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The Slightest Folly

This story takes place before They Told Me I Was Everything.
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MARCH 2012

Auggie made sure always to be in the pool first. Or as close to first as possible. Then he could float there, lazily moving his arms, kicking barely enough to keep his chin above water. Just him, the coolness of the water, the coolness of the air, the smell of chlorine, the scallops of blue light on the walls. The trick, like most of Auggie’s tricks, was timing. Don’t run through the halls. Don’t get to the locker room too early. Whatever you do, don’t look like you’re in a rush to change. Auggie had read somewhere that dogs could smell the equivalent of a teaspoon of salt dissolved in the Pacific Ocean. Other animals could smell fear.

He was already in the water when Kris Pringleton emerged from the locker room. Kris was laughing, and it must have been pissing Tommy off because Tommy shoved him. Kris stumbled, laughed harder, and caught himself against the tiled wall. When he straightened, his eyes swept the pool, dipping toward Auggie and then moving on. He was tall, pale, skinny. He had a shock of dark brown hair that he never seemed to do anything with. Keeping it short seemed to be all he could manage. His jawline was asymmetrical. The triangle of hair that ran to the elastic band of his swimsuit was thicker than any other boy’s. Once, at a party, Kris had somehow talked Robbie Stillwell, captain of the football team, into shaving his legs. You never knew the crazy shit Kris was going to do. Maybe that was why Auggie couldn’t keep his eyes off him.

Swim class was an elective, and Mrs. Rodriguez was known as perhaps the easiest teacher in the school, which explained why most of the kids were juniors, like Auggie, or seniors, and a preponderant number were boys. A blow-off course, in comparison, would have been too much work.

Class started the same way it always did: the boys cannonballing into the pool, half the girls sitting on the edge, their legs in the water, some jumping into the water, some standing as far away from the pool as they could get, some asking Mrs. Rodriguez if they could run errands for her. If there was a curriculum, Auggie didn’t know what it was. He had assumed, before signing up, that he’d be learning various different types of strokes, maybe something about lifesaving. Instead, Mrs. Rodriguez spent most the time sitting on a bench, the clipboard on her knees, flipping through statistics for water polo. If things got really crazy, she’d blow her whistle and call out sprints.

Today was a normal day. That meant enjoying the water, laughing, giving each other crap. Kayla Thompson started the roughhousing. She swam up behind Zach Penney, put her hands on his shoulders, and dunked him. Zach came up sputtering and roaring, and then he gave chase, doing the worst freestyle Auggie had ever seen as he went after her. When Kayla hid behind Susie Perez, Zach went for her instead, with Susie screaming about her hair the whole time. Well, until she took the plunge. After that, it was a free-for-all. John Hayes got Isaac R., and Brendan Fallwell got Steve Miller. Anthony Banks got Kris, and when Kris came up spewing a fountain of water and then making noises like a dolphin, Brad Holt got Kris a second time. When Kris broke the surface the second time, he doubled down on the dolphin noises.

It got rougher.

Kris, as usual, decided to escalate. When Brad wasn’t paying attention, Kris dove down, locked his arms around Brad’s ankles, and dragged him underwater. Brad had to kick his way free. When they came up, Brad was swearing, and his anger couldn’t hide the note of panic in his voice. Kris laughed. He kept shouting out, “That’s enough horseplay, that’s enough horseplay.” He said it hoss, like he was a character off Gunsmoke, even though he’d been raised twenty minutes away and spent his own whole life in Orange County.

Auggie had gotten dunked twice, and he done three dunks of his own. He figured that was a pretty good ratio. He floated at the edge of the pool, elbows back to catch the cement lip. Jay sat next to him. The dye in her hair must have been fresh because it turned her scalp line purple. She smiled at him, all braces, and said, “I know, it’s not my thing either. Some of those guys are huge.”

And of course, Jay didn’t know, but that was a challenge.

One thing that Auggie had learned from watching his brothers fight, from scripting videos with Logan and Devin, but mostly from hanging out with guys his whole life, was that the way to get someone’s attention — the way to command someone’s attention — was to take things to the next level. Not too far, of course. But if you did it right, you won. You won the round of insults, you won the bullshitting, you won the fight, you won the online battle for eyes and attention.

Kris’s shock of dark hair was wet now, a few short strands plastered to his forehead. He was grinning, the asymmetrical jawline sharper than ever.

Pushing off from the side of the pool, Auggie gave a few lazy kicks. He swam along the perimeter, keeping his distance until he was behind Kris. A mole broke the smooth pale skin of Kris’s clavicle. Triangle freckles marked one shoulder blade.

Auggie dove. He grabbed Kris’s swimsuit, pulled, and then put on a burst of speed. He was already ten yards away when he came up, holding Kris’s swim trunks overhead and whooping with victory.

Laughter. Shouts. Screams. Half the guys turned on someone else, trying to replicate the move. The other half gave nervous backward kicks, glancing around to make sure no one could sneak up on them.

Kris did none of those things. If being naked bothered him, he gave no sign of it. A huge grin was plastered across his face. He zipped towards Auggie, taking Auggie by surprise. Auggie hadn’t expected Kris to cave. Not even close. But he’d expected some halfhearted protests, maybe some good-natured bitching, and the eventual showdown with Kris swimming alone, naked in the pool, until Auggie had given the swim trunks back.

Instead, Auggie was awkwardly trying to build up speed, still recovering from his surprise, when Kris slammed into him. Kris was laughing, and then shouting, and then laughing some more, reaching for the swim trunks while Auggie tried to keep them away. Auggie was laughing too. Laughing almost hysterically. And aware, the whole time, of Kris, naked and wet, twined around him. Kris locked his legs around Auggie’s waist. His dick and balls bumped Auggie’s chest. Still laughing, still reaching for the trunks, he dragged Auggie underwater. Kris hair was like seaweed against Auggie’s cheek. Auggie was hard.

“Okay, okay,” Auggie shouted when he came up for air, flinging the suit away from him. He tried to get free of Kris, but now they really were tangled, and for heart-stopping moments, slick muscle and bare skin seem to pressed against every inch of Auggie.

Then they separated. Laughing, Kris recovered his trunks and pulled them on. Mrs. Rodriguez was blowing her whistle, and the pandemonium in the pool was resolving into splash wars, complaints about wet hair and ruined makeup, and Zach shouting that Brad was peeing.

Auggie kept his distance until class was over, although normally he was the first to change. Kris stayed in the water too. Then it was just the two of them, Auggie unwilling to swim for the ladder. In his mind, Kris was going to swim the same trajectory, and they’d end up colliding.

Kris had a crooked smile, but his eyes were strangely intense. They treaded water, the only sound the soft splashes of their hands, the water sloshing against the tiled edges of the pool.

“Payback is a bitch,” Kris said. “Watch your ass, Lopez.”

He slapped water at Auggie, and Auggie laughed, and then things were normal again. They both swam to the edge, pulled themselves up onto the cement slab, and headed for the locker room.

“Hey, Auggie,” Kris said. “You should come over this weekend. Hang out. My parents are out of town.”

Kris went into the locker room first, and Auggie studied the triangle of freckles on his pale skin, the chicken-wing shoulder blades, the dark hairs at the small of his back.

“Yeah,” Auggie said, adjusting himself, trying to think about cars, horsepower, titanium alloy rims. “Cool.”

2

MARCH 2002

“Marry Jessica, because I’ve seen that girl in Home Ec., and she knows what she’s doing.” Daniel Theophilus Stratford ashed the Marlboro Red he was holding. “Fuck Stephanie, because she’s about the only one I haven’t fucked already, and I want to complete the scorecard.” Dutiful laughter from Cody and Christian. “Kill Chelsea, because she’s a heinous bitch.”

The bell rang for third hour, and Cody made a little jerking motion, as though he might push away from the wall and head inside. When Daniel and Christian didn’t move, though, Cody made a face and slouched back against the wall. Daniel flicked the butt of a cigarette again, not because it needed ashing but because it was something to do. He considered dropping it and crushing it out under his heel, but the problem was that no one would notice. The pad outside the lower gym was covered in trash: cigarette butts, a flyer for the homecoming dance, silver gum wrappers, the plastic remains of a ring pop, a foil condom wrapper on which part of the word Magnum could still be read.

The spring day was mild, which meant ditching was obligatory. When Daniel’s Bugle Boy jeans started to fall, the air was surprisingly pleasant through his threadbare briefs. He caught a belt loop and tugged the jeans back up. He’d outgrown his belt the year before, and when he’d refused to wear Jacob’s hand-me-downs jeans, his mom had come home with the Bugle Boys. Three sizes too big for him, off the rack at Goodwill. Lesson learned. When he needed new boots, he took Jacob’s old ones.

Farther down the building, a pair of double doors opened, and kids trotted outside.

“Looks like gym classes are on the field today,” Christian said.

“Jocks,” Cody said. “Fuck ’em.”

Daniel drew hard on the Marlboro Red. It was always a little bit of a gamble because he never knew if Coach D. would come outside with his class. That was part of the fun.

“Fuck,” Christian said. “Here they come.”

“Incoming,” Cody said, and he dropped his own cigarette and rubbed it out with the toe of his sneaker.

Just to make the point, Daniel took an extra-long drag.

By then, the first kids in the class were drawing even with them. Mostly boys, which was normal for the gym electives, and normal too because Coach D. was famous for giving A’s to any kid who played a sport. The guys passing Daniel now were a perfect example of the breed. A mix of town kids and country, they all looked like the kind of kids Coach D. wanted on his teams: clean-cut, athletic, bright eyed. Little drones who couldn’t wait to grow up and be one more piece of the machine.

“Posers,” Aaron Kruger said, flipping them off as he passed.

“Fuck you,” Christian said back.

“Yeah, fuck you,” Cody said.

“Jesus,” Daniel said, “just Jesus Christ, Cody.”

“What?” Cody asked, his tone hurt.

“Look at the fags,” Nate Weld said, elbowing the kid next to him as they headed for the field.

“I’d offer to blow you,” Daniel said, “but I don’t have my tweezers to dig out your dick.”

The boys’ faces darkened, and they hurried on. Rhett was next. He’d cut his hair, the dummy. And his dad had bought him the new Nike shoes he’d been talking about. He kept adjusting his shirt, Tippecanoe Rentals & Camping, as though it didn’t fit right, exposing the little patch of hair high on his chest. He had such goddamn skinny legs. Every time Daniel saw them, he wanted to snort.

The fags thing had really gotten to Cody; anything in that ballpark got him every time. “Marry Abby Gratz,” he said.

“She’s our cousin, dumbfuck,” Christian said.

Flushing, Cody continued in a louder voice, “Fuck Kaitlin Birding.”

“You wish, you creep,” a girl called out from among the students passing them. A laugh ran up and down the line.

“Kill Sierra Steinmetz,” Cody finished, although he was wobbling now, and he faltered on the landing.

Disgusted looks from the boys and girls heading out of the lower gym.

“Nice group of friends you got there, cowboy,” Rhett said with a grin as he approached.

“Fuck off,” Daniel said calmly, ashing the cigarette. That was a mistake. He should have drawn hard on it and blown the smoke into Rhett’s face. That would’ve been much, much better. But the moment was past.

“You kiss your mother with that mouth?” Rhett said, his grin getting bigger.

“Didn’t seem to bother your mom,” Daniel said. “Cream pie, yummy.”

Rhett rolled his eyes. “You got any more of those cigarettes? I can still smell the shit on your boots. You’ve been spending too much time with your cow, cowboy.”

Daniel open his mouth, but before he could say anything, Cody shifted his weight and shouted, “Fag.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Daniel muttered.

Red blotched Rhett’s face, and he jogged ahead. Daniel watched him go. Those skinny legs. But God damn, that ass. Like somebody had blown it up with a bike pump. He waited to see if Rhett would look back, but, of course, he didn’t.

“Will you pull it together?” Christian said, elbowing Cody hard. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I hate that fucking kid.” Cody shifted his weight again. “He’s such a fag.”

“Jesus,” Christian said, “give it up already. One person says fag, and you act like somebody set you on fire. Keep it up, and I’m going to start thinking you are a fag.”

And, of course, that set Cody off all over again.

Daniel pulled hard on the cigarette. His teeth crimped the filter as he stared down at the field. Rhett’s shoulders. The tight vee of his waist, almost small enough for Daniel to put his hands around it. And that ass, God damn.

“That’s detention, Stratford.” Coach D. passed him without even glancing over.

“Put it on my tab,” Daniel said through a wreath of smoke.
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The first beer tasted even worse than it smelled. The second beer was . . . bad. With Kris chanting, the sound echoing through the empty house, Auggie chugged the third one. Kris whooped and pumped an arm as Auggie drank, but his eyes never pulled away. His grin accentuated the sharp asymmetry of his jawline.

“Oh shit,” Auggie said, smashing the can underfoot the way he’d seen Fer do sometimes. He let his head hang over the back of the chair, the world upside down, everything tasting like hops.

“Don’t tell me you’re done,” Kris said. “Come on, my dad goes through this stuff so fast he’ll never know. This is our chance.”

Auggie brought his head up. Kris’s cheeks were flushed. He was wearing a tank top that exposed most of his chest and shoulders. Fer would have called his shorts panties—they were barely long enough to cover his junk. Auggie was pretty sure he wasn’t wearing underwear.

“I’m already up by one.”

Laughing, Kris rolled a bare shoulder. “I’m pacing myself. Are you still hungry?”

Auggie groaned and shook his head.

They packed up what was left of the pizza, and then Kris jogged down the hall, carrying the box out to the trash. When he came back, he was covered in goosebumps, and his nipples tented the thin cotton tank.

“It’s freezing out there.” He chafed his arms. “Come on, let’s watch something.”

The first three beers of Auggie’s life were doing something to him. He couldn’t have put his finger on what, exactly. He felt looser. And, if he were being honest, a little bit sick. But he also felt a strange tension in his gut, something the beer hadn’t touched, and everything drew tight again when Kris leaned against the wall, hipshot, a dickprint visible at the front of his shorts. Kris turned and headed toward his bedroom, and Auggie opened the fridge, got two more beers, and followed.

Kris was already in bed, a huge comforter pulled up to his neck, and for a long moment, Auggie was sure he was naked under the acres and acres of white polyester.

“Nice,” Kris said, eyeing the beers in Auggie’s hands. “I’m seriously freezing. Grab my laptop and get over here.”

The cans were cold in Auggie’s hands. The polyester rustled when Kris shifted around.

“You don’t want to watch TV?”

“No, dummy, come on. Why are you being so weird?”

Auggie put the beers on one of the nightstands. He retrieved Kris’s laptop and crawled onto the bed.

“Get under the covers,” Kris said.

“I’m not cold.”

“Just for a picture.”

“What?”

“We’ll post a picture of us under the comforter together. Girls eat that shit up. We’re going to be fucking adorable.” When Auggie still didn’t move, Kris yanked on the bedding, rocking Auggie back and forth. “Come on!”

Enough of the comforter slipped to expose Kris’s tank top. So, therefore, not naked. The mole on his clavicle. The dark hair under his arm. Auggie was suddenly aware of the hamper, a pair of boxers hanging out. This room was where Kris slept. This was where Kris got naked. This was where Kris jerked off. The feel of him, wet and naked, tangled around Auggie in the pool. The distinct texture of ball skin when he had humped Auggie, trying to grab his swim trunks.

Auggie was wearing jersey shorts that did nothing to hide what Fer would have called a bazoner. He flipped and flopped until he was under the comforter; it was better than sporting a flagpole on his friend’s bed.

That wasn’t enough for Kris, though. Kris wiggled around. Kris pressed up against Auggie. Kris got one arm around him, and the heat of his body was pleasant. Auggie got a whiff of cheap cologne or deodorant, he wasn’t sure which. He had held Chan like this after the one time he’d gotten to second base. He could actually feel himself leak when Kris’s thumb scraped his nipple through his shirt.

“Well,” Kris said. “Come on.”

Auggie held himself still. The house was so silent it was like a scream.

“The picture,” Kris said. “We’re too cute; Chan is going to devour it.”

At the mention of his girlfriend, Auggie found himself able to move again. He got out his phone, held it up, and then they tried different angles and positions until Kris said, “That one.”

It showed the two of them, heads together, Auggie under Kris’s arm; the rest of the field was the rumpled white comforter.

“This is super gay,” Auggie said.

“That’s what makes it funny. Come on, just post it. I want to watch something.”

Kris was watching him. And so, after a moment, Auggie posted it.

The text from Chan was almost immediate: omg, u guys r so gay.

And then, the next instant: this is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.

“What’d she say?” Kris said.

“That we’re adorable.”

“Duh,” Kris said, stretching over Auggie for his laptop, one of his legs sliding between Auggie’s, the tickle of dark hair there and then gone. He kept one arm around Auggie, and he operated the laptop awkwardly with his free hand. When Auggie squirmed, Kris said, “Quit being so weird. God, what is with you tonight? Just chill and cuddle, dude.”

Auggie didn’t understand anything about the movie Kris put on. It had something to do with a woman who was a spy. The dialogue went through Auggie’s head unprocessed. He couldn’t have repeated a word of it. He was only aware of Kris half-curled around him. The first sex scene was twenty minutes in, surprisingly graphic, and almost immediately Kris’s dick was poking into Auggie’s thigh.

When Auggie shifted, Kris tried to kiss him. He missed Auggie’s mouth only because Auggie moved. His hand found Auggie’s dick, closing wet cotton over the head, making Auggie’s brain light up with pleasure. Kris’s lips skated along Auggie’s cheek. The faint rasp of his stubble. Auggie throbbed in Kris’s grip.

He thrashed free of the blankets and stood, staring at Kris.

Uncovered, Kris sprawled against the pillows. His dick was poking out of the tiny shorts, hard and purple. Auggie’s eyes kept going back to it no matter how hard he tried to pull away.

“Guys do this all the time,” Kris said quietly. “Just help each other out.”

“I know,” Auggie said.

“It’s not a big deal.”

“I know.” He was painfully aware of the dark patch on his shorts.

“You’ll feel really good,” Kris said, hooking his thumbs behind his waistband. “I think you’ll like it.”

The house’s silence ringing in his ears.

“I have to pee.”

Auggie didn’t run to the bathroom, but it was close. He hunched over the sink, unwilling to see himself. He was still hard, and that was so fucking confusing that he was on the verge of tears. He stayed there until he was soft again, and then he used toilet paper to dab at the shorts, trying to dry the front.

When he went to tell Kris he was going home, the lights were off, and a sleeping bag had been spread out on the floor. Kris lay with his back to Auggie. His breathing was even, but he wasn’t asleep. Somewhere in the house, a clock ticked.

Fully dressed, Auggie climbed into the sleeping bag and shut his eyes.
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Rhett was waiting when Daniel got to the water tower. He looked so dumb with his new haircut that Daniel almost called the whole thing off.

When he was close enough that he didn’t have to shout, he said, “You look so dumb with that new haircut that I ought to call the whole thing off.”

Rhett just grinned. That was the thing about Rhett. One of the things about Rhett. Daniel could give him shit all day long, and Rhett would just grin and say soft things back.

“I think it looks kind of good,” Rhett said—exhibit A. “I like how short yours is.”

“Mine’s short because my mom clips our hair once a month or we don’t get a haircut. Yours is short because you paid fifteen bucks to have a queer play with your hair.”

Rhett had on the new Nike shoes. He had on Under Armour shorts and a red Adidas hoodie. His dad owned a tractor dealership; weekends, Rhett was on his dad’s boat with a fishing pole that cost more than Daniel’s shotgun. If he weren’t a bred-in-the-bone sweetheart, Daniel would have hated him. Still did hate him, kind of, in a way that Daniel couldn’t understand, couldn’t even begin to unravel. It had something to do with this, with Daniel freeballing in a pair of Champion sweats that were soft from washing, with a pair of Reeboks split at the front. Daniel’s big toe, covered by a graying sock, poked out when he walked.

“That’s nice about your mom,” Rhett said. He blushed and looked at the shiny new Silverado he was driving. “Want to, you know?”

“Boy, you’re one horny goat fucker today, aren’t you?”

“Oh geez.”

“No, no, I get it. You’ve got those big, swinging balls and you can’t wait to turn on the hose.”

“Come on. I got a couple new ones to show you.”

“You are one randy little stud, huh? Just need to—” Daniel humped the air and groaned.

Rhett grinned. “Pretty much. And since you’re being such a pain about it . . .” He turned, jumped, and caught the bottom of the service ladder that was bolted to the side of the water tower. Arms and shoulders flexed as he pulled himself up.

“Uh uh,” Daniel said. “You go up there, and you can take care of yourself.”

Rhett kept climbing.

Swearing, Daniel jumped and pulled himself up.

It was late afternoon, the sun already on the horizon because the days were still short. The light was thick and golden, and the shadows starkly black. Colder than ideal for freeballing it, but Daniel knew pretty soon he wouldn’t be thinking about the cold. Above him, Rhett’s footsteps rang out on the platform. Paint on the rungs flaked under Daniel’s hands.

When he reached the top, the world was a rumpled quilt of newly planted sorghum, trees, stitches of asphalt. A semi blew past on the highway below them, the sound surprisingly small. He found Rhett on the lee side of the tower, where the wind didn’t reach, with two magazines on the platform. In places, the greenish-white paint was gone, and the treads had rusted.

It had started with a fight. It had been building for years, years of Rhett with his new clothes, years of Rhett with his perfect hair, years of Rhett happy and laughing and popular. Daniel hadn’t been able to stop himself: one day, he’d walked up to Rhett in the middle-school cafeteria and socked him in the face.

And then, sitting together in the administrative office under the watchful eye of Ms. Brinkerhoff, while Dr. Judd called their parents, they had somehow become friends. Not lunchroom friends. Not classroom friends. But some kind of friends. And one night they’d ended up here, with a pair of pornos that Rhett had stolen from his uncle.

Settling onto the platform, Daniel said, “It’s fucking freezing. Let’s go back to the truck.”

“Nope.”

“Come on, this thing is like ice under my ass.”

“If I don’t stick to my guns,” Rhett said, tossing one of the magazines into Daniel’s lap, “you won’t learn your lesson. Scoot over here. We’ll keep each other warm.”

So Daniel scooted closer until their legs were pressed together. He opened the magazine, which was threesomes, what some guys called a devil’s three-way—two guys, one girl. Some of the guys had dark hair. Some were blond. Some had hairy bodies. Some didn’t. They were all hung like horses, though. In one picture, the guys were staring intently at each other while they spitroasted a blonde. What had happened after the picture? Another inch, and they could have kissed.

Spreading the magazine over his knees, Daniel leaned back against the water tower. He palmed himself through the Champions. His other hand snaked around Rhett, forcing its way down his shorts. That fucking ass. It felt red hot in Daniel’s hand today.

“Can you leave my cheeks out of it, please?” Rhett said, flipping through his porno. He settled on a picture of a brunette being choked by a massive cock, drool glistening on his jaw and lips. He stared at it. Was he thinking what Daniel would look like, taking a cock that way? Was he thinking about himself, his lips stretched, his throat burning?

“Be quiet,” was all Daniel said.

Rhett always broke first, working his shorts down a few inches until his dick sprang free. He wasn’t huge, but that wasn’t the point. You could start at the top of Rhett’s head and say good things about him, and you’d fill up a book before you got anywhere close to his dick. He pumped himself a few times, made the noise Daniel liked to hear.

