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1

	Auggie and Fer had been driving for three days when they reached the Sigma Sigma fraternity house, which sat on Frat Row on the south side of Wroxall College’s campus. For the last hundred miles, the Civic had been chugging and croaking, and it made a shrill, despairing noise every time they went up a hill—which in this godforsaken corner of the Midwest was about every fifty yards. Auggie was pretty sure he could smell something burning. It was better than the day and a half of Fer’s cheesy-tater-tot farts, though, that he’d experienced in the middle of the trip.

	“Be fast, dick drip,” Fer said as he pulled into the Sigma Sigma parking lot. “Or I’m going to miss the shuttle.”

	“I know.”

	“So be fast.”

	“I know, Fer.”

	“So don’t sit there scratching your pubic lice. Get a fucking move on.”

	“I hate you so much,” Auggie said as he jumped out of the car and ran toward the move-in tables set up in front of the fraternity house. It was mid-afternoon because they’d left Amarillo later that morning than they had planned, and Auggie guessed the rush of move-ins had already happened. A couple of guys around his age—they were sophomores too, he guessed—were lugging plastic totes toward the red-brick house, and another guy was folding bedsheets while he argued with a girl—sister? girlfriend?—at the back of a station wagon. No parents. No older brothers.

	Fer laid on the horn, which was actually pretty pathetic because the Civic just squeaked a few times. Then he shouted, “For fuck’s sake, imagine some dude is jackrabbiting your hole and move your ass, Augustus!”

	Auggie’s face was hot as he approached the move-in tables. He found the L-R sign and felt his face get even hotter. The guy sitting there was gorgeous: big, brawny, in a tank and shorts and Adidas slides, with blond curls spilling over his forehead. He was grinning as Auggie moved forward.

	“Lopez,” Auggie said.

	“Hi,” the guy said, shuffling the papers. He glanced up. He had blue eyes. “Dylan.”

	“No, August. But I go by Auggie.”

	The guy laughed.

	“Oh,” Auggie said. “Got it. Hi.”

	Dylan laughed again. He had a nice laugh. He had very white teeth. When he handed over the paperwork and a key, he said, “You know everybody’s talking about you, right?”

	“No, I definitely did not know that.”

	“Yep,” Dylan said. “They are. I like your videos. You’re super funny.”

	“Thanks. I’m always looking for people who want to be in them.”

	“Nah, man,” Dylan said. “Not really my thing. It’s cool, though. I’m following you on Instagram and Snapchat. dylan_j199. Add me back.”

	“Cool,” Auggie said.

	“You want a tour?” Dylan glanced at the other guys manning the table, who were all trying incredibly hard to pretend they were doing something else. “Someone can cover for me.”

	The Civic squeaked again, and Fer roared, “Jesus Christ’s bloody tampon, Augustus, either go down on him or don’t, but hurry it the fuck up!”

	“Maybe another time,” Auggie said.

	“Hit me up.”

	“Do you live here?”

	“No, man. Senior. Some buds and I have a place off-campus. You should come over sometime. Hang out.”

	“That’d be cool.”

	“Hit me up,” Dylan said again, but this time with a lazy smile that Auggie felt low in the belly.

	As Auggie jogged back to the Civic, he could hear conversation buzz to life behind him. One guy said, “Jeez, Dyl, let the kid take a breath before you bend him over,” and another guy said, “Dylan, you are such a fucking perv,” and Dylan just laughed—a low, rumbling sound.

	“Did you get your complimentary scissoring?” Fer asked as he got out of the car. They had different dads, and Fer was taller, darker, and bigger—muscle that was softening as Fer spent more and more time at business lunches and meetings. The taller part, that was what irked Auggie. Of course, sometimes the bigger part was pretty fucking annoying too.

	“For the millionth time,” Auggie said, “I didn’t need you to drive out here with me.”

	“And let you go by yourself and give blowjobs to truckers for almost two thousand miles? Yeah, right, Augustus. Great idea.”

	“And for the millionth time, I didn’t want you to drive out here with me.”

	“Pay for your own fucking education then.”

	“Just unload the stuff in the parking lot, and I’ll get some guys to help me carry it inside.”

	Fer ignored him. He was working the biggest piece of luggage out of the trunk, grunting at the weight. “What the hell do you have in here? Your stainless-steel dildo collection?”

	“Oh my God,” Auggie said, covering his face.

	The unloading and moving-in process went relatively smoothly. The Sigma Sigma house was a massive, three-story Colonial with red brick and gleaming white pillars. It was relatively new construction, with high ceilings and big windows. Auggie’s room was on the third floor. The walls were a grayish brown, and someone had clearly patched and painted over the summer because there were no nail holes or broken plaster. Twin beds took up one side of the room, and matching desks occupied the rest of the space. One wall had been given over to two closets, which was where Auggie was going to have to store all his clothes—apparently, a dresser was not part of the standard package.

	“This is worse than your last place,” Fer said on their third trip upstairs.

	“No, it’s way better.”

	“Do you have a roommate?”

	“I don’t know; if I do, he hasn’t moved anything in yet.”

	“He’d better not be a fucking psycho like your last one.”

	“I think that’s everything, Fer.”

	Fer grunted, hands on hips, still studying the room.

	“I guess you can go now,” Auggie said.

	“I want to see the bathroom. Your last place, you had that private bathroom.”

	“You can’t just wander around the bathroom.”

	“I’m going to take a leak.”

	“You can’t.”

	“I can’t take a leak? Jesus, Augustus, I don’t even know if you hear yourself sometimes.”

	Fer left, and Auggie considered whether or not it would be better just to die right now rather than dragging it out for the rest of the time Fer insisted on staying. Instead, he rearranged some of his luggage and the moving boxes, snapped a selfie, and pushed it out on Instagram with the caption: The eagle has landed at Bro Central. Wish me luck! He repeated the process with Snapchat—he was still feeling out the relatively new platform, but he thought it had a lot of possibility. Almost immediately, he got a snap back: it showed a quarter of Dylan’s face and his mop of blond curls, and then grass, trees, and a swatch of asphalt. Dylan was grinning, and he’d scrawled a message on top of the picture: welcome to Bro Central, little bro!

	Auggie added him as a friend so fast that he almost sprained his finger.

	“Private showers,” Fer reported, adjusting his junk as he came back into the room. “But it’s just curtains, so you could still get ass raped.”

	“Go home, Fer. Go catch your shuttle. Go stand in the middle of the street until someone runs you over.”

	Instead, Fer shut the door. “You and I are going to have a talk right now, Augustus.”

	“Oh God. Hold on. I should probably record this.”

	Fer pushed Auggie’s phone down and shook his head. Then he said, “Condoms.”

	“What?”

	Taking a foil-wrapped condom from his pocket, Fer said, “Condoms.” He pronounced each syllable distinctly, wagging the packet for emphasis. “Your fuck-up father isn’t around to give you the talk—”

	“Fer, no. Please. No. Please. You already gave me the talk. You gave me the talk when I was thirteen. You used a cucumber. Please don’t make me go through this again. I’ll never earn enough money to be able to pay for the therapy I need to get over this.”

