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CHAPTER ONE

	MAY 14

	THURSDAY

	7:06 PM

	“I AM HERE today because I care about our children.”

	Hazard snorted. He glanced over, hoping for some shared sentiment, and then scowled. He whispered, “Put away your phone.”

	His foster-son, Colt, hunched over the device and tapped the screen faster.

	“As an American, I believe in the rights and dignity of every citizen.”

	The words pulled Hazard’s attention back up to the podium. The speaker was a woman in her early forties, trim but obviously fighting for it, hair expensively bleached so that she almost looked like a natural blonde. She was wearing a dark suit; Hazard guessed she had a closetful of them at home, all of them described on the tag with phrases like “flattering to the figure” and “bold lines” and “boardroom-ready.” Her name was Joyce Sturgis, and she’d contoured on her makeup so thickly that it looked like a peel-away.

	Most of the audience, though, was gazing at her with respect bordering on worship. A couple of middle-aged white ladies to Hazard’s right were clutching hands with an intensity that suggested cliff diving or the plunge of a roller coaster. The man directly in front of Hazard—older, white, with thick graying fur on his arms—wore a t-shirt that showed American-flag-themed boxing gloves and the words USA—CONSECUTIVE CHAMPION—TWO WORLD WARS. A heavyset Asian man in a rumpled suit had propped a sign against his chest that said WOULD JESUS READ YOUR BOOK?; he’d been waving it before one of the police officers in attendance made him put it down.

	The mere fact that they needed police in attendance at a school board meeting should have been ridiculous. Had been ridiculous, in fact, when Hazard had been home, talking it over with his husband. But only a few months before, a group of concerned parents had stormed a school board meeting and sent the board running—literally. And now, glancing across the room toward his husband, John-Henry Somerset, in his police chief’s uniform, Hazard didn’t think it was quite so ridiculous. Somers’s face was set in hard lines as he scanned the crowd. Opposite him, Sam Yarmark was in uniform and providing additional security at the event; maybe it was the fluorescent lighting, or maybe Somers was having an effect as Yarmark’s mentor, but Hazard had to admit that Yarmark no longer looked like a little wiener in that uniform.

	People filled the high school gymnasium—standing room only—and the number of bodies, combined with a warm May evening, meant that the room was simmering. The smell of sweat mixed with wax from the floorboards. The spaces between Joyce’s words were filled with the hum of the old speaker system and the restless squeak of soles on wood.

	“But as a Christian—” Joyce didn’t exactly pause, but she timed her breath right, and it stirred a murmur of approval from the crowd. “—I believe in Jesus Christ, and my faith and my responsibility to our children mean I have to be here today, even if I wish I didn’t. I thank God for my family, who have chosen to support me in spite of the opposition we’re facing from certain members of our community.”

	That last jab was doubtless directed at Hazard and others who had come to speak against Joyce tonight. The group included a wide range of people from Wahredua’s communities, among them several of Hazard’s friends: Dulac, Somers’s former partner, and his boyfriend, Darnell; Noah and Rebeca, Hazard’s neighbors; Nico, Hazard’s onetime ex and current administrative assistant; and Cora, Somers’s ex-wife. Dulac’s current partner, Detective Yolanda Palomo, had joined them too, although she stood a few feet off, an invisible line separating her from the friends.

	“My daughter is a student at Wahredua High,” Joyce said, indicating a girl near the podium. The girl was stout, and she had black, frizzy hair and a bad complexion. She’d taken a page from her mother’s book; her makeup aimed for Vogue, but it had ended up closer to Mad Magazine. “And my husband and I are alumni.” Her husband, seated next to the girl, had to be in his mid-forties. His face had something too pathetic to be called a beard, and he’d squeezed himself into a turquoise knit polo and cargo shorts—Hazard assumed that since the Pope wasn’t in attendance, pants were optional. “It makes me sad to see how far this institution has fallen. I’m ashamed of what these men and women are doing to our community.”

	“Bitch,” Dulac whispered.

	Hazard glanced over. Darnell had a hand on Dulac’s arm, but the detective ignored him. Something—anger?—pinched his face, and his hands were curled into fists so tightly that his knuckles blanched. Hazard was about to ask Dulac to be quiet, but then harsh breathing made him turn his head. Nico was pushing back shaggy hair. Sweat dotted his forehead, and under the coppery tone to his skin, he looked pale.

	“Are you—” Hazard started to ask.

	Nico cut him off with a violent shake of his head.

	“Come on,” Cora whispered. “I need some air.”

	After a moment, Nico nodded, and he stumbled along with her as they forced a path through the crowd. Cora cast a backward glance, and Hazard didn’t need a cue card to know what that meant; Nico’s panic attacks had been getting worse.

	“She’s a fucking bitch,” Dulac whispered a little more loudly. The two women clutching hands turned to glare at him, and Hazard glared back until they looked away.

	“She’s full of it,” Noah whispered. “She’s just doing this for the attention.”

	Rebeca made a disagreeing noise. “I got into that ‘concerned parents’ group for a few days.” She drew the air quotes with her fingers. “The one they have on Facebook. That was how long it took them to drill down into my profile and realize I was a crazy liberal. I don’t think they’re doing it for the attention, at least, not all of them. Some of those people are legit nuts.”

	“And that’s a public health expert’s opinion,” Noah said with a grin.

	“We have to face an ugly truth,” Joyce said, her voice booming over the speakers with new volume. “And the truth is that the adults we have entrusted our children to are peddling pornography.”

	A ripple went through the crowd, and in its wake, an ugly murmur. The man in the CONSECUTIVE CHAMPIONS shirt leaned forward like he was at a dog fight.

	“They are using that pornography to warp our children’s minds. They are using it to groom them for sexual predators.”

	“Fucking bullshit,” Dulac muttered. His mouth was white on one side where he was biting it. “I fucking love that book.”

	“This man is part of that. He’s preparing to deliver our children up to pedophiles.”

	Another ugly shiver went through the throng, and Hazard felt it, saw it, something stirring and stretching—this crowd was about to become a mob. When Joyce turned to point behind her, everyone followed her finger.

	Theo Stratford was around Hazard’s age. He was a good-looking man, built wide across the shoulders, with strawberry-blond hair tied up in a bun as a concession to the formality of the evening. He had a heavy beard, and it accented his jaw and his cheekbones. He kept his face neutral, but he had one hand wrapped around a hardback book, and even from across the room Hazard could see the strain there.

	“Tonight, I’m calling for the school board to request Mr. Stratford’s resignation.”

	“I thought it was doctor,” Noah murmured.

	“And because we’re fortunate to have the chief of police here, I am also asking him to do his duty as a sworn officer and arrest Mr. Stratford for distributing pornography to minors and for distribution of child pornography.”

	Behind Theo, his partner, Auggie, had his arms folded across his chest. He was short, his skin light brown, his dark hair cut and styled so fashionably that Hazard had once caught Nico taking a picture of it. He was annoyingly attractive and seemed to know it, and it only made things worse that he was, apparently, a decent human being. At that moment, granted, a decent human being who looked like he was contemplating murder.

	“Mrs. Sturgis—” That was one of the school board members—Hazard couldn’t remember her name. “—you have one minute remaining.”

