that had come to him during that first, horrible week of classes. Under the opinion that it was better to ask for forgiveness than for permission, he went to Downing without telling Theo, and he was surprised all over again at how much Lana had grown—she was six going on seven, and it was hard to remember sometimes the little girl he had seen for the first time his freshman year. Once he explained who he was and what he wanted to do, the staff was eager to help. They all loved Lana, which didn’t surprise Auggie, but they all loved Theo too, and although that probably shouldn’t have been a surprise either, in its own way, it was.

He started small, and he borrowed from Chan. #kotd. But instead of his own kicks, he did the cute little sneakers that the kids at Downing wore. The first time he did it, the post blew up with comments and questions. OMG so cute!!! And Do you have a kid? And then, of course, How stupid are you? Of course he doesn’t have a kid. That kind of thing. And in a change from years and years of building his brand, Auggie didn’t reply. He included the tags he’d curated—#dads, #greatdads, #kidsfashion, #kid, and, of course, #helptheo. He also included the link to a crowdfunding account he’d set up for Theo’s legal expenses. It wasn’t anonymous, but Auggie had done everything he could to minimize the impact to Theo’s privacy.

The next time he went to Downing, he did #ootd. He made sure to keep the children’s faces out of the pictures, even Lana’s—there were legal complications, plus the weirdness of posting pictures of children on the interwebz. The faces weren’t the point; people went crazy for the outfits, even the ones—maybe especially the ones—that didn’t follow the social media trend of posting pictures of kids all dolled up and looking like mini adults. People liked kids in Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle pajamas, in Frozen dresses, in Wild Kratts power suits.

Then the staff got interested. They wanted to help out—first, by getting the kids excited, and then by helping with outfits, and then by getting involved in the videos themselves. They wanted to lip synch with Auggie. They wanted to try the dances that were making their way through social media. The Whip/Nae Nae made one older nurse laugh so hard that she tried to sit down in a wheelchair next to the desk, only she slipped out of it and fell onto the floor, still laughing.

But the real breakthrough came when the nurses and care techs decided to do a flash mob for a little girl who was ready to go home. Her recovery had been nothing short of miraculous, and when they contacted the parents to get permission to include their daughter in the video, they were ecstatic. The flash mob video hit seven figures, and after that, parents with children at Downing began reaching out to Auggie directly, asking if he could do something similar for their kids.

That opened the floodgates, and once Auggie had permission from parents, everything changed. Auggie did videos of toy unboxings—donations, mostly, although some of them, Auggie had bought himself because he thought they looked like fun. He did funny ones, side-by-side competitions with the kids who were doing their PT. He hit seven figures again with a video of a little boy collapsing into giggles as he and Auggie competed to see who could do more push-ups. And he hit seven figures again with a video that he could have done, a year or two before, with Orlando and Ethan: Auggie and the staff pretended to sneak up on a group of kids watching TV, trying to surprise them, and of course, the kids turned around and surprised them instead. The day after that video, he had two calls from agents. Three, if you counted the asshole who had dropped Auggie not once but twice—but Auggie didn’t pick up that call.

For Theo’s birthday, they had a nice dinner at a place called Moulin Vert, and it was astronomically expensive for someone who worked fifteen hours a week on campus. It was worth it, though. The year before, Auggie had made the mistake of throwing Theo a party. This year, it was just the two of them, and it was so much better.

“I might have to try a party again,” he said as they were driving back to the house.

Theo’s eyebrows went up, and a smile glimmered.

“Forty’s not that far off,” Auggie said. “God, where do you even think we’ll be when you turn forty?”

“Slow down,” Theo said, and he laughed, but the smile had gone out.

They were in the kitchen, unboxing two enormous rocky road cupcakes, when Auggie got out the presents: a garment box, and a card.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” Theo said, and then he kissed Auggie. “You paid for dinner. That was more than enough.”

“And the cupcakes,” Auggie said. He ripped his in half to make a cupcake sandwich, and Theo rolled his eyes. “The box first.”

Theo slid the ribbon off the garment box and opened it. He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was thick. “This is too much—”

“It’s not too much. It’s a suit.” Auggie one-handed the cupcake so he could take the lid of the box from Theo and toss it aside. The suit was gray, and it was tailored, and it had taken a surprisingly difficult amount of sneaking around to get his best estimate at Theo’s measurements. “We might have to get it adjusted, but I think it’ll be pretty close.”

“Auggie, you can’t.”

“Of course I can. I did. It’s for your campus visits; you’re going to nail them either way, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to nail them in a suit. Oh, that could be our porno title.”

Theo rolled his eyes again. He lifted the jacket out and studied it.

“Try it on,” Auggie said.

“Auggie, how much did this cost?”

“Put it on, or you’re going to get a cupcake in the face.”

Theo slid on the jacket. It looked perfect on him—the lines of his shoulders, the hint of definition in his arms, the way it fell against his sides.

“Well?”

“Perfect,” Theo said. “How did you do that?”

“I’m amazing.”

“Yeah,” Theo said with a smile. “You are. But Auggie—”

“Cupcake in the face. I swear to God, Theo, do not make it come to that.”

The smile broadened, and after a moment, Theo nodded. He slipped out of the jacket and folded it neatly before returning it to the garment box.

“Now the card,” Auggie said. He set the cupcake down and wiped his hands on a napkin. “Uh, Theo, I hope this is ok. I mean, it seemed ok, and then it kind of, um, was more than I expected, and last night I started thinking maybe it wasn’t ok and I should have told you—oh my God, please open it.”

Theo slid his finger under the envelope’s flap. He drew out the card. He read it. And then, for a moment, he stared at it. He closed the card, and then he stared at nothing, hand dropping to his side. Auggie grabbed the back of the chair. He’d missed some frosting on the back of one finger, and he grabbed a napkin and wiped at it furiously.

“What does this mean?”

“It means, um, there’s some money. Some money people donated. For you to hire a lawyer.” The rocky road cupcake was sticking in Auggie’s throat. Theo still wasn’t looking at him. “I did these videos with kids—I mean, not their faces, I mean, not unless their parents gave permission, and the staff—there was this one where they tried to sing ‘I Will Survive.’” There was more, but it got stuck with the marshmallow and chocolate in Auggie’s throat.

“I didn’t ask you to—”

“I know. Please don’t be mad, Theo. I know you didn’t ask, and I know you don’t want charity. But people wanted to donate. They wanted to help. And I figured if your family couldn’t help and you didn’t want Fer to help, then I had to at least try something.”

For another moment, Theo was still. Then he laid the envelope and card on the table. He brushed the torn flap, and then his hand swung back to his side again. “How much?”

“Sixty.” Auggie coughed once. “Sixty thousand dollars. A little more.”

Theo closed his eyes and shook his head.

The silence bristled. Auggie reached out for the chair again and missed, and he couldn’t bring himself to try again.

Then Theo wiped his eyes.

“Theo—oh my God, Theo, I didn’t—I mean, we can figure out how to give it back, and I’ll tell people it was my idea, and—” Auggie grunted when Theo pulled him into a hug. Theo was trembling. “It’s ok,” Auggie whispered, rubbing his back. “I’ll fix it. I messed up, I know, and I’m sorry, but—”

“Nobody,” Theo choked out. “Nobody has ever done anything like this for me.” He snuffled and dried his eyes on Auggie’s shirt.

“You’re not mad?”

Theo crouched, and for one bizarre moment, Auggie thought he was kneeling, and then he thought, Oh my God, he’s going to propose.

Instead, Theo picked Auggie up over his shoulder.

Auggie burst out laughing and tried to squirm free.

Theo slapped him on the ass once as they passed through the living room. “Hold still.”

Auggie laughed harder. “What are you doing?”

Theo hoisted him up, adjusting him on his shoulder as they started up the stairs. “You’ve got about thirty seconds to figure it out.”
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October flew past—between the class Theo was auditing, work on his dissertation, and the snowdrift of job search paperwork, he barely had time to start meeting with a family law attorney in Columbia, one who was interested in paternity rights for same-sex parents and willing to take a longshot case. Before Theo realized, it was November, and Auggie was saying things like, “I guess I should look at tickets if I’m going to go home,” and “Boy, ticket prices are skyrocketing,” and “I mean, it might not even make sense to fly home.”

Theo was trying to edit an article for a revise-and-resubmit, and he blamed that for why it took him so long.

“Do you want to stay for Thanksgiving?”

“I mean, I don’t want to be an imposition.”

Theo threw a pillow at him, and Auggie caught it, laughing.

“Why didn’t you just tell me you were staying?” Theo asked. “Like last year?”

“Because I heard you promising your mom you’d go to Thanksgiving at their house, and I didn’t want to, you know.”

“Meet my family?”

“No! I’d love to meet your family! I didn’t want to, um, invite myself.” In a rush, Auggie said, “In case you didn’t want them to meet me.”

And the only way to respond to that—at least, if Theo wanted to keep having a boyfriend—was to invite him to Thanksgiving dinner with his family.

On Thanksgiving morning, they woke up late and got ready. The drive to Theo’s parents’ house took them through fields enameled with the ice that had come down the night before, the corn stubble and the gleanings of sorghum and wheat and rye catching the light in frozen prisms. The farmhouse was located close to the state highway behind a windbreak of pine, a rambling, two-story structure of white clapboard, with a dark, gabled roof and one of Theo’s mom’s holly wreaths bright on the door.

“We eat,” Theo said, “and we leave.”

“Jacob,” Auggie said, brow furrowed, sticking out his thumb. “And Christine. And Joey, and Phillip, and Dustin, and—what’s the fourth one’s name? Jesse. No, Jesse’s the fifth one.”

“Auggie, nobody expects you to know their names. You haven’t even met them yet.”

Auggie slowed the Malibu. “What’s the fourth one’s name?”

“Christian.”

Auggie nodded and repeated the names again. Then he stuck out his index finger. “Abel. He’s married to Emma. Um, Sam, Bradley, and Dillon.”

“Yep. But don’t call her Sam or Emma will lose her mind. Samantha.”

“Samantha. Got it. And then Meshach—should I call him Meshie? That’s what you call him, right?”

“Auggie.” Theo closed Auggie’s hand in his own, curling Auggie’s fingers in. “We’re going to eat, and we’re going to leave. My family is not…easy. They probably aren’t going to be friendly. I don’t want you to take it personally. That’s about—”

“The fact that we’re sodomites?”

Theo sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Raging homosexuals?”

“Auggie.”

“Queer as fuck?”

“Please get it all out of your system.”

Theo still had one hand wrapped around Auggie’s, and Auggie bounced it now until Theo looked over at him. Auggie smiled. “I’m going to be very polite.”

“Novel approach. You mean, you’re not going to try to hide an empty Doritos bag under their sofa on your second visit.”

“You judged me for eating them too fast!” He gave Theo’s hand another bounce, and his smile flared. “People like me. It’s going to be fine.”

“But don’t take it personally, ok? If they don’t, I mean. How they act—and react—has nothing to do with how I feel about you.”

Auggie nodded.

“No matter what happens, I love you—”

“Theo, I wasn’t freaked out. Now you’re freaking me out.”

After letting out a breath, Theo nodded, and Auggie let the Malibu roll forward.

Inside, the house was broken up into small rooms, the way older homes had been built, with garden rose wallpaper and dark wainscotting. Part of that had to do with the fact that the house was, in fact, old—the first part of the structure had been built by Theo’s grandfather, and the large addition had been done by Theo’s father. That had been the last structural update, all the way back in 1981. Nothing had changed since Theo’s last visit at Christmas—the same comfortably worn furniture, the same scuffs and dings from a house where five boys had grown up. The fragrance of roasting turkey wafted to them, with a hint of cinnamon sugar and—

“So much chintz,” Auggie whispered. “Um, do your parents have dogs?”

That was when Goose and Peppermint trundled into the foyer and began to bark. Well, it was more like excited yips and whines. They both came over to Theo first, pressing against his legs as he scratched first Goose and then Peppermint. Then they turned their attention to Auggie, sniffing his legs, trying to bowl him over with completely unwarranted affection.

Auggie laughed and gave each dog a quick touch before withdrawing his hand.

“Goose is the Weimaraner,” Theo said. At Auggie’s look, he added, “The gray one.”

“Hi, Goose,” Auggie said. He was holding his hands at chest level.

“And Peppermint is the Boxer. They’re sweethearts, Auggie. Well, and they’re ancient—I’m surprised they got out of their beds. They’re not going to bite you.”

“Oh, I know,” Auggie said. He gave each dog another quick touch. Goose seemed to get the message and shoulder-checked Theo at the knees again, but Peppermint, for some reason, decided now was the perfect opportunity to experience forcing her way between Auggie’s legs. Auggie laughed and let her through, craning his head to watch as she circled back around to the front and did it again. “I think she likes me.”

“Of course she likes you,” Theo said, and he bent and kissed Auggie on the cheek.

“Who’s here?” A man’s voice, gruff and stripped down, came from the next room. Steps moved toward them. “Goose, Peppermint, who’s—”

Theo looked most like his dad—from what he could tell, anyway—in the build. They were both big men, although his dad had become stocky, strength padded now with age and indulgence. Not that his father had many indulgences. He was dressed up in a polo and jeans instead of the work clothes he normally wore. This was mid-level formality for the Stratford household; it didn’t warrant the same gravity as, say, church.

“Danny,” his father said as he came across the room. He held out his hand, and he and Theo shook. His father’s grip was crushing. Theo didn’t know if it had always been that way, but it had been for as long as he could remember.

“Hi, Dad. Happy Thanksgiving. This is Auggie. Auggie, this is my dad, Daniel.”

They shook, and Theo saw the moment of surprise and discomfort in Auggie’s face at the strength of his dad’s grip. “Good to meet you,” his dad said. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

And then he turned, whistled, and headed out of the foyer, Goose and Peppermint shuffling along after him.

“Danny?” Auggie whispered, his eyes huge.

“Please don’t get so excited.”

“Theo, this is amazing.”

“I thought I told you that I went by Daniel growing up.”

“Danny,” Auggie corrected.

“My family calls me Danny because my dad is Daniel too.”

“Oh Danny boy.”

“Keep it up, and you’ll have to eat at the kiddie table.” Theo unzipped his coat, and then he took Auggie’s and hung them in the closet. “He’s a man of few words, Auggie, to put it mildly.”

“It’s fine.”

“He wasn’t being rude. That time, anyway.”

“Theo, it’s fine.”

“Come on, you’ve got to meet my mom.”

“You make it sound so exciting.”

“Peppermint, Goose,” Theo called, “attack.”

Auggie elbowed him, but only once, and he didn’t even get in a good one.

They found Theo’s mom in the kitchen. She was forking potatoes in a pot boiling on the stove, and after she’d wiped her hands, she pulled Theo first and then Auggie into hugs. Theo had gotten his eyes from her, he knew, and his hair. He repeated the introductions: “This is my mom, Charity.”

“It’s so nice to meet you, Auggie. I can’t wait to get to know you.”

When she forked another potato, Auggie wiggled his eyebrows at Theo.

“Did you have a good drive? How’s Lana?”

Before Theo could answer, he heard the front door open, and a horde of screaming children descended on them. He saw four of Jacob’s boys along with Abel’s two, all of them holding toy guns that made laser noises, all of them shouting over each other and firing their guns. Dustin, Jacob’s middle child, kept hammering Christian, the next youngest, in the back with his, and Christian was already wailing.

“Hello, Mother,” Jacob said from the doorway. Then he stopped. “Danny.”

“Mom,” Abel said from behind him. He looked at Theo and nodded.

The Stratford brothers looked enough like brothers that nobody could see them together and not figure it out. But they had their differences too. Jacob had the kind of pinched, suffering face that, in another age, would have made him a great candidate for a martyr. Abel was ripped—he spent God only knew how much time at the gym—with his hair in an Army high-and-tight. And Meshie, when he popped his head over Abel’s shoulder, was more like their dad, heavier and by far the quietest. In a world without Theo, he would have been the black sheep of the family because he and his wife, Vanessa, didn’t have any kids.

Theo made introductions again, but with less success; Jacob turned and left before Theo could finish, and Abel gave Auggie a handshake and a “Welcome,” and Meshie barely managed a nod. Theo could hear the wives in the living room; his dad was doing his best to make conversation, but mostly the women were talking to each other as they unloaded bags and totes and food—everything that people with children seemed to need whenever they left the house. Theo’s mom had carrots on a cutting board, and aside from the whick of the knife, the kitchen was silent.

“Come on,” Abel said. “I was going to show them my new rifle.”

Theo glanced at Auggie, but before he could ask, his mom said, “Go on, Danny. Auggie can help me, and we’ll get to know each other. Isn’t that right, Auggie?”

“Auggie doesn’t need to help,” Theo said.

“I don’t mind,” Auggie said.

“You’re a guest.”

“I don’t mind, Theo.” Auggie laughed and gave him a gentle push. “Go play guns with your brothers.”

After another careful check for any nonverbal distress signals, Theo trailed after his brothers into the garage. Abel had gotten a nice Browning, and it must have easily cost a grand. While Jacob pontificated on the superiority of Mausers, Meshie took a turn holding the rifle, turning it over, inspecting it, settling it against his shoulder. He lined up an imaginary shot, squeezed the trigger, and offered a rare smile.

“Nice,” was his only contribution to the discussion as he passed it over to Theo.

The boys swarmed into the garage, pew-pewing each other with their laser guns, shouting as they chased each other in circles. A couple of the older ones wanted to stop and look at the Browning, but Abel sent them back inside, and of course, they left the door open.

That’s why Theo could hear when, inside the kitchen, something hit the floor, and his mom said, “Oh dear, that one got away from you, didn’t it?”

“Sorry,” Auggie said. “I’m not great in the kitchen.”

“That’s ok, sweetheart. Why don’t you snap the beans instead?”

“I promise I’m old enough to use a knife,” Auggie said with a laugh that sounded decidedly nervous to Theo.

“Of course you are, dear. The beans are right here, and I’ll make quick work of those carrots.”

The Browning’s stainless-steel finish was warming up under Theo’s hands, and when he shouldered it, he could see what Meshie had meant—it fit solidly and comfortably. “What do you have it chambered for?”

“.308s,” Abel said. “What else?”

Theo nodded.

In the kitchen, his mom said, “And what traditional foods does your family eat, Auggie?”

“Well, my brother Fer and I like to make green bean casserole.”

“That’s nice.” The whick of the knife interrupted, and then Theo’s mom said, “But I meant food where you’re from.”

The silence lasted a moment too long before Auggie said, “I’m from California.”

“Oh,” Theo’s mom said. “Well, of course.”

“I’d better go check on him,” Theo said.

Abel made a face as he took the Browning. Meshie didn’t say anything, but that was Meshie.

“She’s asking a simple question,” Jacob said.

“It’s really nice,” Theo said to Abel. “We’ll have to take it out tomorrow.”

Before any of them could say anything else, Theo went inside and liberated Auggie from his mother. He took him on a tour of the house. They started in the family room, where his dad was watching TV. Auggie lingered, looking at family pictures on the wall, laughing at what he insisted on calling smol!Theo and cooing at teenage Theo who, in Theo’s mind, would have been a lot better off if his parents had bought him acne medication and his own clothes, instead of hand-me-downs that had made it through Jacob and Abel. At some point, when Theo turned around, his dad had turned off the TV and left.

Theo took Auggie through the formal living room, where an open door connected to his dad’s study. His dad was visible, seated at his desk in a hardback chair, large-print Bible open in front of him.

“Is he, like, a preacher or something?” Auggie whispered as Theo tugged him toward the stairs.

Theo shook his head.

Theo’s old bedroom had been converted years ago into his mom’s sewing room, but Auggie insisted on seeing it, and then he tried to guess what posters Theo had hung on the walls.

After the eighth guess, Theo said, “It doesn’t matter how many times you say David Hasselhoff; I didn’t have his poster on my wall.”

“Theo, he was a stud. You can tell me the truth.”

“Don’t you know anything else about the ’80s and ’90s?”

That was opening a whole can of worms, but fortunately, as Auggie was launching into some story about an MTV special he’d watched when he was fourteen, Jacob called up that dinner was ready. The dining room table was big, but it still wasn’t big enough for everyone, so the kids got their own setup on card tables in the family room. There wasn’t a chair for Auggie—there’s a symbol, Theo thought, if you want one—so he had to get a camping chair from the garage. Theo took the chair for himself, and when Auggie insisted that he wouldn’t mind, it almost turned into a fight. Fortunately, Auggie finally sat in the dining chair, and dinner could start. They all held hands while his father said grace, and Theo didn’t miss that Christine, Jacob’s wife, only offered Auggie her fingertips, and she pulled her hand back as soon as Theo’s dad said, “Amen.”

Let it go, Theo told himself. Not tonight.

They ate, and they settled into the kind of easy, diffuse conversation that often takes place around a table, with people jumping in and out of topics, the group splintering into smaller units. Theo answered a couple of direct questions from his sisters-in-law, all of them about Lana, and then he and Auggie were left in a cocoon of silence.

“Do you want more potatoes?” Theo asked. The year before, he’d introduced Auggie to funeral potatoes—his family’s preferred starch at Thanksgiving, in lieu of mashed potatoes. Auggie had, of course, devoured them, and he’d already gone through the rather small serving he’d dished for himself.

“More crack, you mean?” Auggie grinned and shook his head. “No, thanks. They’re super good, though.”

“They’re your favorite part,” Theo said. “Have some more.”

“I’m fine, Theo. I’ve still got plenty of food.”

“My mom made plenty. Meshie, pass the potatoes.”

“No,” Auggie said, a hint of red under the soft brown of his cheeks. “I’m good. Thanks.”

Meshie held the casserole dish suspended until Theo shook his head, and then Meshie shrugged and set it back down.

“Is everything ok?” Theo whispered.

“Yes,” Auggie whispered, folding his napkin in his lap.

“Are you sure?”

“Theo, stop.”

There was definitely more red in Auggie’s cheeks, but he was staring at his plate now, cutting a slice of turkey so hard that it looked like he might crack the plate. Some of the tension must have bled out into the rest of the group; Theo could feel the slight hesitation, the questioning pauses. He focused on his own plate and speared green beans.

Giggles from the opening to the living room made him look up. Joey, Phillip, and Bradley stood there, clustered together and staring at Theo and Auggie. Joey ducked his head and whispered something, and the other two boys cracked up.

“Do you need something?” Jacob asked.

Joey shook his head. He was grinning. And still staring. The rest of the adults were still lost in their own conversations.

“Why are they staring at us?” Auggie asked in an underbreath.

“Hey Joey,” Theo said. “How’s it going?”

“Fine,” Joey said, and for some reason, that made the other two boys crack up again.

Theo scrambled for something to say; he didn’t have much of a relationship with any of his nieces and nephews, and while that might have been partially the fault of his brothers, he had some of the blame too. “What have you been watching lately? Anything good?” When Joey didn’t bite, Theo added, “What do you think of Stranger Things?”

“We don’t watch that,” Joey said. “Because it’s satanic.”

Auggie choked on some stuffing, and while Theo pounded his back, he tried to come up with another question. “What about—what kind of music are you listening to?”

This time, it was Phillip who whispered something. A huge grin cut across Joey’s face.

Auggie had recovered enough by this point to croak, “What about Hamilton? Have you guys heard any of the music?”

“My dad says they’re all fags,” Joey said.

“What did you say?” Jacob snapped. He pushed back his chair, and the boys retreated. Jacob stalked after him, and a moment later, from the other room came a sharp yelp and then crying.

Auggie sank lower in his seat, twisting the napkin in his lap.

The buzz of conversation had died around them, and now all eyes were focused on Theo and Auggie. It was Theo’s father who broke the silence.

“Auggie, what do you do?”

With a solidly B+ smile, Auggie sat up. “I’m a student, Mr. Stratford.”

“And what are you studying?”

“Communications. Well, and English. I’m doing a double major.”

Theo’s dad made a noise that wasn’t quite disapproval, but it came close. “And what are you planning on doing after college?”

“Well—” Auggie glanced over, and Theo kept his face expressionless, staring forward. “I can work from pretty much anywhere, so it depends on where Theo gets a job, I guess.”

That sucked the air out of the room.

“What does that mean?” Theo’s dad asked.

“We’re still figuring out what next year is going to look like,” Theo said.

“I’m asking your guest. What do you mean?”

“Well, um—” Auggie looked at Theo again. Theo moved his silverware. “I do content creation, and there are some interesting possibilities for marketing, sponsorships, monetization in a lot of formats, actually. So, wherever we move, I’ll be able to do my job.”

Another of those fuzzy silences filled the room. Then Theo’s mom said, “Are you—are you moving in together?”

“Charity,” Theo’s dad barked.

Auggie threw another of those helpless looks, and this time, Theo knew he had to say something. “We already do live together, actually.”

A tiny, fluttering laugh came from the far end of the table. He thought it had been Vanessa.

“So, what?” That was definitely Vanessa. “Is he Lana’s third dad or something?”

Theo grabbed the edge of the table for a moment. Then he pushed his chair back.

“We don’t need to talk about that anymore,” Theo’s dad said. “What does that mean, Auggie? What is content creation?”

“I make videos. Well, I do photos too. Original content.”

“We need to get going,” Theo said. His voice sounded unnaturally loud.

“I’m talking to your guest,” his father said. “What kind of videos?”

Auggie hesitated. “Funny stuff. Silly stuff. It’s—it’s silly.”

“I’d like to see one.”

“Dad,” Theo said.

“They’re not appropriate.” Jacob slid into his seat. His face was red. “I’ve seen some of them, Father. They’re not suitable.”

Theo watched disgust roll through his dad’s face. Auggie raised a hand like he might cover his eyes, but it dropped to his lap again.

“They’re funny,” Theo said. “And they’re good. And they’re smart. Auggie is really, really good at what he does.”

“I’m sure, but—”

“So, don’t sit there and make it sound like he’s shooting pornos.”

That same fluttering laugh came and cut off again.

“Excuse me,” Theo’s mom said. Her cheeks were pink, and she left the room with one hand on the wall to steady herself.

“I hope you’re happy,” Theo’s dad said. He threw down his napkin. “I have to check on your mother.”

“What?” Jacob said, meeting Theo’s gaze. “He uses foul language. Do you think that’s appropriate for children? Would you want Lana hearing that kind of thing?”

Theo stared at him. In the kitchen, his mother was crying.

“What church does your family attend, Auggie?” Jacob asked. He glanced over, and it turned into a longer look. “Catholic?”

“We’re going,” Theo said. “Come on.”

“No, it’s fine,” Auggie said. “We’re not Catholic. We’re not anything—”

“Auggie, we’re leaving. Let’s go.”

Theo stood and moved to the opening that connected to the living room. The older kids were staring—Joey’s face was tear streaked, and the boy looked like he was sitting gingerly after getting his ass tanned—but Dillon and Jesse, the youngest, apparently hadn’t picked up on any of the tension, and they were still laughing and going to town on their food. After a moment, Auggie squeezed out from behind the table and joined Theo.

“It was a nice meal,” Auggie said, “and it was nice to meet you.”

“No,” Theo said, “it wasn’t.” Then he headed toward the foyer.

He got Auggie’s coat and held it out for him. Auggie was wiping his eyes.

“Don’t,” Theo said. “They’re not worth it. They’re all being assholes tonight.”

That made Auggie cry harder, wiping his face and sniffling and trying to stop. He let Theo get him into his coat, and by then, he’d gotten a little of his self-control back. “I’m sorry—”

“Unh-uh.” Theo shook his head. “This is on them.”

Theo was pulling his own coat from the hanger when laughter swelled in the dining room. He stopped and listened. He could hear Abel’s voice, even if he couldn’t make out the words.

“Theo, no,” Auggie said. “You were right. Let’s go.”

Theo shook his head. He stood there a moment longer, coat halfway off the hanger. Then laughter surged up again.

“Theo—”

He rehung the coat, and he turned and headed back to the dining room.

“—get him home in time to change his diaper and put him to bed,” Abel was saying to more laughter.

“This is how homosexuals are,” Jacob said. “They have to find younger men, or they’d all die out. And it’s a good thing that Danny isn’t actually responsible for him. Look what happened the last time he had to take care of someone.”

Theo came around the opening to the dining room. Jacob was closest, which was the only reason to pick him instead of one of the others. He was raising a forkful of turkey, and he must have seen Theo out of the corner of his eye because his head came up and around.

Theo slapped the fork out of Jacob’s hand. Someone screamed, and Abel pushed back from the table so hard that his chair crashed into the wall. Theo grabbed Jacob by the shirt and dragged him out of the chair. Jacob threw a wild punch, and it connected with the side of Theo’s head, and then they both hit the ground, rolling across the floor, trying to get in body blows and, at the same time, trying not to hurt each other too badly—the whole thing strangely childish, like Theo was fourteen again and brawling with Jacob every other day.

Someone caught Theo by the shoulder and dragged him off Jacob. Theo struggled for a moment, thrashing, until his father’s voice penetrated the fog: “Stop it! Stop it this instant!” His vision cleared enough to see Abel holding Jacob. Jacob was breathing hard. So was Theo.

“What’s wrong with you?” Theo’s dad asked, shaking him. “What in God’s name is wrong with you?”

Theo ripped free of his grip. He stumbled through the living room to where Auggie stood in the opening to the foyer, Theo’s coat hanging from his hand. Theo didn’t say anything—he couldn’t say anything—but Auggie must have understood. He hurried to grab the front door, and he followed Theo out into the night. Their steps slapped the frozen asphalt, echoing back from the windbreak.

When they got into the Malibu, Theo hammered the door with his fist. Then he dropped back against the seat, squeezing his eyes shut.

“It’s ok,” Auggie whispered as he started the car.

“It’s not ok, Auggie,” Theo said. “Jesus Christ, it’s not ok.”

They drove home in silence. Last night’s ice clung to every branch, every twig, every roadside thistle, glinting and glaring when the headlights swept across it, and then dying out as they drove past. The Malibu’s heater made a faint whistling noise.

“Are you ok?” Theo finally asked.

“I’m fine. Are you ok?”

“No.” They drove along an ag field, and in the moonlight, silhouetted against the nap of the night sky, a doe browsed a feed plot. She looked like silk. Theo heard his mother weeping. “Those fucking assholes. They are such fucking assholes!”

“I shouldn’t have said that stuff about, um, next year—”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I shouldn’t have talked about, you know, my platform.”

“Auggie, this is not your fault. This is their fault.” He hit the door again, but less forcefully this time. “God damn it. What the hell is wrong with me? There were kids there, Auggie. What the fuck was I thinking?”

Auggie made a quieting noise. He rubbed Theo’s leg. The long, silent darkness ate up the miles, and then the edge of Wahredua sprang up around them, the illuminated sign of the Mr. Diesel, then the turnoff for their street. The house looked dark and small when they got to it. Dark and small and cold, Theo thought. His hands hurt, and he flexed his fingers stiffly.

Auggie parked on the driveway—probably, Theo thought, because he couldn’t stand the extra thirty seconds to wait for the garage door. As soon as the engine died, Theo opened the door and got out. He heard Auggie scrambling after him.

“Theo, it wasn’t—it wasn’t that bad. I mean, it was only a few seconds, and—I know you’re upset, but will you please talk to me—”

When Auggie caught Theo’s arm, Theo turned. Then Auggie slipped on last night’s ice. He started to go down. Theo tried to catch him, but Auggie’s jacket slid out of his grasp, and Auggie landed on his ass.

“Are you—” Theo began.

“You scrote-gnawing ass pirate,” came a voice from the street. “Get your fucking hands off him!”

Theo looked over in time to see a big, dark-haired man sprinting up the walk. It was so unreal that Theo just stared. His body had worn itself out in the fight with Jacob and the emotional aftermath, and now, too late, he realized that this man was coming for him. He shuffled sideways, but the ice slowed him, and by the time he steadied himself, the man had reached him.

He hit Theo in a flying tackle, and they went down, rolling across the frozen blades of grass. The guy got in two punches, good ones, on Theo’s ribs, before Theo managed to crack him in the face with an elbow. Their momentum ran out, and Theo ended up on top of the man. He reared back, ready to throw another punch, when Auggie caught his arm.

He realized, now, that Auggie was screaming, “Stop! Stop! Get off him!”

Theo tensed and tried to throw Auggie off, but Auggie clung to him. “Auggie, what—”

“It’s Fer!”

Theo stared down at Auggie’s older brother who had one hand pressed to his bloody nose. Dark eyes glittered up at Theo.

“It’s Fer,” Auggie said. “It’s my brother. Get off him!”

And then, from the street, came another voice. “Hey Gus-Gus. Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Chuy?” Auggie squinted into the darkness.

“Uh, yeah.” He shuffled forward, hand pressed to his side. He glanced at Fer. And then he shrugged. “Surprise.”
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When Auggie tugged on Theo’s arm, Theo got off of Fer. Fer still lay on the ground, a hand pressed to his nose. Auggie moved to help him, and Theo caught his arm.

“Are you serious?” Auggie asked.

Theo didn’t say anything, but he did release Auggie.

Making a disgusted noise, Fer waved Auggie off and got to his feet. The sound of steps on pavement made all three men look over to where Chuy was slowly making his way up the drive. He still had one hand pressed against his side.

“What happened?” Auggie asked.

“Ask fuck-for-brains,” Fer said and spat. Against the ice, the blood looked black.

“Chuy, what happened?”

Before Auggie’s brother could answer, a siren wailed in the distance, and Chuy flinched. Auggie looked at Fer, and Fer shook his head. They stood there a moment, their breath smoking in the darkness.

“What are you doing here?” Theo asked. Unlike Fer, he didn’t sport any visible injuries, although he was standing slightly hunched, like maybe he couldn’t straighten up. His back again, maybe. Or his ribs. “Did you know—”

“No,” Auggie said. “I had no idea. Fer, what’s going on?”

“What’s going on—” Fer wiped his nose and flicked more of the ink-black blood onto the frozen blades of grass. “—is the first thing I see is your boyfriend putting his hands on you. This is how he treats you?”

“Putting my hands on him?” Theo said, his volume slipping a notch. “He was starting to fall.”

“You shoved him.”

“I tried to grab him.”

“I saw what I saw, you fucking cumweasel. This is the guy you picked? For fuck’s sake, Augustus. Come on; we’re leaving.”

Fer grabbed Auggie’s arm, and an instant later, Theo latched on to his other arm. “Hold on.”

“Shut your fuckhole. When I want to hear you say something, I’ll tell you.”

“This is my house, and he’s my boyfriend, and he’s not going anywhere.”

Auggie wrenched his arms free. He gave Fer a look. Then he rounded on Theo. Theo swallowed and his eyes cut away. Then they came back, harder.

“Both of you cut it out,” Auggie said. He looked at Fer again. “Am I the only grown-up here? Fer, Theo would never hurt me, which you’d know if you listened to anything I told you about him. You’ve been wanting to pick a fight ever since I told you he and I were dating.”

“Oh yeah?” Theo said.

“Oh no,” Auggie said, turning back to Theo. “You know I’m not your property, correct? Or is that a fight we’re going to have right now?”

Theo set his jaw; he broke first, his face angling slightly away. “Of course I know that, but—”

“Theo—” Auggie lowered his voice. “—I know tonight has been hard.”

After a moment, Theo nodded.

“Could you take Chuy inside? I need to talk to Fer.”

In the distance, the sirens had faded out. Theo chafed his arms and nodded. “Don’t take too long,” he said, and he kissed Auggie’s cheek. “It’s freezing out here.”

He moved toward the house, and Auggie heard him introduce himself to Chuy and Chuy respond. Fer watched them go. When the door clapped shut, he looked at Auggie and said, “He did that on purpose, you know. That shit with the kiss.”

“Oh my God.”

Fer spat. It didn’t look like blood this time. He scuffed the toe of his sneakers—an ancient pair of Adidas, his comfort shoes—and the grass made a crinkling noise.

“Fer, what the hell is going on?”

He spoke to the ground: “Thought we’d visit.”

“Uh huh.”

“If you don’t want us here, we’ll go. Simple as that.”

Auggie shivered and pulled his coat closer around him. He studied his brother, but they were too far for the porch light to reach, and all he got was the familiar silhouette of his body. “Ass pirate?”

Fer looked up. “Well, he is, isn’t he?”

“Scrote-gnawing?”

A smile flashed in the darkness. “I bet you love it.”

“Did you seriously think he was—what? Shoving me? Because, first thing, I’m an adult, and I handle my own problems.”

Fer snorted.

“And second, that’s not Theo.”

“Mother of fuck, Augustus, he’s a dinosaur.”

“I told you he was older than me.”

The quality of Fer’s breathing changed. He hugged himself, staring at the empty lot across the street. Something moved, a winged shadow, and last year’s Indiangrass trembled. “This is because you didn’t have a dad. Is that it?”

“Jesus Christ. It’s not a dad thing.”

“He’s older than you.”

Auggie blew out a jet of breath.

“Does he make you call him daddy?”

“This is crossing a line, Fer. And no, he doesn’t. He doesn’t make me do anything.” Honesty compelled Auggie to add, his face heating, “Except, you know, clean up around the house sometimes.”

“It’s my fault; I did a shit job of stepping up when your deadbeat jizz donor disappeared. I wasn’t there for you.”

“You were there for me.”

“Not enough.”

“Fer, you did a great job stepping up. You took care of me. You practically raised me.” Auggie shivered, his ears tingling with the cold, taken aback for a moment by the unreality of the conversation—that it was happening here, now, suddenly, on the frozen, darkened front lawn. “Theo and I, we just clicked.” His face got hotter as he added, “I think the two of you have a lot in common, actually.”

A staggered silence followed, and then, “Jesus Christ, Augustus.”

“You’re supposed to take it as a compliment, not be a huge pervert about everything!”

There was that flash of a smile again. The grass crunched as Fer shifted his weight, and he touched his nose again and winced. “At least he knows how to throw a punch.”

Auggie nodded.

“I thought you were going to end up with one of those little dollhouse boys, the kind with arms so skinny you have to help them with their appletini.”

“You are honestly the weirdest person I’ve ever met.” Auggie kicked the toe of Fer’s Adidas. “What’s going on? Why are you really here?”

Without answering, Fer walked to the porch and sat on the steps. Auggie sat next to him, and he watched as Fer took out a prescription vial and shook a pill into his hand. He placed it under his tongue and held it there, head tilted back. When Auggie took the vial, Fer didn’t protest, and he read the label. Generic Xanax. In the light, he could see details that had escaped him before: the bags under Fer’s eyes, the sallow complexion. Fer rubbed his neck and made a face.

Then he said, “Chuy tried it again. Stealing from his dealer.” He shook his head, still rubbing his neck. “Hit his stash and got himself shot.”

“Oh my God. Is he—but he’s ok, right? I mean, you’re here.”

“He’s going to survive. It was a good shot, I mean, if there is such a thing—through his side, didn’t hit any organs, you’re so lucky, it’s a miracle, all that bullshit. But there are people—I mean, they’re still looking for him. They’re not going to let this one slide. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know where to go. We got on a plane and—” He opened his eyes. “Jesus Christ, what am I doing? I shouldn’t be here.”

But he didn’t get up. He sat there, rubbing his neck.

“Fer,” Auggie asked, “are you ok? I’m asking about you, not Chuy.”

Silence drifted between them like snow. And then Fer dropped his head to rest on Auggie’s shoulder, and he was very still.

Auggie slid an arm around him. When he felt like enough time had passed, he said, “Maybe you should stay awhile. Relax. Recharge.”

Fer made a thick noise, and his voice didn’t sound like Fer’s when he said, “Genius idea, Augustus. After I knocked your boyfriend’s block off.”

“Actually, I think he was whipping your ass.”

“Because I was holding back. Because you’re already fucked up enough as it is, Augustus—” He was starting to sound more like Fer. “—and I didn’t want to make things worse by emasculating your soft-fuck daddy in front of you.”

In spite of himself, Auggie laughed, and he could feel Fer smiling against his shoulder. “He’s a great guy, Fer. You’ll like him if you give him a chance.”

“Jesus God, Augustus, how fucking stupid are you? I don’t care if he’s Rocko fucking Steele; he’s your boyfriend, and he’s not good enough for you, so I’m going to hate his guts until you dump his ass or he dies of old age while you two are banging one out.”

Auggie let the moment widen. Then he said, “You think he’s not good enough for me?”

Fer snorted. “Of course he’s not. You might not be anything more than a human-sized foreskin, but you’re still my brother.”

“How many gay porn stars do you know by name?”

Fer cleared his throat and sat up, pushing Auggie away from him. He scowled and said, “Yeah, well, next time you borrow my laptop, use a fucking private browser.”

“That definitely wasn’t me.”

“Uh huh.”

“Fer, it wasn’t.”

“I went through a whole fucking can of Lysol on that thing, Augustus. I should have boiled it to be safe.”

“Fer!” But Auggie couldn’t help the laugh that spilled out of him, and a little grin was working its way across Fer’s mouth. They stood, and Auggie cocked his head at the door. “Are you ready to meet Theo now? Like, meet him the way civilized humans do?”

“For fuck’s sake, Augustus.” Fer stomped his feet at the door and then pushed it open. “You’re so fucking dramatic sometimes.”

Inside, Chuy sat on the couch, propped up with what looked like every pillow in the house. In the light, Auggie could see the bandages under Chuy’s shirt. His brother looked colorless, his hair lank and greasy and carelessly pushed behind his ears. Theo appeared in the opening to the kitchen, white-knuckling a bottle of his favorite Christmas ale.

“Fer,” Auggie said. “This is Theo. Theo, this is Fer.”

Neither man said anything. Chuy started to laugh quietly, and when Fer shot him a look, he covered his mouth and kept laughing.

“Fer,” Auggie prompted, “do you want to say something to Theo?”

“Yeah,” Fer said. “Lay a finger on my brother again, and I’m going to put your face through the sidewalk.”

“Oh my God, Fer!”

Theo’s eyes were hard, and that bottle of Christmas ale looked like it might shatter in his grip at any moment, but his voice was even as he said, “I know it would mean a lot to Auggie if we could start over—”

“You don’t know anything about my brother,” Fer shouted over him. “Don’t tell me about my brother, you gaping gash!”

The muscles in Theo’s jaw flexed as he fixed a look on Auggie.

“I’m sorry,” Auggie mumbled. “I swear to God, we talked about this. You, outside.”

On the porch, Fer stood with his shoulders hunched, hugging himself and refusing to look at Auggie.

“Fer, we literally had a whole conversation about this one minute ago.”

Fer made a noise somewhere between contempt and amusement.

“No,” Auggie said. “You know what? I don’t care why. Here’s what’s going to happen—because I’m tired, and because this was already a horrible night, and you’re making it so much worse than it has to be. You’re going to walk inside with me. And you’re going to be polite to Theo.”

Fer opened his mouth.

“Those are not requests. Those are not negotiable. I did the whole bonding thing with you because I love you and because I know you care about me. Now I’m pissed off. Do you understand me?”

“What’s he got up your chute tonight, a stainless-steel dildo—”

“I’m serious, Fer. Do you understand me?”

Fer rolled his eyes. But he nodded.

“I want one brother who is normal,” Auggie told him. “Is that so much to ask?”

“Tell me about it,” Fer muttered.

Auggie tried to kick him in the ankle, but Fer got into the house quicker than he expected.

Inside, Theo was still standing in the opening to the kitchen. It looked like he’d finished the beer and desperately wanted another. Chuy wasn’t laughing anymore, but he watched Fer with a huge grin.

“Now, Fer,” Auggie said.

Fer looked in Theo’s general direction. “It was a misunderstanding,” he said flatly.

This time, Auggie did kick him in the ankle.

“Mother of fuck, Augustus! All right, all right. I’m sorry.”

Theo nodded. “I’m sorry too.”

“What are you apologizing for?” Auggie asked. “You didn’t do anything.”

“He’s been a colossal—” Fer began, but whatever he was going to say, it dried up in his mouth when Auggie looked at him.

“Stay here,” Auggie told him. “Chuy, do you need anything?”

“Nah, Gus-Gus.” He rattled a vial of pills. “I got dinner and a show. I’m all good.”

“How did you get those?” Fer asked, rounding on Chuy. “Those were in my bag, fuckwit.”

“Oh my God,” Auggie said under his breath as he headed into the kitchen, taking Theo’s arm as he passed. There weren’t a lot of times he wanted a door—the house felt small enough as it was, without closing it off further—but right then, it would have been nice. Fortunately, Fer was still tearing into Chuy, and Auggie lowered his voice. “Theo, I know it’s asking a lot, but—”

“They can stay.”

Tears rushed into Auggie’s eyes. He tried to blink them away. “Just for a night,” he tried to say, but the tears kept coming. Theo hugged him, and Auggie buried his face in his chest. He let himself have a minute. Some of the stiffness in Theo’s body eased as he rubbed Auggie’s back and riffled his hair.

“Sorry,” Auggie said when he pushed free. “It’s been a lot.”

“It’s ok.”

“No, it’s not. How are you?”

“Well, between Jacob and Fer, I’ll have some bruises.” A shadowbox smile appeared on Theo’s face. “I’m fine, Auggie.”

“I meant—”

“I’m fine, Auggie. Promise.”

But he didn’t seem fine. That shadowbox smile didn’t seem fine, and leaving the smile aside, Auggie didn’t know how anyone could be fine after that night—the drawn-out horror of Thanksgiving dinner, followed by the jack-in-the-box nightmare of Fer popping up out of the darkness. Auggie wasn’t fine, that was for damn sure.

Auggie didn’t know how to say any of that, so instead, he set about getting the living room ready for Chuy and Fer. It took him and Fer together to get Chuy standing, and Chuy was bone-white by the time they were done. Auggie made up the couch with sheets and a blanket, and they got Chuy settled. Then Auggie grabbed Theo’s camping gear—a sleeping pad and a sleeping bag—and laid them out for Fer. There was Lana’s room upstairs, but he didn’t ask Theo. Theo had never said a word about the room—the way Theo had never said a word about a lot of things—but the message that it was off limits, like the basement, like all the shuttered places in his past, had come through perfectly clearly.

Upstairs, as Theo and Auggie undressed for bed, Auggie heard himself say, “It’s going to get better.”

Theo was turning himself out of his undershirt. Red marks on his ribs showed where bruises would be by morning.

“Both our families, I mean,” Auggie said. “They need time. In a year or two, they’ll get used to it, and things will be normal again.”

Theo stood with the undershirt hanging from one hand, staring at the wall. The muscles in his back, the flow of his spine—they came together like a river under all that pale skin.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Auggie said. “And you’re not going anywhere. They’re going to have to get used to it.”

Theo shucked his jeans and socks and sat on the mattress.

“Right?” Auggie asked, coming to stand in front of Theo.

That shadowbox smile glimmered again, and Theo laid his hand on Auggie’s hip. “We’ve got enough to worry about right now, Auggie. Let’s get through this first.”
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The next morning, Fer’s shouting woke Auggie. He stumbled down the stairs in his trunks, yawning and rubbing his eyes.

“Don’t go through my fucking stuff, you fucking junkie,” Fer was shouting, looming over Chuy. Chuy, for his part, didn’t look too bothered by any of it. His eyes were glazed and half closed, and he wore a rubbery smile. Fer must have heard Auggie because he turned and held up a prescription vial. “Our junkie brother is deciding his own dosage now. The new schedule is that he steals these and pops them whenever he wants.” He spun back to Chuy, shouting down at him, “And when you fucking OD, Chuy, what then? Did you think about that, you selfish piece of shit?”

Theo’s hand came down warm and solid on Auggie’s shoulder, startling him. When Auggie looked up, he saw a familiar shadow in Theo’s eyes. Luke, Auggie thought. How much of this was the same thing that Theo had gone through with Luke?

“I can’t even look at you right now,” Fer said. He spun, grabbed his coat, and stalked out the front door.

“God,” Auggie muttered and turned to head back up the stairs.

“I’ll go,” Theo said. He was already in jeans and a tee, and he trotted back toward their bedroom.

“Theo, no—”

“Auggie, he doesn’t want you to have to deal with this.” Theo pulled on socks. “I’ll keep an eye on him, make sure he’s ok.” A wry smile ghosted behind the beard. “I won’t even let him beat me up.”

“Fer’s a lot. I mean, he’s a lot all the time, but especially when he’s like this.”

“I think I know what he’s going through, kind of. Maybe.” Theo shrugged and kissed Auggie’s cheek. “Be back soon.”

Auggie trailed after him to the door. Fer was already halfway down the block, waving his arms and talking to the air. The snap of the cold November morning made Auggie shiver, and he shut the door. He grabbed one of Theo’s hoodies from where it was hanging by the door. As he zipped it, he examined his brother.

Chuy still lay on the couch, his dopey gaze still fixed on the television. He was watching South Park. Cartman was having some kind of hallucination, and while Auggie watched, he hit Kenny in the face with a frying pan. Whoops, Cartman killed Kenny. Stan and Kyle didn’t seem too upset about it; they sounded like zombies, and whatever they were on, Auggie wondered if it was as good as the shit Chuy liked to fly.

Auggie sat on the couch, but Chuy’s glassy stare didn’t show any sign of recognition. After clearing his throat, Auggie said, “Morning.”

Chuy opened his mouth like he might say something, but all that came out was the smack of dry lips.

“Do we need to change the bandage?” Auggie asked. “You probably need to clean around the wound and put on a fresh one.” He counted to thirty and said, “Chuy!”

His brother made that smacking noise again. A commercial had come on, a dating app, lots of girls on roller skates. Chuy glanced over, and a cloudy smile curled one corner of his mouth. “Hey, Gus-Gus.”

