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CHAPTER ONE

	NOVEMBER 22

	FRIDAY

	5:59 PM

	EMERY HAZARD STOOD IN the kitchen, checking the preparations. The prime rib was tented and resting, filling the air with the smell of roast beef. The scalloped potatoes were tender, and their cheesy crust had browned and crisped to perfection. The asparagus was firm without being crunchy. He opened the fridge, pulled out the box from the Wahredua Family Bakery, and considered whether or not he needed to taste the double fudge cake just to make sure it was good enough for guests.

	“John,” he called. “Is the table set?”

	His husband, John-Henry Somerset, who most often went by Somers, shouted something unintelligible from the other end of the house.

	Steps from the opening that connected to the dining room drew Hazard’s attention. Colt clutched a tray of silverware in his arms. He was fifteen, tall for his age, and lanky, with dark hair shorn almost to the scalp and amber eyes that were eerily like Hazard’s own. He was wearing a navy button-up with a tiny white geometric print, stretchy gray chinos that rode up above his ankles—Somers insisted they were supposed to look like that—and tan oxfords that, Hazard now realized, were almost identical to the pair he himself wore. Currently, their foster son’s face was frozen into a furious mask that Hazard was beginning to realize covered a variety of other emotions.

	“He said I had to do it.” Colt shifted the tray, and the silverware clinked. “He said he was busy getting Evie ready.”

	“So do it,” Hazard said.

	Colt shifted the tray in his arms. “Why can’t I just stay in my room?”

	“Because,” Hazard said, checking the potatoes again—were they getting too crispy?—“you’re a part of this family now, and that means you have to deal with the same bull as the rest of us.”

	“I look stupid.”

	“You look fine.”

	“I hate these clothes. Ash never wears anything like this.”

	“This is a nice dinner. We’re dressing up in nice clothes.” Hazard waved at his own button-down and chinos. “If John says you look nice, you look nice. End of story. Go set the table.”

	Colt set his jaw. He stayed in the opening.

	Hazard moved the potatoes to the top of the stove; when he looked up again, he detected the faint hint of a blush in Colt’s face.

	“Oh,” Hazard said. “Well, why the fuck—” He swallowed the words and started over. “Why didn’t you say so?”

	Hand on Colt’s shoulder, he steered the teen into the dining room. The placemats and plates were out. The glasses were on the table. Napkins and napkin rings made a pile in the center. 

	“Forks on the left,” Hazard said, taking one from the tray. “Smallest on the outside. Fork has the same number of letters as left; that’s one way you can remember it.”

	“I’m not stupid,” Colt mumbled.

	“It’s how I remember it,” Hazard said.

	Colt rolled his eyes.

	“Knife on the right. If there’s more than one, it’s the same thing: small to big. Then spoons. The napkin, I know there are fancier ways, but you can just pull it through the ring like this, see? Tonight we’ll put them on the center of the plate. The glasses always go on the right.”

	The teen studied the place Hazard had set. “It’s not hard.”

	“No, it’s not hard. You just have to know the rules.”

	“Why can’t we just do it the way we normally do, and if you want a fork, you get a fork? Or we have all the forks in a pile on the counter and everyone just grabs one?”

	“First of all, if you ever tell my mother that we do that, she’s going to die from shame at having raised a barbarian, so keep your mouth shut. Second, people have rules for a reason.”

	“Why?”

	Hazard blinked. “Well, several reasons, I guess. Part of it is showing that you’ve mastered social intricacies; it’s a way of establishing your place and, to an extent, showing off. Part of it, though, is what civilization has always been about: creating order out of chaos, agreeing to a shared set of standards, doing things a certain way because it makes the experience better for everyone.”

	Colt’s amber eyes glittered as he studied the place setting. “Fine.”

	“I’m so glad you’ve decided to approve of Western civilization.”

	With a smirk, Colt said, “I’m going to tell Aileen that you let J-H drink milk straight out of the jug.”

	“Don’t you dare,” Hazard growled. “And I don’t let him. I just don’t catch him all the time.”

	The doorbell rang, and as Hazard made his way to the entry hall, his husband called out, “I’ll get it.”

	Somers was beautiful, even barefoot and stuffing his shirttail into his waistband. He wore a charcoal blazer, a white button-down, and blue trousers that hugged his ass. He’d even chosen to wear a tie, although God only knew why—it currently looked like he’d gotten it caught in the wringer while putting it on.

	Hazard made a sharp warning noise, and Somers stopped and turned. Hazard crooked a finger. With a tiny grin, Somers changed course and padded toward him. Hazard straightened the tie—the knot was beyond saving, but he managed to make it at least look like a knot—and then he finished tucking Somers’s shirt into his trousers. He smoothed the golden blond hair. Tropically blue eyes crinkled back at him.

	“Socks and shoes,” Hazard told him. “I’ll get the door.”

	Somers kissed his cheek and sprinted back toward their bedroom. In the living room, Evie asked something, and Somers must have given the answer she wanted because she let out an excited shriek.

	Another knock came at the door. Harder.

	Hazard answered.

	Glennworth Somerset was the mayor of Wahredua and Somers’s father. The only feature he shared with his son were the same blue eyes; otherwise, his face and build and complexion were rather ordinary, and he looked like what he was—a man who had eaten himself into a comfortable middle age. His wife, Grace Elaine Somerset, was where Somers had gotten his beauty from. She was the same age as her husband, but she looked twenty years younger, with surgically smooth skin and perfectly ashen hair—tonight, in a French braid. Glenn smiled, although the expression had a certain sourness to it. Grace Elaine did not.

	“I’m freezing my balls off.”

	Those words came from behind Glenn and Grace Elaine, and Hazard tried not to groan when he saw Gray Dulac and his boyfriend, Darnell Kirby. Dulac was a detective with the Wahredua police; he had dark hair, dark eyes, and boyish freckles that made it difficult to remember that the man was intermittently—and surprisingly—competent. His boyfriend, Darnell, was a big man with a big beard. Tonight, Darnell had traded his usual flannel and overalls for a blue button-down with a collar that looked too tight.

	“Yes,” Grace Elaine said, drawing her coat around her. She didn’t exactly look over her shoulder at Dulac, but then, she didn’t exactly spit in his face or flip him off, either. “It’s terribly cold out here, Emery.” She stepped inside and turned, a slight pause indicating that he was supposed to help her out of her coat. “John-Henry must be too busy to welcome his parents, of course. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have had to stand on the porch half the night. In the cold. I really did raise him not to keep people waiting.”

	“Hello, Emery,” Glenn said as he followed his wife into the house. He waited until Hazard had removed her coat and then seized Hazard’s free hand and pumped it. The mayoral spirit had really taken hold, it seemed. “Good of you to have us over. I didn’t realize it was a dinner party.”

	“No,” Grace Elaine said. She was wearing an off-the-shoulder sweater dress in a creamy wool, and she turned in place as she spoke. “I was told it was going to be a family dinner. To meet this…boy.” She stopped and stared into the dining room, which sat just off of the entry hall. “Is that him?”

	Colt stared back at her, clutching the empty silverware tray to his chest.

	“Poor thing,” Grace Elaine murmured. “He does look like you, doesn’t he?”

	Fire flashed in Colt’s face, and he beat a retreat through the dining room and into the kitchen.

	Hazard folded her coat over his arm. His fingers dug into the wool.

	“Dear,” Glenn said quietly—but, Hazard noticed through his rage, firmly. “We talked about this.”

	She laughed, a silvery sound, and shook her head. “Oh, Emery, your face. I can hear how that sounded—I’m so sorry. I meant poor thing, he’s been through so much. I really am sorry.”

	Glenn’s face had a strained civility that looked about as strong as a wet paper sack.

	“Mother,” Somers said as he came into the room. “Father.”

	Kisses. Hugs.

	“We just met Colt,” Glenn said.

	“They didn’t meet him,” Hazard said. “They saw him.”