“Get over here,” Daniel said, shucking his sweats down to his ankles.

“Oh fuck,” Rhett whispered, bent over his dick and the magazine.

“Do it.”

Rhett’s movements were awkward. He didn’t object when Daniel shoved the shorts and boxers below his knees, and after that it was easier as he straddled Daniel’s thighs, the heat of their bare legs together making Daniel dizzy. He stroked himself lazily while Rhett got settled. Their knuckles bumped.

Rhett broke first again, his eyes coming up to Daniel’s. “Touch it, Danny. Please.”

Daniel kept his gaze hooded, let his head fall back.

With a despairing noise, Rhett leaned forward and kissed him. Daniel brought him off in a few quick strokes, Rhett’s whole body contracting with the force of the orgasm. Rhett took care of him next. Rhett kissed him through all of it, no inhibitions, no reservations.

The wind turned the pages of the magazines as they stood, pulled their clothes into place, and didn’t look at each other.

“I think I’ve got an extra tee in the truck,” Rhett said to the treaded metal platform.

“That’d be good.”

They climbed down. Daniel changed shirts, his bare skin prickling in the cold. The sun had disappeared behind the horizon, and the last light was orange.

“You want to go see a movie?” Rhett asked, bouncing his keys in his palm. “Another night, I mean.”

Daniel jogged toward the crest of the hill, toward where he had parked on the other side. His big toe, sticking out of the Reebok, was frozen solid.

“Danny?”

“That’s not my name,” he shouted without looking back.
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The morning was full of long, crumbling silences and brittle laughter that collapsed under its own weight. Kris barely looked at Auggie. Auggie tried not to look at Kris. They ate cold cereal in the kitchen, and then Auggie helped Kris bury the beer cans in the recycling bin. Kris wore a much longer pair of shorts and a hoodie. When Auggie looked carefully at himself, he could see where the stain had dried on the front of his shorts.

Fer picked him up at quarter to eleven.

“You were supposed to be here two hours ago,” Auggie said as he climbed into the Escalade.

“Ice your tits, Augustus.” Auggie’s older brother shifted into drive, but he kept his foot on the brake. He threw a sidelong look. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

Fer shifted into park again and twisted in the seat, facing Auggie directly. “Oh no. I’m not playing this game. Did you guys get in a fight?”

“For fuck’s sake, Fer, can we just go?”

“Watch your fucking language, jizz stain. What the fuck happened? You look like shit, and you’re pissy enough that I’m starting to think you’re on the rag.”

Auggie slammed his head into the headrest a few times. “Nothing happened! I’m tired because I didn’t sleep well. I just had a sleeping bag on the floor; it was too hard. And you’re late. That’s all.”

With what looked like a great deal of effort, Fer faced forward again. He shifted into gear, and they pulled away from Kris’s house.

They’d hit two red lights before Fer asked, “Did you have fun?”

Auggie looked out the window.

“Oh my God,” Fer muttered.

“Yes, fine. It was fun.”

“Well, what the fuck, Augustus? Turn down your inner bitch for five seconds and talk to me like a human being.”

“I told you, I’m tired.”

“Yeah, tired because you guys spent all night fingering each other’s joy buttons.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Auggie yanked on the seatbelt as he turned on Fer. “Why do you say all this fucking messed up stuff all the time? Jesus Christ, all you talk about is jizz and come and assholes. Are you gay or something?”

Silence. The thrum of the tires. Auggie turned on the radio, Neon Trees, “Everybody Talks.”

They were turning into their subdivision when Fer said, “Yep.”

The word came out of nowhere; Auggie was so surprised he forgot he was angry and looked over.

“Yep,” Fer repeated. “I’m a giant homo.”

“Oh my God,” Auggie groaned, shaking his head. “No, you’re not.”

“Yeah, yes, I am. I spent all night eating out boy pussy. Look.” He peeled back his lips. “You can still see his ass hairs caught in my teeth.”

In spite of himself, Auggie laughed. Then he covered his eyes. “You’re sick. You’re messed up.”

“Do you hate me now that I’m a fag?”

“You’re not gay. And don’t say fag.”

“Do you hate me now that I’m homosexually inclined?”

“Fer, Jesus.”

“Answer the question, you bundle of used tampon fibers.”

“No, obviously. If in some weird, alternate universe you were gay and maybe, possibly, sane and not seriously screwed up in the head like you are now, I would still love you.”

Fer was silent the rest of the drive. When they pulled into the garage, he looked over at Auggie and waited. The engine was still running. The soft rumble filled the empty spaces between them.

“Are you really gay?” Auggie finally asked. It was the easy way out.

“Jesus, Augustus.”

“I knew you weren’t.”

“I don’t have any idea how I’m related to you.”

“I was just playing along.”

“You are the intellectual equivalent of dead scrotal cells.” Fer shoved his head toward the door. “Go inside and wash off your boyfriend’s come.”
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MARCH 2002

Third-period bell. The Marlboro Red smoldering between Daniel’s finger. The smoke on his teeth, on his tongue. It was a brighter day, a warmer day. The shadows were so sharp they looked like they’d been cut with a diamond blade. On the field, the gym class was already splitting up into teams for soccer. No sign of Coach D., but Rhett was out there, his skinny legs looking so goddamn ridiculous that Daniel kept rolling his eyes. As though Rhett had sensed the attention, he turned and waved. That new haircut, Jesus. But at least God had done fine work on his ass.

“Is that Luke?” Christian said, going up on tip-toe for a better look.

Cody copied his brother. “That’s definitely Luke.”

Daniel followed their gazes in the other direction. The junior high butted up to the high school, separated by a low, grassy field with a cement-capped catch basin and a chain-link fence. A group of eighth-grade potheads was down there, passing around what Daniel guessed was a joint, taking turns jumping off cement cap of the catch basin.

“Son of a bitch,” Daniel said. He butted out the cigarette and passed it to Cody. “Hold this.”

“If Coach D.—”

“Don’t worry about Coach D. Worry about what I’m going to do to your ass if you aren’t holding that for me when I get back.”

He strode down the hill. The grass hadn’t been mown yet this year, and it was heavy with dew, soaking the Bugle Boys. Water beaded on the toes of Jacob’s old cowboy boots.

Luke, Daniel’s youngest brother, was balancing on one foot on the catch basin, windmilling his arms to stay upright. A couple of the other boys, in black hoodies and metal band t-shirts, were laughing. They saw Daniel first and stopped laughing. Luke must have noticed the change because he glanced over. For an instant, panic flooded his face. Then it hardened into pure, mulish obstinacy.

Daniel caught Luke’s arm and yanked him off the catch basin. Luke would have fallen if Daniel hadn’t kept such a tight hold, and he stumbled along, shouting and prying at Daniel’s hand as Daniel dragged him toward the fence. Daniel ignored him. When they got to the fence, he peeled back the loose section of chain-link and shoved Luke through to the other side.

Pointing up the hill at the junior high, he said, “Get your ass up there, and don’t let me catch you down here again.”

“You and your friends are—”

“Backtalk me again, and I’ll beat the shit out of you in front of your boys.”

Luke set his jaw and glared at a spot over Daniel’s shoulder.

When a beat had passed, Daniel looked around, catching the rest of the potheads with his gaze. “Get out of here. Right fucking now.”

They sprinted through the gap in the fence, and Luke joined them as they barreled toward the junior high.

When Daniel got back to the lower gym, Rhett was standing a few yards off from Cody and Christian. Daniel accepted the Marlboro Red, lit it, and drew hard. He blew a jet of smoke at Rhett.

“I thought maybe you needed some help,” Rhett said.

“With a bunch of fucking eighth-graders?”

“Right,” Rhett said with a grin. “You got the herd moving all by yourself, cowboy.”

“All right. Fuck off now.”

Instead, though, Rhett shifted his weight on those skinny-as-hell legs. “Lou says Jessica wants you to ask her to prom.”

“Great.”

“And Lou and Jessica want to go in the same group. My dad says he can get a limo, and we’ll all go together.”

“I haven’t even asked her yet. Jesus.”

“Do it right,” Rhett said. “No cowboy stuff like horseshoes and lariats and wearing your assless chaps.”

In spite of himself, Daniel snorted with laughter, and the smoke burned his throat going down. When he’d finished coughing, Rhett was grinning and messing with his stupid hair.

“Fine,” Daniel said.

“It’ll be fun.”

“I said fine. Now fuck off, would you?”

Miming a lasso overhead, Rhett galloped back toward the field. Daniel watched him go, ashing the Marlboro Red, thinking about prom night.


As School-boys from Their Books

This story takes place before Yet a Stranger.
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Theo was trying to write.

“And the fish tacos are amazing,” Auggie said.

Theo bent over his laptop.

“And there’s this totally chill place that’s not hipster, but it’s totally hipster, and they have avocado ice cream.”

King Lear, Theo thought. His fingers hovered over the keyboard. King Lear is one of Shakespeare’s lesser-known plays not because of its quality but because—

“And if you haven’t tried animal-style burgers at In-N-Out, you’ve never had a good burger. It’s not on the menu, but it’s on the secret menu, so it’s kind of on a menu.”

“Auggie, I’m trying to get this done.”

“Sorry.”

Theo started to type, stopped, and stared at the screen.

On the couch next to him, Auggie sprawled out even farther, and for an instant, one foot fell across Theo’s lap and nudged the computer.

“Auggie.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

Now there were just a bunch of j’s on the page. Theo grimly pressed backspace. King Lear. King Lear. King Lear is one of Shakespeare’s lesser-known—

Auggie groaned.

“For the love of God.”

“I’m sorry,” Auggie said. “I just remembered this place that’s five minutes from my house and has the best chili dogs in the world.”

“Chili dogs.”

Auggie must have heard something in Theo’s voice, because he pulled his legs back. For the first time all day, he was sitting on his side of the couch. It shouldn’t have seemed like a miracle, but it did. Theo’s house was small. It wasn’t so small, however, that the only possible place for Auggie’s feet was in Theo’s lap, where they seemed to end up most of the time.

“Writing,” Auggie said. “Got it.”

By now, though, it had become a kind of perverse obsession for Theo. Instead of writing, he watched the clock in the corner of his laptop screen. Less than five minutes later, Auggie groaned again.

“Let me guess. Tamales?”

“What?”

“I thought—never mind. What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I thought you had to work. Shouldn’t you be working?”

“I should.” Theo closed the laptop. “For some reason, though, I’m having a hard time concentrating.”

“In that case.” Auggie squirmed upright, and a stray foot wandered across Theo’s legs again. “I definitely have to tell you about street corn.”

“Oh my God. You’re hungry.”

“A little.”

“This is my fault. This is totally on me. I forgot to set up the eighteen-course buffet.”

For a kid who looked like he was mostly skin and bone, Auggie kicked like a mule.

“Jesus Christ, Auggie. I’ve got to walk on that hip.”

“Oops.”

“Let me guess,” Theo said, massaging his leg. “In California, the weather is perfect all year round.”

“Not all year. Sometimes it rains.”

“And in California, everybody is tan and fit and beautiful.”

“Oh no, definitely not. Every once in a while I see someone over thirty.”

“Thin ice, Auggie.”

Auggie grinned.

“And in California,” Theo said, “you can get the best wines from Napa.”

“I wouldn’t know. I’m only nineteen.”

“And in California, you can get the best weed, cheap, and it’s easy.”

“Weed?” Auggie scrunched up his brow. “I hope you’re not talking about anything illegal.”

“And you can go to the mountains, and go skiing, and go to the beach all in the same day.”

“We call it ski-beaching.”

“And California doesn’t have humidity,” Theo ticked off the items on his fingers, “bugs, rednecks, pollution, water moccasins, or old people.”

“Ok, I feel like you’re fixating on that joke about people over thirty, but your skin is actually really good. It’s just right here, by your eyes. And sometimes in your forehead when you frown. Yep, just like that.”

“It all makes sense now.”

“What?”

“Why you can’t wait to get back to California.”

“Hey! That’s not fair! I never said I can’t wait to get back.”

Theo shrugged. “I’m reading between the lines.”

“I like Missouri.”

“Oh yeah?”

Auggie nodded vigorously.

“Prove it.”

“Well, it’s not like you can actually prove that you like something. You just have to take my word for it.” Auggie’s eyes got huge and earnest. “I really, really, really like Missouri.”

“This is why I’m not going to miss you.” Standing, Theo added, “And the wide-eyed, innocent thing isn’t working for you anymore. You’ll need to come up with a new shtick when you’re back in sunny, beautiful, perfect California.”

“I knew that’s what this was about. I mean, I already knew you hated California—”

“I don’t hate California. I think the world would be better off if California sank into the Pacific, but I don’t hate California.”

“—but this is above and beyond, and I knew there had to be a reason. I knew it was about how much you were going to miss me.”

“It can’t be about how much I’m going to miss you, because I’m not going to miss you. Zero missing. Missing you is a complete nonentity. And the conversation can’t be about something that doesn’t exist.”

“Oh my God. I knew it was bad, but I didn’t know it was this bad.”

“Okay, well, we’ve kind of gotten off topic.”

“No, this is definitely the topic.”

“No, the topic is that for some inexplicable reason, you think California is better than Missouri.”

“Okay, maybe, just maybe, I like California a tiny bit more. But—but!—I really do like Missouri.”

Theo ruffled Auggie’s hair as he walked past him toward the kitchen. “Cute, and nice try.”

“You said prove it.” Behind him, Theo heard Auggie scramble off the couch. “All right. I’m going to prove it.”

“Prove what?

“Prove I like Missouri.”

“You’re the one who told me you can’t prove that you like something.”

“Well, maybe I can. I’m going to show you some of my favorite things about Wahredua. I’m going to prove I like it here.”

In the kitchen, Theo pulled a White Rascal from the fridge. He opened it, and he turned to see that Auggie had followed him into the kitchen.

Auggie’s dark brown eyes were wide and intense. “Come on, Theo. It’d be fun.”

Theo hesitated, the aluminum cold against his lips.

“Please?”

“Only one can be food.”

“Yes!”

“And these better be real, August. If you’re trying to make this up as you go, I’ll know.”

Auggie stood hipshot in the opening to the living room, running one hand through his crew cut. He smirked. “And you said the wide-eyed and innocent thing wasn’t working.”
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The Ark was a dive bar a few blocks west of the college. Theo’s first year in grad school, he had scraped plenty of friends off the Ark’s sticky floor. For that matter, he’d been scraped up himself a time or two. A few nights a week, they served dollar beers that were mostly water, and the guy working the door gave everyone the same indifferent stare. The Ark didn’t have music, and the only food was a single-patty hamburger—don’t even think about asking for cheese. For at least one specific reason, it did better than any other bar in the city. It was the same reason why the bar got raided almost quarterly.

As they approached the Ark’s front door, Theo rested a hand on Auggie’s shoulder. “I know I don’t have to tell you that I am going to figuratively lose my shit if I see you take out a fake ID.”

“I’d be more worried if you were going to literally lose your shit.”

“I’m glad you feel comfortable joking about this. Since you’re nineteen years old. And we’re currently about to be carded.”

Auggie only offered a tight grin.

If the management of the Ark had changed bouncers since Theo’s last visit, Theo couldn’t tell. The man at the door had his head shaved, he was in his mid-forties, and he was heavyset. He could have been the same guy from Theo’s last visit four years ago. He could have been the last guy’s twin. In one hand, he held a UV flashlight, which he directed at the IDs as they were presented to him. Click-on, click-off. Click click. Click click.

He didn’t even blink at the student ID Auggie held out.

“It’s my civic responsibility to report this, you know.”

As they walked into the bar, crashing up against a wave of beer fumes, Auggie turned a wounded expression on Theo. “You wouldn’t.”

“Order a beer. See what happens.”

Auggie’s mouth opened into an O of outrage.

The Ark showed the essential features of every dive bar Theo had ever visited: a scarcity of lighting, an abundance of grime, chairs and booths with split vinyl upholstery. Theo scanned the crowd out of habit, and he recognized several undergraduate students he had taught and several graduate students from his department. He also recognized the man at the back who was wearing a ripped white tank top, ripped jeans, and black engineer boots.

“God damn it.”

“What?” Auggie asked.

“Nothing. But you’ve got about fifteen seconds to explain why you picked a dive bar as one of your favorite things about Missouri.”

“Well, it’s cool because it’s a bar, and I can order—”

“That’s right,” Theo said. “Walk right into it.”

“—soda.” Auggie beamed at Theo. “And the best hamburger in town, of course.”

“It’s not the best hamburger in town. It’s the shittiest hamburger in town.”

“I meant ironically.”

“No, you didn’t. You’re too smart to use ironically wrong.” Theo looked around. The peeling paint, the floor tacky with spilled beer, the fur of dust on the back of the chair legs. The place wasn’t any worse than he remembered, but it also wasn’t any better. “A good reason, Auggie.”

“Okay, okay. It’s just . . . fun. I can come here with my friends, and—” Auggie leveled a defiant look at Theo. “—I don’t know, we hang out, we always sit at the same table, we have fun.”

““You feel like an adult,” Theo said. “No, don’t frown. I didn’t mean it like that. I remember being a teenager, and I remember how it felt. I’m not saying I won’t beat your ass if I catch you with a fake ID, but I understand, and I remember.”

Nineteen or not, Auggie apparently still had a tremendous ability to roll his eyes.

“Stratford!”

The man in the ripped tank top at the back table had risen to his feet.

“Oh shit.”

“Who’s that?” Auggie asked, his gaze darting from the man to Theo.

“An old friend.”

“Stratford, I’m going to kick your ass.”

“A friend?”

“More of an acquaintance, really.” Theo checked over his shoulder. The bouncer was still click-clicking his UV flashlight. He didn’t seem to have heard the commotion. “I now consider myself officially informed about why this is one of your favorite places in Missouri, so can we please leave?”

Auggie nodded vigorously.

Theo couldn’t remember the guy’s name—Billy? Robbie? Mark?—but he was coming across the room at a quick walk. Mark, Theo thought. He was almost definitely sure it was Mark. Mark was carrying a bottle of Budweiser by the neck, and he pointed at Theo with his other hand.

“Stratford, you miserable, cheating cunt, where the fuck is my two hundred dollars?”

Auggie plucked at Theo’s sleeve. “Theo?”

“Never mind. It’s too late. Just try to stay behind me.”

From what Theo could remember, from the times he’d gambled with Mark and fought with Mark and the years the two men had crossed paths when Theo was logging, Mark was a purebred dumbass.

It turned out, like the Ark, not much had changed.

Mark got the Budweiser up in a big, dramatic swing. He shouted, “I’m going to kill you!”

Theo grabbed the closest chair and thrust it into Mark’s midsection. Mark doubled over, gasping for air, and Theo shoved again with the chair. This time, Mark went down. Theo threw the chair on top of him. Grabbing Auggie by the arm, he turned toward the front door. The bouncer was still click-clicking, but now he was getting to his feet. Theo sprinted past him, dragging Auggie along.

Auggie was laughing.

Half a block later, when they got to the Malibu, Auggie was still laughing.

“Will you cut that out?”

“I just can’t take you anywhere,” Auggie said as he dropped into the car.
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“Can you walk a little faster?” Auggie asked as they crossed the quad.

Knee throbbing, Theo said, “No, I can’t. Since you seem to have forgotten, I’ll remind you that I had a traumatic knee injury, and I didn’t bring my cane because I didn’t know we were going on a hike.”

Auggie kept throwing sidelong glances up the length of the quad. He made a face. “Last week you told me that your knee was better. You told me that you carried a million books home. You were so proud of yourself it was embarrassing.”

Theo limped to catch up and swatted him across the back of the head.

“Ow!” Auggie glanced up the quad again. “Shit.”

“What are you looking at?”

“Nothing. Just—a little faster, please.”

When Auggie cut between the administrative annex and the Pollard Chapel, Theo felt a flicker of surprise. He had assumed Auggie was headed to one of two locations: either Tether-Marfitt, where they had had class together, or Liversedge Hall, where Theo’s office was. Instead, Auggie walked the length of Pollard Chapel, threw one last nervous glance over his shoulder, and ducked between a pair of columns. Theo followed.

They were standing in a small cloister. The air was cool and full of shadows, with the green smell of moss. Above them, arcades of grey stone were worked with biblical figures. Although the quad was less than a hundred yards away, the small space was practically silent. Auggie walked unerringly across the cloister, with the air of someone who had done it many times before, and lay down on a stone bench. He patted the open space next to his head and said, “Well?”

“From the tavern to the church,” Theo said. “I’m going to stay standing, to keep my knee from stiffening up.”

“Sometimes you do these incredibly badass things,” Auggie said, staring up at the rectangle of blue sky. “And then you open your mouth, and I remember that you’re secretly a million years old, and you peaked in the Jacobean period.”

“Elizabethan, you son of a bitch.”

For some reason, that made Auggie laugh incredibly hard.

He was beautiful, and not just beautiful the way so many young people are. Rarely, truly beautiful. Head tilted back, throat rippling with laughter, one hand over his eyes as though he couldn’t stand to look at Theo after that comment, he was so perfect that Theo didn’t know what to do. Without even thinking about it, Theo found himself taking out a scrap of paper and a stub of pencil.

He sketched. Nothing fancy, because Theo was a dabbler, not really an artist. Just quick, bold lines. The shape of Auggie’s head. The crest of his crew cut. His jawline. The curve of his throat.

Too late, Theo realized Auggie had stopped laughing. When he looked up, the pencil stilled in his hand. Auggie was staring at him. Neither man spoke. Auggie swallowed.

“Sorry,” Theo said. Wrapping the paper around the pencil, he added, “That was weird.”

“I don’t think it’s weird.”

Theo hesitated.

“If you want to,” Auggie said, his face unreadably serious. “I think it’s cool.”

“I just—you look happy. And this is a beautiful space.” Theo blew out a breath. “Are you sure?”

Auggie nodded.

Theo unfurled the paper. He flattened it against his thigh, outlining Auggie’s torso, one bent knee, the shape of the bench. Theo’s t-shirt stuck to his chest. It was cool in the shadows, but he was sweating.

From the passageway they had followed to the cloister came voices.

“—swear to God I saw him come this way.”

Auggie bolted upright. “Shit, shit, shit.”

“Who is it?” Theo asked.

“Bev.” When Theo didn’t respond, Auggie made frantic gestures. “Bev, Bev! The girl from class!”

Theo lifted one shoulder.

Whispering furiously, Auggie said, “Breastmilk!” He stabbed a finger in the direction of the voices.

Then Theo remembered. A girl with bushy black hair and enormous glasses who had fixated on Auggie from the first day of class. More than once, Theo had heard her ask him out, and he’d have been lying if he denied taking a certain vicious amusement in hearing Auggie’s increasingly bewildered rejections. Aside from that, her only truly memorable contribution to the class had been when, one day, interrupting Theo’s lecture, she had made an extensive comment about the breast-feeding scene at the end of The Grapes of Wrath, connecting it to King Lear in some convoluted fashion that Theo couldn’t follow. Now Theo understood what Auggie had been glancing at as they had crossed the quad, and he had to fight a grin at the look of horror on Auggie’s face.

“Maybe she’ll ask you to the ice cream social.”

Jabbing his finger at Theo to emphasize each word, Auggie said in that same furious whisper, “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!”