	“I know what he’s going to say when he gets up here,” Joyce told the crowd. “He’s going to tell you that this book and other books like it are about showing tolerance for people who are different from us. I’m all for tolerance. But this book, and the other pornography he’s distributing, has no place in the hands of innocent children, let alone in a classroom. What he’s going to tell you, about social-emotional learning and about supporting students and about diversity, it’s what experts call a ‘false flag’ event. Like school shootings—”

	“Mrs. Sturgis,” one of the board members said sharply.

	“—these aren’t real problems. They’re things that people, bad people, are using to scare you into giving up your rights as Americans.”

	“That’s time, Mrs. Sturgis,” the woman said.

	“They’re trying to scare you into giving up your rights as parents, your Second Amendment rights—” 

	“Mrs. Sturgis, that’s time. You need to cede the floor.”

	“They’re trying to scare you into giving up your God.”

	“Mrs. Sturgis!” The female school board member gestured to Yarmark, who started making his way through the crowd.

	“And they’re trying to scare you into giving up your children! I ask that the school board do the right thing tonight and cancel this author’s visit, remove her books from our school, and ensure that appropriate legal action is taken against the men and women who have been grooming our children for pedophiles and sex traffickers!”

	“Your time is up—”

	“Thank you and goodnight!”

	When Joyce stepped away from the podium, cheers surged up. The two women to Hazard’s right raised their joined hands, shaking them in the air. The CONSECUTIVE CHAMPIONS guy clapped his hands overhead. The man in the rumpled suit held up his sign again. WOULD JESUS READ YOUR BOOK? Christ, Hazard thought. He wasn’t even sure Jesus would read the Bible anymore.

	As Joyce and her family cleared the area around the podium, Theo stepped forward, and Auggie took one of the seats behind him.

	“This is fucking bullshit,” Dulac said to no one in particular. “I’m going to say—fuck me. Is that Carmichael? And Keller?”

	Hazard followed his gaze. Joyce and her husband were talking to another man and woman now. The man was Dusty Keller, one of Somers’s first hires—the man had lasted less than a year on the force because he was a complete and utter asshat. The woman was Miranda Carmichael, one of the department’s four detectives. She was in a t-shirt that said SAVE OUR CHILDREN, and she was nodding aggressively with every word that Joyce said.

	“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Hazard said. He caught Palomo’s face in profile and turned; her expression was blank as she watched her colleague—and former colleague—across the room.

	“I’m going to say something,” Dulac repeated, and he began to press his way through the crowd toward the podium.

	Theo adjusted the mic. The speakers shrilled and quieted. Then Theo said, “I understand that tonight is a difficult night for many people, myself included.”

	A few jeers went up. CONSECUTIVE CHAMPIONS shouted, “Sit down!”

	“My name is Theo Stratford, and I’m an English teacher at Wahredua High School. I’m also the teacher who coordinated Ms. Loretta Ames’s visit; she’s the author of some of the books we’re discussing.” He held up the hardback as evidence, but it was too far away for Hazard to read the title. “I believe that many of you are here because you are worried about your children and you want to keep them safe. I understand that; I have a daughter. I’d do anything in the world to keep her safe.” He paused. He swallowed. When he continued, his voice was thick. “But ignorance is not the same thing as safety. Every day, children in our school struggle with issues represented in the books that are being challenged tonight. Every day, children struggle to feel accepted for who they are, to feel loved, to feel safe. They live with hate and ridicule and abuse. They face it at home. They come to school and face it from peers. They face it from some of their teachers. And for those children, these books are a lifeline. I’d ask you to consider: how can we ask children not to read about the very things that they are experiencing in their daily lives?”

	The silence had a vibration like a strummed chord falling still. Then Keller shouted, “Pervert!”

	“One more outburst like that,” the female school board member said, “and we’ll clear the room. Dr. Stratford?”

	He nodded. “I’d like to read to you some excerpts from assignments—work done by students after reading Ms. Ames’s book. I know I don’t have much time, but I hope this will give you a sense of how meaningful this book is for the children we all care about.” He held up a piece of paper. “This is from a sophomore: ‘I never knew anybody else felt the way I did.’ This is from another sophomore: ‘I cried all night because I did the same thing to my cousin when he came out and I wish I hadn’t.’ This is from a senior: ‘I didn’t know. I really didn’t know.’ This is from a junior: ‘I’m straight, but I’m going to join the gay student thing because of this book. Thank you for having us read it.’ From a senior: ‘I wish I’d read this book four years ago. I wouldn’t have tried to kill myself.’”

	The gravity of the words settled over the crowd. A few of the men shifted their weight and looked around. The women next to Hazard released their joined hands.

	Behind Theo, a boy started to pace. The movement drew Hazard’s attention; it had a familiar quality—ragged speed, uneven timing, the boy with his shoulders tight and his arms stiff at his sides. It was the adolescent male gearing up for a fight.

	“Shit,” Hazard said. “Colt?”

	Colt made a noise. He was still bent over his phone.

	“Colt, right now.”

	“What, jeez? Ash is being such a dick. I know he has his phone, but he’s taking forever to answer because he’s with Gwen, and—”

	“I don’t care about Ash or his girlfriend. I need you to—”

	“She’s not his girlfriend!”

	“Colt, focus. Who’s that?”

	“Huh? Oh. Evan. Uh, Pawloski. Why? Is he—oh, damn!”

	Hazard looked up in time to see Evan charge the podium.

	Auggie must have spotted him out of the corner of his eye because he let out a warning cry and got to his feet. He was too slow to intercept Evan, but the shout alerted Theo, who turned just in time to get punched in the face. Theo’s head rocked back, and he stumbled, hip-checking the podium. It rocked, and his papers fluttered down to the floor. 

	Evan pressed his advantage, swinging again, but Theo managed to get clear of the next punch, and then Auggie was there, shoving Evan back. The boy was shouting—the exact words were garbled, but “fucking queer” came through, as did “faggot.”

	“Order! Order!” The school board member was slapping the table. “Police!”

	Somers was trying to get through the crowd. Yarmark was closer, but the press of bodies slowed him. 

	Dulac, however, was right there. He broke free from the crowd and jogged toward Auggie and Evan, who were still struggling. His movement seemed to trigger the rest of the crowd into action; Joyce’s husband ran toward the scrum, and Dusty Keller was only a step behind him.

	“Motherfucker,” Hazard said. “John and Yarmark can’t handle this shit on their own.” He pushed Colt toward Noah. “Get him out of here.”

	Noah gave a tight, worried nod, and he and Rebeca began shepherding Colt toward the door. The crowd was dissolving—some of the people streaming toward the doors, more of them pressing in toward the fight. Hazard moved with the current for the first few paces. Then he began to shove, clearing a path.

	“Police!” shouted a voice next to him. Palomo pushed a red-faced, middle-aged white guy out of her way. She had her badge thrust out in front of her, and that, combined with the vigorous use of elbows, cleared a path for her.

	Hazard and Palomo reached the fray at the same time as a fresh cluster of men, all of them bearded, all of them in camo.

	“Get out of here,” Palomo shouted. “Police! You will be placed under arrest—”

	“Shut up, you cunt dyke,” one of them said, swinging a lazy backhand.

	Palomo did something—Hazard wasn’t sure exactly what—and a moment later the big, bearded guy’s camo ass was flat on the floor. He had a moment to appreciate the sight of his husband, in uniform, charging into the melee, grabbing Joyce’s husband by the polo and dragging him off Dulac.

