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IF YOUR FRIENDS JUMPED OFF A BRIDGE

	Please note: this story takes place before the wedding at the end of The Keeper of Bees.

	I

	SEPTEMBER 7

	SATURDAY

	10:26 AM

	“SHE ASKED FOR Philippa,” Emery Hazard said as they pulled into their driveway.

	His fiancé, John-Henry Somerset, ran a hand through his short, blond hair. Hazard had the feeling he was trying not to sigh. “We got her the light-up dance mat.”

	“John—” 

	“And we got her that rideable unicorn.”

	“But—” 

	“In case you don’t remember, it’s the enormous stuffed animal with a motor inside it.”

	“My point—”

	“And it has a car battery to power it.”

	Hazard had the sense that he was losing this argument, although he wasn’t exactly sure why. “I know, John. I was the one who bought her—”

	“The Girl Power-brand walkie talkies? The home chemistry set? The mystery thing that literally hatches? It’s in an egg, Ree. That’s some creepy shit.”

	“Hatchimals were on last year’s list of hottest toys, and since we didn’t get her one then, it only made sense to buy it for her birthday this year.”

	“And the antique necklace.”

	“It’s not an antique.”

	“It’s gold.”

	“It’s from my mom.” Hazard checked the small jewelry box in his pocket, where he’d carried it for three days to make sure it didn’t disappear—on the off chance that Somers decided to ‘straighten up’ or one of the neighbor kids picked it up and thought it was a toy. “It’s not from me. She was excited to give Evie something.”

	“Who are you?”

	Hazard narrowed his eyes.

	“Seriously,” Somers said, “who is this man sitting in front of me? Because I’m experiencing a particularly vivid recollection of the Emery Hazard who gave me a forty-five-minute lecture on responsibility—”

	“Financial responsibility. You’re responsible in other areas.” Hazard considered this and added judiciously, “Some areas.”

	Somers stared at him. The Caribbean-blue eyes were looking decidedly stormy.

	“That was a compliment.”

	“Thank you,” he said in the tone Hazard was beginning to think of as the conversational equivalent of A Bridge Too Far. Then he continued, “Who gave me a forty-five-minute lecture on financial responsibility after I bought that worm-drive saw.”

	“You have five saws! I counted them. And then I organized them by size and by type of blade. And the patio still isn’t finished, which isn’t because of a lack of saws—” He cut off.

	“What about the patio?”

	Hazard decided now was the right time to put into practice the intuitive and precise interpersonal skills he had learned from observing his fiancé. He changed the subject. “Evie’s birthday—”

	“Ree, sweetheart, I’m trying here. Even after that dig about the patio.”

	“It wasn’t a dig. It was a logical sub-point to buttress the argument about the saws.”

	Somers dug his knuckle into the spot right between his eyes. “She has a million presents, Ree. And she’s my daughter too, and I love her, and I want her to have whatever she wants. But she doesn’t need anything else. And I swear to God, if you correct me by telling me that she doesn’t have a million presents and then state the exact number, I might, for real, lose my shit. I don’t need you running off to buy presents. I need you to help me get the house ready. Please.”

	The exact number was twenty-nine, but Hazard had been reading a lot of books about relationships and being a good husband, in anticipation of their eventual wedding—books like Man Up! and Husband On Purpose and the dubiously named Alpha-Male’s Bible, which was neither a bible in the dictionary definition of the word nor particularly suited for alpha males, in Hazard’s opinion, because anyone who was truly an alpha, whatever that was, probably didn’t need to read a chapter called “Unleashing the Beast: Your Penis, Your Performance.” He had gleaned a few ideas from those books, though, and he was fairly sure that this was one of those times when smart husbands and future-husbands kept their mouths shut—what the Alpha-Male’s Bible called “an unavoidable beta-c*ck moment.”

	Somers was watching him. After a moment, he asked, “How many presents does she have?”

	“Twenty-nine.”