	“That was the straight-Auggie talk. This is the flaming-homo-Auggie talk. I’ve been doing some research because I wanted to get this right.”

	Auggie groaned.

	“You’re young. You’re an ugly little fucker, but you’re still probably going to get some dick.”

	“I will use a condom. I will be safe. End of discussion.”

	With his free hand, Fer jabbed a finger into Auggie’s chest to punctuate each word. “Every. Dick. That. Goes. In. Your. Ass. Suits. Up. Do you understand me?”

	“Suits up?”

	“Rubbers up. Learn the fucking lingo, Augustus. And I’m not fucking kidding with you right now. I don’t care if he’s your little fancy man and you think you’re head over heels in love. Rubbers. Rubbers. Rubbers. I will buy you a lifetime supply if you want, but you use a rubber every fucking time. Same goes for you if you decide to stick your Vienna sausage somewhere.”

	“What do I have to say so that you will leave? What do I have to do? Is it money? Do you want money?”

	“Save it for your fancy boys,” Fer said. Then he wrapped Auggie in a huge hug, squeezing him tighter and tighter until Auggie grunted.

	“I can’t breathe.”

	“I love you. You’re basically just one really fucking annoying snipping of ball hairs, but I love you, and I want this year to be better for you. I want you to be safe, and I want you to find some stud who can cornhole you all night long.”

	Black specks danced in front of Auggie’s eyes, which was probably why he had such a hard time fighting off Fer when Fer started kissing him all over the face like a lunatic.

	“Go home,” Auggie said, shoving Fer away, laughing and wiping his face. “God, you are so weird sometimes.”

	“Fine. I’m going. Now you can hunt down that guy you were throwing a bone for and deepthroat him or however you gay guys say hello to each other.”

	Auggie found a sneaker and pitched it; it caught Fer in the shoulder, and Fer stumbled back, laughing.
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	Theo sat in Dr. Wagner’s office, flip phone at his side, trying to look like he was paying attention to whatever Dr. Wagner was saying. The office was cramped, and it felt even smaller because the walls were lined with books. They made the space smell like moldering cloth and old paper. Dr. Wagner currently had his red, bulbous nose buried in the Riverside Shakespeare; he was looking for a specific passage that he had suddenly decided to add to the lesson plans.

	Tell him you’ve got a sister you want to set him up with.

	The text was from Howard Cartwright. Cart was a police officer, and he had been partnered with Theo’s husband, Ian, before Ian died in a car accident. In the year since that accident, a lot had changed between Theo and Cart—some of it good, some of it . . . well, Theo couldn’t quite tell. One thing that hadn’t changed was that Cart was a redneck pain in Theo’s ass.

	Aren’t you supposed to be working? Theo had gotten pretty good at texting on the flip phone. He still didn’t understand the rush to get a smart phone; he was just barely getting the hang of this one.

	I am working.

	Really working.

	I am really working, dumbass.

	“Mr. Stratford,” Dr. Wagner said, lifting himself up from the pages of the Riverside Shakespeare with what looked like a great deal of effort. The booze on his breath when he faced Theo directly was strong enough to overpower the smell of the old books. “It’s lost to me now. I suppose I’ll have to find it later.”

	Then he stared at Theo, his head bobbling on his neck, his eyes cloudy with cataracts and drink. Theo wouldn’t be surprised if the horrifying old fossil just dropped dead—the female grad students would probably have a parade out of pure relief.

	Wagner was still staring.

	“We were going to talk about grading expectations,” Theo said.

	“Well,” Dr. Wagner said, his jaw working soundlessly for a moment. “I don’t know if that’s really necessary.”

	Tell him you’ve got an eighteen-year-old cousin who will do things to his limp little lizard that Shakespeare never dreamed of.

	Theo fought to hold back a smile.

	“It was your idea, sir.”

	Last year, at this time, Theo had been planning his own class. Last year, Theo had worked out an entire semester’s worth of material exploring adaptations and versions of Lear. Last year, he’d gotten some major work done on his thesis, and he’d also had the highest instructor evaluations in the department—for graduate students and professors. He’d turned some of his course materials into an article that was in the second-round review at Shakespeare Quarterly. This year, though, Theo was a teacher’s assistant. He was going to shuffle papers, sit in on discussion groups, make copies, and scratch his balls. He’d be lucky if he didn’t have to carry Dr. Wagner’s briefcase and mop up his drool every time a co-ed bent over.

	“I believe I do have a rubric,” Dr. Wagner said, hoisting himself out of the seat and tottering toward the filing cabinet.

	Stop a crime. Shoot up a bank robber. Get in a car chase. Rescue a kitten from a tree if you’ve got nothing better to do than bother me.

	Gotta leave the kittens up there or the FD won’t have anything to do.

	Theo smiled in spite of himself.

	“Here it is,” Dr. Wagner said, holding a yellowed sheet of paper between two fingers. He waved it around and then blew dust off it. “Yes, I remember this. ’59 was an excellent year for rubrics.”

	Kill me.

	Not until you buy me that burger you owe me.

	Mother. Fucker. You are one miserable son of a bitch. I was joking. It wasn’t a real bet.

	A bet’s a bet.

	“You can take a look at it for yourself, but I think you’ll find it’s perfectly up to snuff. I don’t understand why there’s all this rush to innovate these days. I really don’t. Edwin Markle developed the six-point rubric in 1959, and it’s just as good in 2009.”

	“Or 2014,” Theo said.

	“I’m very well aware of what year it is, Mr. Stratford. I was waxing poetic.”

	That wasn’t all he was waxing.

	Ok, I kind of cheated, Cart texted. I already knew you were ticklish.

	Bastard.

	Can’t help it. You’re just too cute when you laugh.

	That one sentence was evidence of how very far things had shifted between them.

	“Mr. Stratford, there is something that I think we need to discuss.”

	“Yes?”

	“I understand that in the past you were found to be having inappropriate relationships with students.”

	Theo tried as hard as he could to keep his face smooth. His first year as a graduate student at Wroxall, the evening of the department’s welcoming social, he had watched Dr. Wagner pursue Grace round and round the cheese table. Finally Grace had retreated to the bathroom. Dr. Wagner had followed. Theo had pushed open the door, rapping loudly, asking if anyone was in there. Dr. Wagner had stumbled out, his cheeks almost as red as his nose, smelling like he’d been swimming in a distillery. He’d mumbled something about getting turned around. Grace had been holding a can of pepper gel, so she would have been fine, but Theo hadn’t forgotten.

	Now, looking at those cloudy eyes, the glint in them, he realized Dr. Wagner hadn’t forgotten either.

	“No,” Theo said.

	“Excuse me?”

	“I said no. That’s not true. I had a relationship with an undergraduate student who had been my student previously. There was never any suggestion that the relationship had taken place while we were teacher and student.” Theo struggled for a smile. “And relationship is really too strong of a word. We tried something, and it didn’t work.”

	Wagner huffed. “Well, that’s certainly not how I heard it.”