The need to cry came so suddenly that Auggie barely caught himself, and he had to blink rapidly and look away.

“What’s wrong?” Chuy asked in that clotted voice. He shifted and made a pained noise. “Gus, what happened?”

“You are so fucking clueless,” Auggie said, wiping his eyes. He turned back to his brother. “Fer’s really upset. He—he puts up with a lot, Chuy. From both of us. And you’re not making his life any easier.”

“Fer likes being pissed off.”

“Fer’s going to have a nervous breakdown! You can’t see that? Or maybe you don’t care—is that it?”

Chuy offered an embarrassed half-smile, his gaze sliding away, a tiny shrug lifting his shoulders. It was classic Chuy; he’d been doing that combo for as long as Auggie could remember, the slightly more adult version of a kid twisting the toe of his shoe in the dirt.

“I asked you a question,” Auggie said. “Answer me.”

All he got was another shrug, Chuy’s head turning away.

Auggie strangled the scream that was starting in his throat.

“Gus-Gus,” Chuy said helplessly. “Come on.”

“No, you come on. God damn it. I am so fucking mad at you right now!” And that did it—the tears surged up again, and this time, whatever dam Auggie had built inside himself couldn’t hold them, and they spilled over. Somehow, he ended up with one of Chuy’s arms around him, crying into Chuy’s shoulder, with Chuy awkwardly patting him on the back.

“What happened?” Chuy murmured dreamily. “Tell me what happened, Gus-Gus.”

You happened, Auggie thought. You keep happening.

He coughed and wiped his nose and finally said, “Chuy, what’s going on with you? Can you please—can you help me understand?”

“Nothing’s going on, Gus. I’m good. It’s all good.”

“Things are not all good. You got shot. Last year, you got stabbed.”

“Didn’t get stabbed. Just a cut.”

“Chuy—” Auggie tried to find the right question. “How long do you think you can keep doing this?”

The Chuy combo again. It was weird, seeing it now and recognizing, for the first time in his life, that Auggie was, in many ways, now older than his brother. Chuy’s shrugs and smiles and avoidant gazes, they were patterns engrained when he’d been thirteen, fourteen, and now here they were, over a decade later, and Chuy was still that kid who stole cash out of their mom’s purse and only cared about getting high with his friends and only came home long enough to pick a fight with Fer and steal some more cash and leave again. The shock of the realization kept Auggie quiet for a moment, and he had the strangely clear thought that his brother had died a long time ago.

Chuy played with the rubberized buttons of the remote in his lap. All he said, though, was “You gonna yell at me too?”

And that sounded like the same embarrassed kid, and Auggie wanted to cry all over again. He didn’t, though. He was starting to understand, even if it was only a sliver of it, what Fer had done for them—what Fer had given up.

“What happened?” Auggie asked. He sounded tired, even to himself. “Why don’t we start with that?”

“Fer didn’t tell you?”

“I’m asking you.”

“Tommy’s an asswipe. He sold me some bad shit. When I wanted my money back, he wouldn’t give it to me.”

Auggie blinked. “You got shot because you didn’t like your drug dealer’s return policy?”

“Fer’s right: you’re way more of a smartass since you got gay.”

“I didn’t ‘get gay’—hang on, that still doesn’t explain how you got shot.”

Chuy played with the buttons on the remote some more. He must have hit one because the channel changed to a series of still shots of elderly women kneeling, with a 900 number at the bottom of the screen. For prayers, apparently. Why not, Auggie thought. I could use all the help I can get.

“Tommy was being a massive prick, so, you know, I thought I’d, uh, take care of it myself.”

“Uh huh.”

Settling into the cushions, Chuy closed his eyes. His breathing deepened, and some of the tension in his waxy features relaxed.

“Nice try,” Auggie said.

“Sleepy.”

“Fer said you hit that dealer’s stash.”

Chuy made a soft noise and adjusted his position on the sofa.

“Chuy!”

“Thought he left.”

“Let me get this straight: you followed this guy Tommy to his stash and then, when you figured he’d left, you tried to steal from him. How stupid is he? How stupid are you? How stupid is the drug community in general?”

“Smarter than Tommy,” Chuy said with a smugly sleepy smile. “Waited at LazerLites. Dumbass goes there every day. It’s his favorite place. He wasn’t watching to see if anybody followed him out of there.”

“Uh huh,” Auggie said. “But he still shot you.”

The only answer was a soft snore. Auggie waited, but whatever painkillers Chuy had smuggled past Fer, they were obviously doing their work. He covered his brother with a blanket, and then he grabbed clean clothes and carried them to the bathroom. He paused in the living room; through the front windows, he saw Theo leaning on the porch rail, hands stuffed in his pockets, his face unreadable. Fer’s familiar cadences filtered through the door—not loud enough to make out the words, but enough for Auggie to recognize the paper-thin rage that Fer used as a shield.

It felt like eavesdropping, so after another moment, Auggie went to take his shower. It might have had something to do with the shower principle—which, maybe because he’d been around Fer too much, his brain automatically tried to turn into a dirty joke. The hot water, the sound of the spray, the degree of distraction that let his thoughts come unmoored. Fragments of his conversation with Chuy tumbled through his brain. And parts of the night before, the horror show of Thanksgiving dinner, and then everything with Fer. And then it came together, two pieces of the puzzle slotting together at the back of his head, and Auggie said, “Oh shit.”

He hammered off the water, slung a towel around his waist, and sprinted out of the bathroom. His wet feet slid on the kitchen floor, and he caught himself on the opening to the living room. Fer and Theo stood near the front door, taking off their coats.

Fer made a face. “I know that somehow, against the odds, you found somebody who’s interested in your scrawny ass, Augustus, but not everybody wants to see the sausage in the window.”

“Auggie, is everything—” Theo began.

“The letter,” Auggie said as he sprinted past them and up the stairs. Over his shoulder, he shouted, “The cover letter!”

Theo and Fer exchanged words and—Auggie must have been imagining it, or maybe it was some strange acoustic peculiarity of the house, or maybe the universe was imploding—but he thought he heard Fer give a startled bark of a laugh at whatever Theo said. Auggie didn’t go back to check; if the universe was imploding, somebody would tell him sooner or later.

Auggie knelt next to the bed and pulled Scott Lochridge’s work bag out from under it. He shuffled the papers as the boards creaked under Theo’s weight.

“Auggie,” Theo said, “want to tell me what’s going on?”

“The cover letter,” Auggie said. “It wasn’t signed, but remember, I told you about it that day we went to—” He crowed with triumph and waved the page overhead. It was handwritten, with red marks where someone—presumably Scott—had slashed through words and phrases. “Look at this. Fishing, Theo. It’s all about fishing.”

Theo scanned the page and looked up, brow furrowed. “I mean, I kind of remember—”

“When we saw Baby at Lunar Lanes, he said something about fishing. About how he got into that fight with Scott, and Scott said fishing was stupid. And the cover letter is for a job at a float trip outfitter, and they take people fishing!”

“Right, but—”

“It’s like Chuy’s dealer: he has this favorite place he goes back to.”

Theo lowered the page. The furrow deepened. “Ok.”

Forcing himself to take a breath, Auggie slowed down. “He’s not hiding out with his family, right? Lender told us that. But he’s got to be hiding somewhere. The handwriting on the cover letter is a match. What if he’s hiding at this outfitter?”

“But all the outfitters are closed for the season—” Theo stopped himself. Grudgingly, he continued, “—which would make it a good spot to hide.”

“How far away is this?”

“Half an hour, maybe.”

“We’ve got to go check. We’ve got to at least check.”

“Auggie—”

But Auggie was already on his feet, grabbing his wallet from the dresser. “I know, I know, we’ll be careful.”

“I was going to say your towel fell off. How about you get dressed so you don’t accidentally kill Fer when we go downstairs?”
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It took closer to forty minutes to reach Top of the Trees Lodging and Outfitters, but that was mostly because they got caught up on one of the little state two-lanes, where a man was moving cattle. They passed baled hay, frost-bitten and gray, and they passed a turkey farm where a girl was bundled up against the cold as she scattered feed. In a soy field that had already been harvested, a man was driving a John Deere sprayer. Theo’s dad and brothers rotated soy in some of their fields. The spray was a burndown—an herbicide meant for after the harvest. It was still morning, and the sky was China blue, ice dripping in the sun, the roads silver with melt.

As Auggie drove, Theo read on his phone about Top of the Trees. It was, according to the minimalist website, an outfitter that specialized in float trips on the Grand Rivere and the Okashka. They also offered what they called “treehouse cabins,” although in the pictures, Theo could see that they weren’t actually built onto the trees. They looked like standard cabins, but built on pilings so that they were at the level of the canopy.

When Theo and Auggie got there, someone had strung a chain across the drive, and a CLOSED sign hung low enough to brush the gravel. Theo got out and moved the chain, and he strung it back across the drive after Auggie drove through. They followed the gravel to a long, low building at the base of a bluff, less than a hundred yards from the brown ribbon of the Grand Rivere. The building had log siding and a rickety porch, and the lettering for the signage was obviously meant to inspire some sort of Old West association. Even from the car, Theo could see that the neon OPEN sign was dark.

“Ok,” Auggie said as he slowed the car. “What now?”

“Let’s get out and take a look.”

The air was cold, but the sun took the edge off as it cleared the trees. They went up to the office, the warped boards of the porch protesting underfoot, and checked doors and windows. The interior looked dark and undisturbed, and there was no sign that someone had forced entry.

“Cabins,” Theo said.

In summer, it might have been harder to spot the cabins, but with all the leaves fallen and the branches bare, it was easy to see the pile dwellings nestled among the trees on the far side of the parking lot. They trudged toward them, gravel crunching underfoot. Clumps of dittany still held a few purple flowers, but the hard freeze had caused the sap to burst. The effect was strangely beautiful—like a second, frozen blossom. A dark-eyed junco trilled off in the trees. It was the kind of uneven stillness that Theo had found in the world growing up—early mornings when he’d waited in a stand for a buck to wander into his sights, the awareness that he was alone and, at the same time, surrounded by life.

Then he heard the McDonald’s jingle.

Auggie took in a sharp breath.

“I heard it too,” Theo said softly. He pressed a finger to his lips, and they walked into the trees.

Now that he knew what to listen for, it was easier to hear it. The swell and fall of TV voices came from somewhere ahead of them, and with every step, the sound grew clearer and closer. A flight of wooden steps, supported by steel cables wound around thick branches overhead, led up to the cabin. When Theo tested his weight on the steps, they swayed.

“Don’t fall,” Auggie whispered, his fingers hooking Theo’s belt loop.

Theo tried not to let it show on his face.

“I know,” Auggie whisper-growled, and he worked his hand free to swat Theo’s ass. “But I’m worried, and I had to say something.”

Theo went slowly on the stairs, one hand on the cable to steady himself. The swaying effect was worse when Auggie started up after him, but aside from the movement, the stairs felt solid—no suggestion that the cables were weak or loose. A few moments later, he had reached the platform at the top, and he offered Auggie a hand up for the final steps.

The sound from the TV was louder—it didn’t sound like a commercial, but Theo didn’t recognize the voices, and he had no idea what the program might be. He edged toward a window where the curtains had been pulled back. Then he risked a glance.

It looked like standard—and spare—cabin furnishings: economy-comfort sofa and chair, a TV, bland watercolor prints framed and hung. A wall unit hummed and buzzed, obviously being used to heat the small cabin. A man sat in the chair watching TV—apparently, something to do with a logging truck—but Theo could only see the back of his head.

When Theo inched back from the window, Auggie whispered, “Is it him?”

“I think so.”

“It has to be him.”

Theo nodded and held his finger to his lips again. He stepped lightly toward the door. It seemed that whoever handled the maintenance around this place, they had taken better care of the cabins than of the office—no boards squeaked. When Theo reached the door, he rested two fingers on the handle and pressed down. It gave. He took a breath and then another. Then he pressed down hard to release the latch and hit the door with his shoulder.

It flew open and clapped against the wall. The man in the chair twisted around. It was—in relative terms—a slow, awkward movement, and a costly one. While he was still trying to get a look at the door, Theo had crossed half the distance between them. The man—Baby, Theo realized, it was definitely Baby—stared at him. Then he let out a tiny shriek and tried to get up. It was all taking him too long.

He was digging around in the seat cushions when Theo reached him. Theo landed a broad, open-handed slap on the side of Baby’s head, and Baby stumbled sideways, screaming and trying to shield himself with one hand. Theo followed, and Baby scurried back until he hit the wall unit. It gave an outraged buzz.

“The chair,” Theo said. His voice sounded like it came from outside himself.

“Got it,” Auggie said a moment later.

When Theo risked a glance, he saw Auggie gingerly holding a gun. It was a semiautomatic; Theo beckoned, and Auggie handed it over. A Glock. A nice piece. An expensive piece. That this dumbass had lost in the seat cushions like it was the remote control.

“Hi, Baby,” Theo said. “Remember me?”

“You can’t,” Baby shrieked. He was pressing a hand to his ear, which looked red and puffy—probably where Theo had got him with the slap. “You can’t be here!”

“Your forehead looks better.”

Baby probed at his forehead, where the cut had healed, as though checking that, indeed, it was better.

“How about we finish that conversation we started?” Theo asked. “You remember, the one about Scott?”

“You can’t be here,” Baby said. “I’m calling Mel. She said you have to leave me alone. She said that!”

“Go ahead. But, here’s my guess: my guess is that Mel’s sick of you, and she’s not going to pick up. So, you’ll leave her a message. And eventually, she’ll check it. And then she’ll send some of her guys out here. But by then, Baby, we’ll be done.”

Baby rubbed his ear. He looked like he was about to cry. “She’s not sending anybody. She said next time, she’d handle you herself.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Theo pointed to the sofa. “Sit.”

After a quick glance over his shoulder, Baby must have decided not to run for it; he slunk over to the sofa and dropped down onto the cushions, folding his arms. He even huffed.

Theo clicked off the TV. Silence spiderwebbed between them, thickening with each moment.

“What do you want?” Baby toed the floor, risked a look, and then dropped his gaze again.

“Let’s talk about Scott Lochridge.”

“He’s a jerk.”

“Not good enough, Baby.”

“He was! He was—he was an asshole!”

“And that’s why you killed him?”

“I didn’t kill him. He was an asshole, but I didn’t kill him!”

“Baby,” Auggie said, “I want to believe you. But we saw what you wrote on his shed.”

“I told you,” Baby said, speaking to the floor again. “He knocked me around. Once, that’s all. Otherwise Mel would have capped his ass.”

“Capped his ass,” Auggie mouthed at Theo.

Theo resisted the urge to rub his eyes.

“I wanted him to leave me alone,” Baby said. “I wasn’t actually going to, you know.”

“Cunt him?” Theo said.

Baby flinched. “Don’t tell Mel. She hates that word.”

“Look, Baby, I’m sure it’s a real pain in the ass to have a parole officer who actually does his job and holds your feet to the fire, but if Scott got physical, you should have filed a complaint instead of threatening him. Because now we’re here, and I get the feeling you’re feeding us horseshit.”

Baby’s head came up slowly. He tugged on his Bass Pro Shop shirt as he watched them. Then he said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about, do you?”

“What does that mean?” Auggie asked.

“About Scott. Holy shit, you don’t know anything.”

“We know—” Theo began.

“What don’t we know?” Auggie asked over him. “Tell us.”

Baby did some more tugging on his shirt. He shifted on the sofa. Theo wondered if it would help if he grabbed him by the ear and shouted at him—Baby seemed like the kind of guy who brought out that urge in other adults. But then Baby opened his mouth and said, “Do you know what he told me the first time I met him?”

Auggie shook his head.

“He sat me down in his office. Everything’s real neat—you ever been there?”

“No, but his house was like that. I know what you mean.”

“He was playing with a stapler, opening and closing it, and he says, ‘Couple of things, Baby. First thing you’ve got to understand is I can fuck you up whenever I want, however I want, and there’s nothing you can do about it.’ Like that, that’s how he said it. And then he kept going, telling me how if I thought prison had been bad, he’d show me how much worse it could get. The whole time, he’s kind of smiling, and his voice is real calm, and he’s playing with that stapler like he doesn’t have anything better to do. Then he told me the second thing—I do anything he doesn’t like, and he’ll violate me.” He paused, eyes narrowing as he checked their faces. “You know what that means?”

Auggie opened his mouth, and Theo said, “Not that, Auggie.”

A hint of a blush rose in Auggie’s cheeks, and he shut his mouth again.

“It means he’ll send you back to prison for violating the terms of your parole,” Theo said.

“Yeah, that.”

“So, he gave you a talk,” Auggie said. “People told us he was a hard-ass.”

“He wasn’t just a hard-ass. He was dirty. Can I have a beer or something?”

“No,” Theo said.

“A soda?”

“No,” Theo said.

“My throat’s dry.”

“I’ll get him a soda,” Auggie said and padded toward the refrigerator on the other side of the cabin.

“Jesus.” Theo shook his head. “What do you mean, he was dirty?”

But Baby wouldn’t say anything until he had a Pepsi Max in his hand, worrying a fingernail under the pull tab, his face screwed up like he was doing calculus. Then the can hissed, and spray flecked Baby’s fingers. He licked them. He took a long time finishing the pull tab.

“Are you kidding me?” Theo asked. “Start talking, Baby.”

“He did all sorts of stuff,” Baby said, pausing between each word to lick his fingers again. “If you were out for possession, he’d threaten to switch your sample. He’d call wherever you were working and get you fired. One time, there was this girl he, uh, wanted to do, you know? And she said no, so he planted a dime baggie in her place, and that’s how he got her. You name it, Scott did it.”

“What did he want?” Auggie asked.

Baby shrugged. “Money, sometimes—most of us never had any, but sometimes he had kids from the right families, and I know he milked them. And if you were a girl, watch out, buddy. I think most of all, he liked the power, though. Got off on it. That time I told you about, hitting me, telling me how stupid I was? He didn’t have any reason for it; I wasn’t giving him any trouble. He just wanted to, and he was smiling the whole time.” He sipped Pepsi and added, “He was a fucking psycho, pardon the language.”

“That’s a good story,” Theo said, “but all I’m hearing are reasons you might have wanted to kill Scott. Maybe he pressed you a little too hard for money—is that what happened? He must have known you could get cash from Mel.”

Laughing, Baby tapped the can, the aluminum chiming. “You don’t know Mel, do you? I told you, I didn’t kill him.”

“Where were you the night he died?”

“Out of town,” Baby said promptly.

“Where?”

“I don’t have to tell you.”

“Are you sure about that?” Theo asked.

“You could throw him out of the tree,” Auggie said.

Baby’s head swiveled toward Auggie, his jaw dropping.

“I was going to beat the shit out of him,” Theo said. “After the last couple of days, that sounds kind of good.”

“You can’t do that,” Baby whispered.

“Yeah, I’m sure it sounds good,” Auggie said. “But what if you break your hand?”

“I’m not going to break my hand, Auggie. I know how to throw a punch.”

“You can’t,” Baby said. “You can’t do any of that!”

“I know you know how to throw a punch,” Auggie shrugged. “That’s not the point. Hit him wrong, and you’ll still break your hand. Throwing him out of the tree would be easier. And he won’t die. Probably. And if he still doesn’t want to talk, we can throw him out of the tree again.”

“I don’t want to carry his ass back up here. And besides, he’ll probably grab on to the cables or something, and then he’ll just hang there, and it’s going to be a total cluster.”

“I will,” Baby said. “I will grab on to things! You can’t throw me out of a tree!”

“Ok,” Auggie said. “Let’s break his fingers first. Then he won’t be able to grab anything.”

Theo had to bite the inside of his cheek; that one almost got him.

“I was in Springfield,” Baby said through panicked breaths. “I was buying a new spinner. You can check—they’ve got cameras!”

“That’s pretty convenient,” Theo said.

“It’s not convenient. It’s the truth. I needed a new spinner, so I went down to Springfield. I’ve got some buddies down there. I stayed the night. The next day, Mel called me and told me about Scott. When she heard I was in Springfield, she told me to stay down there for a few days. So, I did. I didn’t have nothing to do with Scott getting killed.”

“Uh huh,” Theo said. He studied Baby, and after a moment, Baby began to squirm on the couch, his gaze dropping, hands restlessly tugging at his cargo pants. “Auggie?”

“Oh, he’s definitely hiding something,” Auggie said. “I think it’s probably the reason he’s been holed up. I mean, if he has a solid alibi like he claims, with video evidence and staying at a buddy’s house and all that, then what’s he worried about?”

“Great question.”

“I’m a natural at this.”

Theo rolled his eyes.

“And I had this one professor,” Auggie said with a smirk.

“Jesus Christ. Ok, Baby, what is it?”

Baby yanked on the cargo pants so hard that Theo heard a seam pop.

Then it landed. Theo whistled and said, “The money.”

“Oh,” Auggie said. “God. That’s right.”

“You stole the money that Scott kept hidden in his house.”

Baby shrank down.

“Baby,” Theo said.

“I thought it was just a couple of thou,” Baby whispered. “That day I—I did that to his shed, you know? I went in his house. I thought I’d fuck with his head a little. Move stuff around. Maybe put a few holes in the walls.” He traced the lip of the can with one finger. “Then I remembered somebody saying he kept cash in the house, and I started looking. I found a bag in the attic, and I ran. I didn’t count it until I got back to my place, and then, when I went to put it back, Scott was home. So, I was going to put it back the next day, only he got killed.”

“How much?” Auggie asked.

“Fifty,” Baby mumbled.

“Fifty thousand dollars? In his attic?”

“He had it in a Piggly Wiggly bag. I swear to God, I thought it was a couple of grand.”

Theo scratched his beard and sent Auggie a questioning look. Auggie shrugged, so Theo asked, “Where’s the money now?”

If possible, Baby got even smaller.

“Are you shitting me?” Auggie asked.

“Good spinners aren’t cheap, man, and there’s this awesome casino just across the border into Oklahoma—”

“No,” Auggie said. “Stop. I don’t want to hear it. Holy shit. That’s why you’ve been hiding?”

“I’m not stupid,” Baby said. He managed to meet Theo’s eyes. “I know how it looks. Those cops want somebody to fit this on, and I took the money, and I know what that means. Alibi, video or otherwise, won’t mean shit if they want to make it fit. But I didn’t kill him.”

Theo checked Auggie again, but he saw on the younger man’s face the same frustrated helplessness that he felt himself; their best lead for clearing Cart had evaporated, and they had hit yet another dead end.

“Who tried to kill you?” Theo asked.

Baby stiffened.

“That night at Lunar Lanes,” Theo said. “Somebody went there to kill you. Who?”

“I don’t know. Don’t throw me out of the tree, please. I swear to God I don’t know.”

“Why would somebody want to kill you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t! I mean, maybe the money? I’ve been thinking about it, man. He killed two of my friends, and he almost got me. The money’s all I can think of.” With a pop, he yanked the pull tab free, and then he stared at it. “Mel said—Mel said somebody wanted to make it look like I did Scott. Mel said that’s why he came after me.”

Mel, Theo thought, was probably on to something.

They left Baby—he was turning on the TV as they let themselves out, telling them he thought he could still catch the end of Ice Road Truckers—and headed back to Wahredua. Theo had Auggie stop near a fallow ag field, and he broke down Baby’s gun and wiped each part, and then at the next three culverts, they stopped again and Theo disposed of the gun in pieces. When they got home, the sun was high overhead, the ice all but gone from the trees, and the shadows had shrunk to pinpricks.

“We’re not done, Theo,” Auggie said as they went up the porch. “This isn’t the end. That was one line of investigation, and now we’ll try a different direction.”

Theo nodded.

“There’s still time,” Auggie said softly. “Cart’s still got time. These capital murder trials can take over a year.”

Nodding again, Theo pushed open the door. Then he stopped. Chuy lay on the floor, hands behind his back, and it took a moment for Theo to process the strangeness of it, to make the connection: zip-ties. Then he saw Fer, duct-taped to a chair, and the man and woman standing behind him. The man had a gun, and Theo’s first thought was how stupid he’d been, stupid to get rid of a gun he could have been holding right then.

“Come on in,” the woman said with a smile. “You’re letting the heat out.”
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For a moment, the rush of fear was so intense that black spots spun in Auggie’s vision. He might have fallen, but Theo’s hand clutched his shoulder, steadying him. Auggie made himself breathe, and the black spots faded, and he tried to make sense of the scene in front of him. Fer, duct-taped to the chair, looked furious behind a mask of blood: a laceration crossed his forehead, and the skin over his cheekbone had split. He was gagged, but Auggie could imagine what Fer wanted to say. Chuy lay on the floor, hands zip-tied behind his back, his eyes still glassy with whatever he’d taken. In contrast to Fer, he looked like he was on the brink of falling asleep.

The man with the gun, Auggie recognized—he’d come after them outside Wahredua’s United Church of Christ, and he was the one Theo had punched in the throat. Today, his hat said simply, COKE AND HOOKERS in elegant cursive. He had the gun pointed at Theo, and Auggie tried to think about that, tried to decide if it meant he had an opening.

The woman, Auggie had never seen before. She was tan, even though it was November, and the cast to her skin suggested a tanning bed instead of a spray. She had the kind of haircut that Auggie’s mom still called The Rachel, expensively blond—it must have taken a full day every time she got it done. She looked too old for the cropped fur jacket and Daisy Dukes—never mind the cold—but somehow, with her low-rise white sneakers, she pulled it off. Kind of. In a horrifying, meth-skeleton way.

“You’re Mel,” Auggie said. His voice was shaky, and he tried to firm it up. “Aren’t you?”

“What’s going on?” Theo asked. “Whatever you want, these two have nothing to do with it.”

“See,” the woman said to the man, “they’re not completely stupid. Only kind of stupid. Am I right?” That question was directed at Theo and Auggie. “Because if you’re completely stupid—if you’re as stupid as you seem—then, well, that’s too stupid to live.”

“What do you want?” Auggie asked.

She eyed him. The longer Auggie looked at her, the more certain he was that his guess had been right—it was in the shape of her eyes, the mouth. The similarities to Baby weren’t exclusive, but they were there, and Auggie was certain this was the Mel that everyone had been warning them about for the last few months.

“You’re the brother,” she said.

The silence lasted long enough that Auggie nodded.

“This one’s real protective.” She cuffed Fer hard; his head snapped forward, and he bellowed behind the gag. “Wouldn’t sit down and be quiet like Pickle and I told him to. Tried to get physical. Does that sound right?”

Theo’s hand was squeezing Auggie’s shoulder tight enough to hurt, but Auggie nodded. “Yeah. Yes. That sounds like Fer.”

“You close?”

Auggie fought against the flood of tears—a mixture of helplessness and rage and fear. He nodded.

“Thought so.” She hit him again. Her eyes never left Auggie, recording his reaction. Then she hit Fer again. “Well,” she said. “Isn’t that sweet?”

“Please,” Auggie said, “whatever you want, they didn’t have anything to do with this. They can go. You can let them go, and then you can tell us what you want.”

Fer made an outraged noise and shook his head.

“Now, in my experience,” Mel said, wiping her hands on her Daisy Dukes, “family is a real pain in the keister. But, family is family. You only get the one.”

“Miss—Miss Mel—”

She burst out laughing. “Miss Mel. I like that.”

Theo’s voice was hard and low. “I don’t know what Baby told you, but we didn’t hurt him. We didn’t do anything to him. We’re trying to find Scott Lochridge’s killer, that’s all. We needed to talk to Baby. That’s the end of it.”

Mel nodded along. When Theo finished, she cocked her head. The silence grew until Auggie felt it crawling on his skin.

“What do you want?” Auggie blurted. Her eyes shifted to him. “We can’t do anything if you don’t tell us what you want.”

“What do I want?” Mel mused. She tangled her fingers in Fer’s hair and toyed with his head, moving it from side to side. When Fer tried to pull free, she tightened her grip and yanked his head back, baring his throat. “I think I want the same thing that you want: I want you to leave my family alone.”

“We will, we’ll—”

Her eyes widened, and Auggie cut off.

“Let’s get a few things straight,” Mel said. Her fingers teased Fer’s dark hair. He had nice hair, Auggie thought in the dazed, distanced unreality of the moment. He had really nice hair. If he’d just let Auggie help him with it. “Baby didn’t have anything to do with killing that asswipe.”

“We know—” Theo began.

“Talk out of turn again,” Mel said, “and I’ll figure out a different way to make my point.”

Theo’s teeth clicked together when he shut his mouth. The muscles in his jaw tightened.

“As I was saying,” Mel offered an angular smile, “Baby didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Scotty boy. Neither did I. And neither did any of mine. It might have come to that; I’m not going to lie. He got rough with Baby, and while I’d be the first to say that Baby’s balls need to drop, I don’t like people messing with my family.” She teased Fer’s hair again. “Nobody does.”

“We understand,” Auggie said. “We’re not going to bother Baby anymore. We won’t bother you either.” She was twirling some of Fer’s hair around her finger. “So, you can go, right? Please?”

“Good. That’s good. But, see, we’ve still got a problem.”

“There’s no problem,” Theo said.

She yanked on Fer’s hair, and Fer yelped as his head was forced back again. “Yeah, fellas, I think we do. You two poking around, well, that made somebody bold enough to take a shot at my family. If I let that slide, I look weak. Understand?”

“It wasn’t us,” Auggie said. He tried to take a step forward, but Theo still had that iron grip of his shoulder, and no matter how Auggie twisted, he couldn’t get free. “We never tried to hurt—”

When Mel widened her eyes again, the words caught in Auggie’s throat. “I know it wasn’t you,” Mel said in a soft voice. She petted Fer’s hair. Then she wiped her hand on her Daisy Dukes. “If it’d been you, we wouldn’t be standing here talking. But I can’t let you hassle me and mine. I’ve got to remind people who Mel Shepard is, in case they forget.”

She reached into the fur jacket and took out a black case that, for a moment, made Auggie think of eyeglasses. When she opened it, though, she took out a syringe and hypodermic needle.

“What are you doing? Hey, stop! What are you—Theo, what is she doing?”

He tried to get away, but Theo dragged him back. Over Auggie’s shouts, Theo said, “You don’t have to do this.”

“If they move,” Mel told the guy with the COKE AND HOOKERS hat, “shoot them.”

She reached for Fer’s hair again, but Fer jerked his head away savagely. He was screaming at her through the gag, and the words sounded like a challenge. Auggie lunged, or tried to, and this time Theo got both arms around him and wrestled him back to the door. It took Mel two tries to get hold of Fer’s hair and force his head to the side. She brought the needle up, and even from across the room, Auggie could see where the tip dimpled the skin on Fer’s neck.

“No, no, no, no, no!”

He tried every dirty trick he knew, throwing elbows, trying to stomp on Theo’s feet, flailing backward with his head to catch him in the nose. None of them worked. Theo was bigger and stronger, and after the first panicked seconds of struggle, he lifted Auggie off the floor completely, trapping Auggie’s arms against his sides.

Fer had gone still, his eyes wild and roving, the muscles in his body corded.

Mel laughed softly and lifted the needle from his neck. She rubbed at the spot with her thumb, and a tiny crimson smear showed against Fer’s dusky skin.

“Be reasonable y’all,” she said and laughed again. “Why would I do that to him?”

Then she crouched and pushed the needle into Chuy’s neck. It wasn’t clear that Chuy felt it—he was already in cloudland, and he didn’t move or react as she depressed the plunger.

Fer screamed, bucking with his whole body hard enough to knock over the chair.

“No!” Auggie shouted. He thrashed again, but Theo held him tight.

For an instant, something touched Chuy’s face that Auggie didn’t have words for—a strange combination of wonder and transfiguration and relief. And then his face went blank. He took a soft, rattling breath. He didn’t take another.

“We’ll let ourselves out the back,” Mel said. “No offense, but I hope this is the last time I see you boys.”

She headed into the kitchen, and the man in the hat followed, gun still trained on Theo and Auggie. As soon as the door crashed shut behind them, Theo released Auggie, and Auggie sprinted over to Chuy. He rolled Chuy onto his back, or tried to, but he’d forgotten the zip ties, which made it impossible. He brought his ear to Chuy’s mouth. He didn’t feel anything, no breath, not even a whisper.

In the background, Theo was talking on the phone, his voice iron smooth as he reported the overdose and requested an ambulance. Fer was still bucking in the chair, the wood squeaking against the floorboards. Auggie crawled over to him and worked the gag out of his mouth.

“Where is it?” Auggie asked. “The Narcan, where is it?”

“I don’t have it!” Fer screamed. “Get me out of this—oh fuck, I don’t have it! I don’t have it! Chuy! Chuy!”

Then Theo was crouching next to Chuy, using the kitchen shears to snip the ties. He rolled Chuy onto his back, tilted his head to open his airway, and said over his shoulder, “Get Fer out of that fucking tape.”

Then he started chest compressions. Auggie listened for the sirens as he scrambled for the shears, but he didn’t hear them.
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Auggie and Theo spent the first night in the hospital waiting room, joined by Fer after he’d gotten stitches and bullied his way out of being kept for observation. He didn’t look like anyone Auggie knew—beneath the bandages, the bruises starting to show, his face drawn, his eyes bottomless.

“This is my fault,” Auggie said when he couldn’t take it anymore. “This is all my fault. We made this happen.”

“Auggie,” Theo said quietly with a glance at Fer. “Now isn’t the time.”

“Fer, this is my fault.” He crouched in front of his brother, hands on his knees. Fer met his gaze, but there was nothing there.

“Are you listening to me?” Auggie asked. “This isn’t your fault. This is my fault. I brought that—that bitch into this.”

“Auggie,” Theo said more firmly.

Fer’s movements were robotic. He reached around to scruff the back of Auggie’s hair, and then he pulled him into an awkward, leaning hug. He smelled faintly like flop sweat and disinfectant wipes. They were like that a long time, until Auggie’s back and knees were killing him, aware of Fer trembling. He finally released Auggie, and then he leaned back in the seat, hand over his eyes, and started to cry.

Auggie might have stayed where he was, no matter how loudly his knees and back were screaming, but Theo took his arm and pulled him over to a seat. Auggie sat forward, head in his hands.

“It’s ok,” Theo said. “They got him breathing again, and that’s the most important thing.”

Auggie nodded. But what he thought was, He didn’t say no. I told him it was my fault, and he didn’t say no.

The next day, they moved Chuy to a standard hospital room. They said he needed more support for his breathing, but they were lucky—no cardiac arrest, no signs of brain damage. They said it was pneumonia. Then they said he’d need to stay a few more days. Lucky, Auggie thought in the room tucked under the eaves, watching the night-time brightness of the ceiling. So fucking lucky.

A few more days turned into a week, a blur of real-life obligations and the long restless hours under the hospital fluorescents, the slight bleachiness of the air, the overheard conversations that made Auggie feel like he’d slipped into an alternate reality.

In the room next to them, a man saying in a stilted attempt at dignity: “I told you, I fell on it. That’s how it got up there. What don’t you understand about that?”

Chuy slept most of the time, and when Fer wasn’t on calls, trying to do his job remotely, he watched TV—the soaps, mostly. He had the schedule memorized, and he went from The Young and the Restless to Days of Our Lives to The Bold and the Beautiful to General Hospital, all without missing a beat, chewing his thumbnail to the quick and snapping whenever anyone tried to talk to him. Sometimes, when Fer came back from walks, he smelled so strongly like weed that Auggie had to tell him to go wash up in the bathroom.

Auggie tried to make it as easy as he could. When he wasn’t flailing through homework or zombified in class, he was at the hospital, making sure Fer had food and a chance to sleep, poking him—literally—until he went back to the house to clean up and grab a couple of hours. When it was clear Chuy wasn’t coming home as quickly as they expected, Auggie found the only decent picture he had of the three of them. It had been taken at Disneyland, and Auggie couldn’t have been older than ten, Chuy hugging him from behind in a baggy Aladdin shirt, Fer trying to look thug with his hand tucked down the front of his shorts. Their mom had dropped them off that day because she had an audition, back when she still went to auditions. Auggie taped it to the over-bed table so Chuy would see it when he woke up.

Auggie’s and Theo’s friends stopped by, and that was both a relief and an additional strain as Auggie explained—what they’d all agreed had to be the story—that his junkie brother had OD’d again. Nobody seemed to question it; why would they? There was something so easy about it that after a while, it seemed true in its own way, a story that made more sense than the nightmares that woke Auggie up. On his first visit, Orlando brought an essential oil diffuser, and when Theo thanked him, he turned bright red and walked straight into the door, and then he had to sit there, stammering explanations, while a nurse made him hold an ice pack to his head.

One night when Auggie came home, after hours of those awful interactions with Fer—nothing but grunts and monosyllabic answers, every sound like a cracking floodwall for his rage—he had started crying, and it had gone on for a long time while Theo sat with him.

When he’d cried himself out, his eyes raw and gritty, his head pounding, Theo had said, “He doesn’t blame you, Auggie. He blames himself.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know that, actually,” Theo said. “I’ve been Fer before.”

Then why won’t he talk to me, Auggie almost asked. Why can’t he even look at me?

After that first week, daily life began to insist on itself. Fer had to go back to California for a few days or lose his job. He was back the next weekend, but it wasn’t the same. Then they had to move Chuy into a long-term rehab facility. It looked nice enough if you didn’t count the fence around the perimeter: white buildings with dark roofs, everything sensible and responsible and quasi-medical.

“I can’t take him back,” Fer said on the drive home. “He’s still in bad shape, and he’s a dead man if he goes back to Orange County.”

“I know,” Auggie said.

“I put Narcan in your bathroom.”

“Ok.”

“And another one in your first aid kit.”

“Ok.”

“And one in your underwear drawer.”

“Fer!”

“For fuck’s sake, Augustus, I’ve been washing your drawers as long as you’ve been alive. Although I never thought I’d have to see a pair with an elephant trunk.”

“Oh my God, you can’t go through my stuff anymore!”

“Have some fucking self-awareness, Augustus. An elephant trunk? Really? Be realistic. What about a pencil, but you know, when it’s been sharpened a lot so there are only a couple of inches left?”

“Theo, hold on. I have to pull over so I can kill Fer.”

“Or maybe one of those licorice nibs.”

Auggie tried to steer them onto the shoulder, but Theo—who was coughing suspiciously into his shoulder—grabbed the wheel.

Auggie reminded Fer, at length, about privacy and personal property and that time he’d found a bottle of schnapps in Fer’s room and hadn’t told their mom.

Fer chewed his thumbnail some more. Then he laughed, and his head thunked against the glass. “Do you know what Mom said? About Chuy, I mean.”

Don’t tell me, Auggie wanted to say. You used to not tell me.

“She said if she’d wanted to be a nurse, she would have gone to school for that. For fuck’s sake, gone to school. She didn’t even graduate high school.”

“It’s ok,” Auggie said. “I can do this.”

“You don’t have to do anything. He’s staying there; he’s not leaving. You don’t even have to visit him.”

“I’ll visit him.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I will, Fer. It’s ok. I can help.”

“She couldn’t even get out of bed, Augustus. For fuck’s sake. Romeo this, Romeo that. That little candy-ass stole her phone, do you know that? And the only thing she cares about is that she’s single again.”

“Fer, I’m going to take care of Chuy. You need to take care of yourself.”

Fer made a disgruntled noise. Auggie opened his mouth to say something, but Theo put a hand on his leg, and Auggie shut his mouth again. Fer looked out the window for the rest of the ride.

Somehow, they limped through the rest of the semester. Auggie managed—against all odds—to wring another set of straight A’s out of his courses, although he was pretty sure that he’d gotten pity points from some of the teachers. The new reality of Chuy being in long-term rehab meant that Auggie had to schedule time to visit his brother, and it was unreal, seeing Chuy clear eyed, his hair washed, his body filling out as he ate regular, nutritious meals. It was like having his brother back. And on the drives home, he would remember what Theo had told him, everything he'd said about Luke.

After the first crazy weeks following the attack, Auggie resumed his visits to Downing, where more and more parents had authorized him to include their children in his videos. He got more calls from agents who were interested in what he was doing. His numbers shot up even higher when he did a special series of posts about opioid abuse and Chuy’s—well, what they were calling his overdose. He almost hit seven figures on that one. He felt like shit and told himself he was raising awareness.

When the semester ended, most of Auggie’s friends went home, but he still saw Orlando, and it was fun to listen to Orlando’s plans for the summer—he had, of all things, a finance internship that was supposed to lead into a great job. When Orlando asked about Auggie’s plans, Auggie told him the story he’d been spinning for himself: they’d move wherever Theo got a job, and maybe they’d spend a few weeks traveling. It was a good enough story that Auggie almost believed it himself. He didn’t tell Orlando that Theo barely talked about anything past March. He didn’t tell Orlando about the sound bites: let’s talk about it later, and we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, and Theo’s favorite, which had the shimmering ring of NA: one day at a time.

To be fair, Theo was busy. He was trying to finish the final chapter of his dissertation—this one was on Hamlet—and as they got closer to winter break, books and printed-out articles began to appear in the living room, stacked on the arms of the sofa, piled on the floor, cascading when Auggie accidentally bumped them. And when Theo wasn’t working on his dissertation, he was trying to arrange campus visits for the next round of his job interviews, or he was visiting Cart, trying to keep his spirits up in spite of the fact that—for all intents and purposes—the investigation had died. He spent a lot of time on the phone, talking to the lawyer he’d retained, trying to get custody of Lana. When Auggie talked too much about graduation, he spent time in the basement.

And then, somehow, it was Christmas. Fer flew in, which Auggie would have counted as an authentic miracle, only he got the feeling that Fer was traveling more to escape their mother than out of any desire to visit central Missouri again. They relaxed on Christmas Eve, watching football, eating junk, avoiding anything approaching a real conversation. Fer’s mood hadn’t changed much. He hit the bacon-wrapped cocktail wienies like he was starving, and when Auggie started to say something about cholesterol and the relish tray, Fer had looked at him with murder in his eyes.

The next morning, he woke up to Theo watching him.

“Creep,” Auggie mumbled and planted a hand on Theo’s face to push him away.

Theo laughed quietly, and after a while, Auggie stopped trying to face-palm him. “Merry Christmas,” Theo said. “I thought maybe we could exchange gifts up here, before we go downstairs.”

Auggie nodded. Fer hadn’t exactly been in the spirit of the season, and although Auggie had picked up a new wallet and shoes for his brother, he didn’t think Fer had even remembered gifts. Better not to make a big deal out of it—which, of course, Theo had already thought of first.

“I’ll grab—”

“I brought them up already.” Theo grabbed the packages and set them on the bed. “You go first.”

“We can take turns,” Auggie said. He pointed to one of the ones Theo had wrapped for him, and Theo nodded. He opened it and found socks.

“They look so nice,” Auggie said.

“I know they’re just socks, Auggie. You don’t have to pretend to be excited. But they’re good socks. And your feet are always cold.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Oh my actual God,” Theo said and covered his face.

Then it was Theo’s turn, and he opened the brick of lumberjack soap that they had seen an internet ad for and had then spent a month joking about. That had been in October, and it felt like a lifetime ago.

Auggie’s next present was a bracelet, silver and leather, that he’d seen in a vintage clothing store and said in passing how much he liked it.

“Do you remember—”

“Of course,” Auggie said and kissed him.

“Just go ahead and open this one,” Theo said, pushing a long tube at him.

“Christmas morning and you’re trying to give me your tube,” Auggie said.

Theo gave him a look, and Auggie laughed as he opened it. He took out a rolled sheet of paper, much larger than he’d been expecting, and opened it on the bed. It was a watercolor, and he recognized the style. Theo had started doing watercolors when he’d been seeing a therapist after coming out, and several of the pieces were hung downstairs. They were all nature scenes—places Theo had been and loved.

This one was of Auggie. Auggie lay on the couch, sprawled out and taking up two-thirds of it—as usual—from the point of view of where Theo normally sat. One of Auggie’s legs was pulled up, his head was propped on his arm, and he was on his phone—again, as usual. It looked like he might be about to smile, but maybe that was because, for some reason, Auggie found himself doing a lot more of that over the last four years.

“Theo, it’s amazing. It’s perfect.” He hugged Theo, and Theo drew Auggie tightly against him.

“It’s not perfect,” Theo said with a quiet laugh, “but I’m glad you like it.”

“Like it? I love it. And it is perfect—it absolutely is.” He brought his head back to look Theo in the eye. “Wait; is this what you’ve been doing in the basement?”

“Well, my usual studio space has been a bit cramped.”

Auggie blinked and dried his eyes on his shoulder. Then he kissed Theo. Theo’s arms loosened around his waist, only for Theo to get his hands under Auggie’s thighs and haul him a few inches closer. Auggie made a noise that was a totally disreputable noise—he didn’t like that being manhandled did something for him, and he definitely didn’t like that Theo took advantage of it, but God help him if it didn’t work every time. When their kiss broke, Theo mouthed lightly along Auggie’s jaw and then kissed his way down Auggie’s neck. His beard scratched lightly everywhere, starting a fire that began to burn its way down Auggie’s body.

“What’s this?” Theo whispered, taking Auggie’s dick between two fingers, the spandex-cotton blend of the trunks sliding over the sensitive head.

“Oh no,” Auggie said. “Fer is downstairs. My brother is downstairs.” But he didn’t move Theo’s hand away. It had been a long time. Since Thanksgiving night, in fact. Auggie hadn’t felt anything close to desire as the weeks had passed, and if Theo had, he’d been careful to conceal it. Now it was all hitting Auggie at once, four weeks of backed-up hormones, four weeks of that cocktail of grief and shame and fear.

“Uh huh,” Theo said as Auggie inched forward, sliding into Theo’s grip.

“I said no,” Auggie whispered.

Theo made a soft noise and went back to kissing Auggie’s neck. When he bit Auggie’s shoulder, Auggie whimpered, his hips stuttering forward.

“Theo.” The word was a dragged-out moan that Auggie tried to shape into firmness.

“Ok,” Theo said with a chuckle. “I’ll finish opening my presents, and you can cool down, and then we’ll go make breakfast.”

“Who cares about your presents?” Auggie said breathlessly, shifting his weight as he stripped off the trunks. The air was cold against his dick. His balls ached in that pleasant way that told him this was going to be good. “I got you a cardigan and briefcase. There, now you know about your presents.”

“Maybe I should try on the cardigan,” Theo said. He started laughing when Auggie pulled at the t-shirt he’d worn to bed.

“It’s fine. It fits you. You’re going to love it. Theo, oh my God, put your arms up.”

Theo laughed harder as he let Auggie drag the shirt off. “I’d like to see the briefcase. That was such a thoughtful gift.”

“Of course it was thoughtful. It’s going to look fucking spectacular with your suit. I can’t get your boxers off like this.”

“Didn’t you say something about Fer?”

Auggie sat back on his haunches, dick bobbing in front of him. “Do you want to try that again?”

Theo smirked, rolled onto his back, and shucked the boxers.

They lay together for a while, making out, Auggie trying to get his hands on as much of Theo as he could, Theo kissing and scruffing and trying to raise a hickey the size of Mount Rushmore. He was always so careful, Auggie thought through the heat-haze of arousal. So careful not to accidentally get on top of Auggie by surprise, one of those things that—since Dylan—had been a big no for Auggie. He was so careful to listen, to be aware, to make sure it wasn’t getting to be too much. Auggie wasn’t sure if it would have been like this with another guy, but with Theo, he had a hair trigger. And it didn’t matter how many times Theo told him it was a compliment, and that he thought it was hot, and that he liked seeing Auggie enjoy himself, Auggie hated it. Well, ok. As much as you could hate that kind of thing.

When Auggie flopped onto his back and drew Theo’s hand between his legs, Theo’s eyebrows went up. Auggie nodded. Theo kissed a line down his chest and then got the lube from the nightstand. He squeezed some into his hand, warming it, and then ran his fingers lightly below Auggie’s balls, then back, gliding over his hole, the passage frictionless from the lube. He kissed Auggie’s thighs, and then he took Auggie in his mouth and pressed the tip of his index finger against Auggie’s hole.

It was easier than it had been. At first, after everything with Dylan, and then when the nightmare had been compounded by what had happened with Trace, any contact back there had sent him into a panic. Theo had said—still said—that he didn’t mind, which of course he would say because he was Theo. But it wasn’t fine for Auggie. And so they’d been working on it, a little bit, while Auggie practiced skills to help him work through the panic: deep breathing, body scans, grounding himself by listing sensory inputs, practicing mindfulness.

His dick softened in Theo’s mouth, and he was painfully aware of his raspy breathing, of the way his heart pounded in his chest. But he forced himself to take deep lungfuls of air, to work his way down his body, checking each muscle in turn, to catalogue the morning light slanting across their bodies, the sharp diagonal of shadow on Theo’s chest, the smell of his sweat, the feel of the cotton sheets that had been washed a thousand times. The initial discomfort, always minor, passed, and Theo slowly moved his finger, the motions practiced and controlled and—

“Oh God,” Auggie whispered into his arm.

Theo was using his mouth for something else at the moment, so he didn’t laugh, but he was so goddamn pleased with himself that Auggie thought about smacking him with a pillow. Then Theo did that thing with his finger again, his tongue wrapping around the head of Auggie’s dick, and Auggie had to bite his biceps to keep from making a noise that would have woken the whole neighborhood.

When that coiled energy began to build in Auggie’s gut, he whimpered. He couldn’t always get off like this, but today, apparently was a Christmas miracle. Theo was still sucking him like a champ, so Auggie carded his sweaty hair and said, “Theo, oh Christ, I’m going to come.”

Theo pulled off, a string of saliva glistening in his beard, and shook his head.

