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CHAPTER ONE

	FEBRUARY 7

	FRIDAY

	4:56 PM

	THE INTERNET, EMERY Hazard had found, was an excellent source of information on almost any topic: how to hijack the remote start feature on early 2000s-model cars; indie German documentaries (one about trapeze artists who performed exclusively on Art Deco chandeliers had swallowed an entire afternoon); even previously obscure paraphilia. It did not, however, give very good suggestions for what to do when your administrative assistant-slash-ex-boyfriend wouldn’t stop crying.

	So, Emery Hazard sat inside his office with the door mostly shut and hid.

	In theory, things were going better than ever. The Astraea office, where Hazard operated his private investigation agency, had received a fresh coat of paint—courtesy of Nico sweet-talking the landlord; a major plumbing upgrade—courtesy of Nico threatening the landlord, but doing it with a runway smile on his face; and even a replacement of the previously less-than-secure front door—that one, Hazard suspected, had been a team effort, with Nico taking all the coffees and baskets of muffins to their landlord and Hazard emailing link after link to the city’s building code. Nico had rearranged the furniture in the reception area, added a few small decorative elements, and even done something to the magazines that made them look much more pleasing. He handled clients spectacularly. He did acceptably well on invoicing. His filing was still abysmal, but he made an effort, which was more than Hazard had expected. Really, the only hiccup since hiring Nico had been these crying spells. The crying and, if Hazard were being fully honest, the miasma of chamomile tea; he didn’t need his office to smell like someone was boiling grass.

	A particularly loud sob made Hazard hunch down behind his MacBook. The client report that he had been typing swam in his vision. He tried to type out a few more sentences—the man he had been hired to watch had most definitely not had a career-ending injury in a car accident; Hazard had followed him to two full rounds of golf, where he’d walked all eighteen holes and carried his own bags. But his fingers were stilted on the keys, and after the fourth time misspelling the man’s name, Hazard gave up. 

	The next sob was technically more of a wail.

	Hazard opened a new tab. He did some searching. Then he did some creative searching. He jotted some ideas on a sticky note, folded it, and put it in his pocket. Pascal, he had read, carried a piece of paper sewn into his coat with only the word feu written on it. And in the pseudo-Aristotelian hermetica, there were instructions for crafting a king’s talisman to keep away harm. All of which was to say, of course, that he was holding that little piece of paper pretty tightly, his fist inside his pocket as he went out of his office.

	Nico had already dissolved one box of tissues with his crying, and it looked like he was working his way steadily through the second. He was—or had been—an underwear model before the (in Hazard’s opinion, much more sensible) career change to administrative assistant, and it wasn’t hard to see why: the long, lean frame; the skin perpetually bronzed, even in February; the dark, shaggy hair that had, over the last few months, managed to look suspiciously more adult without actually becoming any less shaggy, a phenomenon Hazard had tried to reduce to an equation a couple of times without having any success.

	“I made more tea,” Nico said, plucking another tissue from the box. “And the Doyle-Kramer invoice is almost done.”

	“No more tea,” Hazard said, which, to be fair, wasn’t written on the sticky note he was clutching. He started again. “Nico, I’ve noticed you’re crying.”

	Nico stared at him. His eyes were welling up again.

	Hazard shifted his weight. “Displays of strong emotion—from what I understand—are actually opportunities to gain insight into employees’ minds and motivations. Emotion as information, as it were.”

	Nico’s lip trembled.

	“Data,” Hazard said, hearing the note of panic in his voice. “So, I thought you might want to share some information with me.”

	“Oh my God,” Nico whispered and made a teary, swallowing noise.

	“I’m using neutral, professional language. And I’m keeping our interaction professional. And I’m avoiding toxic positivity. Would you like another tissue?”

	Nico grabbed several more all by himself. “Oh my God. This is—this is—this is—” And then he started wailing again.

	“If you’d like me to come back at a better time—”

	Before Hazard could finish, Nico leaned forward and hugged him around the waist. He buried his face in Hazard’s belly, still shaking, his face wet and hot through the flannel. Hazard held his arms out to the side.

	“We’re breaking any number of sexual harassment policies, Nico, and I really can’t—”

	Nico sobbed louder.

	“I definitely need to ok this with John—”

	Nico said something that was completely unintelligible through the shirt. The only part Hazard thought he could pick up was pizza bagel, and he was ninety percent sure that wasn’t right.

	Letting out a breath, he carded Nico’s hair with one hand and rubbed his back with the other.

	Nico cried himself out. When he’d finished, he staggered into the small bathroom—with its recently updated plumbing. The door shut. Water ran. Hazard found paper towels by the coffee machine and dried the front of his shirt as best he could.

	He was still working on this when Nico emerged from the bathroom, red eyed and sniffling, and said, “Oh God, I’m so sorry.”

	“It’ll wash.”

	Nico’s long-legged stride carried him to his chair behind the reception desk, where he collapsed. 

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	Nico laughed and dropped his hands. “Would it really be that bad?”

	“I’m offering.”

	“I know, I’m sorry. It’s just the way you said it, like you’d rather die first.”

	Hazard pitched the paper towels at the bin. “Never mind.”

	“I’m teasing you, Emery. I’m sorry.”

	“You added an extra zero to the Doyle-Karmer invoice. I want you to correct it. And I was serious, Nico: no more tea.”

	“I was seeing this guy.”

	“I changed my mind. This is something for the HR department.”

	“We don’t have an HR department.”

	“Isn’t that a shame?” But Nico looked so miserable, head in his hands, eyes puffy. “What’s his name?”

	“You can’t go bully him.”

	“I’m not going to bully him.”

	Nico raked fingers through his hair.

	“I’m going to murder him,” Hazard said. “Or maybe just ruin his credit. It depends on what he did to you. Let’s start with his name.”

	“He didn’t do anything to me. And you already know him, anyway. It’s Chase.”

	“Oh Lord. Him? Again?”

	“It’s not again. It’s just…on and off. And he’s so sweet.”

	“Nico, he’s in love with you. It’s not fair to keep leading him on.”

	“I’m not leading him on! I don’t know what I’m doing, Em. Half the time I’m with him, I’m thinking, ‘He’s so sweet, but what’s he doing with his life? Is he going to be a bartender at the Pretty Pretty until he retires?’ And the other half of the time, I’m thinking I want to hold on to him with both hands, but—” He cut off. “But it doesn’t really matter anymore, because Chase broke up with me.”

	“He’ll be back.”

	“No, it’s for good this time. And I can’t even blame him. He’s not wrong. And he’s so sweet, and—and—and—and it’s my stupid fault because I ruined everything.” A fresh wave of tears broke over him, and he swept his hand across the desk, blindly searching for the tissues and knocking them to the floor in the process.

	“I do not get paid enough for this,” Hazard said as he picked up the tissues.

	“You write your own paychecks,” Nico got out between tears.

	“Whatever happened, it’s not the end of the world. If you want to work things out with Chase, there’s probably a way. Honestly, Nico, this is John’s strong suit. Why don’t we call him—”

	“Are you out of your mind?” Nico looked so horrified that, for a moment anyway, he stopped crying. “Your husband?”

	Hazard decided to wait this one out.

	“Is he going to write an apology text for me, like he did for you when we were dating?”

	Hazard eyed the clock on the desk. He could wait this out. He could. He definitely could.

	“You know what, Emery? Never mind. I just wanted you to—” Nico launched up from the seat. “I thought maybe you’d understand, but of course you don’t because you never understand anything.”

	They’d done this scene before. Too many times, in fact. Hazard rubbed his jaw and looked down; they needed to Swiffer the floors again.

	Nico let out a frustrated scream, marched into the bathroom, and slammed the door.

