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EPIGRAPH

Why be a man when you can be a success?

—BERTOLT BRECHT

There are always two deaths, the real one and the one people know about.

—JEAN RHYS, WIDE SARGASSO SEA
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The things we want are only thus because we cannot have them. I myself desire a legacy that reaches beyond my own small life, perhaps even into immortality. When I achieve this—if, not when—it will surely cease to be the core of my longing. I crave and dread to know what I will want then. It will be bigger, yes, and accordingly it will consume me that much more.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journal, spring 1953
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When Cal woke up, the classroom was empty. No professor. No students. His cheek stuck to the desk a little as he jerked his head up. His mouth tasted sour and the world spun, everything skewed and fuzzy.

“He’s in here.”

That was his professor’s voice. Professor Reyes. God, she was horrible. Cal couldn’t stand her. That stupid gap in her teeth. The way she rolled her eyes when she posed a question and no hands went up. Maybe you should ask better questions, lady.

His head pounded, that sour taste in his mouth making his stomach turn. He put his head back down on the desk. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it was better than keeping his eyes open and feeling the light pierce straight through to the back of his skull.

“This is the third time, Roger,” Professor Reyes was saying. “Three times. It’s unacceptable.”

“I understand, Carie. Thanks for coming to me with this.”

“Of course.” Cal could just imagine her rolling those beady eyes of hers. “But next time . . .”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry.” Roger—his dear old dad—managed a wry laugh. “There won’t be a next time.”

The door shut slowly but with a hard snap at the end, as if to say she was leaving them alone but wasn’t happy about it. Cal wasn’t happy about it either. A new feeling knotted up in his gut, almost sharp enough to make him sick. But that might have been from the half case of Yuengling he’d had last night. The one that had made him pass out in class in the first place.

“Does this mean I can go back to Greenport?” Cal lifted his head again, this time smudging a tiny puddle of drool across the desk. “Please tell me I can go back to Greenport.”

“I thought you hated Greenport. Couldn’t wait to leave.” Roger—it was always Roger, never Dad or Pop—hoisted up the girth over his belt before settling down on a desk facing Cal. The chair-and-desk-in-one squeaked in protest from the burden.

“Yeah, well, Greenport does suck. But this place sucks even worse.”

Staring at his father was like looking into a magical mirror that showed Cal’s future if he didn’t lay off the cheap beer and Commons pizza. There was just the sparest tuft of reddish-brown hair on Roger’s head, a few desperate wisps that he combed and gelled into an apology for his freckled bald spot. He had those freckles on his cheeks, too, darkening through his perpetual suntan. He had been handsome once, a fact his mother pointed out constantly until it wasn’t so much affectionate as just really, really sad.

Your father was so handsome, Cal. Such a handsome young man.

Cal frowned, shifting his eyes to the floor. His mother could be so deluded. She still insisted on saying that crap even after the divorce, like maybe wishing could take her back in time. Frankly, Cal thought she was lucky to be rid of him.

“Drunk, Cal. Drunk in class? Three times?” Roger shook his head, making his drooping cheeks go all walrus-y and loose. “Thank God Caroline came to me. You’re getting a reputation, son—a reputation I can’t smooth over and pretty up for much longer.”

“You poor thing.”

“Sit up.”

And Cal did. Sometimes, occasionally, he obeyed that singular tone of voice Roger had. It was the same voice Cal used to hear before getting taken over his father’s knee as a kid.

“You know, some people would call this a cry for help.”

Cal shrugged and worked a kink out of his neck. “Some people are idiots.”

“You are not going back to Greenport.” Roger crossed his arms over his chest, firming up his jowls into a sneer. “You are not going anywhere. You’re going to stay here and get a tutor. You’re going to sober up and stop this . . . this . . . these tantrums.” He adjusted his tie and looked away, to one of the high, streaked windows. “I thought the gay thing was bad enough, but your behavior has only deteriorated since you started at this school.”