“What?” Auggie got up on one elbow, blinking. “What do you mean no?”

He eased his finger out of Auggie, applied more lube, and reached back behind himself. Then he lubed up Auggie’s dick. He crawled forward, slapping Auggie’s flank. “Sit up, please.”

“So polite,” Auggie grumbled. “We need to work on your dirty talk; you haven’t once called me a whore.”

Theo rolled his eyes as Auggie sat up, his back against the headboard. He straddled Auggie, grabbed the headboard with one hand, and asked, “Is this going to be too much?”

“Well, I’m going to come in record time, if that’s what you mean. You should probably call Guinness.” Auggie softened the words with a smile. “It’s ok, Theo. Sitting up like this, it’s ok.”

Theo nodded. He inched himself into position, the muscles in his massive thighs cording as he lowered himself onto Auggie’s dick. He breathed out one shuddery breath. Then he was fully seated, and his face relaxed.

“You didn’t let me prep you,” Auggie whispered, rubbing Theo’s thigh.

“Wanted this,” Theo grunted. His eyes were half-closed. “A little sting.”

Auggie kissed him, then kissed his cheek, then kissed his ear. Theo rose a few inches, the headboard creaking as he steadied himself, and then he slid down again.

“Oh shit,” Auggie whispered.

“Not yet,” Theo said.

Auggie nodded, as if that would make any difference. Theo began to move, slowly at first, deliberately, and then faster. His dick bounced between them, his balls slapping Auggie each time he bottomed out. Sweat glistened on his forehead, on his cheekbones, on the bridge of his nose. His lips were parted, and he made a little noise every time he lowered himself, his body angling, forcing Auggie’s dick to find that spot inside him.

Auggie felt the orgasm begin to build, and he whispered, “Theo. Theo!”

“Not.” Theo’s voice was deeper than usual. He was still quiet, but he wasn’t whispering anymore. “Yet.”

Auggie whimpered. He let his head fall back, clonking against the headboard. He grabbed Theo’s hips. He couldn’t help himself, thrusting up to meet Theo as Theo came down.

“Theo!”

“Not yet,” Theo panted. Some of his hair had fallen in front of his face, the strawberry blond dark where perspiration pasted it to his forehead. “Shit, fuck, goddamn it.” His eyes snapped open, so blue they were almost purple. “Good boy. You’re doing so good, Auggie. You’re being so good for me.”

Auggie couldn’t help the whine that slipped from his throat. Theo knew what he was doing, of course; he had to know, because he did it so well. That never made it any less effective. Auggie nodded blindly and rode the edge of the orgasm like a knife.

“Come for me,” Theo said, his voice low and matter-of-fact. “Come right now.”

It ripped through Auggie and left him in tatters. For a moment, there was nothing, and then there were the shreds of the moment: Theo still bucking up and down, the ache in his back from arching away from the headboard, the tightness in his belly. Theo rode him a moment longer and then settled down. He worked his dick furiously, and a moment later, he shot his load on Auggie’s chest and belly, one streak splashing across Auggie’s cheek.

“Holy shit,” Auggie whispered, his head falling back against the headboard again.

Theo made a satisfied noise and let his forehead come to rest against Auggie’s. They breathed together, the shared, unsteady breaths of having come through that fire together.

“Holy shit,” Auggie whispered again. “I’m dead. I’m literally dead. You fucked me to death.”

Theo wiped the come from Auggie’s cheek. He looked annoyingly smug behind that stupid beard.

Then, from downstairs, Fer shouted, “It’s baby Jesus’s birthday, you fucking nut-monkeys. Show some fucking respect!”

Somehow, Auggie avoided dying of embarrassment that day, although Fer grumped and stomped around most of the morning and made pointed comments about church and the bonds of marriage and infant Jesus weeping in his manger. They spent the afternoon and evening with Lana while Fer went to see Chuy; it was different this year, visiting Downing now, after Auggie had spent so much time there. Many of the kids recognized him and were excited to see him, including Lana, and whatever mild discomfort Auggie had felt, the year before, about being around children with disabilities had evaporated. When he drove them home, the night velvety dark and softened everywhere by Christmas lights, he realized it had been one of the best Christmases of his life.

The next day, Fer flew back to California, and Theo and Auggie spent the rest of the break in the easy, comfortable rhythm of two people with just enough to do to keep them from getting bored—Auggie worked on content for his social media platforms, and he watched what was, in Theo’s words, an appalling amount of TV. Theo worked on his dissertation and on materials for his campus visits.

Then it was January, the Sunday night before classes started, and Auggie was trying to convince Theo that an Xbox was a reasonable, adult investment. The argument “But Orlando has one” was not carrying much water.

A knock at the door interrupted him.

“I don’t care if Orlando paid for it from his lemonade stand,” Theo said, laughing as he moved to the door. “It’s a toy, Auggie. If you want it, we’ll figure out a way to get it, but I’m having a hard time jumping to ‘it’s the only sensible thing to do.’”

“You can stream Netflix—”

Auggie stopped when Theo opened the door. An older man stood on the porch, with a shock of snowy hair and liver spots along his jawline. He was wearing a suit that, at a conservative estimate, had probably cost on the pricey side of a thousand dollars, and even from where Auggie sat, he could smell something—an aftershave, maybe—that had a distinct old-man scent. Behind him, Auggie could see another man, although he couldn’t make out any details.

“Hello,” Theo said. “May I help you?”

“Theo Stratford?” He had a patrician voice—Theo would have liked hearing Auggie use that word—like he’d gotten an expensive education somewhere.

Theo nodded.

“I’m Sherman Newton.” A moment limped past, and with an apologetic cough, he added, “The mayor.”

“Oh. Oh my God, Mr. Mayor—I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

Newton waved him to silence. “I hate to impose, showing up unannounced like this, but may I come in? I need to speak with you about something important.”

Theo nodded again, and he moved backward to let the mayor step inside. The man who followed wore a much cheaper suit, the kind Auggie had seen detectives wear, or college guys who only needed a suit for a job interview. He had a hard, sharp face with dense, oily curls, and his eyes moved restlessly, taking in Theo, the living room, Auggie, and then continuing their sweep.

Auggie scrambled up from the couch, and he grabbed chairs from the kitchen while Theo got the mayor and his—bodyguard? Auggie couldn’t quite read the dynamic between the two men—settled. He and Theo sat in the hardback chairs. Auggie was painfully aware that he was in nothing but his Christmas socks, jersey shorts, and a tank top that said DADDY’S BOY; the first time he’d worn it, it had almost started a fight, a real one, with Theo, and the only way to smooth things out had been to promise he’d never wear it in public. He wondered what the social etiquette was for the mayor showing up at your house unannounced—were you allowed to wrap yourself in a blanket?

“I’m sorry, Mayor Newton, but what—” Theo paused. “I’ve got to be honest, I have no idea why you’re here.”

Newton nodded. “Then it’s a good thing I came. I’d like to talk to you about your friend, Howard Cartwright, and the death of Scott Lochridge.”

“He didn’t kill Scott,” Auggie said.

Theo glanced at him and nodded. “Auggie’s right; there’s no way Cart had anything to do with this.”

“I believe you,” Newton said. “In fact, that’s partially why I’m here. I understand that over the last few months, you’ve been conducting your own investigation.” Theo opened his mouth, and Newton forestalled him with a raised hand. “No, no, you don’t need to explain. I’ve had an eye on both of you for a while now. You’ve gotten yourselves…involved, I suppose is the best word, in a number of interesting situations over the last few years. I’m not surprised that you’re trying to help your friend. In fact, I think it’s commendable.”

Theo threw another warning look at Auggie. “That’s over, Mr. Mayor. We tried to help, but we hit a dead end. We’re not—whatever you might have heard, we’re not going to be doing that anymore. Cart is innocent, and I think his lawyer will be able to prove that in court.”

“If you believe that, you’re a fool.” The mayor took a deep breath. He pinched the pleat in his trouser and straightened it. “Theo, if I may call you Theo, I’m afraid that you and Auggie are in very real danger because of your investigation.”

A hint of color rose in Theo’s cheeks. “Yes, there was already—that’s been taken care of. That’s why we stopped investigating. It won’t be a problem in the future.”

“Allow me to repeat myself: if you believe that, you’re a fool. I have good reason to believe that Scott Lochridge was killed by a law enforcement officer.”

Auggie sat forward. “That’s why they think Cart did it. The cuffs, the restraint hold, that kind of thing.”

“But your friend Mr. Cartwright didn’t do it, correct? Which means that the killer must also have some kind of law-enforcement background or training.”

“Not necessarily,” Theo said in what Auggie thought of as his professor voice, although it was adaptable—he’d been using it to talk about the Xbox five minutes ago, and a couple of days before, he’d used it during a, uh, debate about hot fudge versus candy shell coatings. “It’s possible that the killer made conscious choices to frame Cart, knowing he used to be police, and has no personal experience in law enforcement.”

Newton nodded. Then he said, “I understand why you might think that, Theo, but you’re wrong.” He gestured to the man next to him. “Mr. Shillings is a special prosecutor from the state attorney general, and he’s here because we have good reason to believe that the killer is law enforcement. And, more importantly, that they’re interested in you.”

“What reason?” Theo asked. “Why us?”

The mayor glanced at Shillings, who cleared his throat. “A CI told me he was asked by a law-enforcement officer to surveil your residence. He said the law-enforcement officer wanted to know your routines, points of entry, how frequently you had visitors. He was particularly interested in your schedule at night.”

“Jesus,” Auggie whispered.

“What law-enforcement officer?” Theo asked. “Who?”

Shillings offered a brittle smile. “My CI refused to tell me. He was terrified.”

“He has to tell you—” Auggie began.

“He’s dead,” Shillings said. He straightened his suit coat. “Someone drowned him in a portable toilet the same night.”

The house’s stillness became a vacuum.

“Shouldn’t, I don’t know, the FBI be involved?” Auggie asked, his voice veering toward shrill. “Or the highway patrol or something?”

“Of course,” Newton said. “As soon as we have something—anything—to convince them to become involved. Right now, we have rumors. The word of an addict, now dead.”

“And let me guess,” Theo said. “You want us to get proof?”

“I want you to be safe. Mr. Shillings is, of course, conducting an official investigation. But I do think it…it behooves you, shall we say, to consider the implications of what I’ve told you. If I’m correct, and if a member of the law-enforcement community is behind Scott Lochridge’s death, what might that mean for you?”

“You’re saying someone’s going to try to kill us. That’s what you mean: someone’s going to try to get rid of us because we’ve been helping Cart.”

“To be frank, Theo, I’d be surprised if someone hadn’t tried already.”

Auggie tried to think that one through. The most dangerous situation they’d found themselves in had been with Mel, but he couldn’t imagine Mel acting on behalf of someone else. And if she’d been that intent on stopping their investigation, she could have killed them that night instead of sending a message. When he looked over, Theo was frowning.

“Consider this,” the mayor said. “We know that somebody already tried to kill Baby Shepard—that’s the only reason for the attack at Lunar Lanes, some kind of misdirection. The killer failed that night, but it would be foolish to assume that the killer has given up covering their tracks.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Auggie asked. “What do you want us to do?”

“As I said, I want you to be safe. Unfortunately, I can’t offer you police protection; there’s no way of telling who might be involved, and at this point, the fewer people who know about this, the better. The only way you’ll be safe, truly safe, is once we find whoever is behind all of this.” He wet his lips, and the gesture seemed somehow obscene. “I can’t ask you to do this.”

Theo was frowning again. “I don’t know what we can do. I need to think about this.”

The mayor stood, and when he held out a hand, Theo stood too and shook with him. Then Auggie had to shake his hand, and the old-man aftershave smell rolled over him again. The mayor’s skin was papery, but his grip was strong, and Auggie couldn’t look long into his pale blue eyes.

“Thank you for your time,” the mayor said as Theo walked him to the door.

“Thank you,” Theo said.

On the porch, the mayor adjusted his suit coat, smiling a big, ribbon-cutting smile. Next to him, Shillings watched them with that same roving gaze. They weren’t cop eyes, Auggie thought. And not like any lawyer’s he’d seen either.

“I suppose it goes without saying,” the mayor said, “but, Theo, if you do happen to learn something—something relevant to this investigation, something that might help me keep you safe—I hope you know to bring it directly to me or Mr. Shillings.” He looked up at the stars, offered a wave, and said, “Have a wonderful night.”
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The next day, Theo went to the office while Auggie went to his first day of classes. Theo caught up on emails he’d been neglecting over the break, and he wrapped up the R&R he’d been working on. Grace was in and out of the office all day, and she wanted to catch up, asking about break, asking about the job search. Jobs were all any grad student wanted to talk about at that time of the year. He told her about the campus visits he had coming up, and Grace told him about hers—one to Sarah Lawrence, and the other to a liberal arts college in Iowa; Theo forgot the name almost as soon as she told him.

It was one of those days where he was able to convince himself he’d been busy even though, in reality, he hadn’t gotten much done. After the mayor’s visit the night before, he and Auggie had fuddled through an hour or two of sporadic conversation and pathetic attempts at normalcy before finally calling it a night. Theo hadn’t slept much, and if he had to guess from the amount of tossing and turning Auggie had done, neither had his boyfriend. They’d gotten ready that morning in silence, aside from a few brief comments about schedules and plans for the day. Maybe, Theo thought, that was because there wasn’t a great way to say, So, I guess someone’s trying to kill us.

Well, he thought as he biked home, if I don’t come up with anything better, I guess I’ll go with that.

When Theo got to the small brick house on the edge of town, the lights were already blooming against the dusk, warm and softly yellow. He stowed his bike in the garage and let himself in through the back door. The smell of chili met him—cumin and ground beef and tomato paste—along with a wall of warmth. Auggie was at the counter, whisking something in a bowl. He was wearing an apron that said KILL THE CHEF, only the L’s had been marked out, with two S’s inserted above them. You know, for that niche demographic of people who needed proofreading-themed aprons.

“Hey,” Auggie said. “You stayed all day.”

“I was pretending to work. Auggie, the back door was unlocked.”

“I figured you’d put your bike in the garage.”

“I think we need to start locking the doors.”

“Read me what’s after the baking powder.”

“Did you hear me about the locks?”

“Yes, Theo, I heard you. If you want delicious cornbread, you have to tell me the next ingredient. And then you have to give me a kiss. And then you can change clothes.”

Theo made a point of locking the back door. Auggie rolled his eyes, but it was pretty tame, so Theo let it slide. He moved over to the kitchen table, where Auggie’s laptop sat. On the screen was a Word document titled FIVE-YEAR PLAN.

“Not that one,” Auggie said. “Look at the browser.”

Theo glanced at the recipe and said, “A teaspoon of salt.”

“Thank you. Now my kiss.”

Theo bussed his cheek, and then Auggie elbowed him and said, “Stay out of my kitchen.”

“Where do we stand on locking the doors?”

“I heard you, Theo. Go change.”

Which, Theo knew, wasn’t actually an answer to the question. You’re tired, he told himself as he left his boots on the tray near the door. You’re both tired, he said as he climbed the stairs. He changed into sweats. Not too tired, he thought, to miss the five-year plan. You weren’t too tired to miss that, were you?

The thing was, he knew Auggie had a five-year plan. He knew because Auggie, in spite of his casual attitude toward things like picking up and regular cleaning and eating meals that didn’t involve an entire bag of nacho cheese Doritos, was disciplined and savvy and serious about his business. He tracked the performance of his content. He studied engagement patterns. He made spreadsheets, for heaven’s sake. And he had plans.

Although, Theo thought as he padded downstairs, this was the first time he’d seen Get married on one of those five-year plans. This was the first time he’d seen Kids?, exactly like that, with the question mark.

After Thanksgiving, Theo had given himself a pass. He’d told himself that the conversation could wait. They needed to talk about this. It was going to kill him, but they needed to do it. After Thanksgiving, though, after everything that had happened, he’d let himself off the hook. He’d told himself it would be better to wait. Better for whom, a part of him asked. Better for me, he thought. Because I’m a coward.

But then, today, there it was in black and white: Get married. Kids? Question mark. Oh God, at least there was a question mark.

The trick, though, was finding out how to start. Much of Auggie’s prickliness about the difference in their ages and about what Auggie perceived as the imbalance in their power dynamic had softened over the last year, but Theo knew it wasn’t gone completely. Start off on the wrong foot, Theo knew, and the whole thing would go tits-up before he even had a chance. Convenient excuse, that nasty little voice at the back of his head said, since he’s going to hate you either way.

I need to tell you something, Theo thought as he stepped into the kitchen, met again by the steam and spices and the sounds of another body moving in a place that had been quiet for so long. No, that was a terrible start. I want to talk about something. That wasn’t much better. Can we talk?

And then what?

Theo dropped into a chair at the table. He looked at the laptop again, but of course, now all he could see was the cornbread recipe. Where were you supposed to start that kind of conversation? How were you supposed to explain, to a guy who was about to turn twenty-two, that life wasn’t what you thought, life wasn’t what anyone thought, and it was so much longer and it took so many strange turns, and even you weren’t who you thought you were? How did you explain any of that to someone who still went home for summer breaks?

When I was twenty, Theo thought about saying. That felt like a good start. No, more specific. When I turned twenty. The day I turned twenty, I woke up in a drainage ditch. My shirt was stiff with frost. I’d peed myself, and the only reason the pee hadn’t frozen was because I’d been lying face down. I hitched six miles to get back to camp, and the only ride I could get was in a trailer that was literally full of pig shit. And my twentieth birthday, I ended by passing out under a barroom table. After I’d gotten sucked off in a bathroom stall by a guy I’d never see again. After I tried to break his face with the stall door, because after I got off, I felt so awful that hurting somebody else seemed like the only way to stop hurting myself. When I was twenty, I thought that was going to be my whole life. I was sure of it. Logging, and fucking in the dark, and fights with broken bottles and knives in the amber shadows of taproom lots, me so stupid I barely knew the difference between fucking and fighting, me hurting so bad that I was trying every way I knew to kill myself—logging and fighting and booze and drugs—without being brave enough to admit what I was doing.

And my twenty-fifth, I wore a blazer and let my husband do my bow tie, and I tried escargot at Moulin Vert, and I thought that was going to be my life, the rest of my life: Ian. And my thirtieth, I spent with you, and Ian was dead.

You’re twenty-one, he wanted to say. You have no idea what twenty-five will be like. Or who you’ll be. You don’t know anything about thirty. And the backwash of anger was so sudden and so surprising that he had to grip the table, his knuckles aching, as he thought, So, why the fuck are you making a five-year plan?

His phone buzzed. A text message appeared, and he was surprised to see Connie Moore’s name. Annette and I would like to sit down and talk about Lana. Are you free tonight?

“Theo!”

The sharpness in Auggie’s voice made Theo tear his gaze from the phone. “Hm?”

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

Theo looked at the message again to make sure he hadn’t misread it. “They want to—they want to meet. To talk about Lana.”

“That’s good. Oh my God, that’s great, right?”

“Tonight.”

“That’s great, Theo. Tell them yes. Wait, is there a reason you don’t want to tell them yes?”

“I don’t know. No, I guess—I’m having a hard time thinking right now.”

“I think you should say yes. They want to talk after they’ve been stonewalling you for months, and now the lawyer, the lawsuit. They’re running scared. That’s progress.”

Theo nodded. He didn’t trust himself to type more than Yes, and he sent it.

A message from Connie came back: It would be more productive without your attorney.

Ok, Theo sent back.

Please bring your partner.

“They want you to come,” Theo said. “Is that ok? If it’s too much, you can tell me.”

“Of course I’m coming.”

“You don’t have to come.”

“Theo, I’m coming with you.”

He texted Connie: Ok.

Connie replied: 9pm? Our house?

We’ll be there.

Theo stared at the phone. He wasn’t expecting a response, but at the same time, part of him was. The phone timed out, and the screen went dark. He set it on the table. He wiped his hands on his sweats.

Now, part of his brain said. Now, because if you wait, you’re being selfish, and you’ll only hurt him worse.

“We need to talk,” Theo said, not recognizing his voice.

Auggie slid the pan of cornbread into the oven, and as he shut the door, he looked over. “About the mayor.” He made a face. “I know.”

“No,” Theo said. He dried his hands on his sweats again. “No, Auggie. About something else.”

But that was it. That was as far as he could get. The next words, whatever they were, would require knives. And he realized, in that moment, that he really was a coward. Because it would hurt too much. It would hurt him too much. And he couldn’t do it.

The furnace whumped, and then came the slight hiss of air in the ducts. Auggie dried his hands on a towel. Emotions snowed across his face too fast for Theo to read. And then he smiled softly.

“It’s ok, Theo. I’m not scared of—of Lana, I guess. Of the situation, that’s what I mean. I know it’s complicated, and I know she’s going to have different needs than a lot of kids. But I’m actually super comfortable around her, and I think she likes me.”

Theo let out a choked laugh, and he had to press his fingers against his eyes when they welled up. “She’s insane about you, are you kidding?”

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Auggie’s steps came across the kitchen, and a moment later, his arms enfolded Theo, pulling him against his chest. “Theo, oh my God.”

“Nothing,” Theo said. He wiped his face on Auggie’s shirt and tried to pull away, but Auggie wouldn’t let him. “It’s a lot, and you shouldn’t have to—I mean, it’s not fair—it’s complicated, Auggie, and there’s no reason you should have to—”

But he stopped and stopped and stopped. Because you’re a coward, he told himself, burying his face in Auggie’s chest, smelling detergent and kidney beans and the hint of Auggie’s cologne. Because you’re so scared of getting hurt again, you’ll let him throw his life away.

Auggie stroked his hair. He brushed some of it aside and tickled Theo’s neck. “Um, I don’t know if this is where you were going, but, just so, you know, somebody says it. I don’t need her to call me dad. Like, I don’t expect it, and it would be weird, I guess, and if that’s what you’re worried about, I mean, I get that it’s complicated Theo.”

Theo shook his head, eyes screwed shut. How, he asked himself. How in the world am I supposed to do this again?

Rubbing Theo’s back, Auggie said, “We need to talk about the mayor. How about that? We can talk about something else for a while, and then we can talk about this some more. If you want to, I mean. We don’t have to.”

When Theo nodded, Auggie released him. He took a seat and shut his laptop, his eyes coming to Theo’s face and then sliding away again, an unsure smile flickering at the corner of his mouth.

“So,” Theo said and cleared his throat. “The mayor.”

“Right, the mayor. Well, I’ve been thinking.”

Theo groaned and rubbed his face.

“Hey,” Auggie said, “I’m in good boyfriend mode right now!”

“Please don’t tell me you want to keep looking.”

“I think we have to, Theo. Cart’s still in jail, and if the mayor is right, then whoever killed Scott needs us out of the picture.”

“I know.”

“But?”

“But nothing. I know. I also don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

Auggie was quiet for a long moment, the chili bubbling on the stove, the soft pop of metal expanding in the hot oven. “We know a corrupt cop.”

“I know,” Theo said again. “I was thinking the same thing.”

“I mean, Lender has been interested in this from the beginning. For heaven’s sake, he stopped us outside the jail, right after we talked to Cart.”

“So did Somerset,” Theo said with a grim smile. “You don’t suspect him too, do you?”

Auggie snorted. “He’d be the worst corrupt cop ever. He’d be all smiling and batting his eyelashes and trying to be everyone’s big brother slash best friend.”

Theo’s snort turned into a laugh. “I agree about Lender. I know he told us he was looking for the money; that was a good cover so that he could keep tabs on the investigation. But the thing about Lender is that he’s always so careful, Auggie. I think if he wanted Scott dead, he would have found a way to get somebody else to do it for him. That’s how he works.”

“Maybe. He’s got a temper, though. And he’s—I mean, he’s sadistic, Theo. He covers it up pretty well, but he likes scaring people, hurting them.”

“I know.” Theo took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes again. “Lender is our best candidate for now. So, how do we figure out if he killed Scott? Because as soon as he knows we’re looking at him for this, he’s going to come down on us, Auggie. Hard. I don’t think—I don’t think he’d let us walk away from that.”

“Maybe we don’t start with Lender. Maybe we keep him, you know, as our prime suspect, but we go back to investigating the way we normally do, following up on everything we possibly can.”

“Like what? We don’t have any leads.”

“Maybe we do, actually. Baby wasn’t the one who killed Scott, and the money might be a dead end, but we still learned more about Scott—about what he was actually like—from Baby than we did from anybody else. Maybe that’s what we need to keep doing, talking to Scott’s other parolees, as many as we can, and see what they can tell us about him. Maybe one of them killed him. Or maybe they know something about him that could help us.”

“Like why Lender would want to kill him.”

Auggie offered a lop-sided smile. “Well, that would be super helpful, but I won’t get my hopes up.”

“All right. I guess we can go through all that paperwork again and see who we can track down.”

“And you could call Lyn.”

“Yeah,” Theo said slowly. “I could. But he wasn’t eager to help us last time, Auggie. In fact, he was pretty vocal about how he didn’t feel like it was appropriate.”

“But it wouldn’t hurt to call, right? I mean, the worst thing that could happen is he says no.”

“The worst thing, uh huh. Sure. Ok, I’ll call him.”

“And I’ll grab Scott’s papers.”

Theo looked at the clock on the oven. “Right now?”

“Yes, right now, Theo. There’s a maniac trying to kill us. We don’t have time to waste.”

“This is a different tune from the same person who told me that there was no point drying the dishes because they’d dry themselves.”

“Theo!”

“All right,” Theo said, “but we’ve got the Moores tonight.”

“At nine, Theo. That’s three and a half hours from now.”

“But we should leave by eight-thirty so we’re not late.”

“Quit stalling; go call Lyn.”

“This is a different tune from the same person who told me he’d start his final project, quote, ‘after I finish this season of Project Runway.’”

“It’s your memory, right? I knew it was starting to go. That’s the only reason you’d try the same dumb joke again.”

In spite of himself, Theo grinned as he got out his phone. He called Lyn while Auggie jogged upstairs. He came back with Scott’s satchel, and he sat at the table and spread the paperwork out. Theo’s call went to voicemail, and he left a message asking Lyn to call him back.

“He’s probably in a meeting right now,” Theo said as he got up to check the cornbread. “They’ve got one at five-thirty for people right after work.”

Auggie nodded, absorbed in the paperwork, but when Theo caught the handle of the oven door, he said, “Don’t ruin my cornbread.”

“This is a different tune from the same person who checked the sugar cookies every minute, quote, ‘so they won’t burn.’”

“It’s bad, huh?” Auggie said as he turned a page. “I’m going to have to start setting reminders in your phone so you take your pills, and I’m not going to be able to let you in the kitchen because you’ll leave a pan on the stove and start a fire. If I don’t keep an eye on you, you’ll end up walking down Jefferson Street in nothing but your tighty-whities and those stupid boots.”

“You asked me to wear briefs and the boots the other day, if I recall.”

Auggie smirked and turned another page, and it was disturbing that he could, somehow, make that simple movement so incredibly hot.

With nothing better to do, Theo went downstairs. Nominally, his project had been to sort through Lana’s and Ian’s things and decide what he needed to keep and what he could donate or throw away. It was a much harder job than he’d realized, and even categories that should have been simple—like clothes—turned out not to be so cut and dried. Clothes that Lana had outgrown, for example, ought to have been easy, but then he’d come across something—a tiny police uniform onesie that Ian’s work friends had given them—and he’d put it back in the box. The same thing would happen with Ian’s clothes. In theory, they should have all been donations or trash, but a part of Theo’s brain played devil’s advocate, wondering if he might not want to wear some of them himself at some point—today, the garment in question was a well-washed Wroxall Wildcats sweatshirt, XXL, which was way too big for either Ian or Theo, but which had been Ian’s favorite comfort wear in the winter. Part of Theo’s brain argued that he might like it too. Sure, Theo thought as he folded up the sweatshirt and laid it in the box again and returned the box to the stack. And what are you going to tell Auggie when he asks why he’s never seen that sweatshirt before?

By the time Auggie called down that dinner was done, Theo had accomplished nothing more than shuffling boxes. He went upstairs, and they ate a quiet dinner of cornbread and chili at the table. Auggie was still examining the papers from Scott’s bag, and when Theo tried to take some to help, Auggie shooed him off, saying, “Don’t mess up my system.”

Theo was doing the dishes when his phone buzzed.

“Sorry I missed your call,” Lyn said. “What’s up?”

“I know this might be crossing a line.” Theo dried his hands, cradling the phone against his shoulder. “But we’re still trying to figure out what happened to Scott, and I need your help.”

Lyn’s breathing contained a hint of irritation. “All right.”

“We’re trying to track down some of Scott’s parolees. We’re not trying to cause them any trouble, Lyn, and I’m not asking you to tell me anything they’ve shared in a meeting. I want to meet them, that’s all. Ask them a few questions.”

“I don’t know,” Lyn said. “I’m not sure I know any.”

“You told us he’d sent other people to NA for mandatory meetings.”

“That was a while ago.”

“Even if they’re former parolees, it could be a huge help.”

Lyn said nothing. Something crackled on the line, and the sound made Theo think that Lyn had adjusted the phone.

“You could be there, if you think that would help,” Theo said. “Or you could tell them who I am and give them my number, and you could let them decide.”

“I don’t know.”

“I promise you I’m not going to compromise their privacy. It’s a few questions, Lyn.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Ask him about Ozark Premier Testing,” Auggie said. He padded across the kitchen, a page in one hand, and held it for Theo to see. It seemed to be the results from a drug test. “Ask him about this place.”

“Lyn, have you—”

“I’ve got to go, Theo. I’m having coffee with somebody from the meeting, and they just showed up.”

“Yeah, real quick, there’s this place—”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Lyn said and disconnected.

Auggie was looking at something on his phone, so Theo took the test results page and studied it. He saw nothing out of the ordinary, and finally he asked, “What’s the deal?”

“They’re at Tegula tonight,” Auggie said. He clicked off his phone and tapped it against his chin. “I think we should go take a look.”

“Wait, what?”

“It’s a mobile drug testing lab, but they post a weekly schedule of their locations on their website. For walk-ins. They’re at the Tegula plant tonight, and I think we should check them out.”

“Back up.”

“This place, Ozark Premier Testing?” Auggie moved back to the table and picked up a stack of papers. “That’s where Scott sent all his parolees for testing.”

“Ok. But that makes sense, right? Wouldn’t he have a preferred place?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s totally normal. But a mobile lab, Theo? That’s weird. I mean, why wouldn’t he pick, you know, a brick-and-mortar place that’s not going anywhere. I mean, with a mobile lab, you’re setting yourself up for all sorts of excuses—I couldn’t find it, they didn’t update the website, they weren’t where they said they were going to be.” When Theo raised his eyebrows, Auggie shrugged and said, “It seems…weird.”

“Does it have to be tonight?”

“We’ll be fast, Theo. We’ll be in and out, a few questions. And be honest—you want something to do. Otherwise you’re going to drive yourself crazy waiting for this meeting with the Moores.”

“I’m not going to drive myself crazy.”

“Yeah? Because you’ve washed that pan four times.”

Theo sighed. “Let’s check it out.”

They drove across town. The January night was still and cold and swaddled in darkness, like everything had been boxed up for the winter, the two of them the only ones left in the town. The river had a glassine ripple as they drove along it. Even the stores and shops with lights blazing were disturbingly empty, as though everyone had packed up and left. It was almost a relief when headlights blazed to life behind them.

When the headlights raced closer, though, the relief fizzled. “Slow down, moron,” Theo muttered, glancing over his shoulder as the headlights zoomed up behind them. “Auggie.”

“I’m watching them. Go around, asshole.”

But the car didn’t go around. It sped up until it almost hit them, and then the driver tapped the brakes and followed so closely that Theo felt like there couldn’t have been more than an inch or two between their bumpers.

“What the hell?” Theo said. He grabbed the door handle. “Pass us if you’re in such a hurry.”

“Some people are assholes like that,” Auggie said. “He’s trying to make a point. We get it, buddy. You’re pissed we were driving so slow. You made your point.” Then Auggie glanced over at Theo, and his mouth tightened. “I’m going to pull into this gas station.”

Theo shook his head. “Don’t give him the satisfaction.”

“Really? Because you—” He stopped and bit his lip.

“I’m fine, Auggie. Thank you.”

Auggie looked like he might have said something else, but then the car dropped back a few feet. The relief was physical, like something being unscrewed inside Theo. They’d been looking at their phone. Or they’d been talking to a friend. They’d realized how closely they’d been following, and meanwhile, Theo had been coming up with this whole psychological profile of your classic male asshole driver.

Then the car behind them lurched forward. It cut to the right, and for an instant, Theo thought the driver was trying to pass them on the shoulder—which made no sense, because the street was clear of traffic. He had a brief glimpse of a dark sedan, but that was all the detail he could make out behind the headlights. Then the car swerved left and connected with the Malibu. Metal and fiberglass screeched. The Malibu jolted left, cutting across the center line and toward the guard rail—and, beyond it, the steep drop into the Grand Rivere.

“Holy shit!” Theo shouted.

Auggie’s face tightened as he struggled with the steering wheel.

The first tap from the sedan had been tentative, ending almost as quickly as it had begun. Theo had half a second to believe that it had been a terrible accident. Then the sedan swerved again, the Malibu jerking left under the sudden impact. Squealing metal made it impossible to hear anything else, and a burning smell filled Theo’s nose. The force of the impact drove them toward the guardrail and the drop into the river.

Auggie yanked the wheel to the right, and for a moment, it seemed to help. The Malibu straightened out, although the shrieking and squealing intensified. Then the driver in the sedan must have done something. For a moment, the force propelling them toward the drop eased, and the Malibu shot to the right. Then the sedan connected again, slamming the Malibu to the left. The guardrail rushed up at them in a flurry of yellow reflective strips.

In a smooth movement, Auggie spun the steering wheel and pulled the hand brake. The Malibu seized, and for a moment, Theo thought they were going to flip. Then the car began to spin. Rubber screamed, the hot stench of it filling the car. The sedan shot past them. The muscles in Auggie’s arms popped out against the skin as he held the wheel in place. Their spin carried them through a half circle, smoke from the tires swinging like a curtain in front of them. And then they stopped, the Malibu’s rear bumping against the guardrail, a soft chime filling the sudden silence.

“Fuck,” Theo said. Then he couldn’t breathe. He was vaguely aware of Auggie in the seat next to him, taking quick, shallow breaths, hands still locked on the wheel and the brake. Theo got the door open, stumbled out, and hit the guardrail at the knees. He bent, and he almost went over. The night dragged at him, the air cold and pulling. He caught the rail’s wrapped metal. He still felt like he was falling. Or spinning.

Then a hand was at the small of his back, another one on his arm, the touch hot enough to make Theo try to pull away.

Auggie wouldn’t let him; he grabbed his wrist, still bracing him with that hand on Theo’s back. “You’ve got to take a breath, Theo. It’s ok. Nobody got hurt. Take a deep breath.”

One breath. Then another. He remembered the crunch, the bite of metal, the drift like a leaf spinning in the wind.

“Nope,” Auggie said. “None of that. Just keep breathing.”

He kept saying it, and eventually, Theo came back to himself, to the feel of the guardrail biting into the heel of his hand, to the cold, and the smell of the river.

“We’ve got to call the police,” he said. His teeth were chattering. The cold, he thought. I must be cold.

“I called them,” Auggie said, and the worry in his voice said Theo should have known that. Theo nodded. “They said we can wait, but it might be an hour—they’re short-staffed tonight, and if nobody’s hurt, they said to take pictures and come into the station tomorrow to file a report. Do you want to wait?”

The way he asked, the gentleness of it, was worse because Theo realized he had already asked once and was trying to be kind about asking again. Theo closed his eyes. “Can you—I don’t know. I can’t, Auggie, not right now.”

“I’m going to take some pictures,” Auggie said. “And then we’ll go. Walk over here with me—that’s right. That’s great. Right over here. And sit down. And put your head between your knees, ok?” His fingers were warm, curling on Theo’s nape as he guided Theo down on to a patch of grass. The cold startled Theo, and at first he mistook it for wetness. Auggie kept up the gentle pressure, though, and Theo settled onto the ground. “Deep breaths. If you need me, say my name, ok? I’ll be right here, taking pictures.” He let out a soft, weird laugh. “Tonight would have been the night to have a dash cam.”

Theo nodded blindly. When Auggie straightened, Theo buried his head in his arms, and it felt like a long time before the steps moved away. He heard the camera app on Auggie’s phone clicking, but with his head down like this, with his arms across his eyes, he couldn’t see the flash. Couldn’t see anything. The dark. Which was nice.

The first few thoughts were automatic and abortive. I should have handled that better. I’m the adult. At least everyone’s all right. They were gone as quickly as they came. What came next, though, was blinding—like headlights sliding around a corner, the intensity whiting out everything else in his brain: He wants to get married. And then, on repeat: I can’t do this again. I can’t. I cannot do this again. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

He wasn’t sure how long it lasted. A touch on his arm roused him, and he raised his head. Then he realized he’d been crying, and he wiped his face and cleared his throat.

“The car’s drivable,” Auggie said, “but it’s not pretty. Are you going to be ok with me driving us home?”

Theo shook his head, but he took Auggie’s hand and let Auggie help him to his feet.

“Would it be better to call a cab? Or Orlando could pick us up, or we can wait for the police, Theo. But it’s too cold and too far to walk tonight; neither of us is in any condition for that.”

“No,” Theo said and shook his head. “No, let’s go.”

“We’ll go slow, and when we get home, I can call the Moores—”

“No, Auggie.” He had to stop and clear his throat again. When he spat, the saliva glistened like ice against the loose stone and dead weeds on the shoulder. “Let’s go check out this mobile lab.”

“I don’t think—”

“Someone tried to kill us, Auggie. Come on, before they decide to try again.”
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The Malibu made an awful grinding noise every time Auggie turned, and the suspension and alignment were shot to hell, but miraculously, the tires had survived intact, and no ominous lights flashed, and the gauges on the dash all looked normal. Maybe that was more of an indictment of the car than anything—Auggie felt strangely disappointed that, at a minimum, the airbags hadn’t deployed—but in the moment, he was grateful for it.

He would have been more grateful if Theo would have let him take them home, but instead, they continued along Market Street. They followed the river, its banks glazed by the streetlights, toward the Tegula plant—at night, a towering, dystopian sprawl of steel and sodium glare. All that light should have made things easier to see, but every time Auggie glanced over, shadows streamed across Theo’s face, giving him glimpses and fragments: the salt-glitter of tear tracks still drying on his cheeks, the trembling tension in his jaw, the caved-in eyes. Night stole the color from everything.

When they reached the sprawling Tegula parking lot, cars filled more than half of it, and Auggie cruised the rows slowly.

“They still run full second and third shifts,” Theo said with forced normalcy.

“I can see that.”

“If you want a job, I bet they’re hiring.”

“Uh huh.”

“It would look great on your resume. And third shift builds character.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

A smile flickered on Theo’s face, and he squeezed the back of Auggie’s neck lightly.

The mobile drug testing lab had been set up at the back of the lot, in an area marked off by cones and hi-vis tape. The lab itself seemed to be a pull-behind trailer, the fifth-wheel kind, with three doors and telescoping steps on one side. An advertising wrap on the other side announced, OZARK PREMIER TESTING SERVICES—WAHREDUA—ST. ELIZABETH—JEFF CITY—COLUMBIA. 24/7. WE COME TO YOU! A line of men and women, maybe twenty people deep, waited, while a black woman with a cap of tight curls and a muscle t-shirt checked names and IDs against a clipboard. As Theo watched, a young white woman in scrubs opened one of the doors on the trailer and beckoned the next person in line forward.

“They weren’t kidding about twenty-four-seven,” Auggie said as he eased the Malibu into a parking stall. “This is nuts.”

“A lot of places do unannounced drug testing.” Theo unbuckled himself. “Especially if the jobs are high risk.”

“Like they’re operating heavy machinery.”

Theo nodded. “And they have to do it for every shift. So, operations like this do pretty well for themselves.”

Auggie nodded, but movement on the far side of the trailer had drawn his attention. A rail-thin man—white, tall, his dark hair stuffed up under a paper crown that he wore at a jaunty angle—was drawing hard on either a joint or a cigarette, and the cherry flared. As Auggie watched, a squat white lady, probably in her forties or fifties, handed over something, and the man passed something back.

“Uh,” Auggie said, “did I just see a drug deal?”

“Probably. Where?”

Auggie pointed. “Do you know that lady?” She was walking quickly now, headed down the row of cars. Lights flashed on a sedan—to judge by how many times they flashed, she was hitting the unlock button repeatedly.

“No, Auggie. Believe it or not, I don’t know every drug user in Wahredua. That was a joke,” Theo added quickly. “It sounded bitchier out loud. Sorry.”

“I thought because you recognized that guy at Lunar Lanes.”

“I know. I’m—off right now. No, I don’t know her. Or the man. But unfortunately, that’s pretty common with testing sites. Especially mandated ones.”

“But they’re coming here to get tested.”

It might have been the outrage in his voice; when brake lights flared, oblong slats of red illuminated Theo’s face, limning a smile there. “Well, not all of them are here to get tested—I don’t think that woman came here for a test. Some people come because they know they’ll find someone selling, and it’s not always smart because, you know, the police know that too, but if you’re desperate…” Theo shrugged. “And then you have to think that dealers know they’ve got a built-in clientele with a place like this. Someone comes in to get tested, and as soon as they’ve dropped their sample, they want a fix. Believe it or not, the same thing happens at NA meetings—I mean, if you want to score, there aren’t a lot of better places to ask than a room full of junkies.”

“Have you—” Auggie stopped himself, but not fast enough. “I didn’t mean that. I wasn’t going to ask that.”

Theo nodded. For a moment, it looked like he might say something. Then the brake lights went out, and darkness shuttered his face, and he opened the door and got out of the car.

Auggie let his head drop back. “Motherfucker,” he told the headliner. “You are such a stupid motherfucker.”

He got out of the Malibu and caught up with Theo, who stood halfway between the car and the mobile lab, watching. Another door on the trailer opened, and another tech—an older white guy—called the next person in line. The woman with the clipboard was shining a black light on a license. The rumble of the Tegula plant’s machinery was surprisingly loud, even all the way across the parking lot; it was enough noise, at this hour, that apparently no one felt the need to chatter. The people in line waited silently, staring into space or playing on their phones, and the only voices Auggie heard were the techs calling people up. He could smell the joint now—the cherry flared again in the lee of the trailer, while Auggie was standing there—and he wondered how nobody had told that asshole to take a hike yet.

“I don’t see them bringing samples out,” Theo said, “so that means they must be storing them in each testing room. My guess is that end of the trailer—” He pointed to the end parked away from them. “—is where they do the actual lab work.”

“Theo, I’m sorry.”

“I know. The lab is going to be secured, of course, and I don’t think we’ll have much of a chance of getting inside without being noticed. There are too many people, and that’s exactly the kind of thing they’re trying to prevent.”

“I don’t even know what we’re looking for,” Auggie said. “I mean, Scott sent them all here, and it’s strange, but I don’t know what we’re trying to find.”

“I don’t know either,” Theo said. “Let’s take a look around.”

They walked a circuit of the testing area. A few of the people in line glanced over at them, but nobody seemed to pay any particular attention. Inside the perimeter of cones that marked the area reserved for the trailer, several vehicles were parked at the back of the lot—a big Toyota Tundra that couldn’t have been more than a couple of years old, an Audi—an S6—and two luxury-trim Honda Accords.

Auggie turned on the flashlight on his phone and played it through the Audi’s window.

“I can see you drooling,” Theo said.

“I would kill for an Audi.”

“I can tell; you’ve got this light in your eyes.”

“Maybe if I get some good sponsorships lined up, that would be, like, my reward to myself.” Auggie heard how that must have sounded; his face grew hot, and he said, “I mean, once we had everything else, you know, paid for.”

“You can buy yourself whatever kind of car you want,” Theo said. “Well, as long as you can afford it.”

“No, we’ve got to think about, you know, buying a house. Wherever we move, I mean. That kind of stuff comes first.”

Theo was silent long enough that Auggie looked up.

“It’s your money, Auggie. I mean, your hypothetical money. I want you to spend it however you want.”

“Yeah, I know, and I’m saying, our joint expenses come first. I know that. I want you to know that I know that.”

The traffic light at the next intersection changed, and for a moment, Theo’s face was bathed in yellow and impossible to read. Then the light was red, too dim for Auggie to make out Theo’s features anymore.

“What are you looking for?” Theo asked in a neutral voice.

For a moment, Auggie almost asked—what did I say? What did I do wrong? He swallowed, his throat tight, and he turned off the flashlight on his phone. He couldn’t see anything for a moment. His fingers bumped blindly over the phone case. “I think these cars belong to the lab employees.”

Theo hemmed. Then he turned and walked off, the slope of his shoulders becoming familiar after a moment, as though Auggie could see him better the farther they were apart.

He caught up with Theo near the trailer, where the stink of the weed mixed now with what Auggie recognized as the smell of the trailer’s chemical toilets. Up close, the white guy in the paper crown wasn’t as tall as Auggie had thought—not as tall as Theo, anyway—and he’d smoked the joint down almost to the roach. He watched them. He was slouching against the trailer and looking like he was trying too hard to get his slouch right.

“Hey,” Theo said.

Nothing. Not even a blink.

“Got a couple questions for you,” Theo said.

“Nah.” The guy shook his head and jetted smoke at Theo, and Theo waved a hand to disperse the cloud. “Don’t do questions.”

“How about an easy one: do you know Scott Lochridge?”

The guy stared at Theo. He tipped ash from the joint without seeming to realize it, and then he scratched his neck, and in the shadows, up close, Auggie could see the spiderweb tattoo there. Then, shaking his head, he grabbed a backpack that was propped against the trailer’s tire, and he took a step around Theo.

“Hold on,” Theo said, stretching out an arm.

“Fuck off, man,” the guy said. He shoved Theo, and Theo grabbed his arm. The guy twisted free and broke into a run, his steps slapping the asphalt. Theo pivoted like he might go after him, but Auggie caught Theo’s coat. Theo let out a harsh breath and nodded. When Auggie didn’t release him, he pulled free, pushed his hands through his hair, and blew out white, steaming breath toward the sky.

“I could have caught him,” Theo said, the words gratingly even.

“While all these people watched?” Auggie asked quietly. “They’re all looking over here, Theo. Do you think they would have stood there and pretended nothing was happening while you pounded answers out of that guy?”

“Why not? People pretend not to see anything all the time.”

“So, that was your plan? Catch him and beat him up in public?”

“I was handling things.”

“I know that was scary, earlier, and triggering, or whatever. And I know I made you mad. But you’re being a real jerk right now.”

“Fuck me, then.”

Auggie shook his head. Then he turned and walked away. The cold was biting harder now, the tips of his ears and nose stinging, his cheeks scratchy with it. His knuckles ached from clutching his phone. He didn’t have any idea where he was walking, only that he had to get away from Theo, and he ended up at the end of the lot, kicking a blackened parking stop while the Tegula machinery’s grinding drone filled the background. He stared out at the blacktop and the occasional sweep of headlights, the rush of tires hissing on pavement.

He turned back to the vehicles that he believed belonged to the lab staff, and he considered them again—the Audi, the Hondas, and the Toyota. He made his way over to the Toyota and climbed up on the truck’s running board. With the flashlight on his phone, he glanced through the window.

The Audi hadn’t had much to offer, but the Toyota at least showed some signs of life—a pack of Marlboro reds in the center console, the cellophane hanging open like a jaw; ketchup and mustard packets spread out on the passenger seat; a crumpled Burger King sack in the passenger footwell. A small ornament hung from the rearview mirror, featuring a photograph inside protective plastic. The photo showed the black woman who had been checking IDs; she was standing with a white woman who was painfully thin, her hair peroxide blond and, even in the photo, looking brittle. She wore some sort of red-and-black outfit that Auggie thought maybe was a Halloween costume.

“Find anything?” Theo asked.

“Oh, hi, Theo.” Auggie dropped down from the running board. He shone the light in Theo’s eyes, and Theo raised a hand and turned his head to the side. “How’s it going?”

“I’m sorry I lost my temper.”

“You don’t need to be sorry,” Auggie said, breezing past Theo. “What’s there to be sorry for?”

Theo let out a long, controlled breath. Auggie kept going around to the back of the truck. He examined the bumper stickers there—one was for something called Suicide Squad in a manic font, and one said Harley is Queen, and a third showed a cartoon blond woman in a red-and-black outfit similar to the one Auggie had seen in the photo, with a jester’s cap to complete the getup. He took out his phone and pulled up the browser.

“I should not have reacted the way I did,” Theo said. “I told you I’m a little off tonight, after what happened, but I still shouldn’t have talked to you that way. I appreciate you thinking clearly and stopping me when I was about to do something stupid.”

“Theo, everything’s fine.”

“Please don’t do this. I hate when you do this.”

“What am I doing?”

“Ok.” Theo pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let me know when you’re done punishing me, would you? And then I’ll apologize again.”

That was almost enough to make Auggie drop it, but then he remembered the way Theo had said, I was handling things, the tone, like he needed to rap Auggie on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper. He kept searching, using Suicide Squad to generate searches like problems with Suicide Squad and Suicide Squad sucks and what happened to Suicide Squad, and then, once those got him going, following the rabbit holes that opened up. The stuff about Jared Leto, for example, was particularly good.

“Can I help you?” The voice was light and, if Auggie had to guess, naturally inclined to be friendly, although there was no mistaking the seriousness of her tone now. When he looked up from his phone, the woman who had been checking IDs was coming toward them. In the trailer’s shadow, one of the techs—the older white guy in scrubs—was watching with his hands on his hips.