	With a grin, Somers squeezed his hand. “Can we talk about it after we finish getting the house ready?”

	Which was, Hazard had to admit, a better outcome than he had expected.

	They carried the decorations and party supplies inside: rainbow plastic plates, rainbow plastic utensils, rainbow banners, rainbow paper napkins that had the structural integrity of onionskin, rainbow cups, rainbow straws, disposable rainbow tablecloths, foil balloons with rainbow letters that said, Happy Birthday, Evie! Somers had even wanted to buy a rainbow backdrop with rainbow-themed accessories for a photo booth activity, which he had finally agreed, after seventeen minutes of persuasion, was excessive for a four-year-old’s party. There were, all told, a lot of rainbows. The theme, according to Evie, was fairies, which apparently meant rainbows. It was, Hazard had to admit, not exactly the most progressive theme for a girl with two dads—not all gay men pranced around in fields full of rainbows—but he was going to cut her some slack because she was only turning four. Next year, they’d have to have one of ‘the talks’—although a part of him guessed that Somers would think five was young for the subversive sexual politics of birthday parties.

	Hazard checked his phone. It was 10:32. They’d purchased all the balloons pre-filled, which only left the banners to hang, the tablecloth to lay out, the plates and cups to—

	“I’ll start unpacking this stuff,” Somers said. “Do you mind giving the hall bathroom a once over? Roman and Rafe were over yesterday.”

	“Does nobody teach boys to aim?”

	“They’re kids.”

	“It’s a question of precision and control.”

	Somers stopped digging through a plastic bag to look up. “Peeing is a precision art?”

	There was that tone again, so Hazard answered, “I’ll wipe everything down.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Everything.”

	Somers mumbled something under his breath as he looked down into the bag.

	“Even the mirror, John, although I don’t know how they manage to get it that high.”

	This time, Somers glanced up.

	“Right now,” Hazard said as he hurried off to the bathroom.

	He cleaned the bathroom. He drafted a lecture on projectile motion, velocity fields, and cleaning up your own fucking messes for the benefit of the neighbor boys. He vacuumed. Everything. He did a quick dust check in the downstairs rooms, noticed Somers had missed the blinds, and wiped them down. He was fast.

	His phone said 11:06 when he got back to the kitchen.

	His fiancé was cutting open a box that Hazard didn’t remember buying.

	“John—”

	“Jesus Christ,” Somers said, jerking upright. He turned. He reached behind himself. He shoved the box behind his back.

	“I cleaned the bathroom. I vacuumed. I did a dust check.”

	“What is a dust check?”

	“The balloons are already filled. Cora’s bringing the cake. The presents are wrapped. All we have left is to put down the tablecloth and set out the plates and utensils. If I go now, I’ll be back in plenty of time for the party.”

	“Ree, we’ve talked about this. Not just the presents. We’re agreed to talk about how we spend our money, and we’ve already spent a lot on—”

	“Is that the photo booth kit?”

	Somers stood perfectly still. Then he nudged the box behind him, obviously hoping he could somehow find the perfect spot where it would be invisible. “No?” he said, although the word was a question.

	Hazard folded his arms.

	With a sigh, Somers said, “I guess she did ask for Philippa.”

	“I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

	Another sigh. “Ok.”

	“You’ll need to pick her up at the park.”

	Somers offered a weary double thumbs up.

	“I love you.”

	Rolling his eyes, Somers said, “I love you too.” Then he kissed Hazard’s cheek, straightened the tee across his shoulders, and pushed back a lock of dark, wavy hair that had fallen out of place. “Go.”

	As Hazard backed the minivan out of the garage, he called the closest still-operating location of Millie’s.

	The voice was teenage, male, and annoyed. “Millie’s farm-fresh and fantastic feed, how can I—”

	“I need to buy one of the toys you’re giving away with the kids’ meals. The Fashionista Fillies. Philippa, in particular. It has to be Philippa.”