“Don’t be such a baby.”

Auggie had his head in his hands. He looked up as the voices came closer, his expression constricting with panic. “She’s been sending me nudes.”

“Oh.”

The voices had almost reached them.

“Hide behind that colonnade.”

Auggie was frozen on the bench.

“Hurry!”

As Auggie dove through the colonnade, two girls stepped into the cloister. One was Bev, who Theo now remembered also possessed a particularly severe glare. The other girl had a cloud of frizzy blond hair held back with a single clip. She was slightly cross-eyed, and she peered at Theo as though trying to figure him out.

“Is Auggie here?” Bev asked.

“Who?”

“Auggie. I saw you two walking across the quad together. Where is he?”

Theo put on his best absent-minded-professor expression. “Don’t I know you? You were in my class, weren’t you? Babs.”

Bev’s expression twisted with revulsion. “Bev.”

“Right, Bev. Sorry, I don’t know where Auggie went.”

“Really? Because you two are always together.” She said it the same way she might have described syphilitic sores. Then, after seeming to consider the rest of her statement, she added, “It’s weird.”

The cloud of blond frizz nodded in agreement.

Theo gave a helpless shrug.

After another moment of staring around the cloister, Bev left, towing the cloud of blond frizz with her. When the sound of their footsteps had faded, Theo whistled twice. Then he made a hooting noise like an owl. Then he crowed. Like a crow, Theo decided.

Auggie poked his head up from behind the low wall of the colonnade. Picking leaves out of his hair, he grimaced and said, “Doesn’t anybody ever sweep out here?”

“The falcon has soared away, church mouse. The falcon has soared away.”

“You’re the worst.”

“Guardian to church mouse, I repeat, the falcon has soared away.”

Auggie was fighting a grin, trying to make his voice hard as he said, “This is why nobody in their right mind will date you.”
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On the outside, the college library was forbidding, with elaborate stonework, flying buttresses, gargoyles, and sculpted friezes. On the inside, it looked like someone had run wild with an IKEA credit card. Theo followed Auggie across the lobby, and they both swiped through the security gates. As Auggie headed for the stairs, Theo raised an eyebrow in spite of his best efforts.

“And I’m supposed to believe the library is one of your favorite things about Missouri?”

“Obviously,” Auggie said. “I didn’t get a hundred percent in your class by going to the Ark every night.”

The stairs were decorative cement, flecked with green and orange, and Theo and Auggie’s steps rang out as they went up.

“You didn’t get a hundred percent.”

“I rounded up.”

“But just to be accurate: you didn’t get a hundred percent.”

Auggie gave him the finger.

The books for English language and literature, foreign language and literature, and linguistics were all located on the fourth floor. Auggie headed past the study tables to the stacks. Where the study areas and workspaces in the main area of the library were all blond wood and chrome and glass, the stacks were unadorned concrete with flickering lights overhead. The air smelled like books. The only sounds were their footsteps and the buzzing of the fluorescents.

“You took this whole studying thing very seriously, didn’t you?”

“Obviously,” Auggie said again. “You can’t round up to a hundred percent if you spend all your nights in the Ark. And even though the tables are a decent study spot, they get crowded, especially around finals. And people know how to find me. It’s way better to work back here; you’d be surprised how few people ever come into the stacks.”

Theo was surprised, but not by that. Auggie’s line of reasoning closely followed his own.

“Voila!” Auggie did some dramatic gesturing at a study carrell, and then he grinned. “My study carrell.”

“Yours?”

“Yep. I mean, not officially, but it’s all the way back here, and nobody else uses it.”

Eyebrows arched, Theo said, “Are you sure?”

“What’s going on? Why are you being weird all of a sudden?”

“Take a look underneath.”

Frowning and darting suspicious looks at Theo, Auggie got down on his knees, completed some minor acts of contortion, and looked up at the underside of the desk “I don’t see—no way!”

“Way.”

Auggie scrambled clear of the desk, dusting himself off as he stood, his whole face lit up with a smile. “First of all, I never took you for the kind of guy to deface library property. More importantly, how sick is it that we both like the same study carrell?”

Theo was trying hard to keep the smile reined in. “Pretty sick.”

Auggie opened his mouth to say something else, but the sound of footsteps stopped him.

A familiar voice, an older man’s, said, “I understand how call numbers work, young lady. I’m telling you the book isn’t here.”

Theo groaned.

“What?” Auggie asked.

“That’s Dr. Delaney,” Theo whispered, pointing at the sound of the voice. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not exactly in good standing with the department. Because of, well . . .”

“Me,” Auggie finished for him.

“It’s more complicated than that—”

Before Theo could finish, Auggie was squeezing past him, heading toward the sound of Dr. Delaney’s voice.

“Get back here,” Theo whispered fiercely.

Auggie just threw a lazy grin over one shoulder.

This was it. This was how Theo’s academic career ended: getting caught hanging out with the same student that he had allegedly had a relationship with. It would be the end. The final nail in the coffin.

Through the stacks of books, Auggie’s voice filtered to Theo. “Oh my God.” And then a burbling laugh. “I didn’t see you there.”

Delaney mumbled something.

“Have we met before?” Auggie asked. “You look so familiar.”

Theo groaned again.

To whatever Delaney had responded, Auggie said, “Oh my God, that’s such a coincidence. I’m researching the sexual dynamics of Celtic bards too!”

Theo closed his eyes.

Delaney mumbled something else. More of Auggie’s burbling laughter. “Oops,” Auggie said playfully. “I can’t believe I just bumped into you like that. I’m always falling over myself around cute guys. Oh my God, oh my God. I can’t believe I just said that. It’s just—your mustaches—wait, where you going?”

Rapid footsteps moved away from Theo.

“I didn’t get your name!”

When Auggie came back, his grin threatened to split his face. He was also blushing slightly.

“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but was that really the best idea you could come up with?”

“Well, you do sound ungrateful.”

Theo raised both hands in surrender. “My apologies. I’m incredibly grateful for your poor attempt at seducing a lonely old bachelor. An attempt, I’d like to point out, that did not work at all.”

Rolling his eyes, Auggie said, “Because he’s straight.”

Theo just nodded.

“I hate you,” Auggie said.

“I bet that was very empowering for you,” Theo said. “Sexually, I mean.”

Auggie stalked away. “This is why you’re going to die alone,” he said over his shoulder. “This is why one day you’ll be buried under a pile of Shakespeare and die and nobody will find you and nobody will care.”

“Literally a pile of Shakespeare?” Theo asked as he followed. “Like, his bones? Or did you mean a pile of books about Shakespeare. Or by Shakespeare. Slow down, I can’t keep up.”

Auggie screamed and walked faster.

“Quiet, please,” Theo said. “We’re in a library.”
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When they got to the Sigma Sigma house, a party was already in full swing. Dusk had fallen, and inside the fraternity house, the only illumination came from strands hung along the ceiling and from lights that rotated and swiveled and changed colors with the music. Someone had put out a fog machine. Bodies filled every room, and the smell of sweat mixed with the chemical odor of the fog. The music was rap, the droning mumble accompanied by a thumping bass.

“Yep,” Theo said as he looked around. “This is more like I expected.”

“I’m allowed to like parties. I’m allowed to like my fraternity. These guys are my friends, and we have a ton of fun together.”

“This place is one STI scare away from a stampede.” Theo pointed. “I can actually see that guy’s ass crack.”

“Well, it’s my list, not yours. And I like parties. And I like my bros—”

Theo tried incredibly hard not to roll his eyes at the word bros.

“—so were going to have some fun,” Auggie said. “If you’re even capable of it.”

“Sure. Let me just put on my full-body condom before we get into the crowd.”

Somehow, Auggie got behind him, and he pushed Theo into the mass of bodies, steering him through the crowd. Theo was big enough that he could force a path through the partiers even when they didn’t want to give way. The music changed; the thudding line of base was replaced by another thudding line of base, and the mumbled rap was replaced by a different mumbler. Everybody except Theo seemed to realize that something had gone wrong, though, because they all groaned simultaneously. Some of the dancers split apart, and all of a sudden the party was shifting and realigning. Some people went for drinks, some people found new partners, and some people moved outside to smoke or just get a breath of fresh air.

“Stay right here,” Auggie said into Theo’s ear. “I know the guy working the keg. I’ll be right back.”

“Absolutely not—”

But Auggie was already gone.

Rather than trying to follow him through the crowd, Theo settled into the corner where Auggie had left him. He watched as guys and girls tried to match up in the mass of bodies. He was surprised—or maybe not so surprised, considering this was the frat Auggie had picked—to see several guys with guys as well. He got caught up in watching a blond girl with a tank top that said Daddy’s Princess. She was busy dumping beer on a frat boy. Theo enjoyed the spectacle so much that he didn’t notice the kid working his way through the crowd toward him.

He was average height with dark hair, and he smiled when Theo’s gaze slid past his. Theo’s eyes instinctively came back, and the grin got wider. Theo realized he had made a mistake. By then, though, it was too late.

“Hey,” the kid said.

Zero points for originality. Theo nodded and smiled and looked past the kid, scanning the crowd for Auggie.

“I’m Chris.” More smiling. After the pause had gone on a little too long, the kid said, “What’s your name?”

“Listen, Chris. No offense, but—”

And then Auggie was there, forcing his way between them so that they formed a loose triangle. Auggie carried two cups of beer, and it was clear that he’d been jostled because suds coated his fingertips.

“Chris,” Auggie said, his voice overly bright in competition with the music. “What are you doing?”

And Theo couldn’t explain why he did what he did next. Taking the beers from Auggie, he said “Chris and I were just getting to know each other.”

“Trying,” Chris said with a big smile. A nice smile, Theo decided. If you were into guys who were average height and had dark hair and wore their lacrosse pinnie to a frat party. When Theo passed one of the beers to Chris, Chris accepted it with a wink and said, “I still haven’t gotten your name.”

“Actually,” Auggie said, reaching for the cup, “one of those was for me—”

“But you’re nineteen,” Theo said, pushing down Auggie’s hand. “So you’re just joking, right?”

Auggie’s eyes narrowed. “Right.”

Music spilled into the void between them.

“So,” Chris said, “what’s your name?”

“Theo,” Auggie answered before Theo could open his mouth. “And we were about to—”

“You know what’s great about parties like this?” Theo said. “Getting to have fun with your bros.”

Over the thump of the music, Theo couldn’t hear Auggie’s groan, but he could see it in Auggie’s eyes.

“Totally,” Chris said. “Definitely.”

Theo gulped beer.

“So, like,” Chris’s gaze slid from Auggie to Theo, “are you guys together?”

“Well—” Auggie began.

“Just friends,” Theo said. He put his arm around Auggie. “Right?”

“Right,” Auggie said through gritted teeth.

Chris’s gaze had moved to Theo’s arm around Auggie shoulder. “Damn, dude, you’ve got huge hands. That’s hot.”

“Because of your dick!”

Theo tried to keep from glancing over Auggie, but he couldn’t help it. Part of him was wondering if Auggie was having a stroke.

“He’s talking about your dick,” Auggie said too loudly. “That’s what he’s implying by talking about your big hands.”

Theo closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was still in this nightmare.

“Um, yeah,” Chris said, flushing and swigging beer. “I guess I was saying that, although usually—”

“Chris, I’m going to be honest with you,” Theo said.

“That means he’s going to be totally devastating,” Auggie said.

“You seem like a nice kid, but I’m not interested. I hope you have a good night.”

Chris froze with the beer at his lips. Then he ran. He was in such a hurry to get away that he didn’t lower the cup; he just sprinted into the crowd, the red plastic still his lips.

“I think we should go,” Auggie said. He still looked slightly dazed.

Theo rolled his eyes. Outside, the air was cool, and when the breeze picked up, the smell of weed drifted from a group of kids huddled at the corner.

“That was a disaster,” Auggie said.

“It’s okay,” Theo said, squeezing Auggie’s shoulder. “You’ll get the hang of it.”

“I wasn’t talking about—”

“But a couple of wingman tips: first, you’ve got to take the initiative. Second, you definitely can’t wait for him to start the conversation.”

“One and two sound exactly the same,” Auggie grumbled.

“Third, it’s usually not recommended to scream things about your friend’s penis. In fact, maybe leave his penis out of it entirely. Unless you’ve established beforehand that his penis is on the table. Figuratively. Not literally. I mean, his penis should not actually be on the table.”

“Oh my God,” Auggie whispered, “please stop saying penis.”
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It was still early when they got back to Theo’s house, barely nine o’clock. Moths fluttered around the porch light. Down the street, a group of kids rode bikes, jumping from an improvised ramp, screaming when they landed. The moon was low in the sky.

“I guess I ruined your night,” Theo said as he led them into the house. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

“You didn’t ruin it. I thought we’d be at the party a little longer, but if I had to choose between watching you stick your tongue down Chris’s throat or coming back early, I’m definitely going to choose coming back early.”

“But we didn’t get to number five.”

Kicking off his Jordans, Auggie ran a hand through his crew cut. Then he grinned.

“What?” Theo said. Then, surprising himself with a smile, “Here? Really?”

Auggie nodded.

“No shit, Theo said.

“No shit.”

“Top five. Huh. That’s really something; we need to celebrate. Rocky Road?”

Auggie gave a single, serious nod. Then the grin splashed over his face again.

In the kitchen, Auggie got down bowls, while Theo got spoons and the tub of ice cream. Theo dished the ice cream. Auggie retrieved hot fudge, caramel, sprinkles, and roasted peanuts.

“That’s a travesty,” Theo said as Auggie doctored his dessert. “Rocky Road is Rocky Road. It’s already perfect.”

Tongue between his teeth, Auggie concentrated on the caramel, drizzling it in a neat spiral. “There. Now it’s perfect.”

“Now it’s an abomination.”

They ate the ice cream on the couch. Auggie put on the last inning of a Cardinals game, his head pillowed at one end of the sofa, his legs curled up on the second cushion. Theo took the remaining seat. The Cardinals were winning.

At the commercial, Theo collected Auggie’s bowl and said, “Top five.”

As he was going to the kitchen, Auggie said behind him, “Not just top five. First place. I didn’t say we were going in order.”

Theo stood at the sink, taking his time as he rinsed the bowls, thinking about first place. He loaded the dishwasher. He thought about the nights after the accident, coming home to an empty house, the sound of its emptiness crashing over him like the surf. He thought about muddy sneakers by the door, Doritos crumbs behind the couch cushions, legs and feet that were always kicking him and knocking his papers over and finding their way into his lap. He turned on the water, elbows on the lip of the sink, afraid he would make a sound.

When he was back in control, he went into the living room and sat on the couch. It was the bottom of the ninth. Auggie was chewing the collar of his t-shirt. His gaze was fixed on the television. It was impossible to tell at moments like this if Auggie knew what he was doing. First one foot then the other snaked their way across Theo’s legs. For all Theo knew, Auggie was completely focused on the game.

The Cards won. Auggie rolled onto his back, his dark eyes on Theo.

“I guess I should go,” Auggie said. “You probably want to get to bed.”

“I think I might read for a while.”

Auggie bit his lip before the grin could get too big, but his dark eyes still shone with it. He nodded. Then he grabbed his copy of The Three Musketeers, which he had stolen from Theo’s bookshelf and was reading intermittently. Theo collected his copy of Lear, planning on only ten minutes, but ten minutes turned into twenty, and twenty turned into an hour. He wasn’t sure when he’d started rubbing Auggie’s leg. Warm muscle. Soft brown hair.

“Auggie?”

Auggie made a questioning noise as he turned a page

“I was thinking about it, and I might miss you just a little.”

Somehow, Auggie stretched out further, taking up even more of the couch, his feet fully planted in Theo’s lap.

“Did you hear me?”

“Huh?”

“I said I might miss you a little.”

Auggie turned another page.

“For the love of God, Auggie.” Grabbing his phone, Theo pecked out a message.

I’m going to miss you.

Just a little.

Auggie’s phone buzzed. He took it out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. Then he swiped his finger a few times, dropped the phone on the cushion next to him, and went back to his book.

Theo’s phone vibrated.

it’s physically painful to watch you text. WHY DO YOU USE YOUR INDEX FINGERS?!!!

Theo leaned back and picked up Lear. When he glanced over again, Auggie was wearing a tiny smile.
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“But I don’t want to go home!” Auggie squeezed the phone so hard that his hand hurt. “I’m spending the summer here!”

“Either your candy ass is on that plane Saturday, or you can find out the hard way that giving knob jobs to your frat bros won’t cover tuition—”

Auggie screamed and disconnected the call. He pulled the blanket up over his head. He squirmed down the couch until his feet connected with something solid. He gave an experimental kick, and Theo grunted. Then Theo’s hand squeezed his ankle through the blanket.

It was June. It was hot outside, and in theory, it should have been hot inside since Theo’s house only had the one window unit. Today, though, the A/C was chugging and thumping and whining and putting out extra-cold air, which meant any minute it would freeze up. It would be a miserable afternoon, but for now, Auggie was grateful that he wasn’t broiling under the blanket. After a minute, though, he started to rethink his decision. The trapped air smelled faintly like the peanut butter from Theo’s mid-morning toast, and yesterday’s Doritos crumbs had gotten trapped in the folds of the blanket, biting into Auggie’s neck whenever he shifted.

“So…” Theo said.

Auggie snatched the blanket down and stared at his—well, what? Friend? Boyfriend? Former teacher he’d fallen in love with and solved two murders with and went to sleep thinking about and was still thinking about when he woke up? Theo had a bro flow of strawberry-blond hair that was pushed behind his ears. He was staring at a copy of the Riverside Shakespeare that lay open in his lap. One hand still rested on Auggie’s ankle. His other hand was patting his beard absently.

“Fer is an asswipe,” Auggie said.

“Ok.”

“I’m not going home.”

“Ok.”

“Fuck him, and fuck his money, and—and fuck him for thinking he can tell me what to do.”

“Ok.”

Auggie screamed again. Then, tangled in the blanket, he thrashed around until he was on his side, facing the TV. Several times, his feet connected with Theo, with the Riverside Shakespeare, and with the couch cushions. But, to be fair, mostly Theo.

He released Auggie’s ankle, rubbed his ribs, and said, “Jeez, Auggie, I’m on your side, remember?”

Auggie found the remote. He turned on the TV.

“Listen,” Theo said, “give Fer some time to calm down, and then call him back. He’s worried about you, he cares about you, he wants—”

“If I have one more man in my life who wants what’s best for me,” Auggie said, “I’m going to stick my head inside your air conditioner.”

Theo sighed. He rubbed Auggie’s thigh. TV voices filled the air—some sort of staticky public access channel. “Do you want me to work in the kitchen?”

Auggie jabbed the mute button.

“Is that what you’re going to watch?”

Auggie raised his head and turned to look at Theo.

Theo raised both hands. “I’m just asking.”

For another moment, Auggie held the look. Then he lowered his head to the arm of the couch. On TV, a heavyset woman in a cherry-colored suit was speaking at a podium. She had the American flag on one side of her, and the Missouri flag on the other. The wall behind her appeared to have been covered, at some point, in indoor-outdoor carpeting.

When Theo turned a page, Auggie lifted his head again.

“Fer,” he bit out, “is an asswipe. A giant, shitty asswipe.”

Theo nodded, but when Auggie lowered his head again, he thought he heard a murmured, “Oh my God.”

It took a few tries, and it involved almost kicking the Riverside Shakespeare onto the floor, but Auggie got his feet into Theo’s lap.

Theo sighed, but he ran his hand up and down Auggie’s calf.

The woman on TV was getting really heated about something, pounding her fist on the podium. And the window A/C was ka-lunking like crazy. Maybe Auggie had spent too much time watching public access. Maybe that conversation with Fer had caused a stroke. Maybe the universe was trying to tell him something. Whatever it was, after two more minutes, Auggie was convinced the A/C unit was ka-lunking in time with the woman hitting the podium.

Theo shut the Riverside Shakespeare, and the sound made Auggie jerk his head up. “Ok,” Theo said. “Why don’t we get you something to eat?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Auggie, you haven’t eaten this morning, and your blood sugar is low. You need to have something. You’ll feel better.”

“I’m. Not. Hungry.”

A heavier sigh this time. “Can we talk about what’s wrong? This was such a bad year for you, and of course Fer is worried. If you go out there for a couple of weeks, he’ll see that you’re doing a lot better, and then you can talk about spending the rest of the summer here.”

Auggie dragged the blanket up like a cowl and focused on the TV.

“What if we get out of the house? Do something fun?”

Yanking the blanket forward, Auggie blocked Theo from his peripheral vision.

Theo was silent for a moment. Then he patted Auggie’s feet, and Auggie lifted them enough for Theo to slide out. The sound of Theo’s bare feet on the boards marked his movement toward the kitchen. Then, a moment later, the hiss of a can being opened made Auggie squeeze his eyes shut. Great, he thought. We’ve been doing…this, whatever it is, for less than a month, and I’ve already driven him to drink.

“You need a beer.”

When Auggie lifted his head, Theo stood in the opening to the kitchen. He held the frosty pint glass that he kept in the freezer, now full of amber liquid.

Auggie squinted. He frowned. He shaded his eyes. “Who are you?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m not old enough to drink.”

“You’re old enough to drive me out of my head, how about that?”

Auggie decided to let that one slide. He checked his phone. “It’s twelve-thirty.”

“It’s five o’clock somewhere, and you are wound really tight, and I need to at least start this paper since, in theory, I’m presenting it at a conference next week.”

Auggie kicked loose of the blanket—in the process, knocking over a stack of printouts, which made Theo wince. He got to his feet. He straightened his t-shirt printed with pineapples. He reached up the leg of his shorts to fix his underwear.

“Good God,” Theo breathed, eyes averted.

Smirking, Auggie came across the room.

It happened, like all great treacheries, too quickly to be believed. One moment, Theo was standing there, the pint glass held out like an offering. The next, Theo had set the glass down, and he had Auggie over his shoulder and was carrying him toward the door.

Auggie kicked and shouted and hammered on Theo’s back. But not too hard.

“Christ Almighty,” Theo muttered, shifting Auggie so they could squeeze out the front door.

“I’m being kidnapped!” Auggie shouted, but Theo lived on a quiet street with the houses spaced far apart, and he was kind of laughing anyway.

With a grunt, Theo deposited Auggie in the Malibu’s front seat. Then he tossed the keys in Auggie’s lap. “This might be the first kidnapping where the victim had to drive. And where the kidnapper’s only motive was to avoid a murder charge. And where the victim kept playing with his balls.”

Auggie was still smirking as he finished pulling his underwear into place. “Where are we going?”

“On a date.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know, Auggie,” Theo said as he settled into the passenger seat. “One thing at a time.”
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Theo wiped sweat from his eyes and tried not to swear.

It had only been an hour since the window unit had given a final, grating chug and gone to whatever eternal reward awaited eighty-dollar discount air conditioners. One hour. But already the inside of the house was baking. More sweat stung Theo’s eyes, and he tried to blink it away. When he lifted his hand from the page, it stuck to his skin, the page coming with him until he shook it loose. When he jotted a note, drops of sweat fell, and the ink bled across the page.