“Gee, Roger, thanks.” The gay thing. That sharp sickness in his stomach calmed. Roger was just trying to rile him up, get a reaction, and he wouldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t let that happen. “Did you like take a seminar on being a total dickhead, or does it just come naturally?”

He expected the anger, but he didn’t see the slap coming. It hit and hit hard, and Cal felt his teeth slice open the inside of his cheek.

His father had been handsome once. His father had been an athlete once. His father had probably been human once, too.

Bastard.

“You will get a tutor,” Roger repeated, wringing out his hand. “And you will sober up.”

“And if I don’t?”

His father stood and shimmied his belt again, staring down at Cal with cool, empty eyes. “I don’t like making contingencies, Cal. Tutor. Sober. We won’t be having this conversation a second time.”
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The words on the page blurred. Something behind his right eye felt like it was broken, like part of his eyeball had snapped off, leaving behind a blinding throb that wouldn’t quit. He drummed his fingers on the desk, trying to disguise the tremor in his hand.

Less than four hours after his argument with Roger, here he was doing the tutor thing. The sober thing? Well, there was only so much a guy could tackle at once.

There were words in front of him on the desk and words ringing in his ears, but try as he might, Cal couldn’t make heads or tails of their meaning or how they could possibly be relevant to him and his raging hangover, which hadn’t gotten better even after all the aspirin he’d taken.

“Do you have any beer?”

Blinking, swallowing a yawn, his tutor stared back at him. She was cute, sort of, in the way only a quiet book nerd could be cute. She had tawny skin and shapeless, curly dark hair. Her teal eyes were the most conventionally attractive thing about her.

Those teal eyes were still staring at him. Right. Fallon. That was her name.

“You know drinking more won’t really cure your hangover, right?” Fallon asked, scratching at her cheek with the eraser on her pencil.

“I don’t know and I don’t care.” Cal stretched, then thought better of it. Hunching over the desk seemed to be the only position that didn’t rile his headache. “I just know that I want a beer right now, an ice-cold one, and that I want to know the bare minimum to write this paper on Wide Sargasso Seat.”

“Sea.”

“Whatever. This book is basically fan fiction for another, more famous book. Why are we even tested on this garbage?”

“Definitely don’t put that in the paper,” Fallon muttered, rolling her eyes. But she stood and shuffled over to the mini-fridge next to her bed and crouched, rummaging until she came up with a can of Bud Light. Maybe she wasn’t such a nerd after all. “Here.”

She put the can down harder than she had to on the desk, punctuating that one huffy word.

Cal managed a weak chuckle and cracked open the tab top. “On a diet?”

“Remind me to charge extra for this tutoring session. Sorry, charge your dad.” Not one for the jokes, then. That figured. Roger would’ve made sure whatever tutor he picked was totally humorless.

Just like Roger.

“What’s he like anyway?” Fallon asked, so softly and casually that Cal wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

“Who?”

“Your dad. I’ve seen him a few times on campus, but I was surprised when he called me.” Fallon was watching him intently. Too intently for his liking. “I’m not an English major, and I’ve definitely never taken psych. Seems like there are better tutors for you on campus.”

“Maybe you’re the cheapest,” Cal suggested.

“Right, like that’s a big concern for your family.” Rolling her eyes, she watched him fiddle with the icy beer can and seemed to interpret his silence as disagreement. “I thought you guys were loaded. And he’s the dean. I hear he’s got everyone in this place in his pocket—faculty, staff. . . .”

“Who told you that?” Cal asked, slumping down into his chair with a nonchalance he didn’t feel. He took a sip of his beer to cover up the sudden flush in his cheeks.

Fallon turned to look out the window, the light coming in making her eyes even paler and more exotic. “Nobody told me,” she said. “I just crack a campus newspaper once in a while. He’s in like every other article, doing charity stuff, fund-raisers. Isn’t he helping some local politician’s big run?”