	Hazard decided now was probably a good time to write the termination policy in the employee handbook. He turned for his office, but before he could move, the outer door opened, and a man stepped into the reception area.

	He was your classic white suburban dad: brown hair in a business cut, a fleshy face, an LL Bean anorak over an Izod polo, khakis. He’d had muscle at one point, but most of it had gotten soft. He wore a pinky ring; it looked like some sort of high school memento.

	“May I help you?” Hazard asked.

	“Did I hear yelling?”

	“I don’t know,” Hazard said. “Did you?”

	Suburban Dad blinked. “Is this Astraea? The private investigation place?”

	“Yes.” May I help you apparently hadn’t been understood, so Hazard tried something different: “What do you want?”

	“Uh, I guess—I don’t know. I want to hire somebody. Maybe.”

	In the bathroom, the toilet flushed, and then came the sound of splashing.

	“Step into my office, Mr.—” 

	“Maurie Trapp. Maurice. Maurie.”

	“Right this way, Mr. Trapp.”

	Hazard got Trapp settled in one of the client chairs. When he dropped into his own seat, he took another look and made a guess: either a cheating spouse or a child with an addiction problem. Trapp wasn’t wearing the kind of clothes that suggested an executive-level pay. A salesman, Hazard guessed. Or a project manager.

	“Am I supposed to say something?” Trapp asked.

	“You said you wanted to hire me; I’m Emery Hazard. What do you want me to do?”

	Trapp scooted forward in his seat. He looked like he was fighting the urge to get to his feet and pace. “Do you recover stolen property?”

	“That’s complicated. I can track down stolen property, but I won’t retrieve it for you. There are legal complications; I could be accused of theft myself. If I find what was stolen, I can either involve the police at that point, or I can give you the information. That’s your choice as the client.”

	Trapp nodded. “My watch. And my wallet. I’ve got a picture of the kid that took them.” Before Hazard could ask the logical follow-up question, Trapp pulled out his phone and opened it to the pictures app. The image displayed on the screen was of a photograph from an instant camera—the kind everyone called a Polaroid regardless of the actual brand. The Polaroid showed a young man, either still in his teens or freshly out of them. He had dark, tousled hair and a huge grin that exposed a dimple on his left cheek. His skin was a medium shade of brown. His shirt hung open to expose a slim body with the faintest hint of definition. Gray joggers had been pushed down until a fringe of pubic hair showed, and the fabric pulled tightly against the length of his penis. If it wasn’t pornography, it was waiting at the next bus stop.

	Hazard looked at Trapp. “Do you want to explain this?”

	“I don’t have to explain it. This is the kid who took my watch and my wallet.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“I think this is a matter for the police, Mr. Trapp.”

	“Look, he’s legal. We met. We hooked up. Then he hit me across the back of the head and took my wallet and my watch. I don’t know; he was hitting me pretty hard, and he wasn’t messing around. But I don’t go down easy, and when I started fighting him, he took off.”

	“With your wallet.”

	“And my Rolex.”

	Hazard looked at the screen again, zooming to enlarge the boy’s face. “Do you have more?”

	Trapp flushed. “That’s the only one.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“I don’t know his name. Look, you’re—you know, gay. That’s why I came to you; you get it, right? We were just hooking up. If I knew his name, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

	Hazard looked for the wedding band. It was missing, but the tan line was there, even in winter.

	“Sure,” Hazard said. “I get it.”

	With a there-you-go gesture, Trapp dropped back in his seat.

	Hazard tapped the image of the Polaroid. “Where’s the original?”

	“He took it. That’s how he distracted me; he gave me the photo and said something like, ‘So you can remember me,’ and while I was looking at it, he clubbed me.”

	Hazard frowned and half shook his head as he considered the boy’s rumpled flannel and gray joggers. “Are these the clothes he was wearing?”

	“What? No.”

	“What was he wearing?”

	“I don’t know. Jeans. A sweatshirt. A coat; it was cold that night.”

	“When was this?”

	“Last Saturday.”

	“February 1.”

	Trapp nodded. “I thought—look, I was embarrassed, all right? I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t go to the police, and—” 

	“Why not?”

	“What?”

	“Why couldn’t you go to the police?”

	Trapp’s flush deepened. “Because of the whole gay thing.”

	“Right.”

	“But that watch is worth a lot, man. And it was a gift. I’ve got to find it.”

	“Where did you hook up with this young man?”

	“Back home.”

	“Where’s that?”

	Shifting in his seat, Trapp glanced over his shoulder—suspecting an eavesdropper, apparently. “Kansas City.”

	It was the first unexpected turn in the story that he’d been weaving. Hazard leaned forward. “Why are you in Wahredua?”

	“I heard you’re good—”

	“You didn’t drive two-plus hours to spin me this bullshit story because you think I’m good.”

	Sweat glistened at Trapp’s hairline. He fumbled with the placket of the anorak, parting it as though he could get some cool air under the coat. “I didn’t—the story I told you—”

	“Why are you in my office, Mr. Trapp?”

	He snatched something from his pocket and slapped it down on the desk. Hazard picked it up and inspected it. It was a receipt for the Kum & Go on Jefferson Street in Wahredua. The time stamp said 02/01/2020 14:39 PM. 

	“I grabbed his coat. I mean, I took a swing—” He mimed it. “—and with my other hand, I grabbed him. I mean, his coat. The pocket. And then he stepped back, and I lost him. But that fell out. Of his pocket, I mean.”

	Hazard considered the receipt again. Twelve gallons of low-octane gasoline. A vape cartridge—the register code was truncated, but BBL probably stood for bubble gum. A Bang energy drink. Corn nuts—the code was truncated again, but RNC probably meant ranch. Hazard felt his stomach turn. It sounded like the kind of shit his foster-son, Colt, liked to eat. Hell, Colt would probably have considered it a balanced diet.

	“All right,” Hazard said. “Anything you want to change about that story?”

	“Look, I told you the truth, man. I want you to find this kid. Then I want you to tell me where he is; I’ll get the watch back on my own.”

	Hazard checked Trapp again, but the anorak’s sleeves made it impossible to see if the story about the watch was a lie or not.

	“All right,” Hazard said. “I’ll see what I can do. You understand that I’m not promising anything? I’ll do the best work I can, but sometimes it’s impossible to—”

	“Yeah, yeah. How much?”

	Hazard told him his rates.

	Knee bouncing, Trapp pulled out his wallet, from which he extracted several money orders. He examined them, counted out several, and slid them across the desk. “That should cover it. If it doesn’t, tell me, and we’ll see what we can do.”

	Together, the money orders added up to seven thousand dollars. Hazard checked for the security features: the watermark, the security thread, any signs of discoloration around the numbers.

	“I’ll need to verify these before we sign a contract,” Hazard said.

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	“Why don’t you step out into the reception area? I’ll have my assistant start filling out the contract.”

	“I don’t have any ID,” Trapp blurted. “My wallet got stolen, so I don’t have any ID.”

	“I see.”

	“That’s why I bought the money orders.”

	Hazard nodded.

	“So you can trust me,” Trapp finished, a slight breathiness to the words.

	“As long as these funds are verified, I think we can do business.”

	Trapp’s relief almost melted him inside his anorak.

	“Nico,” Hazard called.

	When Nico opened the door, he looked back to normal—his eyes were clear, his smile was bright. 

	“Get Mr. Trapp some coffee or tea, please, while I make a few phone calls. I also need you to fill out a standard contract. No ID is necessary for Mr. Trapp; his wallet was stolen.”

	Surprise showed in Nico’s face—he wasn’t much of an actor—but he nodded and said, “If you’ll come with me.”

	Trapp followed him out of the room.

	Hazard took out his phone. He texted Nico, Get a picture of his face.