“It’s not that hot,” Auggie said in an unbearably cheery voice. He was taking up two-thirds of the couch, arms and legs akimbo. His tank, which showed a very gay Sir Ian McKellen blasting rainbows out of a staff, was dark under his arms and across his chest. His terrycloth shorts were barely long enough to be considered legal in many countries. From the flashes Theo had gotten every time Auggie changed position on the couch, it was clear that Auggie had decided to go commando for the day. “It’s really not that hot.”

Theo gritted his teeth and shook off another sticky page.

Auggie shifted around some more, giving Theo glimpses of the paler skin of his inner thigh. Theo was considering the old, improvised testing security protocols from elementary school: setting up his folders on either side of him like a blind.

“How’s it going?” Auggie asked.

“Great,” Theo managed to say.

“Oh good. It’s hard to tell sometimes. You’ve been sitting there, staring at that page for, like, an hour. I thought maybe you were having a hard time concentrating.”

“Why,” Theo asked with what he thought was considerable calm, “would I be having trouble concentrating?”

Auggie wriggled around some more. More flashes. More…thoughts. They hadn’t done, well, anything yet. They had agreed to go slow. They had agreed it would be better for both of them to make sure they did things responsibly. They weren’t even sure what this was. Auggie had been traumatized by his last boyfriend’s sexual aggressiveness, and Theo—well, just about everything was fucked up with Theo.

Theo realized too late Auggie was saying something. “Huh?”

“The heat. Because it’s so hot. God, are you listening?”

Theo squared up the Riverside Shakespeare and hoped his face wasn’t as red as it felt. “I’m trying to get some work done, Auggie. I’ve got, I don’t know, six days before this conference. I’ve got to get this paper written.”

“Yes, duh, that’s why we’re sitting here. And you told me it’s going great. Is it not going great?”

“It’s going great,” Theo said, although a little more loudly than he would have liked.

Auggie’s eyes got wide. “Ok.” Then, in a whisper, “Great.”

Sweat gathered at Theo’s nape, where his hair was damp and heavy. Sweat trickled between his shoulder blades. It ran down his ribs. Ran between his pecs. The collar of Auggie’s tank was low, exposing the scattering of dark hair along his breastbone, where sweat glittered like salt. You couldn’t see because of the tank, but Auggie’s nipples were small and dark. The heel of Theo’s hand skipped across the page. The paper clung to him. Then it tore with a low, clear ripping sound.

“Are you sure you’re ok?” Auggie sat up. “You look really tense. Maybe you need a massage. Scoot forward—”

His hands settled on Theo’s shoulders, and somehow they were even hotter than this inferno they were trapped in. Heat rolled through Theo. Waves of it. Magma.

“Oh my God,” he whispered as he got to his feet. “Oh my actual God.”

“Theo, what’s wrong? Did I pinch a nerve? Take your shirt off so I can see—”

At one point in his life, Theo had considered himself a man of resolve, but he ran toward the bathroom. “I’ve got to take a shower.”

“Theo?”

“A cold shower!”
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Auggie slammed the door, and the tiny house shook.

On the couch, Theo looked up, his look of irritation transforming into concern. “What happened?” He pushed the book off his lap and stood. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Auggie said and burst into tears.

Theo crossed the room and took him in his arms.

Auggie didn’t cry for long—another moment, maybe two, and then he lifted his head and wiped his eyes with hard slashes of his hands. “I am not going to cry. I hate crying. I hate letting that motherfucker make me cry.”

Leaning back to get a better look at Auggie’s face, Theo considered him. Then his face hardened. He probably thought—because he was so dumb sometimes—he was doing a good job of controlling his expression. “What did he do?”

Auggie shook his head. They both knew who Theo was talking about; the only recent motherfucker in Auggie’s life—the only one who had made him cry like this, anyway—was his ex, Dylan. For a moment, Auggie felt like he was going to dissolve into tears again, but he wiped his eyes—those same savage swipes at the tears—and shook his head. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter. It’s over.”

“Sit down.” Once Theo had him on the couch, he knelt next to Auggie. “Are you ok to be by yourself for a little bit? An hour. Two, tops.”

“Theo, come on.”

“I’m just going to find out what he did.”

Auggie rolled his eyes. He was crying again, just a tiny bit.

“And then I will deal with it appropriately,” Theo said.

That made Auggie laugh. He dried his eyes on his shirt: an old number of Fer’s that said National Hot Dog Day bracketed by two American flags. It was way too big for him; he was swimming in it, and he only kept it because: a) it pissed Fer off righteously and b) it was a good sleep shirt in the winter and c) sometimes, when everything was shit, he just needed it.

“I’ll be quick,” Theo said as he stood. “Promise.”

“Cut it out. I’m fine, really. And I don’t need you getting yourself arrested again or hurting your leg or getting your ass handed to you.”

Theo’s eyebrows went up.

Auggie grinned and dried his eyes again. “I didn’t think you’d like that.”

“I can handle a piece of shit like Dylan.”

“I know you can. I don’t need you to handle him. I need you to let me be upset and tell you all the horrible things I’m going to do to him, and then I need you to talk me down and tell me how I’m going to be a better person, and then I need you to snuggle with me and remind me there are more important things than walking anal blisters like him.”

Hands on hips, Theo stood there. Then he nodded. He sat, and he slipped an arm around Auggie, pulling him close. He kissed the side of his head. Auggie turned his head, and the next kiss found his lips. He made a noise, and the rumble in Theo’s throat sounded a little like laughter.

“What?” Auggie asked. “I’m feeling better already.”

Then he told Theo about it: the shit smeared on Auggie’s door, the smell of it when he stepped out into the hall, his attempts to clean it, which only made it worse.

“I had on the cutest outfit, and I was going to seduce you—”

Theo made a noise.

“—and now those clothes are covered in shit, and I’m wearing Fer’s hot dog shirt, and you know what the worst part is?”

“It’s not the hot dog shirt?”

Auggie punched him.

“It’s got two very sexually suggestive hot dogs on the back. You know that, right? They’re in the same bun.”

“Of course I know. Fer’s obsessed with it. He laughed until he literally made himself sick when he bought it, and then he wore it for like two weeks straight. The worst part is that all those guys are supposed to be my friends, and they knew Dylan did that, and they didn’t tell me. A couple of them recorded me finding it.” Auggie worked his phone out of his pocket; Theo plucked it out of his hand, and Auggie grimaced, but he didn’t go after it. “They tagged me, and of course, the videos are blowing up.”

“Auggie,” Theo said. And then he stopped.

“I know it’s not a big deal.”

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“I know it’s stupid to care what other people think. And I know those guys are just immature, and some of them have been friends with Dylan longer than they’ve known me, and Ethan and Orlando both already moved out or I’m sure they would have said something, and I know I’m not going to have to deal with Dylan forever.”

Theo scratched his beard.

“What?” Auggie asked. “What am I missing?”

Theo shrugged. Then he kissed Auggie again.

“What was that for?”

With a sigh, Theo shook his head. He picked up Auggie’s phone and passed it over. Then, he made a face. Auggie had seen that face before. When they’d gotten bad Mexican, and Theo had made this exact face before he’d gone pale and sweaty and rushed into the bathroom and had only opened the door once for Auggie to pass him a Walgreens bag full of Pepto-Bismol, Tums, and Imodium.

“What’s going on?” Auggie asked. “Do you need the Gas-X?”

“Oh my Jesus Christ. Will you please not say anything for a few seconds?” Theo grabbed his laptop, opened it, and typed and tapped and scrolled. Then he made that face again and set the computer in front of Auggie. He stood and, without another word, went upstairs.

Auggie stared at the screen. His jaw didn’t actually drop—that might have been only in cartoons—but he could feel his brain scrambling to catch up.

It was a Bustle article, and the title was “Twenty-Nine Pranks to Play on Your Boyfriend (And Share with the World), Plus One That Will Drive Him Wild.”

Auggie was twenty years old. He scrolled down and read the one to drive him wild first.

Then, grinning, he read the rest of them and started making a plan.
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Phone cradled against his shoulder, Theo climbed onto his bike. “I don’t know, Auggie. Half an hour, maybe.”

“With two stops?”

“Auggie.”

“Sometimes it takes you half an hour with no stops.”

“Then an hour. I don’t know.”

“Well, what do you want to eat tonight?”

“I’ll figure out something when I get home.”

“No, I meant—I can cook it. For us. Maybe some pasta. Oh, but it’s hot, so maybe a salad. What are you in the mood for?”

Theo was in the mood for some peace and quiet. He loved Auggie, he really did, although that thought was as scary now as it had been the first time he’d admitted it to himself. But Auggie was done with classes, and Auggie was bored, and Auggie had more or less taken up full-time residence in Theo’s house. And Theo, on the other hand, even though classes were done, still had a lot of work to do. In some ways, more work, because he’d put off so much during the school year. And now, last minute, Grace had dropped out of helping to organize the Sixteenth Century Conference that Wroxall’s English Department was hosting, and somehow Theo had gotten roped into taking her place.

“Let’s talk about it when I get home,” Theo said. His leg and knee still whinged at him sometimes, and today happened to be one of those days.

“What about a Cobb salad?”

“See you in half an hour.”

“I thought it was going to be an hour.”

“Bye, Auggie.”

“Love you, bye!”

Auggie’s words came out in a rush, and he’d disconnected before Theo could reply. Theo settled himself on the bike, swung his bag forward to pocket his phone, and stopped as his phone buzzed again.

A text message. From Auggie. I’m going to make a Cobb salad.

Theo shut his eyes. He breathed in the day’s end—the sweltering heat, the fresh-mown grass, the whiff of the new rubber patch on his tire. He dropped the phone in his bag, zipped it shut, and began to pedal.

His first stop was Buddha Belly Sandwiches to confirm the lunch order. In theory, in the twenty-first century, you could call the sandwich shop and confirm the order over the phone. But when you’d been calling for two days and nobody answered and the store was run by two ancient hippies who were too fucking stoned to pick up the goddamn phone, well, you had to go in person. Theo was distantly aware of the sound of his own thoughts. He wondered if he sounded that old to Auggie.

Buddha Belly Sandwiches was a hole-in-the-wall located in a strip mall not far from campus. It was one of those places that looked like it had been there forever, with minimal effort over the years to decorate: brown linoleum with its corners torn to expose old concrete and adhesive; a bamboo countertop with takeout menus; a display stand for a bewildering array of business cards—did people decide on a defense lawyer while standing in line for a sandwich, Theo wanted to know—and, the only thing on the wall, a wooden Buddha painted in what Theo thought of as Dutch Easter egg colors.

Berenice had to be almost eighty, and she wore a vegan leather bomber jacket in spite of the heat, a scarf that looked like something the Red Baron might have liked, and enormous Liz Taylor sunglasses. Her hair was miles and miles of white curls. The swinging door to the kitchen stood propped open behind her, and Berny was asleep on the prep counter, wearing nothing but an A-frame shirt and boxers and blue Havaianas. He had his hair in the exact same do.

They had not remembered the order.

When Theo had finished giving Berenice the order again—because he had to, because they were the best, or more realistically, the only vegan sandwich shop in town, which was important for a conference with seventeen registered vegans—he limped out to the bike. He was settling onto the seat when he heard the phone buzzing in his backpack. He thought about pretending he hadn’t heard it. Then he decided he needed to build up some karma before he tried that. He pulled the phone out and saw Auggie’s name and answered.

“Most living humans text,” Auggie said. “I want you to feel extra special because I made the effort to call.”

“What’s up, Auggie?”

“Are you ok?”

Theo rubbed his knee. “I’ve got one more stop, and then I’m heading straight home.”

“I wanted to tell you we don’t have any bacon.”

Theo rubbed his knee a little harder. “Ok, I’ll swing by the Piggly Wiggly—”

“So I decided we’re not doing Cobb salads.”

The silence was long enough that Theo had to grit out, “Ok.”

Another silence. “We’re doing chicken Florentine instead.”

“Great.”

“Are you sure you’re ok?”

“Yeah, sorry. Just tired.”

“Why don’t you come straight home? Or I can come pick you up? You can run your errands tomorrow—”

“I can’t, actually. Benito’s is only open after four, and the conference starts at ten, and I’m going to be slammed until the dinner, and by then it will be too late.”

“I could go by Benito’s and—what do you need to do?”

“Check how much white is in the dining room.”

Auggie’s silence lasted longer this time. “Huh?”

“The keynote speaker is sensitive to the color white. I don’t know, Auggie. Academics who become minor celebrities think they should be waited on hand and foot. I’m just doing what I was told.”

“Uh, right.”

“I’ve got to go.”

“Uh huh.” And then, like a salt-flat speed test: “Byeloveyou!”

Theo grimaced at the heat in his knee and pedaled down the street.

Benito’s had white table linens and white walls. Theo talked to Benito and got shown the private dining room, which had hideous wallpaper—roach-colored paisley—and agreed they’d hold the conference dinner there. He wondered what it was like, when you were a big enough deal on sixteenth-century books of hours, that you got to fuck around with people just to feel important. He figured you probably didn’t get as many phone calls about Cobb salad, that was for certain.

His phone was buzzing again as he got on the bike.

“Hello.”

He thought he could hear the catch as Auggie adjusted whatever he’d been about to say.

“What’s wrong?” Theo asked. “Let me guess: we don’t have any chicken.”

“Orlando’s in a really bad space. He broke up with his girlfriend, and I was wondering if he could come over—”

“He broke up with somebody three days ago!” Theo drew in a breath. He counted to ten. Sweat ran down into his eyes, and he raised one hand to shade out the sun. “Auggie, I’m not trying to be an asshole, but they’ve been together three days. How torn up can he be?” It had been the wrong question, and in the silence that stretched out, Theo knew it. “Look, we’ve talked about this. You can have whoever you want over to the house; I want you to feel comfortable there. You don’t have to ask me for permission. That includes Orlando. Against my better judgment.”

Auggie still hadn’t said anything.

“Tell him to come over,” Theo said, trying to ease his voice. “And tell him to bring his big-girl princess diary so he doesn’t forget any of these big feelings he’s feeling.”

“You’re stressed,” Auggie said. “Tonight’s not a good night.”

“No, I’m being a dick. Tell him to come over. I promise I’ll be nicer to you by the time I get home.”

“I’m not worried about me,” Auggie said with a quiet laugh.

“I’ll be a compassionate human being to Orlando.”

Auggie’s hesitation lasted a second, then another. “If you’re totally sure—”

“Yep,” Theo said. “It’s fine. You’re a good friend; he’s lucky to have you.”

“Thanks, Theo. Loveyouloveyouloveyoubye!”

And then Auggie disconnected, and Theo shook his head and biked home. He thought about it. He could go upstairs. It was hot as hell up in the bedrooms, with the only window A/C down in the living room. But he could go upstairs with his laptop. He could shut the door. When Orlando had come over last time after a breakup (three days ago), it had taken six hours for him to cry it out. So Theo would spend the night cloistered in a sweltering room, while his brand-new boyfriend popped in every ten or fifteen minutes to give him updates, to check in, to make sure they weren’t being too noisy—in other words, to drive Theo out of his damn mind.

Unfair, all of it. Sure. But he couldn’t help thinking it.

When he got home, the lights were on. He went around back, locked the bike in the garage, and limped up the steps. He let himself into the kitchen. A note lay on the table, and he picked it up.

Pint glass is frosty in the freezer, dinner is warm in the oven, and I’m going to Orlando’s to talk him out of buying a one-way ticket to Paris, where he’s ‘definitely going to find his soulmate.’ You need a night off—NO WORK ALLOWED.

They didn’t teach cursive anymore, so Auggie’s signature was a mishmash of script and print.

Theo took out his phone and texted Auggie: Thank you so much. I love you.

Then he went to get the beer.
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The house was hot in the late afternoon, and the light came in like honey too thick to pour. Auggie lay on the couch, trying to read. The A/C was still broken, and in its place, Theo had set up an ancient box fan that looked like it had originally been designed to torture prisoners of war. It filled the room with the smell of overheated metal, and every few seconds, unpredictably, it made a shrieking noise.

Auggie turned a page, but he wasn’t seeing any of the words on the page—Giovanni’s Room, his first James Baldwin. He was thinking about ditching his tank. He’d known the house would be hot, had planned on it, and when he’d come over, he had only been wearing a tank top and shorts. He’d ditched the shorts by mid-afternoon (ignoring Theo’s orders to put them back on), which meant he was now in a tank top—white with rainbow trim around the arm holes and the collar—and briefs, and yes, it was a huge improvement, although he was still soaked in sweat. His shirt clung to his back. His briefs were definitely wedged in some conspicuous places. Auggie felt like he was pasted to the couch cushions. His legs hung across Theo’s lap, and where Theo’s shorts had ridden up, bare skin stuck to bare skin. Theo was trying to read too. He’d had a hand on Auggie’s calf for most of the day until it had gotten too hot, but he hadn’t said anything about Auggie’s legs across his lap. Not yet, anyway.

Then Auggie rolled onto his back, planning on tugging off the tank whether Theo liked it or not, and his leg bumped something. Something in Theo’s lap. Something that was—well, to use a word Auggie had heard before, turgid.

Theo lifted the Shakespeare monograph higher to hide his face.

Auggie watched him for a minute, thinking. Then he shifted again, stretching, the length of his calf rubbing against Theo’s erection.

Theo groaned, and the sound was half pleasure and half frustration. “Knock it off.”

“Hey Theo?”

Theo moved the book higher.

“Theo?”

Theo hunched his shoulders.

“Theo, over here.”

With the look of a man who hated himself but couldn’t quite stop, Theo lowered the book. His eyes went to Auggie’s hand, where he cupped himself through the white briefs, his own erection straining.

“Do you—” Auggie had to stop. He felt slightly dizzy. “Do you like what you see?”

Theo’s voice was thick. “Of course.”

Auggie moved his hand, stretching the fabric tight across his dick. He used his thumb to stroke up the shaft, milking a drop of precome that darkened the cotton.

Theo groaned again, and this time the sound was much too complicated for Auggie to unpack. “We talked about this. We’re going to take it slow—”

Auggie sat up, and Theo stopped talking. For a moment, they looked at each other. Then Auggie scooted across the cushions. He got onto his knees and straddled Theo and shucked his tank. He reached, and when he found Theo’s hand, he brought it to his bulge.

Theo pulled his hand away. “Auggie, we agreed—”

“We agreed not to rush into anything. But all I’ve been getting are grandma kisses and hugs like you’d get from a schoolmarm. I’ve got a hot boyfriend.” Auggie reached down to touch Theo through his shorts, tracing the length of the erection, and Theo made a helpless noise. Then he seemed to recover himself and he pulled Auggie’s hand away. “We’re not rushing into anything. I love you.”

“I love you too, Auggie. That’s not the part I’m worried about.”

“Is it because I’m too young? I mean, I know we’ve talked about the age thing, but I mean physically. Small, I guess I mean. I’ve been working out, but I’m not built like you or Cart.”

Theo closed his eyes. He breathed through his nose. When he opened his eyes, his pupils were dilated, the wildflower blue of his irises so dark they were almost purple. “You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen,” Theo whispered. And then, like someone reaching to grab a live coal, he moved his hand to Auggie’s chest. “God, you have no idea how beautiful you are. You’re perfect. It’s all I can do to keep my hands off you when you’re here. And then today, staring at your ass in nothing but those briefs—” His thumb moved across one of Auggie’s small, dark nipples, and Auggie shivered. At the movement, Theo cut off, and his eyes seemed to refocus. He slid both hands down to Auggie’s waist, where they rested on the elastic of his briefs, the heat of his flesh and the damp of the fabric making Auggie crazy. “Let’s slow down.”

Auggie kissed him. At first, Theo’s mouth was stiff. His lips were hot and chapped and dry. Then, by degrees, he softened. Auggie touched the tip of his tongue to Theo’s lips, and Theo tilted his head back. The movement seemed automatic, unthinking. Auggie worked his fingers into the thick flow of strawberry-blond hair and brought Theo’s head toward him again. For a moment, Theo held himself rigid. Then he relaxed, and when Auggie’s tongue found his lips again, they parted, and Theo let him in. It was a good kiss. And the next one was good. And the next one. And Auggie found himself thinking, This is good, this is exactly what I wanted.

And then Theo made a noise in his throat, and his hands clamped down on Auggie’s hips, and he dragged Auggie forward until their bodies met, and Theo ground his cock against Auggie’s. He got a handful of Auggie’s hair and pulled, and at the same time, his tongue fought against Auggie’s and won, taking control of Auggie’s mouth. Until then, it had been Auggie kissing Theo. Now they were kissing. Now Theo was kissing him as hard as Auggie had been kissing Theo. Auggie pressed into him, wanting more: more friction, more heat, more sweat-sticky-slick skin on his, more of Theo’s hands taking him, owning him. He inched forward, until Theo’s dick was grinding lower, almost on his balls. Theo’s hand on his hip tightened. And then his fingers caught the elastic of Auggie’s waistband and twisted. The skin there felt abraded; the air was almost too cold against it, and Auggie would have gasped, only Theo owned his mouth too, kept taking it, his tongue hard and thrusting. Theo’s hand slipped past the waistband. His fingers tight, almost bruising, on the swell of Auggie’s ass. Auggie made a noise, and he wasn’t sure what it was—more was part of it, and stop and don’t stop and please and Theo. None of it got out; Theo’s tongue flicked, darted, insisted, retreated, insisted again. It’s like being fucked, Auggie thought. This is what it’s like to be fucked.

And then he couldn’t breathe. He tried to get free, only Theo was holding him, and Auggie slapped his chest and twisted and threw elbows until he slid onto the floor.

“Auggie, what the hell—”

Scrambling to his feet, Auggie turned his back to Theo. He needed out. But he also needed to be safe. He sprinted through the kitchen and into the bathroom, and he slammed the door.

At first, in the dark, the tile gave back the sound of his panicked breathing. Then some of the fight drained out of him. He thumbed the lock on the knob and slid to the floor, propped up in the corner. The door was smooth and cool under his cheek, the only light came from a frosted window high overhead, and he squeezed his eyes shut as the tears came.

“Auggie?”

He hadn’t heard Theo cross the kitchen, but the voice came from the other side of the door. The knob rattled.

“I’m ok,” Auggie said, but he felt like he undermined himself when he let out a sob. He wiped his eyes. The tears were still coming. “I’m fine. I just need a minute.”

The knob stilled. Theo’s silence was a waiting thing, crouched, ready.

Auggie tried to say, “Please go away,” but more sobs ripped the words to pieces.

A moment later, steps padded away.

Auggie rocked his head against the door and screwed his eyes tighter, hugging himself. The tile was cold against his back, under his ass. He couldn’t seem to stop shaking.

The knock was tentative, but it made him sit up straighter and turn toward the towel hanging next to him. He wiped his face.

“I’m not going to come in,” Theo said. “And if you say you’re fine, I trust you. But could you open the door? Just a crack, Auggie.” The silence was a question, and then he said, “It’s not a trick, Auggie.” Then, with a kind of helplessness that hooked Auggie in the gut: “Please?”

Auggie turned the knob, and the door popped open an inch. He waited for it—the good-natured, well-intentioned forcefulness, what Fer would have done, barging into the room, ignoring what he said, taking care of him because he thought Auggie couldn’t take care of himself.

Instead, paper rustled, and a moment later, Auggie’s copy of Giovanni’s Room slid through the crack. Auggie stared at it for a moment. Then he took it. Theo pulled the door shut.

“We were having a good time reading,” Theo said. “I figured we could read a little bit more before we make dinner.”