	“He’s very thin,” Grace Elaine said. “I don’t remember you being that thin when you were his age, John-Henry.”

	“That’s because I ate two frozen pizzas every day after school,” Somers said. “Come into the living room. Evie wants to show you something she learned at dance, and I’ll make you drinks so you’ll survive tonight.”

	“What an awful thing to say,” Grace Elaine said with more peals of laughter.

	“A double,” Glenn muttered as he followed his wife and son down the hall.

	As their voices faded, Dulac and Darnell stepped into the house. Darnell’s face was red, and after shaking Hazard’s hand and mumbling a greeting, he seemed to be trying to look everywhere except at Hazard himself. Dulac, on the other hand, wrapped Hazard in a hug and pounded him on the back, which Hazard endured as long as he could and then used his forearm against Dulac’s throat to push the detective away.

	“Dude,” Dulac said with a whisper-laugh. “Those are some seriously old bitches.”

	“Gray,” Darnell said.

	“What? They are. Was John-Henry adopted or something? Because those are some next-level Cruella-de-Vil vibes.” He glanced around. “Where’d the little dude go?”

	“He’s taller than you,” Hazard said. Then, over his shoulder, he shouted, “Colt, get in here.”

	Ten seconds. Then twenty. Colt slunk through the dining room and into the entry hall.

	“Little bro,” Dulac shouted, throwing himself at Colt. The poor kid tried to squirm away, but Dulac was—in an opinion that Hazard had dialed in over the last year—the human equivalent of a nymphomaniac octopus who had pledged a fraternity freshman year. In other words, lots of hugs, lots of pounding on the back, and when you tried to get away, it felt like the detective had a million arms.

	Colt held himself perfectly stiff, his face a silent plea to Hazard.

	“Ok, sweetheart,” Darnell said, his hand settling on Dulac’s shoulder. “Let him go.”

	Colt flashed him a look of gratitude and took a few steps back. Then he put a chair between them. Apparently, that was just in case Dulac got any fresh ideas.

	“Little dude,” Dulac said. “What’s up?”

	“Um. Nothing.”

	“But, like, how’s it going?”

	“Fine.”

	“How’s school? Are you crushing it at school? Emery, bro, is he crushing it at school?”

	“I don’t know, Colt,” Hazard said. “Are you crushing it at school?”

	Colt shot him a glare. “It’s fine.”

	“How are your classes?”

	“They’re fine.”

	“He got an A on his first quiz,” Hazard said.

	“It was just a vocab quiz,” Colt said, kicking the corner of the rug. “It was stupid.”

	Dulac grinned. “Bro, that’s fucking—”

	“Language,” Hazard snapped.

	Dulac gave Hazard an exaggerated okay sign. “That’s freaking awesome, dude!”

	“Thanks,” Colt said, “dude.”

	Dulac beamed at him. “What about, you know, like girls? Or boys? Or both? What are you tapping these days?”

	“He’s not tapping anything,” Hazard growled. “And if he even thinks about doing anything like that, he’s going to find himself chemically castrated for the next five years. And watch your mouth around my son.”

	“Bro,” Dulac said, his expression injured. “He’s a stud. Like a little stud. An Emery Hazard junior stud muffin. He should be tapping anything that moves, right?”

	“Excuse him,” Darnell said. “He misses John-Henry; he doesn’t have a good outlet anymore.”

	“There’s Nico,” Colt said, pointing out the window, and slipped out the front door.

	Dulac watched him go. “Aw, Emery, he’s a hell of a kid.”

	“Thank you, Gray. Thank you so much. I was waiting for your seal of approval, and I’m so glad I have it.”

	“No problem, bro. I just love you so much. You and my boy John-Henry. Like, I love you guys so much it’s like this boner in my heart, and sometimes I want to put it all into words, like, really tell you guys how I feel, but—”

	“Gray,” Darnell said, “let’s get a drink.”

	“He’s not drunk already?” Hazard asked.

	“I meant for me,” Darnell said as he nudged Gray down the hall.

	A moment later, the door swung open, and Nico and Colt stepped inside. Nico looked even better than usual, and that was saying something for Hazard’s ex. He had on an overcoat and a dark suit that accented his long, lean frame while managing to look casual and stylish. His shaggy hair was still shaggy, but he’d done something to it that made it look surprisingly mature. Even in winter, his coppery skin seemed to glow. Colt had stopped very close to him, and Nico, with what must have taken a great deal of practice, managed to put some extra space between them without drawing attention to it.

	“—such a douche, right?” Colt was asking. He seemed to remember Hazard at the last moment, flushed, and muttered, “I mean, jerk.”

	“Uh huh,” Nico answered neutrally. “Hi, Emery.”

	“You look like an adult.”

	Nico burst out laughing. “It’s nice to see you too.”

	“What did you do to your hair?”

	“I got a haircut,” Nico said.

	“It looks tough,” Colt said. He took a step closer. “And that suit is dope.”

	“Thank you,” Nico said quietly, his gaze sliding away from Colt’s. “You both look very handsome.”

	“Why did you cut your hair?” Hazard asked. “It was perfectly fine before.”

	“Perfectly fine,” Nico muttered.

	“I think your hair looks so good,” Colt said. He scrubbed at his own buzz cut. “I hate my hair. Um, do you, like, want to give me some ideas for my hair?”

	“I just don’t understand why you had to cut it,” Hazard said.

	“Thanks for, um, coming, Nico,” Colt said. “I bet you have all sorts of stuff to do this weekend, like, cool stuff, and everybody else here is lame, and it’s just, uh, really cool that you came.”

	“Happy to be here,” Nico said in what Hazard had come to recognize—since Nico had begun working as his assistant at the agency—as his professional voice. “I’m going to get out of this coat—”

	“I can take it,” Colt said.

	“No,” Nico said a little too quickly. “You don’t have to do that.”

	“Let him do it,” Hazard said. “He needs the practice. Maybe he’ll remember to pick up his own coat next time so that I don’t have to stand at the bottom of the stairs yelling his name for fifteen minutes.”

	Colt’s face turned bright red, and he threw a furious glare at Hazard before he shot off into the living room. Nico sighed and shook his head as he shrugged out of the overcoat.

	“What?” Hazard asked. “He’s been moody all week because his friend is at deer camp.”

	“Oh, Emery,” Nico said, and then he passed him his coat and headed deeper into the house.

	“Why am I the only one in this house who knows how to hang up a coat?” Hazard called after him.

	Since—apparently—he was the only one in the house who knew how to hang up a coat, Hazard hung Grace Elaine’s and Nico’s in the hall closet. He had just finished when the front door swung open again, and the Mongol horde rushed in. He knew, in his head, that there were only six children. Noah and Rebeca—Hazard and Somers’s neighbors and friends—had assured him, on separate occasions, that there really were only six kids. But when all six of them arrived at once, the number felt drastically higher, and the shrieking throng hurtled past Hazard like a meteor. Noah and Rebeca stepped inside a moment later—Noah, tall and goofy; Rebeca, short and beautiful.

	“Sorry about that,” Noah said, nodding in the direction of the screams—which now included Evie’s shrilly excited noises. “They got into the leftover Halloween candy.”

	“Great,” Hazard said. “Junkies.”

	Rebeca laughed and kissed his cheek. Noah helped her out of her coat, and then he hung hers and his own.

	“Finally,” Hazard said.

	“What?” Noah asked.

	“Nothing. Never mind.”

	In the living room, the scene was more or less what Hazard had anticipated: Somers moving from group to group, charming, laughing, faces lighting up as he approached. Colt was watching him, glowering, his expression darkening every time Somers made someone laugh or smile. Once Somers completed his circuit of the room, he settled in with his parents to play host. Nico squeezed himself into a corner. Colt, his face still red, began playing some sort of pretend-tackle game with Roman and Rafe and Evie and, every five seconds, glancing over to see if Nico was watching. Dulac was holding a glass of wine that was already mostly empty, and Darnell was working a finger under his collar, probably trying to get enough air to breathe. 

