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1

	Sam

	You just have to get him to see you, I tell myself as I open my locker. That’s all. That’s easy. You can do that.

	And then, about five seconds later, I decide I’m not even going to try.

	It’s been like that all day. Some days in a patrol car, you get a lot of time to think. You sit there, and nothing’s happening, and there isn’t anything you can do but think. So, I think yeah, I’m going to do it. I’m going to walk right up to him and ask. And then I think, no, it’s not worth the risk. 

	So here I am, in the locker room, end of shift, and I’m still thinking about it.

	Well, trying to think about it. It’s not like you can think real clearly with everybody else jackassing around.

	The locker room isn’t like what you see on TV. Nobody’s singing in the shower. And it’s not like the guys are always in a good mood. Some days, everybody’s on edge. Some days, you know from how hard Foley closes his locker that you’d better zip your lips. 

	But some days—like today—they can’t stop horsin’ around.

	McGown snaps his towel and misses me by an inch.

	“Hit me with that,” I say as I pull out my civvies, “and see what happens.”

	“I hit a kid once so hard in college—” McGown says. He’s standing there naked as a jaybird, twirling the towel. “—I made him bleed.”

	He snaps the towel again. If anything, this time it’s even closer.

	“Watch it,” Foley says as he pushes past McGown. Over his shoulder, he says, “You gonna stand there all day with your dick in the wind?”

	“Course he is,” Norman says. Norman’s one of the guys who showers end of shift, no matter what. He comes out of the shower like a barrel. A wet barrel. Wrapped in a towel that’s not big enough. “He can’t jerk off until Mommy and Daddy go to bed.”

	“Fuck you,” McGown says, but he laughs as he moves over to his locker. “I get more pussy than I know what to do with.”

	“I bet,” Foley says.

	“You got that right,” Norman says.

	By this point, I’m pulling on a pair of khakis. And now I’m back to calling it quits on the whole thing. Dad says you stick your neck out, and you’re asking to get your head cut off. So, that’s that. I’m not going to stick my neck out. I’ll go home and forget the whole thing.

	McGown won’t give up. “What the fuck do a pair of old fucks like you two know? You shoulda seen the ass I got last weekend. Biggest titties you ever seen.”

	Norman snorts. He’s buck-ass now, not that it bothers him. Some guys, it doesn’t. He’s standing there, hand on his locker door, one foot up on the bench. It’s a lot to take in. He looks kind of like a statue if they took its pants off. “I saw her. Her tits weren’t that big.”

	Foley’s sitting on the bench, but he stands up now and circles behind Norman. He wraps the older man in a bear hug. Norman grunts. “That’s because you got these big old beauties,” Foley says, grabbing at Norman’s chest. Norman’s laughing and swearing and trying to elbow him off. Foley hangs on tighter. Mr. Hazard calls him an Irish fuck, but most of the time, Foley’s like a kid whose body got too big. He’s pretending to kiss Norman’s neck, and Norman’s really swearing now. “What about it, mama?” Foley asks, grabbing Norman’s chest again. “You and me.”

	The whole locker room is cracking up now, but I’m lacing my shoes because this is sexual harassment and if I weren’t trying to make an even bigger decision, I’d probably have to say something.

	I’m back to yes now. I mean, why not? Gran says the worst anyone can do is say no, and I’ve heard no before. Why not ask? What’s it going to hurt?

	You just have to make him see you.

	“You got my sciatica going,” Norman is shouting, but you can tell he’s not really mad. He and Gross don’t always talk to the young guys, but sometimes they do, and I think they miss it, the old days, back when they were friends with everyone.

	“What the fuck is going on out here?” Gross asks. He looks about the same as Norman, although he’s still got his towel on, and he always walks carefully in the locker room like he doesn’t want to put his feet down the whole way. Not that I blame him; the linoleum is probably as old as I am, and even though I know they clean in here every night, it never feels clean, if you know what I mean.

	“Bunch of jackasses,” Norman says as he bends over to get something out of his locker.

	“Look at that beauty,” Foley says, and now he’s holding his hands like a camera frame centered on Norman’s ass. “Like a fucking black hole, drawing me in.”

	McGown’s laughing so hard he’s leaning against the lockers. He’s still naked. He’s young. He’s in pretty good shape. You can tell he likes beer more than he likes running, but he’s still got some definition to his chest, dark hair between his pecs that runs down to his belly button. He keeps himself trimmed. Down there, I mean. He says it makes his dick look bigger, and I guess it does. Not that I look or anything. 

	“Fuck you,” Norman snaps over his shoulder at Foley.

	“Hard to choose,” Foley says, “hard to choose. What about you, Yarmark? You see something you like?”

	“You gotta watch what you say.” I’m pulling a polo over my head now. And I’m back to no. What’s the point? He’s going to say no, and all I’m going to do is make an idiot out of myself. “Somebody’s gonna report all of you for sexual harassment.”