“What are you, president of my dad’s fan club?” Cal sipped the beer, but it didn’t have the numbing effect he was hoping for. “You need a new hobby, my friend.”

Fallon closed her book and leaned on it, flicking her pale eyes between Cal and the can of beer. “How the hell did you end up here?”

About as quickly as he had lost interest in the assignment, he had also lost interest in the beer, and leaned back in the chair, fiddling with the chunky class ring on his left hand. “Here as in here?” he asked, pointing to his own chair. “Or here as in the college?”

“Take your pick.”

“Stanford didn’t want me. Princeton passed, too,” he said.

“I can’t imagine why,” he thought he heard her mumble. More clearly, she said, “Daddy’s money and influence didn’t fix all that for you? I mean, you could be top dog on this campus, and it doesn’t really seem like you are.”

Ouch. Cal caught her eye, staring until she looked guiltily away. What was up with this chick?

“Well, to answer your question, I’m stuck here—at this college and in this chair—because dear old Dad’s the dean, as you seem so happy to remind me,” Cal replied with a withering sneer. “He only uses his money and influence to help himself, but because of him, I’m held to a higher standard.”

“Are you kidding? I heard what happened in Professor Reyes’s class. Anyone else would’ve been on academic probation or kicked out for good. I’d say mandatory tutoring is pretty damn lenient,” Fallon said, and then in an undertone, “Pretty damn lucky.”

What was he supposed to say to that? No? That he hadn’t been silver-spoon-fed since before he could remember? He pushed away from the desk and stood, wandering to the dorm room window that overlooked the quad. Fallon had managed to snag a single in Jeffreys, which, for a second-year, was about as likely as getting hit by a comet and lightning in the same day. Cal moved the cheap Ikea curtain out of his way, squinting through the painful flood of sunlight to see the students milling around between classes.

Devon Kurtwilder and his buddies were having an impromptu lacrosse match on the grass outside Cal’s dorm, Brookline. The whole thing could’ve been torn straight out of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog, chiseled abs and criminally tousled hair included.

If only he could get Devon as his tutor instead . . . 

Cal also saw his friends Micah and Lara sitting under a tree not far from the lacrosse game. One of Devon’s buddies passed a ball sharply to his teammate and it flew wide, nearly smacking Lara in her glossy dark head. Micah was instantly on his feet, all but beating on his chest Tarzan-style at the jocks. For a second, Cal thought the screaming match was going to escalate into a full-on fight. But then he saw his father striding up the concrete path that bisected the quad. Roger dodged onto the grass and came between Micah and the lacrosse players, saying something to Micah and waving around a manila file folder. Even after the players backed off and resumed their game, Roger kept waving the folder and barking at Cal’s friends. Whatever he was shouting about, it made Lara gather her things and leave in a hurry.

Cal hoped this didn’t mean anything serious for Micah—he didn’t need to be getting in trouble. His roommate had had a rough life before college, but he worked really hard to be an upstanding student now. In fact, Micah had become the sort of model citizen at NHC that Cal had never managed to be. It had just taken a little help from Roger and a meeting with the admissions office to sweep Micah’s record under the mat and get him into the school in the first place. According to Micah, anyway. It seemed like a fantasy to Cal. He didn’t know that Roger.

If it was true, it was probably the nicest thing his father had ever done for anyone.

Cal left the window behind with a snort. A lot more than a pane of glass separated him from Micah and his father. “Et tu, Micah?” he said aloud.

“Can we get back to the novel, please?” Fallon asked in a huff, turning in her chair. She pulled her curls into a messy bun, the hair tie snapping so loudly it made him wince. “Or do I get to be your therapist, too?”

“My best friends here are dating,” Cal said, as if that explained everything. He still insisted on making that distinction. His best friends here. He wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like his friends from Greenport even thought about him anymore. They were all busy planning their bright futures as senators and governors, at Yale, Harvard. . . . “Not that it’ll last. Lara will figure out what a boring goody-goody Micah really is, and that’ll be the end of it. She says she finally wants a nice guy, but I know what a load of crap that is.”