	Then one of the camo boys turned on Hazard and took a swing—it had a mile of windup behind it, giving Hazard plenty of time to get clear. He set his feet and popped the son of a bitch in the face.

	The fight ended quickly after that, as more officers poured into the gym and as the men in the fight lost their enthusiasm.

	Hazard didn’t realize how wrong things had gone until it was too late.

	“All of them,” Joyce was shouting from the side of the gym, being held back by her daughter. “You have to arrest all of them! They were all fighting!”

	Hazard caught his husband’s eye; Somers’s chest was rising and falling quickly, and a flush rode under his golden skin. Somers set his jaw and gave a tiny nod.

	“Fuck me,” Hazard said. “This is why I didn’t join the fucking PTO.” 

	Then he turned and let Yarmark cuff him.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	MAY 15

	FRIDAY

	8:26 AM

	HAZARD DROPPED INTO THE seat behind his desk. So far, the Astraea office was quiet, but he knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Morning light came in from the window in the reception area, and he squinted against it as he eased open a drawer. He shook out two tablets from a bottle of Tylenol and laid them on the desk. Squinting wasn’t cutting it, so he decided to rest his eyes. Just for a minute.

	Last night had been long. Every step of it, long. Waiting for Somers and the rest of the police officers to finish getting the situation under control. Waiting to be loaded into the back of a cruiser. Waiting to be processed at the station. And then waiting some more, crammed into the holding cells with the rest of the fuckwits, for Somers to bail him out. It ought to have been some satisfaction that Joyce Sturgis’s husband, Dusty Keller, and their friends had also been arrested, but the fact that Dulac had been arrested as well put a damper on that.

	When Dulac said to Hazard, “Bro, they started it,” for the fourth time, Hazard wondered if he could crack his own skull against the cinderblock walls.

	And then there had been the long, silent drive with Somers back to the school to pick up the Odyssey. The long, silent minutes after they had both gotten home, interrupted only by the splash of water, the whisper of a towel, their steps as they moved around each other.

	When Somers turned off the bedside lamp, Hazard said to the dark, “I understand that I didn’t have any official standing in that situation and, consequently, I should not have involved myself.”

	The response had a ponderous quality, like it was being dragged up in spite of its weight. “Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”

	The silence flickered in and out with harsh breathing. 

	“I see, now, that I should have let you and your officers handle it.”

	Somers rolled onto his side, his back to Hazard.

	“To be fair, though, you and Yarmark were severely outnumbered, and tactically—” 

	In one fluid movement, Somers slipped out of bed. He padded toward the door, pillow under his arm. The door clicked shut behind him. After that, Hazard had slept in fits and woken with a headache that not even a run and a shower and soaked oats could touch. Somers had already been gone; the locker room at the station, Hazard guessed, and a spare uniform.

	In the reception area of the Astraea office, the front door opened, and steps moved inside. Hazard started up his laptop. He shifted in his seat so that the morning light wasn’t stabbing him right in the eye. When the computer was ready, he opened up a client report he’d been working on—a Jeff City bureaucrat who was convinced he was being cheated by his mechanic. The investigation was going to cost more than finding another place to get his oil changed, but the guy hadn’t cared when Hazard told him that. It was the principle of the thing—that had been the response. Hazard nudged the acetaminophen. He thought about the long night, the ambient light, the snatches of waking, staring at the ceiling, which at that hour was the color of uncarded wool. It was the principle of the thing, he told himself. And when the fuck had that ever gone the way it was supposed to?

	The steps moved closer to the open door to Hazard’s private office. Then Nico appeared there. He looked more like what he had been, an underwear model, than what he was, a theology grad student with an overdue thesis: shaggy hair, coppery skin, a kind of leanly muscled beauty that looked great in clothes or out of them. He was wearing a button-up, the sleeves cuffed, and chinos and loafers. All appropriate. All aggravatingly casual on Nico, where on someone else, they might have looked stuffy. He was holding a paper cup, and when he came into the office, he hunched over slightly, his shoulders curving in, and as soon as he had set the cup within reach, he backed out of the room. He was almost bowing. The smell of coffee—good coffee, not what they made for clients—wafted up.

	“What is this?”

	Nico gave a nervous laugh. “Good morning! It’s coffee, Em. From that new place you like, the one you said only missed four of the eighteen items on your coffee shop checklist, uh, I think you said that, even though you don’t take milk in your coffee, theirs was only sixty percent frothy enough and—” 

	“Why?”

	“Well, you know, everything last night, and—”

	Hazard held up a hand. His head gave a particularly violent throb, and he slid one eye half-shut. “I do not want to talk about last night.”

	Nico’s eyes got bigger.

	“I do not want to talk at all. Period. Is that clear?”

	After a moment, Nico swallowed, nodded, and slipped out of the doorway. Casters squeaked against the chair mat, keys clicked, a drawer rattled open and shut.

	For the next two or three minutes, Hazard tried to get some traction on the report. Then he gave up and had some of the coffee. Black, which was how he took it. And hot. And God, so good.

	He went back to the report. He was about to start the summary of when he had taken his own van to the mechanic for an oil change. Footsteps made him pull his hands away from the keyboard, brace himself with a swig of coffee, and try not to sigh.

	In the doorway, Nico stopped. He raised one foot, rubbed the back of his calf with the loafer, and held up a sheet of paper. He was smiling a hundred and twenty percent too much.

	“I, uh, made those corrections on my paper. The one you helped me with. For the conference.”

	Hazard stared at him.

	“Even, you know, the paragraph that you said was, uh, I think the words were ‘Derivative, a boiled-down mash of other people’s thinking, the intellectual equivalent of baby food,’ even though it was, um, the conclusion and kind of the whole point of the paper.”

	Hazard’s pulse beat in his temple.

	“And I wrote an even better one, you know, just like you told me.”

	“Nico.”

	“Yes, hi, hey, Em.” He gave another of those nervous laughs. And then, mother of God, he waved. “Morning! Again!”

	“Go away.”

	“Sure. Uh huh. I’ll just leave this, you know, right here, so you can see, um, how much it meant to me that you were willing to help me, especially considering—”

	“Get out of my office!”

	“And a thank-you card!” Nico squeaked as he shoved everything onto the corner of the desk. Then he bolted.

	Hazard stared at the stack of pages. He glared at the card in its kraft-paper envelope. He turned his gaze back to the computer.

	He got two more sentences out before he had to open the damn card.

	Dear Em, thank you, and blah blah blah. Then there was a twenty-dollar gift card to the lesbian coffee shop that had, if Hazard were being honest, met fifteen and a half of his eighteen-point checklist. 

	He dropped the card in the wastebasket. He tried to write. He retrieved the card from the wastebasket and slid it into a desk drawer. He tapped out a sentence and a half, and then he pulled the stack of pages toward him.

	It wasn’t just a better conclusion. It was a very, very good paper. Hazard didn’t know the field—something to do with queer liturgy—but he knew that Nico was smart, and he knew that the paper was tight and intelligent and clear. And the conclusion, fuck him, was the best part.

	The whisk of leather soles on the boards brought Hazard’s head up.

	“Um, oh my God, Em, this is so embarrassing.” Nico came into the office at a pace that was a little too hurried, a little too clipped to be casual, no matter how hard he was trying. In his hands, he was carrying a pastry box stamped with the WAHREDUA FAMILY BAKERY logo. “You’re not going to believe this, but I had an extra piece of that double fudge cake that you like, and I was going to throw it away, but then I thought, why waste it, and then I thought, Em likes this cake, and then I thought—”

	“Jesus Christ, Nico.” Hazard shot up from his seat. “What the fuck is going on?” 