	Foley grins, which is proof that he really is nothing but a big kid, but McGown boos. 

	“Fuck that noise,” he says. “Fucking goody fucking two-shoes over here.”

	“You waiting for somebody to pull on your pecker?” Foley says as he moves back to his locker. “Put that thing away before I cut it off.”

	McGown finally does start pulling his civvies out of his locker, but he gives me another look. “Where the fuck are you going?”

	I ignore him as I throw my uniform in my bag.

	“Why are you dressed like that?” McGown says. And then “Holy shit. You got a date or something?”

	I check my hair in the little mirror inside the locker. It’s always a little messy now, but that’s okay; that’s how it’s supposed to be. 

	“Fuck,” McGown says, raising his voice. “Yarmark’s got a date.”

	“Fuck yeah he does,” Foley calls. “Tap that ass, Sammy.”

	“I don’t have a date,” I say as I swing the locker shut.

	“How are her tits?” Norman asks. He’s tucking his undershirt into his tighty-whities.

	“I always thought Yarmark was an ass man,” Gross says. He’s hanging dick like there’s no tomorrow, reading something on his phone. Let me tell you: you work around enough guys that age, and it starts making you think about gravity.

	“Come on,” Norman says as I move toward the door. “She got big tits?”

	And I know I shouldn’t. I’m supposed to be better than this. I’ve done a lot of work not to be that guy.

	But I can’t help it sometimes.

	As Gran says, you are who you are.

	“Not as big as yours,” I say as I duck out of the locker room.

	Foley and Norman are laughing harder than anybody else as I make my way through the station, and for about three-point-zero seconds, I forget I’m still trying to talk myself into this.

	That’s how I end up outside Chief Peterson’s door.

	It’s not like the station is quiet. It’s not like it’s empty. Nickels is picking over the pastries that Ruthie brought in that morning, and the fax machine is going. Phones are ringing, and people are talking, and out in the lobby, somebody’s asking about a permit for a howitzer. Detective Palomo is at her desk, typing so hard on her keyboard that the keys are about to pop off.

	But for a moment, it’s like this hole opens in my head, and all that sound tips over and slides down into the dark spot.

	Don’t trip over your own dick, I tell myself as I raise a hand to knock. Please, God, let me not trip over my own dick.

	A moment later, Chief Peterson calls out, “Come in.”

	The office looks different than it did when Chief—when Mr. Somerset had it. The same desk. The same computer. The same padded chairs with their pilled upholstery. But now there are photos of Chief Peterson’s family: his wife, his two daughters. No plants anymore. Only the photos. His desk has several stacks of paper on it, everything neat and organized. He’s got a little air freshener plugged in somewhere. Let me tell you: it smells a lot better than the locker room.

	“Officer Yarmark,” he says. “What can I do for you?”

	“Well, Chief, I was wondering if you had a moment to talk.”

	Chief Peterson nods. He motions to a chair, and I close the door behind me.

	“What’s up?” 

	“Well, sir, I was wondering—I mean, I know I’m not—I mean, I understand if it’s not even an option—” Chief Peterson’s just looking at me, and that’s even worse. All the stuff I memorized goes sliding down into that same dark place in my head, and I hear myself blurt, “I want the detective job.” 

	Chief Peterson doesn’t say anything.

	So, somehow, I say, “Detective Carmichael’s job.” My face is warming, but I still can’t keep my trap shut, and I add, “The open one.”

	Chief Peterson nods. “All right. The position is posted, and we’re accepting applications. The deadline isn’t for a few weeks.”

	“Yes, sir. I know, sir.” I take a deep breath, and it’s like my head opens up again. “I know that I may not have a lot of experience compared to other applicants, but I want you to know that I am committed to being the best officer that I can be, and if you give me a chance, I’ll do a great job as a detective. I’m a quick learner, Chief, and I work hard. I don’t mind long hours because I don’t have a family or nothing—” Anything, you damn hoosier, a voice in my head says. You don’t say nothing. “—and I’ve been putting in a lot of outside time to learn as much as I can. I’ve done some trainings and courses on my own initiative, and I think that shows I have the drive and ability to do an excellent job. Over the last few years, I’ve learned how to conduct interviews and build trust with suspects and informants. I also think I’ve shown my loyalty to the department. I’ve been in tactical situations that required keeping a cool head under pressure, and I did all right then, too, sir. I’m not trying to toot my own horn, but I want you to know I’ve thought about this, and I have the skills and—” I blank, but then it comes back to me. “—the disposition to be an excellent detective.”

	Chief Peterson waits, I guess in case I have more to say.

	I don’t. I sit back. My polo bunches under my arms, damp with sweat. More sweat runs between my shoulder blades.

	“All right,” Chief Peterson says. “I’m glad you told me you’re interested in the position.”

	And that’s it.

	The sweat running down my back reaches the waistband of my underwear.

	“Uh, Chief,” I say. “I guess I was wondering, you know, if you could give me some feedback or some guidance or…or something.”