Auggie squeezed his eyes shut. Then, voice scratched to hell, he said, “Yeah.”

And then, after he’d washed his face a million times, when he couldn’t stall any longer, when he couldn’t even pretend he was reading, he tucked the paperback under his arm, faced the fact that he was still in nothing but his underwear, and opened the door.

Theo was sitting on the floor, one leg tucked under him, the other one straight out because it stiffened up and he needed to stretch it and, of course, he usually forgot. He looked up. He smiled and tucked his hair behind his ear. And he said, “Hi.”

It was that easy. Auggie tried for a smile and found one. “Hi.”
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“Auggie! Grab it!”

Auggie looked up from his phone in time to see the aluminum canoe drift away from the shore. The rope, which he was pretty sure had been under his foot, slithered out into the water. Auggie stumbled after it, the cold water of the river splashing under his steps. By the time the water hit his ankles, though, a current caught the side of the canoe, spinning it—and the rope—even farther out into the river. Auggie stared. Then he looked over his shoulder.

Theo came sprinting down the launch, gravel crunching underfoot. If his bad knee slowed him down at all, he didn’t show it—maybe all that PT was paying off. He cut diagonally toward the riverbank with an explosive, “Fuck!” and then he was trampling the weeds and rushes as he raced downriver.

It had all happened fast, but Auggie thought Theo had only been wearing one shoe.

The truck was starting to make a dinging noise, so Auggie walked up the launch. He climbed into the driver’s seat. He shut the door. The dinging stopped. He looked around.

They were alone, and the day was hot and blue, the gravel so bright that it left an afterimage when Auggie turned his head. Early June in Missouri wasn’t supposed to be this hot, but, of course, a heat wave had struck on the exact same weekend as the float trip that Theo had been—what was the polite, boyfriendly word for pestering? Nagging?—that Theo had been nagging Auggie to go on for, oh, a little over two years. Auggie would have suggested waiting, but they couldn’t push the float back. Fer had booked Auggie’s return ticket with several murderous-sounding threats, peppered throughout by what Auggie took to be a quasi-legalese phrase “failure to appear,” and so the float had to be this weekend, heat wave or not.

Auggie angled the A/C toward his face. He considered how deeply and truly and devotedly he loved his boyfriend. Enough, apparently, to endure two whole days of swamp ass. And, by extension, swamp crotch. And, although Auggie wasn’t sure if the technical name differed, swamp pits. Swamp forehead didn’t really seem like a thing, but he was definitely past the stage that his mother would have called glistening.

In the rearview mirror, the rushes stirred. A moment later, Theo appeared, hunched over on the bank as he crabbed sideways. It took a moment for Auggie to realize why: Theo had to bend over, one hand on the side of the canoe, to drag it upstream. Then Theo broke free from the rushes, coming around the cut in the bank where the gravel launch angled down into the water, and Auggie had a clear view, thanks to the mirror, of the fact that Theo was sopping wet. Auggie let out a noise that was, he realized with a degree of removed embarrassment, shockingly close to what a cartoon dog might have made—ruh roh came pretty close.

Theo, in only one shoe, limped across the gravel. He tied the canoe’s rope to a stump on the shore. He came up the launch toward the side of the truck, and he was walking with very deliberate, very Theo-ish steps.

Auggie popped open the door and slid out. Sunlight skittered along the aluminum skin of the canoe, and the gravel was still dazzlingly bright, all of which gave Auggie a wonderful excuse to shade his eyes and appreciate the sight of his much hotter, substantially older boyfriend, the muscles in his shoulders and arms and chest defined by the clinging white cotton. White had been a good choice. Wet, white cotton left just the right amount to the imagination. It would be a good way to die, looking at all the wet, leanly defined muscle.

“I’m sorry,” Auggie said.

“It’s ok,” Theo said. He leaned on the truck—borrowed from his brother Jacob for the weekend, although Jacob being a colossal prick, by reputation, Auggie wasn’t sure what that had cost Theo. Raising his bare foot, Theo picked out a couple of burrs that had punctured his sole. Blood welled up, and he wiped it away. Then he picked up the remaining sneaker, where it had fallen when he had started running, and pulled it on. It was a redneck thing, the whole sneakers-without-socks-for-a-float-trip. But, Auggie had to admit, that didn’t mean it wasn’t working for Theo. “Next time, though, please hold on to the rope.”

“No more phone,” Auggie said in agreement.

Theo made a noise that sounded something like, This conversation is over.

“I swear to God, Theo. We’re practically out of service anyway, and I’m so excited to spend the weekend with you, and it’s going to be so much fun, and you’re going to get my full and complete attention.” Auggie bit his lip. “And did I mention how sorry I am?”

A tiny smile appeared behind the beard as Theo pulled his laces tight. “It’s ok.”

“You were amazing. Very amazing. You ran so fast. Did you have to dive into the river?”

“It was spinning out in the middle,” Theo said. “It’s pretty deep right there, and the current is fast.”

“I could tell it was fast. I bet you had to swim really hard to get back to shore, and you had to hold on to the canoe the whole time.”

“Well, yeah, it’s more awkward—” Then his head came up, and he frowned. “Oh no. That’s not going to work.”

“You were so strong.”

“Oh Lord.”

“And you acted so decisively.”

“Would you please park the truck up there? Jacob’s going to pick it up and drop it at the pull-out.”

“I feel like it’s important that you know, um, the effect your stalwartness had on me.”

“Next time, Auggie, please hold on to the rope.”

Light caught Auggie in the eye, and he blinked to clear his vision, and then the light changed again as the canoe slowly revolved on the water. “Um, Theo, about that.”

He pointed over Theo’s shoulder.

“Mother of God,” Theo swore and sprinted toward the bank, where the rope had come loose from the stump and the canoe was now serenely floating downriver.
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Auggie dug the paddle into the water.

“On your right—no, no, no, Auggie, on your right!”

He yanked the blade out of the river, but he was too late. The canoe smashed sideways into the rock. They rebounded, spun, and hit something else—it sounded different, so Auggie thought maybe a log.

“Paddle!” Theo shouted.

Auggie brought the paddle down again. His arms and shoulders were already starting to ache—apparently, none of the muscle groups he exercised in the gym matched up with canoeing, which was apparently the hardest thing in the entire universe. Behind him, Theo was swearing steadily.

When Theo spoke, though, his voice had evened out. “Ok, ok. You can stop. Relax for a minute.”

Relax, Auggie thought, drawing the dripping paddle out of the water and laying it across his knees. He ought to be able to relax. They’d been floating for about an hour, and they hadn’t seen another soul, which was fine by Auggie and, more importantly, what he knew Theo wanted. This seemed like a good place for relaxing—the river transparent green where it riffled, the trees crowding the banks, the thick canopy of leaves overhead providing a break from the intensity of the sun. Shirtless and soaked from incidental splashing and one near spill, Auggie had to admit that the day was actually pretty nice. Humid, sure, but the cool water helped with that. And he liked the sun on his skin. And he liked Theo pretending not to look. What he didn’t like, for the official record, was the itchy synthetic life vest.

Theo, being Theo, had explained—twice—that Auggie was to wear the vest anytime he was in the river. The second explanation had involved Theo checking the buckles and tightening straps and ignoring—if you didn’t count the slight tightness around his eyes—when Auggie yipped and said, “My nipple!”

Apparently, Theo didn’t know chafeage was real.

Auggie turned casually, pretending to take in the riverbank, the big trees with their big roots clutching big rocks, the bright diamonds of light that made their way through the leaves to stud the vegetation. When Theo was busy checking the tie-downs on their camping gear, Auggie undid the top buckle of his vest. Discreetly.

“All of them,” Theo said without looking up.

“Theo!”

“All of them, Auggie.”

“I’m not even going to have nipples when this trip is over. How are you going to feel then? Do you think you’re going to like having a nippleless boyfriend?”

“I don’t know. How much would he still be talking about his nipples?”

“He doesn’t have any nipples! That’s the whole point!”

“Auggie, if it’s bothering you that much, we can stop, and you can put on your shirt. Or we can switch vests.”

“Do you want me to put on my shirt?”

Theo was a decent man, so he pretended to at least consider it. “I mean, if you want to put on a shirt—”

“Oh my God. No. I’ll just let this thing scrub my nipples away.”

They floated another five yards, and Auggie bent to trail his fingers in the cool water.

“The buckle,” Theo said quietly.

“Oh my ever-loving God,” Auggie said, and he snapped the buckle shut.

“So,” Theo said with the same kind of—well, hesitation wasn’t exactly the right word—deference that Auggie had learned to read as Theo recognizing that he might be stepping on Auggie’s toes, “this might be a good stretch of the river to practice our paddling.”

Auggie closed his eyes. Sun and shadow moved over his face. A hint of a breeze on his neck. Who needs to practice paddling, he wanted to ask. Why the hell would anybody need to practice paddling? Why are we out here for two days, our last two days together, instead of having a couple of nice dinners, instead of sleeping in an actual bed, instead of real air conditioning?

Theo must have read some of it in his body because he said, “The canoe can get damaged when we hit rocks, like what happened a few minutes ago. The last thing we need is to start taking on water, especially if it means getting stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

Everywhere in this state is the middle of nowhere, Auggie considered telling him.

“So,” Theo said, and there was that tone again, “remember, you stay on your side unless I tell you to switch. Keep your paddle vertical. Bring the blade along the side of the canoe. And we paddle in sync—one, two, one, two. That’s really important; there’s a huge difference between paddling individually and paddling together.”

“Right,” Auggie said. And he thought, here it is, two days and a million more ways to prove to Theo I have no clue how to do anything.

The river babbled. Something moved on the bank, twigs snapping. When Theo shifted, the sound of water against the canoe’s aluminum skin changed, and then he was rubbing Auggie’s neck and the small part of his back that the vest left uncovered.

“I know this isn’t your thing, and I really appreciate you doing this for me—oh shit!”

Theo’s oh shit happened around the same time as a soft, strangely fleshy thump and then a splash. Theo moved, rocking the canoe as his hand jerked away from Auggie’s back. Without really thinking about it, Auggie turned to see what had happened.

A snake wriggled on top of the cooler, in the middle of the canoe between Theo and Auggie. It was black, and it had to be close to three feet long. Theo’s paddle spun where it had fallen in the water, already beyond Theo’s reach.

Auggie pivoted at the waist, bringing his own paddle around in an arc. He caught the snake with the blade and knocked it into the water. Then he did some frantic back-paddling, slowing them until Theo could recover his paddle.

When Theo sat up, his eyes were still huge. Water ran down the paddle’s shaft, trickled across his knuckles, made them gleam when the water caught the light.

“Holy shit,” Auggie said as his brain started to process what had just happened.

Theo nodded.

“Theo, holy shit, that was a snake!”

Nodding some more, Theo said, “That was fucking amazing.”

Auggie’s heart was still hammering in his chest, but he forced himself to shrug. As soon as he was facing forward again, he replayed Theo’s words, and a tiny smile slipped out. He tried to keep his voice even as he called back over his shoulder, “One, two?”

“One, two.”
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“There aren’t going to be anymore snakes.” Theo was struggling to keep his voice—well, regulated seemed liked a pretty good word for it. He stood in the river, the water up to his calves, holding the canoe.

Auggie stood on the muddy bank, bashing every bush and snarl of weeds with his paddle. Preemptively. “But what if there are?”

“There aren’t. They don’t like humans; that was a fluke. The dumb thing just fell out of its tree.”

“It was a planned attack.”

“It was not—”

“It was dive-bombing us, Theo. And it almost worked.”

“Auggie, sweetheart, can you look at me for a second?”

When Auggie turned around, his cheeks were flushed, and he had a look in his eyes like he meant to do some more paddle-based deforestation.

“Help me get the canoe out of the river. We’ll eat lunch. You need to drink some water. Then we can rest for a little.”

After a moment, Auggie nodded. He tucked the paddle under one arm and dragged the canoe up the bank while Theo pushed. When it was safely beached, Theo pointed to a clearing above them. “Let’s move the cooler up there.”

He tucked the tarp under one arm, and then, each of them taking a handle, they hauled the cooler up the bank and into the clearing. They spread out the tarp, and Theo weighted down three corners with rocks from the shore and used the cooler on the fourth. Auggie, meanwhile, patrolled the perimeter, paddle cocked over one shoulder like a baseball bat.

“I didn’t know you were afraid of snakes,” Theo said. As soon as Auggie looked at him, Theo realized it had been the wrong thing to say. “I mean—”

“I’m not afraid of snakes, Theo.”

“No, I know. You were amazing back there. You kept your cool, you didn’t freeze—”

“When I am in the wilderness—”

“There’s a Walmart, like, five miles that way.”

Another look told Theo that this kind of input was not appreciated. Auggie continued, “—I am appropriately cautious about anything that is venomous and pointy-toothed and that might want to sneak-attack me—” The last few words were delivered in a shout as Auggie brought down the paddle on an unsuspecting clump of honeysuckle. A fox burst free and sprinted off into the brush. Wiping his face, Auggie said, “—and I don’t think that’s unreasonable.”

“It’s not unreasonable,” Theo said. Auggie subsided, still breathing a little too fast, and Theo opened the cooler and waved him over. “Come drink some water.” As Auggie moved toward him, Theo said, “And maybe take it easy on the paddle? Use a branch or something? Because Jacob will chew my ass if we break one, not to mention it would be a pain to finish the float with only one.”

Auggie made a face, but he accepted a bottle of water, and he let out a small, appreciative noise as Theo unbuckled his vest. Theo slipped it off him, and then he took off his own vest, and he peeled off his wet shirt. Auggie was still drinking, but he managed to do a lot of leering at Theo while doing so—it had to do with turning his head and roving his eyes up and down.

“Pervert,” Theo said with a laugh as he knelt. He got out the sandwiches, more water, and a couple of beers. He used the cooler’s built-in opener, and he passed the first one to Auggie, who immediately switched from the water.

“You have to drink the water too, Auggie. You don’t want to get dehydrated on the river.”

Auggie rolled his eyes, but after that, he switched back and forth between the beer and the water. They ate, and Theo applied more sunscreen to Auggie, Auggie sitting in the vee of his legs. He could feel the tension in Auggie’s shoulders and neck, and putting on the sunscreen turned into an impromptu massage. By degrees, Auggie melted against him.

“Are you ok?” Theo asked.

Auggie nodded bonelessly. “It just kind of caught up with me. The snake, I mean. And being out here. And not knowing what to do, not knowing anything, and then I felt like I was on high alert, and—I don’t know, there are bugs, and my ass hurts, and my back hurts—no, keep doing that.”

“Spoiled,” Theo murmured, but he went back to kneading Auggie’s shoulders and kissed his ear. “There are places to pull out early.”

“You know how that sounds, right?”

Theo smacked his flank. “We shouldn’t have started with an overnight trip. We’ll get to the next pull-out—stop laughing, please—and I’ll call Jacob.”

“No—”

“Yeah.”

“No, Theo, don’t do that. I’m having a good time. Well, mostly, I mean. I love being with you. I love being outside, um, ok, full disclosure, usually not quite this much outside. But it’s been fun. And the food helped, and the water helped, and the beer definitely helped, and I promise that I am one-hundred percent cured of snake fever or snake madness or snake-river madness or whatever the locals call it.”

“Uh huh.”

“I am. I’m fine. I’m having a great time.”

Theo was quiet for a minute, letting the sound of the breeze, the branches, the ripple and murmur of the river fill the clearing. Then he said, “You had a raging case of snake fever when I checked how badly your nipples were chafing.” Auggie elbowed him, and Theo whoofed as the breath was driven out of his lungs. He still managed to croak, “And you had a pretty bad relapse when I was applying that sunscreen.”

Auggie got up and stalked toward the river.

“Come back,” Theo said. “I think I know how to cure it.”

Without looking back, Auggie flipped him the bird. Then, after another stride, he added his other hand.

“I need you to help me with the cooler,” Theo shouted after him.

“It’s got wheels,” Auggie shouted. “Use the damn wheels!”
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Dusk mantled everything like over-washed linen—a textured, loose-weave gloom that gave the world a blue cast.

“Up here on the right,” Theo said.

Auggie nodded, but he didn’t respond; his shoulders were slumped, and although he kept paddling, the strokes were slower, and the paddle didn’t go as deep into the water. They bumped up against the muddy bank, and they climbed out. Together, they dragged the canoe up onto the shore. Auggie helped Theo unload their minimalist camping gear, but for every two trips Theo made, Auggie made one.

“Tell you what,” Theo said as they set down the last of the gear. “I’m going to get a fire started, and then you can set up dinner while I do the tent.”

Auggie nodded.

“You ok?”

The younger man offered a weary smile and a thumbs-up.

Once the fire was going, Theo let Auggie start digging through the cooler—there wasn’t much dinner prep, since dinner consisted of hot dogs and a tub of pre-made potato salad, but Auggie looked wiped, and Theo knew if he told him to rest, Auggie would immediately protest and insist that he could do something to help. Besides, the pup tent was a one-man job, and Theo had it up and ready in a few minutes. He left the rain fly off because the sky was clear, but he made sure he had the ground cloth tucked under the tent, and then he unrolled the sleeping bags and laid them out.

By the time he’d finished, Auggie had opened the package of hot dogs, and he was using Theo’s knife to whittle some sticks. Something must have shown on Theo’s face because Auggie said, “We never really went camping, but a few times, Fer and I did s’mores in the fire pit. When I was younger, I mean. He said they tasted better if you used sticks, but I think that’s because that’s when we didn’t have any money and he didn’t want to buy the wire ones.” He held out one of the sticks. “How’d I do?”

“Perfect. As usual.” Taking the stick, Theo crouched next to the cooler and speared one of the hot dogs. “I knew we made a good team, but it’s nice to know that includes float trips. I couldn’t think of anybody I’d rather have here with me.”

The words had their anticipated effect: Auggie brightened, the praise running through him, his shoulders relaxing, his chin coming up, a hint of a smile glowing behind everything else in his expression.

They roasted the dogs over the flames. They’d only brought one folding chair, and no matter how many times Theo insisted, Auggie refused to take it, and Theo refused to let Auggie sit on the cooler (their other seating option), so they ended up sitting next to each other on the ground, their backs against the cooler, turning the dogs slowly over the fire.

“This would be a great time for a wiener joke,” Auggie said.

“Go right ahead.”

“No, I’m just pointing it out. Unlike earlier. When you took advantage of my vulnerability.”

Theo hid his smile and nodded.

“It would also be a great time to talk about spit-roasting,” Auggie said.

Something got caught in Theo’s throat.

When he’d recovered, he caught the last glimmer of Auggie’s smile before smooth innocence extinguished it.

“Very funny, Auggie.”

The smirk didn’t touch Auggie’s mouth, but it was there, in his eyes. He scooted closer, his hip and thigh pressed against Theo’s. The night wasn’t exactly cool, and the campfire and the humidity made it even warmer, but Theo decided he didn’t mind.

After they’d washed up and gotten the camp ready for the night, they crawled into the tent. A mesh vent above let them look up between the trees, where the sky was silver with stars. The night was full of restless, summer sounds: crickets, mosquitos, the river, the trees, even the breeze plucking at the tent’s nylon and making it thrum.

“Ok,” Auggie said. “This is cool.”

Theo smiled up at the dark and shifted around until Auggie’s head rested on his shoulder.

“It’s so weird,” Auggie said. “I mean, it’s cool. But there’s all these things around us. All these living things. And I spend my whole life not seeing them or not—I don’t know, not thinking about them, not even knowing they’re out there. I’m not making any sense. And the stars, Theo. Holy shit.”

“I know,” Theo said. “My dad and my brothers and I used to float every summer. A few times, actually. It’s one of the rare recreational things that Jacob and my dad will agree to do—Luke and I had this theory that it was because it’s still so much damn work.”

Auggie was silent for a moment. “Used to?”

“They still go.”

Something moved off in the woods, the snap of a branch, the rustle of leaves. Auggie startled against Theo’s arm, and then he let out a noise that was half-amusement and half-outrage. A few minutes later, his breathing thick, he said, “I can’t believe how tired I am.”

“Go to sleep,” Theo said. “You worked hard today.”

Minutes ticked past. Theo was tired too—exhausted was probably a better word, because it was always more work handling a canoe with someone who didn’t know what they were doing, even if Auggie was fit and smart and learned quickly. But sleep didn’t come. He hadn’t meant to say that, about his dad and his brothers. It sounded like a reason, like that was why he’d brought Auggie, and now he was wrestling with the need to shake Auggie awake, tell him that wasn’t it at all. He hadn’t meant to say anything.

Auggie rolled onto his side, his face burrowing into Theo’s side, and Theo noticed something. He stopped thinking about anything else.

“Hey Theo,” Auggie said muzzily.

“Uh huh?”

“I’ve got a bit of a snake-fever situation.”

Theo moved his leg, and Auggie made a noise and shivered. “Yeah,” Theo said, moving his thigh again, applying pressure. “I thought I might have noticed that.”

“Great,” Auggie said, and then he found one of Theo’s hands and brought to his chest, and he gasped when Theo rubbed his nipples—they had to be twice as sensitive tonight. He rocked forward, trapping his erection between his body and Theo’s, and made a noise again. Then, in a sex-drunk voice, he said, “And, you know, in case it’s relevant, I did remember to pack some lube.”
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It was late morning when they heard the first scream. Then a splash, and a chorus of hollers. Theo tried to keep his face blank as Auggie turned around.

“Local color,” Theo said. “What’s the prime directive?”

“Uh, what?”

“Star Trek?”

“Oh, Theo.”

Theo splashed him. With the paddle. Thoroughly. Auggie shrieked and laughed and tried to splash him back, although admittedly it was harder since he had to turn around to do it. In the front of the canoe, though, he made a perfect target.

“Star Trek,” Theo said with one final splash, “is cool now. Everything nerdy is cool now. It’s a thing that happened, Auggie. In the 2000s.”

Auggie nodded.

“Oh my God,” Theo said. “Whatever you’re about to say, stop.”

“We learned about it in history.”

“I said stop.”

“Those were simpler times.”

“Auggie, I swear to God, let it go.”

“Back when Ma and Pa and little Theo—”

“Ok,” Theo said, shifting forward. “Here we go.”

“I don’t care if you splash me anymore!” Auggie grinned over his shoulder. “I’m already soaking wet.”

“Yeah,” Theo said, “but I haven’t dunked you yet.”

Auggie scream-laughed, trying to fend Theo off with the paddle, and after a few pretend attempts—first to knock Auggie out of the canoe, and then to tip them both over—Theo gave up and settled onto his seat. Auggie kept laughing and looking warily back until Theo spritzed him once, just the edge of the paddle skimming the river.

That was when Theo heard another scream and splash. Closer. And a deep-voiced man shouted, “Did you see them titties fly?”

More laughter broke out, men and women enjoying the joke. Prime directive or no prime directive, Theo thought, even Captain Picard might be tempted to go scorched earth on a planet if it meant avoiding yet another series of eye-rolls or sighs or, worse, judgmental silences from his boyfriend who, in this case, might as well be from another planet.

When they came around the next bend in the river, Theo saw them. He should have anticipated this. It was another clear, hot day—a beautiful day, as far as float trips were concerned—and today was Saturday, which meant other people would want to use the river.