	Then he texted immediately again: Discreetly.

	Next, Hazard called the verification phone number for the money orders. Each one turned out to be genuine. Seven thousand dollars to track down a Rolex and a wallet. Of course, that was assuming that Hazard worked enough hours to earn out the full retainer. The average Rolex cost somewhere around seven thousand dollars, which meant Trapp—or whatever his real name was—could have bought himself a new one rather than trying to track down this supposed thief. But a new Rolex wouldn’t be an identical replacement. Especially if the original had been a gift, as Trapp claimed. A gift from a loving wife—or, possibly, a loving husband. A spouse who would notice the substitution and ask difficult questions.

	As Hazard was finishing the call, his phone buzzed several times. He disconnected and checked his messages. Several excellent candids of Trapp had rolled in. His face was clearly visible in each of them. The lighting was good. He was looking at the camera.

	Hazard put his phone away. He locked the money orders in his desk and went out to the reception area.

	“But are you sure?” Nico sat at the desk. From where Hazard stood behind him, he could see Nico training the phone’s camera on Trapp. Nico played with his hair, pretending to study his reflection in the camera. “It’s awful. I’m going to chop it all off.”

	“No, no, it looks good,” Trapp said. The earnestness in his voice was painful.

	“You’re not even looking.”

	“I’m looking. I promise I’m looking.”

	While Hazard watched, Nico snapped several more photos of their new client.

	“Maybe it’s all right,” Nico said. “Barely.”

	“It looks very nice,” Trapp said.

	“I hate it, but I guess if you say so…” Nico glanced over at Hazard as though only now noticing him. “Oh, Emery, sorry.”

	“How about that contract?” Hazard asked.

	“Right here.” Nico handed him several sheets of paper. His voice took on a curious note as he said, “Mr. Trapp gave us a phone number, but he chose not to provide an address.”

	“I lost my ID,” Trapp said too loudly.

	Hazard looked up from the papers. “I heard you the first time.” He ran through the rest of the contract. Then he nodded. “I assume you’ll check in regularly for updates? I also submit written reports about my work; is there an email address where you’d like to receive those?”

	“Uh, yes. Let me—I’ll get you that email address tomorrow.”

	“We’re closed tomorrow.”

	Trapp flashed suburban-daddy teeth. “Monday.”

	“Right. Let me just sign this—” Hazard stopped to pull out his phone. He pretended to read something, and then he tapped out a message to Nico. Follow him. License plate. Out loud, he said, “Sorry about that. Nico, you’re going to be late for your date if you don’t get going.”

	“God damn,” Nico said, shooting up from his chair. He grabbed his coat and scarf and pitched toward the door. Then he stopped and made a vague, encompassing gesture. “You don’t mind—”

	“I’ll close up.”

	“Thank you,” Nico said with a flashbulb smile. Then he was gone, the door thumping shut behind him.

	As Hazard scrawled his signature at the bottom of the contract, Trapp said, “I thought maybe you and he—”

	“God, no.”

	“There’s something, though, right?”

	“You need to sign right here.”

	“The way he looks at you,” Trapp said as he made his mark. “That’s all right. Some guys don’t pick up on things like that.”

	“I’ll need that photo of the young man. You can text it here.”

	Trapp smirked at the deflection, but he looked at the number Hazard had indicated on the contract and then played with his phone. Hazard’s phone buzzed a moment later, and he checked and found that the image had come through. 

	“Is there anything else you can tell me?” Hazard asked. “Anything he said or did that might help me identify him?”

	Trapp paused. He seemed to consider the question seriously, and for the first time since the man had walked into the office, he seemed to forget the act. “Confident. Cocky, I guess. The way he walked, the way he held himself. It’s all in the shoulders, you know? He didn’t say much, but he talked about living on his own, taking care of himself. Like it was a big deal. Or he wanted me to know.”

	The details were not what Hazard had expected, and they skewed the data that had been supporting his hypothesis so far. He nodded. “If you think of anything else…”

	Trapp gave a shrug, and Hazard walked him out of the office.

	He was powering down the computer when Nico burst through the door. His cheeks were flushed. The wind had spun out dark filaments of hair.

	“He almost saw me,” Nico said, “but then he didn’t, and then I got the license plate, and holy shit, that was a rush!”

	Hazard pushed in the chair.

	“It’s a perfect shot, Em.” Hazard’s phone buzzed, and he saw the photograph of the license plate. It was, as Nico had said, a perfect shot—a Missouri license plate, the number clearly visible. “And I swear to God he didn’t see me. He almost did because he started to turn around, but then I ducked inside the Magic Dragon.”

	“Good work.”

	“Em.”

	Hazard grabbed his coat.

	“Come on,” Nico said. “I’m sorry about earlier. I got upset, and I—I know I kind of took us down memory lane for a minute. I thought I’d grown out of that, and—I’m really sorry.”

	“Do you need anything from the fridge?”

	“Emery, please don’t be mad.”

	“I’m not mad.”

	But Hazard made the mistake of meeting Nico’s eyes, which were glossy now.

	“Chase touched my shoulder, and I broke his nose.”

	The shock of it pulled a laugh from Hazard. “What?”

	“He came up behind me. We were going to see this new play, only I had to work late that night, so we were meeting in the lobby, and he came up behind me and touched my shoulder. I spun around and hit him in the face. And then I really freaked out and ran. And then I tried to talk to him, but he wanted to know why I did it, and I just—I just couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t. And he won’t talk to me or answer my texts or anything, and he blocked me on Snapchat and TikTok and—” Nico wiped his eyes. “I’m not crying again.”

	“Ok.”

	“I’m not!” He grabbed a handful of tissues. He dabbed them around. “And then I blew up at you, and now you hate me, and you’re going to fire me, but we work so well together. Like tonight, right?”

	Hazard folded his coat over his arm. “I said you did good work.”

	“Oh my God.”

	“If you want more than that, you can wait for your annual review.”

	Nico was smiling now, the tissues crumpled in one hand.

	“Don’t fish for compliments.”

	Nico’s voice was very quiet when he said, “Thanks, Emery.”

	“And I noticed that you were committing more typographical errors on Monday than usual, which tells me you sprained some fingers when you threw that punch, which tells me you don’t know how to throw a punch.”

	“Yeah, they didn’t cover that in school. And when I was modeling, it was mostly about ripping off wigs.”

	“How have you stayed alive this long?”

	Nico grinned.

	“Basic self-defense, Nico. You’re going to learn. Starting with how to throw a punch.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“Or you’re not doing any work outside this office. I shouldn’t have even sent you after Trapp, but I was in a bind.”

	Smile fading, Nico glanced at the dark glass and the bubbles of light out on Market Street. “Em, that whole thing felt weird. He was obviously lying.”

	“Of course he was lying.”

	“Then why did you take the job? We’re pretty busy; we don’t need the work right now.”

	“Because,” Hazard said, shrugging into his coat, “I’m fairly sure he’s involved in either child pornography, child prostitution, or both. So I’m going to figure out what he’s doing, and I’m going to nail him to the wall.” 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	FEBRUARY 7

	FRIDAY

	4:56 PM

	“HE SAID YOU’D be like this.”

	John-Henry Somerset sat in his office at the Wahredua police station. The door was closed. The air smelled faintly like sandalwood—a diffuser that Hazard had bought for him. He fought the urge to rub that spot in the center of his forehead. “Officer Keller—”

	“He came up to me in the Piggly Wiggly and got right up in my fucking face about it. Told me I’d be eating shit before his son paid that ticket. Because he’s your buddy, right? That’s what this is really about.”

	Less than a year. Somers had been chief less than a year, and this—apparently—was what people thought of him. “He’s sixteen—”

	“He’s got a driver’s license, which means he passed the test, which means he ought to know how to read a road sign.”