	The chief nods. But he says, “Officer Yarmark, I agree with what you said. You’re a strong candidate for a number of reasons. I remember how you were when you came into this department—”

	My face heats again, because he’s too nice to say when you were a piece of shit. 

	“—and I’ve watched you grow into an excellent officer. I don’t say that lightly. I’m aware of the extra work you put in, attending development opportunities that aren’t required by the department. I’ve got something of an idea about the effort you’ve made to improve yourself, and it’s laudable. You’re a smart, driven young man, and I couldn’t ask for a better officer.”

	The smile slips out before I can stop it. I put it away again. And then I hear what the chief didn’t say.

	“But?” I ask.

	“Sam—” Not Officer Yarmark. Sam. “—I agree with what you said. You’re an excellent candidate. Right now, though, this department is still grappling with a very poor public image. Frankly, we’ve got a lot of work to do. I know some of the fault lies elsewhere, but that doesn’t change the fact that our focus right now is on repairing relationships with the community and regaining their trust.”

	He’s talking about Chief Somerset, about what they did to him. It wasn’t his fault; somebody planted some bad stuff on his computer, and they made it look like Chief Somerset was a bad guy. And I guess it’s more than that because it goes back past Chief Somerset, back when the chief before him, Riggle, hired—well, hired guys like me. And I know Chief Peterson isn’t wrong. I mean, he’s the chief. 

	“I don’t understand,” I say. “I’ve gotten two citizen commendations. I’m always polite, sir, even when people start running their mouths. I don’t get heavy.” At least, not since Chief Somerset told me why I shouldn’t. “I know I’m part of a community, and I try to act that way.”

	“Yes, Sam. You do. On the job.”

	It takes me about two seconds to say, “What?”

	“Sam, what do you do when you leave work?”

	“I told you: I study, I go to trainings, I exercise. I’m doing everything I can, Chief.”

	Chief Peterson nods. He turns one of the framed photos toward me; it’s got him and his wife and their girls. He’s wearing shorts, and he’s got skinny legs. It’s from a while ago because the girls are small in the picture, but they’re in college now. “Sam, one of the selling points you told me about yourself was that you don’t have a family, so you can work long hours. That says a lot about you, don’t you think?”

	I don’t say anything.

	The chief lets out a breath. “I think you’d be a great detective, Officer Yarmark. But frankly, I also worry about you burning yourself out. You need to have a life. You need to have something outside the department that you can go home to. You’re young, and you’re passionate, and you care about doing a good job as a police officer, and all of this is commendable. But you’ve got a lot of years ahead of you, and this job isn’t easy. You see stuff. It weighs on you.”

	“I know. I’ve already seen—”

	“But the bigger issue is that I need a detective who’s going to be able to go out into the community and establish relationships. Be part of Wahredua, understand? I told you we’re rebuilding, and I can’t have a detective who doesn’t do anything but work and eat and sleep. You’re a person, Sam, not a machine.”

	I don’t even remember wrapping my hands around the arms of the chair. “I know, Chief, but—but I can do that. I can do all of that. I can talk to people. I can learn how to talk to people.” For a moment, a memory swamps me, back when Gran was taking charm lessons online, and she’d stand in front of the mirror and practice smiling and asking questions, and then she’d bust a gut and start saying lines like she was Marlon Brando. “I’m a part of this community.”

	“I know, Sam.”

	But what he’s really saying is No.

	“I’m not saying this to discourage you,” Chief Peterson says. “I want you to apply. But I also want you to know what I’m looking for in a candidate.”

	I nod. I even mumble something about thanks. Somehow, I find my way out of the office. I even close the door behind me, real careful, because Gran says being polite never killed nobody.
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	Gray

	I’ve got a million things to do, and this thirsty twink isn’t one of them.

	It’s one of those things, not too long ago, I would have said out loud. But, you know, self-improvement and growth and all that shit.

	It also probably would have cranked little Robin’s motor, and that’s exactly what I don’t need.

	“I don’t know how you carry all those boxes,” Robin says. He’s walking backward in front of me, about six inches off center so that he can see me—and, I suspect, more importantly so that I can see him—around the boxes. “God, you’re so strong.”

	“Stairs,” I say so he doesn’t fall and break his thirsty neck.

	Robin doesn’t even glance back as he prances up the steps. “Do you work out? You have to work out. I can see your biceps.”

	“Door.”

	He makes it through the door without even looking. I’m starting to think he’s practiced this.

	“I bet you could lift me right up into the air,” Robin says. He’s got pink lips, blue eyes, perfectly coiffed hair. He’s wearing a little makeup, and honestly, it looks good on him. “I bet you could hold me there as long as you needed.”

	“While I fuck you,” I say.

	Robin trips over a chair.

	“Or is that not what you meant?” I ask as I move around the desk.