This group was waiting in the water, facing a point on the shore high enough that it might almost be called a bluff, where a massive cottonwood grew and spread its branches out over the river. There had to be almost twenty of them, and they looked like the kind of people Theo had grown up with—heavier guys with beards, skinny guys trying to grow facial hair, girls with tattoos on their ankle, on their shoulder, on their forearm—lots of feminine script spelling out phrases like Be kind or maybe just a single word like love, or if they’d spent a lot of time on Instagram, maybe the phases of the moon. They floated in a loose circle, using a mixture of devices—canoes, both fiberglass and aluminum; inner tubes; an inflatable raft; even—

“Is that guy riding a sex doll?” Auggie straightened up in his seat and shaded his eyes. “I mean, not in a sexual way. Although, I guess, maybe. But it would be hard to do that while you were floating. Unless you were strapped on, maybe, but you still had enough range of motion to thrust—”

“No more theorizing.”

Auggie glanced back, grinning. Then he dug out his phone. Theo held his silence until Auggie had snapped his pictures. They were floating past the group when a rail-thin girl swung out over the water. The crowd cheered. At the end of the arc, the crowd cheered, and she screamed as she plummeted down into the water.

“Damn,” one of the heavy-set guys said, adjusting his Carhartt hat and then scratching one hairy shoulder. “No titties on that.”

“Do not say anything,” Theo said as they continued to float past. A few of the men and women turned and waved, and Theo lifted his paddle in salute.

Auggie, of course, waved back energetically.

“Don’t encourage them,” Theo said.

“I was being friendly.”

Even though the current was carrying them, Theo set his paddle and gave them a few strokes on each side, propelling them forward. He refused to look back when a girl screamed, “Oh my God,” and another girl screamed, “She lost her top,” and the deep-voiced guy bellowed, “Titties!”

“They’re having fun,” Theo said in a low voice.

Auggie glanced back, a furrow between his eyebrows.

“I know it’s not the way your friends have fun.”

“Really? Because you should hear Ethan and Orlando talk. Especially when Orlando remembers he’s bi.”

“I’m only saying, just because it’s different, just because it’s not what you’re used to, doesn’t mean—” He cut off. He adjusted his hat and shook his head. Right then, he felt like he needed more sunscreen.

The furrow between Auggie’s eyebrows looked even deeper. “Did I do something—”

The splash behind them was followed by a different kind of scream—not hurt or panic, but annoyance and dismay. Theo glanced back. Apparently the now-topless girl had somehow overturned one of the canoes. A guy floated in the water next to her now, holding on to the canoe with one hand as he spat water and shook his head. Their gear—paddles, a foam seat pad, a spare life vest, and the cooler—drifted toward Auggie and Theo.

Sighing, Theo turned the canoe, and Auggie helped him paddle into position. Between the two of them, they recovered the paddles and the seat pad and even the vest, but the cooler slipped past them.

“It’s fine,” Theo said. “It’ll end up on a sand bar, and they’ll—Auggie, no!”

With surprising ease for someone who hadn’t been in a canoe until the day before, Auggie slipped over the side and swam after the cooler. He was a good swimmer, because of course he was. When he reached the cooler, he caught it by the handle. Then he turned and tried to swim upstream. It was harder, because of the cooler and, more so, because of the current. In spite of Auggie’s best efforts, all he could manage was to stay in place and keep from being swept farther downstream.

Theo let the canoe float down toward him, and then he back-paddled until he found a place out of the current to rest. He watched Auggie fight the river for another minute. Upstream, the entire group of friends was watching.

“Auggie,” Theo said in a voice he hoped wouldn’t carry, “just stand up and walk.”

Auggie spat water. “Huh?”

“It’s not that deep here, and you’re never going to outswim the current while you’re towing a cooler.”

Auggie stared at him. Then, he brought his legs down. When he stood, the water hit him at the waist.

“You have got to be shitting me.”

Theo was very careful not to smile. He watched as Auggie carried the cooler back to the crowd of friends. He couldn’t hear what they were saying. Theo didn’t exactly hold his breath, but he was aware of the tightness in his chest, and he couldn’t do anything about it. Then he heard laughter—real, genuine laughter, and Auggie—now free of the cooler—swam up to one of the canoes, and the topless girl took a selfie with him, and then all of the girls wanted a selfie with him, and then there were group photos. Auggie even got one of himself riding the sex doll.

Why, Theo thought, had he used the word riding?

When Auggie got back, he was significantly less graceful clambering back into the canoe. He wiped his face, pushed back the spikes of hair that, wet with the river, looked like silk. He grinned. Then he said, “What?”

“Nothing,” Theo said, smiling as he nudged them away from the shore. “That was very nice.”
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“I’m holding the rope,” Auggie announced on the landing.

For someone who wanted to be a professor, Theo did a lot of eye-rolling—in Auggie’s opinion, anyway. Although, based on some of the classes he’d had, and some of the professors he’d dealt with, maybe that was a requirement.

“With my hand,” Auggie added.

“Dear Lord,” Theo muttered as he headed up the embankment, gravel crunching under his shoes. Without looking back, he said, “Please do not let go, Auggie.”

“Uh, Theo?”

Theo whipped back around. Auggie grinned and held up the rope. Hands on his hips, Theo stared at him, probably doing some sort of internal counting. Then he turned and stalked back up the hill. It was so easy that it probably shouldn’t have been so much fun.

Auggie trapped the rope under his heel—only for a second!—and opened one of the dry bags. He found his phone, and he powered it up. He lost the rope. Then he caught it. He kept it in his hand this time, watching as his phone searched for a signal. Then the messages started flooding in, and the notifications, and the alerts, and all the wonderful sounds that told him he was plugged back in to the wider world. He opened up Instagram and started navigating through his notifications, checking who had tagged him, reading comments on the posts that had come in after they’d started the float trip, noting new content from friends and rivals and people who fell into both categories. He watched a video of a dog splashing in a kiddie pool while a woman screamed, “Marigold, no! No!” and then slipped and fell in the pool with the dog, which gave him an idea for a whole skit with Orlando (obviously the puppy in that scenario).

He was watching the video a second time when, from a distance, he registered Theo saying, “I’ll take that,” and then the rope left his hand, and Theo laughed about something—although Auggie had no idea what.

As he scrolled through his Twitter feed, he crunched his way up the pull-out. Theo was still tying down the canoe. “Ok, first order of business,” Auggie said, “is to find a bathroom, a decent one, where I can take a dump without: a) having to dig a hole in the ground, b) having to worry about getting bit in the ass by a snake, and c) having to fill in the hole when I’m done.”

“Are you telling me you didn’t use the bathroom at all the last two days?” Theo asked.

Auggie looked at him.

“Ok,” Theo said. “No questions.”

“Then we’ve got to find somewhere we can get chili cheese fries. Oh, and tacos. Oh! And Theo, you know what would be really good? Have you ever had bulgogi?”

“We were barely on the river two days. Closer to twenty-four hours. It’s not like we did a tour in Afghanistan eating MREs.”

“It’s so good,” Auggie said, flipping over to Facebook. “It’s Korean barbeque. Oh my God, Ethan did not post that blooper clip without talking to me first.”

He sent a message to Ethan, who, of course, didn’t reply. Then he sent a message to Orlando. Orlando did reply, but all it said was: augs you survived I think I got chlamydia but Ethan says it was just too much ball play.

“Why am I even friends with them?” Auggie asked out loud. “Oh, and you know what else? Actually, if possible, maybe this should go between the dump and the food. A shower. Like a really hot shower. With you. And then we can order pizza and bask in the glorious lukewarm air in front of the window unit. Theo, did you hear the part about the hot shower, your presence mandatory?”

The sound of the water, the rasp of the nylon rope, the creak of the trailer’s suspension, the harsh chime of the aluminum canoe striking a strut. Auggie looked up. Theo’s face wasn’t dark, but it was…empty. Or elsewhere. His attention was fixed on the knot he was doing, but even that seemed like it only took part of his attention. And Auggie remembered the night before, in the tent. He silenced his phone and tossed it in the truck. In the back seat of the cab. Because he wasn’t going to need it.

“Can I help?”

Theo blinked, as though he’d forgotten Auggie was there. He smiled, and it had an echo in it, but he nodded. “Pull this tight while I—yep, perfect.”

“Hey Theo?”

Theo crouched to check another of the ties, and he made a noise.

“Thanks.”

Theo looked up.

“Not just for planning this and prepping for it and making sure it was perfect. Just, you know. For everything.”

For a moment, Theo studied him. Then he stood and kissed him.

“Maybe this could be our thing now. Our summer thing.” Auggie held up a finger. “Two days max.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to. We’re starting our own traditions, and this was fun, and you love it, and I love doing it with you. That’s not how I meant it to sound. But also, yes, that.”

After a moment, some of the watchfulness in Theo’s face relaxed, and he smiled. “No sex dolls next time. And no improvised ‘man overboard.’”

Auggie burst out laughing. “Oh my God, when I was trying to swim against the current. I just need you to know, right now, that what happens on a float trip stays on a float trip.”

“Uh huh.”

“Don’t you dare tell Orlando.”

“Every summer, huh?” But Theo was smiling as he tightened another of the ties. “Sounds like fun.”


Thuggiana

-ana: a Latin-origin suffix that is used in English to convert nouns—usually proper names—into mass nouns, most commonly in order to refer to a collection of things, facts, stories, memorabilia, and anything else, that relate to a specific place, period, person, etc.

This story takes place after A Fault against the Dead.

1

“I’m not saying it’s haunted. I’m saying it might be haunted.”

Auggie scrunched lower behind the wheel of the Malibu. He shot a glance at his boyfriend in the seat next to him. Theo was looking out the windshield with a painfully neutral expression.

“Don’t say anything,” Auggie said in an underbreath.

Theo scratched his beard.

“It’s not haunted,” Dramon said. Dramon was Orlando’s boyfriend. He was black, rail thin, and he wore his hair in short locs. With his wire-frame glasses, he might have passed for a computer science kid, or maybe one of those boys who love board games about trains. Then you saw the horseshoe septum piercing, and the fact that he was getting a master’s degree in gender studies made a lot more sense. “There’s no such thing as haunted buildings. That’s an invention of the patriarchy to cover up the sounds of women being tortured and kept against their will.”

Theo opened his mouth.

“Do not,” Auggie whispered ferociously.

“Orlando’s right.” That was Starry, Orlando’s girlfriend. She was white, petite, with blond curls that reached her shoulders. She waved a stained copy of The Vagina Monologues between the front seats—you know, in case Auggie or Theo had missed it. Her t-shirt said I NEED MORE DICK, and then it had a picture of Dick Cheney. She was a political science undergrad, and she’d made Auggie turn off his music so that she could tell everyone that the t-shirt was ironic. It had taken twenty-seven minutes, according to the timer Theo had started on his phone. “It might be haunted. Spirits are definitely real, and if they have unfinished business, they can find themselves trapped on this plane of existence.”

“The idea of an incorporeal self is inextricably linked to repressive sexual politics—”

Auggie tuned the argument out as Dramon and Starry got going. He checked the rearview mirror, where Orlando’s eyes were pingponging back and forth between his boyfriend and his girlfriend. Dramon had his hand on the inside of Orlando’s thigh, and Orlando had an arm around Starry. Apparently, since Orlando was an insatiable sex fiend—and Auggie had to admit that, even to himself, that sounded less than charitable—Orlando was now poly. And since that was such a shitty thing to think about anyone’s choices, Auggie did a mental retraction and vowed to be ten percent nicer to Starry and Dramon for the rest of the trip.

“I’m a bit of a guide myself,” Starry was saying. “I’ve tapped into the collective unconscious before.”

Ok, Auggie thought. Eight percent. I can be eight percent nicer.

“What you don’t realize,” Dramon was saying, “is that you’re part of the problem too, perpetuating these myths and subjecting another generation to this kind of superstition.”

Five, Auggie thought. Five percent.

“We could have done this by ourselves,” Theo said quietly.

“My audience really likes Orlando.” Auggie felt compelled to add, “Well, they liked him when he was single. And come on, Theo. A private, overnight paranormal investigation—”

“Tourist trap,” Theo coughed.

“—isn’t exactly a romantic getaway. More people mean a wider range of reactions. It’ll be more fun.”

Theo raised an eyebrow.

“In theory,” Auggie mumbled.

After a moment, Theo let out a breath and smiled. “You know what you’re doing. If it’s better with more people, then you did the right thing inviting them along.”

In the back seat, Dramon was giving an exhaustive plot summary of Jane Eyre.

“You know what?” Auggie said, his voice a little louder than he’d intended. “Maybe we should all just respect each other’s beliefs and stop arguing about it.”

Dramon rolled his eyes at Orlando, and Orlando, the treacherous little weasel, rolled his eyes back.

Starry huffed a breath. “Healthy debate and ongoing dialogue are important parts of a vigorous romantic relationship.”

Without looking away from the windshield, Theo mouthed the word vigorous.

“Yeah, Augs,” Orlando said. “Healthy debate and ongoing dialogue—” He stopped abruptly. And then he mumbled something that wasn’t exactly words.

Auggie looked over in time to see Theo holding Orlando’s gaze in the rearview mirror.

“I didn’t say anything,” Theo whispered.

“Oh my God,” Auggie muttered and drove a little faster.
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The Old State Workhouse was a sprawling, Gothic-style limestone building. The stone was grimy and yellow, stained by decades of pollution and exposure, and it made Theo think of Dr. Wagner’s teeth—the old professor had apparently believed that dental care fell into the same intellectual categories as feminism and general human decency. Narrow arched windows opened the walls, their bars scaly with layer upon layer of paint. The steeply pitched roof had been updated with asphalt shingles, and a scattering of thistle-like chimneys suggested that, in the olden days, winters must have been brutal.

Auggie parked in a gravel lot marked VISITORS, and they got out of the Malibu. The policy for the overnight paranormal tours—even the private ones—was that each guest (“paranormal investigator”) was allowed a single bag no larger than a backpack. The point being, Theo supposed, that you were going to spend your night hunting ghosts and not doing your fourteen-step Korean skin care routine, like the one Auggie had been threatening to try. The other point being—and this might have been just as important—that you were spending the night in an abandoned prison and not, say, at the Ritz.

As they took the stairs at the front of the massive old building, the sun was setting, and the shadows were thick in the deep, arched entrance. The swampy Midwestern heat chased them to the door, and then, as Theo stepped through, a wall of chill, damp air met him. It wasn’t exactly cool or refreshing—not like air conditioning. It was more like walking into a basement or a cave. His skin pebbled, and he pulled at his shirt, which was pasted to his back.

The small lobby was immaculate, with fresh eggshell paint, a few historical photos of the workhouse hanging on the walls, and stackable chairs that gave it a waiting room feel. A woman stood behind a desk, chewing a nail and reading on her phone. She looked up as Theo moved into the room. She had chestnut-colored hair in a side-part bob, the gray showing through in places. Her face was square and strong featured, and she had stubbly eyebrows that looked like they’d met with some kind of accident.

“Hello,” she said with a smile. “I’m Dawn. Are you Auggie?”

“That’s me.” Auggie squeezed past Theo to shake her hand. “And this is Theo, Orlando, Dramon, and Starry.”

“Wonderful! If you’d all come over here, I have some forms for you to sign while I explain how things are going to work tonight.”

They grouped up around the desk, and Dawn handed everyone a clipboard with what appeared to be standard liability waivers and disclaimers and all-purpose cover-your-ass legal documents. Her explanation was quick and to the point: they were allowed to go wherever they wanted with the exception of areas that would be clearly marked off limits; she’d stay with them throughout the night, in case they needed anything; and, of course, they were to stay safe and have fun.

“And if you’re lucky,” she said with a wink, “you might even see Quick Cal—he’s just one of our resident ghosts, but he’s my favorite. I’ll give you a quick tour, and then you can get started.”

“She was winking at you,” Auggie whispered as Dawn retrieved a heavy-duty plastic toolbox from behind the desk and started toward a steel fire door at the back of the room.

Theo pretended he hadn’t heard him.

“That’s a good thing, Theo,” Auggie whispered.

“She’s starting the tour.”

“It means she likes you.”

“I’m taken, although I’m starting to reconsider after you ‘helpfully’—” He drew the air quotes with his fingers. “—spent five minutes this morning finding my gray hairs.”

“Lots of people like men who are grizzled.”

“Good God, Auggie.”

“I meant, full of experience.”

“Please stop talking.”

“That’s a sexual dynamic that was invented by the white male patriarchy to keep a steady supply of fertile women available to them,” Dramon said.

“No,” Theo said, “it’s not.”

“Trust me,” Auggie said. “It’s definitely the white male patriarchy. They got me when I was young. Still in college, actually.”

Theo wondered if you could scratch your beard too much. Like, maybe you could give yourself a skin condition.

“Could you please be serious?” Starry asked. “This is, like, a spiritual experience.” She must have had enough sense to have heard herself because she added in an undertone, “Maybe.”

Theo opened his mouth, and that meant Auggie opened his mouth, obviously hoping to cut Theo off. Before either of them could speak, though, plastic crinkled, and a familiar odor wafted through the waiting room. When Theo glanced over his shoulder, Orlando’s backpack hung open from one shoulder, and Orlando was selecting a Dorito—Nacho Cheese—from the freshly opened bag.

“What are you doing?” Theo asked.

“It’s fine,” Auggie said. He was eyeing the chips. The first adverb that came to mind for the expression on his face was lasciviously. “They said we could bring snacks.”

“Yeah, Theo,” Orlando said before chomping a chip. “They said we could bring snacks.”

“Hey Orlando, could I—”

“No,” Dramon said, crimping the top of the bag with one hand and—a bit stagily, in Theo’s opinion—angling his body between Auggie and the chips.

“We bought them for him,” Starry said, giving Auggie a dirty look.

“That means they’re special,” Dramon said.

“Of course they’re special,” Auggie said. “They’re classic Nacho Cheese, and I only want one—”

Ok, Theo had to admit. Maybe Dramon hadn’t been overreacting. “Spoken like a true addict,” he murmured and tugged Auggie away from the temptation.

“Hi?” Dawn called from the doorway, holding it open with her hip. “Everybody ready? Here we go.”

Auggie was still eyeing the chips.

“The face of addiction,” Theo muttered as he steered Auggie by the arm toward the door.

“Oh, Theo, you know what I just thought? Maybe she winked at you because you’re going to see Quick Cal!”

“You know what I just thought? How are we going to get through the night without your pack-and-play?”

Auggie tried to punch him, and instead, somehow, he ended up under Theo’s arm.

They followed Dawn through the door, and she proceeded to walk them through the original workhouse building. They started in the administrative section, near the main entrance, where she showed them the clerks’ office, the records room, the guards’ office, and the warden’s office. The rooms were all utilitarian, drably painted and acceptably tidy, and they looked like they now served as the tour company’s headquarters.

“You can use the guards’ office if you need a break—we’ve got some snacks in there—”

“Already got snacks,” Orlando called up to her between Doritos.

“Er, and that’s where you’ll be able to use the restrooms. Now, down this hallway is the telegraph room. Do any of you know what a telegraph is?”

Theo made the mistake of looking at Auggie.

“Yes,” Auggie hissed. “This is your time to shine. You can tell her about the first time you got paid a nickel to deliver a telegram. Uh, Theo? Your arm is really tight, and it’s kind of choking me.”

Maybe, Theo thought as he squeezed harder, this tour would be fun after all.

“Now we’re headed into the cell block,” Dawn said. She retrieved a flashlight from the toolbox. It was one of the heavy, stainless-steel kind that was almost a foot long, the kind Theo remembered Ian carrying on a beat, and she thumbed it on. “Stick close,” she said, her voice dropping to campily ominous. “Bad things can happen if you get lost in here.”

It wasn’t hard to see why she’d taken out the flashlight; the only other source of illumination was the windows, and the last light of day was fading fast. Even in the slender beam from Dawn’s flashlight, though, Theo could tell that cell block didn’t really begin to describe the next section of the workhouse. It was a massive area of intersecting hallways. The walls were lined with cells, and the building rose three stories overhead. The central shaft was open all the way up except where it was crisscrossed by rusting staircases and sagging catwalks. Strata of paint peeled from the bars, the walls, the ceilings. It made the building look diseased, the long strips curling away from the plaster and hanging from the ceiling like infected party streamers. Broken plaster littered the floor. At unpredictable intervals, yellow A-frame signs warned SLIPPERY WHEN WET, which was probably related to the industrial box fans that were all over the place—and, of course, all turned off. The cells themselves were empty except for the steel frames of the bunks, which bled rust across the stone floor.

“Can we go up there?” Starry asked. She was clinging to Orlando’s arm—which hadn’t slowed him down on the Doritos—and staring up at cells above them.

“Of course. As long as you don’t see a sign, you can go anywhere you want.”

“Great,” Theo said in an aside to Auggie. “Not only can you get a mold colony in your lungs, you can also fall to your death when one of those catwalks gives way.”

“Theo, it’s totally safe. They’re trying to make money on this stuff.”

It was too early in the night, Theo decided, to pick a fight.

Their path took them through several intersecting wings of the cell block, which had quickly become a maze in spite of Theo’s best efforts to keep track of the turns. Dawn stopped at a steep flight of stairs and shone her flashlight on a yellow placard chained across the top of the steps. The black letters read, Off Limits.

“That is definitely off limits,” Dawn said in that same campfire-ghost-story voice. “That leads down to the Hole.”

“Do not,” Theo muttered to Auggie, and Auggie buried his face in Theo’s shoulder, shaking with silent laughter.

“What’s the Hole?” Dramon asked.

“Auggie,” Theo said in his best classroom voice.

Auggie laughed harder, but at least he was quiet about it.

“That’s where the worst offenders were kept,” Dawn said. “Solitary confinement underground. Until the Missouri Supreme Court finally ruled against it, the Old Workhouse didn’t let them out at all. After the court ruling, the prisoners were allowed an hour of exercise in the yard every day. Seriously, folk, it’s not safe down there, so please respect the signs.”

Next, she took them through the mess hall, the kitchen, the storeroom, the lavatory, and the library.

“How much Shakespeare do you have?” Auggie asked.

“I’m not taking you anywhere again,” Theo whispered.

“We had to remove all the books because of the mold,” Dawn said. “I’ll have to check on that for you. And this room was the barbershop. Did you know that prisons, even ones like the Old Workhouse, had barbershops?”

Theo rolled his eyes.

“A man such as yourself,” Dawn said, “with such a—er—luxurious beard—”

“It looks poofy,” Starry said. “He needs to see a barber.”

“It’s not poofy,” Auggie said, rounding on her. “It’s perfect.

“It’s not too poofy,” Orlando said before crunching another chip. “It looks really good, Theo.”

“Thank you, Orlando.”

“The gray is really distinguished.”

Theo covered his eyes. Maybe, because they were already in a prison, a shanking wouldn’t be amiss.

The last stop on their tour was the infirmary, which was located on the second floor above the mess hall. Dawn led them through the sick ward and pointed out the dispensary, the attendants’ dormitory, the isolation ward, and the locker room. Like the rest of the Workhouse, though, the rooms were empty except for the peeling paint and the occasional piece of furniture that was either built in or bolted to the floor.

“And this was where they kept the iron lung,” Dawn announced, pointing to yet another empty room. “Do any of you know what an iron lung is?”