	“She’s a little girl,” Grace Elaine’s voice carried. “She shouldn’t be playing those kinds of games.”

	“She’s fine, Mother.” Somers had more or less given up drinking, but right then, he looked like a very thirsty man. “She can play whatever kinds of games she wants.”

	“Boom!” Dulac shouted from across the room. “Feminism!”

	“Shut up,” Hazard told him.

	“Mr. Mayor,” Darnell said, “how are things going for you?”

	“Very well, very well, thank you.” Glenn puffed up with each word. “Good time of year to live in this part of the world, don’t you think? And in our little city in particular, I’d say, although I’m a little biased. I can’t remember a better autumn.”

	“Statistically, this is the seventh worst autumn in the last hundred years,” Hazard said. “The rainfall alone—”

	“Wonderful, wonderful,” Glenn trumpeted over him. Turning to Darnell, he said, “John-Henry tells me you’re in the tech industry.”

	Darnell started to answer, but at that moment, Ricky came through the room like he had a jet engine strapped to his back. The boy was sobbing. Robbie came hot on his heels, screaming, “I didn’t do anything, I didn’t do anything.”

	“Cut it out,” Noah told them. “Both of you.”

	“Noah,” Rebeca said.

	Ricky complained about something in indecipherable wails.

	“I didn’t do anything!” Robbie shouted.

	“Well,” Grace Elaine said. “Times are certainly different.”

	Rebeca’s flush showed under the soft brown of her skin. She didn’t look over at Grace Elaine, but her voice had a new edge as she said, “Noah, why don’t you take the boys to another room?”

	“Right,” Noah said grimly. He caught each of them by an arm and hauled them down the hall. Their howls faded slowly.

	“We certainly didn’t let you get away with anything like that,” Grace Elaine murmured—at a volume obviously intended to carry.

	Rebeca’s blush deepened.

	“No,” Somers said. “You just made excuses when I got in fights at school, you paid off coaches who didn’t like my attitude, you donated to election funds when I went around knocking down stop signs with a baseball bat.”

	“Fuck yeah, bro,” Dulac said. “That’s the shit I’m talking about.” He was taking a gulp of wine when Darnell elbowed him, and he wiped his mouth to add, “I mean, heck yeah.”

	“We were making sure you didn’t ruin your chance at a happy, successful life,” Grace Elaine said. “If that makes me a bad mother, then I suppose I’m a bad mother. There, John-Henry, are you happy? I’m sure you and…he will do a much better job with this boy.”

	“Emery, Mother. And Colt. You know their names.”

	“Let’s talk about something else,” Glenn said with discount-bin enthusiasm.

	Apparently, nobody could think of anything. Darnell was staring at his shoes. Dulac was guzzling the rest of his wine. Nico was trying to hide inside his suit jacket. Colt was fending off Roman and Rafe while trying to read the adult undercurrents in the room. 

	Somers’s golden complexion was blotched with red. “Colt, come over here for a minute. I want you to meet my parents.”

	“We met,” Grace Elaine said.

	Somers ignored her and beckoned for Colt. With molasses-level reluctance, Colt dragged himself across the room. Somers put a hand on his shoulder, and Hazard thought that for a man who was phenomenally good at understanding people, Somers had a strange way of missing how tense Colt became around him.

	“Colt, this is my mother, Grace Elaine, and this is my father, Glenn. Mother, Father, this is Colt.”

	“Nice to meet you, young man,” Glenn said, pumping Colt’s hand and offering a wooden smile.

	“Is he going to call me grandmother?” Grace Elaine asked.

	Colt stared at his oxfords.

	“I don’t think you have to worry about that, Mother.” Somers squeezed Colt’s shoulder as Colt tried to squirm away.

	“Well, why shouldn’t he?” Grace Elaine asked; she had clearly changed trajectory and was aiming now at wounded indignation. “I’m your mother. I suppose he calls you father.”

	“Actually, he calls me J-H.” He grinned. “We’re still figuring out something a little better. Maybe Daddy-o.”

	“That’s really not appropriate. Why doesn’t he call you father? What does he call…Emery?”

	“Pops, but—”

	Colt twisted savagely away from under Somers’s hand. His head came up, and he met Grace Elaine’s gaze. Color flared in his cheeks. “Just because they’re married doesn’t mean I have to call him dad.”

	“Nobody’s saying you have to call me anything,” Somers said. “J-H is fine—” 

	But Grace Elaine spoke over him. “Do you let him talk to adults like that?”

	Colt turned, but Somers caught his arm. “Bubba, hold on. Mother, Father, Colt’s an amazing kid. He helped Emery and me solve that murder a few weeks ago. Colt, tell them—”

	“Stop it,” Colt said, his voice just below a shout. He ripped free of Somers’s grip. “Why do you have to do that?”

	“What did I—”

	“Really,” Grace Elaine said in a tone of immensely satisfied disapproval.

	Somers was staring at Colt, obviously trying to figure out what had just happened. The silence limped along for a moment, and Hazard realized that it was up to him to rescue the evening. As usual.

	“Nico got a new haircut,” Hazard announced.

	Nico actually groaned and tried to pull his jacket up.

	“Show them your hair,” Hazard ordered.

	“Show them my hair?” Nico whispered in a tone that sounded an awful lot like horror.

	“It’s dope,” Colt said too loudly into the silence. His cheeks were still flushed, but he sounded like he was trying to play off the last few moments, following Hazard’s lead. He scrubbed a hand over his short hair. “Nico’s going to help me, uh, you know. With my hair.”

	Nico groaned again.

	“Isn’t that cute?” Grace Elaine asked in her kitty-cat voice. “He has a crush.”

	Colt’s face contracted, and he sprinted across the room, heading toward the kitchen. A moment later, the door to the garage crashed shut behind him.

	“Thank you, Mother,” Somers said, rubbing that spot at the center of his forehead.

	“What? It was perfectly obvious. Now, darling, tell me what you did with that cheval mirror I gave Evie for her birthday? And don’t let me forget—you absolutely have to hear what your father is planning for the parterre.”

	The rest of the room resumed the herky-jerky resemblance of a party, everyone trying to talk and move naturally, and all of them doing a terrible job of it.

	“Would you like me to check on him?” Rebeca asked as she pulled Roman and Rafe apart.

	Hazard shook his head.

	“You’re not worried he’s running away again?”

	Hazard shook his head again. “He’s done this a few times. He sits out there when he wants to be alone. He listens to music in John’s car. I think it makes him feel grown up, in control. Although I caught him and Ashley out there the other day, and it didn’t look very grown up. They’d pulled the headrests out of the seats, and they were fencing with the support posts.”

	“They were what?” Somers asked, his tone sharpening.

	“I get it,” Noah said as he shepherded Robbie and Ricky back into the room. The boys walked stiffly, refusing to look at each other, and they split as soon as Noah released them. “Rocio is obsessed with driving the car. This sounds like the teenage version of that.”

	“My teenage experiences in a car were not exactly responsible,” Rebeca said with a laugh. When Noah raised his eyebrows, she blushed and slapped his chest. “Stop it. That’s not what I meant.”

	“What did you mean—” Noah began.

	Then, from outside, came the distinct crash of two cars colliding.

	“Motherfucker,” Hazard growled as he sprinted toward the front door.

	“Language,” Noah called after him.

	Colt was climbing out of the Mustang. His face was blotchier than ever, his eyes wide with terror. The rear bumper of the car had collided with the front of Glenn’s Aston Martin, scraping the paint and cracking one headlight. Music still played over the Mustang’s speakers—a light beat over the simple melody from a synthesizer. Can’t we just talk, the singer asked. Can’t we just talk?

	“I didn’t mean to,” Colt said miserably.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	NOVEMBER 22

	FRIDAY

	6:31 PM

	SOMERS CROUCHED TO INSPECT the damage. It was all cosmetic—scratched paint, a broken headlight lens, a dent on the Mustang’s bumper. His father stood next to him. Glennworth Somerset hadn’t said anything; he stood with his arms across his chest, breathing. That’s all he had to do—breathe.