	“We only give those away with our Classic Kid Meals, our Fresh-Feed Kid Meals, and the Country-Size Kid—”

	“Fine. Whatever. I’ll buy the meal. I’m asking if you have Philippa.”

	“Yeah, no, sorry.”

	“What do you mean, sorry?”

	“I mean, somebody cleaned us out. They came in and bought every single one.”

	II

	SEPTEMBER 7

	SATURDAY

	11:29 AM

	“I’M GOING TO try the one in Osage Beach,” Hazard said, foot heavy on the accelerator. The speedometer lurched up, past thirty, past forty, as he barreled out of Wahredua and onto the state highway. “They’ve got one in that shopping mall.”

	“Ree—”

	“The party isn’t until two. I’ve got plenty of time.”

	“Sure,” Somers muttered. “If you can fly.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Ree, I don’t want you to miss the party. Evie will be sad, and you’ll be devastated. You worked so hard to make everything perfect. I don’t want you to—”

	“I won’t be devastated, John. I’m not a child.”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“Evie needs lunch. A light lunch.”

	“She needs to eat? Again?”

	“Yes. The CDC recommends five to six feedings—”

	This time, the mutter sounded something like “Lord, help me.” Before Hazard could ask for clarification, though, Somers said in a louder voice, “Yes, love, that was a joke. I know she needs to eat. Multiple times a day, even. I’ll get her something.”

	“Something light.”

	“Ok.”

	“Because of the party.”

	“Yes, ok.”

	“And healthy, John. She’s going to eat junk all afternoon.”

	“I love you, and I’m hanging up now.”

	“Not McDonald’s. You already took her twice this week—

	The sigh on the other end of the call sounded aggravated.

	“John, I love you too, but not McDonald’s!”

	The call disconnected.

	Hazard dropped his foot on the gas and decided to believe his fiancé had heard his final instruction.

	The shopping mall on the outskirts of Osage Beach had never been a success, not even in the heyday of malls. The cement had an orangish cast to it, and the one attempt at ornamentation was a central dome that was supposed to look like a nautilus shell—presumably because the town was called Osage Beach and, also presumably, because the architect didn’t realize that the nautilus was a marine mollusk, not a freshwater one. Now, thirty years old and suffering the onslaughts of economic recession, online shopping, and a generation whose signature creative work consisted of six-second looped videos, the mall looked abandoned—which it almost was. A JCPenney anchored one end of the mall still. At the other end, a Millie’s offered FARM-FRESH AND FANTASTIC FEED. At least a dozen cars occupied the parking lot, but at the edges of the asphalt, weeds grew high enough to meet Hazard at the waist.

	He parked and went inside. The smell of grilled onions and seared meat, simultaneously greasy and delicious, met him. A family of five had taken over two of the booths near the door; they had all clearly ordered the country-size portion, and the mother, in a tube top with rings of sweat under her arms, was pushing a cardboard sleeve of fries at one of the children and insisting that he “Eat his vegetables.” The line in front of the register consisted of two groups: three young guys in rough-worn jeans and tees, and a pair of old men sharing a National Geographic that had to be over twenty years old—the cover was drumming up sales with the threat of Y2K. Occasionally, the old men would glance up and glare at the three young guys. 

	As Hazard took his place in line, he caught the end of one of the young guys saying, “Why can’t you sell them to us? We’ll pay you whatever you want, ok? They’re just dumb toys.”

	The girl behind the counter had bangs that fell over her eyes and virulent red eyeshadow. She was wearing a dress and apron that, to some white, male, middle-aged Millie’s executive, must have suggested “a better time”—probably sometime around 1950. She shook her head and said, “I can’t do it. My manager would kill me.”

	“Come on,” the same guy answered her. He had the muscle and thick build of a teenage athlete who had outgrown his metabolism; his muddy-blond hair was waxed into a faux hawk. “Look, we’ll give you a hundred bucks. Cash.”