	“Chief,” Somers said quietly.

	“He ought to know how to read a road sign, Chief. Unless he was a special exception for that too.”

	Officer Dusty Keller was probably a hair under six feet—Somers guessed that he went tiptoe for official records—and must have weighed around two-twenty, maybe two-thirty. His belly pulled his shirt tight, the buttons straining. He was the kind of guy who lived for arm days. Biceps and triceps, bro.

	“How about this?” Somers said. “How about you walk out of my office, and when you’re ready to show some respect, you come back in here and try again?”

	Mouth twisting, Keller spun and threw open the door. He left the office so fast that the door was still wobbling back from the stop by the time he reached the bullpen. The sound of coffee overflowing, the sizzle of drops on the heating element, was like static in the background. Then someone—he thought it was Ruthie, the older woman who came in with donuts and coffee sometimes—let out a distressed noise, and the sizzling stopped. 

	Somers considered getting to his feet and shutting the door. That felt like giving in, and he hadn’t made it through Evie’s toddler years without learning a few things. Instead, he picked up the phone and called Drew Klein.

	Drew answered on the second ring. “Hey, Somers, what’s the good word? I mean, Chief Somerset.” He laughed. “It’s going to take me a while to get used to that.”

	They’d grown up together. Gone to Mizzou together. Drew had been at Somers’s first wedding. He’d gotten so drunk that he’d fallen into one of the ponds in the conservatory, and it had taken two more friends—Donny Lamar and Terrance Cleary—to get him out again. He’d crashed two cars (that Somers knew of): a Camaro in 2001, and another Camaro in 2002. His sixteen-year-old son had apparently inherited his lead foot.

	“Drew, hey. Allen is going to have to—”

	“Before I forget, Katie and I want to have you and, uh, your family over. Katie does this thing, it’s like a chili bar. We’ll knock back a couple of beers, watch the game. I think she’s got one of those blooming onion things in the freezer.”

	Somers enjoyed a moment of imagining his, uh, family hearing about a chili bar. Hazard would roll his eyes if Colt didn’t beat him to it first. “Drew—”

	“It’s been forever, man. Really. Katie’s been talking my ear off about it.”

	“Drew, Allen’s going to have to pay that ticket.”

	The silence lasted about five seconds. “Well, sure, I mean, if that’s what you—I mean, we talked about this—he was doing five over, Somers. I mean, it’s not like he was breaking a record.”

	Just breaking the law, Somers thought. “There’s an attorney, Jalique Owens, who just does traffic tickets, that kind of thing. She can get it down to a non-moving violation. If you want her number—”

	“I just don’t understand,” Drew broke in. “I thought we talked about this.”

	“I said I’d see what I could do.” After three phone calls, Somers thought. After the sob story about Allen being upset because his girlfriend broke up with him. “And now I’m telling you, the ticket stands.”

	“It’s that guy who wrote the ticket, isn’t it? He’s the problem. That asshole scared the shit out of Allen. I should call the citizen oversight board. That’s what I should do.”

	“If that’s what you think is best.”

	Five more seconds of dead air. “Somers, man, it’s just a ticket. Why is this such a big deal?”

	“Like you said: it’s just a ticket.”

	The silence lasted longer, moments limping past.

	“All right,” Drew said. “Fine.”

	“It’s my job, Drew.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“You know what? You were right: it would be nice to get together again. I can’t fix the ticket, but why don’t you and Katie and Allen come over for dinner? Emery’s a great cook.”

	“Yeah. I’ll talk to Katie.”

	“Let me know. Let’s pick a night soon.”

	“We’re pretty busy,” Drew said. “I’ll have to check with Katie.” Then he disconnected.

	Somers pocketed his phone. He stared at the computer, where he’d been drafting—God, who knew what? He stood, and the casters on his chair whispered against the anti-static mat. He walked to the door, rested a hand on it, and stopped again.

	It was one of the lulls between the uniformed officers’ shifts, and the station was quiet except for the tinny voices that echoed down the hall from the TV in the break room. In the bullpen, only one desk was in use. Yolanda Palomo had moved to Wahredua from Kansas City, where she had an exceptional record of closing cases, which was a good reason—in Somers’s mind—to hire her. Palomo’s own reasons for wanting to leave Cowtown, however, were less clear. She’d mentioned wanting a fresh start. Somers touched his phone in his pocket. Don’t we all, he thought.

	“Don’t tell me you left Detective Dulac in a ditch somewhere,” Somers said as he crossed the bullpen toward her. “If somebody finds him, it’s going to mean more paperwork for me.”

	Palomo didn’t look up from the report she was typing. She was stocky, almost blocky; today’s suit, with its windowpane pattern, pushed her in the wrong direction. Her dark hair was tied back. If she’d smiled since coming to Wahredua, Somers hadn’t seen it.

	“If I left him in a ditch, sir,” Palomo said over the click of the keys, “nobody would find him.”

	“Yikes,” Somers said. When Palomo didn’t respond, he asked, “Did he take off early and leave you with the work?”

	She shook her head.

	A printer whirred to life.

	Somers perched on the desk next to Palomo’s.

	She frowned and bent closer to the screen. 

	“How are you settling in?”

	“Fine, sir.”

	“Your new place is all right?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	All right, Somers thought. He didn’t mind a challenge. “How about your family? How are they doing with the change?”

	It was like spinning the dial on a combination lock; Palomo was a vault. Somers didn’t even know if she had a family. As far as he could tell, no one in the department did. Not even Dulac.

	Instead of cracking open, though, Palomo lifted her head and fixed Somers with a cool look. After a moment, his face heated.

	“I’d better finish this report, Chief.”

	“Right,” Somers said, sliding off the desk. “I’ll let you get back to work. But Detective Palomo, if I can do anything to help you feel more welcome or comfortable here—”

	“Thank you, Chief.”

	He was almost to the office when he heard Yarmark behind him: “Chief Somerset?”

	Somers tried not to groan; he wasn’t entirely sure he succeeded. As he turned around, he did his best to rearrange his face into a semblance of normalcy—something to cover, anyway, the mixture of dread and despair he was feeling.

	Yarmark had been with the department less than a year, and he was the only survivor from the previous chief’s spate of hires. Once Somers had knocked some of the stuffing out of him, his initial attitude—swagger and bluster and general thuggishness—had evolved into the raw materials of a man who might one day be a good cop.

	If, that was, Somers didn’t murder him first.

	Yarmark had worked the first shift, and he’d obviously gone home and showered and changed. He was in chinos and a baby blue polo; the collar was sticking up in back. His dark hair looked like it had been extra carefully spiked. His complexion looked better than it had in a long time; Somers attributed this—although he’d admit to being a touch paranoid—to bumping into Yarmark at Walmart one day, where Yarmark had taken a great deal of interest in the face wash Somers had in the cart.

	“Hi,” Yarmark said with a note of relief—like somehow, he might have mistaken the guy in the navy uniform. “Um, Chief Somerset, do you have a minute?”

	Somers fought the urge to glance at the clock.

	“You want to get home,” Yarmark said in a rush. “Have dinner with your family. Never mind.”

	“Come on,” Somers said.

	“You’re busy—”

	“Come on,” Somers said again. “I’ve got a minute.”

	In the office, with the door closed, they sat. Yarmark laid a sling bag across his lap. He jerked the zipper up, and then he jerked it down again.

	“What’s up?”

	In answer, Yarmark yanked the zipper open and drew out a book. He waffled a moment. Then he passed it across the desk.

	“Why Most Mentees Fail,” Somers read. “76 Steps to Maximize Learning, Break the Mold, and Get Your Sh*t Together. Is it good?”