	“He’s fine,” Hazard called from where he’d been inspecting Colt.

	“Of course he’s fine,” Glenn snapped.

	“Apologize,” Hazard said.

	“I’m not going to apologize—”

	“Not you, Father,” Somers said.

	Colt wrapped his arms around himself. “I’m sorry, Mr. Somerset. Mr. Mayor, I mean. I’m really sorry.”

	“And?” Hazard prompted.

	“I’m sorry, J-H.”

	“It’s ok, Colt,” Somers said as he rose from the crouch.

	“It’s certainly not ok,” Hazard said. “Do you have any idea, even the slightest clue, of how dangerous that was?”

	“Ree, calm down. It’s not a big deal.”

	“It is a big deal. He could have killed someone. Did you think about that, Colt? What if Rocio or Rafe had been out here when you decided to steal a fucking car without knowing how to fucking drive? If they’d been standing right here, they’d have been pinned between the cars. You would have killed a child. Did you consider that?”

	Colt wiped his face. He tried to say something. Then he started to sob.

	“Jesus Christ,” Somers breathed. He touched Colt’s arm. “Hey, it was a mistake. Nobody’s mad—”

	Colt pulled away from Somers’s touch and cried harder.

	“Of course we’re mad,” Hazard said. “I honestly cannot believe how stupid this was.”

	“Nobody’s mad?” Glenn asked in a tone of disbelief.

	“Enough, Ree,” Somers said. “Father, we’re handling this.”

	“Go inside,” Hazard told Colt. “Your room. Door closed until I come talk to you.”

	Colt stumbled to the door, where Dulac and Darnell were stepping outside.

	“Little dude,” Dulac said, “hey, it’s ok—”

	Twisting past him, Colt plunged into the house, and the slap of his running footsteps faded in the distance. Darnell shut the door.

	“All right,” Somers’s father said. “I suppose if that’s how you want to handle things.”

	“I’d appreciate less commentary right now,” Somers said with an edge he couldn’t smooth out of his voice.

	Surprise flickered in Hazard’s face, and Glenn flushed.

	“Bro?” Dulac called. “Do you want us to go?”

	“Everybody’s packing up,” Darnell said. “This is a stressful night for you guys, and we don’t want to add to it.”

	“No,” Hazard said. “Absolutely not. Darnell, will you carve the prime rib while we handle this? Gray, get the adults fresh drinks. Hell, get some cough syrup for the kids. The food is ready—you all start eating.”

	“Bro,” Dulac said in protest.

	“We’ll be there in a minute,” Somers said.

	Some of the edge must have still been there, in spite of his best efforts, because Dulac and Darnell traded a look before going back inside.

	Then there was silence, broken only by the sound of the three men breathing. The November night was cold; the sky was so clear that it seemed shallow, the stars just inches deep in the dark river above them. Somers’s breath steamed. His hands were balled into fists, he realized, and he had to force himself to rest them on his hips, to soften the line of his shoulders. Step one to being cool was looking cool, and Lord, he needed to be cool right now.

	“I suppose I should call my insurance company,” Somers’s father said.

	“No,” Somers said at the same time as Hazard.

	Glenn raised his eyebrows.

	“Not unless you want your foster grandson showing up in court for misdemeanor driving without a license,” Hazard said. “Calling your insurance will result in an investigation. Depositions. There’s no way they’ll write you a check without getting the police involved. You can imagine how that would play out in the news.”

	With a grimace, Glenn shook his head. “Very well. My mechanic will handle it. You can drop off the Mustang tomorrow.” In a dry-ice voice, he added, “I assume you can work out temporary transportation on your own, but if that’s too much, I’ll figure out something for you.”

	“You know what?” Hazard said. “We’ll pay for the repairs.”

	Somers’s father laughed, the sound full of genuine amusement and what Somers recognized as a trace of contempt. “You’ll pay for them?” He glanced at the house and then at the cars and then at Hazard directly. “Pardon me for asking, but how?”

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	“I didn’t realize that Astraea was doing so well.”

	“It’s doing fine. John is earning more too. We’ll pay for the repairs.”

	“Is that right? John-Henry, do you have something to say about this?”

	Somers rubbed that spot, the one at the center of his forehead that had been bothering him a lot more frequently since the Hazard men had entered his life. “Father—”

	“I didn’t realize that your husband,” the word was laced with disgust, “was doing so well for himself. Tell me, again, why you can’t afford a membership at the club.”

	“Are you for real?” Hazard asked.

	“Drop it,” Somers said.

	“Or when I invited you to go water skiing with that lieutenant in the Highway Patrol, explain to me again—how did you put it? ‘That’s not in our budget.’”

	“Glenn, I think you should leave,” Hazard said.

	“Or maybe you can help me understand why you decided to get your mother a candle for her birthday, John-Henry. A candle. The poor woman cried her eyes out after you left.”

	“All right—” Hazard started to say.

	Somers caught his arm. “Father, go inside and enjoy the meal.”

	“I’d like Rob to come get the Aston Martin tonight. This has been an amusing little performance, but I’m tired of standing around in the cold. Just admit that you need me to pay for the repairs, and I’ll take care of both vehicles.”

	“We don’t need your money,” Hazard said. “John, tell him.”

	Someone flipped on a light in one of the front rooms. Nico’s laughter, muffled by the glass, floated into the night. Seconds ticked past.

	“Are you kidding me?” Hazard asked, rounding on Somers.

	“Ree, it’s not like we can afford—”

	“This is unreal.” Hazard turned to Somers’s father. “Glenn, the answer is no. Colt caused the damage. We’ll pay for it.”

	“John-Henry?” Somers’s father asked.

	Somers took a deep breath. “Yes. We’ll pay for it. We appreciate the offer—” Hazard muttered something under his breath, and Somers chose not to hear it. “—but we’ll take care of this.”

	“I see,” his father said.

	Somers found himself fixated on the Aston Martin’s front tire.

	Inside the house, a child—one of the smaller boys—screamed something about a Power Ranger.

	Somers’s father made a noise of disgust and went inside. When the door closed behind him, the sound ran up and down the empty street like a gunshot. 

	Hazard turned toward Somers. “It took you long enough.”

	Somers wiped his face.

	“Did you hear what he was saying to you? To us?”

	“Can we not do this right now? Please?”

	“He was talking to us like we were a couple of kids who couldn’t be trusted to wipe our own asses. And what’s that bullshit about the club and water skiing and the rest of it? I don’t want him thinking we don’t have money—”

	“We don’t have money, Ree.” The words burst out before Somers could corral them. “That’s what you’re always telling me, right? We’ve never got any money. Jesus fucking Christ, half my socks have holes in them, and that’s only because I got this fucking promotion and got some extra fucking money in my paycheck and so you decided we could buy me some new fucking socks.” Somers tried to tamp down the rest of it; the rocket fuel was burning off fast, and he knew he was going to crash in a moment. But he heard himself still talking: “He was going to pay for it, Ree. He was going to take care of it. Why the fuck did you have to make such a big fucking deal about it?”

	For a moment, Hazard seemed lost for words, but Somers was too angry to enjoy the rarity. Then Hazard began, “It was our responsibility—”

	“Oh my God.”

	“He talks to us like shit. He talks to me like shit. Because I don’t make enough money for you to golf with his buddies and go boating and spend the winter in Aspen. I’m not going to stand around and give him another opportunity to shove that down my throat by asking him to pay for Colt’s fuck-up.”

	“No, of course not.”

	“What does that mean?”

	The rage went out like a candle. Somers was suddenly exhausted. “Nothing.”

	“If you’d bought that Hyundai like I wanted—”

	“God, Ree. Really? Right now?”

	“This car was too expensive for us from the beginning. We’re lucky you’re a cop because it’s a ticket magnet. The repairs alone—”

	“I’m not doing this again.”