	It’s not much of an office. It’s more of a closet, actually, where somebody managed to shoehorn in a desk and a chair and yes, even a filing cabinet. You can see where they ripped out a set of shelves at one point, and the fluorescent panel overhead flickers constantly, which means by the end of the night, I’ll have a headache concentrated behind one eye. It still smells like mop. Like every building on Wroxall College’s campus, it’s got a bizarre layout, apparently because everything here was built before anybody invented a job called architect—I have no idea what the little suite of rooms we were given was originally meant for, but what matters is this weird little space is ours. For now.

	Robin is already on his feet again, leaning against the desk slinkily. I think the point is to let me know I could put his legs behind his ears if I wanted to. If the fall bothers him, he doesn’t give any sign of it. He gives me a little smile and says, “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

	You have to give him credit for trying. And to be fair, if we’d met a year ago…

	“Is there something I can help you with?” I ask as I set the box of phones—yes, phones; real, old-fashioned phones—on the desk. “Or do you want to start doing the work I’m not paying you to do?”

	“What about you?” Robin asks. “Any plans this weekend?”

	“Get out.”

	“Any hot dates?”

	“Out.”

	“You’re so mean to me.”

	“Fuckin’ A.” I pull out the chair and give him a look. “Work, Robin. Now.”

	“It’s because you’re stressed. You never take a break. You need to relax. You need to have some fun.”

	“Interesting idea. I’ll consider it while you’re out there doing some fucking work.”

	It’s finally too much. He glares. He de-slinkifies. All of a sudden, he’s standing with prissy precision, trying to melt me with his eyes, and then he stalks out of the room.

	I should set a timer on my watch. I give him twenty minutes.

	The worst part is, he likes it.

	I pick through the phones, looking for any that are clearly beyond saving. With most of them, I won’t know until I plug them in and try, but I set two aside as visibly beyond repair—one looks like it’s been smashed with a hammer, and the other has chewing gum pressed into the receiver. The box with the survivors goes against the wall, and then I’m back at the desk, checking my laptop, looking at the never-ending to-do list.

	If I could be here more than a few nights. If I had more time than the weekends.

	Furniture for the drop-in room.

	Somewhere to plug in these fucking phones.

	My eye is already starting to throb.

	Fix this fucking fluorescent.

	But all those things require money, and while the college has been generous enough—if that’s the right word—to supply us with space, they’re not handing out any cash, and the small grant I received from the state ran out a long time ago. 

	All of which means donors.

	And that’s why, in thirty minutes, I need to be ready.

	I take all of WISP’s paperwork out of the filing cabinet and spread it out on the desk. WISP—Wahredua Intimate / Sexual Partner Violence Initiative (we couldn’t figure out how to make the V work. Or, for that matter, the second I)—is still getting off the ground. That’s putting it politely. The reality is that the nonprofit is kind of blindly humping its way along because: a) I don’t have enough time to do it properly, and b) even if I did, I don’t have the money to really get things going.

	Problems for another time.

	More specifically, problems for about twenty-six minutes from now.

	I spend some time reviewing our organizational plan. I make sure I’ve got my cost projections, my budget estimates, my fundraising goals. I’m not exactly a finance wiz, and there’s this part of me watching from the sidelines, seeing me in this dingy little cupboard with stacks of paper around me, my eye starting to twitch, that can’t help but think, Nerd. And not the sexy kind of nerd, where a hot guy just puts on a pair of glasses. There’s this part of me that is dying at the fact that I’m in this fucking room, for another fucking night, instead of out doing—

	Well, Robin.

	No, I tell myself.

	Absolutely not.

	“Do you want some coffee?” Robin asks.

	It’s only been eighteen minutes.

	“Get out!”

	“You need a massage. If you sit like that, you’re going to hurt your back.”

	I’m not Emery Hazard, so I don’t throw a stapler. But I do put the laptop between me and Robin and stare at the screen until he huffs away.

	When a knock comes at the door, I can’t help it. “No, Robin, I do not want a new pen or a roll of tape or a foot rub or a blow job. I want to get these fucking numbers right before I—”

	It’s not Robin, of course. 

	“—talk to Kayla.”

	Kayla is legit. She’s probably ten years older than me, she makes absolutely no effort to hide her grays, and she smokes like she’s afraid someone’s going to grab the pack out of her hand. She also has way raunchier jokes than me, so she just resettles her glasses and says, “If he’s offering.”

	“God, don’t let him hear you.”

	“I heard her,” Robin sings out from the front of the suite.

	“Close the door.” I pitch my voice to carry. “And mind your own fucking business.”

	“Coffee?” I ask as Kayla settles into her seat. “Tea? One of those probiotic sodas that’s supposed to help you shit like a Kardashian?”

	“Do you have any of that?”

	“No, but I’ll tell Robin I want one.”

	She’s not impressed.

	“What?” I ask. “He’s loaded. His dad invented—uh, what’s like Microsoft, but even nerdier?”

	“Gray, we need to talk.”

	“Uh, okay. That doesn’t sound good.”