	“If you’re not going to order anything,” one of the old men with the National Geographic said, “step aside, please.”

	“I can’t,” the girl said.

	Behind Faux Hawk, one of the other guys—this one in a tank that showed off tattoos of roses and Gothic lettering across his chest and arms—leaned forward and whispered something. Faux Hawk nodded and said to the girl, “Two hundred.”

	“Look, I can’t. I told you. Can you guys, like, order something or leave, please?”

	The third guy in the group wore five or six gold and silver chains, and up close, Hazard could see that he was much older than the other two. He pushed back thick curls that were salted with gray as he muttered something. Gothic Rose shook his head. Faux Hawk shook his head too, but he said, “Look, it’s, like, business. We’ll buy all the kids’ meals or whatever. We don’t even want the food.”

	Hazard could see Philippa—and Evie’s happy birthday—galloping off into the distance with these bozos. “That’s against company policy,” he called up from the end of the line. “Bulk orders have to be placed in advance to prevent shortages to customers already in the dining room.”

	The girl with the eyeshadow looked at him. Faux Hawk, Gothic Rose, and Chains looked at him. One of the old men looked at him; the other was carefully turning down the corner of a page in the National Geographic.

	Hazard had no idea if the policy was true—probably not—but he decided to double down. “Besides, the distribution deal with the Fashionista Fillies toys stipulates one per customer.”

	“Who the fuck are you?” Gothic Rose asked.

	“If you guys could, like—” the girl behind the counter began.

	Chains was still watching Hazard, and Hazard forced himself to hold the other man’s gaze. Unlike Faux Hawk and Gothic Rose, Chains had a cold hardness to his eyes. The other two men were Dukes of Hazard-level dangerous. Chains, though, was something else.

	The moment passed, and Chains turned away from Hazard. He elbowed Faux Hawk out of the way and said, “This is bullshit.” Then, making his way around the counter, he asked, “Where are the goddamn toys?”

	“You can’t come back here,” the girl shouted. “You can’t do that! You can’t come back here!”

	Gothic Rose was smirking as he followed Chains, who was already pulling things out from beneath the counter. Chains swore, gave up, and motioned for Gothic Rose to follow him back into the kitchen.

	“You can’t,” the girl shouted. “You can’t! Harvey, do something!”

	Harvey was apparently the Latino guy who came stumbling out of the kitchen a moment later, hands clasped over his nose, blood flowing from under his fingers.

	“Come on, come on, come on,” Faux Hawk kept saying as he bounced a ring of keys.

	Hazard pulled out his phone and placed a call to 911. When the dispatcher answered, he began to report the robbery. He turned to look at the front of the store, where he thought the address might be lettered in the window, and then rocked forward when a fist connected with the back of his head. He lost his grip on the phone, and it hit the floor and slid along the tile.

	When Hazard turned back, Faux Hawk swung again.

	Hazard dodged. He managed to avoid the fistful of keys—which was good, considering Faux Hawk was trying to get him in the face with them. But Faux Hawk’s other blow landed. He caught Hazard with a solid right hook on the side of the head, and Hazard staggered. His legs hit the back of a chair, and he lost his balance. He landed on top of a fixed table, and the steel support boomed under his weight. Someone screamed. The small jewelry box slipped out of his pocket and hit the floor. He was still trying to catch his breath when Faux Hawk bent and picked it up.

	“Give that back,” Hazard said.

	Faux Hawk came at him with the keys again. Hazard deflected with his arm, but he felt the keys slice into flesh. Faux Hawk got another blow in, his fist glancing off Hazard’s ribs. The first disorienting moments of surprise and adrenaline were wearing off, and Hazard’s brain began to catch up with events. He did a quick assessment of his surroundings—ketchup squeeze bottle, plastic spork, napkin dispenser, terrified girl, paper bag, fake philodendron. Faux Hawk was still screaming, but wordlessly now.