	“—are more than the annual maintenance on the Hyundai—”

	“You know what, Ree? I get to make some decisions, and I wanted a fun car.”

	“Fun.”

	“Yeah. Some people like fun. I know that’s hard for you to process. I’m sorry I’m not this perfect fucking human calculator who knows to the penny how much to spend on groceries and how much to spend on the utilities and how much to spend on toys for Evie. Sometimes I do things because I want to do them and because they make me happy.”

	Hazard’s chest rose and fell. Everything looked gray in the light from the street, but Somers could make out the sharp vee flushing along Hazard’s cheekbones.

	“You know what, John?” Hazard said quietly. “I love you, but I watch you with your parents, and sometimes I wonder if you’re ever going to grow up.”

	Even the sound of traffic had died down. Somers couldn’t hear his own breathing. His fingers, still curled along his hips, had gone numb. The cold, he explained to himself. It was very cold for November.

	“Go inside, please,” Somers said.

	Hazard hovered for a moment, as though he wanted to go for round two or three or one million—whatever they were on now. Then he turned and stomped into the house.

	The door shut. The wedge of light folded up into darkness. Somers kicked the Aston Martin’s tire once, and then he shook his head and let out a tiny, disbelieving laugh at the realization that he had somehow turned twelve again. He scrubbed his face. He thought about it all, playing it in fast-forward, the asshole of the week highlight reel. Then he got behind the Mustang’s wheel, started the car—Colt had left the key in the ignition—and pulled back into the garage. He killed the engine. He checked himself in the mirror. He tried out a few smiles. He was already telling the story he’d have to tell when he got inside: We’ve been letting him sit out there with the music on because we want him to have some autonomy. Ree’s been reading a lot about parenting teenagers. I guess everything goes out the window when the rubber meets the road. No, no, no. That sounded too critical of Hazard. I guess Colt’s not going to make this as easy as we thought. That was better. As long as Colt didn’t overhear.

	He was so lost in the drafting and revision that when he heard the steps, they were already at the mouth of the garage. His eyes went to the rearview mirror. A man stood just outside the light. Probably a man. The right height, the right shoulders, statistically a man. It was hard to tell much in the shadows, but he looked rough, and Somers was aware in that moment of his blazer and his button-down and the trousers and the lack of a gun. He worked the keys out of the ignition, got out of the car, and shut the Mustang’s door.

	“Hello,” he said. “May I help you?”

	“I think you can, Chief. I really think you can.” Light flashed on teeth in a crooked smile. “You can start by giving me back my son.” 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	NOVEMBER 22

	FRIDAY

	6:54 PM

	“WHO ARE YOU?” Somers asked the man outside his garage.

	The man took a step forward. Yellow light washed over him. He was tall, dark hair spilling out from under a Cardinals ball cap. His face was thin and eaten up by sores. He had dark brown eyes—not amber, not gold, not straw, Somers thought frantically. Scraggly stubble. Skinny in that country boy kind of way. He wore a fleece-lined trucker jacket over a rumpled flannel shirt, and his buckaroo boots had an American flag design—the leather dyed and stitched into the Stars and Stripes. Rust-colored spatter dotted the boots—in the weak light, only visible where the leather was cream-colored. Somers was sure it was dried blood.

	“Danny Lee Ballantyne,” he said. He doffed the cap, tucked it under one arm, and smoothed his hair. It was the kind of hair, greasy and matted, that Somers guessed had spent all of its existence under various kinds of hats. When the man held out his hand, Somers shook.

	“John-Henry Somerset. I guess you knew that, though, since you called me chief.”

	“I did a little reconnoiter,” Danny Lee said with another crooked grin. “Had to see what kind of trouble Colt had gotten himself into this time. You fellows got some nice-looking cars. The Aston Martin yours?”

	Somers shook his head.

	“But this one is,” Danny Lee said. He ran a hand along the Mustang’s trunk. “Yours, I mean. Fits you. That’s the thing about a car—you gotta get the one that fits you.” Then his eyes fixed on the bumper. “What happened here?” 

	“An accident. A little one; everyone’s fine. I’m sorry, Mr. Ballantyne, but are you Colt’s biological father?”

	He nodded. “I know something about cars, and this one is a beaut. A real beaut. Lots of guys like the old Mustangs. But nine times out of ten, you go looking for pussy in one of those old ones, and the girls coo and smile and tell you how neat it is, and then the minute they have to sit down, they’re bitching about the seats or about God knows what. You want pussy, you got to drive something sleek and new like this. That’s what gets you the puss.”

	Somers wasn’t sure he was going to subscribe to the Danny Lee Ballantyne Courtship Course (specializations offered in Feminine Wiles) anytime soon, so he decided no reply was best.

	“Yeah, you did all right with this one,” Danny Lee said, rubbing a hand along the car again. “2015?”

	“2017. I’m sorry, I’m trying to wrap my head around this. Colt told us his father had left the state. We tried to track you down.”

	“That’s a good year. Brought the body down a little. New suspension. You got the V8, am I right?”

	“Mr. Ballantyne—”

	“Yeah, buddy, you got the V8. I can tell it. This is a hell of a car. You should see what I’m driving—I’m a mechanic, and it’s a goddamn embarrassment. I’d give my right nut for a car like this.”

	“It’s not practical,” Somers said, and he could hear Hazard in his head, and part of his brain tried to figure out when the world had turned upside down. “It wasn’t the right choice, but I was in a bad place in my life, and I wanted something—Jesus, I don’t know.”

	“I could do something for you about these,” Danny Lee said, rapping a knuckle against the dents and scratches. “Take this back to my shop. I’m down in Joplin, you know. Wouldn’t take me a day or two. Got a guy who’ll do the paint cheap.”

	“Thank you, but—”

	“You take this to a shop, you’re looking at two, three thousand. And the Aston Martin, that’s something else. Tell you what—I’ll do it for a thousand flat. On account you were so good to Colt, from what I understand.”

	That was a conversational snag in the shifting current, and Somers latched on to it. “I think we need to get a few things straight, first. Can you provide some identification that you are who you say you are?”

	Danny Lee pulled out a duct-taped wallet and extracted a driver’s license. Somers examined it, turning it to rake the weak light across it. Daniel L. Ballantyne, with a Joplin address. The man in the picture looked healthier—fewer sores, more flesh on his bones. When Somers looked at Danny Lee now, he spotted another difference: restless energy, the jitters, Ballantyne’s eyes jerking from point to point in the garage. But those differences aside, the photograph was the same man, and the security features were all present.

	“It’s expired,” Somers said as he handed it back.

	Danny Lee grinned. “Don’t worry, Officer. I swear to God, I won’t get behind the wheel.” Then he laughed, an abrupt, brittle burst of noise that sent him pacing. When Danny Lee turned back to pace in Somers’s direction, he gestured at the house and said, “Colt’s a good kid. Real good kid. And he looks happy. I’ve been watching him, making sure you’re taking care of him.”

	“I’d be careful about hanging around and spying on children, Mr. Ballantyne. That kind of thing can get you into a lot of trouble, especially in a small town.”

	Danny Lee made a dismissive noise and flapped a hand.

	“Especially if my husband gets wind of it,” Somers added quietly.

	Another jittery laugh tore free from Danny Lee. “Him. I saw him. Colt’s got your big, bull stud wrapped around his finger, and you don’t like it much, do you?”

	The shock of the words did it. Somers might not have been smart like Hazard—not in the same ways, at least—but he knew people, and more importantly, he knew masks. Like Danny Lee Ballantyne, he’d hidden for a long time behind smiles and charm and casual chatter. Somers shifted his weight. He slid his feet on the poured concrete. Shoulder width apart. Knees bent slightly. Upper body loose and relaxed. The first punch, if you did it right, could be the last punch.

	“What do you want?” Somers asked.

	“I want my boy—”

	Somers shook his head, and Danny Lee cut off. “What do you want?”