	“It’s not.” She reaches for her purse, presumably for her smokes, and glances around. “How do you not have any windows in here?”

	“Because this is the room where they used to keep Jiminy fucking Cricket. What happened? What’s wrong?”

	Kayla is what they call a nonprofit development specialist. And for some reason known only to God, she agreed to help me at ridiculously reduced rates, thank God, since by that point, the grant was long gone. Right now, though, she doesn’t look like she’s planning on developing this particular nonprofit. She looks like she’s wondering how much she can smoke before she sets off the sprinkler system.

	“Kayla!”

	“All right!” She takes a deep breath. “I’ve been…talking to people. Some clients. Friends of friends. Potential donors.” She stops. “They’re all very excited about what you’re doing here.”

	“Okay, great.”

	“There’s nothing like this in Wahredua. The college’s support is a big deal. And there’s a lot of goodwill for the people you’re trying to help, which is part of the reason I let you drag me into this in the first place.”

	“You’re saying good things,” I say. “These are good things, right? This is the kind of shit you want to hear before your first major fundraiser.”

	“Everyone wants this program to succeed.”

	And then she stops again.

	I sit back, and the old chair squeaks. “You know who does this?”

	Kayla is looking around like she might have missed a window.

	“Tops do this. It’s so big. You’re going to love it. I don’t want to hurt you. And then all they do is poke around with the tip. Bitch, just stick it in.”

	Kayla doesn’t laugh, but she does look at me, and it’s a look.

	Robin’s breathing a little more heavily on the other side of the door, God help me.

	“You,” Kayla says.

	“What about me?”

	“The problem is you.” 

	I shift. The chair squeaks again. “What?”

	“Gray, look. It’s a small town. People have long memories.”

	“Me? I’m the problem?”

	“You’ve had a lot of…ups and downs.”

	“I started this fucking thing. What do you mean, I’m the problem?”

	“Nonprofits are complicated. They’re different. Think of the attention and scrutiny directed toward people in leadership positions in other fields—politics, business, that kind of thing. Sure, people pay lip service to wanting them to have a certain moral caliber, but everyone expects them to act…otherwise. With a nonprofit, though, the leadership is supposed to embody the values of the organization. And when you’re dealing with something extra sensitive—sexual assault, domestic violence, that kind of thing—it goes double. You are the organization. Get it? Donors want to feel like they’re giving their money to an organization—to a person—that they know is above reproach.”

	“It was my fucking idea. I got the fucking grant. I put in all the fucking work. If they’re so fucking worried about it, they can come down here and put in a few fucking hours themselves!”

	Kayla shuts her mouth. Her gaze slides away.

	I take a few deep breaths. “Sorry.”

	Her hand moves through the air, slicing through the words.

	Overhead, the fluorescent buzzes. The smell of mop, somehow, is stronger.

	“So, what?” I ask. “I meet with them. I play nice. You can set that up, right? You said you know people who want to donate to this kind of organization.”

	“I said I know potential donors.” She settles herself. She really wants those smokes. It looks like it takes an effort for her to bring her gaze up. “One of them, in particular, is very interested. Ben Fields. Have you heard of him?”

	I shake my head.

	“He’s…traditional.”

	“What the fuck does that mean?”

	“He’s gay, before you get your panties in a wad. But he thinks of himself as a family man. With family values. And that means when he’s considering supporting an organization, he wants to see those same values reflected in the leadership.” Kayla pauses like she’s chambering the last round. “Gray, you’re not what Ben Fields would consider a family man.”

	“Are you fucking kidding—”

	“Let me talk.”

	Somehow, I shut my mouth.

	“It’s not just Ben, although if you could win him over, the rest of them would fall into line. I know—everybody knows—you’ve done a lot of good for this community. Nobody has any questions about that. But this project is new, and you’ve got a demanding full-time job, and anybody who looks at you can tell you’re burning the candle at both ends. And—I’m going to be frank now—you have had some bad times, too. Like I said, people have long memories.”

	I manage to control my volume. “For the last year—”

	“I know.”

	“—I have been a fucking saint.”

	“Gray, I know.”

	“I don’t go to bars. I’m not on the apps. I do my job, and I do this job, and that’s it.” I try to stop there. “There’s this guy who does yoga at the park, and he totally would have sucked me off, and I didn’t even let him!”

	“Not exactly helping your case,” Kayla says. She tries to smile.

	I don’t. I’m trying to breathe.

	“You hired me to help you build up your nonprofit,” Kayla says. “So, that’s what I’m doing. I’m telling you that you’ve started something great here. A lot of people are excited about it. They care about it. They want to see it succeed. But they also want someone, for lack of a better word, trustworthy at the helm.”

	“Trustworthy?”

	“Responsible. Solid. Reliable.”

	“Boring.”

	“Come on, Gray.”

	“Get Emery fucking Hazard then.”