	“I had this leftover—”

	“No!” Hazard held up a finger. “Enough. I have a headache. I’m tired. I’m in the doghouse, just about literally, with my husband because of those fucking lunatics last night. I am in no position to listen to your pathetic attempt at lying. Nobody has an extra piece of double fudge cake, Nico. Least of all you. And you didn’t accidentally remember that I like it. And nobody, Nico, has ever, in the history of the universe, considered throwing an extra piece away.” He swiped the box, opened it, and was met by the sweetly bitter smell of the chocolate. “So, what the fuck is going on?”

	Nico’s lip trembled. 

	“Jesus,” Hazard muttered and set down the cake.

	“No!” Nico’s voice was sharp, but it flexed under that one word. “No, I am not going to cry.”

	“Ok, well, I updated the employee handbook. You’re allowed to cry.” Honesty compelled him to add, “Quarterly.”

	Nico made a wet noise and wiped his eyes. “I am not crying. Because I’m mad at you. Because I’ve been nice to you all morning, and you’re being a jerk.”

	“Yes, fine, I’m a jerk. Although, to be fair, usually most of this stuff rolls off you. I don’t know why today you’re—” 

	“I should have been there last night, Em!”

	Hazard tried to catch up. “Last night?” 

	Nico made an annoyed noise and waved a hand. “At the school board meeting! I should have been there with the rest of you!”

	“Oh. Well, thank God you weren’t. You still can’t throw a decent punch, and this way, you didn’t spend the night in jail with a sprained wrist or a broken finger. And it’s only a misdemeanor charge, which has no bearing on my investigator’s license—” 

	“Emery Hazard!”

	“What?” he shouted back, although that was mostly in response to the volume.

	Nico spun and marched out of the office. “Why are you so fucking dense sometimes?”

	“What the fuck is going on? You bring me coffee and you bring me your paper and you bring me cake, and why am I the fucking bad guy?”

	“Because, you idiot, I am trying to tell you I’m sorry for having a panic attack and not being there when you needed me!”

	It took approximately ten seconds for Hazard to come up with words for that. Then he followed Nico out into the reception area. Before he could speak, though, Nico made a choked noise, stepped into the bathroom, and slammed the door. The sound of running water swallowed up any other noises, but Hazard thought he had a good idea what was going on. He counted to sixty. He rapped on the door. Nothing. He counted to sixty again. Still nothing.

	After retrieving cake, coffee, and acetaminophen from the desk, he sat in the reception area. He swallowed the pills. He drank the coffee. He hit the cake like a runaway train because it was only going to get stale if he didn’t.

	As he built up his strength, as his grandmother would have put it, he considered the reception area. The second-floor office looked out over Market Street and, beyond, the Grand Rivere. So much had changed and been improved since Nico had started working there—better furniture, a better layout, little touches that made the space comfortable and welcoming and pleasant instead of utilitarian. Even the cracked front window with the draft had been replaced. It was open today—Nico had opened it—and sweet morning air mixed with the smell of the sandalwood diffuser. Lately, the improvements had been plants. After consulting Somers—a conversation from which Hazard had been ejected after his fourth proposal that they only buy plastic plants, for economic reasons—Nico had started adding plants: potted aloe, bamboo, what Nico called a bird’s nest fern, along with a ficus and a Swiss cheese philodendron. Twice since, when Somers had dropped by for one reason or another, Hazard had emerged from his office to find Somers handling the philodendron’s leaves and smiling. As Hazard finished the last bite of cake, he resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to acknowledge the plants in Nico’s annual evaluation.

	The bathroom door clicked open. Nico stepped out. His eyes were only slightly red, and his hairline was damp, his face fresh from a quick wash-and-dry with paper towels. 

	“The cake is delicious,” Hazard said, displaying the empty box. “Was. As is the coffee.”

	“Oh my God,” Nico murmured, but a bent smile slipped out.

	“And the paper is much, much stronger.”

	“Because you fixed it.”

	“There is one dangling modifier—”

	“Oh my God,” Nico murmured again, and the bent smile was a little straighter.

	“I am sorry that I didn’t understand you were upset and trying to apologize.”

	“Well, it’s not like I came out and told you. I can’t expect you to be a mind-reader. That’s one of the things my therapist and I—” He stopped.

	Hazard kept his face neutral.

	“One of the things my therapist and I are working on.”

	Hazard nodded. “But I was…severe.”

	“You were being a grump.”

	“As I’ve told you before—” But Hazard caught himself, corrected course. “Nico, if you’re continuing to experience panic attacks, have you considered trying a different therapist? Or medication to supplement therapy? You don’t need to jump ship, but there are different approaches to treating PTSD and anxiety disorders, and maybe this therapist isn’t the right fit for you.”

	“Well, it would be hard for him to do much,” Nico said, mostly to himself, the words barely loud enough for Hazard to catch them. “Considering I haven’t told him what happened.”

	What happened—two of the most condensed words in the English language—meant Nico being attacked, drugged, abducted, and held captive, convinced he was going to be killed by a guy he was at least somewhat romantically involved with. A serial killer, it turned out. One who had infiltrated Hazard’s life. And the effects of that infiltration were still making themselves manifest.

	“You haven’t told him—” Hazard began.

	The door opened, and a woman walked into the office. She was olive skinned, her dark hair up in a high ponytail, and she had big, brown eyes that looked even bigger with ’70s blue eyeshadow. She was tall, taller in heels, in a linen smock that was barely long enough to be a paper towel. She came into the room like she was stepping in dog shit, and to judge by the twist of her mouth, she didn’t expect things to get any better.

	“Good morning,” Nico said with a bright smile. “Welcome to Astraea. How may I help you?”

	“Just a minute,” Hazard said. “I asked you a question.”

	“It can wait. Are you looking for private investigation services?”

	“She can wait,” Hazard said. “Are you seriously telling me that you haven’t even talked about what happened with Mitchell—”

	“Em.” Nico’s smile was as tight as his voice. “You’re being rude. We have a client.”

	“It’s my agency. I can be rude whenever I want, particularly when it comes to evasive, weaselly administrative assistants who can’t be trusted to look out for their own wellbeing or welfare or—” He felt like he was on a roll, but then all he could come up with was, “—wellness.” 

	Nico didn’t exactly cover his eyes or look away, but a lot of it still came through in his body language.

	The woman tracked the back and forth, her head swiveling as she looked at each speaker. Now her gaze settled on Hazard. “You’re Emery Hazard?”

	“Who are you?”

	“I’m sorry,” Nico said. “It’s been a rough morning. Yes, this is Emery Hazard. You may have read about his work in the Washington Post, and—”

	“I want to hire you.”

	“The earliest I can start is in two weeks,” Hazard said. “My caseload is full.”

	She shook her head. “It has to be today. And tomorrow. It’s a two-day job, and then we’ll be gone. I can pay you five thousand dollars a day.”

	Hazard set aside the pastry box and asked again, “Who are you?”

	“Ayelet Ames. My mother, Loretta Ames, is here for an author visit. She’s speaking at the high school. Of course, you knew that already because you got arrested last night at the school board meeting.”