	Danny Lee tried a smile this time. “Here now, you’re taking this all wrong. We were having a nice chat about this beautiful car—”

	“I’m going to ask you once more, and if you don’t answer me, I’m going to tell you to leave and never set foot on my property again. What do you want?”

	“He’s my boy!” Danny Lee’s face contorted with a snarl. “He’s mine. And if I say you can have him, you can have him. And if I tell him to pack his bags and haul ass, he hauls ass. Get it?”

	“Your legal rights were terminated when you disappeared and left a child to take care of himself. That’s how the state sees it. That’s how I see it. And if you think Colt feels any differently, you’re out of your mind. You say you’ve watched him? You say you’ve been keeping an eye on him? Then you know he’s happy, and he’s better off here.”

	Wiping his mouth with a trembling hand, Danny Lee offered another smile. His teeth were still good, but that wouldn’t be true for much longer. It took Somers a moment to recognize the emotion behind the expression: a man about to lay down a straight flush. The smile got wider as Danny Lee said, “But that’s not how they see it.”

	“Who?”

	“The way they see it, the best thing for a kid is to be back with his biological family.”

	“With you? Are you out of your mind—”

	“See, Colt and me, we’ve done this rodeo before. I tell them I’m cleaning up my act. I tell them I found Jesus. I’m gonna straighten up and fly right.” His voice thickened, and he wiped his eyes. “Please, ma’am, he’s all I got left of my wife, and I’ll die without him.”

	“Nobody will believe—”

	In his normal voice, Danny Lee said, “And then I clean up for a couple of drug tests, and his ass is mine. Father and son, reunited. Just the way they want.”

	Down the street, a cat yowled, and a rush of adrenaline made the hair on the back of Somers’s neck stand up. In the backyard, voices swelled—Nico laughing about something again, and then the chime of cans in the recycling bin, and then the sound of the door pulling shut. Somers kept his breathing as steady as he could, but now he could smell the man in front of him, the days-old sweat, burnt plastic.

	Danny Lee rapped on the Mustang’s trunk and cocked his head. “Now, sir, the way I see it, we can come to an understanding. I’m going to let you explain it to your bull stud, and I’ll come back tomorrow when the house is nice and empty, and we’ll work out the details. If you like, you can have Colt sitting right there, and he can see his daddy again. How’s that sound?”

	Somers stared at him.

	After another rap on the trunk, Danny Lee nodded and said, “Sounds square to me. I’ll see you tomorrow night, Chief. And make sure you have your checkbook.”

	He turned and strolled out of the garage. Somers watched him go, blood rising, a bloom of heat in his chest, his neck, his face. Then he ran after him. He caught up with Danny Lee halfway down the block, in a shadowy strip between the streetlights.

	Danny Lee spun around at the sound of his steps, rearing back, his hand dipping into a pocket of the trucker jacket. He came out with a folding knife that he snapped open. It was matte and gray and indistinct in the darkness. He held it low like he knew how to use it.

	“You made your point,” Somers said. It had been a short run, and he was in excellent shape, but he couldn’t seem to catch his breath. “You said what you wanted to say. Now what do you want?”

	“Tomorrow—”

	“No. No, that’s not an option. You don’t talk to him. You don’t talk to either of them. That’s my side of it.”

	Danny Lee appraised him for a moment. “You’re not thinking about trying to play a fast one, are you, Chief? Because you might be the swinging dick of this town, but unless you bury me, you can’t stop me from going to family services.”

	“How much, you son of a bitch?”

	Danny Lee smiled. “Now don’t get like that. We don’t have to do it like that.” 

	Everybody’s buddy. Everybody’s friend. Yes, Somers thought. Motherfucker, I know you. Yes, I do.

	Somers bit out the words: “How much?”

	“Well, I’m pretty attached to the boy.”

	The laugh that escaped Somers didn’t sound like him; it didn’t even sound like a laugh. It sounded like a man at the end of a frayed rope.

	“I want what’s best for him, understand? A good home. College. I never had a chance, you understand, because my own daddy—”

	“I don’t give two fucks about your daddy, or your sob story, or whatever you think you can spin about Colt. I know pieces of shit. I’ve been packing them in the back of my cruiser, day after day, for the last fifteen years. I know you, and I know your type, and I want you to tell me the fucking number and then get the fuck out of my sight.”

	“You don’t talk to me like that.” Danny Lee’s voice rose in pitch, breaking on the last word. “I got you by the balls, mister. I twist, and you’re going to be dancing however I say. You don’t want Colt to get his little feelings hurt. You don’t want your big bull stud to find out I got both of your peckers in the ringer. Understand?”

	Somers stared at him. He could feel his pulse in his face.

	“Boy, I asked you a question.”

	“Yes,” Somers gritted out.

	“All right.” Danny Lee tugged on his jacket. “Now, from what I understand, the state pays you a good chunk to keep little Colt fed and clothed. Seven hundred and something, is that right?”

	Somers nodded.

	“Well, let’s round that up to an even thousand. On account of the inconvenience you put me through.”

	“Fine. I need a few days to get that cash—”

	“A month.”

	The wind caught a storm door on the next house, hauling it open and then slamming it shut. The crash seemed to last a lot longer than it should have.

	“What?” Somers asked.

	“Every. Month.” Danny Lee smirked.

	“You’re out of your mind.”

	“Is that a no? Because if that’s a no, I’ll head over to family services on Monday. I’ll start cleaning up, and by Monday, I’ll be feeling pretty miserable again. They like that—seeing you all tore up as you try to get clean. They’ll be eating out of my hand when I tell them about how little Colt loved playing with trains, only I sold his train for crack, and can you please help me, lady?” He laughed. He had white hairs in the stubble on his neck, Somers noticed, and then Somers had a vivid—overpowering, for a moment—fantasy of wrapping his hands around Danny Lee Ballantyne’s neck and squeezing, screaming wordlessly into his face.

	But what he did, instead, was nod. His head moved almost as jerkily as Danny Lee’s, and he wondered if this could be a dream, and that’s why his body felt like a puppet someone else was controlling.

	“Tell you what, Mr. Chief,” Danny Lee said. “You get that money together by tomorrow, and sweet little Colt and your big bull stud, they won’t ever have to know I was here. How does that sound?”

	“Friday.” Somers worked his jaw for a moment and added, “Please. We—we’re tapped out. Payday is Friday. I can get you the cash Friday.

	“Well, I can’t just sit around picking lint out of my ass. I’m going to be paying for a motel, paying for food. That’s my time and money, son.”

	“We can—this time, we can pay a little more. Twelve hundred.”

	“Twelve? Try fifteen.”

	Bartering, Somers thought, and he felt the wild urge to laugh. They were bartering over the boy. “Thirteen-fifty.”

	“Well,” Danny Lee said slowly, “all right. Because you got good taste in cars. But Chief?”

	Somers shivered and buried his hands in the blazer’s pockets.

	“Don’t go getting any dumb ideas over the next week. Your brain’s going to be cooking up all sorts of things, I bet. Telling you how you can get out of this nice deal we’ve made ourselves. But that’d be a big mistake, Chief, wouldn’t it? Something real bad might happen. Something even worse than me taking back my boy. Do you get what I’m saying, Chief?”

	All Somers could manage was another of those jerky nods.

	“I want to hear you,” Danny Lee said.

	“I get it.”

	“All right, then. You tell Colt I say hi, if you feel like it. The kid’s dumber than fuck and about as useful as canned shit, but he likes to hear from his old man every once in a while.”

	The feeling was gravity. The rage, the frustration, the helplessness—they dropped down inside him until they’d dropped so low that he couldn’t feel them anymore. He stood there. He took a deep breath. Then another. The white of his breath. His lungs like a furnace. The night was very clear and cold and still. A night like this, he figured, you could hear a man’s bones breaking from a mile away. He shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet.

	But before he could move, Hazard’s voice called from the garage: “John? Are you still out here?”