	“You’re hearing it right now. From me.”

	“Yes. Well.”

	“And I’m sure you understand how appearances can be misleading.”

	Wagner huffed some more. “I certainly hope there won’t be any further misunderstandings, Mr. Stratford. No more misleading appearances. As instructors, we have a sacred trust to shape young minds. We are responsible for their wellbeing. I hope I make myself perfectly clear when I say that nothing less will be tolerated.”

	Gin, Theo thought. He couldn’t be sure, because all he was getting was the reek of alcohol, but Theo would have put money on gin being the drink of choice.

	“Of course,” Theo said.

	“I think that will be all, then.”

	Dismissed, Theo limped out of the office, collecting his cane as he went. His knee was much better, and he had been consistent with his exercises even after physical therapy ended. He carried the cane, though, because his knee stiffened after he sat too long, and it still gave out at the weirdest times. And, if he were honest, because he found the cane comforting. You could really mess somebody up with a cane if you needed to.

	He was unlocking the door to the office he shared with Grace and Dawson, a cubbyhole of a room at the far end of Liversedge Hall, when his phone buzzed again. He fanned the door back and forth to clear the toxic musk of weed (Dawson) and chai (Grace) from the closed-up room. Another message from Cart.

	Have you talked to him?

	Just got out of the old fuck’s office.

	Theo was just settling in at his desk, cane propped against the window, when the phone buzzed again.

	You know that’s not what I meant.

	Theo looked at the message for almost a full minute. Then he closed the phone, put it in his pocket, and started up the ancient desktop computer. It was none of Cart’s fucking business if Theo had talked to Auggie yet.
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	Auggie ran into Orlando, literally, on his second day in the Sigma Sigma house. Auggie was naked except for a towel around his waist, and he was rushing because he’d overslept and they were having a house meeting in half an hour. He yanked open his door, charged into the hallway, and crashed straight into his roommate from freshman year. They both went down in a tumble.

	“Oh my God,” Orlando said, “I’m so sorry—Augs?”

	Auggie grabbed the towel, which had ripped free in the fall, and covered himself awkwardly as he stood. Orlando picked himself up too. He’d been carrying a box, and now it lay on its side, spilling sneakers and tie-dyed jockstraps across the carpet squares. Auggie forced his eyes up, away from the jocks, to meet Orlando’s eyes.

	His former roommate hadn’t changed much: the same thick eyebrows, the same heavy scruff, the same strong jaw. He looked both thinner than Auggie remembered and like he’d packed on even more muscle. It seemed impossible but made sense in a way—Orlando was a star on Wroxall’s wrestling team, and he’d doubtless worked hard over the last six months to recover from the terrible stab wound he’d taken in the winter. He was staring at Auggie, and Auggie had to fight the urge to cover his bare chest.

	“Hey Augs,” Orlando said. “Umm. Hi. Hello.” 

	“No. Absolutely not. Whatever this is, go away.”

	“This is crazy, right?”

	“Yep. Crazy. Totally batshit. Bye, Orlando.”

	Then the door next to Auggie’s opened, and Ethan Kovara, a junior and one of the few other Cali boys in the frat, poked his head out. “Hey, Auggie. You met my new roommate? Orlando, this is Auggie. Auggie, Orlando.”

	Orlando smiled uncertainly. “How have you been?”

	“You guys know each other?” Ethan asked.

	“Could you give us a minute?” Orlando said.

	“Yeah, man. Oh, dude, raunchy,” he said, laughing as he looked at the jocks, and then he shut the door.

	Orlando stooped down, gathering up the jocks and sneakers. Auggie grimaced and struggled with a growl and then squatted—which was weird as hell in a towel—and helped. It had been his fault, after all. 

	“I, uh,” Orlando said, “didn’t know you were going to live here. You said you thought you were going to get a place with Tyler and Chris.”

	“That didn’t work out.”

	“I wasn’t trying to, you know . . .”

	“Stalk me?”

	A huge grin broke out on Orlando’s face. “Something like that.”

	For some reason, Auggie found himself smiling too. “God, I’m an asshole. I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect—I mean, it’s good to see you, but things just ended kind of weird.”

	“Yeah, I didn’t like how they ended. I’m really sorry, Augs. About all of it. I—I’m on a new med, and I’m seeing a therapist, so, you know, you don’t have to worry.”

	“I wasn’t worried.” Orlando’s smile got a little bigger, and Auggie heard himself adding, “I could have handled things better too.”

	“Nah, man. It was all me. Sorry again.”

	They were still hunkered down, and Auggie was still in a towel, and Orlando’s dark eyes were staying painfully fixed on Auggie’s face like he was fighting the desire to look. 

	“Are you ok? I mean, the recovery and stuff.”

	As they both stood, Orlando tugged up his tee to expose dense muscle covered by dark hair. Low on his stomach, a shiny scar ran for four inches; it still looked inflamed

	“Shit,” Auggie said.

	“I might be out this season. The doctors really don’t want me wrestling; they already think I might have to have another surgery, and they’re worried I’ll do more damage.”

	“I’m so sorry.”

	“It’s ok. If I creep you out again, just don’t punch me in the stomach.”

	“Orlando, you didn’t creep me out. It just . . . it just didn’t work.”

	“Yeah,” Orlando said, “well, you’re a nice guy for saying that.”

	Down the hall, somebody was blasting Korn, and two guys stumbled out into the hall headbanging and screaming.

	Over the blare of music, Auggie said, “I guess we’re neighbors.”

	“I’m not going to bother you, Augs.”

	“That’s not what I meant.”

	Orlando’s dark eyes fell, and he fiddled with the flaps of the cardboard box. “Ok, well, I gotta finish bringing up my stuff.”

	“By yourself?”

	“Yeah, I mean, sophomore year. Last year, my parents, my brothers and sisters, they all pitched in. This year, I guess I’m an adult and I’m supposed to handle things myself. You know how it is.”

	“Yeah,” Auggie said, but he was thinking of Fer driving halfway across the country with him. “Let me put on some clothes and I’ll help you.”

	“No way.”

	“Yeah, it’ll just take me a minute.”

	“Augs, that’s weird. You don’t have to be nice to your psycho ex-roommate.”

	“I’m not being nice. I mean, I guess I am. But you’re not psycho. And you’re not just my ex-roommate. I thought we were friends.”

	Orlando played with the cardboard flaps. When he looked up, his eyes were dark and heavy. “God, you want me so bad, don’t you?”

	Auggie stared at him.

	A tiny grin played at the corner of Orlando’s mouth.

	“You are such a dick,” Auggie said.

	Orlando burst out laughing.

	“Let me change. Oh, hold on. Do you want to do something fun? Like a move-in video? We could do like . . . well, let’s see if Ethan wants to be in it. We could have him move your stuff every time we bring up more boxes. Or something like that.”

	“And I have to pretend to be mad,” Orlando said.

	“You’re shit at being mad. Maybe you should just pretend to be dumb.”

	“Hey!”

	Auggie grinned.

	“Go change,” Orlando said, “before I forget how generous I’m being by providing you with free content.”