	“What do you—”

	“Someone is trying to kill my mother,” Ayelet said, her smile wry, almost droll. “I’d like you to stop them.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	MAY 15

	FRIDAY

	9:01 AM

	WHEN THEY SAT IN his private office, Hazard realized some of the cool was an act. She crossed her legs at the knee, the smock riding up high enough to give a straight man an aneurysm, and her foot bounced steadily. Her manicure looked recent, but she’d chewed one of the nails already. And faint but buried in whatever perfume she was wearing—something floral and teeny-bopper sweet—was the sting of cigarette smoke.

	“Why don’t you start from the beginning?” Hazard asked.

	“It’s like I told you: someone is trying to kill her.”

	“How?”

	“However they can! I don’t think it really matters to them.”

	“No, I meant, how have they tried? Describe the attempts.”

	She lifted one hand to her mouth, seemed to catch herself, and dropped it again. “Don’t you want to talk to my mother about that?”

	“If I decide to take the job, I’ll ask her. I’m asking you now.”

	“Someone tried to poison her. They put bleach in her water bottle. And they tried to run her down. With a car, I mean. We live in Manhattan, so don’t ask me how it’s different from any other day. And she’s seen a man.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“There’s this man. In a trench coat. She says he was wearing a mask, but I thought he was just, you know, heavy.”

	“You saw him too?”

	“Once. They were doing construction on that block, and the sidewalk was all torn up, so we had to go through a covered walkway. All of a sudden, Mom grabs my arm. She’s totally rigid. I think she’s having a stroke or something. And then I see this guy at the end of the walkway, and she goes, ‘That’s him, that’s him,’ and before I could say anything, he turned around and left. By the time I figured out what she meant, I tried to follow him to get a picture, but he was gone.” She lifted a nail to chew, stopped herself, and grimaced. “It might have been a mask; the light wasn’t great, and he wasn’t that close.”

	“How do you confuse a mask with someone overweight?”

	“His face. You know how those Halloween masks always look…thick, I guess?”

	“So, you were close enough to see his face?”

	“I mean, it was just a feeling. Like I said, there isn’t much light in those covered walkways.”

	Enough light, Hazard thought, for your mother to panic. Out loud, though, he said, “This was all in New York?”

	Ayelet nodded. “When we saw him—together, I mean—it was the day before we left to come here. So, you know, I’m worried.”

	“I’m not sure why you’re coming to me.”

	“Well, you know.”

	Hazard settled back in his seat.

	“Because you’re gay,” she clarified.

	“I see.”

	“And because of last night. Mom likes to keep up with that stuff, people getting angry about her, that kind of thing. She lives for it. The local paper had a whole column about your husband arresting you.”

	“Jesus God,” Hazard muttered. Struggling to keep his voice even, he said more loudly, “I meant, Ms. Ames, that I don’t know why you’re coming to me because it seems like the threat to your mother is in New York, not here. And, additionally, because this is something that should be reported to the police.”

	“We talked to the police!” Her foot bobbed faster. She got a nail in and began to chew between phrases. “They don’t want to do anything. They act like it’s a big deal, write everything down, and then nothing. And what am I going to tell them here? I think a crazy person followed me and my mom and wants to hurt us?”

	“Why not? That’s what you’re telling me.”

	“Because you have to do what I say because I’m paying you!”

	Hazard sat forward. Her foot froze. Her body locked up. She wrenched the nail out from between her jaws and tried to match his glare. She looked away first.

	“Not yet,” Hazard said. “And I think, not ever. You overestimate the services I provide, Ms. Ames. This is a one-man agency; I can’t provide around-the-clock protection. And you’re only here, what, the weekend?” He weighed the last part and ignored the little voice that sounded like Somers. “And let’s be honest: we’re talking about an author. An author of fiction. We’re not talking about the President of the United States. Hell, we’re not even talking about the president of the Junior League.”

	Ayelet’s mouth opened into a pink ring of shock.

	Hazard stood to walk her out of the room, but before he could come around the desk, the door opened, and Nico stuck his head in.

	“Em, could I speak with you?”

	“No. Ms. Ames, I’m sorry I couldn’t—”

	“Now,” Nico said.

	“I’m with a client—”

	“It’s about that document scanner.”

	“Good Lord, it’s not broken, is it?”

	“I really need you to take a look at it.”

	Hazard looked at Ayelet, who was fumbling through her tiny purse, to Nico, who was all shaggy, hard-eyed insistence.

	“One moment, please,” Hazard said, and he let himself out into the reception area. As he made his way over to Nico’s desk, he said, “Did you jam it? It can do forty pages per minute, Nico; if you were pushing it and you jammed it, then this is your fault.”

	“It’s fine.”

	“Is it the feeder tray? The reviews all said that it was solid, but the little brackets holding it onto the scanner itself looked flimsy. Did you lean on it?”

	“No, I—”

	“Did you maybe prop yourself up with it when you were reaching for something? Just tell me the truth. I won’t be mad.”

	“Emery, the scanner is fine! Forget the goddamn scanner for one minute; I’m trying to talk to you!”

	“It’d better be fine! It cost almost five hundred fucking dollars! Why would you scare me like that?”

	Nico grabbed his head like he was about to tear some of that oh-so-shaggy hair out of his scalp. He made a strangled noise. Then he said, “You are going to take that case, Emery.”

	After a few blinks, Hazard said, “Of course I’m not. The whole story is suspicious. In fact, I’m half-inclined to think that she’s involved somehow. Bleach in a water bottle? Give me a break. Besides, they’ll be gone tomorrow.”

	“Emery. Hazard. You are taking this case.”

	“Are you hard of hearing? How loud is the scanner? Are you going to need some kind of hearing protection gear?”

	“Oh my God!” 

	“Anything over eighty-five decibels—”

	“Emery!”

	Hazard caught the look on Nico’s face, regrouped, and asked, “What am I missing?”

	“Do you know who Loretta Ames is?”

	“She’s an author. Or she was. When I looked at her bibliography, I saw that she hasn’t put out anything in almost twenty years.”

	“It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t have to write so much as her name again, and she’ll still be one of the most important authors of the last half of the twentieth century.”

	Hazard raised an eyebrow.

	A hint of a flush rose in Nico’s cheeks, and he added, “In queer YA horror.”

	“So, kind of like winning the Dore County beauty pageant, ages twelve-to-fourteen, barnyard animal division?”

	“Can you turn it off for a second? This is actually important.”

	“Nico, I don’t understand why—”

	“Because, Em, that book was really, really important to a lot of people. To a whole generation, actually. And it opened the floodgates on queer YA writing. And because it’s a really fucking good book. And because she’s a symbol, even if not everyone knows who she is anymore, and there are still people who would do anything to make her go away.”

	Hazard frowned. “Tell me. Succinctly.”

	“Her first book is the one that changed everything. Katabasis. It came out in, um, ’93, I think. It’s kind of fantasy. Kind of horror. It’s about these kids who find their way into an underworld, only there’s this carnival down there—”

	“I did say succinctly, didn’t I? Or did the scanner really damage your hearing?”

	“It’s hard to summarize. It’s got all these queer characters. They’re high school kids, and none of them is a stereotype, and it’s set in this small town in the ’90s, so it felt real and current, watching these kids figure themselves out, watching them fall in love, watching them fight this ancient, cosmic horror. It was incredibly humanizing, to kids and to adults.”

	“How do you know this?” Hazard frowned. “You weren’t even alive in the ’90s.”