	“I’m telling you that you have a choice.” Kayla gets to her feet. “You can either do what’s good for WISP, or you can do what’s good for your ego.” She clutches her purse in both hands. Tonight, a distant part of my brain notes, will probably be a two-packer for Kayla. “I’m sorry.”
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	Sam

	Chief Somerset and Mr. Hazard live in a nice neighborhood of older homes near the high school. It’s the kind of place anybody would like to grow up in. The houses look like real, old houses. I know that sounds dumb, but that’s the only way I can say it. Not cookie-cutter stuff, I mean. The sidewalks are cracked and uneven, and the streets have big tar patches. Everybody keeps their lawns clean, and it’s a good mix of young families and older couples. A real community, which you don’t see all that much anymore. 

	That’s where I go Friday after my shift ends.

	Chief Somerset—Mr. Somerset—is my mentor. We usually meet twice a month, but this is an emergency. He’ll understand.

	Mr. Hazard, I’m not so sure.

	I park on the street. Colt’s truck is in the driveway—he’s their son. Evie, their daughter, left her bike by the curb, so I wheel it up to the porch. The sound of a lawnmower floats over everything, the day sweet with spring. They’ve got tulips all along the porch’s skirting, and even though they haven’t done much work on the flower beds yet, it all looks real nice. Like a family lives here, I guess.

	When I knock on the door, Colt answers. He’s about to turn eighteen, and he finally gave up on having long hair, thank God. He’s a nice-looking kid. He looks a lot like Mr. Hazard, actually, even though they’re not biologically related. But when he had his hair long, he looked like one of those sheep that somebody forgot to shear.

	“Hi, Sam,” Colt says. “Come on in; I’ll get J-H.”

	He jogs toward the back of the house without waiting for an answer, so I step inside and shut the door. From the back of the house comes the sound of another door opening, and then Colt screaming, “J-H! J-H!” And then, like a kid who thinks he’s an adult, “John-Henry Somerset!”

	The lawnmower cuts off, and Mr. Somerset calls something back, but I can’t make out the words.

	“You can come back here,” Colt shouts, and then he thumps down the steps toward the basement.

	I make my way to the kitchen as Mr. Somerset comes inside. He’s wearing an old Wahredua Wildcats T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, mesh shorts, and an old pair of sneakers stained from cutting the grass. His hair is blond and always a little messy. I guess it’s not really a secret that I think it looks good; that’s why I changed how I wear my hair. One time, a lady who was visiting saw him in St. Taffy’s and sat in his lap and said she wanted to feed him grapes, and the guys at the station still talk about that. The way I think about it is that he’s all the guys you wanted to be in high school. Right now, he’s kicking one foot, trying to shake off little shreds of grass that are clinging to his leg. He smells like hot skin and gasoline and fresh-cut grass, and when he looks up, he smiles.

	“Hey, Sam. How’s it going?”

	“Pretty good, sir.”

	He takes another look at me, and his eyes crinkle. I think that’s when he’s trying not to smile. “You sure about that?”

	I shrug. “I guess not so good.”

	“Have a seat. You want something to drink?”

	“No, sir. Thanks, though.”

	He gets himself a Diet Pepsi from the fridge and leans against the counter. “How was work today?”

	“Pretty good, sir.”

	“Where were you patrolling?”

	“Market Street most of the day. They’ve got the riverfront market opening tomorrow.”

	He winces. “God, I’m sorry.”

	“It’s all right, sir. It was pretty smooth.”

	“What’s going on?”

	So, I tell him about my conversation with Chief Peterson.

	When I finish, Mr. Somerset says, “Well, I guess it’s good to know I left my mark on the department.”

	“Oh! Oh no, sir. God, no, that’s not what he meant—”

	“Sam, it’s okay. I was joking. I mean, there was some self-pity mixed in there too, but it was mostly a joke.” He cracks a smile. “Fifty-fifty.”

	I don’t know what to say to that, so I smile back, but it feels pretty miserable.

	“Let’s try that again,” Mr. Somerset says. “I can see why that would be frustrating, getting that kind of feedback. Especially when that’s not a part of the job most people would anticipate.”

	“I’m not saying Chief Peterson’s wrong, sir. I just—I don’t know what to do.” And then, even though I’ve been there less than five minutes, I ask the question I told myself not to ask: “Would you hire me? If it were you, I mean.”

	This time, Mr. Somerset grins. “Sam.”

	When I say, “I know,” it’s a lot grumpier than I mean it to be.

	For some reason, that makes Mr. Somerset smile even bigger. And I can’t help myself after a few seconds, and I’m smiling too.

	“You know there’s a pretty easy solution to this,” Mr. Somerset says. When I don’t say anything, he continues, “You establish some community relationships so you can prove to Peterson that you can do the work he wants you to do.”

	“Right. Okay. Yeah, I can do that.” It does sound pretty easy, now that Mr. Somerset pointed it out. “Uh, so, where would you volunteer, sir?” And because Mr. Somerset says it’s better when people think for themselves and when they take the initiative—and because one time, Mr. Hazard wanted to go to bed and I’d stayed too late talking and he said I’d probably be able to think more clearly if I didn’t have Mr. Somerset’s dick in my mouth—I hurry to add, “I mean, there’s my gran’s church.”