Theo brought his hand up to block out Auggie’s face. Then, because he wasn’t sure that would be enough, he said, “Behave.”

“What is it?” Dramon asked.

“Theo knows,” Orlando said through the crunch of more chips. “Theo knows everything.”

“It’s a type of ventilator,” Theo said, dropping his hand to scowl at Auggie. Auggie blew him a kiss. “It helps people breathe.”

Starry stared at him. She sounded like she was somewhere between worry and wonder as she asked, “Were you in one? How old are you?”

Before Theo could answer that, Auggie whispered, “I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

Theo didn’t respond.

He did, however, allow Auggie to kiss him on the cheek.

“Oh no,” Dawn said with a worried note, and Theo wondered how much—not if, but how much—community theater she did. She looked at her phone. “There’s an emergency; I’ve got to get back to the office. You’ll have to start the ghost hunt on your own.” She set down the toolbox, opened it, and began pulling items out. “You’ll need a few things to start, of course. This is the Phantom Cam.” She handed what looked like a bulky digital camera to Orlando, who almost dropped the Doritos in his haste to take it. “That will do full-spectrum, high-def recording, plus it has an infrared mode. And this—” She handed a block of plastic to Dramon. “—is your EMF meter. It detects microvariations in electromagnetic energy, and it will alert you with light and sound so you don’t miss anything.”

Dramon weighed the object and made a face.

“And then you’ve got GhostFM,” Dawn said, handing a larger plastic block to Starry. “That is a spirit-box radio frequency sweep-scanner. It’ll pick up any unusual activity and automatically record it.”

“Jammin’ to the oldies,” Auggie said. “Hey, Theo—”

Theo covered Auggie’s mouth with one hand—gently—and pulled him into a one-armed hug.

“He gets overstimulated,” Theo said when Dawn looked at them. “He missed his nap.”

Auggie shook with silent laughter again.

“All right,” Dawn said as she handed out flashlights. “I’ve got to go handle this situation—”

“Emergency,” Theo said drily.

“Right, this emergency. Good luck, everybody! A good place to start would be cell forty-eight—that’s where Quick Cal got beaten to death with a sledgehammer for snitching—but you’re welcome to explore wherever you’d like.” She flashed them another smile. “Happy hunting!”

And then she was gone, the beam from her flashlight bobbing away. The infirmary’s darkness swallowed them up. Auggie wriggled free, and they turned their flashlights on one by one.

“Ok,” Auggie said. He had his phone out, and he was aiming it at himself. He held the flashlight under his chin so that it threw dramatic shadows across his face, and then he tapped his phone. “Hey, everybody! Get ready for a wild ride—tonight, Theo and Orlando and I are going ghost hunting in a haunted prison—”

“And Dramon,” Orlando said, pausing to chomp another chip.

Auggie rolled his eyes for the camera. “And Dramon.”

“That’s my boyfriend,” Orlando called for the benefit of the camera. “Oh, and Auggie, tell them about Starry.”

“And Starry,” Auggie said with another roll of his eyes—just the right mixture of loving annoyance. Theo smiled in spite of himself; Auggie was just too good at what he did.

“She’s my girlfriend,” Orlando said and then whooped.

“So,” Auggie said, “like I was saying—”

A scream rang out in the distance.
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A moment after the scream faded, Starry let out her own scream. Dramon and Orlando—particularly Orlando—jumped into action, asking worried questions, petting her arms, hugging her. It was a lot, and—Auggie decided to go for the charm of self-awareness—that was coming from Auggie.

“Stop making that face,” Theo said quietly to Auggie. In a louder voice, he said, “Starry, stop screaming.”

She stopped.

“It’s a ghost tour,” Auggie said; his initial moment of shock was fading, and now his brain was catching up. “They’re playing games with us. It’s part of the fun.”

“Or it’s a ghost,” Starry said.

“It’s not a ghost,” Dramon said, although he sounded less sure of himself than he had in the car. “Right, Orlando?”

“Um,” Orlando said, looking from girlfriend to boyfriend. In the form of a question, he answered, “It might be?” Then he answered himself, “Or it might not.”

Dramon gave him a look. Starry huffed and glanced away.

“It’s worse when you look happy about it,” Theo murmured in Auggie’s ear. “Get them thinking about something else.”

“I wasn’t looking happy about it.”

“Then you might want to stop smiling.”

Auggie eyeballed his boyfriend. Then he gave up and said, “They’re just so annoying.”

Laughing softly, Theo nodded. “Get them back on script.”

“Ok,” Auggie said, bringing his phone up and framing himself in the shot—he’d never had a chance to stop the recording. “Well, I might have peed myself a little, everybody. Definitely did not expect the scares to start so soon. Let’s get a quick reaction shot.”

He panned the unhappy faces.

“I want to go home,” Starry said.

“We’re going to have fun,” Auggie said. “Here we go!” He ended the recording and said, “Starry, you and Orlando and Dramon are free to leave if you really don’t want to stay. We’ll find Dawn, and you guys can stay in a motel nearby.”

Starry nodded, still wiping her cheeks, but she didn’t look at Auggie.

With a sigh, Auggie grabbed the EMF meter from Dramon—with its flashing lights and sounds, it would be the best item to include on camera, and as a bonus, it was small enough to hold in one hand. That meant passing his Maglite to Theo, who made a face and tucked it into the back pocket of his jeans.

“So butch,” Auggie said.

Theo made that face again and took the Phantom Cam from Orlando.

“It does look really butch, Theo,” Orlando said as he rubbed Starry’s back.

“Thank you, Orlando,” Theo said. “Grab the ghost radio, or whatever it’s called, and let’s go.”

“Oh, yeah, well, see, the thing is, if I do, then I’ll have my hands full, and I won’t be able to eat any chips—”

Theo didn’t even look at him. He was looking at his Maglite, and all he did was press the button with his thumb.

“Um, you know what?” Orlando said. “I think I’ll take the ghost radio.”

“Can you please not?” Auggie whispered to Theo.

“Not what?” Theo asked. He looked annoyingly self-satisfied.

Auggie let out a breath, checked his small—and now terrified—crew, and got one last shot of himself: big smile, eyebrows waggling to show how silly all of this was. “Here we go.”

They hadn’t even made it all the way out of the infirmary when Starry screamed, “Ghost!”

It was, on further inspection, more of the paint strips hanging from the ceiling.

Then, as they followed the long, echoing hallway that connected the auxiliary services—the lavatory and the mess hall and the infirmary—to the cell block, she screamed again.

“No,” Auggie said, catching Theo’s shirt with a free index finger. “Don’t stop; that’s what she wants.”

Theo had a finely honed edge to his disapproving silences. He was, as a matter of fact, a master of them.

“It was the sign,” Auggie said to him in a low voice. “When the light reflected off it. Just wait.”

“It was just the sign,” Orlando called up to them a beat later. “False alarm.”

“See?”

Theo didn’t respond to that.

Behind them, Dramon was saying, “So, like, Starry, I know it’s not really my place as a man to bring this up, but you do realize you’re playing into some really unfortunate gender stereotypes.” Auggie couldn’t hear Starry’s response, but Dramon said, “Actually, you know what? I think I’m the one playing into gender stereotypes by imposing my male phobia of expressed emotions and—”

“Um, Dramon?” Orlando said. “Maybe walk this one off.”

“If we’re fast,” Auggie said, still dragging Theo by the shirt, “we can lose them in the cell block.”

“I thought you wanted more people for your show.”

“It’s not a show, Theo.”

“Episode, then.”

“Please stop.”

It was hard to tell in the weak light, but it looked like Theo was hiding a smile behind his beard.

“You too?” Auggie whined.

“We’re going to have a good night,” Theo said. He trapped the Maglite between his arm and his body and brought up the Phantom Cam to play with its settings. The flash began to strobe, and Theo swore and mashed buttons until it stopped. “Think of all the drama you’re getting for free out of those three.”

Behind them, voice faint as the distance grew, Orlando was saying, “Did you know that Time magazine called this place the ‘forty-seven bloodiest acres in America?’”

“Dude,” Dramon said. “What are you reading?”

“The Wikipedia page,” Orlando said.

“How?” Auggie asked Theo in a whisper. “No, walk faster, Theo. We can still lose them. How is he on Wikipedia? I don’t have any service. I’m just recording for later.”

“Neither do I,” Theo said.

But somehow Orlando must have heard them because he called, “I pulled it up in the car when nobody would listen to me. Did you know they executed thirty-three inmates in the gas chamber here?”

“Oh my God,” Dramon said. “You know what, Orlando? How about we read that later?”

Too late.

Starry screamed. Again.

“Mother of fuck,” Auggie said.

Theo had somehow managed to get the camera to its infrared setting, and the image on the camera’s display was surprisingly detailed, rendered mostly in blues and greens, with smears of orange and red. He pointed the camera back toward the lovebirds, looked Auggie in the eye for an aggravatingly meaningful moment, and started walking.

“This is exactly what she wants,” Auggie said. “This is what they all want.”

“A little quieter, please.”

Auggie stomped after Theo until he noticed the little change in Theo’s neck and shoulders, the suggestion of tension in the muscles there, that he had learned to recognize as Theo on the brink of laughter. Then he stopped stomping. It was hard.

“We saw a ghost,” Orlando said when Theo and Auggie reached the trio. Orlando was pale under his dark curls and scruff. Starry clutched his arm and looked like she was about to collapse. Even Dramon looked worried, his shoulders hunched, his arms wrapped around himself. “We all saw him.”

When Auggie pointed the camera at Starry, she started to cry, so he panned to Dramon, who shivered and gave a weird, jerky nod.

“There’s no such things as ghosts,” Auggie said—in part because it was his line in this particular production, and in part because he was pretty sure he didn’t believe in ghosts.

“What did you see?” Theo asked.

“A ghost!” Starry screeched.

“Let’s get out of here,” Dramon said. “I don’t want to be in here anymore.”

“What—” Theo tried again.

“Do you know what happens to every black guy in every horror movie? What do you think is going to happen to a black guy who’s bi?”

Theo glanced at Auggie. The only sound was the sharpened breathing of the three, and the faint whistle of air moving through the vast stone halls.

“This isn’t a horror movie,” Auggie said. “Let’s find Dawn, and we’ll get the three of you out of here.”

“Thanks, Augs,” Orlando mumbled. He swung the ghost radio at his side, bumping it against his leg. “Sorry about your video.”

“No big deal,” Auggie said. He stopped the recording and pocketed his phone. “Don’t worry about it. Come on, let’s go.”

He started off toward the cell block again, and Theo strode along at his side.

“Stop,” Auggie said.

The shifting shadows almost hid Theo’s raised eyebrows.

“Being so approving,” Auggie clarified. “Or you’re going to sleep on the couch for a week.”

A tiny grin flashed and vanished, and Theo nodded.

They wove a path through the cell block, which took longer than Auggie would have liked, mostly because he had to keep doubling back—none of them could remember the path that Dawn had taken, and although the name cell block sounded like a nice, Lego-style quadrilateral, the design principle seemed to be more along the lines of two octopodes getting it on. Then Auggie thought, Oh my God, I used the word quadrilateral. And then he thought, Octopodes. He needed to go back to California, he decided. Just for a week.

Movement at the corner of his eye made Auggie turn. Orlando was creeping forward, his posture reminiscent of dogs who desperately love their master and-or-slash might know they’ve done something wrong. It was clear that Theo had signaled him because, to judge by that body language, Orlando would much rather have been just about anywhere else. Maybe even with a ghost, Auggie thought, and he tried not to roll his eyes.

“What did you see?” Theo asked.

“I know you don’t believe us—”

“Orlando, answer my question.”

“Teacher voice,” Auggie said.

“Dad voice,” Orlando said, scowling at Auggie. That made Auggie burst into laughter, which he immediately silenced when Theo turned a look on him. Directing his attention back to Theo, Orlando said, “A face. A man’s face. He was pale and—and I mean, Theo, he was scary.”

“Did you see a man,” Theo asked, “or just his face?”

“Just his face.”

“Maybe you were seeing him from a distance and you couldn’t see the rest of him,” Auggie said. “Maybe he’s staff for the tour company.”

Orlando hesitated and then gave a sullen shrug.

“Orlando, come on,” Auggie said. “You don’t really believe that stuff, do you?”

“Go back to Starry and Dramon,” Theo said, and Orlando slunk back toward his partners. To Auggie, he said, “Ease up.”

“He’s being ridiculous.”

“He’s trying to be a supportive partner, and he’s worried about people he cares deeply for. He’s in a strange place, and he doesn’t know what’s going on. He’s doing the best he can for Starry and Dramon.”

Auggie’s mouth twisted.

“What?” Theo asked.

“It’s just Orlando being sensitive and responsible and the strong one.”

“What’s wrong with that? It seems consistent with his personality.”

“Yeah, it is. That’s what makes it so annoying.”

Theo laughed and scrubbed his hand over the short bristles on the back of Auggie’s head.

Then they rounded a corner and saw Dawn.

She lay on the floor in the middle of the hallway. An A-frame CAUTION sign had toppled over next to her, and Auggie thought maybe she’d knocked it over when she fell. She was still too far away for Auggie to confirm anything, but he knew as soon as he saw her that she was dead. It was that old part of his brain, the primal part, trained to recognize death.

“Take them back,” Theo said in a hard, low voice.

But it was too late. Starry screamed—opening all the stops, loud enough to make Auggie’s ears ring—and Dramon shouted, “Oh, fuck no!”

“The ghost!” Orlando yelled. “The ghost killed her!”

“No,” Theo said, “it looks like she fell—”

“There’s no ghost,” Auggie began at the same time.

Movement flickered in Auggie’s peripheral vision, and he spun toward it. Something rushed out of the closest cell, coming straight toward Auggie. He had an impression of a man-sized shape, the glint of metal, and then Theo shoved Auggie. The impact sent him tumbling to the floor. He lost his phone and the EMF reader, rolled across the old stones, and came up on his knees. In the darkness, he tried to orient himself, but shadow and light spun and shifted so quickly that he had trouble making sense of anything. He had half a second to glimpse Theo swinging the Maglite like a club—which, part of Auggie’s brain recognized, explained some of the shifting light. Then someone hit Auggie from behind, the blow knocking him to the floor again and driving the breath from his lungs. Starry screamed once more, and Orlando let out a wordless cry that sounded like a cocktail of pain and anger.

For what felt like a long time, Auggie struggled to get air in his lungs. Then, gasping, he got onto his knees, then onto his feet. The hallway seemed even darker—a thick shroud of shadows had dropped over everything except Theo, who was occasionally illuminated by the Maglite on a backswing when he launched a volley of blows at their attacker. The other man, for his part, was barely more than an impression—a lighter patch of darkness like a graphite smear.

Auggie staggered toward them. He couldn’t tell if Theo was hurt, not with the light changing so quickly, but it wasn’t a good sign that the fight had gone on this long. Theo was slowly giving ground, retreating as the attacker slashed at him with a knife. Auggie’s foot clipped something, and he stumbled. He recovered, glanced automatically at what had gotten in his way, and bent to grab the ghost radio. If Theo or their attacker had heard him, neither of them gave any sign. Theo was still retreating, and in the rare moments when light flashed on his face, Auggie saw fury written there. Their attacker kept pressing him, driving Theo back step by step. A worm turned in Auggie’s gut. Sooner or later, Theo would run out of room, and what would happen then?

Auggie wasn’t going to wait to find out. He ran toward the two men, his steps light. Their attacker seemed to hear him at the last moment, and he tried to turn, but by then Auggie was too close. He brought the ghost radio crashing down on the man’s head.

The man grunted and stumbled, and the radio clattered across the floor. The man swiped at Auggie with the knife, but the slash went wide. Theo darted in, shouting wordlessly, but the man pivoted and drew the knife through the air, and Theo pulled back.

For a moment, the man wavered, as though he might fall. He stumbled back toward the wall. Then, as the light shifted again, Auggie saw the rusting iron staircase, and he realized the man was trying to escape.

“Auggie,” Theo snapped. “Get back here.”

“He’s going up the stairs.”

“Auggie!”

Auggie dropped back, hands clenched uselessly at his sides. A moment later, Theo moved between him and their attacker. Theo nudged Auggie back, but the man who had attacked them was doing something that Auggie didn’t understand, and Auggie inched forward to see what was happening. With an exasperated grunt, Theo elbowed Auggie back again.

But not before Auggie had seen what was happening.

“He’s pulling down the stairs.”

“What—”

“Theo, move!”

Auggie half-dragged, half-tackled Theo. Something vast shifted in the darkness, and a moment later, a tremendous crash ran through the cell block. A cloud of dust billowed up, filling the air with the tang of rust, and Auggie coughed and pulled his shirt over his mouth. He and Theo got to their feet. Theo had somehow kept hold of the Maglite, and when he played the beam around them, the cloud of dust glowed neon.

Their attacker was gone, and a twenty-foot section of the staircase now lay across the hall, the metal warped in places by the force of the impact.

“What the fuck,” Theo asked, “is going on?”

Auggie opened his mouth. Then he turned, and he kept turning until he had made a full circle. “Orlando and the others,” he said, clutching Theo’s arm in the darkness. “They’re gone.”
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“Where are they?” Theo asked, because Auggie was right: Orlando, Starry, and Dramon were gone. “Where’d they go?”

Auggie glanced around. In the beam from Theo’s flashlight, he looked washed out and tired, and he was hugging himself. “I don’t think they went anywhere. Not on their own, I mean. Someone else was here. After you shoved me out of the way, I tried to stand, and someone pushed me back down. Whoever it was, I think they took Orlando and the others.”

“Without us noticing?” Theo asked.

Auggie shook his head. “I lost my phone and the EMF, and it was so hard to see anything—everyone kept moving their flashlights. I think I heard somebody scream, but I was disoriented, and then I was worried about you.”

The sediment of fear in his face made Theo let out a breath and roll his shoulders. Then he pulled Auggie into a hug. Auggie pressed his face hard into Theo’s chest. He was still for a moment, and then he shuddered. Just once.

“Ok?”

Auggie nodded.

“Are you sure?”

Another nod. Auggie pulled back and examined Theo. “Did he cut you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Oh my God. You don’t think so.”

But a quick examination didn’t turn up anything more serious than a couple of scratches on the flashlight, where the knife had gouged the Maglite and stripped away the paint to expose shiny stainless steel.

“Just so we’re both clear,” Auggie said when he finished, “that was fucking amazing. You’re fucking amazing.”

“It was luck, Auggie. There’s too much luck in knife fights. That’s one reason why they’re so stupid.”

“So, remember how annoying I’ve been today? You know, with the teasing and everything?”

Theo waited for it.

“And, um, remember how awesome you were in a knife fight? Only you didn’t have a knife, you had this junky old flashlight?”

Theo tried not to sigh.

“I apologize,” Auggie said. “Totally. Profusely. Abjectly. I will never, ever tease you again.”

“Are you done?”

“No. Also, I want to have your babies.”

“Oh boy.”

“I do. I want your seed. I’m filing an official request for your seed.”

“Uh huh.” Theo considered his boyfriend, who was twenty-two and had seen more than most people did in their whole lifetime, and who right then wore a smile that was shaking like foil in a hot summer wind. “I want to get you to the offices—”

“Good idea; they have carpet, and you can really plow me.”

Theo ran his hand lightly over Auggie’s crew cut. He held Auggie’s gaze until Auggie looked away.

“I’m ok,” Auggie whispered, turning into Theo’s hand. “Just, the after-freak-out freak-out, if that makes sense.” He swallowed, and in a stronger voice said, “We need to find Orlando.”

“I’ll find them after I get you somewhere safe.”

But the door that connected to the offices at the front of the Workhouse was locked, and after a few minutes of testing it, Theo shook his head. “I don’t know. I can try, but it’s going to take a lot of time, if I can do it at all.”

Auggie snorted, and he sounded more like Auggie. “It’s a prison, Theo, no matter what they called this place. Even if we’re literally watching it crumble into dust, it’s not going to be easy to get out of here without a key. And I wouldn’t let you go looking for Orlando without me, anyway. The only reason I didn’t say anything earlier is I didn’t want to damage your fragile ego.”

“What was all that about no more teasing?”

“I changed my mind.” Auggie held out his hand for the spare flashlight that Theo had tucked into his back pocket, and when Theo passed it over, he turned it on. “It was boring.”

On the way back to where they’d been attacked, Theo tried to make sense of the day’s events. Not Auggie—public or semipublic things like this, especially when Auggie was doing anything with social media, tended to bring out the, er, more excitable side of his boyfriend, and Theo was getting used to that. But he didn’t understand anything else that had happened. Why would someone kill their tour guide? And why do it in the middle of an overnight tour, while the Workhouse was locked? And why attack them? It seemed like something off one of those teen shows on the CW, where all the teens were played by unambiguously post-pubertal twentysomethings, and the plots were loosely cobbled together machinations to get the “teens” as close to naked as was allowed on TV and then into compromising positions. Why, for example, would you suddenly start making out when you were hiding under a desk from a serial killer?

That was usually the point when Auggie started saying things like, “Don’t you have any grading to do?” or “Maybe now would be a good time to do your PT exercises,” or once, memorably, “Theo, he’s hot; please just let me watch him take his shirt off.”

As they were climbing over the fallen length of stairs, the rusted steel leaving red-brown prints on Theo’s hands and jeans, Auggie let out a triumphant cry. He jogged across the rubble, crouched, and held up something that glinted in the light. His phone, Theo realized after a moment. Then he took another look.

“Where is Dawn’s body?”

Auggie straightened up slowly. Even with ten yards between them, Theo could see the tension in Auggie’s fingers as he clutched his phone and the flashlight, and his whole body was rigid.

Neither of them spoke for a moment, and in the silence, keeping company with the faint whistle of air moving through the enormous stone halls of the Workhouse, Theo heard something else: the faint screech of metal. When he aimed the beam of his flashlight up, and in the thin gossamer of the expanding light, he could see the remains of the steel staircase swaying slightly.

“This whole place is falling apart,” Theo said. “I want to get away from here before the rest of that comes down.”

“Somebody moved her body,” Auggie said.

“Auggie, we’ve got to get away from here.”

“Why would they move her body?”

“Auggie.”

Auggie nodded. He pocketed his phone and bent to recover something else—the ghost radio, Theo saw as he got closer. Then Auggie pointed, and when Theo shook his head, Auggie stabbed the beam of his flashlight back toward the fallen stairs. Something glinted there, something that wasn’t the rusted steel of the stairs, and when Theo investigated, he saw that it was the knife their attacker had been using: a fixed, five-inch blade with a crossguard and a textured, non-slip grip.

“Should you be touching that? What about fingerprints?”

“I’d rather have a weapon than fingerprints.”

“Not exactly a pocketknife,” Auggie said, leaning in for a closer look. “Not something you just happen to be carrying.”

“Maybe. A lot of guys might keep something like this in their truck.”

Theo heard his mistake a moment too late.

“Not guys in California,” Auggie said.

No, Theo told himself. Leave it. “How did you see it?”

“Did you hear what I said about California? That was bait, Theo.”

Theo pointed the knife at him.

“Oh,” Auggie said. “Um, Fer used to make me play I-spy for, like, hours. He started delivering newspapers when he was fifteen, and sometimes our mom wasn’t home or couldn’t watch me.” Even in the weak illumination from the flashlights, Theo could see Auggie’s cheeks color. “So, he had to take me with him. God, it must have been so annoying to have to drag a little kid around like that.”