	“Yes, I was.” The flush deepened, and Nico must have known Hazard wanted to add, Barely, because he hurried to say, “Anyway, I took a class on queer literature, and we read Katabasis, and then I had to read the rest of the series, and—look, Em, it’s not just a normal book. And Loretta Ames isn’t just a normal author. She’s brave, too. When that book came out, she got death threats all the time. People would show up at book signings, and they’d throw things, shove her, one time somebody set her car on fire. She never backed down.”

	“Nico, I’m willing to accept that this woman was a transformative cultural figure, but playing babysitter for two days—”

	“None of the cases we have right now is pressing. You’re caught up on all of them. You’re ahead on some of them, actually—you could wrap them up early if you didn’t want to lock things down perfectly. Two days, Em. That’s all. And you’ll get paid way more than you would working any other case. And you’ll be doing a public service.”

	Hazard snorted. “And the rest of it, Nico.”

	Nico tried for the boyish grin and ran a hand through his thick mane of hair. “If—and I’m seriously saying if, Em—if she asks, you know, if she can do anything for you—”

	“Oh my God.”

	“I just want her to sign my copy! That’s all!”

	“That’s what this is about!”

	“No.”

	“God damn it, Nico.”

	“No, what I said, all that stuff—”

	“Go get your damn book.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“Go get your fucking copy of her fucking book.” When Nico didn’t move, Hazard roared, “Now!”

	Nico slid off the desk, grabbed his keys, and took two steps toward the door. “Are you sure—”

	“Now, Nico! For fuck’s sake!”

	“Thank you, Em!”

	“What do you not understand about now?”

	“You’re doing something really important.”

	“Yes, I’m sure that on my deathbed I’ll remember how you barged in and strong-armed me into—” The words skidded to a stop. “Wait a minute. How did you know I was refusing the case?”

	Nico’s face smoothed out so quickly that it looked like a magic trick. “I’ll just go get that book right now, Em.”

	“Can you hear me when the door is shut?”

	“Better hurry. I don’t want to leave the phones—”

	“Nicolás Timoteo Del Corazón de María Flores!”

	“You seriously remembered all that?”

	“Nico!”

	All of a sudden, Nico grinned wickedly. “I thought the best one was when I heard you having that argument—I assume with Evie—about wearing underwear the right way.”

	“My God, I wish it was Evie. That’s why I told you not to put Shaw’s calls through. Wait, you thought—”

	“And then I thought it was when you got in that argument with John-Henry and kept using the phrase ‘our wedding Tupperware,’ which I never figured out what that meant.”

	“It’s exactly what it—” Then Hazard cut off. His face caught fire. Because he knew.

	“But then,” Nico said, smirking, “I forgot my wallet when I went to get coffee, and it was the day after your birthday.”

	“Go away now, Nico. Or I won’t ask her to sign your book. And you’ll be fired. And I’ll murder you.”

	“I don’t think I’d ever heard the phrase ‘my ass met God’ before.”

	Hazard chucked the stapler, but it hit the door as Nico pulled it shut behind him.

	The door to his office opened, and Ayelet stuck her head out. “If you think I’m going to sit around all day—”

	“There’s a contract,” Hazard snapped, “and the retainer. And then, when my treacherous, eavesdropping assistant gets back, we’ll go see your mother.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	MAY 15

	FRIDAY

	10:14 AM

	THE ACADIA WAS THE hotel where Hazard and Somers had held their wedding reception, a grand dame along Wahredua’s revitalized river walk, brick the color of a good blaze, limestone milky white. On the fourteenth floor, Loretta Ames had taken one of the upgraded rooms—not a suite, but not the economy option either. Hazard sat in one of the two chairs while water ran in the bathroom—presumably to cover up the sounds of the argument between Loretta and Ayelet, which had started the minute they’d arrived. He waited. Waiting was often its own kind of opportunity.

	The rooms had been updated since Hazard’s last visit; regular traffic kept the Acadia steadily occupied and, therefore, profitable, and the old lady had a reputation to maintain. Whoever they’d hired had done a good job of balancing the hotel’s classic design with modern aesthetics: cream-colored flocked wallpaper; crisp, white linens; and dark hardwood accents—the headboard, an escritoire open now and supporting a laptop. The air was sweet and floral and recycled; attar of roses circulating through the HVAC system. On the far wall, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on the Grand Rivere, where the late morning light made a drop-stitch pattern on the water. One door to the bathroom. One door to a connecting room, presumably Ayelet’s. Two large suitcases, the kind airlines charged extra for. He considered going through them, but that was when the water shut off.

	Ayelet emerged first, her face twisted in a scowl, flexing and opening one hand like she was fighting the urge to chomp down on a nail again. Loretta, her mother, came next. She was black, her skin about as dark as Hazard had ever seen, and Hazard kicked himself for all the assumptions up until now—especially since Ayelet was white. Petite and plump, she had her hair buzzed almost to her scalp. On someone else—on a man—Hazard would have said it made her look like a jarhead. She wore boots and jeans and a t-shirt that had GPS coordinates on it, and she must have been in her fifties, but aside from a hint of gray in that short hair, she didn’t look it. When she met Hazard’s gaze, she laughed, the sound surprisingly deep.

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Hazard. My parents used to do that, and I’d wonder who they thought they were fooling. Now I’m doing it, and I tell myself it’s politeness, that’s all.”

	“I’ve heard arguments before. Believe it or not, I’ve been in a few myself.”

	She laughed again at that. Ayelet had taken up position in one corner of the room, leaning against the tall windows, arms snugged up under her small breasts. Instead of taking the open chair, Loretta sat on the edge of the bed. She kept her legs spread wide.

	“Greece,” Hazard said.

	She glanced down at her t-shirt.

	“Am I close?”

	Her smile was jagged; it made him think of the drop-stitch light on the water. “The Isle of Lesbos, Mr. Hazard. That’s very impressive.”

	He made a noncommittal noise.

	“I would like to send you back to your office,” Loretta said, “but my daughter refuses to see reason. And, of course, I’ve spoiled her terribly, so once again, I’m going to let her have her way.”

	Hazard looked between the women again.

	“My partner when we adopted was white,” Loretta said. “It made things…easier.”

	“It’s unfortunate that had any bearing on the process.”

	Loretta’s expression didn’t change, and Hazard realized how stupid he had sounded.

	Water dripped once, a single plonk that came from the bathroom. It cracked the moment open again.

	“I understand that, in addition to wasting money that we don’t have, and in addition to giving in to the scare tactics these people like to use, my daughter has also been telling tales out of school.”

	Still staring out the window, Ayelet blushed as she chewed savagely on her nail.

	“Why don’t we start with you telling me what’s been going on?” Hazard asked.

	“It’s nothing unusual, Mr. Hazard. It’s nothing special. Someone is trying to kill me. Unfortunately, I’ve gotten rather used to the idea.”

	“What, specifically, has happened?”

	“Ayelet said she told you.”

	“I’d still like to hear it from you.”

	“The bleach in my water bottle. Someone trying to run me down while I was out for a walk. And the man who has been following me.”

	“And before that?”

	“What does that mean?”

	“You said that this isn’t unusual. What was the most recent attempt on your life before these?”

	Loretta’s complexion was too dark to reveal a blush, but she shifted her weight on the bed, and her eyes cut toward the window, the river, the green unfurling of silver maple and sycamore along the river.