“Goody-goody?” Fallon laughed, a little bitterly, and glanced up from her book. “I heard that kid has a rap sheet.”

“Oh my God, for stealing. In high school. It’s not like he killed somebody!” Though honestly, Cal himself had found Micah’s past intriguing when he met him last year. How often did you come across an overachieving, down-home charmer with a record?

“I always liked Lara,” Fallon said softly, and with maybe a hint of disappointment. “She was in my first-year seminar. Brought a funny bear thermos to class every day.”

“Yeah, she goes everywhere with that thing.” Fallon seemed to know an awful lot about his friends, even though Cal had never seen her hanging around them before. Then again, NHC was a tiny campus. He could probably name half of his year by name.

Cal ran his fingers across the spines of the textbooks and novels lining Fallon’s crowded bookshelf. A few comic books were sticking out at the end. He chuckled and pulled one of them down. “Dudes in purple spandex, eh? Good choice.”

“You can borrow it if you want,” Fallon replied, finally shutting her book in resignation. “Although your dad would probably skin me if he knew we were reading comic books right now. You’re supposed to be studying, Cal.”

“The Phantom,” Cal read aloud with a smirk, ignoring her. “The ghost who walks! Ooh, spooky! The purple getup kind of kills it, though, don’t you think?”

“Seriously, take it. You’d probably like it. It’s about a spoiled kid from a spoiled family who takes up his birthright to fight crime in the jungle. Maybe it’ll work like magic and teach you something about what the rest of us peasants like to call responsibility.”

“Oh, I know all about responsibility. My dad has been trying to make me be more responsible my entire life. Too bad for him he doesn’t have any real power over me.” Cal flipped through a few of the pages of The Phantom. “Anyway, I’m not sure I should be taking cues from a man in purple tights.”

“I said you would like it, not that it was realistic.” Fallon joined him at the bookshelf. She wore ill-fitting jeans and a simple gray tee with some kind of wolf-head design on it. Her chain-mail bracelet looked like it had come straight from a cheesy Renaissance festival. She seemed like the kind of girl who would really go to those things. “But you’re right, you have better things to worry about.”

“No, it’s cool. I think I will take it,” Cal said.

Fallon shrugged, but he caught a thin smile behind the show of indifference. “So what else do you have to do to convince your dad you’re back on the straight and narrow?”

“Well, starting tomorrow, I have to sort junk in Brookline’s basement,” Cal replied with a groan, the thought temporarily squashing his upswing in mood. “Maybe I can convince Professor Reyes my delicate constitution can’t abide the dust,” he said, grabbing his book bag. “Anyway, thanks for the comic.”

“No problem. And Cal?”

He paused on his way to the door, half turning his head to face her.

“I, um, I can do a thing or two with computers. If your dad doesn’t let up, I could try and get into his email. Maybe there’s something in there you could hold over his head for a change.”

Cal chuckled, but it tapered off quickly when he realized she wasn’t kidding. What she was proposing wasn’t a bad idea, but he hadn’t quite reached that level of desperation. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. But I can’t pay you as much as my dad can. I can’t pay you at all, really.”

“Please. I’ll be honest with you—your dad seems like kind of a dick,” Fallon said, going to sit at her desk. She picked up a little USB stick and began fiddling with it. “And believe it or not, I know what it’s like to have parents on your case. I could do this as a favor. It doesn’t make us best friends or anything.”

“Of course not.”

Cal paused at the door, tucking the comic book into his bag with a quick wink. “Thanks for the offer. It’ll give me something to think about after I finish this essay on Rhys’s postcolonial and postmodern response to Jane Eyre.”

Before the door closed entirely, he got to enjoy a glimpse of her bewildered expression.

“What? I have ears. Some things do get through.”

Fallon smiled and shoved a pen behind her ear. “Could’ve fooled me.”
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Brookline basement. 7:00 sharp. Prof Reyes will let you in.