	Over his shoulder, Auggie flipped him the bird as he went back into his room. He changed and went next door. As soon as Ethan heard their plan, he wanted in on it. He was good looking, too, which helped—dark brown skin, huge eyes, a nervous smile that Auggie’s audience would eat up. Not as good looking as Orlando, and that was a good thing too. You had to balance that kind of thing, or it started looking like a Gap commercial.

	They were on their third trip up, both of them with arms full of boxes, when a familiar voice called out, “Little bro, you’re missing the house meeting.”

	Dylan was leaning against one wall, blond curls spilling over his forehead, an unreadable smirk on his mouth as he watched Auggie. He was in a blue paisley tank top that showed blond stubble on his chest. He had massive legs.

	“Hey,” Auggie said, smiling—too big of a smile, he realized. Then he stumbled, and he would have fallen except Dylan caught his arm and steadied the tower of boxes. Dylan’s grip was solid. He still had that smirk that Auggie couldn’t decipher.

	“Careful,” Dylan said.

	Sweat beaded on Auggie’s nape.

	“Augs,” Orlando said from the stairs.

	“Yeah,” Auggie said. “Coming.”

	“You’re a fucking killer,” Dylan said, squeezing Auggie’s bicep. “Please God tell me you’re trying out for lacrosse.”

	“Augs,” Orlando said again.

	“Don’t fuck my life,” Dylan said with a grin. “Come to tryouts.”

	“Yeah,” Auggie said, holding back an answering smile. “Maybe.”

	“Who’s that douche?” Orlando said when they were passing the second-floor landing.

	“He’s actually pretty cool. His name’s Dylan.”

	Orlando shook his head.

	“What?”

	“I just forgot that sometimes you’re kind of dumb.”
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	Theo lived in a small brick house on the western edge of Wahredua. It was barely inside the city limits, in what his husband had called the boonies—small houses on big lots, where neighbors minded their own business. Ian had needed to live in the city because he was with the Wahredua police, but in some ways, he was even more of a country boy than Theo, and he’d wanted his space. This house, which needed the tuckpointing done, which needed a new chimney, which needed a lot of patches or, better, a completely new roof, and which cooked like an oven from April to November, had been the compromise. 

	Saturday afternoon, Theo picked up after himself. He took the dirty clothes to the basement and started the laundry. He swept and mopped the living room and kitchen. He ran the dishwasher. He fiddled with the window unit; he had long suspected that machines only responded to bullies, and so he hammered on the A/C until he thought it was chugging slightly cooler air into the baking heat of the house. He cleaned the bathroom—not that Cart noticed things like that—and then he showered and put on a linen shirt and a pair of what Cart had taken to calling his booty shorts. They were just khaki shorts that came to mid-thigh, but Cart really got a kick out of calling them that. He ran a comb through the bro flow of strawberry-blond hair, wondering if he needed to get it cut, and he was considering his beard, patting it, trying to determine if it was really as fluffy as it looked—and, if so, how to fix that in the next thirty seconds.

	Cart’s footsteps moved outside the bathroom, and liquid heat ran through Theo.

	“Hey,” Theo said as he went into the kitchen.

	Cart was opening a Big Wave, and he glanced over his shoulder. The bottlecap clinked into the sink, and then he took another longer, look back at Theo. He was skinny in the wiry, country-boy way that Ian had been skinny, the hair on his head perpetually buzzed at zero, a little bit jug-eared, a little goofy when he got those huge, shit-kicker grins on his face. He’d changed out of his uniform, and he was in mesh shorts and a Cardinals t-shirt. He licked his lips and wiggled his eyebrows.

	“Perv,” Theo said.

	“You just get me all hot and bothered.”

	Theo crossed the kitchen and pretended not to notice Cart’s moment of hesitation when Theo leaned in to kiss him. Then they were kissing, one of Cart’s hands at the small of Theo’s back, his fingers cold and wet from the beer and pressing hard through the linen.

	In spite of Theo’s best efforts to keep things between them at the level of friendship, their relationship had accelerated quickly over the summer. Cart had wanted things to move forward. Theo had, ultimately, allowed things to move forward. He thought about that sometimes when he was up at night, about why he’d let this happen. He thought about the fact that Auggie had stopped answering his texts after Theo told him that he and Cart had begun seeing each other romantically—he refused to call it dating yet. But during the day, it seemed to make sense. Right now, with Cart’s firm touch juxtaposed to gentle, questioning kisses, it made sense.

	“You look good,” Cart said quietly when Theo pulled back from the kiss.

	“So do you.”

	“Nah, I look like white trash. You smell good, too.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Let me see how you taste,” Cart whispered, and then he kissed him again. He always said those things quietly. He set the beer bottle down, the glass clunking on the counter, and then he had both hands on Theo’s hips, rutting up against him.

	“I haven’t started the coals,” Theo said when the kiss broke.

	Cart was biting his lip as he shook his head. He undid the button on Theo’s waistband. “Lose the booty shorts.” 

	Theo forced them down and kicked his way free. He hadn’t bothered with underwear—he knew Cart’s routine pretty well by now—but he still gasped when Cart took him in hand. He had workman’s calluses, and he had strong fingers. Theo moaned when Cart slid a hand under the linen shirt and twisted a nipple hard.

	“Fuck yeah,” Cart whispered. “Fuck yeah.”

	He manhandled Theo to the couch in the living room, hopping the last few steps so that his shorts and underwear fell around his ankles, and then they made out on the couch, trading hand jobs until Theo got on his knees to give head. Cart didn’t last long after that—he never did, he just gasped and muttered, the words growing louder and more forceful as he lost control, those strong fingers clutching Theo’s long hair. Then Cart screamed, “Fuck, fuck, fuck” and came, and Theo finished himself off with his hand.

	Cart helped him up onto the couch, pulling Theo onto his lap, those callused hands tracing Theo’s hip, his belly, his thigh. He kissed Theo’s temple.

	“God, I’m so fucking crazy for you.”

	Theo just looked up at him and ran his fingers over the buzzed hair. He had learned with Cart not to lean in for a kiss until he’d brushed his teeth.

	“You don’t have any idea what you do to me,” Cart was saying, the words rumbling in his chest, vibrating into Theo. “I wish I weren’t such an ignorant fucking redneck so I could tell you how you make me feel.” One of his hands cupped Theo’s dick and balls, and Cart made a noise in his throat.

	“How about a practice run?” Theo said.

	“Yeah?”

	“I think so. You won’t get better if you don’t try.”

	“You know how when you’re fishing—”

	Theo couldn’t help himself; he burst out laughing, burying his face in Cart’s bony shoulder.

	“Well, fuck you, then,” Cart shouted, slapping Theo’s ass a few times.

	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, God, my poor ass, ok. I’m sorry. Tell me how my blowjobs are like fishing.”

	“Not your blowjobs, you hoosier fuck-for-brains.”

	Theo rolled his eyes. “You’re losing me.”