	“I see,” Hazard said. “Anything else this year?”

	“No.”

	“Last year?”

	“No.”

	“The year before—”

	“Mr. Hazard, it’s all—in my life, I’ve come to disregard this kind of thing. I can’t tell you how many times it’s happened.”

	“But you can’t tell me when the last time was, either.”

	She didn’t respond to that. Ayelet, though, had stopped mid-chew to stare at Hazard.

	“Let’s start with the details of each attempt,” Hazard said. “In chronological order, please. Was the water bottle the first?”

	“No.” Loretta’s tone had roughened to a chop. “The car.”

	“All right. What happened?”

	“I was out for a walk. A car came up on the curb. It would have hit me, only someone screamed, and I got out of the way.”

	“What kind of car?”

	“I don’t know. Brown. Someone said it was a Cadillac. And no, Mr. Hazard, nobody got the plate. A city with nine million people, every one of them with a camera, and nobody got it.”

	“What about the driver?”

	“I don’t know. Someone said it was a man. Then, a week or so later—”

	“Hold on. When was the car?”

	“April, I think. Early April. Ayelet?”

	“The fourth.” At Hazard’s questioning glance, she continued, “I looked it up later, after we talked to the police. I was waiting for an agent to call; that’s how I could go back and figure out what day it had happened.”

	“I see.” To Loretta, he said, “Would anyone else have known about your walk?”

	“I don’t know how they could.”

	“Was it a routine?”

	“Well, I like to go for a walk—”

	“It’s a routine,” Ayelet said. “You go at almost the exact same time every day, Mom.”

	“Well, maybe. I don’t really—I mean, I’ve never thought of it like that, but I usually do go for my walk after lunch.”

	“Who would have known that?” Hazard asked.

	“I don’t know.”

	“That’s not helpful.”

	She leaned forward, planting her hands on her knees. “I don’t! Anyone, I suppose. The doorman. My neighbors. Pick someone!”

	“Did you call the police?”

	Loretta’s eyes widened, and her shoulders rolled up. “It was a bad driver in Manhattan. Nobody got the plate. It was over before I even knew what was happening.”

	“So, you didn’t report this to the police?”

	“Later,” Ayelet said. “After the water bottle.”

	Hazard waited.

	“I write in a coffee shop.” Loretta’s hands tightened around her knees. “And yes, it’s a routine. And yes, anyone who wanted to know would know that. The same coffee shop. More or less at the same time.”

	“But not the same days,” Ayelet put in.

	“No, not the same days.” Hazard opened his mouth, but before he could ask, Loretta scowled. “Yes, enough days that someone had a good chance of finding me there.”

	“What happened?”

	“I went to the bathroom. It’s a little place, and the baristas know me. I left my bag and my laptop the way I always do. When I came back, I wrote some more. I buy coffee and a pastry when I work, but I bring my own water—I have an infuser I prefer. I went to take a drink, and—and it was bleach. I spat it out—”

	“Thank God,” Ayelet murmured.

	“—and then I went to wash out my mouth. It was horrible; my mouth was on fire, but at least I hadn’t swallowed any. When I came out of the bathroom, everyone was watching me, of course. I told the barista what had happened. She called the police. The poor thing was so scared she was shaking.”

	“And you?”

	“I was fine. Some minor discomfort that lasted a few days.”

	“That’s all?”

	“I was furious. Naturally. But there wasn’t anything anyone could do. No one had seen anyone tamper with my water bottle. The police took it to test for fingerprints, but they told me the only prints on it were mine.”

	Hazard studied her: the set of her jaw, the line of her shoulders, her eyes like holes made with the end of a pry bar. 

	“What?” she finally asked.

	“You said it was a small coffee shop.”

	“That’s right.”

	“The baristas knew you.”

	“Yes.”

	“But no one saw anyone tamper with your belongings.”

	“Well, I don’t know. Someone might have seen something. But you have to understand, I was in the bathroom a long time. People came and went. By the time I told the barista what had happened, anyone could have left without knowing anything had happened. And when I tell you it’s small, it’s small—someone could have been sitting at the table next to mine and been close enough to mess with my water without anyone noticing.”

	“And at this point, you also reported the attempted hit-and-run?”

	“I thought of that the next day,” Ayelet said. “I was up all night after what happened. I was scared to death that Mom had drunk some of the bleach and was going to die.”

	“She worries too much,” Loretta said. “She should be getting in trouble, living her own life now, not tagging along with me.”

	For a moment, something rippled in Ayelet’s face. Then she bit savagely at one nail and looked away.

	“And after you reported the attempted hit-and-run?” Hazard asked.

	“Nothing.” Loretta made a disgusted noise. “They came and talked to me. Took statements. They were professional and polite and sympathetic. The whole time, I knew they thought I was bonko. The only follow-up I ever got was about the fingerprints, and that was only because Ayelet kept calling and asking.”

	Hazard looked at the young woman, but she kept her gaze focused on something out the window. After a moment, he turned back to Loretta. “And the man?”

	“The first time I saw him, he followed me home from the gym.”

	“Why did he stand out?”

	“He’s—he is unusual looking. He wears a mask, I think.”

	Ayelet didn’t say anything, but she gave a tiny shake of her head. Her anemic reflection in the glass mirrored the gesture.

	“He followed you home from the gym. And do you—”

	“Yes,” Loretta said. “Yes, yes, yes. Routine. But it’s not always routine!” She stood and began to pace. “It’s not. He was waiting for me after I met with an editor. Let me tell you, that wasn’t a routine meeting. God, I wish it was. He was standing outside her building, at the end of the block, when I came out. I spotted him right away. I—I got into a cab.” She fumbled at the hem of her shirt, her eyes sliding away from Hazard. “He couldn’t have been there unless he was following me.”

	Hazard shrugged. “I don’t think he needed to follow you. How many people knew about the meeting?”

	“No one!” Loretta let out a sharp breath. “I don’t know, a few people. Me. The editor.”

	“Assistants?”

	“Yes. Hers and mine.”

	“Your agent?”

	Loretta’s smile was cutting. “Former agent. It’s his fault I’m in this mess. He couldn’t sell snow cones in the desert.”

	“Friends?”

	“No. I don’t know. I may have mentioned it at brunch one day.”

	“Ayelet?”

	“Yes, of course. What does that mean?”

	Hazard ignored the question. “And you saw him again, is that correct?”

	“Yes. We were walking home from—where were we coming home from, Ayelet?”

	“We’d gone to Marcy’s.”

	“We were walking home from a friend’s. We had to pass through a sidewalk bridge—you’re familiar with them?”

	“The covered walkways,” Hazard said. “When they’re doing construction work.”

	“And there he was, standing right there.”

	“And Ayelet was with you?”

	“Yes. She told you that.”

	“And you both saw this man?”

	Her voice was ragged with impatience. “Yes.”

	“And you froze.”

	Loretta stopped pacing. She spun toward Hazard. “I didn’t freeze!”

	“Ayelet said—”

	“I was watching him. Waiting for him to make his move.”

	Hazard waited.

	“I don’t freeze, Mr. Hazard. I’ve been in far worse situations. I can keep my head under pressure.”

	Hazard leaned forward, elbows on knees.

	“Freeze,” Loretta muttered, and she turned to glare at Ayelet. “I did not freeze.”

	Ayelet rolled her eyes at the glass.