	When the dumbass slashed with the keys the next time, Hazard grabbed the napkin dispenser and swung like he was trying to hit a home run. The steel casing connected with Faux Hawk’s hand, and Hazard felt the crunch of bones breaking. The young guy’s scream changed to pain. He stumbled back. The car keys he’d been holding fell to the floor. 

	“Fuck him,” Chains was saying from the double doors that connected with the mall proper. Gothic Rose was pushing a cart full of individually packaged Fashionista Fillies—including, on top, one that Hazard was pretty sure was Philippa. “Let’s go, let’s go! Forget him!”

	Faux Hawk took a few wobbling steps before he broke into a run. The three men disappeared into the darkened mall. Over the blood pounding in his ears, Hazard could hear the squeak of the cart’s casters fading.

	He grabbed the fallen keys. He looked for his phone and couldn’t find it. Confused, terrified faces stared back at him. 

	“What time is it?” he asked.

	The girl with the red eyeshadow said, “Mister, you’re bleeding.”

	Wadding napkins against the slashes on his arm, Hazard asked again, “What time is it?”

	One of the old men pointed to the clock on the wall. Half past twelve.

	“Mother. Fucker.” Hazard listened for sirens, heard nothing except panicked sobbing, and thought about his mother’s necklace. He tossed aside the bloody napkins and staggered off after the three boners who were trying their best to ruin his daughter’s birthday.

	III

	SEPTEMBER 7

	SATURDAY

	12:36 PM

	ABANDONED MALLS, HAZARD decided after a few minutes, undoubtedly ranked somewhere on his fiancé’s list of creepy shit, probably close to Hatchimals. The vast corridors seemed dark even though tinted skylights allowed the midday light to filter into the building. Roll-down gates sealed some of the store fronts and windows, but not all of them—others stood open, with no pattern that Hazard could identify. An Abercrombie storefront had been stripped of everything except its signage and a blown-up photograph of two shirtless twinks wrestling in a lake. A Finish Line stood open, stainless steel racks glimmering and giving the illusion of movement as they caught and twisted Hazard’s reflection. Benches and plastic ferns still decorated the mall’s corridors, but now trash lay everywhere: Chick-fil-A bags, Panda Express trays, broken bottles of Wild Irish Rose and Thunderbird, needles, pallets made up of cardboard boxes and filthy mounds of clothing. The bouquet in the air had distinct top notes of piss. He guessed that the mall itself, aside from the anchor stores, was closed to the public. It didn’t seem to be stopping anyone.

	The sound of the casters had vanished, so Hazard made his life simple: he did a quadrant search. After mentally dividing the mall up into quadrants, he began to work his way through, walking quietly, listening, wincing when he forgot about the cuts on his arm and moved it the wrong way.

	In quadrant two, voices reached him.

	“—your fucking fault! If you hadn’t lost the keys, we’d be out of here by now!”

	“Quit yelling at me!” That was definitely Faux Hawk’s voice. “Ty’s fixing it. He’ll boost something, and we’ll be out of here.”

	“Yeah, Ty’s fixing it.”

	“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

	“It means you’re a fucking waste. Get the fuck out of my face.”

	Faux Hawk must have backed down from the challenge because the only sound that followed was the shuffle of movement. Hazard tried to gauge where the voices were coming from. He dismissed the Auntie Anne’s storefront because its gate was down. He knocked the Wet Seal off his list for the same reason. PacSun was a definite possibility; the gate was down, but on the other side, Hazard could still see merchandise—shirts, pants, shoes, even the cheap silver jewelry under the counter. Apparently PacSun had been a relatively recent victim of the economic downturn. And he could certainly imagine Faux Hawk trying to find refuge in his native land of douchery. 

	But Hazard’s first guess was the store called Peter’s and Dick’s. To judge by the blowup Marilyn Monroe doll and the life-size Darth Vader costume in the display window, Hazard figured it was one of those novelty stores, something like a Spencer’s. It must have been a recent closure too—the gate was down, but the shelves and aisles were still full. More importantly, the Peter’s and Dick’s was next to an employee access hallway. The boners who had stolen the toys probably didn’t have the brains or skills to force one of the roll-down gates, but they certainly could have gone down one of the access hallways and lucked onto an unsecured back door.