	Danny Lee arched an eyebrow. His mouth crooked into that smirk again.

	“John?”

	“Yeah,” Somers shouted back. His voice was hoarse. “Be there in a minute.”

	“Are you talking to someone?” Hazard asked. It sounded like he had moved farther out into the garage.

	Danny Lee’s other eyebrow went up: a question.

	Somers nodded.

	“See you Friday, Chief,” Danny Lee said, and then he turned and hustled down the sidewalk.

	When he turned at the end of the block, Somers let out a shuddering breath. He wiped his face. His cheeks were hot and dry—hot even in the November cold. Then he headed back toward the house.

	Hazard was reaching the mouth of the garage as Somers came up the driveway.

	“Were you talking to someone?” he asked again.

	“Myself,” Somers said with a smile that felt cut-and-paste.

	“I’m sorry about earlier.” Hazard touched his collar. Then he fiddled with a button on his shirt. His eyes followed his fingers, as though he couldn’t bring himself to look up. “I don’t like losing my temper, and I really don’t like losing my temper with you. What I said about you, especially—that’s not what I think about you, John. I think—sometimes, I think I looked for something for so long that I see it without meaning to now. With you, I mean. I spent all those years convinced I knew who you were, looking for proof, and now, sometimes—” He cut off, and he looked weary. “I’m sorry. It was a terrible thing to say.”

	“It’s ok,” Somers said. “I’m sorry too. And for what it’s worth, I think we all do that. We see what we train ourselves to see. What we’re conditioned to see. I probably have dollar signs roll up in my eyes when my dad takes out his wallet.”

	“John, I didn’t—”

	“It’s—tonight has been a lot. Let’s call it a scratch and start over tomorrow.”

	Hazard’s face shifted, the lines hard and grim.

	“What?” Somers asked. “Did Colt set our bed on fire? Did Noah and Rebeca’s kids find the power tools? Did Dulac get his dick caught in the towel rack?”

	“It’s your dad. He wants another favor.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	NOVEMBER 22

	FRIDAY

	7:18 PM

	INSIDE, SOMERS TOOK a deep breath and tried to remember: shoulders back, head up, relaxed but not like you’re drunk, smile, nothing to worry about, folks, the storm already blew over. The air still held the smell of the roast meat and the cheesy potatoes, but there was something else too, cinnamon and molasses and vanilla. Somers’s stomach gave a queasy lurch as he took in the chaos in the kitchen.

	Noah was doing dishes while Rebeca served some sort of trifle—it looked like gingerbread—and the kids whizzed past like falling stars. Or, maybe more accurately, like ICBMs, shrieking toward their next point of impact. Through the opening to the dining room, Somers could see Darnell clearing dishes while Dulac wiped down the table. Through the opening to the living room, he could see Nico giving pony rides to Rocio, who had both hands in his shaggy mane of hair and was pulling hard.

	“Ow, ow, ow,” Nico was saying while also trying to laugh, as though this were all ok. “Um, hey, is somebody—she’s, like, really got her fingers in my hair—oh my God, seriously, this is, like, totally funny and fine, but, um, I think part of my scalp—”

	“Mother of God,” Hazard muttered, sliding past Somers to head into the living room. He lifted Rocio, disentangling her hands from Nico’s hair, and set her on the ground.

	“Thank you—” Nico began.

	“Me, me, me,” Evie screamed.

	Hazard lifted their daughter and set her on Nico’s back. She immediately grabbed hold of his hair, and Nico let out one of those laughs-but-seriously-please-get-me-out-of-here.

	“Buck up,” Hazard told him.

	“Ok, I get it, seriously, I do, but if you could just—”

	“No,” Hazard said and walked away.

	“John-Henry,” Rebeca said, “we made a plate for you and Emery. I’m sorry we didn’t wait, but Gray told us you wanted us to go ahead.”

	“And the kids eat like ravenous wolves,” Noah said over the sound of running water, “so they were done with their food about five seconds after they sat down.”

	“It’s fine,” Somers said. “I’ll eat in a bit.”

	“Do you want some dessert?” Rebeca held out a serving of trifle. Her expression showed a mixture of understanding and commiseration. “Sometimes a little sugar goes a long way.”

	“And she works in public health,” Noah said, “so that’s basically science.”

	“No, thanks,” Somers said with a smile. “I’m going to check on my parents.”

	Noah and Rebeca traded one of those married-couple looks that were completely illegible to people outside the relationship. 

	“They’re in the front room,” Noah said.

	“Evie ate some of the chicken that Emery made for the kids,” Rebeca said, “but she mostly had the potatoes. One piece of asparagus.”

	“Thanks, Rebeca.”

	“I don’t think she’ll be hungry.”

	He offered a smile that must have fallen short of the mark because Rebeca frowned and looked even more worried, but before she could follow up, he headed into the living room.

	“John-Henry,” Nico panted, “she’s got, um, super sharp nails, so if you could—”

	“In a minute,” Somers said.

	Colt was standing next to Hazard on the other side of the room, and it was clear from their body language that they’d talked and come to some sort of understanding—Somers imagined the volume, at least, had been tempered because of the guests in the house. While Somers watched, Colt passed Hazard his cellphone.

	“Well?” Hazard asked.

	“We just talked,” Colt said.

	“I know you just talked. What did you talk about?”

	“I don’t know.” Colt must have felt the weight of Hazard’s gaze because he mumbled, “Stuff.”

	“Is Ashley having a good time at deer camp?”

	“Yeah, I guess.” A visible struggle played out in Colt’s face, and he said, “He wants me to go out there tomorrow. He said his mom can pick me up, and I can spend the night and come back Sunday.”

	“No,” Hazard said.

	“Please! He said his dad won’t let me shoot any guns unless you say it’s ok, and I don’t have to take a sleeping bag or anything because they’ve got a house out there, and his parents will be there the whole time.”

	“After you wrecked John’s car? Absolutely not.”

	“That’s not fair!”

	Hazard said something too quiet for Somers to catch, and Colt flinched and turned to face him.

	“Hey, J-H,” Colt said, obviously trying to bring his voice under control.

	“Hey.”

	Colt stared at the floor. “I’m, uh, really sorry. Again.” He flashed a look at Hazard and then back to the floor. “I’m going to pay you back for the repairs.”

	“Come here,” Somers said, and he pulled Colt into a hug. The boy held himself rigidly, and after a second, he squirmed to get away. Somers let him go, fought to hold back a sigh, and pushed fingers through his own hair instead. “You don’t have to pay us back, Colt. We’re your parents. We’re going to take care of it.”

	Hazard was making a warning noise in his throat.

	“As long as you understand that you made a mistake, and as long as you learned from that mistake, that’s what’s important.”

	Colt began: “Pops said—”

	“Go back to your room,” Hazard said.

	The boy took a step toward the stairs, then stopped. “Can I please go to deer camp? Please? I’ll do chores or, um, I don’t know, get a job, or—”

	“No,” Hazard said.

	“Let us talk about it,” Somers said.

	“Seriously?” Colt asked, a huge grin spreading across his face as he turned to Somers.

	“Yes, John,” Hazard said. “Seriously?”

	“I said let us talk about it,” Somers said.

	“Oh my God, J-H, you are the coolest.”

	Somers laughed. “I said talk. I didn’t say yes.”

	“Go get something to eat,” Hazard said to Colt. “When you’re done, back to your room.”

	“Pops!”

	“Ree, come on. Aren’t you being a little harsh?”

	“Yeah, Pops, come on,” Colt echoed.

	“Go get your dinner,” Hazard said flatly, and Colt winced and hurried toward the kitchen. When he was out of earshot, Hazard turned to Somers and said, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t undermine me in front of Colt.”

	“I wasn’t undermining you. I was trying to smooth things out.”

	“Nothing needed smoothing out; I was handling it.”

	“Ok.”

	“You’d better have a follow-up for that.”