	He was pink: ears, cheeks, nose. “Oh, uh, yeah. So far. I haven’t read all of it. Um, actually, that’s kind of—well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

	Somers couldn’t hold back the sigh this time. It was probably the right thing to do. It was definitely the kind thing to do. But there was work. There were the kids. There was his husband, who played make believe that he was emotionally independent and made Somers’s job twice as hard as it needed to be sometimes. Some days, if he was lucky, there were a few minutes to kick back in front of SportsCenter. “Sam—”

	Disappointment washed over Yarmark’s face. The kid was already nodding, accepting defeat.

	“Ok,” Somers said. “Lay it on me.”

	It took Yarmark almost twenty minutes. Half of the book, it seemed, was meant for the mentor to read. There were questions that Somers was supposed to prepare weekly. Then there were worksheets. He could visualize it in that moment, like a nightmare: running toward the couch while the couch got farther and farther away. By the time Yarmark had finished talking about what he insisted on calling an official mentorship and the mentor’s (i.e., Somers’s) duties, Somers had given up on the couch and SportsCenter. Maybe by the fall. Maybe when football rolled around, he’d have a free weekend again.

	But Yarmark was smiling when Somers walked him out. 

	Raised voices came from the break room, and laughter swelled. It had a nasty quality; Somers followed the sound down the hallway, past the restrooms, past the locker rooms, past the property room. He recognized the timbre of Keller’s voice, an oil slick of humor on top of dark anger, but the words remained indistinct.

	Then Somers was close enough, and Keller’s words became clear: “—roll over and stick his ass up every time I write a ticket.”

	Somers stopped in the doorway.

	The break room was small, with a refrigerator, a laminate-top table, a small electric range, and a sink and dishwasher. An early model flatscreen TV, twenty-four glorious inches, sat on top of the fridge. An episode of The Munsters was on in black and white. Marilyn was upset about something, but it must not have been too serious because the Laff Box was telling everybody it was funny as hell. 

	Four people stood there: Keller, with his back to Somers, laughing at his own joke; Moraes and Carmichael, who had been detectives less than a year; and Paul Norman, a veteran uniformed officer who was laughing too. Moraes saw Somers first. The detective’s skin was too dark for a flush to show itself, but his face still communicated his feelings: first shock, then embarrassment. He offered a sickly smile. Carmichael caught it, and her cheeks reddened. She mumbled, “Hi, Chief.”

	Norman’s laughter cut off with a choking noise. Keller was still facing away from Somers, but his body tensed, and he went silent.

	Marilyn said something. The words had a kind of vibrato to them—at least, to Somers’s ear. Something about her looks. And the Laff Box, right on cue.

	Somers nodded at Carmichael and started walking again. He circled Keller, opened the fridge, and took out a Pepsi. At least, he hoped it was a Pepsi. He cracked it open and slurped the slight spray of fizz from the rim of the can.

	They were all watching him. Waiting. Norman looked like he was trying not to pass gas.

	“If we’re not going to finish our conversation,” Somers said to Keller, “then I think you and Officer Norman can call it a day.”

	Keller gave a jerky nod. His eyes were fixed on something behind Somers. 

	“All right,” Somers said, and he let the hand with the Pepsi hang loosely at his side as he left. “Good night.”

	A chorus of good nights straggled after him. When he had almost reached the end of the hall, the buzz of low, energized voices erupted behind him. It reminded him of high school, the rush of whispers after the teacher walked away. Although, back then, Somers had been the one whispering, breaking down the encounter, already trying to turn it into a story that he and his friends could laugh at. He’d seen a picture of the Laff Box, one of the models anyway, with big buttons. On a documentary with Hazard. And yeah, it was a pretty good idea, although the laugh tracks jarred him on modern sitcoms. At least you didn’t have to rely on other people.

	When he passed the bullpen, Dulac was at his desk, bent over and doing something in the bottom drawer. The detective sat up. “Something wrong, Chief?”

	Somers waved a hand and let himself into his office. He sat down. He got another mouthful of Pepsi, but the fizz burned. His mind played out possibilities: option one, fire Keller. There were a couple of problems with that one. First, Somers hadn’t been documenting the problems with Keller, and he’d done his best to keep the citizen complaints out of official records. That made it a lot harder to justify the firing. Especially if Keller came back with a lawsuit. And that was Somers’s fault; he didn’t have anybody else to blame. In fact, it was tied up with the other big problem with firing Keller, which was that Keller was one of Somers’s early hires. And how was that going to look—the chief’s first big decision had been a fuck-up?

	The second option, though, was just as bad: eat Keller’s shit. Oh, sure, Somers could call it something else. He could give a nice explanation about offering Keller a second chance, not letting a personal dislike get in the way of what was best for the force, consider this a blip. But it wasn’t a blip. And while Keller hadn’t crossed the line to insubordination, he was sure coming close. And until he did—until Somers had an indisputably justified reason to fire him—that meant swallowing the shit: phone calls from citizens, jokes behind his back, and Keller’s increasing bravado in confronting Somers. Bowl after bowl of shit, served up daily. Put a laugh track under that.

	A rap at the door pulled Somers’s head up. Dulac stood in the doorway. The detective, his former partner, looked younger than his twenty-seven years; a lot of that had to do with the Tom Sawyer freckles and the troublemaker grin. From what Somers had been able to tell, even paring back Dulac’s inflated accounts, the detective had cut a pretty wide swath through the gay boys of Wahredua until he’d met his current boyfriend, Darnell, who seemed inhumanly capable of putting up with Dulac’s nonsense. 

	Today, though, Dulac looked a little worse for wear. His shirt was wrinkled, and not just end-of-the-day wrinkles. His jacket was stained at one cuff. He didn’t exactly have hollows under his eyes, but he definitely had some bags—a bad night’s sleep, or a couple of them. 

	“Hey,” Dulac said. “You ok?”

	“Yeah.”

	Dulac considered him for a moment. Then he stepped inside the office and shut the door. “Bro, talk to me.”

	“It’s nothing.” Somers played with the tab on the can. Words forced their way out. “I walked in on Keller being a comedian.”

	“Oh,” Dulac said as he slid into one of the chairs in front of the desk. “Shit.”

	“I wish I’d recorded it. Homophobic asshole.”

	“He’s a fucking douche, dude. Nobody can stand him.”

	“Really? Because they were all laughing.” Somers plucked at the tab again, and this time, with a ping, it came off. “I get it. Norman is still pissed at me because I hired Palomo instead of promoting him to detective.” Dulac made a face at the mention of his partner’s name, but Somers didn’t give him an opening. “But Moraes? Carmichael? I mean, shit, we’ve worked together. A long time, actually. We’re friends, or I thought we were, anyway. And you know what’s some serious fucking bullshit? This whole thing with Keller. Yeah, I wanted to forget the ticket. Yeah, it happens to be the son of one of my old friends. But you know what? I would have done that for any kid doing five over. I would have put a scare in the kid, and I would have left it at that. So it’s fucking bullshit for him to come in here and tell me that I’m doing this because Drew Klein and I played Little League together. I don’t play favorites like that.”

	Dulac nodded. “It’s like you said, bro: fucking bullshit. Keller is just one giant ass sore waiting to be popped. Don’t worry about him.”

	“Yeah, well, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. He’s out there, he’s talking shit about me to my officers, he’s racking up citizen complaints, and I’m looking like an even worse fucking pick for chief than Riggle. I mean, fuck, Gray, at least he gave people a reason to hate him.”

	Dulac was studying the floor. He scratched his head. An email came through on Somers’s computer, a little ding announcing its arrival.