	With a huge sigh, Cart settled himself, his hand stroking lightly over where he’d spanked Theo. “You know how when you’re fishing, like early, you go out on the water and it’s just barely light, the sun not even up yet, and everything’s quiet, and you think, ‘Yeah, this is it, I could do this for just about forever.’”

	“I couldn’t,” Theo said. “I don’t know what it is about skinny country boys, but you’re killing my jaw.”

	Cart tried to push him off his lap.

	“I’m kidding,” Theo said, laughing as he fended off Cart. “I’m kidding.”

	“You’re a rude, uneducated, uncivilized—”

	Theo put his hand over Cart’s mouth until Cart settled down. Cart’s dark eyes stared at him.

	“That was really sweet,” Theo said.

	Cart mumbled something behind Theo’s hand.

	“Yep,” Theo said. “It really was. You don’t need any practice. That was perfect. Tell me things like that, and we’re going to do just fine.”

	Cart mumbled something else.

	Theo kissed the side of his neck, then where his neck joined his shoulder, pulling the Cardinals tee aside so he could kiss lower.

	“Am I supposed to be feeling this much?” Cart whispered after pulling Theo’s hand away. “It’s so much sometimes I get scared.”

	“You feel what you feel,” Theo said. “It doesn’t have to be anything but what it is. And you don’t have to be scared of it.”

	“I am, though,” Cart said, and then he kissed Theo’s temple again.

	“Let me brush my teeth,” Theo said. “And we’ll get dinner going.”

	In the shorts gathered around Cart’s ankles, his phone buzzed. Theo fished it out for him and passed it over.

	“Yeah?” Cart answered. “For fuck’s sake. Are you fucking kidding me?” He listened for a moment. “I’m at the grocery store, dumbass. I’ll be there in five minutes.” When Cart disconnected, he gently nudged Theo off his lap, and then he stood and pulled up his underwear and shorts. “Work,” he said as he adjusted himself. “Another goddamn demonstration.”

	“They’ve got a right to be upset,” Theo said. “I’ve been to a few of them myself. We should all be upset.”

	“I’m not saying they shouldn’t be upset,” Cart said a little too loudly. “But could they fucking do it when I’m not having a night off?”

	“At the grocery store,” Theo said.

	Cart wiped his face, staring at his feet.

	“I shouldn’t have said that,” Theo said. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to pick a fight.”

	“Well,” Cart said, heading for the door, “you still said it.”
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	On Sunday, Auggie had just finished editing another video when the knock came at his door. In the video, he, Orlando, and Ethan competed to do the best version of the dancing-in-underwear scene from Risky Business. Auggie had to give himself credit—he was a way better dancer than the other two, and, of course, that was the whole reason he’d wanted to do the scene. But Orlando stole the show anyway. He was just too hot in nothing but briefs and white socks. At the end of the video, the camera panned to show three bored girls sitting on a sofa. They got up to leave, totally unimpressed, while the boys were still arguing about who had won. Auggie posted the video, rolled off the bed, and answered the door.

	Orlando was standing there, his eyes red, a hangdog expression on his face.

	“I just posted it—” Auggie began. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

	“Can we come in?”

	“Um, sure. Ethan—”

	“No, not Ethan. Billie, come on.”

	A girl sauntered into view. She was clearly Orlando’s sister—the same dark, curly hair, the same strong jaw—and Auggie imagined that only ferocious waxings kept her unibrow-free. She moved with a casual grace, shaking out her hair, turning her head to wink at someone down the hall. A moment later, Ethan came into sight, practically drooling. The button on her white polo was undone, and she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her shorts left about a mile of tan thigh exposed. Auggie wondered if there was anyone normal in Orlando Reese’s whole clan.

	Moving to one side, he waved for them to step into his room, and then when Orlando looked at him, he shut the door.

	“No roommate?” Billie asked, flopping onto the unmade bed. “Lucky duck.”

	“This is my sister Billie,” Orlando said. “She doesn’t want me to do this, ok? So just ignore her.”

	“What’s going on? I just saw you a couple of hours ago for the video, and you seemed fine. You—have you been crying?”

	“I guess so,” Orlando said, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes.

	“He’s overreacting,” Billie said. She worked a scrunchy off her wrist and put her long curls into a ponytail while she talked. “He’s always been a crybaby. That’s because he’s spoiled.”

	“Sit down,” Auggie said, guiding Orlando to one of the desk chairs. Orlando dropped into it heavily, still covering his eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?”

	“It’s Cal,” Orlando said, and then he started to cry.

	“Oh Lord,” Billie said, rolling her eyes while she adjusted the scrunchy. “I have not missed this, I can tell you that much.”

	“Who’s Cal?”

	“Our brother.”

	“He’s missing,” Orlando said, his voice rising with anger. “And nobody told me!”

	“We don’t know that he’s missing,” Billie said. “You need some posters and stuff. Oh, you know what you should get? You should get a hookah. That’s such a frat boy thing to have.”

	“I don’t understand,” Auggie said. “Your brother is missing?”

	“Yes,” Orlando said, wiping his eyes. 

	“No,” Billie said.

	“And they’ve been lying about it for almost a week.”

	“Orlando, you are such a baby about things. We weren’t lying to you. We just didn’t tell you. Honestly, it’s because we didn’t want to deal with this. You’re a total drama queen, and it’s exhausting.”

	“He’s really upset,” Auggie said. “Maybe you should go easy on him.”

	“Go easy?” Billie tugged on the polo, studying her boobs. “Everybody goes easy on him. He’s the youngest. That’s the whole problem.”

	Orlando sniffled, and Auggie found a tissue in his backpack and passed it over. After blowing his nose and wadding up the tissue in one hand, Orlando said, “Augs, I want you to find Cal.”

	“Oh my God,” Billie said.

	“I know you can do it, Augs. I know you can.”

	“Orlando told us about you solving that murder last year.” Billie shrugged like she could have done it herself if she hadn’t been busy with something else. “But it’s not like this is your job or anything. I think it’s silly to ask someone like you. No offense.”

	“I thought he wasn’t missing,” Auggie said. “Why do you care if I look?”

	“Well, he’s not missing missing. He’s just not, you know, where anyone can find him.” She must have recognized some of what Auggie was thinking in his expression because she blushed slightly and said, “I mean, it’s not like we need the police or anything. Cal’s probably on a bender again. He’ll come back and clean up. That’s all.”

	“On a bender?”

	“Oh my God, you’re almost as bad as Orlando.”

	“We’ll pay you,” Orlando said, snuffling into the back of his hand. “Two thousand dollars.”

	“Jeez,” Billie said. She threw him a dirty look. “Mom and Dad are going to shit bricks, Orlando.”

	“Butt out,” Orlando said. “Just go away, Billie.”

	“He’s probably having his period,” Billie said with a smile for Auggie.

	“Get out!”

	Stretching as she rose, Billie said, “This is a waste of your time, Auggie. Cal will come back; he always does.” She tugged on the polo one more time, considering her boobs, and then she flashed a Miss America smile and headed out the door. 

	Auggie heard Ethan and Orlando’s door open, and then Ethan saying, like it was a magical coincidence, “Oh hey, you must be Orlando’s sister.”