	“That could work,” Mr. Somerset says. “Do you have a connection there? Besides your grandma, I mean. Do you worship there?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Well, you could still ask. Or you could find something you’re passionate about, Sam. I think that would be more meaningful. What are some things that you care about? Something you’d like to advocate for?”

	Before I can answer, the front door opens, and Mr. Hazard’s voice carries into the house.

	“—because it looks like a fucking trap when you’re lying in wait for me to get home.”

	And then another voice answers, and it’s Detective Dulac. “Bro, I wasn’t lying in wait. That’s some Renaissance Faire bullshit. I just pulled up and—”

	That’s when they reach the kitchen.

	Mr. Hazard looks at me and says, “What are you doing here?”

	Detective Dulac slouches against the wall and gives me the once over. Then he purses his lips like he’s blowing me a kiss and says, “What’s up, beefcake?”

	Mr. Hazard and Detective Dulac are about as different as you can get. Mr. Hazard is a big guy. He’s got dark hair and these bright yellow eyes. He says what he’s thinking, which is a good thing, because Dad always says you should say what you mean. And he’s smart, too. But what I would tell somebody, if they asked me about Mr. Hazard, is you don’t want him looking at you. That pretty much sums it up.

	Detective Dulac, on the other hand, is…well, it seems like he’s always looking. He’s about my height, a few years older than me, and he’s got these freckles that make me think he was one of those kids in school all the teachers liked, because they didn’t know what he got up to behind their backs. A couple of years ago, he was trying to rescue Ashley—that’s Colt’s boyfriend—after he’d been kidnapped. The girl who took Ashley had made a lightbulb bomb, and it exploded when Detective Dulac went into the house. He survived. (Gran would say, Obviously.) But the glass cut up his face pretty bad, and for a while, we all thought he might lose one of his eyes. Last year, he saw a doctor about the scars, and they’re pretty much gone now. You can’t even see them unless you know what you’re looking for. Detective Dulac makes jokes about it sometimes. I guess it’d be hard to be that handsome and have something like that happen to you.

	I don’t say anything back, by the way. Detective Dulac’s the kind that Gran says talking back only encourages them.

	“Gray,” Mr. Somerset says, like it’s a warning.

	“What?” Detective Dulac’s doing his innocent look now. “It’s a good thing.”

	“Why are you here?”

	“Do you remember when he got hired? He was a skinny White kid spiking his hair up in front.”

	Mr. Somerset rubs his forehead. He does that sometimes when he has a headache, like when we’ve been having one of our mentoring sessions and the sun is too bright or something. He says to Mr. Hazard, “Why is he here?”

	“Not that it’s bad to be a skinny White guy,” Detective Dulac says. “Skinny White guys have those giant horse cocks.”

	That’s when Mr. Somerset chokes on his Diet Pepsi.

	“I’ll see him out,” Mr. Hazard says.

	But now Detective Dulac is grinning, and he’s still watching me. I know my face is turning red—I can’t help that—but I stand there because anything else will only make it worse.

	“He’s not skimping on leg days, either,” Detective Dulac says. “Are you, beefcake?”

	“I guess not,” I say because sometimes you have to say something, even if it’s only going to make things worse.

	“Good God, Gray,” Mr. Somerset says, and he still sounds like he’s choking on the Diet Pepsi.

	“I’m just saying if you dropped him in the Pretty Pretty, it’d be like feeding time at SeaWorld.”

	Mr. Hazard cocks his head. “Which tank?”

	That takes the wind out of Detective Dulac’s sails for a minute. The thing with Mr. Hazard is you never know if he’s serious.

	“Okay,” Mr. Somerset says. “Goodbye, Gray. I don’t know why you decided to drop in right now, but thank you for finding a way to make it excruciating for everyone.”

	“Beefcake doesn’t mind,” Detective Dulac says. “Look at him, he’s eating it up.”

	“Can you do something, please?” Mr. Somerset asks.

	“Were you talking about the orcas?” Mr. Hazard asks.

	Mr. Somerset gives him a look I’ve seen Gran give my dad before. “I remember a comment about feral detectives following me home. Well, you brought him into the house, so you can get rid of him.”

	“Get rid of me? Bro!” But Detective Dulac looks like a big kid when Mr. Hazard takes his arm. “Slap a slutty mustache on him, and you’d have Grade A twink bait.”

	“I’m so sorry,” Mr. Somerset says to me.

	“Oh relax,” Detective Dulac says as Mr. Hazard tows him out of the room. His voice keeps floating back to us. “You’re not the first straight guy to discover he likes a dick in his mouth.” I think he’s talking to Mr. Hazard when he says, “Bro, seriously, what do you do for arm days?”

	“Stop talking.”

	“Jesus, what crawled up everybody’s ass today?”