	Somers scrubbed fingers through his hair. “He’s had a bad life, Ree. And you can tell he’s sorry. He doesn’t need a hard-ass; he needs love.” He put on a wry smile and added, “And apparently he also needs a phone because you’ve got to be tired of him borrowing yours every time he wants to talk to Ash, which is pretty much always.”

	“Don’t dodge the issue. Do you know what it does when I establish a consequence and then you swoop in and ‘smooth things out’? It means there’s never consequences for his actions, and it makes me look like the bad guy.”

	“If that’s what you think, then you haven’t seen how he looks at you. Or, for that matter, me. You could tell him to go shovel shit, and he’s look like you’d given him a golden ticket. Me, well, last time I asked him—asked him—to unload the dishwasher, he looked like he wanted to curb stomp me.” Somers tried to build a dam against the rest of it, but the words spilled out. “I mean, Jesus, he can’t even stand there while I hug him.”

	Hazard’s expression softened, and he squeezed Somers’s shoulder. When he spoke, some of the strain in his voice had eased. “But for the sake of establishing my initial point, I need to point out that undermining a co-parent is still one of the seven deadly sins—”

	Somers groaned. “Seven deadly sins?”

	“It was in a very reputable book, John.”

	“John-Henry?” His father stood in the entry hall, smiling now, his voice silken. “If you have a minute?”

	“Please don’t make me,” Somers whispered.

	In answer, Hazard turned him toward the hall and got him marching.

	“Emery,” Somers’s father said when they reached him, “if you’re busy, you certainly don’t need to bother—”

	“Nice try,” Hazard said as he passed into the front room.

	Somers tried to smile at his father to soften the words, and in return, he got an expression of genial patience.

	Shit.

	This was going to be so much worse than Somers had thought.

	When Somers and Hazard had moved into the house, they hadn’t known what they wanted to do with the front room, so it had become a kind of formal living room, with a sofa and chairs and a few end tables. It was mostly unused, and Somers thought he could still smell Pledge and the unmistakable odor of the vacuum, which meant Hazard had given the room a once-over before the guests had arrived. On the other side of the window, the streetlights rendered their neighborhood in charcoal smears. Somers considered jumping through the glass and running away; the cuts would be better than another showdown between his husband and his father. Probably. 

	“Well?” Hazard asked.

	“John-Henry, your mother and I would like to ask a favor,” Somers’s father said.

	“Where is Mother?”

	“She’s taunting Nico,” Hazard said.

	“She’s discussing some work that the Arts Council is doing.” Somers’s father shot a brief, hard look at Hazard before returning his attention to Somers. “And she would like to keep herself…uninvolved, as much as possible.”

	“Why?” Hazard asked.

	Somers expelled a heavy breath. “What’s the favor?”

	“First, I want to apologize for getting my back up earlier. I enjoy helping you—”

	“Controlling,” Hazard interjected.

	“—and I was frustrated when you insisted on handling this problem on your own—”

	“When we refused to be controlled, you mean.”

	A hectic flush started in Glenn Somerset’s throat.

	“Ree,” Somers said, “for the love of God.”

	Hazard had the good grace to look away and stare out the window.

	“What’s the favor, Father?”

	“It’s very simple. I’d like you to spend tomorrow night with me out at a friend’s farm.”

	“And do what?” Hazard asked, his gaze swinging back. “Intimidate someone who didn’t vote for you in the election? Write tickets to punish people who didn’t send enough campaign contributions your way? Slap someone in cuffs for a few hours to throw a scare into them?”

	“Are you going to cut it out?” Somers asked. “Or do you need to leave?”

	Hazard’s eyes met Somers’s, hard as amber.

	When the moment had passed, Somers turned back to his father. “You’d better tell me the rest of it. Why tomorrow? Why this friend? What’s the point of all this?”

	His father’s mouth quirked in a surprisingly genuine smile. “What do I really want, you mean?”

	“That would be refreshing,” Hazard said.

	“It’s nothing nefarious. In fact, you wouldn’t be able to use your authority in any case because we’ll be well into the county. So you don’t need to worry that I’m asking you to compromise your integrity or abuse your position.”

	“And yet you won’t say what you really want,” Hazard muttered.

	Somers’s father didn’t miss the words, and his color deepened. “A friend—your mother’s friend, actually—is worried. Her sister is currently in the middle of a divorce; your mother’s friend, Kerigan, is worried that the husband is planning to take their son and run off with him.”

	“A parental kidnapping?” Hazard said. “Is he stupid? That’s one of the fastest ways to get your custody rights revoked.”

	“Your mother believes—and I agree—that your presence, John-Henry, will be a sufficient deterrent. When I tell you that all you have to do is spend a night at the farm, I’m being serious. The next morning, everyone will go home, and the situation will be resolved.”

	“One night,” Somers said. “Camping.”

	His father nodded.

	“That’s all?”

	Another nod.

	“And when we get out there, is John supposed to have a ‘chat’ with this man? Is he supposed to take a walk out into the woods with him? Explain how things are?”

	Glenn glanced at Hazard and then back at Somers. “He’s very dramatic, isn’t he?”

	“I sure as fuck am not.”

	“I like to think of it,” Somers worked up a stretched-thin smile, “as imaginative.”

	“Jesus Christ, John. People can hear you.”

	“Father, you’re dancing around a lot of questions.”

	“For example?” Glenn asked.

	“Why do we need to go out there in the first place? Why doesn’t this woman take her son home right now, and then there’s nothing to worry about?”

	“I don’t know the full situation, but I understand there are several factors. Above all, from what I understand—and Emery, you’ll appreciate this—she’s being stubborn. They were invited to the farm by family friends, and she’s unwilling to let her husband isolate and alienate her.” When Somers opened his mouth again, Glenn raised a hand. “I really don’t know why, John-Henry. If you want to know, you’ll have to ask her yourself.”

	“All right,” Somers said. “Why get involved at all? And please don’t give me that line about Mother’s friend again; I’m embarrassed you think I’d swallow that in the first place.”

	Glenn’s color darkened further, and he cleared his throat. “There would, of course, be fringe benefits to having you make an appearance.”

	Hazard grunted. “You get to remind everyone that you’ve got the chief of police in your pocket, for one.”

	“The family that owns the farm is quite wealthy. In the last election, they were…unconvinced that I was the right candidate. They have a great deal of influence. They would be useful in a few years.” He adjusted the cuff of his sleeve. “They invited me to come hunting with my son.”

	“You?” A laugh slipped out of Somers before he could strangle it. “Hunting?”

	“I don’t see what’s so funny,” Glenn snapped. “Hunting is a large part of the lifestyle here, as you should know. I grew up hunting. Voters like hunters.”

	“You grew up hunting? Father, I mean—” That laugh escaped him again. “You haven’t gone hunting as long as I’ve been alive.”

	“Maybe that’s because I’ve been too busy hauling you out of the fire when you jump in again and again.”

	The words hung in the air. Farther back in the house, the hub of happy voices said the party was continuing. Dulac was saying something, his voice rising above the mingled sounds. “Ok, ok, little bro, but what about Tom Holland? He’s hot, right?”

	“Let’s talk about something else, Gray,” Darnell said.

	“I just want Colt’s opinion. Ok, maybe twinkie Spider-Man isn’t your thing. What about—hey, what about Idris Elba? I mean, he’s daddy AF, right? Colt—little bro, hey, what about Selena Gomez? Zendaya? Just give me a thumbs-up!”

	“That was inappropriate,” Somers’s father said. He stopped fiddling with the cuff and dropped his arms to his sides. “I want to apologize. I was hoping you’d help me because we are family. That means something to me, and it’s a value I tried to instill in you when you were growing up.”

	“Nice try, Father. I helped you with the election—against my better judgment, for your information. I’ll help you when the next election comes around unless you’ve done something that means I can no longer support you as a candidate. But I’m not getting dragged across the county because you’re already thinking about re-election and want to shore up votes. I’ve got my own family to think about. Ree’s recovering from some bad injuries—”
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