	Hazard stepped into the deeper shadows near the hallway and kept his gaze loose and unfocused on the stretch of the mall ahead of him. He began to count to three hundred.

	At one-hundred-and-twenty-two, Faux Hawk appeared on the other side of the Peter’s and Dick’s roll-down gate. He was cradling his hand against his chest, and his prettyish white-trash face looked close to tears. After a moment, he used his good hand to rattle the gate in what Hazard guessed was a release of pent-up emotion.

	Bingo.

	As Hazard slipped down the access hallway, he heard the other voice—he guessed it was Gothic Rose—say, “Numbnuts, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

	Faux Hawk’s whining self-defense was too quiet for Hazard to make out.

	He tested the door at the end of the hallway. It opened onto another hallway that ran perpendicular to the first one. This passage was lit by security lights at hundred-yard intervals—barely enough light to navigate. The smell of piss was stronger here. Hazard took a few steps toward the door that led into the back room of Peter’s and Dick’s, and his foot connected with something soft that spun away and thumped against the wall. He froze. His heart pounded in his ears. But no one shouted an alarm, and after a moment, he crouched and ran his hands over the floor.

	Plastic crinkled under his fingers. He stood and examined his find in the weak light. Then he grinned and tucked Philippa—the one he had seen on top of the cart, he guessed, dislodged by a sharp turn—into his back pocket.

	Now he only needed the necklace.

	The handle turned easily. Hazard stepped into the store’s back room. It smelled like cardboard and the time they’d had mice in the garage. There was almost no light here, and on his first step, Hazard collided with a clothing rack. It thudded and let off a soft chime. He stopped again, listening.

	Silence.

	After thirty seconds, he moved forward again, this time more carefully. He kept a hand in front of him, and he took his time. It felt like it took an eternity to reach the short hallway that connected with the store proper, his knees and feet brushing boxes, his hand bumping display racks. Whoever owned Peter’s and Dick’s, they didn’t seem to be in a hurry to do anything with their merchandise. He passed another door—presumably a closet-sized office for the store manager—and then he stood at the back of the store proper.

	Enough of the midday light, even weakened by the tinted skylights, made its way here that he could see that his first guess had been right. Peter’s and Dick’s was a novelty store, the kind with gag gifts and sexualized toys that made it seem like the junior high equivalent of a sex shop. Penis pumps. Penis-shaped pencils. Penis bongs. Penis molds—GIVE HIM THE GIFT HE CAN’T KEEP HIS HANDS OFF. Then there was the section with nominally ironic bento boxes, Hello Kitty chopsticks, polyester kimonos. There were wind-up fart machines, whoopie cushions, handshake buzzers, snapping sticks of gum, cans of nuts that really had spring snakes inside them. Ashtrays with Ron Howard’s face. Lava lamps. So many lava lamps.

	Near the front of the store, Hazard could distantly make out Gothic Rose—he was trying to hide in a pool of shadow, but his white tank top caught the light. A snuffling noise from the next aisle over told him where Faux Hawk had gone.

	“All right,” Hazard said. “I want the necklace back. Hand it over, and I’ll get out of here.”

	Gothic Rose stayed where he was, a glimmer of white near the roll-down gate. Faux Hawks’s sniffling stopped.

	“Did you hear me?” Hazard asked.

	No answer.

	Hazard grimaced and moved toward the pegboard shelves dividing the aisles. He picked up the first thing at hand—STRAP-ON BANANA—NOT A MARITAL AIDE—FOR ENTERTAINMENT PURPOSES ONLY. Hazard didn’t know what other purposes someone might intend for a strap-on banana—interrogation?—but he stretched over the divider and chucked the box as hard as he could.