“Hi,” Auggie said. He pocketed his phone and held out his hand. “Auggie.”

They shook, and it gave Auggie a chance to get a better look at her: she wore a muscle shirt with the sleeves cut off, which she was totally pulling off because she had better arms than Theo. Thanks to some recent research, Auggie recognized the man on her shirt as Jared Leto in his role—if you could call it that—as the Joker.

“Flo,” the woman said. She looked at Theo, but then her gaze came back to Auggie. “Can I help you with something? Because Gary told me you’re looking in my truck with a flashlight, and I’m about to call the cops.”

Auggie winced. “Ok, busted. I’m so sorry. We were hanging out, waiting for the line to die down so we could talk to you, and I saw your bumper stickers—” He thumbed at them as proof. “—and then I swear to God, I saw that cosplay photo, and I had to check it out. Who is she? Because she’s a better Harley than Harley.”

Flo smiled and rolled her eyes. “God, do not tell Kristiana that. She spent so much money on that stupid costume.”

“Uh, it was worth it. She totally pulls it off.”

Smile broadening, Flo shook her head, but she said, “Yeah, she does, right?”

“Look, I’m going to go out on a limb here and tell you that Peter Travers shit? That was fucked up. If that’s a deal-breaker for you, you’d better tell me now.”

“Oh, it was total bullshit,” Flo said, the words slipping past whatever guards she had in place. After that, it was easy to milk a minute of conversation out of her, and then another, and then another, Auggie burning through the small amount of material he’d managed to research in those few minutes, letting her do as much of the talking as he could and, when the moments were right, filling in his lines with outraged exclamations or sympathy or protest. Theo stood there like a great big lug, of course. And then, about two minutes in, he started scratching his beard and looking away, and Auggie let the back half of his brain imagine how funny his boyfriend would find being kneed in the balls.

“Ok, ok, ok,” Flo finally said, laughing and patting the air. “I’m supposed to be working, and you got me off track.”

“Well, since you’re here,” Auggie said. “Do you have a minute for me to ask you something? I mean, I can wait, but I promise I’ll be fast.”

“Yeah, I mean, if it’s fast. Don’t tell me you want Kristiana’s number, though, because she’s taken.” Flo softened the words with a grin.

“So, this is kind of weird, but Theo and I, we’re trying to help a friend, and the name Scott Lochridge keeps coming up—”

Panic froze her face. “I don’t know that name,” she mumbled. Then she spun on her heel, arms stiff at her sides, and marched toward the trailer. “You need to leave,” she said without looking back.

“Flo, wait—”

Auggie took a step and reached out, and his fingertips brushed her arm.

She twisted back toward him. She was obviously strong, but the punch was wild and uncoordinated. It caught the air, whistling past Auggie’s chin. And then, an instant later, he realized Theo had grabbed his shirt and dragged him backward across the asphalt—and saved him, in all likelihood, from a broken jaw.

After a beat, Auggie said, “If someone’s threatening you, or you’re scared—someone in authority, maybe law enforcement—”

“Get out of here!” Her eyes were wide, her shoulders locked. “Right now!”

“I’m calling the police!” the white tech shouted from the trailer. He waved his phone like evidence. “I’m calling them right now!”

“We can help—”

She took another of those clumsy swings, and Theo’s reflexes saved Auggie again. He hauled on Auggie’s shirt hard enough to lift Auggie’s heels from the asphalt and dragged him clear of the punch.

“The police are coming!” the tech shouted at them.

“We’re going,” Theo said. Flo was breathing so rapidly she sounded like she was hyperventilating, and she had her hands locked into fists at her sides. Theo held out a hand, still gathering Auggie’s shirt in his other, and took a step back. Auggie stumbled back with him. “We’re leaving right now,” Theo said. “We weren’t trying to cause any trouble.”

Flo watched them go another few steps. Then she turned and sprinted toward the trailer, the sound of her crying bouncing back to Auggie. Theo gave an insistent tug, and Auggie turned. They hurried toward the Malibu.

When Auggie hit the gas backing out of the stall and the tires squeaked, Theo put a hand on his wrist. Auggie stopped the car. He took a breath, squeezed his eyes shut, and nodded. He traced the ribbing on the inside of the steering wheel, and then he opened his eyes and eased back out of the stall.

No lights. No sirens. Nothing but ash-gray sky and the swoop of power lines.

“Well,” Theo said as Auggie pulled out onto the street, “we learned something.”

The Malibu made that awful noise again when Auggie turned. He checked the gauges, but he didn’t see anything; aside from the obvious misalignment of the tires, the Malibu seemed like it would get them home without any problems.

“A corner drug dealer who hits up testing facilities freaked out when we asked him about Scott,” Theo said. “And the lab’s manager, or whatever she is, freaked out too. That tells us something, right? I mean, if it had been one or the other, it would have been interesting, but the fact that they both did, well, that’s definitely strange.”

At the next red, Auggie squeezed the wheel so hard that the vinyl squeaked. In spite of his best efforts, his voice trembled when he said, “It’s actually worse when you try to be nice about it, ok? I know I fucked up. You can just tell me I fucked up.”

Theo turned to look at him. “You didn’t fuck up.”

“Please, Theo. I told you this makes it worse.”

“You played to your strengths to get her to trust you, and you tried to get the information we needed. Nobody could have predicted she was going to lose her shit. Ok, maybe after the dealer we should have had an inkling, but—I mean, do you think it would have gone differently if I’d asked her?”

Auggie shrugged. The light changed to green, but Theo put his hand on the wheel. The street was empty except for them, so Auggie kept his foot on the brake. Then he wiped his cheek on his shoulder.

“That was a question,” Theo said.

“Oh my God, that was really fucking annoying in class, Theo, and I don’t like it any better as your boyfriend.”

A hint of a smile curved Theo’s mouth.

“No, I guess,” Auggie said. “I don’t think it would have gone differently.”

“In fact,” Theo prompted.

“It probably would have gone worse,” Auggie said.

“Ouch.”

Auggie grinned. He wiped his face on his shoulder again, and when Theo pulled back his hand, he stepped on the gas.

They drove in silence for a minute along the industrial corridor near the Tegula plant. The streetlights were spaced few and far between here, the light oxidized and porous, making everything inside the car look granular when it swept over them.

“On the other hand,” Theo said, scratching his beard, “if you think I didn’t notice that it took you approximately two minutes of research to be able to get her talking and excited about her passion, you’re sadly mistaken.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It sounded familiar, Auggie.”

Auggie shrugged helplessly. Then, because it was fun, he grinned and waggled his eyebrows.

“Yes,” Theo said. “I thought so. Last week when I was telling you about the textual history of Hamlet.”

Auggie pitched his voice with extra enthusiasm. “Oh my God, Theo. I never even knew there was an ur-Hamlet.”

Theo scratched his beard some more and looked out the window.

“It’s so interesting,” Auggie said in that same voice.

“Ok.”

“Tell me more.”

“Good Lord.”

“And then I did that bit where I wiggled closer so you knew I was interested.”

It looked like Theo tried to stop it, but a laugh burst out of him. “You don’t have to do that with me, you know. I mean, I appreciate when you listen to me, but you can tell me I’m boring or that you don’t care.”

“Of course I care. And I’m not faking. I mean, not with you.” Then Auggie’s face grew hot and said, “I mean, not about being interested.” Then his face felt like a fire. “I mean, I don’t fake anything we do together—”

“Hit the brakes, Auggie.”

Auggie tried to let it go there, but more words slipped out: “It matters to you, Theo. So, you know, it matters to me too.”

Theo ran his hand over the short fade on Auggie’s nape.

“Theo, what do you think Scott was doing at that lab?”

Before Theo could answer, lights spun to life behind them, and a siren broke the night’s stillness.

“Shit,” Theo said.

Auggie grimaced and signaled to pull onto the shoulder. He parked the Malibu and rolled down his window and took out his license while Theo fished out the car’s registration and insurance. Steps crunched on the broken asphalt and loose stone of the shoulder, and a shadow moved up the road toward them, backlit by the cruiser’s headlights. Then a man stood at the window, and he shone a flashlight at Auggie, blinding him for a moment. He shifted the light to Theo, but not before Auggie heard the slight change in Theo’s breathing. Then the light went down, and as Auggie’s eyes adjusted, he could make out the man’s boiled-down face, his khaki-colored uniform. It took him a moment to realize why that seemed wrong. The Wahredua PD wore blue uniforms.

“You boys hang tight,” the deputy said. “I’ll be back in a jiff.”

As his steps crunched away, Auggie glanced over at Theo.

Theo looked bloodless. “That’s one of the guys.”

“What?” Auggie whispered.

“Back in September, when we were searching Scott’s house—the guys who showed up to toss it. That deputy was one of them.”
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Theo watched the clock on the dash. He would have gotten out his phone, but Auggie already had his in one hand, and on the screen, the voice recorder was running. That was good; Auggie had gotten them out of trouble a few times before with that trick, and Theo shouldn’t have been surprised that Auggie would have thought of it again. He should have thought of it himself as soon as he’d heard the siren. Instead, he was still muddling along—brain jammed, wires fried from the near-accident earlier that evening. It was like his body had used up all its fuel in those few moments, and now Theo could only drag himself along, stumbling through the cinder clouds left after the fire had burned itself out.

A minute passed, then two, then five, and the deputy still hadn’t come back.

“What’s taking so long?” Auggie muttered.

Theo shook his head.

Another five minutes passed, and Auggie reached for the door handle.

Theo caught his collar. “That might be what they want.”

“What do you—wait, what?”

It wasn’t an uncommon story; most tragedies weren’t uncommon. He was resisting arrest. He made a sudden move. I told him to stay in the vehicle. I believed my life was in imminent danger.

“We’re staying here,” Theo said. “And put your phone in your lap, hands on the wheel. Don’t give him a reason.”

Under the soft brown of his skin, Auggie looked washed out, the shadows around his eyes like India ink. He slotted the phone between his legs and clasped the wheel with both hands, and another five minutes passed.

The appearance of headlights made Theo realize that, in fifteen minutes, he hadn’t seen any other vehicles. Strange? He wasn’t sure. He didn’t know this run-down industrial corridor well, and when it wasn’t time for shift change at the Tegula plant, he wasn’t sure how many people came here—especially not at eight o’clock at night. On their side of the street, wire fencing enclosed a darkened industrial park. Across the road from them, an undeveloped lot was overgrown with weeds collapsing from winterkill.

The headlights moved toward them and then pulled into place behind the deputy’s cruiser. A moment later, a shadow moved. Voices drifted in with the freezing night, but they were too faint for Theo to make out the words. Then the shadow continued up the road, and a moment later, the cruiser pulled away.

What did that mean? Theo tried to do the mental calculus. Why would the deputy be leaving?

A moment later, a man stepped up to Auggie’s window. His voice was rough—older than the deputy’s for sure, and with an air like a man who expected to be obeyed.

“Turn on your interior lights, son. One hand. Slowly.”

Auggie fumbled for the dome light until the weak yellow glow filled the car.

Theo got his first look at the man outside the car: tall, thin, although middle age had added a slight belly where the khaki uniform pulled tight. He was strung like a whipcord, his face thin and harsh, with a strong nose and heavily salted curls under a cattlemen’s hat. The star on his chest read SHERIFF. Theo had heard the stories, of course. Stories about how Sheriff Morris Bingham treated the people in his jail. Stories about what had happened to some of the women. Stories about work details gone terribly wrong. Stories about late nights, cars pulled over in the middle of nowhere. Hell, Theo thought. It doesn’t have to be the middle of nowhere. It can be a street like this, practically in the middle of town, and nobody around to see anything.

After a moment of considering them, the sheriff reached through the window. He turned off the key and extracted the keys. Then he grabbed the phone from Auggie’s lap. He looked at the voice recorder app on the screen, made an irritated noise, and ended the recording.

“That’s my phone,” Auggie said. His voice had the annealed hardness of someone trying not to sound scared.

“You’ll get it back,” the sheriff said. He had dark eyes, and it might have been Theo’s imagination, but he thought they glittered when he moved his head. For another moment, the sheriff stood there, the Malibu’s keys hanging between his fingers. A breeze whistled through the open window, carrying the smell of waterlogged vegetation—rushes and sedge, a part of Theo’s brain recognized, trampled in the drainage ditch.

“I thought in the city, it was the police,” Auggie said in that same stamped-steel voice. “I thought the sheriff only had jurisdiction in the county.”

“Little buddy,” the sheriff said, “your whole universe is my jurisdiction right now. Get it?”

Auggie bit his lip and cut a sidelong look at Theo.

The sheriff pulled out Auggie’s license and the paperwork for the car, and he studied them for a moment before looking at Auggie again. Then he asked, “Who are you?”

“Auggie Lopez.”

“Theo Stratford.”

The sheriff’s eyes flicked to Theo before coming back to Auggie. “I got a complaint tonight. They tell me you were trying to break into a vehicle. And now, here you are, and you’re driving a car not registered in your name.”

“It’s my car, Sheriff,” Theo said, trying to lean past Auggie. “I gave him permission to drive it.”

“Son, I’m not talking to you.” His gaze swiveled back to Auggie. “That’s the kind of misunderstanding we’d normally clear up at the station. You think we need to go to the station to clear it up?”

Auggie shook his head. “We weren’t trying to break into her truck. We wanted to talk to her. She’ll tell you that if you ask, I promise.”

The sheriff sucked his teeth. His voice was faux-paternal when he said, “Little buddy, I never said it was a truck.”

The last of the color drained from Auggie’s face.

“Why don’t you get out of the car? Nice and easy, hands where I can see them.”

“Leave him alone,” Theo said. “He didn’t do anything wrong, and you’re terrifying him.”

The sheriff hunched down to peer across the car at Theo. The headlights from his vehicle threw strong, horizontal shadows across his face, so that half of it was lost in darkness. He held himself there for a minute, watching, evaluating. Then he straightened and came around the front of the car. He bounced the Malibu’s keys, and the jingle each time they crashed back against his palm was the only sound to break the stillness.

When the sheriff got to Theo’s door, he opened it and stood there, wedging his body into the space, one arm resting on the top of the car. “Son, you want to talk, you’d better have something worth saying.”

“Why were we pulled over, Sheriff?”

“I told you: I got a complaint. See, that’s my responsibility, making sure people feel safe in this county.” He pressed on the door until the metal protested. “Wouldn’t you like that? Wouldn’t you like to feel safe?”

“I want my lawyer, and I want to finish this conversation at the police station, not the sheriff’s department.”

“Why don’t we start with something simple? What were you doing at that lab?”

“Nothing. I want my lawyer—”

The sheriff moved like a snake: he caught Theo by the hair and slammed his face against the dash. The shock of the impact registered first, and then the pain of contact. Theo wasn’t sure if his nose had been broken, but he could feel blood, wet and hot on his face, and the pain in his scalp made him twist as the sheriff dragged him upright by the hair.

“Now,” the sheriff said, and the breath that came after the word had a panting quality. “I know it wasn’t nothing. You were bothering people.”

“Let him go,” Auggie cried. “You’re hurting him!”

“Why were you bothering people at the lab?”

“Stop!” Auggie shouted.

“We weren’t—” Theo began.

He was ready this time, but the sheriff’s grip on his hair and his leverage and his surprising strength all worked against Theo. He slammed Theo’s face into the dash again, in spite of Theo’s best efforts. When he hauled Theo back by the hair, Theo’s thoughts carouseled. The blood felt sticky and smeared everywhere now. He felt it drip from his beard. Vaguely, a part of him thought, My shirt. I have to go to a very important meeting.

“Why,” the sheriff asked with those same doggy-pant breaths, “were you asking about Scott Lochridge?”

“This is police brutality!” Auggie shouted. “When I tell people about this, you’re going to be out of a job. You’re going to prison!”

The gore on his face was a mask, Theo thought. And you can’t see someone’s face behind a mask. He tried to shake his head, but he couldn’t tell how well the message got through, not with the sheriff’s hand clutching his hair like that.

It must have gotten through somewhat, though, because the sheriff said, “All right.” He dragged Theo out of the car by the hair, and Theo half-crawled and half-fell out of the vehicle. He’d barely caught his balance before the sheriff spun him around. Theo tried to throw an elbow, but the sheriff was crowding him against the side of the car, and Theo didn’t have the range of motion to generate any power. Then the sheriff shifted again, his weight pinning Theo’s arm against the car’s body, and Theo understood what was going to happen. He could see it, his hand caught against the frame, the door slamming shut.

“I’m gonna ask you again,” the sheriff said.

“We’re trying to prove Cart is innocent,” Auggie blurted. Theo couldn’t see him, but he could hear him sobbing and yanking on the door handle. It’s locked, that detached part of Theo’s brain wanted to tell him. You need to take a breath. You need to be calm right now. Then you’ve got to unlock the door. “He asked us to help—mother of fuck, open up, you cocksucking piece of shit!” The door squeaked, and Auggie’s steps slapped the asphalt, and then broken stone gritted underfoot. He came into view in front of Theo, his face bright with tears where the headlights caught him, his chest hitching. “Please, that’s all we were trying to do. We knew Scott sent a lot of his parolees to that lab. We wanted to find out why. We thought maybe somebody there had a reason to hurt Scott. That’s all, I swear to God! Please let him go. Please. Please don’t hurt him.”

The sheriff was silent for a moment. Then he let out an annoyed huff and slammed Theo’s head against the rear door. “Now, see? That wasn’t so hard. We could have handled this like civilized folk.”

Auggie was crying harder—whatever reserve of control he’d tapped into, fear had overwhelmed it, and he was wiping his face with both hands. “Let him go, please. Please let him go. I told you everything.”

“You did, little buddy. And I appreciate that. But, I think, just to be safe—”

He reached for the door to slam it.

Theo waited for the pain.

Headlights blazed in the distance, and with a muttered swear, the sheriff caught the door before it connected. For a moment, disbelief battled with relief. Then Theo coiled himself, his brain finally catching up with his body, with the knowledge that if he didn’t do something, the sheriff was going to break his hand—and after that, likely something worse. But he hesitated as the car continued toward them. Morris Bingham had been sheriff for as long as Theo could remember, and he’d dealt with a lot of hard men and women in that time. In the shadows, the service weapon on his hip looked like an oil smear. Resisting arrest, Theo thought. But what did that matter if Bingham was going to use the gun one way or another?

Before Theo could decide, tires crunched on gravel, and the car coming toward them eased onto the curb. The driver had broken traffic laws and crossed the dividing line to park on their shoulder of the road, facing against traffic. The headlines from ahead and behind turned the Malibu and the scene playing out there between Bingham and Auggie and Theo into a stage. Bingham shifted his weight, pinning Theo more tightly against the sedan for a moment. Then he swore under his breath.

A moment later, a familiar voice called out, “Well, hello, August. And is that Theo over there?”

“What do you want?” the sheriff asked. “This is a traffic stop. You’d better move along.”

Against the headlights, Lender was barely more than a shadow. The detective from the Wahredua PD walked toward them, roadside thistles bobbing away as he brushed them. “Is that what it is? Doesn’t look like any traffic stop I’ve ever done.” He laughed and adjusted the glasses in their thick plastic frames. The silhouette of his bushy mustache seemed to laugh along with him, although that might have been, Theo admitted, the kind of thing he was imagining because he'd had his head smashed a few times. “Of course, the sheriff’s department does things differently, I understand.”

“Get back in your car,” the sheriff said. “These boys were resisting arrest.”

Theo almost laughed.

“Young August?” Lender laughed again. “And Theo? Well, they are a couple of knuckleheads, but they’ve always been very accommodating for me. Eager to please, you might say.”

The sheriff shifted, the broken asphalt crunching under his boots. His silence had a confused quality, and after a moment, he said, “Something you didn’t understand about get back in your car?”

“Don’t go, Detective Lender. He’s—” Auggie began.

“Auggie!” Theo barked.

“Oh August,” Lender said. He sounded like he wanted to tousle Auggie’s hair. “Such a worrywart. Sheriff, I’d like to do that, I would. But you see, I’m out here on official business. These young men reported a traffic accident, and we didn’t have the manpower to come out and take a statement. I was heading home when I heard, and you know what I thought? I thought, ‘Well, Theo and August have done me a favor a time or two. I ought to check on them. Make sure they’re all right.’ So, here I am, Sheriff, an official representative of the Wahredua PD, ready to find out if these young men are all right.” He paused and adjusted his glasses and pushed back his jacket, the pistol holstered there a blocky shadow. “Are they all right, Sheriff?”

A truck hurtled past them, a blaze of light and sound—tires and belts and rattling metal—and a wall of air hit Theo, stinking of livestock. Then the truck was past, and in its wake, the stalks of dead roadside flowers trembled and went still. The sheriff released Theo and stepped away from the car. He pointed up the road toward his vehicle. “You boys go wait up there. I’m going to handle this, and then I think we’re going to take a ride.”

“Go on,” Lender said. “August, you might need to help Theo; he looks like he took a tumble. We’ll have you boys back on your way home in a few minutes.”

The sheriff grunted, thumbs behind his belt, the leather squeaking.

Theo managed to get to his feet, and by the time he had, Auggie was there. The younger man put an arm around Theo’s waist and helped him stumble down the gravel shoulder. The sheriff drove a green Chevy Suburban, one of the behemoths that had been so popular in the ’90s, and even idling, its rumble was surprisingly loud. When Auggie helped Theo lean up against the truck, Theo looked back. The sheriff and Lender had moved toward Lender’s car until they were nothing but felt cutouts against the halogen glare. Lender was the smaller figure, the pencil-necked accountant with his jacket still pushed back. The sheriff was taller, and he cut a line out of the night like a razor blade, finger stabbing down at Lender’s face. He was talking, and Theo could hear the rage in his tone, but the Suburban’s grumbling made it impossible to make out the words.

“Are you ok?” Auggie asked. Then he hugged Theo tightly, crushing his face against Theo’s arm. “Oh my God, Theo.” He pulled back almost as quickly, turning Theo’s head by the chin, and winced.

“It’s fine,” Theo said. “I’m fine.” When Auggie reached for his nose, he pulled his head away. “He didn’t break it, I don’t think, but it hurts like hell.”

“I don’t think it’s bleeding anymore,” Auggie said. He twisted the hem of Theo’s shirt. “Theo, he knew about Scott.”

Theo nodded. He scouted their side of the road, where the darkened industrial park huddled. Then he pointed across to the undeveloped lot. At the far end, a thicket of trees was outlined against the light pollution. “When I tell you to run, I want you to run for those trees.”

Auggie stared at him. “What?”

“He’s not going to let us go. So, I want you to run.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going to run too,” Theo said because it was the easiest lie.

Auggie’s face hardened. Then, before Theo could stop him, he turned toward the Suburban and yanked on the door handle. The door popped open.

“What the hell are you doing?” Theo whispered furiously.

“I’m not stupid, Theo.”

“You’re sure acting like it.” Theo caught Auggie’s arm, but Auggie twisted away. He stretched up to turn off the interior light. Then he opened the glove box and began pawing through it. “Auggie, what are you doing?”

“He came after us. He sent that deputy to hold us until he could get here. And that’s more than being worried, Theo. He’s scared because we went to that lab and started asking questions about Scott. Fuck!” Auggie slammed the glove box closed and bent to examine the footwell.

“Auggie!”

“Is he looking?”

Theo threw another quick glance. The sheriff and Lender were still arguing. Lender was saying something now, and whatever it was, the sheriff didn’t like it. “No, but—”

“I’m not going to wait for him to finish with Lender so that you can sacrifice yourself, Theo. Nice fucking try. Instead of being so valiant and heroic and—and butch, maybe you could try using your fucking brain since you’re so fucking smart.” Auggie stepped back from the truck, rubbing his nose and not meeting Theo’s eyes. “That last part wasn’t supposed to sound sarcastic. But instead of just accepting that you’re going to have to, I don’t know, be a martyr, maybe you could think of a way to get us both out of here since, you know, I love you and I’d like to keep having a boyfriend.” A grin wavered on his face. “Like me. I’m going to find something we can use to barter our way out of here. Or a weapon. If he’s got another gun hidden in here, that’d be almost as good. See? I’m butch and smart.”

Theo stared at him.

Still grinning, Auggie slipped past him.

It took Theo a moment to catch up with all of that; he wasn’t sure he was ready to admit that Auggie was right about his proclivity for martyrdom or, if it were true, what that might mean. He threw another look at Lender and the sheriff, who were still caught up in their argument. Then he closed the Suburban’s door and followed Auggie around to the back.

Auggie already had the barn doors open, and he had pulled back the floor mat that covered the cargo space. There was nothing underneath, and he made a disgusted noise and flipped the mat back into place. When he caught Theo looking at him, he said, “I thought maybe there’d be something in the spare tire compartment.”

Theo shook his head. “The spare is under the truck—you have to lower it with a special tool.”

Making a face, Auggie shook his head and climbed over the back bench of passenger seats. Without looking back, he called, “Are you using your big brain to figure out how to keep us both alive?”

“You act like—” But then, there it was. Theo grabbed his phone and unlocked it. The first call he placed was to John-Henry Somerset. He wasn’t exactly friends with the detective; John-Henry was friendly with pretty much everyone, but Theo doubted that he’d ever be on the detective’s Christmas card list, especially after all the times Theo had been forced to lie to him. But John-Henry was still police, and more importantly, he was one of the few officers Theo trusted with Ian dead and Cart locked up.

The call rang twice before it connected, and in the background, Theo heard fumbling sounds, then music. He thought—if it wasn’t terror making him feverish—he was hearing Jimmy Buffet singing about Margaritaville.

“John-Henry? Hello?” He tried to keep his voice low, but it was hard. “John-Henry, are you there?”

A man shouted something in the background, and a cheer went up. Then a familiar sound, glass clinking against an epoxied bar, came across the line, and the call went dead.

“Motherfucker,” Theo whispered and placed the call again.

“Theo,” Auggie said.

This time, the call went to John-Henry’s voicemail.

“Theo!”

“What?”

“Where’s that special tool to get the tire?” Before Theo could say anything, Auggie hurried to say, “If he’s got a throwaway gun, like an unlicensed one, maybe that’s where he keeps it.”

Theo pointed to the storage compartment in the side of the cargo area, and then he went back to his phone. John-Henry was a dead end, so he tried his next best option: Aniya Thompson. Aniya was a young defense lawyer who had helped Theo with a number of charges over the past few years—in spite of what she had called, repeatedly, Theo’s jackassery. This call went to an answering service, and Theo swore and disconnected.

“Um, Theo?”

“Auggie, I’m trying to use my not-so-fucking big brain—”

“Theo, look!”

Theo looked. Inside the storage compartment, where the Suburban’s jack and tire iron were stored, someone had shoved stacks of cash. In one hand, Auggie held a thick sheaf of papers, and he waved it, his eyes disbelieving, his grin growing by inches.

“What the fuck?” Theo asked. “How stupid is he?”

“He panicked,” Auggie said, laying out the pages on the floor mat, talking so rapidly that his words spilled over each other. “That’s why it took him so long to get to us. That’s why the deputy had to hold us. He went to the lab first, got these papers, and picked up his cut. In case we were on to something. I bet he shat himself when Flo told him we brought up law enforcement. Phone.”

Theo blinked. “But why wouldn’t he—”

“Theo, phone!”

Handing over the phone, Theo leaned closer. “What is this stuff? It looks like—are these, like, the labs accounts? Invoices?”

Auggie snapped pictures with Theo’s phone.

“Help me out here, what’s the right word?”

“Kind of busy right now.”

Theo stepped past the barn doors to check on the sheriff and Lender. The two men still stood silhouetted against Lender’s headlights. Lender was saying something. And then the sheriff grabbed him, spun him, and slammed his face into the hood of the car. The sheriff followed up with another blow, and then another. He dragged Lender sideways along the hood. Lender was obviously struggling to stay upright, his hand fumbling at his holster. The sheriff dragged him along the car and hammered his face into the windshield. Then the sheriff stepped back, pulled his sidearm, and whipped it down against the back of Lender’s head. Lender’s whole body went limp. His hand dropped away from his service weapon to dangle. The sheriff hit him again.

“Auggie.” Theo’s voice was so tight that the word barely got out. He had to try again. “Auggie! We have to go. Now!”

Something in his tone must have communicated itself to Auggie because the younger man glanced up, tossed the phone to Theo, and began returning the papers to the storage compartment. He fastened the covering and squirmed out of the truck. Theo shut the barn doors as quietly as he could. He hit the phone icon and tapped blindly at the recent calls, trying to get John-Henry or Aniya or anybody.

“If I tell you to run,” he said. And then he couldn’t say anything else except, “Please, Auggie.”

The sheriff trudged toward them. The pistol hung at his side, an extension of all that cut-out darkness. Behind him, Lender looked like a squashed spider on the hood of his sedan. The squirrelly detective wasn’t moving.

“All right,” the sheriff said. He was panting again. His eyes, when they caught the light, were excited. “You boys are going to have to do a bit of work, and then we’re all going to take a ride.”

Theo opened his mouth to say run. Tackle the sheriff, he told himself. You’ll both go into the drainage ditch. Please, God, let Auggie run. Don’t let him be stupid and try to help.

Then a tinny voice came from the speaker on Theo’s phone.

“Hello? Hello, Theo? Are you there?”

The sheriff reared back. His hand flexed around the pistol’s grip.

For a moment, Theo stared into the dark hollows of the sheriff’s eyes. Then, slowly, he brought the phone up. “Con. Hey. Hi, Con. Yeah, just—just talking to the sheriff, actually.”

Darkness made marionettes of the sheriff’s eyes and mouth. The pistol came up, the muzzle an abyss.

“What happened?” Connie Moore asked. “The sheriff? What’s going on? You’re still coming tonight, right?”

Theo stared into the sheriff’s eyes. “I’ll be there. Nine o’clock, right? See you in a few minutes.”

“I don’t understand. Why did you call—”

“Everything’s fine, Con.” The sheriff’s dark eyes were like soapstone, and Theo asked quietly, “Isn’t it?”

Down the road, a breeze stirred a hackberry, its witch’s brooms sweeping the stars, its winter berries glinting in the headlights like jewel-drops of blood. Something dark fluttered, weighted a branch, steadied it. A waxwing, Theo thought. Or maybe it was too late at night for a waxwing.

The sheriff tossed something on the ground: Auggie’s license and registration. Then the keys and phone followed, jangling when they hit the broken shoulder.

“Boys,” the sheriff said, “do I have to tell you?”

Auggie shook his head. “We didn’t see anything.”

The sheriff grunted. He walked around the truck. Then he stopped, lit up by the headlights like kliegs. “You got a freebie tonight, boys. Be smart about it. Otherwise, I’ll see you again real soon.”
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They drove in silence, away from the tableau of light and idling engines and the sweet, invisible pools of exhaust, and after half a mile, Auggie started shaking.

“Pull over,” Theo said.

Auggie managed a stuttering shake of his head and waved at the clock in the dash. “You’ll be late.”

“I don’t care if we’re late; pull over.”

But Auggie kept driving.

“You did really good, Auggie,” Theo said, rubbing his back, squeezing the nape of his neck. “You did so good. I froze, and you held it together and got us out of there.”

“I didn’t get us out of there.” A wet laugh tore out of Auggie. “I didn’t do anything. I sat there while he busted your nose and tried to break your hand and I just—I just acted like a kid, screaming for him to stop. I didn’t do anything. You butt-dialed your dead husband’s dad; that’s how we got out of there. That’s like—I don’t even know what that’s like. My brain officially doesn’t work anymore.”

“You were amazing tonight,” Theo said in that same low, even voice—soothing, almost hypnotic. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over the stiff bristles of Auggie’s fade. “You were fucking fantastic.”

Another of those wet-paper-bag laughs tore open inside Auggie, but as usual, praise from Theo had its typical effect, and the adrenaline began to cook itself off. After another half mile, Auggie sat up a little straighter. And when they turned into the Moores’ subdivision, he didn’t feel like he was falling to pieces. Well, not as much, anyway.

The Moores lived in a ranch, but it was the kind of low, long building that had been designed and built so that you couldn’t help but understand that, single story or not, it had been expensive: the cedar shake roof, the board-and-batten siding, the garage projecting off one side at a dramatic angle. The exterior lights were off, and the little porch made a patch of deeper darkness like a mouth.

When Auggie eased the Malibu to a stop, he glanced over at Theo and said, “Oh Theo. Holy shit.”

“Bad?” Theo asked. He raised fingers to his face, probing lightly. “I seriously don’t think it’s broken.”

“Broken? Who cares if it’s broken?”

“Well, I care—”

“You’re covered in blood. Oh my God. Oh my God!”

“It’s fine, Auggie. Their son was a police officer; they’ll either be able to handle it, or they won’t.”

“Ok, but we’re not here to do a tax audit. We’re here because we want them to share custody of their granddaughter. Good fucks, this is such a fucking mess. Hold on.” Auggie wriggled out of the flannel he was wearing, and then he dragged off his tee. He glanced at Theo and then draped the garments across his lap and stretched for the glove box.

“We’ve had many conversations over the years about when and where it is appropriate to get naked, Auggie.”

“Hardy har, Dad.” It took a second, but Auggie found a wad of Frozen King napkins under the Malibu’s owner’s manual. For lack of a bottle of water—or anything else—he spat on one of the napkins and said, “Come over here.”

“What are you, my grandma?”

Auggie swiped with the napkin, and Theo winced and pulled away. Grabbing Theo by the jaw, Auggie went back to work, cleaning up the blood crusting Theo’s cheeks and chin. By some miracle, Theo didn’t have any visible injuries, although Auggie guessed that tomorrow, there’d be some spectacular bruising and swelling. And, of course, the beard helped. After a minute or two—and a napkin or two—of scrubbing, Auggie thought Theo could pass for normal. Then he revised that thought: if you didn’t look too deeply into his eyes.

“I’m going to remind you of that the next time my dick’s inside you.”

Theo choked on some stray spit.

“You need to smile,” Auggie said. He curved his lips; maybe a demonstration would help. “It’s a miracle they’re willing to meet with us at all, and this might be our one chance to convince them that the best thing for Lana is for them to transfer custody to you and let you take care of her.”

“I know that.”

“Good. That means smiling, Theo.” Auggie smoothed back the bro flow of strawberry-blond hair with both hands. “I know tonight was hard. I know you’re exhausted and emotionally drained. But for the next hour or so, you’ve got to be the Theo I know, the one who is perfect with Lana.”

Theo looked away. Then, for a long moment, he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were wet, and he said, “It was a bad night for you too. If you don’t want to do this—”

“I want to do this. We’re going to do this. We’re going to knock their socks off. Plus, I told you: people like me.”

Theo coughed into the crook of his elbow, and it sounded like, “Not everybody.”

Auggie decided to ignore it. He did however, pitch his flannel and shirt in Theo’s face. The clothes swap wasn’t perfect—Auggie’s shirt was definitely too small, and although Theo was able to squeeze into it—and, Auggie made a mental note, still had the body for it—it didn’t exactly look, well, right. The flannel helped. Some.

“This isn’t going to work,” Theo said, sticking his arms out Frankenstein style to expose the too-short sleeves.

“It’s going to be fine.” Auggie cuffed the sleeves. “There. That’s how the kids wear them.”

“I look like I’m about to be in a lumberjack wet t-shirt contest.”

“There’s an idea.”

“I’ll reschedule—”

“Theo, if you reschedule, they might never do this again.” Auggie took Theo’s sweatshirt and turned it inside out— the bloodstains hadn’t seeped through, and wrestlers wore their sweatshirts inside out sometimes. He’d seen Orlando and some of his teammates pull off the look, and if the Moores were going to wrinkle their noses, better at him than at Theo. Auggie pulled on the sweatshirt. He was swimming in it because, of course, Theo was bigger and, on top of that, Theo liked his sweatshirts loose. Auggie pushed up the sleeves. It still looked too big on him, but a quick glance in the mirror suggested hipster dumpster-diving instead of murderous-sheriff-cover-up. “Ok, we’re ready.”

But Theo still didn’t move.

“We’re ready?” Auggie asked.

Theo nodded. Then, in a voice that Auggie couldn’t untangle from the shadows, “Thank you.”

They walked up to the darkened porch. Auggie took Theo’s hand, and Theo gripped him back for the last five yards. He let go as they stepped up from the walk, and he knocked on the door, and they stood there, the street silent behind them, the hiss of blood running through Auggie’s ears. Then steps moved on the other side of the door, and a moment later, it opened, shedding snakeskin light across them.

The man who stood there had wire-rimmed glasses and iron-gray hair barely long enough for its crisp part. Even at this hour, he wore a windowpane button-down and belted khakis and gold-toe socks. He was thin in a way that suggested grim resolve and lots of running and probably never murdering a full bag of Doritos in one sitting.

“Good evening, Theo.”

“Hi, Con. How are you? This is Auggie.”

Connie Moore shook Auggie’s hand. It was hard to tell what his eyes were doing behind the glasses. Nothing so obvious as fainting or pressing a hand to his chest. He didn’t even say, Why, he’s so young!

He did, however, glance past them and ask, “What happened to your car?”

“Someone tried to pass us,” Theo said, “and didn’t quite understand the whole part about passing. That’s why we’re a few minutes late—sorry again about the phone call.”

“You’re all right?”

“We’re fine, thanks.”

Connie stepped aside, and Theo went into the house, Auggie following. He led them past the kitchen on their left and a hallway on their right. The wallpaper had a geometric pattern in primary colors, with a nicotine patina that was even more visible because of the unfaded squares and rectangles where pictures must have hung until recently. Moving boxes lined the walls up to the chair rail. They stopped in what would have been the living room, a wall of windows looking out onto the night, gold drapes puddling next to the glass. Connie directed them to a pair of chairs with dusty blue slipcovers and scrolled arms. In the background, a voice was repeating, “You are strong. You are beautiful. You are brave.”

“Annette’s listening to her tapes,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

As his steps faded, Auggie whispered, “I guess they’re still moving.”

Theo nodded. His eyes roved the room, and Auggie wondered what he was seeing.

When the steps came back toward them, they were different: heels clicking against the floorboards. Annette Moore wore her hair in a platinum shag, and like her husband, she seemed to have made no concessions to the hour—she still wore a cardigan and a blouse with lace at the neck and high-waisted trousers. Her earrings looked like clip-ons, and Auggie guessed they had to be killing her by now. She wasn’t wearing pearls, but Auggie had a hard time convincing himself that wasn’t a fluke. She glanced at Auggie, and her gaze lingered on Theo, taking in the clothes. She was too well bred to sneer.

Connie and Annette sat on a sofa shrouded in a matching blue slipcover. They held hands. They looked like they could have been in an AARP ad, and the part of Auggie that understood people in a way he couldn’t always put into words, that part of him suggested maybe this was the whole problem. How? Auggie tried to shape the plan in his head. How do I make this turn out all right?

“Thank you for meeting with me,” Theo said. He looked at them and then looked down.

No, Auggie thought, that’s wrong. Head up.

“I’m sorry for the way things have gone,” Theo continued. “I hope you know I wouldn’t have resorted to a lawyer if I felt like I had any other option. I know we all love Lana, and we all want what’s best for her. If you move—”

“We are moving, Theo,” Annette said.

In a softer tone, Connie said, “That’s not a question, Theo. It’s taken us longer to arrange…everything than we would have liked, but it’s happening.”

“And we’re taking Lana with us,” Annette said.

Theo swung his head up. “I don’t understand. I thought that’s why we were meeting—”

No, Auggie thought. It was that part of him that instinctively knew what people wanted and how to give it to them. No, not like that.

“Theo—” Connie shifted on the sofa, the slipcover twisting under him. “It’s time for some tough talk. We understand that you care for Lana.”

“You have more than done your duty,” Annette said, her tone losing some of its edge, “which is admirable, considering the nature of your relationship. But that’s not enough.”

“No,” Connie said with a sigh. “It’s not.”

“She’s our granddaughter. She’s our blood. She’s coming with us.”

Something fluttered against the windows, the black glass making a blind, pinging noise. Theo had curled his hands into fists.

“You’re not in any position to take care of her, Theo,” Connie said. “Not legally. Pardon me for saying this, but not financially. I’m not sure what you think you stand to gain by causing such a—a ruckus. If you truly cared about Lana, you’d see this is best for her, and you’d stop all of this.”

“I won’t stand by,” Annette said in a fierce, throbbingly low voice, “so that you can make that little girl into part of your agenda.”

Connie shook his head. “Ian wouldn’t have wanted that, Theo. If you won’t do what’s right for Lana for Lana’s sake, then do it for Ian, please. He wouldn’t have wanted this for any of you.”

Theo stared at them. His jaw tightened and relaxed. His pulse fluttered in his neck, and his eyes had the blank, poleaxed look of an animal in a slaughtering chute. He doesn’t know what to say, Auggie realized. He doesn’t know what to do. Hell, he doesn’t even understand why they’re saying no.

Before Auggie knew what he was doing, he had scooted forward in the chair, and he heard himself saying, “Wouldn’t Ian have wanted Theo to take care of their daughter?”

Connie turned his head as though Auggie had slapped him. Theo craned his neck, those poleaxed eyes widening. Annette looked at Auggie as though she hadn’t seen him before.

“She’s not his daughter,” Annette said. “She’s Ian’s.”

“Annette—” Connie tried.

“No. No, I’ve gone along with this farce long enough, smiling and shaking hands and meeting his—his child-bride. No, Con, I won’t do it. She is Ian’s daughter. She’s our granddaughter. And I’ve had to sit here for months, pretending not to hear Claire and Jeannette and the rest of them laughing because of those videos, those awful videos, and pretending not to care when Bonnie calls me ‘you poor thing,’ pretending not to know about the lunches and the spa days and all of it, while they’re laughing behind their hands at us because he found a two-bit lawyer to drag our name through the mud.”

Auggie ran his hands over the scrolled arms of the chair. His fingers bumped something rough and hard. You didn’t shake my hand, he wanted to say. And you sure as hell haven’t smiled. And the jokes on you, bitch, because you can sit here holding court, and you don’t even know somebody got so bored one day they stuck a piece of gum under the arm of this chair.

The silence crackled in his ears, and he opened his mouth and managed to say, “I’m sorry.”

“Not now, Auggie,” Theo said. He sat up straighter, and he shook his head once, the way Auggie had seen him shake it after taking a punch. His gaze came to rest on the Moores. “You’re mad because the lawsuit is embarrassing? That’s what this is about?”

“Of course it’s embarrassing,” Annette said. “It’s a joke. I kept my chin up while Ian was alive. I…made allowances. Because Ian was my son. Because nothing I said or did could change his mind. But I don’t have to put up with it any longer.”

Auggie’s phone buzzed. Connie jumped at the sound, and Auggie shoved a hand into his pocket and silenced it. He opened his mouth to apologize again, but before he could get the words out, his phone began to vibrate again. He drew it out of his pocket, fumbled it, and unlocked the screen.

Wiping her eyes, Annette said, “I’m sorry, are we boring you?”

He was trying to turn it off, which was stupid—it took too long, and it was showy and unnecessary when he could have just hit the button on the side to silence it. While he was trying to turn it off, it began to vibrate again.

“Auggie,” Theo said, hands wrapped around his knees, “for the love of Christ.”

The option to power off the phone appeared on the screen, and Auggie swiped it. He couldn’t look at any of them as he shoved it back into his pocket.

“If your concern is that I can’t take care of Lana,” Theo said, the words measured like hammer blows, “then you should know that I’m in the process of getting a job. A good job. My financial situation, or however you put it, is going to look different in a few weeks.”

“Theo, a job is only part—” Connie began.

“A job interview? That’s what you have to say for yourself? You’ve got a job interview?” Annette had produced a handkerchief from somewhere, and she dabbed at her eyes. “Job interviews. My God, in your thirties, and you’ve never even had a job.”

“Theo has a job,” Auggie said. He tried to stop himself; he knew that wasn’t what this was about, and he knew he needed to stay out of it, but he couldn’t help himself. It was like he was reading a script, playing the part Annette and Connie Moore seemed to expect him to play. The role, apparently, was called child-bride, and he couldn’t step outside of it no matter what he did. “He’s worked hard his whole life—”

“Aside from the financial concerns—” Connie tried again.

Annette spoke over both of them. “You don’t have the slightest idea what you’re asking for, do you? Having a child, raising a child—whatever domestic fantasy you have, it isn’t anything like that.”

“I raised her with Ian for two years.” Theo’s chest rose and fell with his breaths. “Who do you think got up and walked her when she had colic? Who do you think took all the nighttime feedings when Ian had to go to work the next morning? Who do you think—”

“You haven’t thought about her physical needs.” Annette was shouting, a strange, frigid, almost depersonalized shout. “You haven’t thought about care. You want to go off to a job interview—well, who’s going to watch her while you’re gone? And who’s going to watch her every day while you go to work?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“I can help,” Auggie said. All eyes were on him again. “I’m good with kids, and Lana is super comfortable with me—”

Annette let out a disbelieving laugh. “Yes, I suppose you’d love that, trotting her out for your—your entertainment, so people can laugh at her on your videos.”

“I don’t—that’s not—”

“Auggie, stop talking,” Theo gritted out.

It wasn’t like a lightbulb; the realization came like sediment shifting, like something drifting deep inside Auggie was suddenly visible through water that had cleared. They needed to see how much Theo loved Lana. They just needed to see, and then they’d understand.

“Theo is such a good dad,” Auggie said, pulling out his phone and powering it on. “He—”

“His phone,” Annette said with that same amused disbelief. “You ought to have put a game on it for him, Theo.”

“Can you put your damn phone away,” Theo asked in an aside, voice grating, “for five seconds?” He waited a beat, so it would hurt more, and said, “Please?”

“Theo, I—” Auggie managed to stop there. He could see the rest of the lines written for him, how this would play out, the pettiness of it all, the tang of the Moores’ satisfaction. He had the sense of watching everything from a camera, the angle high and wide, the four of them and the black river of the glass. He could see himself, swimming in Theo’s sweatshirt like he was eight years old and playing dress-up. The first two times he tried to put his phone away, he couldn’t get it in his pocket. He stared at the boards until the seams swam in his vision.

“Young man,” Connie said, “this is family business. I wanted to meet you; I understand that you are a…part of Theo’s life now. But this is a family discussion. I think it would be best if you waited outside.”

“I’ll be quiet,” Auggie mumbled.

“Wait in the car, please, Auggie,” Theo said in a low voice.

Auggie looked up. Theo’s face wouldn’t come into focus. It had a soft, diffuse quality—silver, gold, the blue of roadside flowers.

Auggie cleared his throat, and he used the scrolled arms of the chair to push himself up. When he spoke, the words surprised him—he hadn’t meant to speak, and he didn’t recognize the ratcheted fury in his tone, didn’t understand who had tightened it down until the words barely came out.

“He’s a great dad, and he loves her, and he wants to take care of her, and that’s more than the two of you. All you ever did was stick her in a home—”

“Excuse us,” Theo said, grabbing Auggie’s arm and forcing him toward the front door. They left the living room behind them, the wall of windows, whatever moved outside in the darkness. Theo’s fingers bit into Auggie’s arm. When they reached the door, Theo released him—the movement full of energy, almost like a push.

“They’re treating you like shit.”

“I’m trying to handle this like an adult, Auggie. And sometimes being an adult means eating shit. You’re not helping.” Something snipped the tension in his voice, and he added, “I know you’re trying to, but you’re not. Wait here please.”

Theo watched him a moment longer. To see if I’m going to break down, Auggie realized. To see if he’s going to have to coddle me. Somehow, he managed to nod, and Theo squeezed his arm and returned to the living room. Auggie stood there, the house quiet except, faint in the distance, a voice saying, “You are beautiful. You are brave. You are strong.”

You are fucked, Auggie said to the mirror in the hall.

The voices in the living room made a white noise. Then, they unraveled into individual voices, Connie saying, “There’s nothing left to talk about, Theo. Withdraw the lawsuit, and we can keep things the way they are. You’ll always be welcome to visit Lana, no matter where we live, as your schedule permits. But if you press us on this, we’re going to do what’s best for Lana.”

If Theo said something, Auggie couldn’t hear it. He came back to the door, and he opened it without looking at Auggie. He went outside, and Auggie followed. In the Malibu, the vents hissed cold air until they reached the end of the subdivision. Theo turned on the radio, the college station, a girl talking about party life on campus. Hard-hitting reporting. Auggie listened to her, not really hearing the words, and thought, She sounds so young.

When they got home, Auggie parked in the garage. He killed the engine. Then the headlights. The darkness smelled like autumn leaves and road salt. Theo opened his mouth, and Auggie grabbed the door handle. He got out of the car and headed into the house.

In the kitchen, in the sudden rush of warm, yellow light, Theo caught his arm. “Auggie, I’m sorry—”

Auggie pulled free. His voice sounded like it was coming over dead airwaves. Like that radio girl, he thought. And then: I must sound young too.

“Don’t touch me.” He took a step back and held up a hand. “You know what, Theo? I meant what I said. You’re an amazing dad. But you are a super shitty boyfriend sometimes.”
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The next morning, Auggie looked at the pictures he had taken on his phone, the ones of the documents he’d found hidden in the Suburban’s storage compartment. It was easier to look at those, to convince himself he was doing something productive, than to deal with the emotional aftermath of the previous night.