	Orlando groaned and covered his eyes again.

	“My brother Fer would call Ethan a dripping dick with legs or something like that,” Auggie said.

	Orlando gave a wet laugh. “I’m sorry, Augs. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

	“You didn’t bother me.” Auggie dragged out the other desk chair and sat. “Why are you so worried, but she’s not?”

	“Because she’s a bitch.”

	Auggie leaned back.

	Wiping his face, Orlando said, “Ok, she’s right. Cal goes on benders. He’s got . . . he’s got problems. But he’s never been gone like this before. I mean, a day, tops. And we could find him because he was always somewhere in town—one of the bars he likes, with one of his dumb friends, that kind of thing.”

	“Your family lives in Wahredua?”

	“Just outside the city limits, so it’s technically just Dore County.”

	“So you grew up here?”

	“Oh yeah. Wahredua High.”

	“Why didn’t I know that?”

	“Well, we didn’t really talk about that kind of stuff last year.”

	And Auggie was surprised to realize that Orlando was right: they hadn’t talked about that kind of stuff.

	“You really think this is different?” Auggie said. “Serious, I mean?”

	Orlando nodded. He was still trying to dry his cheeks.

	“Don’t you think you should go to the cops?”

	Blowing out a breath, Orlando nodded again. But he said, “Augs, it’s not just, you know, alcohol.”

	“Oh.”

	“So if they pick him up, I mean, he’d probably get charged with possession at the minimum. And he’s got a business. And my parents would honestly shit bricks, like, a whole stack of them. All they care about is what people think, and this would be awful.”

	“We should still go to the police.”

	“Augs, please. I will do whatever you want. I will—I will find a way to get you more money if that’s what it is. I’ll be your wingman. I’ll get you the hottest ass in town. I will do your homework for the rest of college.”

	Auggie let a little grin break out. “I saw your Intro to World Literature paper last year, Orlando. ‘The symbolism of black is death.’ Four pages like that.”

	A blush crept up behind the dark stubble, but after a moment, Orlando smiled. “Ok, smartass. Not all of us were getting private tutoring and boning sessions from the professor.”

	“I wish that’s what I’d been getting,” Auggie said, and then both of them burst out laughing.

	“Please, Augs,” Orlando said when the laughter faded. “Please.”

	“Promise you won’t go anywhere near my homework.”

	“Promise.”

	“Promise you will not try to be my wingman.”

	“Swear to God.”

	“Promise you will never, ever, ever try to get me the hottest ass in town, which sounds a little rapey.”

	Orlando rolled his eyes and put his hand over his heart. “Never, ever, ever.”

	“If things get weird, we’re calling the police. Ok?”

	“Of course. I trust you, Augs. I know you’ll do the right thing. And my parents really will pay you.”

	The two thousand dollars would be a huge help; Fer liked to rub Auggie’s face in the fact that he was paying for his education, but the reality was that Fer was stretched pretty thin financially, even if he wouldn’t admit it. And although Auggie kept hoping for a marketing or advertising deal that would help him break out as an influencer, his agent told him that many big companies were still shy of alternative lifestyles—queers, in other words—no matter how many followers they had.

	And then Auggie realized that this might be the perfect opportunity to deal with the other man in his life who perpetually made things more difficult for him.

	“You’re not going to like this next part,” Auggie said.

	It took a moment; then Orlando’s eyes widened. “Augs, no.”

	“I didn’t solve that murder alone.”

	“Not him. Please.”

	“I’m going to at least ask him. If Theo doesn’t want to help me, I won’t bother him again.”

	But Auggie didn’t think that would happen. Theo Stratford had an annoying—and occasionally breathtaking—protective streak. Auggie was smiling as he pulled on his sneakers.
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	After his morning visit to Downing to see Lana, Theo sat on the relatively new couch in his relatively new living room, ignoring his phone. The window A/C was making a pathetic yowling sound, like a cat was caught in the fan, and the house was hotter than hell. Theo had stripped down to a pair of jersey shorts, and he was still sweating.

	He had planned on replacing the air conditioner before another Midwestern summer, but all of his savings—and then some—had gone to restoring the house. Much of the home’s interior had been destroyed earlier that year by desperate people looking for something they thought Theo had; after the chaos had ended, Cart had helped Theo repair the damage. Or, better said, Cart had fixed everything, and Theo had specialized in carrying things and opening beers. Since then, Theo had been slowly buying furniture at thrift stores and from garage sales, whenever his grad student budget allowed.

	His phone buzzed again; Theo refused to look at it.

	The night before, Cart hadn’t answered any of Theo’s texts. Theo had simply been checking in—was Cart safe, had the demonstration been peaceful, things like that. It was one o’clock in the morning when Theo had finally put the phone under his pillow, and it was almost two by the time he fell asleep. If Cart wanted to talk today, well, he could wait until Theo was ready to talk.

	A part of Theo thought about the Bluetooth speaker with its removable panel, the picture frame with the gap between the glass and the backing, the light fixture that was loose in the ceiling. Lots of hiding places Cart never thought to look. Lots of opportunities to feel better for a little while.

	Theo flipped through the Riverside Shakespeare he’d borrowed from the library, examining the prefatory material for their edition of Romeo and Juliet. Dr. Wagner’s class was one of the literary themes lectures that the department offered—every year, different themes. Dr. Wagner, big surprise, had chosen Adolescence and Erotic Love as the theme for his course. They were using anchor texts and then shorter companion pieces; Romeo and Juliet was the first anchor text, and even though Theo doubted he’d be in charge of anything besides turning on the projector, he wanted to be prepared. Besides, he was still considering a chapter on Romeo and Juliet in his thesis, and he wanted to read the play once more before he made that decision.

	He was just finishing the scholarly introduction to the work when someone knocked on the door. It was Cart; he knew it. The dumb hoosier had come over to apologize and get a blow job—probably not in that order. Rolling off the couch, Theo dropped the Riverside Shakespeare on the coffee table and padded toward the door. In the heat and humidity, his feet made sticking noises on the floorboards.

	“Listen,” Theo said as he pulled the door open, “if you can’t be bothered to answer one fucking text when I’m worried about—Auggie?”

	“Um, hi.”

	Auggie looked good. Auggie looked fantastic. His dark hair was still in the same short crew cut, and his soft brown eyes were exactly the way Theo remembered them. The combination of tank top, shorts, and sneakers left very little of Auggie covered. Very, very little. Auggie was still lean and toned, although his shoulders looked a little broader, and he had a scattering of chest hair that hadn’t been there a few months before. Even his legs looked more muscular.

	Then Theo remembered he wasn’t wearing a shirt, and he slammed the door. He stared at the door for a minute, not quite believing what had just happened. Then he stumbled over to the sofa and wriggled into the washed-out Lambert’s Cafe t-shirt. He turned toward the door. No. He turned toward the bathroom. His knee had stiffened up, but he hobbled as fast as he could. He pushed his hair behind his ears. He patted down his beard. Why the hell did it have to be so poofy? Then he hobbled back to the door.