	“Ow!” Faux Hawk screamed. “Oh my God! My eye!”

	Hazard grabbed the next item—a jar of penis-shaped gummies—and pitched it.

	Glass shattered. Faux Hawk squealed.

	Hazard checked over his shoulder. Gothic Rose still hadn’t moved; maybe he was pissed enough that he wasn’t going to step in. From the other side of the shelves came the sound of movement as Faux Hawk tried to get away, so Hazard made his way down the aisle, throwing whatever came to hand, while Faux Hawk shouted and scrambled. They emerged from the aisles at the same time. Faux Hawk was coming up from a crawl, and Hazard met him with a knee to the face. Something made a satisfying popping noise, and the dumbass flopped onto his back and started gurgling.

	Hazard checked. Gothic Rose was still standing by the roll-down gate. Crouching, Hazard said, “Necklace.”

	Faux Hawk turned his head. Blood dribbled out of his mouth. And then something that might have been a tooth.

	Hazard rolled the kid over and patted him down, searching for the jewelry box and the necklace.

	Someone moved behind him. Too close. Much too close.

	And then he realized two things: 

	One. Gothic Rose hadn’t moved. Not an inch. Not during the whole confrontation. Which would have been extremely difficult for a human, but not for a mannequin.

	Two. Hazard had been extremely stupid.

	The knife dug into his back—not hard enough to part the fabric of his shirt, but uncomfortable enough that Hazard took in a sharp breath.

	“Hands.” It was Gothic Rose’s voice. He had been hiding in the office, Hazard realized now. They had heard him coming.

	Hazard displayed his hands.

	A hand twisted his collar and yanked, and Hazard grunted.

	“Crawl.”

	With the knife pressing into his back as a kind of directional guide, Hazard crawled. Gothic Rose moved with him. Hazard knew it had to be an awkward pose to hold, bending over like that to keep the knife in place. But he also knew that if he tried to take Gothic Rose down, the other man could easily drive the knife home.

	At the office door, Gothic Rose pulled the knife back and began to kick Hazard in the belly and side, and Hazard reacted instinctively: he pulled away from the blows. The movement sent him into the office, and the door slammed shut behind him.

	IV

	SEPTEMBER 7

	SATURDAY

	12:59 PM

	AFTER THE FIRST WAVE of adrenaline crested, Hazard forced himself to think.

	He had been trapped.

	In the manager’s office of a novelty store.

	By a bunch of white trash fuckeroos.

	He squeezed his eyes shut. Then he opened his eyes and kicked the door. Once. Twice. The third blow splintered one of the panels.

	“Hey!” Gothic Rose shouted from the other side of the door. “Cut it out!”

	Hazard took a deep breath. Then another. He considered the space around him. Bare walls. Cheap carpeting, indentations still showing where a desk and chair and filing cabinets had stood. A fluorescent light panel was set into the drop ceiling above him. A long, flat box was propped in the corner; printed on one side were the words ROSE GOLD STRIPPER POLE—AMAZE YOUR FRIENDS—SHOW HIM WHAT HE’S BEEN MISSING. Someone had taped a note to the front of the box that said, Save for Denise.

	“I need to go to a hospital,” Faux Hawk was whining in a mumbling—and hopefully bloody—way. “I’m dying, man.”

	“Shut up,” Gothic Rose said. “Just shut up, ok? Ty will be back soon. He’ll know what to do.”

	Presumably Ty was the one with all the chains; Hazard didn’t want him making any decisions for the fuckeroos because, out of the three of them, he seemed the most dangerous and, interestingly, the most out of place. Hazard hadn’t been able to put his finger on it before, but now it made him stop. Chains—Ty—hadn’t seemed like the other two redneck dumbasses. Something about the way he carried himself. Something about his eyes. And that begged the question that Hazard should have stopped to consider—would have stopped to consider, if things hadn’t escalated so quickly: what did the fuckeroos want with children’s toys?
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