He had slept on the couch, ignoring Theo’s attempts first to talk, then to coax Auggie into taking the bed and letting him sleep on the couch, and then, at the end, to apologize again—apologies that trailed off into fractured silences. The morning had been colored by a hundred different shadings of silence: the silence of Theo passing through the living room, the silence of Theo in the shower, the silence of Theo making peanut butter toast in the kitchen—the loudest, raspiest silence yet. The silence of Theo in the basement, buried alive with the dead husband who was there, everywhere, every time Auggie turned around.

Easier, definitely, to focus on the pictures.

Even though the light had been bad and the job had been rushed, the images were clear enough for Auggie to make out a surprising amount of information. Auggie’s first thought, upon seeing the documents and the cash, had been that the sheriff was extorting money, or possibly receiving kickbacks, from the lab. But as Auggie worked his way through the documents, it became clear that the situation was much more complicated.

Several careful readings of the documents—what he could read, anyway, in the imperfect photos—suggested that the lab was keeping two sets of accounting records as part of a scheme to invoice Medicaid and, less often, other government agencies, for drug tests performed. Most of those tests, from what Auggie could tell, were never actually done. The names of parolees, which Auggie recognized from the paperwork in Scott Lochridge’s work bag, appeared over and over again, sometimes getting “tested” four or five times a week.

Two things, at least, were clear. The first was that the sheriff was involved in the lab’s fraud and embezzlement somehow. Instead of the police responding to the lab tech’s call, a sheriff’s deputy had pulled Auggie and Theo over—that told Auggie that someone, probably Flo, had called the sheriff directly. Then, the sheriff had gone to the lab to recover incriminating paperwork and, of course, any loose cash. The second was that, somehow, Scott had also been involved. He had directed his parolees to use the mobile lab exclusively, and Auggie could theorize why. Not only would it explain how Scott had accumulated so much cash—which he had been forced to hide in his house for the simple reason that he couldn’t deposit it in a bank without explaining where it had come from—but it also explained another of the levers that Scott used to control his parolees. Whatever influence he’d had at the lab must have made it much easier for him to manipulate drug tests, among other things, giving him another way to violate parolees who defied him. The dealer’s frightened reaction made Auggie suspect it was even more than that; working together, Scott and the sheriff must have also had control of the drug trafficking that went on outside the mobile lab, and it would have been relatively straightforward to use the lab to launder the dirty money. Although clearly, considering the amounts of cash that Scott and the sheriff had been holding, they couldn’t launder it quickly enough.

As Auggie considered the discovery, he realized it might explain something else—something darker. Theo had identified at least one of the men who had searched Scott’s house as a sheriff’s deputy. They’d been looking for something, and the most obvious answer was the money. And the sheriff had seemed determined—or maybe desperate—to shut down their investigation into Scott’s death. So many murders were about money, and the mobile lab was churning out cash.

The next part was going to be painful; Auggie didn’t know what to do with the conclusions he’d drawn, but he knew Theo would. But that would involve talking to Theo. So, instead, he burrowed into the blanket, turned on the TV, and considered buying all the Home Shopping lady’s crystals because, according to her, they had healing energy.

He was trying to figure exactly how many pieces of rose quartz he would have to buy to trigger a fight with Fer—because, right then, a fight with Fer sounded blissfully normal, even easy, compared to everything else—when his phone buzzed.

“Auggie, my man.” The voice belonged to Duane, the agent Auggie had finally agreed to sign with after the success he’d had with the #saveTheo campaign. “How’s my star?”

“Hey Duane. You know, just, working.” They’d talked about Auggie doing more content featuring himself again—more of the humor, maybe more pranks. Duane really wanted pranks. But in the chaos since Thanksgiving, Auggie had almost forgotten. “Got some great stuff I’m brainstorming, and, you know still catching up from life stuff—”

“Right, right. Great, man. Glad to hear it. Listen, you know I love you, you know I want to chat, but I’ve got something time sensitive for you. We can’t sit on our dicks with this one.”

“Uh, ok. Cool. What is it, like, a sponsored post? If they want custom content, I’m totally flexible—”

“My man, have you ever heard of the Vibe Check?”

Auggie sat up, the blanket falling to his lap. “Yeah. You’re talking about the influencer collaborative, right? They all live in that mansion in LA, and they do all that cross-promoted content.”

“That’s it. Brennan, from Brennan and Kody, just checked into rehab. My man, they want you.”

The lady on TV was still trying to get Auggie to buy her crystals. He jammed buttons on the remote, trying to turn it off. Instead, somehow, it ended up on the news. He gave up on the remote. The first intelligent thing that came out was, “You’re shitting me.”

“Nope.” He could hear Duane’s grin—they’d Facetimed a few times, and Auggie had googled the hell out of the man, and he could visualize the incandescent veneers. “They want aplolz. They want sweet.”

“I can be sweet.”

“I know you can. I told them you can. I sold the hell out of you, my man.”

“Holy shit.”

Duane laughed.

“But, this is, like, for real?”

“It’s legit.”

This time, he dragged out the words: “Holy shit.”

“They want an answer today.”

“Today?”

“Tomorrow morning at the latest. And they want you out there by the end of next week.”

“But, I mean—” The list jumbled in his head: Theo, and school, and Fer, and Chuy, and Orlando, and graduation, and—and Theo.

“Is that going to be a problem?”

“I can withdraw from my classes. I only need one more to graduate, and they offer it over the summer. My brother will be pissed, but I can defer and still graduate in August.”

“My man, we are making you a star. That’s a yes, yeah?”

“I’ve got to talk to my boyfriend.”

“Your boyfriend? Auggie, do you know the kind of ass you’re going to get?”

“Duane!”

“Ok, ok. You’re loyal. That’s great, that’s going to play great. Look, I was joking. Talk to your boyfriend. Is that going to be a problem?”

Auggie hesitated. “I’ll call you back.”

“Ticking clock, my man. They want to know ASAP.”

“I’ll call you right back.”

Auggie disconnected. He kicked his way free of the blanket, stumbled to the basement stairs, started to turn back to click off the TV, then immediately gave up and started for the stairs again. He had to grab the handrail as he went down the wooden steps; his legs felt spongy. He won’t like it, Auggie thought as he started down. He’s going to make a face. You have to explain it so he’ll understand, and then he’ll do that thing where he dads out and is, like, unbearably proud of you. You have to help him understand that it’ll be a few months, tops, and then you’ll be back together.

Theo sat on a steamer trunk, wearing one of his old Blues sweatshirts and a pair of joggers Auggie had picked out for him. His legs bracketed an open cardboard box, and Theo was pawing through what looked like photos. His head came up, and his eyes found Auggie, and he shut the cardboard flaps and sat up straight.

Auggie stopped at the bottom of the steps, a good ten feet separating them, and scratched the back of his calf with his foot. He folded his arms. He tried to smile, and it fell right off his face.

“Hey,” Theo said, eyebrows arched cautiously, face guarded.

“Can we talk?”

“Of course. I’m almost done with this box. Can I come up in a few minutes?”

“It’s kind of a right now thing.”

“Ok, let’s go upstairs.”

“No, we don’t have to—I mean, we can talk here.”

“No, it’s ok. I’ll come back later and finish this.”

Auggie started up the stairs. He still had his arms folded. His shoulders curved in. I’m scurrying, he thought. Like a mouse.

In the kitchen, he went straight to the refrigerator and took out two of the Christmas ales. He opened them over the sink. A little of the ale foamed over his fingers, cold, with a burst of cinnamon and ginger and honey. When he heard Theo’s steps behind him, he turned and held out one of the bottles.

“Five to eleven,” Theo said, glancing at the clock on the oven as he took the beer. “Are you breaking up with me?”

That jolted a laugh out of Auggie. “What? No. God, I’d make a huge production out of it. In public. You’d never be able to show your face in this town again.”

“Uh, good?”

“Duane called. That’s my agent, I told you about him. And, Theo, it’s—it still doesn’t feel real. This is, like, a huge opportunity.” And then it all came spilling out, and there were so many parts to it that Auggie interrupted himself and talked over himself and made a hash of the whole thing, while Theo nodded and smiled and pushed back his hair. “So, um,” Auggie finished—which was not exactly the high note he had hoped to end on. He scratched the back of his calf again. He focused on the mouth of the bottle, bumping his thumb over the ridges. “What do you think?”

Theo was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I am so proud of you, Auggie. That’s amazing!”

Auggie had watched the sun go down over the ocean too many times to count, the tight coal of the sun dropping behind the water. He had wondered what it would look like in reverse—not a sunrise, as Fer had, annoyingly, said with a laugh when Auggie asked once. Sunset and sunrise were different: different colors, different energies. Hotter, brighter. Fierce. This—every time with Theo, since the beginning—was like that: something fiery and dense with its own gravity rising in his chest, sending a full-body flush through him.

“I am so proud of you,” Theo said again. He set down the beer and hugged Auggie. He kissed his cheek. Then he kissed him again, his lips on Auggie’s, the warmth of cinnamon and ginger, and then he kissed him again, the tip of his tongue promising more. “This is incredible. This is fantastic, Auggie. Oh my God!”

Auggie rested his head on Theo’s shoulder, enjoying the rough scratch of Theo’s beard on the side of his neck. “They want me to be out there next week. I’d have to withdraw. I can graduate this summer. I only need one more class; the rest are to fill out the semester.”

“Next week?”

“It’d only be for a few months. That we’d be apart, I mean. Then you could move out there. Or I could—I mean, we could see if they renew my contract. And I can come back on the weekends, and maybe you could come out a few times.” He felt Theo readying himself to speak, and he hurried to add, “When your campus visits are over, of course. I mean, I know that stuff comes first.”

“Auggie,” Theo said, laughing quietly. He kissed the side of Auggie’s head. “Oh my God.”

“Would that be ok?”

“This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Auggie.”

“But, I mean—” Auggie wriggled to get some space, and he looked up. “What do you want me to do?”

“This isn’t about what I want.”

“Ok, what do you think I should do?”

“I think you should do what’s best for you.”

Auggie wriggled back a little more. He tried to meet Theo’s eyes, but it was strangely difficult—Theo seemed to be looking at a spot over Auggie’s head. “What’s best for me?”

“And your career, I mean.”

“And my career.” Auggie stepped back again, breaking Theo’s embrace. “What does that mean?”

Theo was still looking at that spot over his head. He offered what Auggie thought of as a Disneyland smile. Animatronic, a dull, aching part of him thought. That’s the word for it.

“What does that mean?” Auggie asked again. The Disneyland smile unflexed. “Does that mean if I leave that we’re going to keep dating? Not keep dating? Do I have to wait and see?”

“Where is this coming from? This is exciting, Auggie. This is great news. We’re not even talking about us—”

“No, of course not. We’re never talking about us. Hey, Theo, I’m going to live on the moon for the next forty years. Oh my God, Auggie, that’s great. Let me dad out. I’m so proud of you.”

Theo scratched his beard. He made a sound in his throat like a catch being released. “This is an amazing opportunity, Auggie. You deserve this. You’ve worked so hard for it. Let’s be happy about it.”

“How can we not be talking about us right now? Can you help me understand that?” Auggie’s voice sounded phlegmy. “This is our future. We’re talking about our future. Of course it’s about us—that’s the only thing we could possibly be talking about.”

“I don’t know what happened, but this is a happy thing. Let’s just be happy about it, and everything else—”

“I swear to God, if you say, ‘we’ll figure it out later,’ or ‘let’s not worry about it yet,’ or anything like that, I’m going to scream.”

Theo offered that weirdly disconnected smile again. He shrugged.

“What if it’s nine months, Theo?”

Silence percolated through the kitchen.

“What if it’s for a year?”

Hands on hips, Theo looked away.

“How about permanently, Theo? Does that work for you? If I move away permanently? Would we have to talk about us then?”

“I’m not in the mood to be yelled at, Auggie.”

“Yeah? Well, I’m not in the mood to put up with your condescending, patronizing, dismissive bullshit.”

For the first time, Theo’s volume rose a notch. “What is going on?”

“What are we doing? You made it clear last night that I’m not family. And now I’m figuring out you don’t care if I leave. I mean, am I, what, a placeholder? Just somebody you felt safe fucking because you knew I’d be gone after I graduated, and that meant I could never really get between you and Ian?”

Auggie hated himself as soon as the words got away from him, but it was also strangely empowering to say them out loud, all the fears dragged out into the light, the sudden overpowering urge to take the box of matches to the basement and start striking.

“I’m done with this conversation,” Theo said. He turned toward the basement.

“You’re done. Great. Really great. Why did I think this would be any different when your whole plan has always been to wait for me to leave so you can end things?”

Theo spun back, and Auggie retreated at the look on his face, the oven door clanging when his ass hit it, beer slopping from the bottle he was clutching.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Theo said. His voice was sandpaper and grit and a gravel hardness Auggie didn’t remember hearing before.

“I know every time I bring up the future, you get up and go in the other room, or you act like you didn’t hear me, or you tell me not to worry about it. Well, too late, Theo. The future is here. I’m three months away from graduation; I’ve got to do something with my life after college, but every time I try to talk to you about what’s next—”

“I don’t have a future, Auggie. Don’t you get that? How have you not gotten that through your—” He stopped, and his whole face was red. His hands must have been shaking because when he set down the Christmas ale, the glass skittered against the countertop. “—through your head?”

“What do you mean, you don’t have a future?”

“This is my future. This, right here—this house, this town, this life. Forever.”

Auggie tried to laugh. He shifted his weight, and underfoot, he felt the crumbs that Theo had asked him to sweep up. “That doesn’t make any sense. You’re going to get a job, you’re going to—”

“I’m not going to get a job, Auggie. I’m going for a few campus visits. And then they’ll end up hiring the candidate who has a PhD from Yale and four publications.”

“I don’t understand. If you’re, I don’t know, feeling pessimistic about a job, that’s ok. We can figure out—”

“It’s not the job. It’s everything. It’s all the debt. It’s Lana. It’s the reality that if Con and Annette drag her to Florida, I’m going to move to fucking Florida. Because what am I supposed to do, Auggie? It’s my fault, what happened to her. It’s my fault Ian is dead. I’m supposed to let them take her and pretend it’s ok that I visit twice a year and take her a stuffed animal? I’m going to get some shit job doing shit work in some shit town because my life has been this string of fuck-ups. That’s what I mean. This, what you see right here, this is my future, ok?”

Auggie set down his beer. It clinked and started to topple, but he caught it at the last moment. Shaking his head, he took a step toward the living room.

“No,” Theo said, grabbing his arm. “You started this. You don’t get to walk away.”

“What you’re saying—” Auggie stopped, wrestling with the flood, and lost. He wiped his cheeks and tried to make his words clear as he said, “It doesn’t have to be like that, Theo. We can figure things out. Lana, I mean, and a job you like, and the money—”

“No. We can’t. Life isn’t—it isn’t this endless series of opportunities, Auggie. You don’t see that yet, but it isn’t. You get one shot, maybe two. I fucked up mine.”

“If you felt that way—” Tears choked Auggie. He couldn’t frame the rest of it the way he wanted; all that came out was a broken, “I love you. Why did you let that happen?”

Theo sighed. His hand loosened on Auggie’s arm. Then it fell away completely. “Because I’m selfish. Because I was too selfish to say no. You have no idea, Auggie. You’re so happy. You’re so…so full of life. You’re so beautiful, and smart, and brave, and strong. And I thought—” He stopped. “I don’t know what I thought, but I was wrong. I want you to be happy. You have your whole life ahead of you. You have so much potential. I’m sorry that I—that I let things go as far as I did. That wasn’t fair of me; I shouldn’t have done that.”

Auggie wiped his eyes, but it didn’t help. He took a blind step in the direction of what he thought was the living room.

“You’ve got a great life ahead of you,” Theo said, coming after him. “That’s what I want for you. That’s what will make me happy.”

Before Auggie could think about what he was doing, he turned, and he slapped Theo. The blow rocked Theo’s head to the side; red bloomed on his cheek, and the sting lingered in Auggie’s hand. He shook out his fingers, but it didn’t help—the shock of it ran straight up his arm like he’d cracked his funny bone.

“Don’t,” Auggie said. The word was so mangled it didn’t sound human. He cleared his throat. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

Theo rubbed his cheek, staring at the floor.

“You are a coward,” Auggie said. Then he turned and started for the stairs.

The words from the news broadcast on the television penetrated the fog only distantly at first. Then they caught up with the front part of Auggie’s brain.

“—Cartwright’s escape from the Dore County jail happened between midnight and two in the morning. Officials deny that Cartwright had assistance, but off the record, several sources insist that Cartwright’s service on the police force doubtless played a part in securing his escape. Now Cartwright is the prime suspect in the murder of Lyn Dietz, a local man known for his decades of work with people recovering from substance abuse.” A picture of Lyn flashed on the screen; he was in his biker cut, as usual, with a faded Star Wars tee. Then it cut back to the young black woman reporting from outside the jail. “The similarities to the murder of Scott Lochridge, whom Cartwright is accused of killing, suggest that Cartwright followed the same pattern of preying on someone who was willing to help him.”

“Christ,” Theo said. His hand had come to a stop, still pressed against his cheek, as he stared at the screen. “What the fuck?”

Auggie left him there and climbed the steps to pack a bag.
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He went to Orlando’s apartment, and by the time Orlando answered the door, Auggie was crying so hard he couldn’t talk.

“Oh, Augs,” Orlando said, crushing him in a hug. “Come on.”

He spent a sleepless night on the couch, hyperalert, jolting upright every time the wind picked up, every time tires whirred on the pavement, every time steps announced someone coming home late. And then, when dawn came into the apartment, relentlessly giving everything form and line and substance, he realized that this time was different. This time, Theo wasn’t coming after him because this was what Theo wanted.

Somehow, he stumbled through his classes for the day. He thought about going to Liversedge. He thought, with sleep-deprived unreality, of what he had said the day before about making a scene. He was halfway to Liversedge before another part of him thought maybe this was a test, and a third part of him thought he was being an idiot. He ended up sitting on a bench, his breath steaming in the January light, while normal, ordinary, happy people crisscrossed the quad around him.

Fer called when he was getting back to Orlando’s place.

“Are you safe?” Fer asked.

“Oh my God.” Auggie got tangled in his scarf; for a single instant, he thought Theo would help him out of it, and then he remembered. It didn’t hurt, remembering, as much as he’d thought. “He called you?”

“Where did you sleep last night?”

“In a long-haul trucker’s cab. I’m swinging on knobs from sea to shining sea.”

“Augustus, I am not fucking around.”

“Do you realize how—how fucking emasculating that is? No, how fucking condescending? Fuck him. Fuck his macho bullshit.”

Fer’s breathing suggested a limit to his patience.

“I’m serious, Fer,” Auggie said as he finally got the scarf free. “This is classic Theo, calling my big brother so the adults can talk about me. Fuck him. Fuck him, fuck his stupid fucking face off, and fuck him again.”

“Are you done?”

The apartment was empty and silent. Auggie dropped onto the sofa. He saw that, of all things, Orlando and Ethan had kept the SLUTS WELCOME sign from their apartment last year and, sometime since, someone had changed the middle finger into a dick.

“What’d he say?”

“He said his piece.” Fer sounded tired. “Are you going to answer my question?”

“Orlando and Ethan are letting me stay for a few days. I—I think I’m leaving. Wahredua, I mean. I got this opportunity.”

“He told me. Fina-fucking-lly, Augustus. Now I don’t have to worry that you’re going to pay off your fucking student loans tricking for glory-hole quarters.”

Auggie covered his face with one hand; in spite of himself, he smiled, if only for a moment. “What else did he say?”

“He’s worried about you.”

“Ha.”

Something brushed the phone’s receiver—Fer’s finger, maybe, or his chin as he adjusted it against his shoulder. “He didn’t sound good. If you want my opinion—”

“I don’t.”

“—he’s a fucking wreck.” Fer hesitated. “He told me what he told you.”

“And?”

“He’s not wrong.”

“Goodbye, Fer.”

“I’m your brother, and because I’ve got nothing better to do, I love you, and you don’t understand. He’s trying to do the right thing—”

Auggie disconnected, and Fer didn’t call back.

The first week was a blur. Orlando and Ethan hadn’t said anything about a timeline, but Auggie knew he was cramping their style—Orlando had a boyfriend and girlfriend, and they were over all the time, and although none of them was rude enough to point out that Auggie had taken over the living room, Auggie picked up on the hints of disrupted routine and minor annoyance. Ethan was gone most of the time—his girlfriend had her own place, which meant he practically lived there, and both Orlando and Ethan suggested that Auggie take Ethan’s room. But Auggie couldn’t. That felt too much like giving up, letting himself sink beneath the waves of his despair. So, for a week he cried in the bathroom and went through roll after roll of toilet paper as improvised tissue, and when he left the bathroom, he smiled and laughed and joked until night, when he curled up on the sofa and felt like someone was going through his intestines with a razor blade.

He caught a flight to LA the next week, and he took an Uber to the Vibe Check, which was a sprawling, Spanish-style mansion of white stucco and red-tile roof. Moxie was a white girl who did fashion and makeup and wore a lot of jumpsuits with plunging necklines and, visibly, no bras. Hanes was a white boy with perfect teeth and perfect blond curls and the kind of toned, twinky body that made him eye candy for about eighty percent of the human race. And Zayn was brown, his skin a little darker than Auggie’s, with a perfectly gelled quiff and a ridiculously attractive smile—both his parents, he told Auggie within five minutes of meeting him, were Bollywood stars.

The first few days were rough. Moxie was mad that Auggie didn’t want to collaborate on her makeup videos; her main question—screeched through the phone to her agent—seemed to be, “What kind of gay did you get me?” And Auggie’s first collaboration with Hanes didn’t go much better; they tried this dumb bit where they were wrestling around on a floating pool chaise, and although it was definitely one-note, it was pretty fun. Until, that is, they were reviewing the footage in Hanes’s room, and he said, “Nah, bro, this is way too gay.” Then he pulled down his swim trunks, exposing a skinny pink prick, and said, “Want to suck me off?

“They want safe gay,” Zayn said when he cornered Auggie in the kitchen at the end of the first week. “Makeup is fine. Can you go camp?”

“Um.”

“But nothing too sexual. You lose people fast if it gets sexual. How are your nipples?”

“Fine, I guess?”

“Let me see them; you might be able to use them.”

To head that off, Auggie said, “Duane, I mean, my agent, he wants me to do some pranks. If you wanted to get in on that—”

“Pranks are my thing, man.”

“Right, I was thinking—”

“You can do whatever you want, but no pranks. I do pranks.” Zayn flashed that magnificent smile. “You should do some of that cute stuff you used to do. Wasn’t there one where you all traded shirts?”

On general principle, Auggie refused to do the shirt one—he’d done it twice with Logan and Devin, and even though both times it had been super successful, the whole point of this was to launch himself into something new. He spent another week pitching ideas to Zayn and Moxie and Hanes. What if you try to help me on a dating app like Prowler, and you end up matching on accident? What if we do, like, a first dates for gays versus first dates for straights? What if I bring somebody home, and you guys all get super bro crushes on him?

No, no, no.

The closest he came was with Moxie, who agreed that it might be fun for her to critique his Prowler profile—which was, actually, a work in progress. But she didn’t show up when they were supposed to shoot it, and when Auggie tracked her down, she was with her friends.

“Yeah,” she said, “um, no. Thanks.”

His second weekend, he tried Prowler for real. His face was hot, and he felt a mixture of guilt and embarrassment as he set up a profile on the dating app. He was in LA, and even filtering out all the automatic no’s—I want you to sit on my face didn’t exactly work as an opening line, at least, not for Auggie, but neither did, Hi, I would love to take you on a date but I have to ask first if my grandma can drive—there were a lot of available guys. A lot of hot available guys. Guys his age. Older guys. Not that they had to be older. Not that they had to be blond.

After a few days of messaging with a guy named Laredo, who was dark and tall and a year younger than Auggie—and, based on his pictures, had a perfect body with zero tan lines—Auggie asked to meet for a drink. He blew his first Vibe Check paycheck on new clothes. He spent two hours getting ready. He sent pictures to Fer, who helpfully (and exclusively) responded with eggplant and pig emojis and, occasionally, the one that was supposed to look like drops of water. Auggie got to the wine bar fifteen minutes early, which he blamed on Uber, and he didn’t know if he should get a table or wait at the bar or what, so instead he lingered by the door until he suddenly had to pee, bad. When he came out of the restroom, he waited five minutes. The hostess asked—politely but firmly—if he wanted a seat, so Auggie took a stool at the bar. After ten minutes, he ordered a glass of wine—he didn’t even know what he ordered.

An hour after Laredo was supposed to show up, Auggie got a message on Prowler: sorry u r too short, didn’t want to waste your time.

Didn’t want to waste my time, Auggie thought, and drained his glass of wine.

After that, he threw himself into his work. He toned down the gay. He tried to keep up with his homework at night—thank God for online course management software—but mostly, he worked. He did a video about dating apps—in general, not Prowler—and hit six figures all by himself. Then Hanes wanted to do the first dates one, and they did—but they left out the gay stuff. They hit high six figures. Auggie came up with the idea for the cannonball contest; the gag in the video was that, no matter how they coached him, no matter how hard they tried to show him, he couldn’t do a cannonball. Every single jump, he belly-flopped. Hard. They hit seven figures on the first day, and it kept climbing.

At Duane’s recommendation, he started trying different hair products, different skincare routines. He weighed himself every morning. He caught himself trying smiles in the mirror, cataloguing them, filing them away for the right moment in the right video. He woke, once, craving Doritos in the middle of the night, but by morning, he’d remembered he was off carbs.

He was checking himself in the mirror a few days later, on his birthday, trying to decide if his right side was better than his left, when he heard a part of his brain say, Hello, cardboard Auggie. It sounded a lot like Theo.

For his birthday post, Auggie went with his right side. Messages flooded in from friends, from fans, even from Fer—although it was typical Fer: Happy birthday, dick-lick. Don’t spend all night sucking the chrome off tailpipes. I’m not paying for braces again. Just in case, Auggie kept his phone with him. At least a hundred different times that day, he thought it buzzed, but when he checked it, there was nothing there. More notifications from Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat. So much nothing.

That night, Auggie forgot about carbs and got smashed on shots of Jose Cuervo. He bar-hopped with Hanes and Zayn and Moxie until he started to brown out, and then they went back to the mansion and drank more. Then Moxie and Zayn weren’t there anymore, and somehow he was in bed, Hanes’s pink mouth on his neck, on his jaw, on his lips. He felt like he was sliding down a long, dark hole, and he only vaguely remembered Hanes jerking him off, Auggie’s trunks scrunched around his knees.

Hello, he thought in the morning, staring up at the ceiling, touching the dried come on his belly. Hanes was curled up on his side, snoring lightly. Hello, hello. The thing about being cardboard, he wanted to say to that Theo-voice inside his head, is at least I don’t feel like I want to die.

Another month of that.

And then, out of the blue, Fer called seventeen times in a row while Auggie was doing a shoot—it was going to be a good one, with the four of them getting chased by a pack of puppies and pretending to be terrified.

“What?” Auggie answered. “I’m in the middle of something.”

“Superstar,” Fer said, “I know you’re such a big fucking deal that you don’t even have to finger your own chute anymore, but when I call you, you pick up the fucking phone. Understand?”

“I’m too busy for this.”

“We’re going to Wahredua. This weekend. Pack a fucking bag; I’ll pick you up Friday at three.”

“What? Why?” Then, too late: “I can’t, I’m busy.”

“You’re going to be waiting at the curb at three, or all the little gay boys who cream their panties for you are going to get a live stream of me beating your ass with a hairbrush. Of course, the sick fucks would probably love that, but I can guarantee you won’t.”

“This is my career,” Auggie said. “Do you understand that? I can’t disappear for a weekend because you call me up and threaten me.”

Fer disconnected.

Friday, at three, Auggie was waiting with his bag at the curb.

“I was supposed to do a house recap video this weekend,” he said as he climbed into the SUV. “Everybody’s pissed.”

“We’re picking up your fuckhead brother.” Fer hit his vape, tilted his head back, and then shook himself. As he eased out into traffic, he added, “I packed us each a Narcan. Don’t talk for the rest of the trip.”

Of course, in the airport bar, two beers deep, Fer paused between handfuls of pretzels to ask, “Well?”

Auggie looked up from his phone, where he’d been scrolling through comments on a photo of him and Hanes, both of them in swim trunks, Hanes holding him in a headlock. “What?”

“How are you doing, dongbrain?” Fer enunciated each word slowly and clearly, with mock patience.

“Fine.”

“The one fucking time I want you to talk.”

“I’m fine, Fer.” Fer shoveled more pretzels into his mouth, and Auggie heard himself say, “Things at the pad are great.”

Fer flagged down the bartender.

“They’re really great.”

“You’ve got some good numbers on those last videos.”

Auggie blinked. “How do you know that?”

“For fuck’s sake,” Fer said. The bartender slid a fresh beer in front of him, and Fer drank deeply. When he set the glass down, he asked, “And?”

“And what?”

“I swear to God, Augustus.”

“I’m fine! Things are fine! I don’t know if this is some new mindfuck you learned or if you just miss bullying me, but I don’t know what you want me to say. Things are great, honestly.”

Fer watched him, dark eyed, over the beer.

Except, Auggie almost said. Except, well, everything.

But he didn’t say it because how was he supposed to tell Fer, who had scraped and saved and sacrificed so Auggie could have this, that when you finally got what you wanted, sometimes it turned out to be shit.

“Jesus wept, Augustus,” Fer finally said and took a drink of his beer.

Auggie rolled his eyes and went back to his phone.

“I mean, do the pizzleshafts you trawl on the internet think you playing dumb is cute?”

“I’m not talking to you anymore.”

“Because it’s not. Cute, that is. It’s like talking to somebody who got kicked in the head by a donkey. And then the donkey humped their face off. And that’s you, Augustus—you got the looks and the brains.”

Auggie sighed, grabbed his bag, and left Fer to find their gate.

The flight and drive were uneventful, and Auggie was mildly shocked to find the Midwest coming alive—still cool, everything wet from a recent rain, new leaves and catkins and even the asphalt silver where the light caught. It’s March, he told himself. It’s March, and you left in January. But it felt like so much more than that. And, at the same time, so much less.

It was all supposed to be the same, Auggie heard himself thinking as the rental chewed up the miles. He blinked rapidly, his chest heavy, and tried to think about something else. He caught Fer watching him out of the corner of his eye.

“What?” Auggie asked.

Fer drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. The tires hissed along the wet pavement. “Just wondering if you know how fucking annoying your breathing is.”

In a weird way, that was almost what sent Auggie into tears—that Fer knew, and that he was trying so hard. Instead, though, Auggie surprised himself with a laugh. He let his head fall back against the seat, and after a moment, Fer squeezed his shoulder. They drove the rest of the way in silence.

They got in late to the hotel, and the next morning, Fer drove them to the long-term rehab facility. When they finally found Chuy in the rec room, after navigating the sign-in station and a series of hallways, Auggie couldn’t believe his eyes.

Chuy looked like…Chuy. Like a brother Auggie only vaguely remembered, a changeling who had disappeared while Auggie had still been in high school. Chuy’s face had filled out, and instead of the sallow cast, his color was good, and the sores and blemishes had healed. His hair was long but clean, and Chuy wore it in a kind of dumbass skater-boy style that made Auggie instantly perform an internal eyeroll and think, Of course. But the real change was in his eyes: they were clear, they were bright, they had a person behind them—a person Auggie recognized.

“Gus-Gus!” Chuy shouted, and he came across the room in a sprint, high-stepping a stack of puzzle boxes and bumping a microfiber sofa to crash into Auggie. He wrapped him in a hug, lifted him off the ground—which made Auggie grunt—and swung him around in the air.

“Put me down, dumbass,” Auggie said, laughing and smacking Chuy on the back of the head. A few of the other—what was the right word? inmates? Auggie settled on patients—looked on, some with smiles, some with unreadable expressions. Others continued whatever they had been doing: reading, playing chess, watching a TV with the volume turned down. The program was daytime talk. Auggie thought they’d cancelled Maury.

As soon as Chuy set down Auggie, he turned to Fer. Fer’s whole body stiffened, but Chuy either didn’t see or didn’t care—the latter, more likely—and he grabbed Fer in a hug. “Hey, boo-boo.”

“I liked you better when you were high,” Fer said and elbowed free of the embrace.

They spent a few minutes catching up—Chuy asked about the flight, and Auggie asked about the food, and Fer asked if everybody in this place wanted to hang themselves, or if it was only the rec room crowd.

“God, I cannot wait to get out of here,” Chuy said. “I know a few people want to talk to you, but I’m packed and ready to go.”

“You can go when they tell me to my face that you’re ready—” Fer began, but then he cut off. He pulled out his phone, grimaced, and answered, “What?”

Auggie couldn’t hear the words, but he recognized his mother’s voice.

“Well, what the fuck did you think was going to happen?” Fer strode away, heading for a pair of double doors that led out to what looked like a patio. “He’s twenty fucking years old, and his name is Romeo. He stole your phone, and you still took him back. Why in the seven holy fucks would you give him a key? How much is missing? What did he take?” He hit one door with his shoulder, forcing it open, and the crash was loud enough that half the room looked over.

Chuy winced and shook his head. “So, that’s still going, huh?”

“Yeah.” Auggie shrugged. “Mom.”

“Oh, Mom’s not going to change; I know that. I’m talking about Fer.”

Auggie started to say something, but then he said, “He’s super stressed. I don’t know what to do.”

“Do? Gus-Gus, you can’t do anything.”

“I mean, I know I’m part of the problem, even though I tried to make his life easier by taking out those loans—”

Slinging an arm around Auggie’s shoulders, Chuy steered him toward a pair of armchairs. They sat. The upholstery was stiff and a little rough, the kind of thing that was meant for a lot of asses.

“You’re not part of the problem.” When Auggie opened his mouth, Chuy raised a hand. “I mean, I know what you’re saying. And I know I’m a bigger, well, whatever you want to call it—a burden, I guess—for Fer than you or Mom. But none of us can do anything to change it, Auggie. Not really, I mean. Not unless he wants to change.” He cocked his head and seemed to be waiting. “He’s a codependent. You hadn’t figured that out?”

Auggie started to say something. He stopped himself again and bit his lip. He tried to square up the corner of the armchair’s seat, but the fabric kept going back to its slightly squashed shape. Finally, he said, “So, this is clean Chuy?”

“So,” Chuy said with a grin, “this is big boy Gus-Gus?”

Auggie didn’t know what to say to that, either. All his adult memories of Chuy were from after Chuy had started using, and while Chuy hadn’t been high all the time, Auggie was starting to realize that the dope had made him different even when he’d been sober. This new Chuy had edges. Auggie wondered if he was supposed to say something to defend Fer. If he did, Chuy would laugh; Auggie could read that much.

“I missed you,” Chuy said. “I know I wasn’t fun to visit sometimes, but I always liked it when you came.”

“Sorry. Things…changed.” Too late, he added, “I missed you too.”

Chuy’s grin got bigger at that, but all he said was, “You’re blowing up, Gus-Gus. You’re hot stuff.”

Auggie shrugged.

“How’s the Vibe Check?”

“It’s great. We’re making some really great stuff.” The click of chess pieces interrupted the murmur of TV voices. Someone—if Auggie was correctly deciphering the bleeps—was a skank-ass ho and had stolen someone else’s man. “It’s so great.”

“Did Fer shit himself when you tried that on him?”

Auggie glanced at his brother; Chuy’s grin had sharpened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Still grinning, Chuy shook his head. The grin lost its edge, though, and he said, “I heard about Theo. I’m sorry, Gus-Gus.”

“It’s fine. He didn’t want to be with me. I mean, there’s not a lot you can do at that point.”

Chuy made a soft noise. He brought his knees up to his chest and hooked his arms around them. He watched Auggie. The old track marks made Rorschach patterns on the inside of his arm. A lightning bolt, Auggie thought. A snake. A skull.

“That’s not what Fer told me,” Chuy said.

“Fer hates Theo, so he’s not exactly a reliable source.”

Chuy laughed. “Are you kidding me? I mean, yeah, Fer hates him in, like, an official capacity. No offense, Gus-Gus, but you’re Fer’s baby. You get that, right? He’s going to hate anybody you bring home. You could bring home Lance Hardon and Fer would hate his guts.”

“Why do all my brothers know more gay porn stars than I do?”

“You know what Fer talked about the last time he called me? You. Big surprise; we talk about you every time he calls. You want to know what the last, oh, two months have been about? How is he ever going to find someone good enough for him? That’s not what Fer says. That would be way too easy. What he does is he tells me every bad thing about Theo, how he’s picked a bad career and how he lives in the asshole of the United States and, oh yeah, the little fact that he broke your heart, and then Fer launches into the rest of it, all the good stuff. Last week, he wanted to tell me about Theo’s fifteen-year mortgage. I mean, Jesus, that’s about as close as Fer will ever get to saying he thinks Theo walks on water.”

Auggie blinked a few times. He looked down and picked at the corner of the cushion. He cleared his throat, but it still sounded phlegmy when he said, “Yeah, well, that makes me feel great, Chuy. Thanks. It’s awesome to know that I had the perfect guy and, you know, he didn’t actually love me and now I’ll never find anyone as good as him. Thanks so much.”

“Gus-Gus, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying—” Chuy broke off. When he spoke again, his voice was strangely cautious, and the new note made Auggie look up. “Fer told me he, you know, ended things—”

“Dumped my ass.”

“—because he thinks he’s holding you back.”

“He dumped me because he says I’ve got a great future, but he doesn’t, and he wants me to have a good life.” Something in Chuy’s face made Auggie flush, and he added, “Which is total bullshit. It’s this—this fucking excuse because he doesn’t like me or he got bored with me or whatever, and he wants to sound noble and kind and—and it makes me so fucking mad that I want to go bust his teeth.”

“Good thing you’re in town,” Chuy murmured. In a louder voice, he said, “Is that the kind of guy he is, saying stuff to make himself sound good?”

Auggie slumped in the chair and shook his head. “Can we not talk about this?”

“I didn’t think so; he didn’t seem like that, anyway. He seemed pretty down-to-earth, actually. Pretty kind. Patient. I mean, the stuff he put up with from Fer.”

Auggie shrugged.

“And Christ knows what he put up with from you.”

Auggie looked up. A softer smile played on Chuy’s face, and after a moment of disbelief, Auggie hurled a pillow at his brother.

“Go to hell,” Auggie told him.

Chuy burst out laughing.

“No, you go to hell,” Auggie said, fighting a smile. “I was the one putting up with him.”

“How hard did you push him?”

“What does that mean?”

Chuy crooked an eyebrow.

Auggie shook his head and looked away.

“Uh huh,” Chuy said.

“I’m not the problem here. I wanted to have a life together with somebody I love; that’s not unreasonable.”

“Gus-Gus, be real.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Uh, well, let’s think about it. Mom. Every penis on two legs that she dragged into our lives. Getting dragged from shitty apartment to shitty apartment until Fer could hold things together. The fact that we don’t even share a dad.”

Auggie shook his head again. But he was thinking about how it had started: the little songs and dances that had made his mother—and the men—pay attention to him when he was a child; then Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, his success feeding a fire that was always hungry; and then, when that hadn’t been enough, acting out. The cars. The accident, the one that had changed his life forever. The reason he had ended up in Wahredua.

Dark eyes fastened on Auggie, and Chuy said, “He’s a junkie, isn’t he?”

The skank-ass ho on TV was defending herself now. Auggie could barely make out her words; it sounded like she was saying, “I didn’t know. I didn’t know.”

“No,” Auggie said automatically. Then he said, “Maybe. It’s not really my place to say anything about it.” But Chuy’s silence was magnetic, pulling more words out of Auggie. “I mean, he was abusing a prescription. Maybe. But he’s clean now, and he’s in NA.”

“Once a junkie, always a junkie.”

“Is that something they teach you here?”

“Nah, Gus-Gus.” Chuy was silent for a long moment, and then he shook his head. “Nah.”

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter because, a, Theo doesn’t want to date me, and b, as I said before, he’s full of shit.” He tried to stop there, but more words poured out. “He’s got a great future, you know? He’s going to be a professor. He’s so smart. And he’s going to find someone his age, and he’s going to—to have this whole life that he doesn’t even know is coming, and he’s going to be happy, and I tried to—” His voice broke. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, shook his head, and stared at Maury. His vision was too blurry for him to make out anything on the screen. “I tried to tell him that.”

“Fer told me about his partner or his husband or whatever. And about his daughter.”

Auggie nodded.

“That’s a lot, Gus-Gus. Some people don’t come back from that.”

Sniffling, Auggie tried to hold himself together. Finally, he said, “I should find Fer.”

“You know Fer drove me to Reed one time?”

Auggie hesitated. Then he sank back into his seat. “Who’s Reed?”

“Not who. The college. In Oregon.”

“What?”

“He took off a Friday, and we drove up there. You were, um, seventeen, maybe.”

“Sixteen,” Auggie said. He remembered that weekend. It had been exciting, his first time being left alone—well, if you didn’t count their mom. Being treated like an adult. And, at the same time, weirdly unpleasant. Lonely. And then, that first night, scary.

Chuy offered a fractured smile. “One of the messed-up things about using? It’s hard to keep details like that straight.”

“Why’d you go to Reed?”

“He’d arranged a campus visit. It was…dope.” Chuy’s face relaxed, and for a moment, he looked much younger and, in a way Auggie didn’t remember having seen before, happy. “We did the official tour, of course, and then Fer had asked this colleague who had a daughter up there to show us around, and so we got the unofficial tour too. We ended up at this house party. Fer got trashed. I swear to God, he was wearing a tie as a headband.”

“Like a necktie?”

“I have no idea where he got it. He hooked up with this girl in a parking lot, and I stumbled onto them when I went looking for him. You ever want something to scare you into celibacy? Fer’s hairy ass smushing on concrete between a Prius and a Dodge Caravan.”

“Holy shit.” Auggie covered his mouth. A giggle escaped him. “Holy shit.” Then he slugged Chuy. “Why the hell didn’t you ever tell me about this?”

A smirk blitzed across Chuy’s face. “He asked me the next day if I knew how to get motor oil off his balls.”

“Oh my God, tell me there’s more. You never have to give me a Christmas present again.”

“Someday, when you need it, I’ll tell you about the first time he got a hand job.”

“Uh, no thanks—”

“It involves Elmer’s glue.”

“Chuy, come on, you can’t leave it like that.”

Another of those blitzkrieg smiles came and went, and Chuy said, “On our way home, we had this little detour. Fer drove me to this building in LA. Just a normal building, I thought. An office building. I thought maybe this was for work. But Fer told me to come inside with him. You know Fer; he works with all these doctors, and he’s got this way—I mean, apparently people who aren’t related to him actually like him. Anyway, it turned out to be the morgue. And he must have worked it all out beforehand because we were in this room like you see on TV, the kind with the refrigerated drawers, and it was just the two of us. And he opens one of the drawers and pulls out the tray, and it’s freezing—I can tell without even touching it. Fer points to it, and he says, ‘Get in.’ It took me a minute to realize he was serious. I said no, and he hit me.” Chuy touched the side of his head as though remembering. “He told me again. I said no, and he hit me harder. He grabbed me by the hair and started trying to force me onto the tray. He was screaming at me, ‘Get in! Get in!’” Chuy shook his head. “I still don’t remember all of it. It happened so fast.”

“Oh my God.”

“Finally he let me go. He stood there, breathing. It was like he couldn’t get any air in his lungs. And then he said, ‘Those are your choices. You get your shit together, you go to college, and you have a life, or you end up in one of these drawers because you’re a fucking addict.’ That was it. He walked out.”

“Chuy—” Auggie stopped. “I’m so sorry.”

Chuy shook his head again, but his eyes focused on Auggie again. Maury was telling people to stay tuned—more in a minute, we’ll be right back. Will we, Auggie asked himself. Do we ever come back? He wasn’t even sure what the question meant, but he had to clear his throat and look away.

“For addicts,” Chuy said, “or at least, me, and the ones I know—the future is this big, scary thing. It’s a giant question mark. How am I going to get my next fix? It’s all you can think about. It’s bigger than everything else, and it—it throws this shadow over them, too. Your job, your family, your—your fucking worth as a human being, it’s all under that shadow.”

“Theo isn’t a junkie.”

“Ah, kiddo,” Chuy said with a sad smile. He dragged his nails on the stitching of his jeans, and it made a rasping, popping noise. “In AA, NA, heck, in places like this, they tell you one day at a time. No more future. No more worrying about the next fix, and the money for the next fix, and the lies or the stealing or the sex for the money for the next fix. Just today. Just this hour. Just this minute.”

“So, what? You’re saying that’s why Theo is—that’s why he said that stuff? Because of NA?”

Chuy leaned back in his chair. He looked toward the double doors. Fer sat on a bench, head in one hand, phone pressed to his ear. His eyes were closed.

“I’m saying, Gus-Gus, that Fer was wrong. You can’t make someone want a future.” Chuy turned to Auggie, and in a childhood gesture Auggie had almost forgotten, he ran his fingers through Auggie’s hair, twisting them at the end to ruin Auggie’s careful styling. He offered a lopsided grin. “But Fer was right, too, you know. Maybe you can’t make someone want a future. But you can keep fighting for them.”
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In the early days after Auggie left, the rightness of what Theo had done was enough to keep him on his feet. During the first silent hours, Theo told himself he had done the right thing. And he told himself again that night, and in the nights to come. He told himself when he found the socks under the bed. He told himself when he went to make toast and found that someone—Auggie—had washed the peanut butter knife and returned it, without comment, to the fridge. He had done the right thing, no matter how much it had hurt. It was supposed to hurt. That was the nature of a sacrifice. He had sacrificed his own wants and needs because he loved Auggie, and even if Auggie hated him for it—ok, scratch that if—even though Auggie hated him for it, it had been the right thing to do. Auggie would have a future now, instead of getting trapped in the mess of Theo’s life, the aftermath of all his bad decisions. It might take a year. It might take five. But one day, Auggie would wake up and realize this had been the right thing. Sometimes, when the nights were long and Theo tried to read the future in the bedroom ceiling, he thought maybe one day—one day far down the road—they might even be friends.

Then, one day, he was picking up the living room and found a crumpled bag of Doritos—spicy nacho—stuffed between the sofa cushions. And it was like he turned to water. He dropped onto the sofa, the bag crinkling as he clutched it, and wept.

He lost two days, and it might have gone on longer except that he got an email from the University of Alaska offering him a tenure-track position. The unreality of it—in defiance of all his expectations—jarred him out of that ocean of self-pity. It didn’t make him feel better, but it did allow him to fall into an emotional dead zone, where he could work and eat and even sleep without feeling much of anything. The job offer was contingent on Theo successfully defending his dissertation, which meant that he had to finish the damn thing first. He threw himself into the work. It was an escape, but the trap door kind—everything was fine as long as he just kept falling.

And what about Lana, a voice inside him asked. You told Auggie that you wouldn’t take a job even if they offered one. You told him you’d follow her wherever the Moores took her.

Instead of answering, Theo went to the Piggly Wiggly and filled the basket on his bike with White Rascal, and he worked until he needed to sleep, and then he drank until he sank under the beer.

He spent his days in the library stacks, working in a carrel under the hum of the fluorescents. This chapter was on Hamlet. The intersection of self-narrated identity and grief. Hamlet’s grief, in particular, and how he created his identity around that grief, talking himself into an interiority that had only a single facet: the tragedy of his father’s death, and Hamlet’s inability to move past it. Inability, in fact, to imagine a life or a future after that tragedy. Theo thought that maybe he needed another section, maybe better terminology. He thought maybe what he was really writing about, after all, was trauma.

When it came time to actually draft the chapter, Theo began working from home; the buzzing silence of the stacks was helpful for research, but now, in March, with longer days and spring rain and everything coming back to life, the thought of writing in the stacks made him want to bash his own brains out.

He worked on the sofa, papers and books stacked around his feet. He didn’t have to worry about Auggie knocking them over or mixing them up; that was like a little shard of glass under his heart.

Hamlet, Theo wrote, is intensely aware of his own self-constructed interiority while, simultaneously, seeming to feel helpless about it. This mixture of awareness and helplessness appears from the beginning of the play, when Claudius and Gertrude rebuke him for persisting in his grief in a way that—at least they claim—is obstinate and unnatural: “Why should we in our peevish opposition / Take it to heart? Fie! 'tis a fault to heaven, / A fault against the dead, a fault to nature, / To reason most absurd: whose common theme / Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried, / From the first corse till he that died to-day, / ‘This must be so.’” While there may be some objective truth in their claim—that death is universal, and therefore to take it personally, so to speak, is a spiritual and intellectual and behavioral fault—their words also suggest a callous indifference to the particularities of grief, tragedy, and trauma. Yes, one is tempted to respond, the death of fathers is the common theme of the universe, but this death, this father, is mine. They continue their rebuke, calling Hamlet’s behavior obstinate, impious, stubborn, unmanly. “It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,” they explain.

Theo had to stop. He set the laptop aside. He got up, walked around the living room, and ended up in the kitchen. He filled a glass with water and sipped at it, but his hands were shaking, and he put it down before he could drop it.

He made himself go back to the laptop. His hands hovered over the keys. He wrote, Hamlet’s sense of self comes in response to accusations about his behavior and affect. “I have that within which passeth show.” The audience, of course, is in the same position as Hamlet’s friends and family—we can infer his inner landscape, we can attempt to understand his grief and pain and the extent of a psychic injury that seems, in a real sense, to have paralyzed Hamlet. But, as Hamlet himself tells us, the very nature of interiority means that it “passeth show,” perpetually escaping—to some degree, anyway—external attempts to perceive it. Grief and trauma, Hamlet tells us, are always individual—not only in our reaction to them, and not only in how we express them, but in the way we experience them. In a significant way, the entire dramatic action of the play centers on the premise that trauma and its effects are unknowable, to some degree, to everyone except the individual. But Hamlet also gives clues to the nature of his interior experience: “How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable,” he says, “Seem to me all the uses of this world!” And then: “I do not set my life in a pin's fee.”