	When he pulled it open, he said, “I’m going to try that again.”

	“Try what again?” Auggie said, his eyes wide and innocent.

	“Hi, Auggie. I didn’t expect—I didn’t know—Jesus Christ, is that Orlando?”

	“Yeah, he’s hiding over there because he thinks you’re still mad at him. I told him you weren’t. You aren’t, are you?”

	Orlando peered around the corner of the house and gave a tiny wave.

	Theo decided not to answer that. “Auggie, it’s nice to see you, but this isn’t a good time.”

	“Because you’re having sex?”

	Theo choked on something—he wasn’t sure what, maybe just spit. “No, I’m not—”

	“Because you’re all sweaty, and your nipples look kind of bruised.”

	“Just a second,” Theo said and shut the door again. He leaned his head against it. And then he pounded his head against the wood several times. Cart and his fucking needle-nose-plier fingers.

	“Theo?” Auggie called from the other side of the door. “Are you all right?”

	“Yep. Just give me two more seconds to cut my throat and you can come in.”

	The handle turned, and then the door popped open an inch.

	“Theo?”

	“Let’s do this another day. I want to see you, Auggie, but maybe now isn’t—”

	Auggie pushed, and Theo allowed himself to be forced back, and then Auggie was standing inside his house, young and beautiful and smiling.

	“Can I give you a hug?” Auggie asked.

	“Yes. Yeah.”

	“Cart won’t be mad?”

	Dragging Auggie into a hug, Theo said, “Who the fuck cares if he gets mad?”

	He’d forgotten this, how Auggie felt in his arms, the smell of his hair, the sound of his breathing. Not forgotten. Blocked away.

	Tightening his arms, he said, “Why the fuck did you stop answering my texts?”

	“Ow, ow, ow, ok, God, you’re going to puncture a lung.” Auggie stumbled free, grinning, a blush darkening his light brown skin. “Because I’m a stupid kid and I got mad at you. Because I was super jealous of Cart. And because I’m petty as fuck.”

	Theo crossed his arms.

	“I, uh, I know I laid a lot on you at the end of last semester.” Auggie copied Theo’s pose, folding his arms. “I just want you to know, I realize that was really immature, and I’ve done some growing up, a lot actually, over the summer. If you could, you know, forget that stuff?”

	Forget it, Theo thought. Forget being told that Auggie loved him, that Auggie wanted to be with him. He nodded mechanically.

	“Forgiven?” Auggie said.

	Theo managed, “I’ll think about it.”

	“You got a new couch.”

	“Semi-new. A widow died in it.”

	“She died on it?”

	“No, Auggie, she died in it. Don’t ask me what it means, but they were very specific when I bought it.”

	Auggie’s grin got bigger. “Do you have any Doritos?”

	“I don’t keep them stocked just on the off chance you might decide to start talking to me—don’t go back there!”

	Auggie ignored him and headed for the kitchen. Over his shoulder, he said, “See if you can convince Orlando that you’re not going to skin him alive and eat him.”

	Theo limped out onto the porch again and stood at the rail, stretching his knee. “Orlando, get your ass over here.”

	Orlando emerged from around the side of the house. He gave another wave. The dumb fuck had packed on more muscle, but he still looked thin from the injury he’d taken earlier that year.

	“Why are you hanging around Auggie?”

	“I’m not. I swear! I just—he’ll tell you. And we’re neighbors.”

	“Neighbors?”

	“I didn’t know. I swear! It was just chance.”

	Theo stared at him.

	“Oh my God,” Orlando muttered. Then, louder, “I swear to God!”

	“Orlando, you don’t strike me as the smartest guy in the room, so I want something to be really clear. I need you to understand that I will literally—this is not exaggeration, this is not hyperbole—I will literally murder you if you hurt him again. Do you understand me?”

	Orlando swallowed and whispered, “Yeah.”

	“Good. Come inside. I’ve got to save my kitchen before Auggie starts ripping out the drywall to find those chips.”

	Auggie had already gotten the bag of Cool Ranch Doritos that Theo had purchased on Thursday. He was stretched out on the couch, his bare feet resting on the Riverside Shakespeare, his sneakers fallen on their sides on the floor next to him.

	“God damn it,” Theo said.

	“Theo,” Auggie said, pausing to crunch a Dorito extra loudly. “Orlando needs help finding his brother.”

	“No. No way.”

	“I promised to help him.”

	“You will not. I will call Fer, and I will put you on a plane back to California before you get into another mess like last year. Hell, I’ll put you in a straitjacket if it comes to that.”

	“Fine,” Auggie said, a little pout manifesting before he snapped his teeth shut on another chip. “I guess Orlando and I will just find him ourselves.”

	“God damn it,” Theo said again because he knew that somehow, he’d already lost the argument.
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	“This is your car?” Theo said when he saw the Civic. “This?”

	“It’s a car. What’s the problem?”

	“But it’s your car?”

	“Yes.”

	“Yours?”

	“Oh my God. Orlando, you’re sitting in the front seat. I already can’t handle this.”

	Auggie wasn’t sure, but he thought Theo was smiling as he slipped into the back seat. It was hard not to keep checking the rearview mirror. Hard not to keep stealing looks. Theo looked better than ever. The hollowness in his face, the dark circles around his eyes, even most of the limp—they’d all vanished, as though the summer had been a magic cure. Or Cart, a treacherous part of Auggie’s brain suggested. Maybe being with Cart had made everything better. Theo was staring out the window, pushing the flow of strawberry blond hair behind his ears. His beard had copper in it where the sun struck just right.

	“Umm,” Orlando said.

	Auggie jerked the wheel to keep from hitting a mailbox.

	In the back seat, Theo made an amused noise, and Auggie resolutely refused to look in the mirror.

	“I didn’t know your family lived in Wahredua,” Theo said.

	“Just outside the city limits,” Orlando said.

	“Wahredua High?”

	“Yup.”

	“I knew,” Auggie said.

	“You found out, like, an hour ago,” Orlando said.

	“But I still knew before Theo.”

	Orlando looked over his shoulder, obviously trading glances with Theo, so Auggie gave him a dead leg, driving his knuckle into Orlando’s thigh.

	“Jesus fucking Christ,” Orlando shouted.

	“No more talking until we get to Cal’s apartment,” Auggie ordered.

	“Thank God I got the back seat,” Theo murmured.

	“What was that?” 

	In the rearview mirror, Auggie caught Theo’s too innocent smile.

	Orlando rubbed his leg the rest of the drive.

	The apartment building that Orlando directed them to was situated on the northeast side of town. Although there were some signs of revitalization—hipster cafes, a bike repair shop, a narrow brick house called, creatively, the Redbrick Bed and Breakfast—much of this area looked older and run down. Frame buildings were desperately in need of paint and, in some cases, structural support. Cinderblock strip malls displayed cracked foundations and empty storefronts.

	“I’ve never been over here,” Auggie said as he parked.

	“Really?” Orlando said. “The Pretty Pretty’s a couple of blocks that way.”

	“What’s the Pretty Pretty?”