	“Asses,” Mr. Hazard says, his voice fading as they move toward the front of the house. “Plural. And have you considered trying not to be a poorly functioning nymphomaniac? A year of celibacy clearly hasn’t been enough.”

	“Who said anything about celibacy? I’m not a monk. Bro, wait, wait, wait, I need your help—” 

	The front door opens and shuts. When Mr. Hazard comes back, he looks at Mr. Somerset for a moment and does a little shrug, like it’s not his fault. But Mr. Somerset keeps looking at him, so Mr. Hazard turns to me and says, “You could report him, you know. For sexual harassment. We’d be witnesses.”

	“Ree.”

	“We’d be delighted to be witnesses. I’d insist, actually.”

	It makes me smile, but I shake my head. “He just likes to talk.”

	“Maybe an anonymous report,” Mr. Hazard says, but mostly to himself, and you can tell he likes the idea.

	“Did you want to join the mentoring team?” Mr. Somerset says.

	“Abso-fucking-lutely not. I’m going to finish the laundry.”

	He makes his way downstairs, and a few seconds later, he says something I can’t hear, and Colt starts laughing.

	“Okay,” Mr. Somerset says. “Sorry about that.”

	I shake my head.

	“What were we talking about?”

	“Volunteering at my gran’s church.”

	“Right, well, you could definitely do that, but you might want to think about something you’re really passionate about. If you don’t care that much about the church, it’s going to come through, and you want people to see that what you’re doing matters to you personally.”

	“I guess,” I say.

	I must have sounded pretty glum because Mr. Somerset laughs. “We can brainstorm some ideas. There are a couple of food pantries. And I know you’re good with kids, so we could talk to the high school, see if they have anything they need help with. Maybe something you’ve got a family connection to. Besides the church, I mean.”

	Mr. Hazard’s voice comes up the stairs. “You can volunteer at Gray’s nonprofit, the intimate partner violence one, since he’s clearly trying to rope John and me into helping.” A beat passes, and he adds, “That was a real mind-fuck of a sentence.”

	Mr. Somerset’s eyes get a little wide, and he does this tiny shake of his head. “Yeah, definitely don’t do that.”

	 


4

	Sam

	I drive home. 

	I still don’t know what I’m going to do. It’s not that Mr. Somerset and Mr. Hazard didn’t want to help me, but they were right—I’m the one who has to decide, and they can’t make the decision for me. Even though you know Mr. Hazard would love to make the decision for me, Mr. Somerset won’t let him. 

	So, as I drive, I think. There’s always drugs. Smithfield is about the worst part of Wahredua, and when I patrol there, I see all sorts of stuff. There’s sex work, too. Mr. Somerset said you’re not supposed to call it prostitution, and you definitely aren’t supposed to call it whoring, which I guess everybody knows, but Gran still says it sometimes. Like when she forgot to pay the light bill and said she ran to the post office to drop off that check, and she was sweating like a whore in church. But she doesn’t mean anything by it.

	Detective Dulac has a nonprofit.

	Rural poverty is another one. We had to learn about that at one of our trainings because it’s a big problem in Missouri. Maybe that’s what I should do. Or human trafficking, since that was a big problem around here not too long ago.

	Detective Dulac has a nonprofit, and Mr. Hazard and Mr. Somerset are going to volunteer there.

	Or maybe gun violence. Something about teaching people to lock up their guns. There was a kid, Danny Johnson, who shot his sister when we were in third grade. I was too little to know anything except that it was awful, but I think about it now, and I want to go back in time and knock Mr. Johnson around because he didn’t have a gun safe.

	But Detective Dulac has a nonprofit. Not that I want to work with Detective Dulac. He can be funny sometimes, sure. But it’s a lot of noise, too. And sometimes it’s like he needs you to pay attention to him, or he needs to rile you up, or he needs to see you blink or look at him again. Shock you, I guess. 

	But if Mr. Hazard and Mr. Somerset are volunteering there, it has to be a good organization, right? I mean, Mr. Somerset wouldn’t volunteer there if it wasn’t good. And that would be kind of fun, right? Kind of a different dynamic. Not mentor-mentee. We could show up around the same time to help, and we’d just be two guys helping, and basically that’s how you become friends.

	And Detective Dulac saying all that stuff—he’d had that big smile on his face.

	I’m still thinking about it as I turn onto our street.

	Gran and I live in a brick house in a newer part of town. It’s a ranch, and it’s got a maple tree in the front yard, and I keep the flower beds clean even though Gran only ever puts in vincas and they burn up in the sun pretty fast. It’s Gran’s house, and she was nice enough to let me move in with her when I said I had to get out of Iberia. I guess I could move out now since I’ve had a job for a few years, and Mr. Hazard told me about one of those high-interest savings accounts, and he made me set it up right in front of him. I keep telling myself I’m going to look for a place. But I don’t. Sometimes, it’s good to leave things the way they are. Comfortable.
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