Theo had to stop again. He couldn’t seem to swallow. He wiped his mouth. He heard himself saying, I don’t have a future. This is my future.

He closed the laptop and stood, the movements mechanical. He tried to walk a circle of the room, but he stumbled over the stack of books at his feet, and then all he could do was grab the arm of the sofa, legs shaking, as he tried to hold himself up. Somehow he ended up in the kitchen again, white-knuckling the stainless-steel apron of the sink, staring out the window. The world outside was blurred.

When he had been eight or nine, he and Luke and Meshie had tried to build a tipi in the strip of woods that separated their property from the neighbor’s. Adult Theo caught a whiff of cultural appropriation in the childhood game, but at the time, he hadn’t known the term. It had been a game, that’s all. They’d taken a white bedsheet, and they’d found three deadfalls—skinny things that, even at their age, they could move. They’d set up the frame and then wrapped the bedsheet around it, and then they’d crawled inside. Luke had asked if it wasn’t going to fall down because, fair enough, it shifted and threatened to collapse every time one of them moved. Meshie had insisted it was fine. They’d be fine. And then, eying the unstable frame, he’d added, “As long as the wind doesn’t pick up.”

Theo tried the water again, but he slopped half of it on the counter, so he set it down again. Jacob had found them and, because he was Jacob, run to tattle. But Theo remembered those few minutes. He could feel it, now, the unsteadiness of it all, the sense of imminent collapse. As long as the wind doesn’t pick up. If you work until you drink, and you drink until you sleep, everything’s ok. You could use those three poles to prop yourself up, keep your life going. As long as the wind doesn’t pick up, Theo thought. He blinked; he couldn’t seem to clear his eyes.

How long am I supposed to do this, he asked the mirage in the glass.

Forever.

It was like something tectonic, a shearing of continents inside him, and Theo said aloud, his voice cracking, “I can’t.”

He got to the basement stairs before he realized he was moving, and he stumbled down them, hand sticky on the railing. He grabbed two of the boxes and carried them out to the garage. The ground was damp underfoot, staining his socks. He picked up a burr and had to limp the last few paces. He dropped the boxes in the garage. He stopped halfway back to the house, hanging his head. Raindrops sprinkled his back and neck. The cotton of his tee itched as it got wet.

Then he lurched toward the house again. He worked like a stop-motion film, stuttering bursts of action as he carried the boxes to the garage. He had to move the Malibu out to the driveway, and he stopped at some point to strip off the filthy, soaked socks and find a pair of sneakers and keep working.

He wasn’t sure how long it took him to empty the basement, but at some point, he realized he’d finished. He sat in the darkened garage; the only light came through the tiny windows, a stormy half-light that only seemed to thicken the shadows. He sat on one of the steamer trunks, bent in half. He took a breath. And then another. Breathing wasn’t enough, so he dug his thumbs into the corners of his eyes. Auggie is gone, he thought. Auggie is gone, and all I’ve got is a garage full of these fucking boxes. For a moment, the pain was so intense that it was like a thing of its own, chewing its way through him from the inside out. He needed it to stop—for a minute, long enough for him to get a handle on it. Just for a minute. Just this one time.

People did it all the time, he told himself.

He found a hammer in Ian’s toolbox, which had been shoved up against the wall. Then he knelt next to the steamer trunk. The concrete was cold under his knees, grit biting into the tender skin. He laid one hand flat on the trunk’s lid. He took a few short, sharp breaths, hyping himself up. Then he brought back the hammer.

“What the fuck are you doing, you peckerbrained motherfucker?”

Swearing, Theo dropped the hammer. He scrambled up, spinning, trying to find the source of the voice. Above, in a lofted storage area built under the garage’s eaves, an old plastic sled skittered along the plywood, and then a box shifted, and Howard Cartwright—dumbass, ex-boyfriend, and current fugitive on a murder charge—poked his head out.

“Cart?” Theo asked. “What the fuck?”

Cart scowled.

“What the actual fuck?” Theo asked as his brain tried to catch up. “What are you—Jesus Christ, how—Cart, God damn it, what is going on?”

“Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Cart said as he squirmed out from behind the boxes. He was filthy, wearing a Led Zeppelin tee that, after a moment, Theo recognized as Ian’s, along with Wroxall College sweatpants—also Ian’s. A moment later, Cart’s feet emerged. Ian’s old Reeboks. Cart’s hair was longer than Theo had ever seen it—instead of the buzz cut, it was a bushy helmet. Cart must have caught some of what Theo was thinking because he said, “Wipe that look off your face before I knock it off.”

“Cart—” Theo began. He cut off as Cart pushed off from the loft and landed lightly on the garage floor. And then he caught Cart in a hug and said, “God, I am so glad you’re ok.”

Cart grumbled something into Theo’s neck, but he hugged Theo back. After a moment, he slapped Theo’s ass, and Theo released him.

“What the fuck was all that?” Cart asked.

“What?”

“That bullshit with the hammer.”

Theo hesitated too long.

“Jesus Christ,” Cart said.

“I wasn’t going to do anything.”

“You, goddamn pillbilly.”

“I wasn’t doing anything!”

“You’re supposed to be smart, aren’t you? For fuck’s sake, smashing your hand so you can get a hit? Give me a fucking break.”

“I wasn’t—” Theo cut off. He crossed his arms, unable to meet Cart’s gaze.

The rain thickened, curtains of it rolling across the lawn, the sound of it drumming on the garage’s roof.

“You know how many bones are in your hand? You know how badly you could have hurt yourself?”

Theo set his jaw and swallowed.

“You know, people go in and say they’ve got back pain or kidney stones or a migraine. Jesus Christ.”

“Ok,” Theo snapped.

“They don’t smash their hand with a hammer.”

“I said ok, you hoosier. You made your point.”

Cart shifted his weight, and the Reeboks squeaked on the concrete. Then, quietly, Cart started to laugh. Theo’s lips twitched. Then, after a moment, he started to laugh too. Then he laughed harder. It wasn’t that it was so funny, but it was all the bottled-up emotion from the last few hours, everything that had been building over the months since Auggie left. He laughed until he cried. And then he was just crying, and Cart hugged him again, letting Theo cry on his shoulder.

“Why are you stealing from my dead husband?” Theo asked through sniffles, drying his eyes on the Led Zeppelin shirt. “Fuck, Cart, what the hell is going on? You’re living in my garage?”

“Well, I was,” Cart said. He was still rubbing Theo’s back. “Can’t very well stay here now, not without making you an accessory. Thanks a fuck-ton for that.”

Theo eased back from Cart, but he didn’t trust himself to stand, so he dropped onto the steamer trunk. “What have you—Cart, you’re a fugitive.”

Cart copied him, sprawling on the concrete, the shirt sliding up to show those crazy, country-boy abs. “Well, I mean, only technically.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I didn’t kill that guy, so I shouldn’t have been in jail in the first place. This is all bullshit. So, I’m only technically a fugitive. Once I figure out who actually killed him, I’ll be cleared.”

Theo rubbed his temples; the day’s strain, the crying, the shock of discovering that Cart had been squatting in the garage loft—it had all led to a tightness that Theo recognized as the beginning of what was going to be a massive headache. “Start from the beginning.”

“Beginning of what?”

“I don’t know, Cart. How about breaking out of jail?”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes,” Theo managed through gritted teeth. “That.”

“Jesus, you’re wired tight. Do you want to fuck or something? Because you sound like you need to blow one off.”

Theo offered him a flat look.

“It doesn’t hurt to ask,” Cart said with a grin.

“Ask again. See if it hurts. Start talking, Howard Cartwright, before I run out of my oh-so-limited patience.”

Cart’s grin broadened for a moment. Then it faded. “They put me out in the yard. Middle of the fucking night. Wouldn’t tell me what was going on. I knew things were fucked up; I knew it.”

“The yard? The exercise yard at the jail?”

“Uh huh. So, they shut the door, and I’m like ‘What the fuck?’ And I turn around, and there they are—two big motherfuckers, the kind I’ve tried to steer clear of. One of them’s got a shiv.”

“Christ.”

“So, I beat the shit out of them. And then I figured, since they were considerate enough to stick me out in the yard with nobody watching, and since somebody was definitely trying to kill me, I’d, you know, haul ass.”

“What does that mean? You were in jail, Cart.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a chain-link fence.” Then Cart winced and, without seeming to realize it, touched his side. He tried to cover it with a crooked smile.

Theo stared at him for a moment. Then he asked, “How bad is it?”

“How bad is what?”

“Let me see, Cart.”

“See what?”

“We’re rapidly approaching the end of my patience.”

With lots of huffy breaths and wounded looks, Cart tugged up the Zeppelin tee. A crudely applied bandage did nothing to cover the jagged cut across his ribs. It didn’t look infected, but it didn’t look good either.

“You need a hospital.”

Cart lowered the shirt. “See, this is why I don’t tell you anything. It’s fine; some hillbilly asswipe strung barbed wire behind his barn. It’ll heal.”

“You don’t tell me anything because you’re a fugitive and you’re hiding in my garage.”

“It can be for more than one reason.”

“Cart, that looks really bad.”

“It’s barely a scratch.”

For a moment, Theo weighed his options. Then he said, “Get your ass inside.”

“Bossy,” Cart said with that crooked grin again.

“Now, Cart.”

“I bet Skippy chubs right up when you talk to him like that.”

“Bring up Auggie again, and you can figure this shit out on your own. I’m going inside.”

He left, and he slammed the door on the side of the garage behind him. Halfway across the lawn, he heard it open again, and Cart’s steps trailed after him. Theo retrieved the first aid kit from the bathroom, and by the time he got back to the kitchen, Cart was nosing around in the fridge.

“Later,” Theo said, shutting the fridge. “Sit.”

“I at least need a beer—”

Theo grabbed his arm and steered him to a chair.

Cart smirked, but it turned into a wince when Theo forced him to sit. In a few quick movements, Theo tugged the Led Zeppelin tee off, ignoring Cart’s pained breaths. Then, as gently as he could, Theo removed the gauze and medical tape.

“Did you do this yourself?”

“Be careful, motherfucker! Holy shit!”

“Well, you’re the one who put all this tape on. Badly, I might add.”

“Yeah? You try doing it one-handed.”

Theo finished removing the bandage. “Cart, I can clean this and put a better bandage on it, but you really should go to a hospital.”

Cart reached up and tugged on Theo’s hair. “How long do you think I’ll last once I’m in there? You’re pretty, but you sure are dumb sometimes.”

“We can talk to the police about protection. Somerset seems like—”

“Just clean it up. If you don’t mind. I’ll figure something out.”

“Cart—”

“Not your problem, lily-ass.” He tugged softly on Theo’s hair again. “Not everything’s your problem.”

Theo didn’t answer. He got out disinfectant wipes and went to work cleaning the cut. After a couple of minutes of listening to Cart howl, he got him a beer, at which point, Cart mostly sulked and drank and made faces.

As Theo was laying a clean piece of gauze over the cut, Cart said, “So, where is he?”

Theo taped one side of the bandage in place.

“Did you fuck things up?” Cart asked.

“Thin ice, Cart.”

Cart grunted. “Ok, that answers that. So, you screwed the pooch with Skippy.”

“You know his name.”

“What’d you do?”

Theo finished taping the bandage in place. Stripping off the nitrile glove, he said, “If you need something to eat, or if you need to sleep, fine. But keep talking about Auggie, and I’m going to kick your ass to the curb.”

“Why? You got someone else to talk to about it?” Cart gestured around the empty room with the bottle. “Look at everybody lining up.”

“I’m not talking to you about this.”

“You stupid redneck motherfucker, I’m asking, and I’m pretty sure I’m the only one. Get me another beer, sit your ass down, and tell me how you royally fucked up.” Then he flashed a grin. “All the details, please. I’m going to enjoy this.”

Theo stared at him. Then he got two beers from the fridge, sat at the table, and talked. He told Cart all of it: the horrible evening with the Moores, Auggie’s opportunity to move back to California, and then their fight.

“It was like somebody else was talking,” Theo finished. “I don’t even know why I said some of those things.”

Cart grunted. He toyed with the empty can. “That’s it?”

“It was enough. He left, and he didn’t come back.”

Cart grunted again. Outside, a bird was singing—Theo couldn’t place it, but it seemed like a long time since he’d heard a bird sing. When Cart spoke again, his voice was strained with an emotion Theo couldn’t read.

“You know that’s horseshit, right?”

“What?”

“That business about not having a future, that’s horseshit. You know that, right?”

“It’s not—”

“Horse. Shit.”

Theo scratched his beard. “Yeah. I mean, I guess. I don’t know. Like I said, I don’t even know why I said some of that stuff.”

“Because you are one fucked up motherfucker.”

“Thanks.”

Cart squeezed the can. The aluminum flexed and made soft popping noises as he tightened his hand and released it. In that same strained voice, he said, “It’s called a ‘sense of a foreshortened future.’ Or something like that.” His face had a familiar blankness that Theo thought of as his cop face, and it was disorientingly reminiscent of Ian. “That’s what a lady told me. In KC, there was this place you could go if you needed to…talk.”

Outside, a goldfinch hove into view: glittering gold and black in spring plumage. Like a lightning strike, Theo thought. And he felt it, too, the hairs on his arms wanting to stand.

“For fuck’s sake, if you look any more fucking curious, I’m going to lose my fucking mind,” Cart muttered. “I’m just saying, I know—I kind of know what that feels like. After everything that happened.” He stopped. His hand tightened once, hard, crumpling the can, and then he released it and dropped both hands in his lap. “After I left. It was like my whole life was over. I had everything planned out, about going up for detective and buying a house and getting a dog and…and you. And then it was over. One night. One stupid fucking sentence.” He breathed sharply through his nose and shook his head before Theo could open his mouth. “Come on, you know me better than that. I don’t blame the kid. I was mad at him for a while, sure. But then I was mostly mad at myself. I fucked everything up. Everything. Because I was such a fucking coward.”

“You didn’t fuck everything up.”

“Jesus, at least have the decency not to lie to my face.” Before Theo could reply, Cart said, “It’s a trauma response. Everything’s a fucking trauma response, did you know that?” He laughed. And then he stopped laughing, and Theo could see his hands shaking before Cart clasped them together. “So, I’m saying, I know what you mean. What that feels like, I guess. Like the only things coming your way are bad, and the good things are out of your reach forever. Like you’re broken, I guess. Like you’ll always be broken.”

“Cart—”

Cart shook his head. He sucked his teeth. One heel was bouncing, but when he noticed Theo noticing, he stopped. “Well? How am I doing?”

The lightning-strike of the goldfinch zipped past the window again. Theo took a long time before he answered, and then he said, “I don’t even think about it, most of the time. It was so awful to think about what was coming next, to think about all the years ahead, that I stopped. As much as I could, anyway. That helped.”

“For fuck’s sake, it didn’t help. It made things easier.” Cart drew in a breath and, in a more normal voice, said, “It doesn’t stop. That’s the real pain in the ass. The future doesn’t stop, whether you want it to or not. It just keeps going.”

Theo nodded.

“What’s the rest of it?” Cart asked.

“The rest of what?”

“You stupid pillbilly, if you make me get out of this chair, you are going to seriously regret it.”

In spite of everything, Theo grinned.

“What is it?” Cart asked.

Theo’s grin faded. He ran his hand over the table—surprisingly clean, free of chip crumbs and schoolbooks and the mess of receipts and coins and keys that Auggie seemed to generate without even leaving the house. “I know it doesn’t make any sense,” he said, unable to meet Cart’s eyes. “But I think about Ian.”

After a beat, Cart asked, “What? When you’re boning Skippy?”

“Jesus Christ, Cart!”

Cart started to laugh.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Theo tried to kick him, but Cart moved his leg away. “You are seriously messed up in the head, do you realize that?”

Cart laughed harder. When Theo stood, Cart held up both hands in surrender, and he managed to get himself under control—although a smile lingered. “You feel guilty, huh?”

“I don’t know what I feel. Yeah, guilty. I guess. A little. And I know it doesn’t make any sense; Ian would be happy for me.”

“Ian would be thrilled you were actually getting some dick and not letting your balls shrivel up inside that library.”

Theo thought he was going to laugh at that, but instead, a rush went through him, the sudden need to cry. He fought it back and scrubbed at his eyes. After a minute, he managed to say, “I guess I should talk to someone about this stuff. I kind of—I kind of haven’t. Talked to anyone about it, I guess. I was seeing a therapist about some stuff with Auggie, but not this stuff.”

Cart rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, well, fuck you,” Theo said.

“You know what? I changed my mind. Skippy can have you.”

A wet laugh tore free from Theo. Cart wore a tiny grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Thanks,” Theo said, and he cleared his throat. “I was in a bad place, Cart. I guess I still am, but this helped.”

Cart shrugged.

“Cart, are you ok?”

“Oh yeah.”

“You know what I mean.”

Cart made a face. Then he sat forward. He bumped the beer can, and it skittered across the table before he caught it. The silence that followed was an undertow. “Would it have worked?” Cart asked. “Us, I mean. If I hadn’t fucked it up. Or was it always going to be Auggie?”

Theo was silent.

“There you go,” Cart said.

“No. I don’t know, Cart. I don’t know how to answer that.”

“I think it was always going to be the Skipper.”

Theo shook his head. He didn’t know how to answer that, and he was saved by the buzzing of his phone. On the screen, Connie Moore’s name appeared, and Theo held up a finger to Cart before answering.

“I want to apologize,” Connie said, his voice rough. It was hard to tell, but Theo thought that in the background, he could hear weeping. “If you’re willing to talk, Theo, I’d like to sit down and—and figure out a way to make this work.”

“I’m sorry,” Theo said. His brain felt like a skating rink. “Make what work?”

“The transfer of custody. So that you can take care of Lana. That young man of yours is very impressive. Quite persuasive.”

Somehow, Theo fumbled the conversation to an end, with an agreement to meet that week in the company of their lawyers. He still had that skating-rink slipperiness going on in his head, a kind of crystal clarity that his thoughts kept sliding across, unable to gain purchase. He realized he was smiling.

Cart’s lips curved, his eyebrows raised, and he said in a tone that could have meant anything, “What a coinky-dink.”
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Theo checked the cardigan again as he rode the elevator inside the Holiday Inn Express. Then he checked the button-up. It was wrong, somehow, so he untucked it. Then he had to unbutton his jeans to tuck it back in. Which was how he found himself, jeans unbuttoned and shirttail out and boxers printed with unicorns shooting lasers in plain view, when a grandmotherly woman who had to be near eighty got on the elevator. She gave him the once over and then she licked her lips.

Theo got off on the next floor, found the stairs, and walked the rest of the way. For his heart, he told himself. So he didn’t have a heart attack.

He found room 416, knocked, and then checked the cardigan, shirt, and jeans once more. Then he realized: the boots. He hadn’t polished his boots. He was still forming a plan to sprint downstairs and buy boot polish from—well, somewhere—when the door opened, and Auggie stood there.

He was still Auggie, with his neatly styled crew cut, his dark eyes, his soft brown skin, his expressive mouth that, even as Theo watched was shifting from neutral to a smile and then to a hard line. He wore jersey shorts and a tank top that said SELF-MADE BITCH in huge block letters and he had rainbow socks sagging around his calves. He even smelled like Auggie, the familiar deodorant, the slight hint of his skin. From farther back in the hotel room came the sound of the TV—the one functioning brain cell in Theo’s head suggested CNN. Auggie stared at Theo for a long moment, and then he pulled up one of the socks.

“What are you doing here?” Auggie asked. “How are you here? Are you following me—”

“I’m not following you,” Theo broke in. He tried to smile, and it felt like pulling on old rigging. “I swear. Fer told me you were staying here tonight.”

“Fer!” Auggie shouted, but he kept his eyes on Theo.

“If you’re going to talk, get the fuck out,” Fer called back. “I found a Dukes of Hazzard marathon.”

“Why did you tell Theo where we were?”

“I don’t know, Augustus. Maybe because I’m tired of you riding every banana you see into mash. If you’re going to talk, get the fuck out of my hotel room.”

“You should have asked me—”

“Get the fuck out of my hotel room!” Fer barked. “What the fuck do you not understand about ‘if you’re going to talk’?”

“Maybe we should—” Theo cocked his head toward the hallway.

Auggie gave him, of all people, a dirty look, but he pulled up his other sock and stepped out into the hallway. The door fell shut behind him, and Theo thought he heard movement on the other side. Then the only sound was the hotel’s massive HVAC system circulating the air.

“Do you want to go down to the lobby?” Theo asked. “We could get coffee—”

“What do you want, Theo?”

“Thank you,” Theo said. “For what you did. With the Moores, I mean.” Then, because he couldn’t help himself: “What did you do?”

For a moment, the dirty look persisted. Then it melted into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I made them a video.”

That shocked a laugh out of Theo. “What?”

The scowl was back. “I’m serious.”

“I know you’re serious. I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting—what video? What do you mean?”

“A video, Theo. It’s this amazing thing with moving images and sound. They didn’t have them in the Stone Age.”

“Yikes. You got anything else loaded?”

“I was going to say something about Super-8 film, but I didn’t think you’d know what that was.”

In spite of himself, Theo smiled. “That would be a good one. You can save it for later.”

“And I was thinking about breaking your nose.”

Theo nodded.

After a moment, Auggie sighed. “It wouldn’t be any fun now.”

“They called me. Well, Con called. He said they’re ready to talk about transferring custody of Lana. Auggie, I don’t understand.”

“Well, it’s not that hard. I compiled a bunch of home videos you had, plus some videos and stills that I had. Anything of you and Lana, really.” Then, in a tight voice, “And you and Ian.”

“Auggie.”

Auggie wiped his face on his shoulder. “Anyway, they ate it up. They just needed to see how good you are with her. They needed to see you’re her dad. And it worked, so, you know. I got some of the videos and pictures from your laptop, back before…” He let the sentence coast to a stop. “Anyway, if you’re mad about that, you should probably yell at me now.”

“I’m not mad.”

The elevator doors dinged. A wiry white man in an oversized Members Only jacket came down the hallway, trailed by a white woman wearing a hotel name badge. “—the microwave wouldn’t work,” the man was saying as he tried to unlock a door down the hall, “so I locked my plate in the room safe.”

Theo’s lips twitched.

Auggie rolled his eyes and depressed the handle on the door. “Ok, well, bye.”

“Can we talk?”

Auggie’s hand slid along the polished chrome. His voice had a dismissive, insulated quality as he said, “Is there something to talk about? I thought you made things pretty clear.”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean—” Theo grimaced. “I’m having a hard time right now. I’m a little bit…terrified, actually.” He laughed, and the sound was pitchy and uncontrolled. He dug his nails into his palms and stared at Auggie’s forehead.

In his peripheral vision, he could see something in Auggie’s face ease. “Let’s make it un-terrifying, then. What do you want, Theo?”

“I’d like to apologize. For what I said. And for how I said it. I love you and respect you too much for that kind of behavior; it was totally inappropriate.”

“Ok.”

Theo scratched his beard. He did that laugh again. He wondered if it sounded as crazy as it felt. Probably, he decided. Maybe even crazier. “I, uh, meant what I said. About your future—”

“You know what I think?” Auggie turned to face him so suddenly that Theo had to fight the urge to step back. “I think you’re scared. I think that’s what this is about.”

Theo laughed again. He caught himself reaching up to scratch his beard again and shoved his hands into the cardigan’s pockets. “Yeah.” He bit his lip so he wouldn’t keep laughing. “Yes, that’s true.”

“I don’t understand. I thought we already went through this last year.”

Nodding, Theo said, “I did too. I mean, I did. We did. But also, maybe, not, I guess?” He had to bite his lip harder to keep that laugh from surging up. “It isn’t that simple. Nothing in my life is that simple, apparently.”

“Normally, this is where you say something about stalker undergrads.”

Theo nodded. He opened his mouth, and he realized he was going to cry if he said anything, so he shut it again. He drew in deep breaths while Auggie studied him. He offered a watery smile.

“Theo—” Auggie began.

“I meant what I said.” He let it out in a rush before the flood wall could hit. “You are smart and strong and talented, and you have so much potential. You deserve a future that isn’t—isn’t hemmed in by my bad decisions. You shouldn’t have to pay the price for all the shit in my life.”

Auggie’s mouth thinned into a line. “I’ve heard this before; I don’t need to hear it again. It’s not going to end any better this time, so if you think you’re soothing your conscience or your ego or whatever, prepare to be disappointed.”

He grabbed the handle again, and Theo caught his arm. When Auggie looked at him, Theo relaxed his grip, but he didn’t pull his hand away. “Please?” Auggie’s eyebrows went up, and Theo drew his hand back, and then he raised both hands in a peace offering. “Please, Auggie?”

After a moment, Auggie nodded, but he didn’t release the handle.

“You said I’m scared,” Theo said. “I am scared. I’m scared, if I’m being honest, of a lot of things. Of losing you, if I haven’t lost you already. I feel like I’m going to lose you one way or another. I thought about this a lot over the last few years. I still think about it. I think about how right now, you might not care that I’m broke—”

“You’re not broke,” Auggie said. “You’re massively in debt.”

Theo stared at him.

“I’ve seen your shoebox full of financial paperwork, Theo. What else?”

It took a moment for Theo to find his place again. “You might not care that I’ve got limited career prospects, that I might end up being stuck in Alaska for the rest of my life. You might not care that I have a daughter with disabilities. But that’s right now, Auggie. You’re twenty-one—”

“Two,” Auggie said coolly.

“Shit.”

“Yeah, well, you can give me my present later. I’m too young, I don’t know what I want, etcetera. Are you finished?”

“That’s not—Auggie, it’s not that you’re too young. It’s that people change. You don’t know what you’ll want when you’re twenty-five. You definitely don’t know what you’ll want when you’re thirty. I’m a completely different person than I was when I was twenty. At thirty, you might wake up and realize you’ve wasted your best years, and you’ll resent me. You’ll hate me. I don’t think I could live with that.”

“Ok, um, so many things to say. First of all, at thirty, you’re just getting started on life, so cut the crap about ‘your best years.’ Second, you’ve definitely still got a lot in common with twenty-year-old Theo. Twenty-year-old Theo was a roughneck brawler, and you still love to fuck around as soon as there’s trouble.”

Theo was surprised, in that moment, to discover he could still roll his eyes.

“And third, here’s the important stuff: I’m not you, Theo. You don’t know what I’m going to be like at twenty-five or thirty or fifty or a hundred. For somebody who talks nonstop about my future and my unlimited potential and all that—all that bullshit, you seem determined to make all my decisions for me. Oh, and four? There’s no certainty in any relationship. What you’re talking about happens to people when they’re fifty and sixty as easily as when they’re twenty-five and thirty. What am I going to do when you have a fucking midlife crisis and decide to wear sunglasses indoors?”

The elevator dinged again. A woman giggled, and a man said, “Why bother wearing panties if they’re going to dissolve in the pool?”

As they came around the corner, Theo’s brain played the game automatically: daughter or mistress? She was thirty years younger, at least, in a bikini that accentuated her fake boobs. He was buttoned into a linen suit, of all things, and wearing a Panama hat.

Theo watched as the woman draped herself across the man, giggling again, and said, “Daddy, stop! You’re so bad!”

They disappeared into a room at the end of the hall.

When Theo looked back, Auggie was staring at him.

“See?” Auggie said. “If you hadn’t fucked things up, that could have been us.”

Theo groaned, but he felt something unknotting inside him—a tension he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying for the last few months. A tiny smile flickered at the corner of Auggie’s mouth, and for the first time since he had come out of the hotel room, he looked like the real Auggie.

“When I told you I didn’t have a future, that came from, I don’t know, this place in my head. It’s just one part of me, but it’s a real part. It has to do with a lot of things in my life, I guess. Luke. My family. Ian. Lana. But I know that even though part of my brain is telling me I don’t have a future, that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true. I’m willing to work on that. I am going to work on that, I guess, no matter what you decide today.” He took a breath. “But I also need you to understand that part of it, when I told you that, is because the future is scary for me. Every day I move forward, I’m leaving things behind. I—I forget, Auggie. I forget what he sounded like. I forget what it was like, sharing the bathroom with that knucklehead. I mean, would it have killed him to put the cap on the toothpaste?” He shook his head. “Everyone talks about closure, like Ian is one more box I have to tape up and put on a shelf. But he was a person. He was this amazing, funny, brave, sometimes annoying, wonderful person, and he’s gone. And even though I know he’d want me to be happy, I feel like shit because I am happy. And because with you, some days, I don’t even think about him. Like I forgot that he’s gone. I mean, what the hell does that say about me?” Wiping his eyes, he shook his head again. “So, yeah. That’s why I’ve buried myself in those fucking boxes. And I wanted to tell you that I’m going to work on that too.”

Auggie chafed one arm. When he spoke, his voice was low. “You know you shouldn’t feel guilty, right? I mean, you’re a human being. Life keeps going.”

Theo dashed at the tears on his cheeks and shook his head.

In that same low voice, Auggie said, “Theo, why are you telling me this? Are you trying to scare me off? Are you trying to get back together? What do you want?”

“One more thing.” Theo cleared his throat. “Because I don’t want any secrets between us. Last year, after everything that happened with Trace. The night that we came home from the hospital, I took some of your oxy. I was…I was overwhelmed, I guess. In a bad place. It was only that once. I doubled down on meetings after that, and I didn’t go on a bender or anything. But I don’t want you to think I’m cured or—I mean, I haven’t been going to meetings, and I haven’t been doing what I should be doing. You deserve to know that too.”

“Chuy says junkies are always junkies.”

Theo winced. Then he nodded. “He’s right.”

“But I think—because I’ve spent way too much time listening to Fer yammer about this stuff—that maybe there’s a difference between abusing a prescription because you don’t know how else to deal with what you’re going through, and addiction. I know we agreed you’d go to NA, but maybe it’s not the right fit for you. Maybe you need a therapist to teach you some goddamn coping skills.”

Theo couldn’t say anything, so he nodded.

Auggie’s mouth quirked—not a smile, but something else that Theo couldn’t scan. Then Auggie said, “I guess I should apologize too.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize for.”

“I do. I think I do, anyway. I know I put a lot of pressure on you to…commit, I guess. To give me a guarantee about the future. I have a lot of, um, issues with that in relationships, it turns out. Instability. Uncertainty. I mean, my mom and all those guys coming through our house. And my fuckwad dad.” He took a breath. “And Dylan. Whatever. I realize I wasn’t making things easy for you. I knew you were hedging and trying to avoid making plans, and instead of talking to you about it, I doubled down. That wasn’t fair to you, and I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for saying that.”

Hugging himself, Auggie shrugged and looked away. “Are you going to answer my question? Why are you here, Theo? What are we doing?”

That pitchy laugh escaped Theo again, and he couldn’t help himself: he scratched his beard. “I was hoping you could tell me. I don’t exactly trust my judgment right now.”

For a moment, Auggie’s brow furrowed, and his voice was a steel cable when he said, “I still love you.” The furrow deepened. “But I’m not going to tell you that I’m ok with us not planning a future. We don’t have to figure out everything, and I’m not asking you to marry me, at least, not right now, but you have to at least be willing to consider a future together.”

“I’d like that.” Something cracked in Theo’s throat, and he tried again. “I’d love that. I love you. Of course I want to be with you, even though my head is all screwed up.”

Auggie’s gaze inched back toward him. “Do you want more kids? That’s not a deal-breaker for me, but I want to know.”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you ever want to get married again? That is a deal-breaker for me, Theo. You don’t have to tell me you’ll marry me right now, but I want to get married.”

Theo tried for a smile. “Can I say I don’t know again?”

Auggie was silent for a moment. “For now, I guess.”

“I’m working on it, Auggie. I promise.”

“So, what are we going to do? I’m going back to California, and you’re moving to Alaska—wait, really? Alaska?”

“That’s the only offer I got.” Theo smiled. “But I don’t think I’m going to take it. I wasn’t sure about it to begin with, and after the Moores called me, I started thinking about Lana, about all the changes she’s going to go through—leaving Downing, moving home, adjusting to life full time with me again. I can’t put her through that and drag her to Alaska. Talking to you made that clearer.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Apply for jobs next year, I guess. Do some adjunct teaching. Try to get another article published. Eat lots of ramen.”

“Did you ever think—” Auggie stopped. Then, in a rush, he said, “Did you ever think about not being a professor? I mean, the way you talk about other academics, how much you hate trying to get articles published, the way you will find literally anything else to do in the world except work on your dissertation—maybe you don’t actually like it. Never mind. I shouldn’t have said that; God, I’m sorry.”

Theo grinned, which was a surprise even to him. “Maybe I don’t like it. I don’t know. I’ve put all these years into it, and it’s hard to think about anything else at this point. But maybe you’re right. Maybe this was another classic Theo bad decision. Maybe I should go back to logging.”

“That’s stupid. You’re such a good teacher, Theo. You can’t not be a teacher.”

Theo shrugged. “Something will work out. If you’re serious about giving me another chance, then we should talk about California. After Lana has some time to adjust, I think it would make sense for me to move—”

“Oh my God, stop.” But Auggie softened the words by covering his face with his hands. “You can’t move to California. You’d literally explode. And that’s only if you and Fer didn’t kill each other in the first five minutes.”

There was a sound from behind the door that sounded suspiciously like a laugh.

Auggie was hugging himself again, and it looked like it took an effort for him to meet Theo’s gaze. “I, uh, don’t know, actually, if I want to keep doing…this. The influencer thing, I mean. Not you. I definitely want to keep doing you.”

The noise from behind the door was definitely a snicker.

Auggie’s face flamed. “You know what I mean.”

Grinning, Theo said, “You don’t?”

“I don’t know. No. I guess—I mean—” And then the words poured out in a torrent. “I hate it, Theo. I absolutely fucking hate it. They’re all so fucking awful. They’re fake. They’re mean. They’re manipulative. They’re users. They want something from me, and what they want—what they want is for me not to be me. They don’t want me to be gay. They don’t want me to be smart. They don’t want me to be different. They want me to do the same fucking stuff that everybody else does and be this perfect little cardboard cipher they can use however they want, and then as soon as my numbers drop, they’re going to kick me to the curb.” He ran his thumb under his lip. “You know what sucks? I liked what I did this year. Like, the stuff at Downing. It was fun. And it was, I don’t know, meaningful. And it got me that offer for the Vibe Check, and I thought it was my big break, and then I got out there, and you know what? It was like two giant steps back. Like I was that stupid eighteen-year-old kid again.”

“Rolling a pack of smokes in your sleeve to look cool,” Theo murmured.

“You’re not out of the doghouse,” Auggie said, pointing at him. “So, watch it.”

Theo grinned and held up his hands again.

“Full disclosure on my part.” Auggie picked at his sleeve. “There was this guy, and we hooked up.”

For one moment, Theo went still. Then he folded his arms. He clenched his jaw, and his fingers were tight where they clutched his biceps.

“Are you going to beat him up?” Auggie asked in a whisper.

After five seconds—which were surprisingly long—Theo said, “Did he hurt you?”

“Oh my God.”

“Because if he hurt you, I’m going to murder him.”

“Fer can hear you.”

“I don’t care. He can testify for the prosecution.”

“No, I mean, he’s going to tease me about this until I die, thanks a lot. I didn’t want to—I wanted you to know. It wasn’t anything serious, but I was lonely, and it was my birthday—” Auggie heaved a sigh. “Like I said, full disclosure.”

Another, longer silence followed. “That’s ok,” Theo finally said, although the words were stiff. “We weren’t together, and—and I know I don’t have to give you permission, but I’m trying to talk myself down from buying a flight. And a pipe wrench.”

Auggie pulled his shirt up over his face.

“There wasn’t anyone else for me,” Theo said.

The door only marginally muffled the words, “Big surprise, you massive goat-fuck.”

“I guess I’m going to come back to Wahredua,” Auggie said, rolling his eyes and glaring, for a moment, at the door. “I might actually be able to pass this class, believe it or not, and I could still graduate.”

“That would be good. I’d like that.” Theo glanced at the door. “When I talked to Fer—”

“Behind my back,” Auggie said loudly and jiggled the handle.

“—he said, you know, if I needed it, he might be able to help me find a job.”

Auggie burst out laughing.

He kept laughing.

“Ok,” Theo said, “well, it’s not that funny.”

“Oh my God, no, it’s hilarious.”

Auggie laughed some more. After a while, Theo scratched his beard and considered swatting the man he loved and was currently trying to convince to take him back.

“I’m sorry,” Auggie said, fighting another round of chuckles. “I just—you, doing pharmaceutical sales.”

Theo folded his arms.

“You’d be like ‘Dr. Henderson, please put your phone away while I’m talking.’”

“Wrap it up, Auggie.”

With a smirk, Auggie rolled his shoulders. “If anybody is getting a job in sales, it’ll be me. Although Fer would be totally unbearable. It might be better to wind up homeless.”

“Auggie, I love you. I would like to spend my life with you, even if it means ending up homeless. Although, forewarning, I think that would be really hard on your Doritos-and-sofa habit.”

“I’d like that too,” Auggie said, blinking rapidly. “All of it. The part about you. And the part about the Doritos. We can do it, Theo. We can make it work. One day at a time.”

Theo nodded. “Please come home?”

A smile bloomed on Auggie’s face, and he nodded. “We have to kiss now,” Auggie said, rolling his eyes as he tilted his head at the door. “Or Fer will be disappointed that he spied on us this whole time for nothing.”

“I wasn’t spying on you fucksticks,” Fer said from behind the door. “I was waiting to break up the inevitable pork-fest that I knew would happen as soon as I left you two alone.”

Auggie was rolling his eyes pretty hard again, and Theo figured the best thing to do would be kiss him. It was a little awkward, both because of the months of distance and, if Theo were being fully honest, because he’d never kissed someone while under direct observation by their big—and somewhat intimidating—brother. When they separated, Theo could see in Auggie’s eyes that it had been lackluster for him too.

“Jesus Christ, Augustus,” Fer bellowed. “You call that a kiss?”

Theo slapped a hand over the peephole. He raised an eyebrow. “Want to try that again?”

“Definitely,” Auggie whispered.

They got it right on their second try.

Perfect, actually.
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Sunday, they woke together in Theo’s bed. In their bed, Auggie thought. And for a long time, he lay there, listening to Theo breathe, aware of the solidity and warmth of Theo’s arm next to him, staring up at the sloping ceiling. On the trees outside, when they’d come home together the day before, Theo had seen Auggie looking at a blossom and, in his usual, Theo way, had said simply, “Hickory,” before carrying Auggie’s bags inside. The branches had pinkish-red leaves curling back to expose a heart of tender green inner leaves. Auggie breathed, and he touched his breastbone, and he thought, Hickory.

Auggie rolled onto his knees. Theo lay on his stomach, clutching a pillow to his chest, and Auggie kissed his nape. One sleepy eye cocked open, and he made a scratchy, questioning noise in his throat. Then Auggie popped the cap on the bottle of lube and poured some in his hand. He slid his fingers between Theo’s cheeks, gliding back and forth until he felt the change in texture that he was looking for.

“Seriously?” Theo asked, shifting to spread his legs. “Again?”

And then Auggie’s index finger slid home, and Theo made a noise that was low and rumbling and didn’t sound sleepy at all. Auggie opened him gently at first, and as the discomfort faded on Theo’s face, he added a second finger. When a muscle in Theo’s jaw flexed and his hips juddered uncontrollably, Auggie laughed and stroked Theo’s thigh.

Theo buried his face in the pillow and said something.

“What was that?”

Raising his head, Theo rocked back on Auggie’s fingers and said, exaggerating each syllable, “You’re going to kill me.”

And then Auggie pressed down, not so gently, and Theo buried his face in the pillow again and moaned.

Auggie added a condom—a reality until he could get tested—and lubed up, and he entered Theo. His skin felt tight and feverish, and he was at an added disadvantage, seeing Theo beneath him like this, grabbing onto Theo’s well-developed shoulders as he thrust into him. It wasn’t fair. Then, without really thinking about it, he coiled some of Theo’s hair around his fist and sank deeper, pulling Theo’s head back, and that wasn’t fair either—seeing the tendons in Theo’s neck pop out, the fucked-out bliss excavating Theo’s face. Totally unfair. That was when Auggie lost it. Muscles tightened, joints locked, the orgasm so total that it was paralyzing. Then he slumped, pressing his face to the body-hot density of Theo’s back, shaking.

Theo managed to reach around and pat his knee.

When Auggie could breathe again, he said, “Oh my God.”

Theo chuckled.

“Oh my God, Theo.”

“Come on, it was great.”

“Yeah, it was great. It was fucking fantastic. All two minutes of it.”

Theo slapped his knee, and Auggie eased out of Theo. He disposed of the condom, and when he came back, Theo lay on his back, his hard dick jutting up.

“That’s got to be the new land-speed-orgasm record,” Auggie said as he settled onto the mattress on his knees.

“Will you cut it out?” He spread one arm and patted the space next to him. “Lie down.”

Auggie shook his head. Instead, he bent and took Theo in his mouth. Theo gasped. Then one of his hands came to rest on Auggie’s nape, the fingers curling there without becoming too tight. Because, Auggie thought as he tried to take more of Theo, Theo knew. He knew everything. Which was pretty fucking annoying when you, on the other hand, had the human equivalent of jet fuel in your balls.

“Stop thinking about it,” Theo whispered, his thumb scruffing the short hair on the back of Auggie’s head. “Just suck my cock like a good boy.”

Auggie groaned around the mouthful of dick. On his next try, he took Theo into his throat, and Theo hissed. The pressure on Auggie’s nape increased—a signal, more than anything else, to hold there. Auggie did as long as he could, and then he reared back, hacking and spitting, and as soon as he had a lungful of air, he went down again.

Theo didn’t last long. His free hand slid across the bedding, gathering handfuls of it and then, with a kind of desperation that Auggie loved, loosing it to slide away again, like Theo couldn’t keep a hold of anything.

“Good, Auggie,” Theo gritted out. “Good, so fucking good. You’re so fucking good for me. Oh shit, if you want to pull off—”

Instead, Auggie shook his head and sucked harder. Theo arched his back, bowing up from the mattress as he came. When his orgasm had ended, Auggie swirled his tongue around the head of Theo’s dick, and Theo shuddered and made a distressed noise. Auggie did it again, and Theo’s eyes opened to slits as he tried to push Auggie off him.

Auggie gave him one last lick and pulled off, grinning and wiping drool—and a little come—from his chin with the back of his hand.

“You’re the devil,” Theo grumbled.

Shrugging, Auggie moved across the mattress on his knees. He took himself in hand and jerked off in two strokes, coming across Theo’s belly in a few short spurts. Then he let his head roll on his neck, he worked his jaw, and he slid to lie against Theo.

Theo’s arm curled around him. His breathing was slow and deep. And then, in that same grumbly tone: “Twice? Really? Are you twenty-two or sixteen?”

Auggie laughed. Then he bit Theo’s nipple, which turned into wrestling, which turned—somehow—into a race to the shower. They ended up sharing the shower, which was a little more complicated because Theo was so damn big, but it was nice too—the glide of Theo’s soapy hands along Auggie’s chest, bumping over his ribs, playing with his balls. Well, until Auggie got a little too interested in that, and Theo had to say, “No thirds.”

Theo wanted to get breakfast, but Auggie wanted to stay home, so they settled for doordashing Big Biscuit. Auggie curled up on the sofa, in trunks and a way too big Blues sweatshirt he’d stolen from Theo. Theo came down from their room in sweats and a Mizzou t-shirt. When he stumbled over Auggie’s bags, still standing at the foot of the stairs, he said, “Do you want me to take these upstairs?”

“No.”

“Did you already unpack? Because I can put them in the basement.”

“Don’t ask me about the suitcases again,” Auggie said. “I’m still mad at you. Those are my go-bags.”

“Uh—” Theo looked at the bags. Then he looked at Auggie. “—huh.”

“When they’re not there anymore, you’ll know I’m not mad at you.”

Theo was a very smart man, and he didn’t say anything else about the suitcases. He did, however, bumble around, asking Auggie every fifteen seconds if he needed something—a drink, a snack while they waited for their delivery, a different show on TV.

That was when Auggie sat up and fixed a look on his—well, his boyfriend.

“Are you being serious right now? Are you asking me if I need you to change the channel for me?”

“Well—”

“Because I have the remote right here, Theo.”

“Do you want some socks? Are your feet cold?”

Auggie dug at the corner of one eye with his thumb. Then he pointed—he thought of it as a very loud point—at the other end of the sofa, and he said, “Work on your dissertation. Or pretend to work on it. Or pretend to pretend to work on it. Please.”

Theo was very, very smart. He sat, pulled a stack of papers onto the arm of the sofa, and got out his laptop. He didn’t even say anything when Auggie’s feet ended up in his lap a few minutes later.

Fifteen minutes of trying to find something decent to watch on Sunday morning—and, of course, Theo had gotten rid of cable while Auggie had been gone—left Auggie ready for something else. Anything else. He finally said, “Let me read it.”

Theo looked up from the laptop. He had a pencil between his teeth, and he had to remove it to ask, “Read what?”

“You know what. Give me whatever you have.”

Theo rolled his eyes, but he passed over a sheaf of pages—Auggie had read all the other dissertation chapters by now, and he guessed he was holding somewhere between forty and fifty pages, which meant Theo must be close to finished with this draft. At first, Auggie read quickly, wanting to get the shape of the argument in his head first, so that on a re-read, he’d know what to focus on. The chapter was on Hamlet and on how his grief, and his self-awareness of that grief, contributed to Hamlet’s identity. And as Auggie read, he wondered if Theo understood that he was writing, in some ways, about himself. Probably, Auggie thought. Because Theo was, after all, very smart.

He slowed as he neared the end of the chapter.

Polonius’s pontification early in the play, Theo wrote, is ironically at odds with his total lack of knowledge—self and otherwise. The contrast to Hamlet, who is so absorbed by introspection that he is rendered inert by it, is obvious, but Polonius also provides a neat foil to Claudius, who—like his nephew-son—is marked by both self-awareness and a skillful manipulation of people and events. Perhaps nowhere is this more obvious than in Polonius’s death scene.

In response to Claudius and Gertrude’s concern for Hamlet, Polonius promises to “find / where the truth is hid” by hiding behind an arras (a tapestry) and spying on Hamlet. However, Polonius’s plans go awry. While he is hiding—and unable to see what is happening—he listens to Hamlet’s conversation with his mother. Hamlet grows increasingly agitated until Gertrude becomes afraid and cries out for help. Polonius responds by calling for the guards. Hamlet is surprised by the voice from behind the arras, and he turns and stabs Polonius through the tapestry. Far from the truth at which Polonius hoped to arrive, he instead finds his own death, final confirmation of his inadequate self-knowledge and its consequences in the lived world. Polonius’s death, in turn, prompts Laertes to seek revenge—becoming a mirror for Hamlet.

Revenge and grief drive the engine of the play, both thematically and narratively, and nowhere is this clearer than in the slaughterhouse ending. Among other things, Hamlet asks: what do we owe the dead? And, an ancillary question: Does tragedy define us? The play’s ending, like much of Shakespeare’s work, refuses to answer. Hamlet’s final instructions to Horatio suggests his awareness of the instructive value of the events in Denmark. He addresses the survivors, saying, “You that look pale and tremble at this chance, / That are but mutes or audience to this act, / Had I but time—as this fell sergeant, death, / Is strict in his arrest—O, I could tell you—” It is at this moment that we expect the answer: what, we wait to hear, are we supposed to learn from this series of tragedies? Instead, though, Hamlet—and Shakespeare—deny us an answer. Hamlet says simply, “But let it be.” His unwillingness to render events down into a pithy sentence or two suggests, however, an outline to the scope of what is at stake. Perhaps we are supposed to take Hamlet at his word and consider, as mute audience, the enormity of what has transpired—and, in doing so, consider the different ways that tragedy, or, as we might say today, trauma, conspires to shape identity in myriad ways.

Auggie stopped. He flopped back on the couch, the pages on his chest. The ending needed more—but Theo must have known that because he was still working on it. But it was good; it was really good, like all of Theo’s stuff that Auggie had read. It was amazing how in the hands of a genius playwright—or, in the hands of a skilled critic like Theo—things that might have seemed absurd (like everybody getting either poisoned or stabbed in a matter of five minutes, or like someone getting stabbed while hiding behind a tapestry, or like somebody plotting revenge for four hours but really spending more time talking to a skull than doing anything else) became, in their own way, illuminating. Transcendent. In real life, people didn’t hide behind an arras to spy on someone and end up getting stabbed kind of by accident. His thoughts turned to the Scott Lochridge murder. It sure would have been convenient, he thought, if Cart’s mysterious stranger had been hanging around spying and gotten a look at the killer. Although, to be fair, he probably would have called for help like Polonius and gotten himself stabbed—

Auggie sat up, and the stack of pages slipped off his chest and snowed to the floor. Theo, pencil in mouth, was hunched over the laptop. Auggie tried to run through it in his head. He hadn’t thought about Scott’s murder—not seriously, anyway—in months, and now he wasn’t sure he was remembering everything correctly. But he thought maybe, just maybe—

“Theo?”

Theo grunted around the pencil.