	“Bro,” Dulac said, looking up. “Nobody hates you. Well, I mean, Keller probably does. But it’s, like, weird, you know? I mean, a few months ago, you were a regular guy. I mean, you were super hot, or you used to be, but still a major boner-magnet, like, if ten years ago you were this porn god, but now you’re like, I don’t know, the guy doing a home gym commercial, but people still remember what you used to look like—”

	“Not helping.”

	Grinning, Dulac hurried to say, “You were just another guy in the department, right? You were everybody’s buddy. You could help Carmichael with, I don’t know, getting those lez haircuts, and you could listen to Moraes bitch about his girlfriend, and it was fine. You were a detective, and you closed a lot of serious cases, so maybe some of the uniformed guys were a little shy, but you weren’t in charge of schedules, you weren’t dealing with discipline issues, you didn’t have to make hiring or firing decisions. You weren’t their boss.”

	“Our boss, you mean. I’m your boss too.”

	“Bro, that’s hilarious.” Dulac stood and came around the desk. “Come on. Let’s hug this out.”

	“Gray, I don’t want to—”

	But Dulac dragged him up from the chair, and the hug felt surprisingly good. Somers patted Dulac on the back a couple of times, and Dulac released him. When they separated, Somers caught a whiff of something familiar.

	Dulac must have seen something in Somers’s face because he immediately looked guilty.

	“Gray, is something wrong?”

	“Uh, no, dude. I mean—nope. Everything’s totally fine.”

	“Have you been drinking at work?”

	“Bro! That’s, like, so out of line.”

	“I can smell it on you.”

	Dulac moved back, putting the desk between them, and shook his head. “It’s cough syrup dude. Grape flavored. You can check my desk; I’ve been keeping a bottle there because I’ve got this bad cough.”

	Somers waited.

	Dulac gave a pathetic attempt at a cough. Then he worked up a smile. “I’m, uh, mostly over it.”

	“You’re sure there’s nothing you want to talk about?”

	“Totes, bro.”

	“How are things with Palomo?”

	“Uh, you know, they’re going.”

	“Is it any better?”

	“Yeah, we’re figuring it out.”

	“How’s Darnell?”

	“Just being Darnell.”

	“Gray, what’s going on?”

	“You know what you need, man?” Dulac’s whole face lit up. “You need a night out. Come on. I’ll get Moraes and Carmichael, and I’ll round up Nickels and Carlson and Yarmark. We’ll go to St. Taffy’s; I haven’t seen you there in fucking ages.”

	“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Like you said, I’m the boss, and I’ve got responsibilities—”

	“Bro, you’ve got to go. You’ve got to blow off a little steam. You want people to remember you’re their friend, right? Well, fuck, you do that by being their friend. That means you go out together, get trashed together, help each other puke into a mop bucket together while this super butch dom guy watches you and is deciding which one he’s going to take home.”

	“That’s unnecessarily detailed.”

	Dulac smirked. “I convinced him to take both of us. This was before Darnell, obvs.”

	“You’re disgusting.”

	“We wore that fucker out. His dick probably didn’t work for a week.”

	“You’re a pig.”

	“Come on, bro. I know you’re, like, scared of drinking or whatever, but you just have one beer, you talk to them, ask them about their lives, show them you care. That’s all.”

	Somers knew what those nights were like. He’d spent a lot of nights like that—the low lighting in St. Taffy’s, the sound of the game—whatever was in season—on the flatscreen, the hub of voices, the smell of yeast and hops, the way the body unlocked itself slowly, the day’s tension running out of him. A few drinks with the people you served with. People who understood what it was like to be on this side of the line. People who understood what it was like to be the line. Even the nights when Cravens had come, he’d had fun. Would it really be so different now? It could be like Dulac said—a way to build relationships, boost morale. Hell, it could be a chance to pretend he still had friends.

	“I’m not scared of drinking,” he said, his mind skipping away from the nights he had crawled—literally—into bed with Cora, the only light in the room coming from the clock that showed three in the morning, while she pretended to be asleep and gave herself away, her whole body rigid with anger; the nights he’d slept on the couch because he couldn’t stand lying next to that much pent-up fury; the nights he’d slept on the bathroom floor because there had definitely been something fucked up with the tequila, because it was the only reason he could be that sick. “Emery and I decided it’d be better to cut back, that’s all.”

	“Uh huh,” Dulac said.

	Cut back to zero, Somers thought. They didn’t even keep it in the house anymore—not anything Somers would drink, at least.

	“Bro, you know you want to.” Dulac’s words carried the bite of alcohol, a hint of what might have been grape flavoring—or might have been Somers’s imagination. “It’s, like, your duty.”

	Somers opened his mouth to say yes. His phone buzzed. When he glanced down, he saw Hazard’s name and a text message: I thought we were meeting here. Was I supposed to pick you up?

	“Damn it,” Somers said.

	“Problem?”

	Standing, Somers pocketed the phone. “Date night. I totally forgot.” 

	Dulac wore a funny little smile. “Saved by the bell.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	FEBRUARY 7

	FRIDAY

	8:08 PM

	“ENDING OUR DATE night at a reasonable hour does not make us old fogies,” Hazard said as he parked the Odyssey in the garage. “Particularly not when one of us has to work tomorrow.”

	“Both of us have to work tomorrow,” Somers said. “I just get to do it from home. And I’m not complaining. I’m just pointing out that we’re turning into old fogies. I bet Gray and the guys from work are just getting started.”

	Hazard snorted. They’d had a nice night together, even though Somers had been late. First, dinner at the Moulin Vert. Then an art gallery on the river walk. The night had the kind of frozen clarity that only came in midwinter, and Somers had stuffed one hand in Hazard’s pocket, and they’d walked that way, their fingers twined together, the wind chapping their cheeks. Jingling the keys out of the ignition, Hazard said, “Last time you ‘worked from home,’” he drew quotes in the air with his fingers, “I caught you napping in the office, with your phone still playing the Blues game.”

	“Just so you know,” Somers said, climbing out of the van, “when you say ‘caught,’ it sounds like there’s some sort of surveillance program in place.”

	“Of course it does. I’m an excellent communicator.”

	The door from the garage into the house was unlocked, and Hazard stepped into the kitchen. The only lights came from the fixture above the sink. The air still smelled like the deep-dish pizza (for Colt) and chicken strips (for Evie) that had become Colt’s babysitting staples. From the living room came the sound of ominous music, the volume turned down. Colt had been on a cryptid/terrifying animals kick. Something about the music suggested, to Hazard anyway, that this one was going to be about sharks.

	“Colt, we’re home,” Hazard called through the opening to the living room. “Let me guess; you and Evie didn’t eat any salad.”

	He moved to the refrigerator, opened it, and looked inside. Sure enough, there was the salad, still taped shut. Over his shoulder, Hazard said, “Before I forget, could you take a look at something? I need to run a plate. After you see the photo this guy showed me, I think you’ll be interested too.”

	“All right,” Somers said, “send it over.” He paused. “Hey, what do you think about inviting Noah and Rebeca next time?”

	“To babysit? Why? Colt’s done well both times we’ve left Evie with him.”

	“No, to date night.”

	“It’s our date night, John.”

	“Right, I get that.”

	“And our next date night will be Valentine’s Day—and I’m going to offer once again, I will be happy to plan our dinner and get reservations.”

	“No, I told you I’m going to take care of it. But I’m talking about a normal date night—” 

	“The whole point of date night is that you and I need time exclusively dedicated to building our relationship.”

	“I know. And I get it, I really do. Trust me, I’ve seen what it’s like when I don’t put the work in. But—”

	“It’s in the workbook, John.”

	Somers rubbed that spot in the center of his forehead. “Right. The workbook.”

	“Men Aren’t Monsters (Some of Them) held the number one spot on the nonfiction charts for ten weeks.”

	“I remember.”