	“Ms. Ames,” Hazard said, “is there someone in particular you believe might be threatening you?”

	“I have no idea.”

	“Who would want to hurt you?”

	“Almost everyone.” She spoke as though she were keeping score. “The religious right. Neo-Nazis. The Republicans. The incels. The military-industrial complex. PTOs across the nation. The state of Texas. Every straight, white, cis man who feels entitled to run the world in spite of his own mediocrity.”

	Hazard stood. A spring in the chair, compressed under his weight, squeaked now as it relaxed.

	Loretta eyed him. She crossed her arms. Then she shifted to stand hipshot. Fifty years old and too cool to care; she could probably teach Colt a thing or two.

	“Well?” she finally said.

	“I’ll be frank: I took this job because Ayelet seems to think you’re genuinely in danger. I find it hard to believe. What you’ve told me sounds like someone’s idea for a forty-five-minute episode of Law & Order that my son will make me watch because I lost a bet. The hit-and-run is a joke; if someone wanted to run you down with a car, they would have picked a better time and place, and they wouldn’t have swerved. Same with the water; nobody in their right mind would have believed that bleach in a water bottle would kill you. Hell, it barely inconvenienced you. If anything, it gave you a splash of notoriety and attention. And, of course, there’s this mysterious man following you, even though no one else has seen him, and there’s no explanation of who he might be or what he might want.”

	“He wants to kill me because people are threatened by my work—”

	“Someone used me as their patsy before, Ms. Ames. It didn’t work out well for them.”

	Loretta drew herself up; she wasn’t tall, but she had a ferociously compressed energy—violence in its potential state. “What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying my assistant is going to kill me, but I’m not going to do this job. You’re not in any danger, Ms. Ames. And if you really don’t know what I’m talking about, then you need to take a close look at the people around you.”

	Loretta watched him for another moment, frozen in that mock-up of nonchalance. Then she whirled and opened one of the two enormous suitcases. She drew out a cardboard box, and she laid it on the desk and opened it. She drew out a twisted length of metal and set it on the desk. Then she drew out a flattened snub of metal that Hazard realized, a moment later, had once been a bullet. She pointed to the twisted metal. “A pipe bomb that someone sent me in the mail when I was in residence at Berkeley. It activated in the department office; the girl opening the mail lost part of her pinkie.” She pointed to the bullet. “I dug that out of a brick in Baltimore after a man tried to shoot me while I was speaking at Planned Parenthood. I’ve lived a long time with people trying to kill me, Mr. Hazard. They haven’t succeeded yet. I certainly don’t need your help or your insinuations.”

	“You just carry those around, is that it?”

	“They’re material witnesses to my struggle. I fight for the oppressed, Mr. Hazard. The oppressor fights back.”

	“And they must make nice props for your ego as well.”

	Loretta’s mouth thinned. She set the bullet back inside the box. It rolled, rattling against the cardboard. She replaced the fragment of the pipe bomb. It clunked when it fell to the bottom of the box. “Goodbye, Mr. Hazard.”

	Hazard let himself out into the hall.

	Ayelet caught up to him at the elevator. Her face was flushed, her eyes full of unshed tears, and she was shaking her head as she sprinted. She skidded to a stop, let out a wet breath, and steadied herself with his arm. “I thought you were—I thought maybe in the lobby—” Then she burst out crying.

	The elevator dinged. The car doors rattled open. She was still crying. A tiny old woman, chinless under a bouffant of yellow hair, stared at them. The doors rattled shut, and with a quiet whir, the elevator car continued on its way.

	“Ms. Ames,” Hazard said.

	She wiped her eyes and dried her hands on the linen smock. “She’s wrong. She’s in danger, in really bad danger, but she won’t admit it. Or she likes it. Or both. This is her thing. And she gets excited. She—she wants it. But this is different. This isn’t someone who’s mad because she came to their school. This isn’t someone who hates her because she’s a lesbian. This is someone who is coming after her, trying to get her, planning.”

	“The attempts—”

	“I know,” Ayelet said, wiping her eyes again. “I know. But someone can be crazy, I mean, mentally ill, and they might not be able to come up with a good plan, and they might not be subtle, but they don’t need any of those things. They have to get lucky. Once. That’s all. Please, Mr. Hazard, I tried to make her see how this was different, and she laughs and tells me I’m a worrier. You saw her. She treats me like a child, and she won’t listen to anyone else.”

	Hazard opened his mouth to say no again.

	“Please?” Ayelet asked. “She’s my mother.”

	And instead of no, what came out was, “She won’t be happy.”

	“Ignore her. She doesn’t have to be happy. It’s two days. Barely two days. More like one and a half. And then we’ll be gone.”

	“When you get back to New York—”

	“I already called someone. Ruff’s—Mother’s agent—”

	“Former agent, I thought.” 

	“Yes, well, he’s still a friend. He’s going to set us up with security. It’s going to be fine. Please, Mr. Hazard?”

	“What’s her schedule of public appearances?”

	“Dinner tonight with some of the teachers. Then her talk, that’s at the school. Then a reception at, um, I think the principal’s house. I can send you the schedule. And tomorrow we have an early check-out and go to the airport.”

	“I’ll need the name of the restaurant and any teachers who are planning to attend the dinner. Any other details you can provide.”

	“Of course. I’ll email you whatever I have—will that be all right?”

	“And if it’s not an official event, you stay in your rooms.”

	“She won’t like that.”

	“It doesn’t matter what she likes. I can’t be twenty-four-hour protection. I’ll do my best with the required appearances, but aside from that, she needs to be in the room. I’ll bring by some security bars; it’ll make it impossible for someone to force the door. But that only helps if you can keep her in the room.”

	After a moment, Ayelet gave a nod. “Ok. Yes. She has a manuscript due. Overdue, actually. I’ll make her buckle down and write.”

	“And she has to personalize the book. To Nico.”

	Ayelet’s smile flashed. “I won’t tell her who he is. Sometimes she can hold a grudge.”

	“I’ll be back in an hour or so with the security bars.” Hazard knuckled the elevator call button. “And then I’ll be back again for dinner. Until then, what are you going to do?”

	“Stay in the room.”

	Hazard grunted. He was about to reinforce the point when his phone buzzed. He glanced at it and saw Colt’s name. He put the phone to his ear.

	“If John let you skip school again—”

	“Pops, you need to come to the school right now.” Colt’s voice was tied up with emotion. Fear, Hazard thought distantly. It was like breathing in quicksilver. “The police are here, and they’re arresting Dr. Stratford.”

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	MAY 15

	FRIDAY

	11:27 AM

	WHEN SOMERS PULLED INTO the high school parking lot, he started to swear. An unmarked police car sat in front of the school’s main doors; it belonged to Carmichael and Moraes. Three cars were parked on the other side of the street, and men and women stood by the vehicles, holding up their phones, snapping pictures and doubtless already recording, ready for the shitshow that was about to break open. He recognized Joyce Sturgis in the line of parents, along with her husband Derrick, and several other nut jobs from the school board meeting. Derrick Sturgis turned his phone on the Mustang and started to film Somers, and Somers faced forward and let the mask fall into place.

	Professional, he told himself as he got out of the car. Calm. Collected. You’re the chief of police.

	“Every fucking one of them would look better with their head screwed into their asshole.”

	Somers sighed. He rubbed that spot at the center of his forehead. And then he turned around.
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