Cal scowled at his phone and the irritating text message glowing up at him. This was not new information. Roger had emailed him instructions that morning. Did he really think it was necessary to police his every breath?

Cal started typing, Stop worrying about me so much, you can’t afford to lose any more hair, then changed his mind and tossed his phone onto the bed. He and Micah shared a double in Brookline, which was almost awful enough to make him pledge a frat, if only to get a better room. He and Micah had ended up here after deciding to be roommates at the last second the previous year, but the irony was, Micah was hardly ever in the room now, since he and Lara had become inseparable. This was how it always was; things between Micah and Lara would be good for a few weeks and Micah would disappear. Then she would break up with him for a few days, or he would break up with her, and he would brood at his desk listening to weepy country songs until it drove Cal out of the room, to literally anywhere else.

Cal stared at Micah’s empty, made bed. You two are poisonous for each other. Hurry up and figure that out already.

The privacy was nice, he supposed, turning back to his computer and the open document on the screen. He had managed his name and “TITLE TBD”; then, a very long subtitle he planned to turn into a paper any moment now: “The descent into madness and cultural promises left unfulfilled—the true cause of Antoinette’s deteriorated mental health in Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea.”

It wasn’t bad, really, but that was all he had. One dynamite subtitle was not going to keep him from flunking out. Cal swore and saved the document, then let his black mood propel him like a missile to the shared mini-fridge. It was stocked with beer, as always, but crouching there and perusing the shiny cans didn’t give him the jolt of anticipation it usually did. He knew if he drank right then, it would just be to secretly flip the bird at his father.

Instead, he slammed the door shut and went to crack open his window. Maybe air would help get the scholarly juices flowing.

The old Brookline windows hadn’t been replaced since the sixties, when the building used to be an actual insane asylum. The school constantly closed and reopened the dorm, promising renovations that never seemed to materialize. The place felt like a tomb. The window shrieked as Cal forced it open, and a gush of moist air poured in. The lacrosse team was out on the quad again today—or had never left—their laughter drifting up to him like distant music.

“Hey! Kurtwilder! Over here, man, I’m open! Pass!”

Cal heard the words as if from a dream. He felt like he was only half-present—like he was watching the world below from somewhere that wasn’t the world at all, and the scene before him was visible but not tangible. He imagined saying those words aloud, to Micah, maybe, or to Lara, and hearing how stupid they sounded. His friends would probably run to one of the college counselors, who would then tell him he was depressed. Here, take this medication.

Maybe that would help, he reasoned, leaning closer to the open window. He wondered if pills would make that invisible barrier between him and the world thinner or thicker. He didn’t know which option scared him more.

As he stood there, he could all but hear the cursor on his screen blinking. Waiting. Ticking down the seconds he was wasting thinking about nothing. He could just drop out. That would be one way of handling all of this. Maybe he should call his mother, get her take on things. She had the kindness Roger didn’t. But she wasn’t exactly the best role model, either, since some of that kindness came from her nightly pills and vodka cocktail.

Cal glanced at his watch. Six thirty.

Half an hour. He could buckle down and be scholarly for half an hour, surely. He crossed from the window to his bed, where the book for his essay lay facedown and open, little Post-it flags indicating passages Fallon had highlighted for him. He flopped down onto the bed and grabbed the book, rolling onto his back and propping one knee on the other.

“‘There are always two deaths,’” he read, “‘the real one and the one people know about.’”

He was finally getting into the book when his phone buzzed right next to his head, making him start and drop the book on his face. Sputtering, he elbowed the novel out of the way and snatched up his mobile.

7 sharp, Cal. I mean it.

“Jesus, Roger, I get it.”

It’s like he can sense me procrastinating from afar. Saddest superhero power ever.

Groaning, Cal pocketed the phone and hunted down his book bag and shoes, a ratty old pair of Top-Siders his first boyfriend had given him in high school. Well, technically Cal had stolen the shoes, lovingly, and then Jules just hadn’t had the heart to ask for them back. Cal would wear the damn things until they had holes and then find someone to repair them.