	“Its authors have excellent credentials.”

	“I think it would be nice, that’s all. To do something with, I don’t know, friends.”

	Hazard stared at him for a moment. His husband looked tired: the same perfect features, the same easygoing posture, but without the usual energy. 

	“Never mind,” Somers said. “I know you don’t like that stuff.”

	“It’s about building our relationship, John. If you want to do stuff with Noah and Rebeca another night, we can do that.”

	“Sure.” Somers’s smile came and went. “That’s a good idea.”

	“Maybe you should take a nap tomorrow,” Hazard said slowly. “Or maybe you should just forget work for the day.”

	“God, I wish. You want to talk about workbooks? Yarmark basically gave me a dissertation to write for this stupid mentorship he wants me to do.”

	Hazard crossed the kitchen toward the living room. He stopped to cup the side of Somers’s head, his thumb flicking the unruly spikes of blond hair. He kissed him. “Being a mentor is important, John.”

	“I know it’s important. I just don’t want homework on top of everything else.”

	“It’s a way of giving back.”

	Somers caught his hand and moved it away. “I said I know. I’m doing it, aren’t I?”

	Hazard stepped back. He considered the trace of red in Somers’s cheeks. He turned toward the living room and asked, without looking back, “Do you want to check on Evie, or do you want me to?”

	“I’ll do it.”

	When Hazard passed into the living room, he realized he’d been only partially right: it was a TV special about megalodons, which was right in line with Colt’s obsession with Ancient Aliens and some show about a dinosaur conspiracy—presumably, the dinosaurs were the object of the conspiracy, and not the conspirators themselves. The TV’s flicker played light and shadow across the room.

	Colt, their foster son, lay on the couch with the fuzzy blanket he had colonized as his own wrapped around him. He was swimming in one of Hazard’s old Mizzou sweatshirts. It was still easy to see the similarities between them: like Hazard, Colt had dark hair and amber eyes, and he was tall. Still skinny, sure, but gallons of milk and protein drinks and the fact that he had almost doubled their grocery bill meant that he didn’t look half-starved anymore. He glanced up listlessly, and then he let his head drop back onto the pillow. He was surrounded by the fallen victims of a teenage binge. Tonight, apparently, he’d gone for the box of Star Crunch; wrappers lay on the blanket and on the floor around him.

	“Are you going to pick those up?” Hazard asked.

	Colt made a noise and burrowed deeper into the blanket.

	“How’d everything go tonight?”

	He was still staring at the TV. “Fine.”

	“How was work?” 

	“Fine.”

	Hazard waved a hand in front of his eyes. “How was Evie?”

	He shrugged. The megalodon’s ominous music changed, and a commercial for some sort of puffed cheese snack came on. A cat was trying to get the cheese puffs. To eat them? That seemed likely. 

	Colt lifted his head, fixed Hazard with a glare, and said, “She was fine. Can you not stand there like a weirdo?”

	The boy’s eyes were red and puffy.

	“What happened?” Hazard asked.

	“God, nothing.” He flopped back onto the couch and grabbed his phone—a Christmas present. He began to type.

	“Colt.”

	“I said nothing. Evie was fine. I had to read her a million books before she went to bed. Go away now.”

	“I’m trying to have a conversation with you.”

	“I don’t want to have a conversation. I want to talk to my friends.” Necessity must have demanded that he add, after a moment, a frustrated, “God!”

	The steps creaked, and Hazard glanced over his shoulder. Somers had stripped down to his white undershirt and changed into a pair of gym shorts. Tattoo sleeves climbed his arms; hints of more dark ink showed where the collar of the undershirt had slipped. He still wore his dress socks, patterned with reindeer, that Colt had given him for Christmas.

	“She’s out,” Somers said. Then his steps slowed. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

	“Nothing,” Colt bit out.

	“He’s upset.”

	“I said nothing!”

	“Don’t shout,” Hazard growled. “Evie’s asleep.”

	“Where’s Ash?” Somers asked.

	Colt stared at the TV. His eyes were wet, and, after a moment, he turned his head to wipe them on the pillow. The commercial had changed to some sort of home gym. From what Hazard could tell from the brief shots, the model exclusively focused on his glamor muscles, and he appeared to be moderately dehydrated.

	“Hey, bub,” Somers said as he sat on the couch. “What happened?”

	“He didn’t come over, ok? That’s all. Can I please just watch my show?”

	“Why didn’t he—”

	“I just want to watch my show!”

	“Lower your voice,” Hazard said.

	After a minute, Somers asked, “Why didn’t he come over?”

	“I don’t know.” The bitterness in Colt’s voice was dark and thick. “He won’t answer my texts. And he—when he sees me at school, he goes the other way. And we were supposed to go to the dance, you know, as friends, and now I’m going to have to go alone and look like this major fucking loser.”

	“Bubba, I’m sorry.”

	Colt sniffled into the pillow. His eyes were locked on the TV. A man with a very WASPy voice was urging them all to buy gold now. Which was fine, Hazard thought, as part of a balanced portfolio, but there was no reason to buy it from a hawker with male-pattern baldness.

	“Why didn’t you tell us something was going on?” Somers asked. “That’s the kind of thing we want you to tell us. We want to help you.”

	“You can’t help me.” Colt sounded on the brink of tears. He blinked furiously, still holding his gaze on the screen. “He hates me. I don’t know why. There’s nothing you can do about that.”

	“We’ll figure this out.”

	“Fuck him,” Hazard said.

	“Ree, that’s not exactly helpful—”

	“No, fuck him. He thinks he can just ignore you and avoid you and treat you like shit after you’ve been a good friend to him? Fuck him. You’re better off without him, Colt.”

	Somers sighed and settled back on the couch.

	“He’s a fucking redneck, and you’re twice as smart as he is, not to mention—”

	“Don’t talk about him like that.” Colt scrambled up, sending a cascade of Star Crunch wrappers to the floor. “He’s really smart. He’s smarter than me. And he’s my friend, so you can’t talk about him like that.”

	“He’s a dickwad,” Hazard said; he could feel the ground shifting under him, and he looked at Somers for support. “He’s treating you like shit.”

	“I said don’t talk about him like that!”

	“If you think I’m going to let you sit around while your so-called friend—”

	Somers stood and put a hand on Hazard’s chest. “Ree, walk this one off, would you?”

	Hazard took a deep breath. “He doesn’t need pretend friends. I didn’t need pretend friends. He’s better off without Ashley, if this is how he’s going to treat him.”

	“You don’t understand anything,” Colt shouted. He pushed between them, heading for the stairs, his steps thudding against the floorboards. “Why can’t you leave me alone and just shut up for once in your fucking life?”

	“Oh no,” Hazard said, starting after him.

	Somers caught his arm.

	“John—”

	“Let it go.”

	“He can’t talk to us like that. And he shouldn’t idolize someone who is treating him like shit.”

	“Fine. We can talk to him about it tomorrow. Or the day after. Whenever he cools down. And whenever you can—” Somers stopped, but his face said he knew it was too late.

	“Whenever I can what?”

	“Let’s drop it. How about that?”

	“No, John. You’ve got a trenchant observation about my behavior. I’d like to hear it.”

	“I want to drop it.”

	Hazard took a few more deep breaths. Then he disengaged Somers’s hand and knelt. He collected the Star Crunch wrappers. “Why don’t you switch the laundry to the dryer? I don’t want it getting musty overnight.”

	Somers made a distinct noise in his throat. When Hazard looked up, Somers was shaking his head. 

	“Is there a problem?”

	“No,” Somers said. “I’ll go do my chores. Just like Colt. Just like Evie.”

	“If you do your chores like Colt, I’m going to lose my fucking mind. I asked him to dust the dining room, and he left an inch of Pledge on everything.”