	“The only gay club in town. You haven’t been? Oh my God, we’ve got to go sometime.”

	Theo didn’t do anything. He didn’t even move. But suddenly Orlando’s face was red, and he said, “Um, you know, um, um.”

	“Oh my God,” Auggie said.

	Orlando was still stammering.

	“Did you threaten him?” Auggie said to the rearview mirror.

	Theo just rolled his eyes.

	“I can go to a gay club if I want,” Auggie said.

	“Be my guest,” Theo said. “You’ll get eaten alive, and not in a sexual way. Well, not exclusively in a sexual way.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Go to the Pretty Pretty and find out.”

	“Maybe I will.”

	Theo rolled his eyes again.

	“And I can go with Orlando if I want.”

	Sighing, Theo just unbuckled his seat belt and got out of the Civic.

	The apartment building had clearly been extensively renovated: the brick was clean, almost new looking, but its dark red color matched the other brick buildings in the area; the windows were definitely new, the energy-saving kind that Fer had bitched about putting in the house in California; in the exterior corridors, the stairs and railings had glossy black paint, and the outdoor carpet tiles were a bright, yellow-and-blue check that the sun hadn’t faded yet. 

	“That’s Wayne’s.” Orlando pointed to a blue BMW. Then, gesturing to the empty stall next to it, he said, “That’s Cal’s spot. He drives a yellow Mustang, and I’ll text you the plate number in case it helps.” He led them up the stairs, down one of the exterior corridors, and stopped at the door marked 3F. He knocked once.

	The man who answered had to be related to Orlando. He had the same scruff, although his was so thick that it was almost a beard, the same lantern jaw, the same thick brows. He was bigger than Orlando, taller and wider, and although he had the first hints of a gut pulling at the rugby shirt he was wearing, he still had an athlete’s build. His eyes were red, and his gaze drifted over them until settling on Orlando. Then he turned and shuffled back into the apartment, the door hanging open behind him.

	“He’s not handling this nearly as breezily as Billie,” Auggie said.

	Orlando just shook his head and went inside, and Auggie and Theo followed.

	The apartment clearly belonged to bachelors. The living room furniture consisted of a pleather loveseat and matching pleather recliners, all three pieces arranged to face an enormous television. Auggie could see into the kitchen from where he stood: a Vitamix blender, tubs of protein powder, a frying pan and plates in the sink. The only ornamental items were a poster with the 2012 Mizzou Tigers football roster, a sepia-tone map of St. Louis, and a framed baseball card featuring Mark McGwire, first base, in a USA uniform—Auggie didn’t know baseball well enough to know if the card was valuable, but it looked old, and he guessed it hadn’t been framed for purely sentimental reasons. A short hallway led off the living room; Auggie could glimpse a bedroom through a partially closed door.

	“I thought we were going to Cal’s apartment,” Auggie said.

	“This is Cal’s apartment,” Orlando said. “He and Wayne live together.” Then he said, “Wayne, this is Auggie and Theo. They’re the ones I told you about.”

	Wayne dropped into a recliner. The chair had a built-in cupholder, which was currently occupied by a can of Pabst. Wayne chugged the beer, crumpled the can with one hand, and tossed it. It made a cheery, clinking rattle as it joined the pile of cans next to the chair.

	“Hi, Wayne,” Auggie said.

	Wayne’s gaze finally moved to him, but his eyes were bleary and unfocused, and Auggie couldn’t tell how much Wayne was really seeing.

	“What are we doing here?” Theo asked in a whisper.

	“Trying to find out what Wayne knows,” Auggie whispered back.

	“They’re helping us look for Cal,” Orlando said a little too loudly. “They want to talk to you.”

	“So let them fucking talk to me,” Wayne said. He rubbed his big hands along the recliner’s arms. “Peepee, get me a beer.”

	Orlando’s face turned to fire, and he very obviously tried not to look at Auggie as he headed to the kitchen.

	“You don’t look so good,” Theo said.

	“Right back fucking at you.”

	Theo shot Auggie a look.

	“I think he’s just asking if everything’s ok,” Auggie said. “You seem upset.”

	“Upset?” Wayne said. “No, I’m not upset. I’m pissed off. And I’m drunk. My brother’s been gone for over a week. We’ve got a business to run. Personalized coaching. So I’m going to be doing double the work until Cal decides to show up. My sisters want to pretend nothing is wrong. And my other brother is such a royal fuckup that I can’t ask him for any help.” Orlando had come back with the beer, and when he held it out, Wayne snatched it from his hand and said, “Isn’t that right, Peepee?”

	Orlando stared at his feet.

	“He’s been gone for over a week?” Auggie said. “I thought it hadn’t been quite a week.”

	“Nobody knows, really,” Orlando said.

	“What? How is that possible?”

	“I was out of town,” Wayne said. “When I got back, no Cal.”

	“How long were you gone?”

	“Weekend. Left Friday night, came back Sunday night.”

	“Cal didn’t have any appointments over the weekend?” Theo asked. “Training sessions, practices, nothing like that?”

	“Right before Wroxall starts up, we take a week off. Like a summer vacation for the kids who have been training. Cal was going to stay here and jerk off all weekend.” Waving lazily with the beer, he added, “We go back tomorrow, just like you.”

	“He didn’t have a girlfriend? Someone he might have spent time with, I mean.”

	“Cal and I are building a business. We didn’t have time for stuff like that. Not everybody’s lucky enough to go to school on Mommy and Daddy’s money, nights and weekends free to suck a few cocks. The rest of us, even the girls, we had to go on scholarship. We had to work hard enough to make the right team. We had to work our asses off to get a chance. Not baby Peepee.”

	Orlando’s face, if anything, got redder.

	“What’s that like, Peepee?”

	“Maybe you should wait outside,” Auggie said to Orlando.

	Orlando shook his head.

	“Could I use your bathroom?” Theo asked.

	Wayne waved at the hall, and Theo moved out of sight. A door clicked shut.

	“Pretty sweet life, huh?” Wayne said, and then, faster than Auggie could believe, he slapped Orlando’s stomach. Orlando let out a grunt and stumbled back, both hands pressed over his abdomen. His face was white.

	“What the hell is wrong with you?” Auggie said, putting an arm around Orlando. He could feel Orlando shaking. “He’s still healing.”

	“What a fucking crybaby. This is why you’re going to take a year off? Because your tummy hurts?”

	“He got stabbed, you dumb fuck,” Auggie said.

	“You know why we call him Peepee? I bet he didn’t tell you that story.”

	“Wayne, come on,” Orlando said, but he was still trembling, and he was still holding his stomach.

	“Sit down,” Auggie said.

	Orlando just shook his head.

	“He was, I don’t know, three or four. Mom and Dad were having a dinner party. The Joneses were there, remember?”

	Orlando stared blankly.

	“And he comes out of his room in his pullups, you know, what kids wear so they don’t piss the bed, only he’s got them around his knees, and he’s saying, ‘Look at my peepee, look at my peepee.’”

	Orlando swallowed. His eyes were shining, and he blinked rapidly
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