“Theo, did they ever catch Lyn’s killer?”

“What?” Theo asked. It sounded more like waaaa because of the pencil.

“Lyn, that guy from NA. The one we talked to about Scott’s parolees, and they said Cart killed him when he escaped. Did they ever find who killed him?”

Theo leaned back, spat out the pencil, and made a face. “Oh. Shit. Auggie, there’s something I’ve got to tell you about Cart—”

“Because think about it: Lyn acted weirdly…I don’t know, defensive throughout this whole investigation. And then he dies the same night that Cart escapes. And it’s after we talked to the sheriff and he pretty much told us he was dirty, told us what would happen if we kept investigating.”

Frowning, Theo considered this. “Someone tried to kill Cart. In the jail, I mean. That’s why he escaped.”

Auggie had questions—about how Theo had gotten that information, among other things—but he said, “That’s not a coincidence? I mean, Cart almost gets killed in the sheriff’s jail, and the same night Lyn dies and it gets blamed on Cart? Theo, that’s—the odds of that have to be unreal.”

“Ok,” Theo said slowly. “But what do you think—”

“I think Lyn was the one at Scott’s house that night. I don’t know why he was there, Theo. Maybe to talk about some of the parolees who attended NA.”

“That wouldn’t be normal.”

“I said I don’t know why he was there. But Cart swears he saw somebody that night. And then, a few months later, Lyn dies as soon as the sheriff gets wind of our investigation. That’s got to be the sheriff cleaning house, right? Or tying up loose ends, or however you say it. Maybe Lyn even tried to report it, and that’s how the sheriff knew he was a threat.”

“Report what?”

“Whatever he saw!”

The excited shout rang in the small house. A tiny grin played behind Theo’s beard.

“I know I sound crazy,” Auggie said. “But we keep running up against dead ends. This is the only lead we have left—somebody killed Lyn, and until we know otherwise, I think it’s a mistake to assume it’s a coincidence.”

“Ok.”

“We’ve got to at least look—wait, ok?”

Theo nodded. “While you were in California, I wasn’t too worried about—well, fallout. The killer coming after you. But now that you’re back, it would be stupid not to at least look into it. We need to keep you safe, and if we can, prove Cart’s innocence in the process.”

“You just don’t want to lose on-demand sex again.”

Putting aside his laptop, Theo said, “They have apps for that now, Auggie.”

“Oh my God.”

Theo shook his head. “Pretend I didn’t say that.”

“Did you make a dating app profile?”

“Auggie.”

“Were you on Prowler? Which picture did you use? Please tell me it’s that one where your biceps look huge and you’re holding that one fish you caught.”

“You said you’re keeping the suitcases packed and ready to go, right?”

Auggie tried to kick him, but Theo was too quick.

“I don’t know if I’m jealous. Am I jealous? Theo, I think I’m jealous.”

A knock came at the door. Auggie couldn’t quite hear what Theo said as he made his way to answer it, but it sounded like a strangled “Good Lord.”

The DoorDasher was a skinny white boy with craterous acne. He caught sight of Auggie in nothing but the sweatshirt and trunks and stared. Auggie pretended to stretch one knee, which meant the trunks did all kinds of interesting things, and the Dasher’s eyes got huge. He didn’t even flinch when Theo took the bags of food—smelling like sausage and gravy and, yes, thank you, God, biscuits—and shut the door in his face.

Theo hefted the bag as he looked at Auggie.

“What?”

“You know what.”

“Were you jealous? Because I’m definitely feeling jealous still.”

“Let’s go, Auggie. Pants are not optional for this trip.”
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They ate—messily—on the way. Venture Apartments was located on the other side of Wahredua, which meant they had to pass campus. When they drove down Frat Row, the Sigma Sigma boys were doing—in spite of the March weather and, apparently, any common sense—a car wash fundraiser. One of them, who must have been a first-year, was dressed in nothing but bike shorts and waving a sign that said, HONK IF YOU’RE HORNY.

Auggie honked—a lot—and cheers went up from the Sigma Sigma bros.

Theo rolled his eyes. “Big surprise.”

“I’m young. I’m supposed to have a healthy sex drive.”

Theo scratched his beard and looked like he was trying not to roll his eyes yet again.

“We’ve got a lot of time to make up for,” Auggie said. “Get on board, big boy.”

“Big boy?”

Auggie couldn’t help it; he laughed the rest of the way to the apartments.

Venture Apartments was a cluster of three-story walk-ups with brick veneers on the first floor and oatmeal-colored vinyl siding above. The shutters were painted black, and the windows caught the sun’s glare. Mid-morning on a Sunday, the parking lot was mostly full; Auggie found a spot a hundred yards away from Lyn’s building, and they got out and hiked back. The day was cool enough to raise goose bumps on Auggie’s arms even through Theo’s sweatshirt, the air humid and full of the smell of new leaves, and he hugged himself. Well, he hugged himself until Theo put his arm around Auggie’s shoulders. There was a point, after all, to having a boyfriend.

Lyn’s apartment was on the ground floor—actually, set halfway below grade—and they took the short flight of steps down to the cement hallway. As they approached unit 14, the sound of movement reached them, and a moment later, Auggie saw the apartment door propped open. He had a quick glimpse inside—a short hallway with several interior doors—before a woman struggled into view, balancing a pair of cardboard boxes.

She was white, in her thirties, and in a baggy t-shirt and leggings that suggested comfort while she worked. Her blond ombre wig looked sticky with sweat along her forehead, and her glasses were crooked—although she didn’t cock her head or try to adjust them, which Auggie thought meant she was used to it. When she saw them, she let out a startled cry, and the boxes began to fall. Theo caught them and lowered them to the floor.

“Oh my God,” she said. “You scared me!”

“Sorry about that,” Theo said.

She adjusted her wig, peering at them through the crooked glasses, and said, “Well, you’re not the police.”

“No,” Theo said. “We’re not. Do you need the police?”

“Need them? I can’t get rid of them.” She flapped a hand at the apartment’s open door. “I’ve been here two days working on Daddy’s stuff, and every time I turn around, they’re back again. At first, the neighbors called them because—” Her voice rose in outrage, and she directed the words at the door across the hall. “—they thought I was stealing!” As her voice dropped back to normal, she added, “But now I can’t get rid of them. They want to pay their respects, or they want to check on how I’m doing, or—well, I don’t know. I know people around here loved Daddy, but I’ll tell you, in Atlanta, the police have better things to do.”

Theo glanced at Auggie, and Auggie saw the calculation in his face. Then Theo turned to the woman and held out his hand. “Theo. I knew your dad from NA.”

“Oh Lord.” She pushed back some sweaty strands of the wig and took his hand—just the fingertips. “You’re not going to cry, are you?”

“Maybe a little.” But Theo smiled, and it made her smile. Well, it made her melt, actually. And Theo was still smiling. And still holding her hand. Auggie wondered if it would ruin Theo’s master plan if he kicked Theo in the ankle. You know, hypothetically. “Your dad helped me a lot,” Theo continued. “And I thought—well, I wanted you and your family to know how much he meant to me.”

“NA, NA, NA. That’s all anybody wants to talk about.” Her voice caught as she said, “Nobody even knew Daddy. That’s the sucky part. I’m telling you, Theo, no matter how much you liked him, you didn’t know him.”

Theo nodded. “It would mean a lot to me.”

The woman threw a disgusted look at the boxes that Theo had stacked next to the door, and then she waved for Theo to go ahead of her. “I need a smoke anyway, and the bitch—” She shouted the final word toward the door across the hall. “—manager is looking for a reason to keep Daddy’s deposit. I’m Dayle, by the way.”

She offered Theo her fingers again, and when Theo said, “Nice to meet you,” in that low, rumbly Theo voice and she started to melt all over again, Auggie thought maybe he’d kick a little higher. The knee, for example. Theo hadn’t been nearly so insufferable when he’d been using a cane every day. Or maybe even a little higher since Theo had so many complaints about their sex life.

Too late, Auggie realized Theo had said something to him. “Hm? What?”

“Will you be all right,” Theo asked deliberately, “waiting here?”

“He’ll be fine,” Dayle said, already towing Theo down the corridor. Theo gave Auggie a final, meaningful look before he cut his eyes toward the open door, and then he turned to let Dayle lead him away. As they were taking the steps up, Auggie heard Dayle say, “So, you’re doing that Big Brother program or something? Is that it?”

Theo started to laugh.

The balls, Auggie thought. He definitely had to kick him in the balls now.

Inside, Auggie moved down the short hallway, checking doors as he went. On one side: a tiny closet holding the water heater, then a coat closet, then louvered doors hiding a washing machine and dryer, and then a pantry—the shelves bowed under canned food. So much corn, Auggie thought. On the other side of the hall, one door led into the bathroom, and the other opened onto the bedroom. He left both of those for later and followed the hall to the combined living room and galley kitchen at the far end.

Clearly, someone had a theme in mind when they’d built this apartment complex: oatmeal-colored walls, oatmeal-colored carpet that was clean but starting to show its wear, white appliances that had been picked because of their cost rather than style. Boxes lined the walls, were piled high on the sofa and armchairs, and made a maze of the open floor. Auggie tasted cardboard on every breath—cardboard and, he added after a moment, musty fabric.

He walked quickly through the space, trying to get a feel for it because—if he were being totally honest—he didn’t exactly know what he was looking for. Something that explained why Lyn had been killed would be nice. Or evidence about Scott’s murder. Or both, if that wasn’t asking too much. But everything Auggie saw looked like what he expected to see: a man’s life being closed up into boxes.

He passed the open boxes in the kitchen, where Dayle had started packing pots and pans, and where the toaster oven had what looked to Auggie like an innocuous number of toast crumbs around it—although he was pretty sure it was the same amount of toast crumbs that had once prompted Theo to ask Auggie, “Can we talk for a minute?” He folded back the flaps of open boxes in the living room, scanning their contents for something useful like a folder that said LOCHRIDGE MURDER INVESTIGATION or HERE’S THE EVIDENCE. Instead, he found a box full of remote controls; framed photographs of Lyn and friends—and one, only one, of Lyn and Dayle; a framed certificate from the local community college proclaiming that Lyn Dietz had completed his Addiction Professional training.

In another box, Auggie found a worn copy of a book. It had a blue cover, and the only words on it were Narcotics Anonymous. When Auggie flipped through it, highlighted passages jumped out at him, the pages marked with the occasional stain.

“They call that the Basic Text,” Theo said.

“Holy shit, Theo!” Auggie waved the book at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Quietly, please.” Theo glanced over his shoulder as he navigated a path through the boxes. “She said she needed to get something out of her car, but she’s just sitting in the driver’s seat.” He must have felt compelled to add, “Crying.”

“You made her cry?”

“I didn’t make her cry. Well, I didn’t mean to, anyway. What have you found?”

Auggie shook his head. “Nothing.”

Theo flipped open the flaps of another box. Something changed in his face.

“What?” Auggie asked.

Theo moved away from the box without answering, making his way toward the windows on the far side of the room. Auggie caught the flaps, holding them open, and glanced inside the box. It took him a moment to think of the right word—he wanted to say display case, but then he remembered his mom would have called it a shadow box. It looked like Lyn had included every sobriety chip he’d ever received.

Auggie let the flaps fall shut and followed Theo toward the windows. Theo was inspecting one of the windows, and when Auggie reached him, Theo pointed to marks on the outside of the window frame. They might have been nothing. Or, they might have been made with a tool that had been used to force open the window.

“If the police missed that,” Auggie said, “it’s too late now.”

“But it’s interesting, right? I mean, someone broke in. That means Lyn didn’t open the door to them.”

“Maybe.”

Theo frowned.

“So, what’s the deal with the sobriety chips? You looked like you didn’t like that. Is it bad taste or something? Like, you’re not supposed to be proud of that?”

Theo shook his head. He shut the window and latched it, and then he beckoned Auggie to follow. In the bathroom, he knelt and opened a box that had been nestled inside the tub. At first, Auggie didn’t understand what he was seeing. A junk drawer, maybe: shoestrings knotted together, bottle caps, Sprite cans cut in half, the aluminum blackened from an open flame, a scattering of disposable lighters. And then he saw the needles.

“Wait,” Auggie said, “he was still using?”

Theo folded the box shut and stood. He dusted off his knees as he said, “Looks like it.”

“Theo—” Auggie stopped. The best he could come up with was, “I’m sorry.”

Shaking his head, Theo looked away. Outside, a jay jeered—long, harsh cries that seemed to go on for a long time. And then Theo said, “I thought—” He shrugged. “How did you say it? Once a junkie, always a junkie?”

“Hey, I didn’t mean—”

“The important thing is that it tells us something about the killer. Whoever killed Lyn thought he was still sober. Otherwise, they would have made the murder look drug related, like an overdose or a deal gone bad.”

“Ok,” Auggie said. “So, how does that help us?”

“I don’t know. But it’s good to know.”

They tried the bedroom next, but Dayle had already finished packing up everything. When Auggie started cutting the tape on a box with the key to the Malibu, steps clipped on cement, and Theo grabbed Auggie’s arm. They moved out into the hallway as Dayle appeared in the doorway.

“There you are,” she said, her voice husky, her eyes red. “I was wondering.”

“Sorry,” Theo said. “He wanders.”

Auggie glared at him. Subtly.

“Oh yeah, kids’ll do that. Something wrong with his eye?”

“No,” Theo said. “He just looks like that sometimes. Thanks for letting us stop by and for the talk. I know Lyn wasn’t who—well, he wasn’t who a lot of us thought he was, and I’m sorry he didn’t feel like he could be honest with us. But nobody’s perfect, and he helped a lot of people, Dayle. Including me. And that means something. I hope—I don’t know, I hope that means something to you, whenever you’re ready for it.”

Dayle huffed a breath and wiped her eyes and resettled her wig. She shook her head and, staring at the doorjamb, said, “That man broke open my piggy bank when I was seven because he needed to score so bad. And he never paid me back neither.” She was silent for a long moment, toeing at a frayed strand of carpet that was working its way loose from the sill. Then she said, “God, what a mess.”

They left her there and made their way back to the parking lot. When they stepped out of the stairwell, the cold, damp spring morning made Auggie shiver again. And then wrap his arms around himself. And then, trying not to whine, say, “Theo!”

“Oh. Right.”

Theo put an arm around his shoulders and kissed the crown of Auggie’s head. “Sorry. I guess it was a dead end.”

“There has to be something. There’s got to be a reason that the sheriff killed Lyn.”

Theo nodded, but he said, “But you have to remember, it might have been something Lyn saw. There might not be anything physical—no documentation, nothing like that. And remember, it was dark; that’s why Cart couldn’t tell us anything about whoever he saw that night. If Lyn saw something and then, I don’t know, called the sheriff about it, and then the sheriff killed him, that might be the end of it.”

Something about that felt wrong to Auggie, but he let Theo herd him toward the Malibu. Then it came to Auggie, and he locked his knees and grabbed Theo’s coat. “Theo, Cart didn’t see somebody that night.”

“I know Cart was sparing on the details, but I don’t think he’s lying—”

“No, no. He didn’t see someone. Not a person, I mean. Remember? He said he saw a car!”

“Ok—”

“Go ask Dayle if we can look at Lyn’s car.”

“What am I going to tell her? Why do we need to look in his car?”

“I don’t know; make something up. She’ll let us. Her panties were about to spring a leak when you smiled at her.”

Theo’s eyebrows went up.

“Uh,” Auggie said, his face heating, “that sounded a lot less crass in my head. Sorry.”

“Are you—”

“No!”

“Because you know—”

“Theo, oh my God, go! Or we’re going to break the couple’s record for the shortest time between getting back together and murder-suicide.”

For some reason Auggie couldn’t understand, that made Theo crack a grin, and he jogged back toward the apartment. When he came back, a keyring hung from his middle finger, and he jangled them at Auggie. The grin was noticeably bigger.

“Knock it off,” Auggie said.

“Knock what off?”

“I’m not.”

“Not what?”

“Whatever you’re thinking.”

Theo started laughing, so the only thing left for Auggie to do was work the keyring off Theo’s finger and start pressing the unlock button on the fob until he spotted the car with the flashing lights. It was a Ford Focus, dark gray, and Auggie thought that was about as good a match to Cart’s description of a dark-colored sedan as they were going to get. When they reached the car, he went to the driver’s door while Theo circled around to the passenger’s side. Auggie reached for the door handle, then stopped. The doors and the front wheel well showed a lot of dents and gouges, and although someone had clearly made an effort to disguise the damage with paint and maybe some light body work, it was impossible to miss on close inspection.

“Hey, Theo? Check this out.”

Theo came around. Then he swore. “Are you kidding me?”

“I think Lyn was the one who tried to run us off the road.”

“Yeah, Auggie. I got that.” Auggie gave him a look, but it rolled off Theo, who spun and marched up onto the sidewalk, pushing his hands through his hair and muttering more swears under his breath.

Auggie opened the door and slid behind the steering wheel. He opened the glovebox and found the owner’s manual, Ricola cough drops, a sticky-melty-something that might once have been edible, a tire pressure gauge, four Band-Aids, expired insurance cards, and a still-wrapped Tastykake cupcake. Ok, great, he thought. No murder file here, either. He got out of the car and checked the back seat—aside from a Rand McNally map of Missouri from 1987, he found nothing. He checked the trunk and came up with the spare, a jack, and an ancient-looking can of something called Slyme, which had ruptured at some point and had leaked a line of green ooze.

For fuck’s sake, Auggie thought as he closed the trunk, can I please catch a break—

And then he saw it mounted on the dash: the camera.

“Theo?”

“He tried to kill us, Auggie,” Theo said, yanking on his hair as he spun back toward the Focus. “That asshole pretended—pretended about everything, and—”

“Theo, the camera. The dash cam.”

It looked like it took an effort, but Theo snapped his jaw shut. He joined Auggie by the Focus as Auggie wrestled the camera off the dash. Auggie powered up the device, but after a few minutes of playing around with it, he growled and flipped it over. A moment later, he had the SD card.

“We can’t watch it on the camera; it’s an old model. We need to take this home and look at it on my laptop.”

Theo nodded, face still dark with anger.

“Theo, we don’t know that he was trying to kill us. He might have been trying to scare us, to keep us from getting into this too deep. We don’t know anything yet.”

“I know he was a liar, and he was a user, and whether you think he intended to or not, Auggie, he could have killed us that night.”

“Ok,” Auggie said softly. “Could you take a breath? You’re kind of, um, scaring me.”

The struggle played itself out in Theo’s face. Then it was gone, and he took one deep breath, and then another. He squeezed Auggie’s shoulder. Then, in a more Theo-like voice, he said, “I’m going to take these keys back to Dayle, and then let’s roll.”

“Nobody says let’s roll anymore, Theo.”

Theo jogged toward the apartment.

“This isn’t Magnum, P.I.,” Auggie called after him.

“You’re too young to remember Magnum.”

Auggie threw him double birds, but since Theo wasn’t looking, it didn’t make him feel any better.

On the drive home, Auggie had to concentrate to keep from squeezing the SD card too tightly. He glanced over at Theo. “What are we going to do if we see the sheriff on here?”

“We’re going to call that special prosecutor. Shilling, or whatever his name is.”

“And what else are we going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know. Like a backup plan.”

“What do you mean, a backup plan?”

Auggie blew out a breath. “Never mind; I’ll figure it out.”

Under other circumstances, Theo probably would have taken the bait, but silence rolled off him in waves. Still thinking about Lyn, Auggie guessed. Angry, sure. But the anger was a cover for whatever he was feeling underneath. Hurt, probably. And afraid.

When they got home, Auggie parked in the driveway rather than waiting for the garage door. He sprinted through the front door, found his backpack, and took out his laptop. He sat down on the floor, opened it, and inserted the SD card. Theo said something that didn’t register, and a moment later, Auggie was distantly aware of his steps on the stairs.

Auggie opened the file browser on his computer and navigated to the SD card. It had only two folders: one marked TEMP, which Auggie guessed was for daily or weekly footage that was erased when the dash cam reached a built-in limit, and another marked SAVED. He opened the folder marked SAVED and saw only a single file. He double-clicked it.

A video began to play. It was night, although the camera must have had some sort of low-light feature that made it surprisingly good quality. Auggie recognized Scott Lochridge’s house. To judge by the position of the camera, Lyn had parked alongside the house—probably for the sake of discretion.

“He was buying drugs!” Auggie shouted up the stairs. “That’s why he went to see Scott, I think.”

Theo asked something back, but distance muffled his voice.

On the video, movement rocked the car—what he guessed was Lyn shifting his weight, getting out of the car. Then the movement stopped. Something, a shadow, moved near the edge of the camera’s field of vision. The car began to roll backward, headlights off.

“He saw Cart when Cart was taking a leak!” Auggie shouted up to Theo. “That’s why he got spooked and left.”

“I asked you to wait,” Theo said as he came down the stairs two at a time.

“Sorry.”

“I told you I was going to be two minutes while I found that guy’s number—”

Theo might have cut off there, or maybe Auggie just didn’t hear him anymore. It was hard to tell because all of Auggie’s attention fixed on the video. As Lyn continued to back out of the driveway in his car, the angle of the camera took in the front of Scott’s house. Lyn’s headlights were still off—part of that whole discretion thing. Auggie figured a community leader who put his sobriety chips in a shadow box and had a framed diploma for addiction whatever probably didn’t want to get spotted buying drugs from a dirty parole officer. Then the front door opened on Scott’s house, and a man stepped out.

“That’s not the sheriff,” Auggie whispered.

“Lender,” Theo said.

The Wahredua PD detective didn’t seem to have noticed Lyn; he was focused on the door, trying to shut it, probably struggling with the damage he had caused forcing it open. There was no mistaking him. For another second, the angle of the dash cam was perfect, capturing Lender as he left the house after murdering Scott Lochridge. And then Lyn turned, and the camera panned away from the house.

Auggie’s hands were shaking as he emailed himself a copy of the video. He removed the SD card and shut his computer.

“Shit,” Theo said. “All right—”

The front door opened, and Auggie craned his head to look.

Lender stepped into the living room. For a moment, it was so unreal that Auggie couldn’t believe it. It was like a horror movie, one of those dumb ones where the dumb characters rented a dumb fictional movie, only then the movie started seeping into their life. They’d just seen Lender on the video footage, and now Lender was here, walking into their home like he lived there. He had his phone pressed to his ear, and when he caught Auggie’s eye, he smiled.

“—no need for any more follow-up calls, Dayle. I know exactly the young men you’re talking about. I think I can track them down. Thanks for the call; this is exactly the kind of thing I wanted you to keep me informed about.”

He disconnected. “Hello, boys. You’ve been nosing around again.”

“Get out of my house,” Theo said. “I already called—”

Before he could finish, Lender sprayed him in the face with pepper gel. Theo shouted and tried to shield his eyes, but it was too late. For a moment, he stumbled around blindly, clawing at his eyes. Then he staggered in Lender’s direction as Lender continued to spray him. He took a swing, but the blow went wide. Lender kicked him in the knee, and Theo screamed and fell. Lender kicked him again, hard, in the stomach, and Auggie heard something that he thought was a rib snap. Theo made a retching noise as he flopped onto his stomach.

“Don’t get up, August,” Lender said with a smile as he bent and snapped handcuffs around Theo’s wrists.

I’m still sitting, Auggie thought, his legs crisscross, the laptop resting on his knees. I’m still sitting, and he beat the shit out of Theo.

Somehow, with a kind of mechanical stiffness, he got to his feet, letting the laptop fall. He still clutched the SD card. Lender was still smiling as he planted a heel at the small of Theo’s back and dug in, twisting his foot until Theo screamed again.

“Let him go! Let him go!” Auggie managed to get his hand up, and he forced his fingers to unbend and display the SD card. “You can have it, just stop hurting him!”

For the first time that Auggie could remember, Lender’s mask dropped away completely. No more smiles. No more nerdy uncle vibes. In their absence, his face looked hollow, drawn—older, and cruel.

“Bring it here.”

Auggie inched forward.

Lender stomped down on Theo’s back, and Theo screamed again. “Now, August!”

Auggie dashed toward the detective, the SD card outstretched. He realized his mistake a moment too late. Lender’s hand came up, but not for the SD card. He caught Auggie’s shirt and spun, dragging Auggie with him. Auggie tried to pull back, but he’d been running, and his momentum added to the force of Lender’s movement, making it impossible to stop. Lender swung him in a wide arc, and the doorjamb loomed in Auggie’s vision a moment before he smacked into it face-first. His world went white. He was vaguely aware of hitting the floor, spitting blood to clear his mouth, trying to get a breath. In that first instant, the panic was so huge that he didn’t have room to care about anything else.

Then he felt the cuffs tighten around his wrists.

“Well, then,” Lender said, stooping so that, in Auggie’s blurry vision, his profile—the thick yellow glasses, the bushy mustache, the familiar smile—swam into view. He picked up the SD card and ruffled Auggie’s hair. “What’s all the fuss about?”
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The burning in Theo’s eyes didn’t fade, and he didn’t get used to it. It was hell, pure and simple, and the combination of the pain, and his body’s automatic responses—the uncontrollable crying as his eyes tried to flush out the irritant, and snot filling his nasal passages—made it hard to breathe. The other thing that made it hard to breathe was the stabbing pain in his chest, which suggested a broken rib. Or ribs.

He lay on the floor, trying to regulate his breathing so that he didn’t tip over into panic. The spots where Lender had stomped and dug his heel into Theo’s back throbbed now, but that was a distant concern, something to be dealt with later.

First, breathe.

Second, get Auggie out of here.

On the sofa, Lender sat with the laptop balanced on his knees. He clicked keys. “August, what’s your password?”

No answer came from Auggie. It was hard for Theo to hear over his own labored breathing, and he twisted, trying to get a glimpse of the younger man.

“August,” Lender said a little more firmly. “This is serious.”

After a bit of maneuvering with the cuffs, Theo managed to worm around until he had eyes on Auggie—red, watery, burning eyes, but better than nothing. Auggie was slumped on the floor, eyes closed, face covered in gore from what was a visibly broken nose. His lips were parted, and he was breathing, albeit shallowly.

“You knocked him out,” Theo said between gasps. “Dumbfuck.”

Lender made an aggravated noise. Theo heard the man rise, and Lender said, “Never worry, Theo. I think I can wake him up. He won’t enjoy the experience, but—”

“His password is password and then you have to run your finger across the row of numbers.”

Lender was silent for a moment. And then, amusement threaded through his voice, “Really?”

“He’s twenty-two, not a computer genius.”

“Oh Theo,” Lender chuckled. “That’s adorable.”

He sat, and keys clicked, and a moment later he let out a satisfied, “Mmm.” Then more clicking and tapping came from the computer.

Theo sucked in air, blinked his streaming eyes, and as quietly as he could, scooted toward Auggie. If Lender noticed, he gave no sign of it; when Theo risked a look, the detective’s attention was locked on the computer.

“Auggie,” Theo whispered.

Nothing.

Theo watched Auggie’s pulse beat in his throat. He nudged Auggie with his sneaker. “Auggie, you’ve got to wake up.”

Behind him, Lender sighed.

After a long moment, Theo kicked Auggie. Auggie whimpered and tried to roll away, but the cuffs prevented him.

“Auggie, baby, open your eyes.” Theo’s voice thinned, and he barely managed to get out, “You’ve got to wake up right now.”

Another disgruntled sigh came from Lender, and the sofa springs chimed as the detective stood. “Theo,” he said as his steps clicked on the floorboards. “I’m trying to work, and you’re making it difficult for me to concentrate.”

Theo tried to flop over to face Lender, but as he moved, the pain exploded in his ribs, and he sagged back to the floor. He was still trying to catch his breath when Lender caught him by the collar and dragged him across the room, away from Auggie and toward the stairs. Theo tried to get purchase on the floor, scraping his sneakers across the boards in a totally worthless attempt to stop Lender. Then Lender shook Theo by the collar, and the pain in Theo’s ribs and back went supernova. His whole world blanked out.

He came back to himself by degrees: first, the click of Lender’s loafers on the floorboards as the detective moved around the house. Then another white-edged crest of pain as Lender yanked on Theo’s arms, which were still pinioned behind his back. The pressure increased, and Theo’s shoulders and elbows caught fire.

“You should probably stand up,” Lender said, and weirdly, his voice came from behind Theo and above. “If you don’t want me to rip your arms out of their sockets.”

There was another yank, and Theo scrambled to get his feet under him, panting for air through the snot and tears. He couldn’t see anything, but a moment later, something yanked his arms back and up again, and Theo felt himself hoisted up onto tiptoes. The strain in his shoulders and arms wasn’t terrible, but if he tried to lower himself to stand normally, it went off like fireworks. He scrambled with his heels, trying to find something to brace himself and take some of his weight. Then his head hit the railing, and he understood: Lender had trussed him to the balusters, and the sadist had picked a place high enough on the stairs to make it torture for Theo.

“Good thing you keep rope on hand, Theo,” Lender said, and he gave another tug that sent agony shrieking through Theo’s arms and shoulders. “Or I would have had to get nasty.”

Theo hung his head. He just needed one good breath. He just needed to be able to think. He just needed to stand normally for a few seconds, have a few heartbeats of relief from the strain. He could hear himself panting.

The temptation to let himself go—to fall into that terror and let it have him—was enormous. It would be easy. It would be so much easier than trying to reel himself back from the edge over and over again, taking these tiny, shallow breaths, forcing himself to think. But Theo fought it. The old stubbornness in him—the part of him that had refused to be what his father wanted, that had refused to do what Jacob said, that had refused to give up all those times when his life seemed to be over—that part of him made him claw his way back from the drop and hold on.

The balusters, he thought muzzily. The balusters are the weak point.

He talked because he had to do something to keep himself from giving up. “You killed Scott Lochridge.”

Lender made an annoyed noise as he tapped the keys of the laptop. Absently, he said, “Scott was an aggravating man. He had no sense of perspective, no self-awareness. Do you know, he genuinely believed that he had the upper hand? He laughed when I made him a generous offer. When I came back later that night, he didn’t laugh. We still could have worked things out, but he made a series of foolish decisions and…” Lender shrugged as his words trailed off.

“And Baby? That was you at Lunar Lanes, wasn’t it? And Lyn? Who else?”

Keys clicked and clacked.

“You killed Lyn too,” Theo said, trying to make his voice hard. “Why?”

“Hm? Oh, him. He thought he could force me into some kind of confession. He had the video, but he was too scared to turn it in. He loved his reputation. Lyn Dietz, who beat heroin and saved so many others. What would everyone have thought if they’d known he was making midnight buys from a dirty parole officer? I thought it might end there, especially if I could eliminate former-officer Cartwright. And I did try to find the video, but, of course, I didn’t think of the dash cam. Nothing is ever easy. Now please be quiet, Theo; I’m trying to work.”

When Lender’s attention was fixed on the laptop again, Theo leaned forward, trying to ignore how his body protested at him. The balusters weren’t thick—maybe an inch and a quarter in diameter—and the house was old, and he and Ian had never done any work on the stairs. He felt when the wood began to give, felt it warp under the pressure of his whole body pulling against the rope Lender had tied there. But then the pain was too great, and Theo had to stop, had to breathe, had to drag himself back from the brink.

Auggie still lay near the door, crumpled and curled in on himself, one foot halfway out of his Jordans. If not for the blood, he might have looked how he did when Theo came home early some afternoons and caught Auggie mid-nap.

Five more seconds, Theo told himself. You can do five more seconds.

The wood of the balusters shifted. He could feel it forced to the breaking point. Blood hammered in his head, and black specks floated in his vision, and his feet were cramping from being on his toes for so long—and then it was too much, and he had to stop again.

Across the room, blurry in Theo’s tear-streaked vision, Lender let out a little crow of triumph and shut the laptop. He stood, pocketing the SD card, and stretched his back.

“There. That’s all taken care of. Now, we’ll wrap things up here.”

As he spoke, he strolled over to Auggie, reaching into his jacket. His hand came out holding a plastic case. He opened the case and drew out two needles. Then he looked at Theo, winked, and said, “His and his.”

“No,” Theo said. The word sounded blubbery, almost unintelligible. “No!”

“It’s not going to be pretty for your family, Theo,” Lender said as he checked the needle and syringe. “Ex-junkie relapses, fights with his boyfriend, and overdoses. I mean, domestic assault and drugs and sodomy, all in one blow. I’m sorry to say that I think they’ll take it hard.” And then the cheery mask was gone, and something wizened and glittering and evil peeped out from Lender’s eyes. “Especially after Luke. That was his name, wasn’t it? Your brother?”

Theo remembered that morning in the hayloft. The sound of the flies. Brushing them away from Luke’s eyes. The coarse sharpness of the straw as he picked it out of Luke’s hair. The uneven boards had bitten into Theo’s knees as he knelt there, and in spite of the buzzing, he remembered the moment with a kind of perfect stillness—a silence that was imaginary, of course, because you never got silence like that on a farm. The morning light had been thin, whitish gray, like lambswool after they’d rolled in the dirt.

Then the mask was back, and Lender offered a wide smile as he knelt. He turned Auggie’s arm over, probed for a vein, and glanced up. “They’ll be devastated, Theo. But, I think, in light of your…past, perhaps not surprised. I have to admit, I’m indebted to Mel. I wouldn’t have thought of this on my own—not really my style.”

He set the needle against Auggie’s arm.

“No!” Theo screamed. His muscles flexed and bunched as he threw himself forward, trying to get free from the balusters.

Then Auggie launched himself up, his body like silk as he twisted and headbutted Lender. The distinct crunch of a broken nose echoed through the room, and then Lender howled in equal parts outrage and pain. Auggie threw himself onto Lender, bearing the older man down to the floor. He was a wild thing—even with his hands cuffed behind his back, he kicked and kneed and struck with his head and screamed.

For a moment, Theo stared. He forgot about the hot points of his shoulders and elbows, the cramps in his feet, the snot and tears that made it difficult to breathe. He watched as Auggie, handcuffed, did his best to beat the hell out of Lender.

And then, face streaked with blood, glasses askew, mustache bristling, Lender flipped Auggie. The detective straddled the younger man, pinning him to the floor with his weight. Lender was breathing hard. A blood bubble swelled and contracted near his smashed nose.

“You stupid little faggot!” he shouted. He rained blows down on Auggie—uncoordinated, furious, the way a child hits rather than purposeful attempts to injure. It went on for a long time; Theo didn’t realize he was shouting until it ended, and he heard his voice ring out in the tiny house.

Lender sagged backward, gasping for breath, his body bowed as though exhausted, and Auggie lay unmoving beneath him. Theo heard the ragged edges of his own shouts. He was still pulling, trying to force his way free of the balusters.

Then, with weary, old man movements, Lender stretched to recover one of the needles from where it had fallen when Auggie had attacked him.

“No!” Theo shouted. He yanked on the balusters. The wood creaked, but it didn’t give.

Lender yanked Auggie’s head back to expose his throat. He set the needle against Auggie’s skin and said, “Cocksucking piece of shit.”

“No!” Theo screamed.

Then Lender slid the needle home, depressed the plunger, and Auggie began to convulse.
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For a moment, panic locked Theo in place, and all he could do was stare. Auggie thrashed for a moment. It couldn’t have been long—maybe only a heartbeat—but it seemed to stretch out forever. Then he went limp, crushed under whatever Lender had given him. He didn’t look like he was breathing.

Theo howled. He lunged at Lender, but the rope and the cuffs held him. The pain in his shoulders and elbows doubled. He felt something give, but he couldn’t tell if it was something in his body or if, by some miracle, one of the balusters was starting to snap.

Lender stood, dusting himself off, and touched his ruined nose. His voice had a clotted, nasally quality as he glanced at Theo and then began to scour the floor. “He was supposed to lie still. He was supposed to make this easy. Now—” He stooped to recover the second needle, checked it with a look, and turned toward Theo. “—I’ve got to clean up this shit. And I’ve got to come up with a story.” As he came across the room, he palpated his nose again, wincing. Then he grinned. “Don’t worry. You’d be surprised the kind of shit these morons will believe.”

Auggie wasn’t moving. His body was so still. The sound of flies buzzed in Theo’s head.

“Now,” Lender said, examining Theo as he played with the syringe. “Let’s see where—”

Behind Lender, movement at the opening to the kitchen caught Theo’s eye. Cart slid into the living room. He was carrying a baseball bat from the garage, and although Cart looked like hell—pale, his face shiny with sweat, hunched over because of the wound on his side—he moved slowly and deliberately toward Lender.

Lender nodded to himself and took a step toward the stairs. He had decided, Theo guessed, to administer the shot from behind—less chance of Theo being able to retaliate.

As Lender angled his body toward the steps, Cart charged. He didn’t make much noise, but the stolen Reeboks slapped the floorboards, and it was enough to make Lender turn. The detective was already reaching for his gun when the baseball bat clipped the back of his head. Lender pitched forward with an oof that sounded stagey, and he hit the floor in front of the stairs.

“Motherfucker,” Cart said as he closed in, raising the bat for another swing.

Lender rolled onto his back, and the gun came up. He fired—a series of shots that filled the small house with their sound. Cart jerked like he’d been slapped. The bat fell from his hand, but when it hit the floor, Theo couldn’t hear it over the sound of gunfire. Then the shooting stopped. Cart had one hand over his stomach. He looked at Theo, eyes wide with shock, and he said, “Fuck me.” He tried to get a hand on the wall to support himself, but he missed, stumbled, and crashed into it with his shoulder instead. He slid to the floor. Even though Theo’s ears felt packed with gauze from the echo of the shots, he could hear Cart’s breathing turn panicked and whistling. Shock, Theo thought. And then his eyes went back to Auggie, and he thought, How long has it been? Thirty seconds?

Theo didn’t recognize the sound he made—something that came from deep in his chest, something beyond words. He threw himself against the rope once. The weakened baluster squealed in protest. When he did it a second time, the wood snapped, and Theo stumbled free. The first moment, when he came down on his heels, was agony—the cramping in his feet made him wonder if he’d done some kind of permanent damage. But he hobbled forward, shaking himself loose.

Lender swung the gun toward Theo. The chamber clicked empty when he squeezed the trigger. A cinder of fear swirled in Lender’s eyes. He hurled the gun at Theo, but it hit him in the chest. Theo kept going. Lender was scrambling to his feet when Theo reached him.

He kicked him once in the side of the head, and then he stomped. The feeling of it—of Lender’s skull distorted by the force of his foot connecting—lit something up inside Theo. The second time, he knew it was too much, and he forced himself to stagger away from Lender. The detective lay still, blood leaking from one ear. If I’d had my boots, Theo thought, he’d be dead. And then he thought about how much Auggie would laugh when he heard that. Auggie got a real kick out of those boots for some reason.

Auggie.

Theo limped over to him and dropped onto his knees. With his hands still cuffed behind his back, he couldn’t turn Auggie over, but he bent over him, listening. If Auggie was breathing, Theo couldn’t hear it.

“Auggie,” Theo said. “Auggie!”

He looked around—he needed a phone, needed to call the police, needed an ambulance—and then he saw Auggie’s hands. They were cuffed behind his back like Theo’s, but one was half-curled around something. When Theo shifted, he saw keys. For a moment, he thought maybe Auggie had thought of using his keys as a weapon, but they weren’t Auggie’s keys. And then he understood—they were Lender’s, and that had been Auggie’s goal with the headbutt, trying to disorient and disable Lender so he could get his keys and then get free of the cuffs. Only it hadn’t worked out that way.

“Cart,” Theo said. “Cart! I need you to help me.” He twisted around to take the keys from Auggie, and then he scooted over to where Cart lay. He had both hands over the wound in his stomach, and his color had gone from bad to worse. Theo couldn’t see enough of the wound to tell how bad it was, but there was too much blood. Cart’s eyes were open, though, and his panicked breathing had changed to something slower, albeit shallow. “I know you’re hurt, but I need you to help me get out of these cuffs so I can call this in. Can you do that?”

The only answer was a blink. But then Cart peeled one bloody hand away from his stomach and cupped it. Theo managed to drop the keys into Cart’s hand, and a moment later, he felt Cart turning the keys, and then metal scraped Theo’s wrist—the tip of a key as Cart struggled to slide it into the lock. Come on, Theo thought. Come on, come on.

One bracelet slid open. Fire roared to life in Theo’s arms and shoulders as he brought his arms around in front of him, and tears rushed into his eyes. He dug in his pocket, and he came out with his phone and the card that the mayor had given him—the one with the number Theo was supposed to call. He decided screw it, and he called 911 instead. He reported the basics—the attack, Cart’s gunshot wound, and an overdose, possibly opioid-related.

Then he crawled to Auggie. He lifted Auggie’s head. He checked his airway. He thought, Breathe. You have to breathe. He remembered the spin of the car, the weightlessness of it, the sensation of sliding like the highway was made of ice. I can’t, he thought. I can’t do this again.

“Suitcase,” Cart whispered.

Theo bent lower over Auggie. He tried to take a deep breath, but he couldn’t seem to get any air. Part of him was in a barn on a grungy lambswool morning. Part of him was in a car. They had spun for a long time before the impact. It had felt like they’d spun forever.

Cart coughed. “He’s got that spray in his suitcase. Hey, you stupid redneck son of a bitch, are you listening to me? Theo, for Christ’s sake, pull your peckerbrain out of your own ass for a minute and listen to me!”

The words themselves didn’t mean much to Theo, but he turned toward the source of the voice.

“Suitcase,” Cart said; he sounded exhausted now. “Get it.”

Theo glanced over to where Auggie’s suitcases, the ones he’d left by the stairs just in case, now lay toppled on the floor. He lowered Auggie’s head and slid across the boards toward them.

“Smaller one,” Cart said.

Theo dragged the smaller one toward him and yanked on the zipper. It took him a couple of tries because his hands felt detached, almost unresponsive, but then he got it. He stared at the jumble of extra toiletries and spare clothes and what was clearly a cock ring that Auggie had definitely never told him about.

Then he saw it: the Narcan spray. The kind Fer carried because of Chuy. The kind Fer had gotten obsessive about after Thanksgiving, stashing it everywhere—if Theo had been smart enough to remember that. So obsessive, apparently, that Fer had even added an extra to Auggie’s luggage.

Theo scrambled back to Auggie. He removed the cap from the Narcan bottle, inserted the nozzle in Auggie’s nostril, and depressed the plunger. He heard the soft wheeze of the spray. A moment later, Auggie coughed, sucked in a breath, and tried to roll onto his side. Theo held him in place and administered a second dose in Auggie’s other nostril. Then, when Auggie started coughing harder, he eased Auggie onto his side and knelt there, holding him with one hand, stroking his hair with the other.

When he looked up, Cart was staring at him.

Theo asked the only question he could think of: “You went through his luggage?”

A ghost of the shit-eater grin appeared. “Course. You know that little perv has a vibrating cock ring?”
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It was possible to sleep in a hospital chair, even with broken ribs, if you really made an effort. Theo was learning this through first-hand experience, his body wedged into the corner of the chair, his body aching, his feet jammed under Auggie’s hospital bed.

The police had come, then an ambulance, and Theo had done the only thing he could think of: he had sworn Cart to silence, and he had refused to say anything until he talked to the mayor and the special prosecutor. The uniformed officers who got the call—a dynamic duo named Lloyd and Hoffmeister, whom Theo had met through Ian and who were spectacularly unimpressive—tried to get him to talk. Hoffmeister almost got physical about it. But Theo had refused to say anything, and Auggie had been so disoriented that he hadn’t been any help, and Cart had pretended to slip in and out of consciousness. Then the ambulance had taken all of them, including Lender, to the hospital.

Theo barely sat still long enough for them to tape his ribs and rattle off a list of prescriptions, and then he went in search of Auggie. The Narcan was, as everybody said, a miracle drug—the most serious thing Auggie had to worry about, it seemed, was a broken nose. Still, the doctors insisted on keeping him overnight. Auggie called Fer and Chuy to let them know what had happened—at least, the version suitable for public consumption. Theo felt fortunate that he’d been pulled away by Detectives Somerset and Upchurch for more questioning at that point; he could hear the shouting—and swearing—begin as soon as Fer arrived.

But no matter what Somers and Upchurch asked, Theo shook his head and kept silent. The mayor was right: Theo didn’t know who he could trust on the force. Any of them might be working with Lender, and if Theo said something now, it could go badly in a hundred different ways. He kept his silence. Upchurch threatened to arrest him. He shook his head. Somers begged him to explain what had happened.

“If someone threatened you,” Somers said, “we can protect you.”

Theo thought of the Somers he’d seen over the last year: the one who looked like he slept in his clothes and smelled like he’d passed out with a bottle, the one who had answered when Theo had called but had been too wasted to respond. He stared at his hands clasped in his lap and said nothing.

Eventually, they left him—not without a fair amount of blustering about possible charges and all that. They’d be back, Theo knew, and that was all right. He just needed time to speak to Shillings. The special prosecutor could deal with the police for him.

Then, because Theo was a coward, he tried to find a nice, secure place to hide until Fer left—squeezed between two vending machines seemed like a good start, unless maybe the hospital had a vault door he could borrow. Somehow, though, he ended up in Auggie’s hospital room in spite of his best intentions. Fer sat in a chair by the bed; his hair was mussed, and he smelled like weed. Chuy stood at the window, flipping through a magazine.

Fer’s head came up when Theo stepped into the room, and Theo nodded at him. “Fer, I’m sorry—”

Without a word, Fer stood and came around the bed. Theo remembered their first official meeting. He barely had enough time to remember to plant his weight and to remind himself that Fer tended to telegraph his punches. Then Fer crashed into him, breathing harshly, hugging Theo until his ribs screamed. After a moment, Theo hugged him back, and Fer started to tremble.

It didn’t last long. Then Fer pulled away, wiping his face.

“I knew you guys would be friends,” Auggie said muzzily from the bed.

“We’re not friends,” Fer said. “I’m going to kick his ass later. It wouldn’t be a fair fight right now.”

Auggie smiled and burrowed into the pillows.

Chuy mimed shooting himself in the head.

“I am sorry,” Theo said later, when they were both sitting next to the bed, and when a long, silent stretch made him think Auggie was asleep. “For not keeping him safe.”

“You kept him alive,” Fer said, and his voice broke on the last word. “Auggie is just one giant existential prolapse, but—” He stopped and shook his head and looked at the ceiling. His voice broke again as he said, “I love him.”

Theo would have said something, but right then, Auggie mumbled, “Theo?”

He slid closer to the bed and took Auggie’s hand. “I’m right here.”

In a plaintive, childlike voice that had to be at least fifty percent on purpose, Auggie said, “I want ice cream.”

“That better not be code,” Fer said.

This time, Chuy mimed a shotgun in his mouth.

“We can get some ice cream tomorrow on the way home,” Theo said.

“My throat hurts,” Auggie whispered in the same voice he had once used to say, I can’t reach the remote.

“Ok,” Theo said. “I can get you some now. Fer and Chuy are here; I’ll be right back.”

But Auggie had a death grip on his hand. It relaxed slowly as Auggie drifted back to sleep. And then his hand loosened, and Theo tucked it under the thin hospital bedding. He listened, and the noises Theo remembered sounded different through Auggie’s broken nose. For a while, Theo watched.

“It’ll melt before he wakes up,” Fer said.

Theo nodded.

The clock ticked.

“He doesn’t need ice cream,” Fer said. “They brought him Jell-o.”

Theo nodded again.

“If his throat really is hurting, though…” Fer said.

“It wouldn’t hurt him to get some extra calories,” Theo said. “He’s too thin.”

“For the love of God,” Chuy said. “One of you go buy him ice cream before I go crazy.”

After sharing a glance with Fer, Theo stood, his body protesting in a dozen different places, and limped out of the room. On his way to the hospital convenience store, he detoured to the hospital pharmacy and picked up his prescriptions. He checked the paper bag automatically. Prescription-strength NSAIDs, and Co-dydramol. He looked at it. Then he looked away. He remembered being five years old and stealing a pack of Juicy Fruit.

I’ll give that back, he told himself. This is the time to do it. I’ll hand it back to the pharmacist and say no.

He rolled the top of the paper bag shut.

I’ll buy some Tylenol, he told himself. Then I’ll give it back.

He wandered the hospital until he found the tiny convenience store in the basement, and he bought himself a bottle of acetaminophen.

His hand ached from clutching the paper bag.

The sunglasses display spinner had a mirror at the top, and Theo ducked his head as he walked by. Out of the corner of his eye, a shape smeared itself along the chrome. He thought of Auggie. Of how still he had been after Lender had given him that hot shot.

We might need them, he told himself. We’re both in bad shape.

Black spots drifted across his vision. He took deep breaths. We might need them, he thought. He remembered the garage, the weight of the hammer in his hand. I might need them.

He went back down the narrow length of the convenience store and picked up a stick of Arrid Extra Dry.

In the hospital bathroom, he worked the dial on the base of the stick of deodorant until the whole thing came clear and the container was empty. He poured the Co-dydramol inside, listening to the pills rattle against the plastic. The smell of the deodorant was giving him a headache. Then he broke the stick of deodorant in half. He smoothed down the rough edges with a paper towel and returned it to the container and screwed the dial until the remaining half-stick was back in place. Just another stick of deodorant. He stuck it in his back pocket. If he was careful, it didn’t even rattle when he moved. Then he went back to the convenience store and bought Auggie one of the big Toll House ice cream cookies, and he headed upstairs.

Rattle, rattle.

“I should wake Auggie up so you can tell him that,” Chuy was saying when Theo stepped into the room.

“Tell him what?” Theo asked.