	“You know, we had a babysitter. We could still be out right now. With friends. Enjoying ourselves.”

	One wrapper had drifted under the couch, and Hazard stretched to reach it. It crinkled between his fingers. As he straightened, he said, “Is there something I’m not making clear about why date night is about the two of us? Because the workbook—”

	But Somers was gone, and a moment later, his steps came down hard on the basement stairs.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	FEBRUARY 8

	SATURDAY

	11:24 AM

	SOMERS WAS CLEANING THE toilet when the call came.

	“Somerset.”

	Dulac’s voice was tight. “Bro, uh, I mean, Chief, we’ve got a suspicious death.”

	Somers sat back on his heels. “All right. Fill me in.”

	“We’re out in Moulton Estates. A neighbor saw the deceased through the front window; apparently, the neighbor was coming by to check on her friend, but she seems skittish. It feels like bullshit.”

	“Who got the call-out?”

	“Carlson and Peterson.”

	“Peterson’s been around long enough to know how to handle a scene.”

	“They did it right. As soon as they saw the body, they set up a perimeter and called it in. Dr. Boyer is on her way.”

	The medical examiner would examine the scene and the body first, before removing the body and allowing the officers on site to continue processing everything. It would be her responsibility, ultimately, to determine the manner of death—whether the deceased had died of suicide, natural causes, accident, or homicide.

	“You know what to do,” Somers said. “Until we hear otherwise, we treat everything as though it were evidence in a homicide investigation.”

	“Right, I know.” Dulac’s voice faded for a moment as he said to someone near him, “Yeah, I know; I’m about to ask him.” His voice came back more clearly. “Palomo and I already discussed that, and we know that’s how to handle the scene.”

	“All right,” Somers said. “Keep me updated.”

	Dulac’s voice dropped. “Uh, bro, could you, like, just come out here? For a few minutes?”

	“Gray, I’m the chief of police. I’m not your partner anymore. I can’t handle every investigation personally.”

	“I know, I know. It’s your day off, and you probably want to go to poundtown with Emery and then put liniment on each other’s asslips or whatever old people do after sex, but—” The next words took on a new urgency. “Bro, it’s a weird one. And I want to work it the way you taught me, but Palomo’s already up my ass about how I do things.”

	Somers considered the toilet brush. He considered the current state of department morale, how his officers saw him. Was he going to be the chief who sat in his office? Or was he going to be the chief who was one of the guys? And, too, he considered that the alternative to showing up for his officers—both physically and figuratively—was to scrub the grout. 

	One of his knees popped as he stood—thank God Hazard hadn’t heard that—and he said, “Text me the address. I’ll swing by and make sure everything’s going smoothly.”

	“Thank you, bro.”

	“This isn’t going to become a thing, Gray.”

	“Dude, I know. You were just, like, this fucking legend, and then you went beyond that and fucking leveled up, and I want this one to go right.”

	“Let Dr. Boyer do her job and then start processing this scene. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

	“Is that, like, code because you and Emery are going to dry hump each other in your walkers first—”

	Somers disconnected.

	He cleaned himself up, grabbed his winter coat with the Wahredua PD seal on the breast and the patches on the sleeves, and headed downstairs. Hazard was cleaning the living room baseboards. Somers’s husband was a big man, tall and carrying a lot of muscle, and his long, dark hair swung in front of his eyes as he ran the cloth along the wood. In the kitchen, Colt was mopping. Angrily. Both Hazard and Colt turned at the sound of Somers’s steps, and matching pairs of amber eyes tracked him.

	“All right,” Somers said. “What did I miss?”

	“Nothing,” Colt snapped as he tried to stab the tile to death with the mop.

	“Don’t worry about it,” Hazard said. “Did you finish the bathroom?”

	Somers grabbed his favorite pair of Adidas and shoved his feet into them as he spoke. “I’m just running out to check on something. Gray caught a suspicious death.”

	Hazard straightened from the baseboard. His voice was neutral as he asked, “Do you want me to go with you?”

	“No. Thank you, but no. I shouldn’t even be going, but Gray wants some emotional support. At least, I think that’s what this is.”

	Hazard grunted and bent back down, flicking the rag at an invisible spot.

	“Don’t finish the bathroom, Ree. I’ll do it as soon as I get back.”

	“Why can’t my friends come over while I’m babysitting Evie?” Colt demanded. The mop puddled water around his feet. “It’s not fair.”

	Somers glanced at Hazard.

	“The discussion is closed,” Hazard said without looking up. “Get going, John.”

	“Can we talk about this when we get home?” Somers asked Colt.

	Colt stared daggers at him as he tried to murder the tile again with the mop.

	“Right,” Somers said under his breath. A little more loudly, he added, “Ree, I’m serious: don’t clean the bathroom.”

	Hazard waved his free hand and sprayed more cleaner.

	The drive to Moulton Estates wasn’t long—you could get just about anywhere in Wahredua, barring spates of rush hour traffic, in about fifteen minutes. It was a relatively newer neighborhood built on Moulton Lake, with huge brick colonials and ungodly mortgages and, of course, boats. The deep of winter gave everything an edged look—too late for Christmas lights to soften the hard-crusted snow.

	The address Dulac had given him led to one of the many redbrick colonials. It was pretty standard fare: the dark shutters, the white muntins, the gray shingle roof. In the front windows on the ground floor, the curtains were drawn back, which meant it was possible that someone could have walked past and seen inside the house. Point one for the neighbor.

	Several cruisers were parked in front of the house, along with an ambulance, a handful of unmarked cars, and the medical examiner’s van. A brawny paramedic with a shock of pink curls sat on the ambulance’s bumper, smoking. Five uniformed police officers were clustered near the driveway; at a glance, Somers recognized Carlson, Norman, Keller, Gross, and Yarmark. Somers parked the Mustang and got out. 

	The wind off the lake seemed even colder than the day warranted. It sliced his breath to ribbons, the clouds of condensation streaming away. The day was too miserable for anyone to be hanging around, but movement in the window of the next house told Somers that the neighbors were still enjoying the show. As he approached the group of uniformed officers, body language began to shift: Carlson stood up straighter and checked her hair under her hat; Norman and Gross traded looks; Keller turned and spat over his shoulder. 

	Yarmark, a beanie flattening his dark spikes of hair, was still talking. “—and we’re supposed to think like a prosecutor, that’s what Chief Somerset said, because you only get one chance at a scene. Those were his words. If you release it, or if you walk away from it, it’s worthless. So even though it’s cold out here, we’re doing the right thing. This is the job—that’s what he always tells me—and you either do it right, even if it’s a pain, or you don’t do it at all.”

	“Was it a pain,” Keller asked, “when he put his whole arm up your ass the first time?”

	Yarmark took a step, but Gross caught his arm. The older uniformed officer—Ron Gross had to be close to fifty by this point—said something sharp and quiet, and heads swiveled toward Somers. Yarmark flushed blotchily and hung his head. Keller didn’t smile; he didn’t have to.

	“Have you already taken statements from the neighbors?” Somers asked.

	“Detective Dulac said—” Keller began.

	“Norman, Gross, you know how to do this. Carlson, you can stay.”

	Norman and Gross—who might as well have been brothers, both potbellied, both balding, both in ill-fitting uniforms—traded another of those looks. They’d been partners for close to twenty years before Somers had split them up—longer than any of their marriages had lasted; longer than all of their marriages combined, probably—and they had the secret language that some spouses shared. But they both said, “Yes, Chief,” loud enough to make Somers wince, and they dragged their partners off down the sidewalk. Keller threw backward glances, obviously hoping for more of a reaction. Yarmark flipped shut his notebook, disappointment on his face—no words of wisdom today; sorry, kid.
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