Brookline’s halls were empty. It wasn’t a popular evening hangout spot. Most kids he knew went to the library or the gym after dinner, sometimes to rehearsals or study groups. Even in broad daylight and at peak hours of activity, the dorm never felt cheerful. Crowded, maybe, but not lively.

That figured. There were all kinds of creepy-ass rumors about what had gone on in the bad old days of Brookline, when it was still an asylum and not just another historic fixture on a campus choked with historic fixtures. As far as he knew, it was mostly campfire crap, stories that got told around Halloween to spook the first-years and visiting prospies. He couldn’t imagine what would actually be down in the closed-off basement. Certainly by now all of the important antiques and files had been secured and put away somewhere?

Cal whistled as he skipped down the stairs, determined not to spend the night in a dark mood. This was supposed to be punishment, but he would endure it like a champ. Hell, if he tried hard enough, he might even enjoy it. Maybe he could dig up a cool story or two for Lara to use in an art project. A lot of her work was about uncovering forgotten history.

He reached the main level and then continued downward, taking the turnoff toward the shadowy entranceway he had never given a second glance. Voices reached him from the alcove, and he passed a glass display case with some faded newspaper clippings, then took a sharp right, stopping short before he tumbled into someone’s back.

“Ah. Our fifth is here.” Professor Reyes poked her head around the human barrier directly in front of him.

Then Human Barrier turned, and Cal froze, squishing his toes nervously in his Top-Siders. It was Devon. Magical Lacrosse God Devon Kurtwilder, still sweaty from his game on the quad.

“Well, that’s everyone, then,” Professor Reyes continued. She was dressed in all black and half-wrapped in a glittery, beaded black shawl. About a dozen gaudy necklaces hung from her neck. “Let’s head down, and I’ll explain the rules as we go.”

“The rules?” Cal repeated. He didn’t recognize the other two students, but they looked older, maybe juniors or seniors, both girls. His dad had been on about how this was a “lucky group of students,” handpicked by the professor to rummage around in the basement, cataloging whatever old stuff was down there. An Exploratory Committee, he’d called it, which sounded way too official and smart for Cal to be involved in any real capacity. So now he was a tagalong. Great.

Devon ignored him, snapping a piece of gum and turning back toward the professor. His shirt wafted cut grass smell and sweat.

Professor Reyes reached into one of the many crocheted pockets on her tunic and fished out a giant key ring that wouldn’t have looked out of place at Hogwarts. She swept them all with her dark, beady eyes and nodded solemnly. “There are rules to going down here, Cal. Rules to the basement. Rules to Brookline. There’s more than just dust and memory down there; there are instruments, rusted but dangerous. So we have rules, and if you follow the rules, this will all go smooth as glass.”
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Cal hated the basement.

“How often do you guys come down here?” he whispered. It seemed important to whisper, as if the shadows lurking beyond the scope of the professor’s flashlight could spread and come to life.

“It’s a delicate process, beginning to catalog and sort the contents of Brookline,” Professor Reyes explained from up ahead. The narrow walls pressed in around them until the group reached a second door—this one with a glass window that looked into a lobby area. She used the keys to unlock this door, too. “I only feel comfortable taking a handful of qualified students down here.”

He didn’t miss or appreciate the slight emphasis on the word qualified. It sounded like she was smelling dog shit as she said it.

“Where’d you dig up this freshman?” Devon Kurtwilder asked. He was directly ahead, and Cal nearly ran into him again as they all waited for her to unlock the lobby door and go through.

“Second-year,” Cal corrected, irritable.

So much for making the best of tonight.

“Mr. Erickson is . . . a special case. For now he can just observe and pick up some of the preservation techniques we use,” Professor Reyes explained. “An eager mind is always welcome.”