Chuy either didn’t hear him or ignored him, attention fixed on Fer, who appeared to be blushing. “Since you spent most of today telling him you were going to make him turn tricks in La Jolla, of all places, to pay for the hospital bills.”

“Go back to the hotel,” Fer snapped. “Jerk off into a pillowcase a few more times.”

“Maybe we should both go back,” Chuy said. He tilted his head at Theo.

“I’ll stay the night with him,” Theo said. “I’ll make sure he’s all right.” He offered a tired smile. “And I’ll do a better job this time.”

Fer grumbled about that, but eventually he grabbed his jacket and herded Chuy toward the door.

“And you’re one to talk about blowing loads,” Chuy said, “considering you haven’t gotten laid since—well, am I supposed to count that time you were trying to fuck that toilet paper roll?”

“That never happened,” Fer said over his shoulder to Theo.

“Yes,” Chuy said, ignoring how Fer shoved him toward the door. “It did.”

“I was fifteen, and it was a misunderstanding.”

“There’s not really any way to misunderstand that.”

“I was trying to measure—you know what, you big cooch? People lock bathroom doors for a reason.”

Theo heard them bickering all the way down the hall.

Auggie was still asleep. Theo tried to stay awake, but in spite of his best efforts, he dozed. At some point, he woke from his contortionist doze in the chair, and Auggie was watching him with star-dark eyes.

“I think your ice cream melted,” Theo croaked, tilting his head at the softened mass of ice cream cookie.

Wordlessly, Auggie patted the bed.

Rattle, rattle.

It took a couple of tries because of his ribs, but Theo got onto the mattress. He stretched out next to Auggie, and then, because Auggie kept burrowing and squirming and nuzzling, he ended up with his arm around Auggie, and Auggie’s cheek on his chest. They lay like that, listening to the purr and beep of the monitoring equipment, the click of nurses’ shoes on the linoleum, hushed voices. When Auggie started to cry, Theo pulled him closer and ran his hand over the short bristles of Auggie’s hair, again and again. And then, after a while, Auggie stopped crying, and his breathing evened out into sleep.

The sun was coming up when Theo couldn’t keep his eyes open anymore, and he remembered the dingy light of that morning in the hayloft, and all the mornings after. They keep coming, he thought. They just keep coming. And then, in neon letters, I can’t.

A hand came to rest on his cheek, turning his head until it rested against Auggie’s. Voice muddled, Auggie asked, “Can we go to Big Biscuit?”

Something unhitched in Theo’s chest. His answer was a sob.

“And then home, Theo. I want to go home.”

Theo struggled to master himself, but the words came out pitching and sliding. “We’ll go home.”

“And eat Doritos.”

“I bought some Doritos.”

“We’ll have to sleep in the living room because I don’t think either of us can do stairs.”

Theo laughed wetly. Tears leaked from his eyes, and he felt them wick away into Auggie’s short hair. “We’ll have to sweep first. You got crumbs everywhere.”

“I hate sweeping,” Auggie murmured. And then he was asleep again.

Theo sagged against the mattress. He fought to open his eyes again. He could still glimpse the window. Light fanned out across the tangle of hickory and oaks, lacing the riffles on the river. It swept the shadows from the asphalt, and he thought of Old Hamlet, the Ghost, dissolving. The bird of dawning, Theo thought, and he felt himself dissolving along with all the night’s ghosts. The bird of dawning singeth all night long.
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Auggie knew that Theo had been expecting the knock, but Theo still started when the sound came, and he tried to cover it by stretching. Auggie pretended not to notice and paused the movie they were watching; the sound had startled him too. It would be a long time, he guessed, before they stopped being startled.

Theo crossed the living room. He was dressed in khakis and a button-up and a bulky cardigan for the meeting, even though it was too warm for the sweater. Auggie had copied him—well, dark chinos and a linen shirt, but still better than his recent uniform of trunks and Theo’s sweatshirts. When Theo reached the door, he glanced over at Auggie.

Auggie gave the room a final scan. Someone—Auggie guessed Fer and Chuy, although Fer had only sworn a blue streak when Auggie had asked—had cleaned up the worst of the damage to their home, but it was impossible to miss the signs of the fight. Blood still stained the floorboards, and the drywall was broken in places, along with the balusters that Theo had, apparently, Hulk-smashed. It’s been one day, Auggie reminded himself. It would get better. They’d make things better. A little at a time. He tapped his phone a few times and slid it under the sofa. Then he gave Theo a nod, and Theo opened the door.

Mayor Newton stood in the doorway, hat in hand—literally, since he was cradling a fedora for some reason. His dark suit accentuated his snowy hair, and when he smiled the liver spots along his jaw stretched. Even from the doorway, Auggie could smell the old man aftershave wafting off him. “Hello, Theo.” He looked into the house and added, “Hello, Auggie.”

Theo nodded and stepped back, ushering the mayor into the house. Shillings came behind him like a shadow: the cheap suit, the hard face full of angles, the dense, oily curls. And the eyes. The restless eyes that lingered longer than Auggie liked on Theo and the bulky cardigan.

Auggie gave up the sofa and brought in two chairs from the kitchen. He and Theo took the chairs, and while the mayor settled himself on the sofa, Shillings took up position standing near the door. More like a bodyguard, Auggie thought, than a special prosecutor. But maybe he had law enforcement training. Or he was trying to hit his stand goal. Or he had bad gas. The last one made a wild laugh build in Auggie’s throat, and when he swallowed, it made a noise in his throat. The dull throb in his nose got a little sharper. Theo looked over, and Auggie offered a tiny wave to say he was fine.

“How are you both doing?” the mayor asked. The voice went along with that aftershave—a grandfatherly voice, soft as talc. “I heard about your injuries.”

“We’re fine.” Theo touched his ribs through the cardigan without seeming to realize it. “Aren’t we?”

Auggie nodded.

“Terrible, terrible.” The mayor clucked. “I never would have asked for your help if I’d thought you’d be in so much danger.”

Theo didn’t say anything. He rested his hand against the cardigan again, pressing lightly, checking. Maybe he didn’t know he was doing it, Auggie thought.

“Do you need anything?” the mayor asked. “Maybe a meal? You’d like a nice dinner, I imagine, after everything you’ve been through. I’ll make some calls—on me, you understand—”

“Mr. Mayor,” Theo said. “I want my life to go back to normal. Detective Somerset came by the hospital twice yesterday, and he’s already called me once this morning. We can’t keep stonewalling the police; eventually, they’re going to have to do something, and I’m afraid they’ll try to pin this on Cart.”

The mayor made a small, knowing noise. His face hardened, and his voice had lost that powdery softness as he said, “Well, Theo, I’m afraid you’ve made a bit of a hash of things, haven’t you? I was very clear with you: you were to call me directly with any evidence of police corruption. And instead, you did exactly the opposite. You called the police. So, I have to say, you’re in a mess of your own making right now.”

Theo set his jaw. He breathed through his nose. Auggie had seen that look before—notably, once or twice before Professor Theo took a sabbatical, and barroom-brawler-and-all-around-badass Theo decided to bash somebody’s face.

“Yes, well,” the mayor said and cleared his throat. “I suppose that horse is out of the barn, as it were. At least you kept quiet, and that makes things salvageable. I assume that you did, indeed, find something that proves Detective Lender’s guilt. If you’d be so good as to hand it over, we’ll come up with a story that the police will have to accept, and then we can put all this behind us.”

“A story?” Theo said. “I understand that you’re still building a corruption case, but we have evidence that Detective Lender murdered Scott Lochridge. Lender tried to kill us; you’ve got three people who will testify to that. Why do we need a story?”

The rustle of aluminum made Auggie turn. Shadows thickened in the room as Shillings lowered one set of blinds. The only sound that followed was his heavy steps as he moved to the next window. The aluminum chimed again as the blinds clattered down.

“What’s he doing?” Auggie asked.

That same heavy tread moved to the next window.

“Why is he closing the blinds?” And then, because he couldn’t help it, he said, “Theo?”

Theo shook his head. He was undoing the buttons on his cardigan. Behind the beard, his cheeks were flushed.

Auggie turned to look at the mayor, who had settled back onto the sofa with a look of resigned satisfaction. “You lied.”

A smirk sparked at the corner of the mayor’s mouth, and then the old man’s patrician gravity extinguished it.

“You were never trying to uncover police corruption,” Auggie said as it all fell into place. “And he’s not a special prosecutor from the attorney general, or whatever bullshit you fed us. You were—you were trying to get leverage. Something you could use to blackmail Lender. That’s what this was all about.”

“Auggie,” Theo said.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Auggie said. “Why ask us to help you get blackmail material when you knew we’d be a loose end—”

“Auggie, stop talking.”

The mayor sat forward, elbows on knees. His eyes were dark and lusterless. “It’s a fair question, Theo. Let him ask. You’re correct, Auggie. You and Theo are—how did you put it? A loose end?”

The last set of blinds rattled down, and the shadows thickened until they seemed to boil in the room like smoke.

“Watch him,” Theo said.

Auggie craned his head to study Shillings. “He’s just standing there.”

“If I’m being completely honest,” the mayor said, “I have to admit that I thought Detective Lender would eliminate the two of you. You were a low-risk opportunity; if you brought me something, so much the better, but if not, Detective Lender would make sure you weren’t around to ask inconvenient questions.”

Theo reached into his cardigan and pulled out a gun. He pointed it at the mayor.

Shillings reached for his side, and Auggie shouted, “Theo!”

“Tell him to stop,” Theo said.

Shillings hesitated, but when the mayor’s silence dragged on another second, his hand began to move again.

Theo fired, and the sound exploded in the small space. The now-familiar smell of gunpowder filled Auggie’s nose. He didn’t dare look away from Shillings, so all he could do was try to hear through the ringing in his ears.

“Stop,” the mayor said.

Shillings dropped his hand, and Auggie said, “He stopped.”

“Tell him to move over here where I can see him.”

The mayor made an annoyed noise, but he must have signaled Shillings because the man crossed the living room. Auggie followed him with his eyes, but Shillings didn’t try anything suspicious. When Auggie had turned around in his seat, he saw the hole in the wall where Theo had fired the warning shot.

“You know,” Theo said, “I’ve been going through a lot of boxes of old stuff, and you wouldn’t believe what’s in there. This gun belonged to my husband. It would have saved me a lot of trouble if I’d found it sooner—turns out, it’s not a bad thing to have a gun on hand. Sometimes, anyway.” Theo swallowed. “You’re going to leave my house, and you’re never going to bother me or Auggie again.”

“That’s not a terribly compelling threat, Theo,” the mayor said. He picked lint from his sleeve. “No, Auggie, don’t make that face. I’m not disparaging him; I fully believe that he would kill me if he thought he had to. But you’re not thinking things through. You might kill me, but not without Mr. Shillings having time to draw his weapon, and then who knows what will happen? And you can’t predict how the police investigation will go, or who will believe your story.”

“I was married to a cop. I’ll figure it out.”

Something crawled under the mayor’s crepey, sagging skin. Then he smiled. “Yes, I imagine you might. I believe we’re at an impasse. What would satisfy you? A promise to leave you and Auggie alone?”

“I’ve got an idea about what your promises are worth.”

“Well then, what?”

“Auggie,” Theo said.

Auggie blinked. Theo threw him a sidelong look, and then Auggie understood. “I have a copy of the video. The dash cam footage. That’s what you want, the proof that Lender killed Scott Lochridge.”

“Yes, Auggie, I understand—”

“I don’t think you do. I have a copy. Lender deleted the original, but I have a copy. And my friend has a copy. And one of their friends has a copy. And one of their friends. And if anything happens to me, well, those videos are going to the press, along with the whole story—how you came to us, what you asked us to do, all of it.”

That ember of a smirk flared again and went out. “I hate to be rude, but I think you’re bluffing.”

“But you don’t know, do you? That’s the thing. You know what my whole life is? My whole life is sharing stupid videos. This is just one more stupid video, Mr. Mayor, and I made sure to share it with the right friends.”

The mayor studied Auggie for a long moment. Then he looked at Theo. Then he stood, straightening his suit, seemingly oblivious to Theo tracking him with the pistol. “We’re done here,” he said to Shillings. Then, to Theo, he added, “Unless you’re still planning on shooting me?”

“Maybe,” Theo said. “I want something.”

The mayor waved a hand. “Yes, yes, I heard you. Don’t come around here again. Very John Wayne, Theo. This town isn’t big enough for the two of us. Trust me, as long as you and Auggie keep your silence, I have no further interest in either of you.”

“No, I want something else.” Theo took a breath. “Cart.”

For a moment, the words didn’t seem to register. Then the mayor smiled, the liver spots stretching obscenely.

“I want him cleared of all charges,” Theo said. “Today, preferably.”

“Theo, it’s not quite that easy—”

“You were going to murder us and cover it up,” Auggie said. “You own Lender’s ass, and he’s a detective with the Wahredua PD. I think you can find a way to make sure Cart doesn’t go down for those murders.”

This time, anger kindled in those dark, flat eyes, but the mayor gave a sharp nod.

“And Lender stays away from us too,” Theo said. “Or the deal is off.”

“Mr. Stratford,” the mayor said as he walked toward the door, “believe me when I tell you that Detective Lender will have much bigger things to worry about.”

When the mayor opened the door, the spring light blazed in a rectangle, silhouetting him. He disappeared outside, a shadow burned away by the sun. Shillings followed him, another bad dream that hovered, lingered, and was gone. Theo got up, the gun swinging clumsily against his thigh, and shut the door. He threw the bolt, and then he sagged against the jamb.

Auggie recovered his phone from under the sofa, stopped the recording, and uploaded it to the cloud. In case one day, the mayor no longer needed Lender or the blackmail footage—now Theo and Auggie had blackmail of their own. Then he dashed across the room.

Theo pulled him into a hug. He let out a shuddering breath that transmitted itself through Auggie’s body, and then he buried his face in Auggie’s hair, taking deep, uncontrolled breaths.

Auggie hugged him—carefully, because of his broken ribs—and listened to the free verse of Theo’s heartbeat.

“My whole life is sharing stupid videos?” Theo mumbled into Auggie’s hair.

Auggie laughed and gave him a gentle shove. “Shut up. You should have told me your plan; I had to improvise.”

“I didn’t know. I mean, I started to wonder last night, but I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to scare you.”

“What scared me was not knowing why you were hiding a gun under the ugliest cardigan God ever created.”

Theo pulled back enough for Auggie to see his face, where shock and outrage mingled. “You knew?”

“Oh my God, Theo. You should have just worn it in a big cowboy holster. Oh, and spurs. Oh! And chaps.”

After a moment, Theo laughed and pulled Auggie against him again, kissing the crown of Auggie’s head and, in general, ignoring Auggie’s protests.

“So,” Auggie said, “I know that a gun is not a toy. But you’re always talking about communicating, and um, I’m communicating that it does kind of do something for me. Uh, the gun. I mean, you and the gun. You with a gun. So, hypothetically, if it were unloaded and totally safe, like, what are the odds that maybe once—once—you would, um, wear a holster, and you could pull it out—”

“Auggie,” Theo said.

Auggie hid his grin in Theo’s chest.

Technically, that wasn’t a no.
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Somehow, after the first few days, the weeks began to fly past. March turned into April, April turned into May, and then it was the first weekend in June, and unbelievably nice for Missouri on the brink of summer: low humidity, a breeze that kept the temperature perfect, and a pale blue sky already deepening to purple in the east.

Auggie had put himself in charge of decorations because Theo was absolutely no help at all—when Auggie had asked him, over and over again, what he’d like to have at the party, Theo had finally suggested a magician.

“A magician?” Auggie said.

“People have magicians at parties, right?”

“When they turn eight, Theo. Not when they graduate with their doctorate.”

Theo had shrugged—the helpless act was a bit much—and Auggie had forced himself to walk away before he said something he regretted.

No magician.

Instead, Auggie had gotten a balloon arch in Wroxall College’s colors: hunter green and silver. He’d made a photo booth with Ethan and Orlando’s help, complete with props and one of those instant photo cameras. He’d gotten more balloons, clear ones, each filled with green and silver glitter. Ethan was in charge of music, and he was playing a song in Spanish that had a great rhythm. Orlando was in charge of the beer—he was manning three galvanized tubs and icing down White Rascals and Big Waves and something called Destroyed Sendoff, which, Orlando would explain to anyone who would listen, was “a great craft Pilsner from this local brewery I found.” Fer and Chuy were manning the grill—in theory, anyway, because the two of them spent more time bickering than actually watching the burgers and dogs. And, because Auggie didn’t trust anyone else to do it, he had put himself in charge of the snacks. Doritos were in abundance.

And, of course, there was a photo collage. Two, actually. One for each graduate. It had been harder to fill in Theo’s because Theo didn’t have a lot of childhood pictures, but Auggie had managed to dig up enough with a combination of googling, phone calls, and one (unknown to Theo) visit to Theo’s third-grade teacher.

Auggie was checking the photo collages, trying to decide if he needed to move them closer to the food or farther away—or closer to the deck, he wondered. Or maybe closer to the chairs?—when Fer said behind him, “These are nice.”

When Auggie turned around, his big brother was drinking a White Rascal, studying the collages.

“Yeah?” Auggie asked.

“Yeah,” Fer said. “Chuy, check this out. It’s like an optical illusion or something. When you put enough pictures of Augustus side by side, it makes it hard to tell he’s such a wiener.”

“Oh my God,” Auggie said.

“How about instead of donking your dork,” Chuy shouted from the grill, “you wash your hands—really wash them—and come turn these burgers that you’re burning so I can take a leak!”

“I told you to watch the fucking burgers, shithead!” Fer shouted back. “If they burn, I’m going to pack those things up your fucking chute and squirt a whole bottle of ketchup up there.”

Several guests—guests who, because they had lived good, virtuous lives in a previous incarnation, had never encountered Fer before—turned to stare.

“Fer, Jesus, this is a party,” Auggie whispered, pulling on Fer’s arm.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Augustus. Did I embarrass you? Help me out. I’m not sure when everyone is supposed to put their keys in a bowl, and I definitely don’t know the etiquette for when we all start dropping dong, but I’m pretty sure that once all these little twinky-toys you brought to play with start rolling coal—”

“Please, Fer. Please, I’m begging you. I’m literally begging you.”

Fer shook him off, scowling. Chuy pushed up his sleeves—he’d taken to wearing long-sleeved shirts to hide the track marks—flipped Fer the bird, and tossed the turner on the prep table. Then he shot Fer double eagles and headed inside.

“Fuckoff bottle-cap-dicked dolphin-nosed piece of shit,” Fer said. But at least he said it quietly.

“Dolphin-nosed?” Auggie said under his breath.

Fer tried to cuff him, but Auggie slid out of reach. After another long pull at his beer, Fer scowled at the photo collage of Theo. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

Auggie groaned and covered his eyes.

“So, that’s what he looks like. Thank God he grew that beard.”

Shoving his brother toward the house, Auggie said, “Hey, Fer, I forgot to tell you. I put all this great weed in the basement. Let me show you. Go straight downstairs, and I’ll close the door and make sure nobody bothers you.”

Fer dug in his heels. “You don’t really have weed here, do you?”

“What? No, I mean, I bet Ethan could get you some if you—”

“Because Chuy can’t be around that shit.”

“Fer, I don’t have any, I swear.”

“Good. Where’d that ass-wipe go?”

Fer headed into the house in search of Chuy, and Auggie wondered, for a moment, if hiding under the deck until everyone left would be considered the pinnacle of being a good host. Then he heard a familiar husky giggle, and he spun around.

Theo’s new-ish officemate, Beta Redford-Hyatt, who was—in Auggie’s estimation—the human equivalent of a trust fund rolled up in a sex cult, had Orlando by the hand and was leading him around the side of the house.

“Orlando!” Auggie barked.

“Oh, uh, hi, Augs.”

“Drinks. Now.”

“Right, I know. It’s just, Beta told me he had something really big to show me—”

“Drinks. Beta, leave him alone. He’s got a boyfriend.”

Beta’s fine, dark eyebrows arched into wounded innocence.

“Actually, Augs, I have a boyfriend and a girlfriend,” Orlando said in what sounded like Orlando’s version of a delicate correction.

“I don’t care. Ice down more beer; Ethan keeps drinking it all.”

Orlando hesitated.

“He was talking about his penis,” Auggie said. “That’s the big thing he wanted to show you.”

“I don’t think so,” Orlando said slowly. “He said he could only show me in the dark—”

“Ok,” Auggie said, crossing to them. He separated the two dummies and pushed Orlando toward the galvanized tubs. “Beta, this is like hunting wounded prey—or whatever counts as unfair hunting; honestly, I’d have to ask Theo.”

“Let’s ask him together,” Beta practically purred.

Auggie gave him the stink eye and a few more helpful shoves to get Orlando to safety. “Beer,” he told his friend firmly. “Oh my God, why is Ethan playing the ‘Macarena?’”

By the time Auggie had taken care of that next disaster—which mostly involved a quick but thorough scouring of Ethan’s playlist, from which he deleted not one, not two, not three, but four versions of the Village People’s “YMCA”—Auggie heard familiar shouting.

“I said leave it, you redneck piney-woods pencil-dicked son of a bitch.”

That was Cart, of course. Theo, answering in a much more subdued voice, said, “Almost there.”

Auggie found them around the side of the house, where Cart’s wheelchair had gotten stuck in a patch of earth that was perpetually soft. Theo had obviously given up on lifting the chair out, and now he was trying to wedge a board under one wheel to provide traction.

Cart had been released from jail shortly after Detective Lender—in a spectacular story that had splashed across regional newspapers and TV—revealed that he had found the killer of Scott Lochridge and Lyn Dietz. In Lender’s version, he had been attacked by the killer, which neatly explained his own injuries. And, conveniently, by the time the police tracked the man down, he was dead—a transient man who, apparently, had stopped in Wahredua only long enough to commit murders months apart and then overdose.

“Do you think they killed him?” Auggie had asked Theo when they’d heard the news. “So they’d have a scapegoat?”

“No,” Theo said. “That would have only put them at risk—safer to find someone who had OD’d on his own, and then frame him.”

But Theo had hesitated too long before answering.

Today, Cart’s face was still washed out, eyes darkly ringed, and his hair buzzed down again so that now it reminded Auggie of the frizz on a well-used tennis ball. His recovery from being shot had been slow and uneven, marred by setbacks. He was too thin, even for Cart, who had already been a whipcord to begin with, and when he saw Auggie, he made a face.

“Hiya, champ.”

“Hi, Cart. Theo, can I help you?”

“I’ve got it,” Theo grunted.

Since that was clearly some leftover bit of straight-guy DNA in Theo and he most definitely did not have it, Auggie took up position behind the chair, grabbed the handles, and lifted. The chair was definitely stuck, but the wheel in the soft earth shifted enough for Theo to get the board into place. As Theo dusted off his knees, Auggie rolled the chair up the board and away from the soft patch, and a moment later, they were moving easily toward the party again.

“Must be nice,” Cart said, “having Teen Hulk around the house. Do you make him lift the couch over his head when you need to vacuum?”

“Cart, don’t get going with that stuff,” Theo said.

Auggie shook his head at Theo. “He does make me lift things, actually.”

“I do not.”

“You definitely do. Remember when I was an innocent first-year, and you made yourself into a human thirst-trap so that I’d clean out your garage?”

“I don’t even know what a thirst-trap is, let alone a human one, but I remember that day—”

“You kept checking yourself in your shorts. And stretching. And you practically showered yourself with that lemonade—pouring it all over your face and shaking your hair. It was like a porny Country Time commercial.”

Cart burst out laughing, and Auggie joined in.

“Assholes,” Theo said, elbowing Auggie out of the way to take control of the chair. “Auggie, go play with your toys. Cart, where’s your nurse?”

The expression on Cart’s face snapped to a scowl. “Don’t talk so loud, you fucking redneck; he’ll hear you. I barely got away from him the first time.”

Grinning, Auggie backed away, hands raised in surrender. Theo waved him off, and as Auggie turned and jogged back toward the party, he heard Cart ask with absolutely zero change in volume, “So, does he fuck like Teen Hulk too?”

Theo sighed, and the wheelchair must have bumped into something—hard—because Cart yelped and swore and Theo murmured, “Oops.”

After getting a few more beers into everyone, Auggie decided the party might actually be a success. A couple of Theo’s grad school friends—not counting Beta—had also shown up, and Auggie made a point of joining their conversation with Theo for a few minutes. The year before, at Theo’s birthday party, they’d had a rocky introduction, but they were important to Theo, so Auggie put on a smile.

Grace was beautiful in a 1930s starlet kind of way, thin, with perfect hair that fell to the middle of her back and Hollywood cheekbones. Her nonbinary partner, Eckhart, had a cap of curls and, in spite of the warm weather, wore a baggy corduroy jacket and matching corduroy slacks. It was, in Auggie’s opinion, a lot of corduroy for someone who wasn’t a stuffed animal. As Auggie moved up to join them, Grace was saying, “But you defended, Theo. That’s wonderful. You know what they say—ABD isn’t worth anything.”

Theo nodded and slipped an arm around Auggie’s shoulders. He took a drink of his beer. The sunset turned the can red in his hand.

“You could look for post-docs,” Eckhart said. “And they’ll post adjunct positions over the summer.”

“I think I’m going to get certified as a teacher,” Theo said. “For high school, I mean. It’s not hard in Missouri; if you have your doctorate, you only have to take a test.”

The micropause only lasted long enough for Grace to flex her fingers around her beer and Eckhart to shift their weight; they didn’t do anything so déclassé as, you know, fall over in shock.

“That’s wonderful,” Grace said like somebody contemplating a lobotomy.

“That’s where the real teaching happens,” Eckhart said like somebody for whom real teaching was a tropical disease.

Theo smiled and took a longer pull of the White Rascal.

“What about you, Auggie?” Grace asked into the void.

“Oh, I graduated too,” Auggie said. “Barely.”

“Not barely,” Theo said. “Auggie would have graduated with a four-point-oh, but there were family issues this semester.”

“I ran away from home,” Auggie said. “They wanted me to make my bed.”

Theo gave him a look.

But Grace grinned. “I actually did run away from home. My mom made this horrifying fried rice, and she wouldn’t let me leave the table until I cleaned my plate. The only thing I remembered to take with me was my pillow, and I didn’t even make it to the end of the street.”

Auggie opened his mouth to say something, but it flew out of his head when he saw Connie and Annette Moore standing on the driveway, Lana between them. “Theo.”

“We’re not getting into another conversation about making the bed, Auggie—”

“Theo!”

Theo turned to follow Auggie’s gaze. For a moment, his whole body locked up, and then he mumbled an excuse to Grace and Eckhart and strode toward the Moores and his daughter. He looked very collected for about three paces, and then he broke into a jog.

“Excuse me,” Auggie said, and Grace and Eckhart smiled and motioned for him to follow.

By the time, Auggie joined them, Theo was holding Lana on his hip, smoothing her dark hair with one hand and, every few seconds, pressing a kiss to the side of her head while pretending to listen as Annette told him something about the car seat. When Lana saw Auggie, she let out an excited noise and held out her arms, and Theo craned his head. Then, with a rueful smile, he passed Lana over. Lana then proceeded to choke Auggie in a life-threatening hug, making that excited noise right in his ear.

Connie seemed to see this as a conversational opening. He held out his hand, and Auggie managed a handshake after getting Lana settled on his hip, copying the way Theo had held her. “Congratulations are in order,” Connie said. “Now you get to the fun part—going to work every day for the rest of your life. Although maybe that’s not the case for you, is it? I have to admit, I don’t fully understand what you do.”

“I don’t either,” Auggie said with a lopsided smile, and to his surprise, Connie grinned. “I’m looking at some hybrid positions, actually. Digital marketing agencies, which is a fancy name for the people who manage corporate social media accounts.”

Connie’s face was blank.

“I’d be the one making snarky comments about competing burger chains, or something like that.”

Connie made an understanding noise and nodded a little too thoroughly, and Auggie had to hide his smile.

“He’s not looking at positions,” Theo said, breaking away from his conversation with Annette. “He’s negotiating with three different agencies because he’s a genius and they all want him, and he’s cutthroat. In the last call, he told the woman to call him when she was serious, and then he disconnected.”

Auggie shrugged. “I know what I want, and right now, I’ve got flexibility. If all else fails, I can always work at Frozen King. I could definitely rock that paper crown.”

A crash came from inside the house, and Auggie glanced at the deck. The back door was shut, and nothing appeared to be wrong, but he’d definitely heard something.

Theo put a hand on his shoulder. “Just a minute.”

Theo went inside, and for a while, Auggie listened to Annette’s exhaustive list of everything Lana liked and didn’t like. He tried to comment on some of the things he’d noticed himself, on his visits to Downing, but Annette steamrolled him and kept talking. After a couple of tries, Auggie realized this wasn’t a conversation. He nodded and said things like “Yes,” and “Of course,” and he smiled until his face hurt. The only thing that made it bearable was that Lana was actually there, sitting on his hip.

Well, ok, two things made it bearable. A pretty young man in nurse’s scrubs, who was clearly wearing glitter on his face and had at least eighteen bangles, was talking to Cart, and Cart’s face was bright red. Twice, Cart tried to wheel himself away, and both times the twinky little nurse grabbed the wheelchair without even seeming to notice and hauled him back. When Cart accidentally caught Auggie’s eye, Auggie grinned, and Cart’s face caught fire.

When five minutes had passed and Theo still hadn’t come back, Auggie passed Lana to Connie, excused himself and went inside. He caught the tension in the air immediately, and when he heard the murmur of voices from behind the bathroom door, he stopped and listened. One sounded like Fer, only the voice was so broken that Auggie barely recognized it. The other was definitely Theo’s—low, calm, reassuring.

“Hey,” Auggie said, trying the handle and pushing the door open. “Is everything ok? What’s going on?”

To his surprise, Theo and Fer were hugging, and Fer’s face glistened with tears. Somebody had given him what was clearly going to be one hell of a shiner. When Fer noticed Auggie, he snapped his head up and started scrubbing at his eyes. He lurched free of Theo. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Augustus? This isn’t a truck stop glory hole. Who the fuck taught you to barge into a bathroom like that?”

Then he shoved the door shut.

“Theo?” Auggie called.

But Theo didn’t answer. That low murmur of voices came again, and then the door flew open. Fer emerged, wiping his face again, and pulled Auggie into a rough hug. He kissed the side of his head, slapped his ass, and then pushed him away. As he headed into the living room, he said, “Congratulations, blah, blah, blah, you managed not to need a knee replacement from all that time kneeling for sausage sliders.”

“Fer, what’s wrong?”

Fer grabbed his suitcase from near the door. “Can you handle this?”

“I’ll tell him,” Theo said quietly.

“Augustus, don’t think that just because you’re done with school and you’ve got a main-man schlong now and one day soon you might not actually continue suckling at my proverbial teat—”

“Fer,” Auggie said, “what the hell happened?”

“—don’t think for one fucking second that you can ignore my calls and that I don’t expect you home for holidays. You can bring your dong-bait, but no sex under my roof. One round of listening to you two rawdogging each other was enough, thanks very fucking much.”

Auggie caught his arm and tried to turn Fer, but Fer was bigger and more solid, and he resisted. Then, with a suddenness that caught Auggie off guard, he spun back, pulled Auggie into another hug, and kissed his head again. Then he elbowed free, and the next moment he was out the door.

“What the fuck?” Auggie asked, rounding on Theo. “What—” He saw it in Theo’s face, and he shook his head. “Chuy?”

“Do you want to sit down?”

“I don’t understand. He was getting better.”

Compassion mingled with pain in Theo’s face. He took Auggie’s hand, and he shut the door, and then he led Auggie to the sofa. He tugged a couple of times, and Auggie sat.

It took a couple of tries to get the words out. “So, what?” Auggie’s face was hot and puffy, and he ran his hand under his nose. “He’s using again?”

“Fer walked in on him. They got into a fight, and Chuy left.”

“Shit,” Auggie said. “For fuck’s sake.” He had to stop because a fist had closed around his chest, crushingly tight. “That stupid piece of shit.”

“Recovery isn’t a straight line, Auggie, and even though it’s not fun, it’s normal to have these kinds of setbacks—”

Auggie stood. “Can you not, please? Can you just—not?”

Theo shut his mouth and watched Auggie and scratched his beard.

Auggie swallowed a shriek and marched upstairs. He threw himself on their bed and waited for the tears to come, but they didn’t. They felt stopped up. He buried his face in the cool percale of the pillowcase. From outside, the sounds of the party filtered into the house: Lana’s excited screams, Orlando laughing, the understated melody of “The Shape of You.” When the fuck, Auggie thought, listening to the muffled words of the song, listening to Theo’s slow tread on the stairs, listening to the pitch and toss of his heartbeat, when has love, even handmade love, ever been enough for anybody?

Theo’s weight settled onto the bed. His hand came to rest on Auggie’s calf. After a while, Auggie rolled onto his back, and the air was cool on his face now because the pillow had gotten so damn hot.

“What am I supposed to do?” Auggie asked. Even to himself, he sounded empty. Drained. Hollowed out.

“I don’t know. I don’t think there’s much you can do except try to help Fer. You probably know this better than I do, but he takes a lot on himself.”

“Fer won’t let me help him.”

Theo nodded.

“I meant Chuy; what the fuck am I supposed to do about Chuy?”

“Auggie,” Theo said softly.

And then Auggie did start crying, and he pulled the pillow over his face.

They were short, frustrated minutes of weeping, and then he lay there, breathing in the smell of the pillow—which smelled pleasantly like Theo’s hair—not quite ready to pull it away. Theo rubbed his leg. The mattress squeaked when one of them adjusted his weight.

When Auggie could finally bring himself to ask, his voice was scratchy. “What did he say to you?”

“Not much.” Theo hesitated. “I talked to him about Luke, a little.”

Auggie’s throat constricted. “Thank you,” he said. Or tried to say—he had to try again to get the words out, and even then they sounded thin and small. “I don’t think Fer has a lot of people he can talk to.”

Theo rubbed Auggie’s leg some more, dragging his nails lightly along Auggie’s calf.

Then, downstairs, the screen door clapped shut, and Orlando’s voice carried through the house.

“So, this is Augs’s place. Now, I mean. We used to be roommates. Then we weren’t. Then we were roommates again. Oh, then we weren’t.”

“I swear to God,” Auggie said, “if you say something, I might murder you.”

He didn’t even have to see Theo’s smile.

Someone else said something, and Orlando replied, “I’m definitely stronger than Augs, but he’s faster. Actually, I don’t know if he’s faster. I should probably race him to find out.”

“What if it’s just one thing?” Theo asked.

Auggie groaned.

“What if it’s a question?” Theo said.

Auggie kicked him. Because he didn’t have any options—or dignity—remaining, he peeled the pillow away and let it fall onto the bed.

Theo was looking at him. “How are you doing?”

“Terrible. I don’t want to talk about it.”

Theo nodded.

The screen door clapped shut again, and Auggie rolled his eyes. “Is it weird that helped?”

A tiny smile played on Theo’s face, and he shook his head.

Then Auggie spotted the pile of wrapped presents on the dresser. “What’s that?”

Frowning, Theo said, “Those are your presents. Which, by the way, you weren’t supposed to see until after the party.”

Auggie thought about that for a minute. Then he sat up, propping himself up with pillows, and said, “I want to open them. It’s for my mental health, Theo.”

“For your mental health.”

“It’s a medical intervention.”

“A medical intervention that can’t wait, I don’t know, a couple of hours.”

Auggie nodded. Gravely.

That tiny smile came back, and Theo collected the presents and brought them to the bed. He sat and passed a flat one to Auggie.

After studying it for a moment, Auggie said, “A painting. Oh, or a framed photo.”

“Don’t guess, Auggie. It’s bad manners.”

“But it’s fun.”

“My parents used to take presents away when we were being bad. My mom would lock them in the fruit cellar.”

“No, no, no, no, no!” Auggie said, clutching the present to him. When Theo smiled and rolled his eyes, he went to work on the paper. It was a cheap, flimsy frame, and instead of a photo or a painting, it held a single piece of paper. This certificate issued by authority of the State Board of Education to DANIEL THEOPHILUS STRATFORD is a license to teach in the public schools of Missouri as herein specified. Auggie looked up. Then he kicked his boyfriend again.

“Auggie, Jesus. You almost got my ribs.”

“Sorry, not sorry. Theo! You didn’t tell me you took that stupid test.”

“I’m telling you now.”

“But I would have—I don’t know. I would have made you an egg for breakfast so you had some protein that morning.” When Theo raised an eyebrow, Auggie mumbled, “Or something.”

“The point,” Theo said gently, “is that most states will allow you to transfer that kind of certificate, although sometimes they have additional requirements. We can move anywhere and I can teach.” It might have been Auggie’s imagination, but Theo’s voice sounded dry as he added, “Even California.”

Auggie snorted. “Please. You wouldn’t last five minutes in California.”

Laughing softly, Theo passed him the next present. This was thin, although not as thin as the framed certificate, and it made a much smaller rectangle.

“Oh, I know this one,” Auggie said. “It’s a coupon book for Adventure World!”

“I told you about guessing,” Theo said and reached for the present.

Giggling, Auggie squirmed out of reach and tore the paper open. It was, of all things, a checkbook. A checkbook in a cheap vinyl holder. He looked up at Theo. He cocked an eyebrow.

Theo made a rolling gesture with one finger.

Auggie folded open the checkbook and saw, in the corner, AUGUST PAUL LOPEZ and then, on the line below DANIEL THEOPHILUS STRATFORD and then their address in Wahredua.

“We’d have to get new checks if we moved to California,” Theo said.

“They’d eat you alive, Theo. You realize that, right? Also, do banks in Wahredua not have debit cards?”

“Funny. I’ll teach you how to write a check later.” Theo stopped. When he started again, his voice had a high-wire cautiousness. “I know you’re much better at this sort of thing than I am, and I was hoping you’d be willing to help me, well, figure out how much money I actually have. It’s not romantic, but I feel like that’s a big part of starting to build a life together.”

“It’s very romantic,” Auggie said and pulled up his collar to wipe his eyes. “It’s the most romantic gift I’ve ever gotten from 1987.”

Theo swatted his thigh, but he grinned as he handed over the third present. This one was a thin rectangle, although harder than the checkbook and with different dimensions. Auggie weighed it in his hand.

“Don’t do it,” Theo said.

“If it’s a Gameboy—or what you insist on calling a Gameboy—we’re going to have a serious talk, Theo.”

“You can have it after you finish all your chores,” Theo murmured.

Auggie tried to kick him again, but Theo caught his ankle, and then he held him, his grip loose, his thumb rubbing a circle. Sticking out his tongue, Auggie tore the paper away. Then he held up the phone.

“This is your phone.”

Theo nodded.

“I gave it to you because it used to be my phone.”

“Yes, Auggie. I remember.”

“Wait, are you seriously telling me you haven’t had your phone all afternoon? What if someone messaged you? Oh my God, Theo, what if I’d sent you a snap?”

“Focus, please, Auggie. Just unlock the phone.”

Auggie stuck out his tongue again, but he unlocked the phone—he’d had to program in Theo’s PIN after an excruciating quarter-hour of watching Theo try to do it himself—and then he stared. The display showed Theo’s Instagram profile: theouponavon. Theo’s photo had changed to one of him and Auggie, sitting on a blanket on the quad, Wroxall’s neo-Gothic walls rising behind them. In the brief profile description, Theo had written, In a relationship with @aplolz and then a link to Auggie’s profile.

Auggie started to cry. Again, which was so fucking annoying and wonderful all at the same time.

“Should I have asked you first?” Theo asked.

“Oh my God, no, you stupid dummy. I love it.”

“That’s kind of a mixed message—” But Theo had to cut off when Auggie clambered across the bed and kissed him. That kiss turned into a few more, and then Auggie sat back, drying his face with his rucked-up tee again.

A grin splashed across his face. “How much did you hate doing that?”

Theo rolled his eyes.

“Was it agonizing?”

“I know it’s not exactly my thing.”

“Did you spend more or less than four hours deciding which photo to use?”

Theo hesitated.

“Oh my God,” Auggie said and burst out laughing.

“Auggie,” Theo said. He stopped, and when he started again, he dropped his gaze to the blanket, smoothing a hand across it. “I know that you want a commitment from me, and you deserve that. This isn’t enough, especially when you’ve told me you want to get married, and I promise I’m still working on that—”

“Theo, stop. This is perfect. It’s more than perfect. It’s on the ’gram, which is, like, the ultimate and final and total form of commitment.”

“Jesus,” Theo muttered.

That grin splashed across Auggie’s face, and he kissed Theo again and said, “Thank you.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.” Then Auggie bit his lip. “But, Theo, I didn’t get you anything.”

“Then allow me to teach you a relationship-survival skill.”

“Yes,” Auggie whispered. “You’re going to be my literal sex-professor again.”

Theo scratched his beard. He gave Auggie a look. Then, in even tones, he said, “If you ever forget a significant celebration and/or gift, you simply say, ‘I’m going to give you my present tonight. When we’re alone.’”

Auggie stared at him. “That is the cringiest thing ever.”

Theo shrugged.

Auggie chewed his lip for a while. “Does it actually work?”

“Give it a try.”

“What if I just tell you your gift is good sex? That’s a little less cringey.”

Theo laughed and stood and held out a hand. “Come on, let’s get back to the party. You worked so hard, and you deserve to enjoy it.” He offered a tentative smile. “Orlando has probably completely forgotten about icing down the beer. And I know I heard Ethan playing the ‘Electric Slide.’”

For a moment, grief and pain and worry threatened to rush in again. Auggie breathed through it, into the calm ache at the center of it. Here, he told himself. Now. Sunset filled the room with a light so soft that it seemed malleable—like gold hammered as thin as a breath. The oaks at the back of the lot threw long shadows, and the dark weir of the branches danced along the wall, along Theo, along his outstretched hand. A sweat-stamped strand of hair curled on his temple. Auggie wanted a photograph of it—not for the ’gram, but for himself, to have this one perfect moment to himself forever. And he wanted the next moment too, and the next—all these perfect moments, his heart counting them out.

“Those sound like problems for future Auggie.” Wiping his eyes, Auggie sat up. He took Theo’s hand and pulled him down onto the bed. “Right now, I just want to be with you.”
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Chapter 1

Empty All Receptacles

Watson was late.

I paced, planks creaking underfoot. The old boathouse was dark; starlight filtered through where boards had warped and no longer met and the tin roof sagged. The air smelled like waxed canvas, dust, dry wood. When I turned too fast, I bumped one of the boats racked on either side of me. I made my way to the south wall, bumping another boat in the process, and pressed my eye to one of the gaps in the wall.

On the other side, the twinkle of The Walker School’s lights broke the mountain night. No movement. Me, and the murmur of the lake, and that was just about it. Then a golf cart whined, its shadow moving down the path less than a hundred yards off. A girl said something, and a boy laughed drunkenly, and then the golf cart was gone, the whine fading toward the glow between the trees. Friday night fun. Still no Watson.

I checked my jacket pocket. It was September, and down in the valley, it was still too warm to need another layer, but up here, on the back of Timp, the temperature dropped quickly. The zannies shifted under my touch; the plastic baggie rustled. I paced back the other way, toward the roll-up doors and the dock that pushed out into the lake. I told myself, For fuck’s sake, stand still and stop making so much noise.

It wasn’t always like this; it wasn’t always Xanax. Sometimes it was beer. Well, more often it was rum or vodka or hard seltzer. Sometimes it was Ding Dongs or Twinkies or Doublemint, stuff you couldn’t buy in the canteen. There was a manga girl who paid me a shitload to bring her a case of Milkis every month, covered in all that Korean writing I couldn’t read, and then that little bit of English: New feeling of soda beverage. Sure, whatever. There was a wannabe tweaker, a little white boy, who wanted Sudafed. There was another white boy, not so little, who wanted live crickets, and I never asked why. One time, this real butch Mexican kid had wanted a Snuggie. So, you never knew.

It didn’t matter what they wanted. They were stuck up here—that was the whole point of Walker, a place rich people could send their troubled teens to be kept neatly out of sight—and I wasn’t. I knew what that meant; I hadn’t read all those Wikipedia articles on economics for nothing. What mattered was that the rich kids paid, and some months they paid enough that Dad and I weren’t completely underwater. Of course, that had been before I bought hundreds of dollars of zannies on credit from Shivers and Watson decided not to show.

Never again, I told myself. Never buy on credit again.

When I made my next loop, I pressed up against that gap in the boards, looking out again, and called myself every kind of stupid. Nothing. The boathouse was a good spot; it didn’t get used much during the school year, and it was far enough from the rest of campus that people wouldn’t stumble across you—with the exception of the occasional joyride or the kids who wanted a quick fuck. I had an excuse for being here if anybody spotted me: the raccoons dragged trash up this way sometimes. I always had an excuse. The rules were clear; any trouble, and Dad would be out of a job, and so I’d be out of a job, and what the hell would we do then?

I made one last loop of the boathouse, and then I let myself out and locked the door behind me. I headed south, toward campus, the buildings faintly visible between the trees like the fairy lights Mom had hung on our Salt Lake porch. I fumbled the custodial cart out from where I’d hidden it behind some trash cans and wheeled it toward the maintenance building.

I pulled on my headphones, fired up Dad’s old Discman, and turned up the volume as “Smells Like Teen Spirit” started. Kurt sang hello. How low. I tried to think. I’d finished my route for the night, so I could drop the garbage in the dumpster, put away the cart, and head home. But then what? I had almost five hundred dollars’ worth of zannies, and we had bills that were due. Past due. I figured I could try to track down Watson, make her pay, but what if she’d changed her mind? Rich kids did that sometimes. I’d had a girl asking me for weeks to get her this skin cream, something Korean, and I did, only it took two weeks, and when it finally got here, she didn’t want it anymore. I changed my mind, that’s what she said. And who ate the eighty dollars? You’re goddamn right I did because what was I going to do, tell Mr. Taylor or Headmaster Burrows?

And Watson wasn’t some nobody first-year. She was a junior, and she was pretty and wore expensive clothes and was nice, I mean, as far as I could tell, and she had that family name. She was a prime candidate for missing white girl syndrome (thank you, Wikipedia); if she was more than ten minutes late, I was probably legally obligated to start a national news campaign. And, of course, Watson had Supercreep for a best friend. I’d sold to Holloway Holmes—aka Supercreep—a couple of times. Addys. And sure, he was pretty, if you were into white boys who looked like statues, and oh yeah, the statue was based on someone who had been a gaping dickhole in real life, like he hunted foxes and had a butler and stuff like that. But pretty or not, he was also scary as hell—didn’t say anything, sometimes didn’t even seem to breathe, just stared at you like he was waiting for you to turn around so he could suck your blood. And he was a Holmes. Like, related to that Holmes. I’d heard some of the kids talking—they didn’t even seem to see me sometimes, like I was just another part of the background, picking up their trash, cleaning up their shit, literally—about how he’d asked a girl to Homecoming at his last school, and when she’d said no, he’d leaked all these nudes, and she ate like eight Tide pods and they had to put her in this special home in Switzerland or something. So, yeah, the short version: Watson and Supercreep were above my paygrade, no matter how badly Watson screwed me.

The edge of campus was quiet except for the night breeze coming off Timp’s ass, making me shiver as I pushed the cart. The thing about Walker was that it was full of these rich, entitled assholes, full of teachers, full of staff like my dad—and, by extension, me—full of people, in other words, and you could still walk five yards this way, ten yards that way, and be the only person in the whole universe. The sky was thick with stars. The pines, the tall ones with their branches hanging down at their sides, made me think of crime-scene bodies, chalk outlines against the horizon.

My old, dumb, brick of a phone buzzed, and when I checked it, I saw a message from Shivers: what up

I put my phone back in my pocket and kept going.

My phone buzzed again, another message from Shivers: Jacky tough shit.

Nothing but that—nothing but his stupid nickname for me. As I pushed the cart across the bridge, the casters clattering over the slight unevenness of the concrete, the bad one still squeaking like crazy, I tried to think. I had other people who bought zannies, sure. Not this many at one time, but it’s not like they were going to go bad. The real problem was the cash. I checked my phone; the messages, both of them, were still there on the screen, still marked unread. There was a girl, Lin, who bought Xanax from me sometimes. I pushed the cart a little faster. She always had extra cash. And there were a couple of guys in Anderson. They hadn’t bought zannies before, but they were into chemsex—they wanted Viagra, MDMA, a couple of times coke. And, more importantly, they liked me. Hell, one time they’d gotten me halfway out of my pants, back when I’d just started hooking up with Ariana, and that had just been them messing around.

The maintenance building came into view ahead: a single-story brick structure, security lights cutting sharp corners out of the night. Using one elbow to steer the cart around back, I tapped out a message to Jonno, one of the Anderson boys. I needed the money, and I was single, right? And they were both cute if you were into twinks.

As I came around the corner, the cart hit something, and there was a hollow boom. I looked up from my phone. Someone had pulled one of the dumpsters out from the wall, and I’d run into it with the cart. Shaking my head, I shoved the phone into my pocket, took the headphones off, and pulled the cart back a few feet. I moved around to the dumpster to shove it back into position; the garbage truck drivers were assholes, and sometimes they wouldn’t pick up a dumpster if it wasn’t right where it was supposed to be. I stopped to grab a broken piece of plastic from the ground. Probably a stupid prank, I thought as I got to my feet. Or a dare. Or a challenge. Although what the hell kind of prank—

When I came around to the front of the dumpster, I stopped.

Watson—Sarah Elizabeth Watson—lay like a broken doll on top of the black garbage bags, dead.
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