Theo didn’t say anything.

It took a moment, and then Auggie drew in an outraged breath. “Theo!”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking it!”

Theo shrugged, and he dodged when Auggie threw a chunk of plaster at him. Turning the beam of his flashlight deeper into the cell block, Theo said, “Come on. Let’s start looking.”

For the first hundred feet, it seemed hopeless. The Workhouse was filthy—dilapidated, with dust and debris everywhere—but it saw steady traffic from tourists and paranormal investigators, which meant all that dust and debris was worthless when it came to trying to find footprints.

Then Auggie grabbed Theo’s arm. Theo’s heart surged in his chest, and he spun the beam of his flashlight. It took him a moment to realize they weren’t under attack. Auggie was pointing at something, and when the beam of his flashlight steadied, silver flashed behind a pile of water-spotted plaster.

“His chips,” Theo said, the Doritos bag crinkling as he lifted it. “Empty.”

“He hadn’t finished eating them.” When Theo cocked his head, Auggie didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Um, I might have been, you know, keeping track.” In a rush, Auggie continued, “That’s weird, right? I mean, there should still be chips.”

Theo considered the empty bag.

“It’s not like he was chowing down as someone kidnapped him,” Auggie insisted.

“I don’t know, Auggie. Maybe they spilled somewhere else.”

“I would have seen them.”

“Or smelled them.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re like a bloodhound. When I was trying to save that bag of Cool Ranch so I wouldn’t have to go to the store again that weekend, you ferreted them out from behind the canned vegetables.”

“I ferreted them out? Rude, Theo. And—and maliciously misrepresenting the facts.”

“They definitely came this way,” Theo said as he stood. “Good eye.”

“The corner of the bag was poking out. I couldn’t help seeing it.”

“The corner of the bag was definitely not poking out. You knocked over the cans because you were jonesing so bad.”

Auggie let out a deeply offended noise.

Theo started walking again.

“Excuse me,” Auggie said as he jogged after Theo. “Excuse me, Theo. Excuse me. Do you have something to say for yourself? Or are we just going to pretend those ‘smelled them’ and ‘bloodhound’ and ‘ferreting’ comments never happened?”

“Sure,” Theo said. “Let’s do that.”

Auggie squawked his wordless outrage, and Theo had to keep the smile tucked away.

Ten feet later, though, Auggie hissed, and Theo glanced over his shoulder. Auggie was crouching, pointing at something on the floor. Theo backtracked and frowned.

“Are those Doritos? Wait, did you actually smell them?”

Auggie met Theo’s eyes. Then, calmly, he flipped Theo off. Then he said, “Theo, I think Orlando did this.”

“He dropped some chips?”

“Yeah, you know. To show us which way they went.”

Theo frowned and shifted his weight.

“Come on,” Auggie said, rising from the crouch. “I bet we’ll see some more in a few feet.”

It was closer to five yards, but Auggie was right: another pile of broken chips lay in the center of the hallway.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Theo muttered. “He’s leaving us a trail of Scooby snacks?”

In answer, Auggie caught his arm and hurried him down the hall.

The trail led them to where Theo should have realized it would go: the chained-off staircase that led down to the Hole. When Theo directed the flashlight at the steps, he spotted more Doritos.

“God damn it,” he said under his breath. Then he gave his boyfriend a look. “I don’t suppose—”

Auggie shook his head. He was biting his lip, staring down into the darkness, and he was taking quick breaths through his nose.

“There are at least two of them,” Theo said. “We’ll need every advantage we can get. Look around; I want you to carry a couple of good chunks of plaster or, even better, pieces of plastic. Stone or metal would be ideal, but I don’t think we’ll get that lucky. We’ll go down and get a sense of the layout. Then, when I’m ready, I’m going to have you use those pieces of plaster to distract them. After that, you run, and you keep running until I come find you.”

Auggie was still biting his lip so hard that the flesh was white. Then, with what looked like effort, he brought his shoulders down, drew in a deep breath, and smiled. “Or, we could remember it’s the twenty-first century and come up with an even better plan.”

“What does that mean?”

Auggie told him.

And it was a very good plan.

Theo told Auggie so, and because he knew what it did to Auggie, he told him a couple more times as well.
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With their flashlights turned off, they navigated the steps in the dark. The stone was rough and damp under Auggie’s hand, but it steadied him, and it helped orient him in the darkness. He’d tried the handrail first, but the steel had been pitted under layers of paint, and it felt slick—when Auggie raised his hand, sniffing the residue on his palm, it had smelled rancid. On each step, Auggie was careful to lower his weight slowly; his Jordans had good soles, but even the tiniest noise, like the scuff of sneaker on stone, seemed enormous in the darkness. The Phantom Cam swung on its strap around his neck. His heart pounded in his chest, and sweat prickled between his shoulder blades.

Theo’s here, he told himself. He’s right next to you.

Only he couldn’t hear Theo, couldn’t see him, couldn’t even smell him. A cold draft stirred in the void below them, and it made the inside of Auggie’s mouth taste like a latrine. He thought of what Dawn had said about people who had spent years down here in the dark, decades. The total lack of light had a strange kind of weight, a crushing mass that bore down on Auggie. People who died underground, he thought, his breathing quickening despite his best efforts to control it, usually suffocated.

A warm hand settled at the small of his back. Auggie flinched. Then he realized it was Theo. He chewed his lip to keep from making a noise, and he blinked his eyes rapidly. But after that, it was easier to breathe.

When they reached the bottom of the steps, Auggie was surprised to see a faint glow ahead. At first, his brain tried to convince him it was a trick, but then he realized he could make out the rough outline of an intersection. Then, as his eyes continued to adjust, he could distinguish the recessed archways and the heavy steel doors that studded both sides of the hall. The latrine smell was worse, mixed with something metallic and the foulness of old wood smoke. Theo stepped down next to him and started along the corridor, and Auggie trailed after him. He kept one hand along the wall: the pebbled texture of stone, and then the scaliness of the steel, the corroded ridges of bars and bolts. He thought the metal might have chimed under his touch, and he drew his hand back before the sound could grow.

As they got closer to the intersection, the light got brighter, and Auggie could make out wooden crates stacked ahead, and lumpy bundles wrapped in tarps, and the pick-up sticks craziness of what he thought might be a broken-down scaffolding set. His eyes came back to the lumpy tarps and, after another moment, his brain told him he was seeing shoes. Dawn’s shoes. Her feet, still in her sneakers, sticking out of the tarp.

A man’s voice, sharp but the words indistinguishable, came from the intersecting corridor. Theo stopped, holding out a hand behind him to halt Auggie. Then a woman’s voice answered.

“I know it was an accident. What I don’t know is why she was messing around up there; she knew it wasn’t safe.”

The man said something; Auggie only caught the tail of it, which sounded like, “—can’t back out now.”

“Actually, you can.” At the sound of Orlando’s voice, Auggie grinned in spite of himself. “You can totally back out now. We won’t say anything, will we?”

“Shut your mouth,” the man said. “Sherry, wipe that look off your face. The kid doesn’t know what he’s talking about. If we let them go, they’ll tell everyone, and then what?”

The woman—Sherry—said, “If we—”

“Then the police know we were in on it.”

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” Sherry sounded like she was crying. “We said we were just going to scare them, Folsom—the stairs, the catwalks, the masonry, make everything a liability so they’d want to sell.”

“Too late for that,” the man—Folsom—said. “Help me get the big one in here; he’s got to go first.”

“Hey!” Orlando shouted thinly. “Hey, don’t!”

Theo glanced at Auggie. Auggie nodded. Theo took up position across the hall, squatting behind the pile of disassembled scaffolding. Auggie crouched behind some of the crates. He dragged out his phone, opened the camera, and changed the settings. Eyeing the door closest to him, he tried to gauge the pass-thru that was set in the base—where, a long time ago, they must have slid meal trays to the prisoner. Then he set the ghost radio on the floor, turned it on, and cranked up the volume.

The radio squawked as it caught a signal, and a woman’s nasally voice filled the corridor: “This is Missouri Public Radio, coming to you from Wroxall College.”

Sherry screamed.

“What the fuck?” shouted Folsom. Then he swore, “Son of a bitch,” and there was a crashing noise, and Orlando yelped.

Starry shrieked. Dramon shouted, “You killed him!”

Please, Orlando, Auggie thought. Please don’t have done anything too stupid.

“Stay here!” Folsom yelled. Footsteps raced toward Auggie and Theo. Crouched behind the crates, Auggie couldn’t see anything, so he tried to judge the distance by the increasing volume of the steps. In the end, it was a guess: when he thought Folsom was close enough, he tapped the phone and slid it through the pass-thru. So far, so good.

As Folsom appeared in Auggie’s field of vision, everything went according to plan. Auggie had a glimpse of him—lank hair combed flat over his forehead, a sparsely filled in beard, his body wiry under a wifebeater and sagging jeans with the exception of a beer belly. Then the timer on Auggie’s phone went off, and inside the cell, the camera flash blazed to life. It outlined the cell door and the archway in bright, snapping white. Folsom charged toward it. He hit the door with his shoulder and stumbled into the empty cell. Theo sprinted down the hall—his job was to confront Sherry and free Orlando, Starry, and Dramon. Auggie launched up from his hiding place, grabbed the handle on the cell door, and yanked. His job was to trap Folsom in the cell.

That was when everything went wrong.

The door was heavier than he’d expected. It was a miscalculation on his part more than anything else; Auggie yanked again, harder, and the door started to move. But those few lost seconds tipped the balance. Folsom spun around, eyes widening when he saw Auggie, and shot toward the door. He grabbed it with both hands and hauled on it. For a moment, they struggled. But Auggie was young, and he’d made a point over the last three years of adding muscle that wasn’t just for show. Slowly, the door began to swing shut.

Folsom must have realized that he was losing because something flickered across his face. He twisted his body to squeeze between the door and the stone archway, and he crashed into Auggie. Auggie staggered back, and Folsom came with him. They both lost their balance and went down.

Auggie rolled blindly. The shouts and voices in the distance were still filled with outrage, and then, unmistakably, came the sound of a gunshot. In the darkness, Auggie could barely make out Folsom’s outline as the bigger man levered himself up from the floor. Folsom took a swing, and the blow clipped the side of Auggie’s head. Lightning flashed in Auggie’s vision. For a moment, when darkness rushed in, he thought he’d been knocked unconscious. But he could still hear his own frantic breathing, and Auggie scooted backward, trying to give himself room.

Folsom came after him. Auggie kicked, and he felt his foot connect with something solid. The other man grunted, but it sounded annoyed more than anything else. Auggie kicked again, trying to aim for the man’s face. This time, when his foot connected, Auggie felt the crinkling crumple of cartilage, and Folsom howled. The man lunged at Auggie, fists flying—one connected with the side of Auggie’s head again, one on the shoulder, one on the chin. Auggie fell flat. He was still trying to scoot back. The bricks were cool and rough and damp against his neck. Distantly, he heard plastic crack against something hard, and a weight pulled at his neck.

Then he remembered the camera—not the one on his phone, but the Phantom Cam, the one slung around his neck. Auggie reached for it. Folsom steadied himself with one hand on the wall, wiping the other across his face. He’s going to kick me to death, Auggie realized, his brain swiveling on the thought like a prison spotlight. That’s why he took the time to stand up.

“Fucking piece of shit,” Folsom muttered as he limped toward Auggie.

Auggie grabbed the Phantom Cam and pointed it in what he hoped was the right direction. He pressed the button, and the flash strobed to life. It filled the hallway with stuttering pulses of light, and Folsom shouted and covered his eyes. Auggie took a breath. Then he drove the heel of one Jordan right up into Folsom nuts.

Something crunched, and it was a fuck-ton more satisfying than kicking Folsom in the face.

For a moment, Auggie couldn’t hear anything. Then Folsom made a drawn-out noise that made Auggie think of hinges that needed WD-40, which in their house was a Theo job. In the strobing flash of the Phantom Cam, Folsom’s face was ratcheted tight with pain. He cupped himself, lurched toward the wall, and then folded at the waist and began to puke.

That was when Orlando appeared around the corner; even in the pulse of the Phantom Cam’s flash, there was no mistaking him as he shouted, “I’m coming, Augs!”

As Auggie propped himself up on one elbow, Orlando slipped on the damp brick. He landed hard on his butt, skidded a few feet, and crashed into Folsom, knocking him over. .

Scrambling to his feet, Orlando gave his ass a few surreptitious rubs, and he helped Auggie up.

From down the hall, Dramon called, “Orlando? Did you get him?”

Orlando glanced over his shoulder. He looked back at Auggie. His eyes were huge and pleading.

Auggie nodded.

“It’s ok,” Orlando called down the corridor. “Augs is ok.” To Auggie, he mouthed, Please, and Auggie rolled his eyes and nodded again. Grinning, Orlando shouted, “I saved him!”
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The police came. And then the police took them to the station. At some point in the questioning, Theo learned that Folsom was one of those precious specimens with a frequent flyer pass for the state prison system; he’d been in and out for most of his adult life, usually for behavioral gems like robbery, burglary, extortion, and—once—unlawful sex with an animal. He preyed on women like Sherry, dragging them into things they’d never have been stupid enough to try on their own. In this case, trying to scare the owners of the Old Workhouse into selling the property by weakening the supports on the stairs and catwalks and, in some cases, the walls themselves.

The cop telling Theo this, who had brought him coffee and donettes, said, “It was a horse, and the fucker never even sealed the deal. Before he could, the damn thing kicked him so hard it broke his damn leg.” Then he laughed until he inhaled powdered sugar and choked. For some reason, that only made him laugh harder, and he staggered off, a half-moon of donette clutched in one hand, to tell the next guy.

A few minutes later, a bespectacled female officer led Starry and Dramon past Theo and toward a cubicle.

“They were useless,” Starry was saying.

“They didn’t do anything,” Dramon said. For some reason, apparently, he had felt the need to wrap himself in an emergency blanket. “They would have let us get killed.”

“Orlando’s the real hero,” Starry said over Dramon. Then her eyes shot to Theo. “You should arrest them for—for—for gross incompetence.”

The officer looked like she was thinking fond thoughts of her baton.

“That is so unfair,” Auggie said as he joined Theo on the bench near the front door. He looked all right, aside from a bruise already darkening the side of his head and a few smears of dirt and grime that had escaped his attention when they’d been given a chance to freshen up. He stared in the direction of Starry’s and Dramon’s voices. “They’ve got no idea what really happened.”

“He literally ripped the chair apart with his bare hands,” Dramon was saying in the cubicle.

“Have you seen his muscles?” Starry was saying.

“I have muscles,” Auggie grumped.

Theo slid an arm around him and pulled Auggie toward him. Auggie rested his head on Theo’s shoulder.

“I’m the one who nailed him in the ’nads,” Auggie said. “And you’re the one who almost got killed because nobody knew that lady had a gun in her purse.”

Theo shushed him and rubbed his back.

“Orlando just fell on his ass and kind of…slid, I guess.”

“You have very nice muscles,” Theo said, still rubbing Auggie’s back. “You’re very strong. And you were very brave.”

Auggie made a disgruntled noise and squirmed closer.

“And Auggie was just hiding!” Dramon said, outrage scoring his voice.

“While Theo and Orlando—mostly Orlando—saved us!” Starry added.

Auggie tried to stand up, but Theo pulled him back down, laughing quietly until Auggie cuddled up to him again.

“Theo?” Auggie murmured, the word almost lost in the sound of ringing phones and voices and a floor polisher because, apparently, the floor needed to be polished right now. “I’m really glad you’re ok. When I heard that gunshot, I was so scared.” He stopped there, and Theo understood. Sometimes you had to stop because the words carried you to a cliff.

He stroked the stiff bristles of Auggie’s cropped hair. “I’m glad we’re both ok. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

“I’m a lot.”

A copier rumbled to life. A slouchy, potbellied officer was trying to make copies, and it looked like the copier was doing everything in its power not to comply. There was a Stephen King story about a machine that came to life because of black magic, and Theo thought maybe it had been something bizarre like a rotary iron because, of course, it was Stephen King. But maybe, he thought, it had been a copier.

Finally, he said, “A lot of what?”

“I teased you too much last night.”

Theo laughed quietly and ran his hand over those bristles again.

“Just tell me to stop next time.”

Theo hooked a finger under Auggie’s collar, twisting the fabric, letting his nail run back and forth over the sensitive skin there. Auggie’s breathing changed. It wasn’t much, but when you spent most of your life either listening to him breathe or listening to him talk or listening to him murder a bag of Doritos, you started to pick up on these things.

“Just—just tell me I’m being annoying,” Auggie said, but his voice was thick now.

Theo laughed again. He kept moving his finger.

Auggie squirmed. He made a noise of pleased distress. Color burned bright spots in his cheeks, and finally, the name clotted in his throat, he said, “Theo.”

““You’re going to have to work hard to show me how sorry you are.” Theo tightened Auggie’s collar for an instant before releasing it. He smoothed the cotton across Auggie’s back. “If, you know, that’s what you want.”

Auggie’s face was red hot, but he nodded. And then, a couple of minutes later, probably hoping Theo wasn’t paying attention, he adjusted himself in his shorts.

The police eventually let them go, but, of course, it wasn’t that simple. Starry and Dramon refused to go with Auggie and Theo, and after some discussion, they decided to wait—in a motel—until Orlando’s parents could drive out and pick them up.

“You know they’re not going to be doing any waiting in that motel,” Auggie said as he followed Theo to the Malibu.

Theo flapped his shirt; the day was muggy, and the first stirrings of a heat shimmer were forming above the asphalt.

“They’re going to have sex. Crazy, wild, animal sex. With Orlando. Because he’s their hero.”

Theo threw him a glance. “Is that right?”

“Uh, hello, Theo, were you watching them? Did you see how they’re looking at him?”

Theo raised his eyebrows.

It took a moment, and then Auggie brightened. “Oh. Oh!”

Footsteps slapping the pavement made them glance back. Orlando was jogging toward them, hangdog, staring at the asphalt. When he reached them, he shifted his weight from foot to foot, and then he kicked a broken chunk of pavement. The only sound was it skittering across the lot.

“Um, Augs—” He broke off and looked up and colored. “I shouldn’t have let them think—I mean, I heard what they were saying. So, uh, I’m going to tell them.”

“Don’t you dare,” Auggie said.

Theo grinned, and when Auggie flashed him a scowl, he covered his mouth with one hand.

“Huh?” Orlando said.

“Don’t you dare. You did save me, Orlando. That’s the truth. They don’t need to know the details.”

A huge smile broke out. Orlando wrestled with it, but it only got bigger. Finally he said, “Yeah?”

Auggie nodded. “Definitely”

Orlando crashed into him, hugging him so hard that they stumbled back together, and Auggie laughed and slapped his back and told him to get off.

“Thanks, Augs,” Orlando said with a grin, and then he sprinted back to where Starry and Dramon were waiting on the steps to the police station—and, hard to ignore, staring murder at Theo and Auggie. Mostly Auggie.

They drove home.

“You can sleep,” Auggie kept saying, rubbing his eyes and yawning so wide that his jaw cracked. “You should get some sleep.”

“I don’t think I can,” Theo lied as he watched the car begin to drift. Auggie corrected course and yawned again. Theo opted for simply: “I’m wired.”

Nodding, Auggie slapped his cheek, then the other.

“So, the video didn’t exactly go as planned,” Theo asked. “What are you going to do?”

Auggie talked non-stop after that—about the clips he could use, about doing interviews with Orlando and Starry and Dramon, about narrating his own experience, and, of course, features with Theo.

“Yeah?” Theo said. “What kind of features?”

Auggie told him. At length.

But by the time they pulled into the driveway, he was yawning again and scrubbing at his eyes. He eased the car into the garage, parked, and slumped over the steering wheel.

“Come on,” Theo said.

“I’m dead.”

Laughing, Theo got out of the Malibu. He went around to the driver’s door, opened it, and maneuvered his mostly comatose boyfriend out of the car. As he steadied Auggie and walked him toward the house, he said, “We’ll get your shoes off, and then you can sleep for a week.”

“Maybe we should take off more than my shoes,” Auggie said.

“Huh.”

“Like my shorts, Theo.”

“Uh huh.”

“And my trunks.”

“Hmm.”

“Definitely my trunks. Something keeps getting caught in them.”

“Something.”

Auggie inched down his shorts. Then he inched down his trunks, exposing the slightly lighter skin beneath the waistband, the smooth cleft of his ass, the dark, trimmed trail widening under his navel. Something was definitely caught in his shorts.

“I thought you were dead,” Theo said.

“I’m feeling much better—”

On his third step onto the deck, Theo saw the back door was ajar. He grabbed Auggie’s arm to stop him, and Auggie cut off. For a moment, they stood there. It was late morning, June, and hot with the clinging, humid heat of the Midwest. Sweat stung Theo’s chest.

“Go back to the car,” he said, “and call the police.”

“Theo—”

“Go!” It was a whisper, but Auggie flinched. He took an uncertain step back.

The sound of movement came from inside the house, and a man’s voice called out, “Come on in, boys! Food’s getting cold.”

Theo didn’t recognize the voice. When he glanced at Auggie, Auggie shook his head.

Theo took a step toward the house. Auggie followed, and Theo planted a hand on his chest and pointed at the garage. Auggie bit his lip and gave a single, ferocious shake of his head. Then, his expression smoothing out, he wrapped a hand around Theo’s wrist and squeezed once.

For a moment, Theo wobbled on the edge of his control. He had been working on this—on learning not to surrender to the bone-melting fear that came first, or the inferno of anger that rode on its wake. He breathed through his nose. After a moment, he dropped his hand, pulling free from Auggie. Then he turned and headed into the house.

The air smelled like bacon and maple syrup and a hot griddle, and a man stood at the stove, turning pancakes. He was average height, or maybe a little shorter, and built with the kind of lean musculature that was more genetics than anything else. His skin was a soft brown, and although he was handsome, his features were starting to show the wear of rough living. Theo stared at him. He tried to make sense of what he wanted to call déjà vu, the irrational familiarity of jaw and mouth and nose on a man he had never met. Something cold ran through him, the current of a vast, black river scouring him until felt smooth and empty. No, he thought. And then again, blankly: No.

“Who are you?” Auggie asked. “What are you doing here?”

The man had a skewed smile and hazel eyes. Cat eyes, Theo thought. Laughing at an inside joke.

“We already called the police,” Auggie said and tried to push forward, but Theo reacted automatically, holding him back. “Whatever you think you’re doing, you should leave.”

“Little tough guy,” the man said, and he didn’t laugh, not out loud, but it was in his eyes, and the smile got bigger. “I like that; that’s good.”

Auggie must have sensed it finally. He settled back onto his heels. He looked at Theo, but Theo kept his gaze on the man. It was easier, a little, than having to face Auggie, the question he hadn’t asked. Yet.

“Sit down,” the man said. “I’ll whip up some more hotcakes.”

Auggie was shaking his head, the color draining out of his face, his mouth half-open.

The man slid the griddle back and forth, the cast iron screeching as he settled it over the burners. The skewed smile sharpened, and the man ran a hand through his hair. It was like watching a funhouse mirror.

“And then,” the man said, hipshot and smirking, the metal turner pointed at Auggie, “I want to have a talk with my son.”
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