“Pft. Erickson.” Devon swung around, glaring at him with dark-green eyes. “Now I get it.”

Cal didn’t bother defending himself. His throat tightened up—from the dust, he decided, and not from humiliation. The door opened with a sudden, cold scrape, and Cal jumped. Professor Reyes held the door open for the two girls and Devon, but she stopped Cal, holding him by the elbow of his checked shirt.

“You’ll have to forgive Devon,” she said in a whisper, but her eyes and her tone never softened. “He, Maria, and Colleen have completed several grueling prerequisites to get down here and work on the preservation firsthand. You can understand if they’re a bit . . . touchy.”

“I get it,” Cal said, taking his arm back. “And I can’t blame them. Hey, if it improves morale, I’m more than happy to zip right back up those stairs and—”

“Nice try. Let’s get moving; we’re wasting time.”

The other students waited in the lobby, their flashlights bouncing off the dusty surfaces of desks, low side tables, and abandoned chairs. It looked like a volcano had erupted, leaving everything covered in a thick layer of gray powder. Cal’s nose itched and his eyes burned from the stale air.

“Maria and Colleen usually work together, so you can join Devon in room three.”

Room 3. That sounded simple enough. Cal flashed his new partner a quick smile, but Devon had already turned down the corridor leading away from the lobby. Cal hurried to follow, suddenly afraid of being left without the light.

“And Devon?” The professor’s needling voice echoed down the hall toward them. “Be gentle with him, and remind him of the rules, please.”

Room 3 was small, little more than a cell, with a hanging metal lamp that had long since burst its bulb. The one high window was so grimy it didn’t seem possible that any light could have made it in even in the daytime. Bars striped the glass, and the dirt from above had eroded, trickling against the window and gathering there in uneven mounds. It was impossible to forget that they were in a basement—he could feel the subterranean cold seeping through the worn soles of his shoes, chilling him completely.

“So,” Devon said absently, kneeling next to an ancient, rusted cot. “The rules . . .”

“Sorry you had to get the tagalong,” Cal replied. He let his eyes trail across the filthy walls and floor and then back to Devon’s hunched shoulders.

The other student rummaged in a leather messenger bag, pulling out a notebook, camera, and a few pens, as well as a pair of white felt gloves. “Just don’t touch anything, all right? That’s rule number one for you.”

Devon had a thick New York accent, though time away from home had rubbed off the rougher edges of it. Cal said nothing, watching him scribble something on his legal notepad. Then Devon grabbed the flashlight and stood, turning in time to reveal Professor Reyes just outside the door. She knelt, setting up a battery-run light on a little pair of yellow plastic stilts. It looked like what construction workers might use at night.

The lamp came on and Cal threw up his hand, covering his eyes from the harsh glare.
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“Happy hunting,” Professor Reyes said, her eyes lingering on Cal before she disappeared again.

Happy hunting. Like anything could be happy in this room.

“She was talking to me,” Devon said. He had moved closer to the cot, carefully peeling up the rotting blanket on it with his gloved fingers. “You’re just here to observe for now.”

“Thanks, I sort of picked up on that.” Cal crossed his arms, absorbing the withering look the other boy tossed over his shoulder.

“Oh, good. A smart-ass. Can you at least take notes?”

“What do you want me to write?” Cal asked, taking out his own notebook and pen.

7:05 p.m., he jotted down. Stuck in dank cell with sexy dickhead. FML.

“I’ll let you know when I find something,” Devon muttered. Then he fell silent, absorbed in his work. Cal liked him a lot better that way. Tall, blond, with those dark-green eyes and lantern jaw . . . Not that it mattered. It was obvious Cal wasn’t even a blip on the edge of Devon’s radar. For the second time that evening he felt the invisible barrier rise; always on the outside looking in, just watching. Just an observer.

Well, screw that.

Cal turned to his right, wandering away from Devon’s careful inspection of the cot. The room wasn’t any less unsettling for the light of the work lamp. That lamp bleached the color out of things
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