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Man is a wolf to other men. 


1

	“He doesn’t get me at all,” Daniel said.

	The boy—the young man—was sitting in a cluster of teens: a girl with her head shaved, a different girl with her hair dyed green, a boy with a T-shirt that said GAY THE PRAY AWAY, and a long-limbed boy with doe eyes. As usual, the kids had taken over the tower room—what they called the low-ceilinged room at the front of the pseudo-Victorian house. Daniel was leaning against the doe-eyed boy’s shoulder in a way that might have been friendly or might have been more than friendly; it was impossible to tell.

	Tean, observing from the second-floor landing, suspected that might be the point.

	In response to Daniel’s announcement, the other kids stirred up in excitement. 

	“My dad’s so toxic,” the boy in the T-shirt said, as though agreeing with Daniel.

	The girl with the shaved head said, “My mom wants me to take sewing lessons. Seriously—lessons!”

	The girl with her hair dyed green and the doe-eyed boy both began to speak at the same time, and the conversation picked up steam as the teens vented what sounded—to Tean, anyway—like typical teenage complaints: my parents don’t understand me, my parents are so dumb, my parents are so mean.

	On the other hand, at Rainbow House—a support center for queer teens—those complaints tended to have more substance behind them. 

	“Maybe I should take sewing lessons,” Jem said as he joined Tean at the doorway.

	“Maybe you should,” Tean said. He chose not to bring up the, quote, matching pajamas Jem had tried to make for him and Scipio.

	“We got that free sewing machine.”

	“We don’t know that it was free.”

	“Babe.” Jem’s groan was mostly exasperation. “It was sitting on the curb. It’s not like I broke into an old lady’s house and mugged her.”

	“I’m just saying we don’t know. We’ll never know. Maybe whoever owned it sold it for—for soup money, and it was one of those Facebook Marketplace things, and she got her grandson to carry it down to the curb, and then you took it, and the deal fell through, and she didn’t get any soup money, and she called her grandson for help, but he couldn’t do anything because he hurt his back carrying it down to the curb, and she was too proud to ask anyone else for help, so she probably starved to death.”

	Jem slurped from a McDonald’s cup for a few moments, his blond eyebrows knitted together. And then, holding up a finger, he said, “What if it was a man?”

	“What?”

	“What if it was a man who owned the sewing machine and put it down by the curb?”

	Tean stared at him.

	“Ah ha!” Jem shouted. When the teens turned to look at him, Jem announced, “Tean’s making sexist assumptions!”

	Five sets of judgmental eyes settled on Tean.

	“I didn’t—” He made himself stop because he was an adult.

	But it felt like a long time before the girl with the shaved head made a sound of disgust and said, “Are you eavesdropping on us?”

	“Uh, no,” Tean said. “Just, you know, waiting for the show to—”

	“Because this place isn’t for adults.”

	“No problem,” Jem said, and he caught Tean’s arm and tugged him away from the room.

	“I wasn’t making sexist assumptions,” Tean whispered furiously, wrenching his arm free. “You were the one talking about breaking into an old lady’s house and—”

	Too late, Tean saw the drag queen.

	For the last few months, the drag queens had been a fixture at Rainbow House, performing at community nights and teaching semi-regular classes to the teens who were interested. Their stage names were frequently cringe-inducing, at least for Tean: Queen Bee, Ivanna MoreMan, Eliza Manelli, Lupita Bonita, Illa Manila. This one stood well over six and a half feet tall in her heels and was built like a ranch hand. She wore a magenta wig and a velveteen suit, and her makeup was somewhere between Halloween and hair metal—a thick layer of black and white. She must have caught part of what Tean was saying because she slowed as she passed them and gave them a once-over.

	Face heating, Tean mumbled, “That was out of context—”

	“The context,” Jem said brightly, “is that we didn’t rob an old lady.”

	And because this was Jem, the drag queen laughed. She ran her index finger over Jem’s coat and said, “Aren’t you a treat?” Then, to Tean, she added in a cold voice, “We go on in ten minutes. If I were you, I’d be in the back.”

	Tean couldn’t help himself; as soon as the drag queen was gone, he blurted, “That’s so unfair.”

	“Why?” Jem was inspecting his coat as though seeing it for the first time. “I am a treat. I mean, I am, right? You’d tell me if I wasn’t?”

	“If I’d told her we didn’t rob an old lady, she would have—I don’t know, snapped me in half and used me like a toothpick.”

	“People like me,” Jem said with a shrug. He turned a big smile on Tean. “Don’t worry, babe. People like you too.”

	“No, people don’t like me. People dislike me.”

	“That’s crazy,” Jem said. “People are obsessed with you.”

	“No, they’re not. People are unobsessed with me.”

	“I’m obsessed with you.” Jem ticked the list off on his fingers. “Scipio’s obsessed with you. Daniel’s obsessed with you.”

	“Daniel just looked at me like I was the human equivalent of a dirty gym sock!”

	“But that’s only because you were being sexist. He still loves you.”

	“I wasn’t being sexist!”

	“That’s what every straight, White, cis man says,” the girl with the shaved head said as she led the other teens into the hallway. 

	“But I’m not straight or White—” Tean began. But Jem cleared his throat, and Tean cut himself off.

	The teenagers stalked past them with more dirty looks for Tean. Daniel slowed as he passed, then stopped. The doe-eyed boy glanced over his shoulder and reached back, twiddling his fingers low—as though somehow that might make the gesture invisible to everyone else. A hint of pink bloomed in Daniel’s cheeks, but he only shook his head, and the doe-eyed boy frowned and went on.

	In the last four months, a lot had changed about the young man standing in front of them. He was continuing to grow, of course—his shoulders broadening, his face taking on definition and structure as baby fat melted away, his voice cracking at unexpected moments. But it was more than that. He wore glitter on his cheeks—which, Tean hadn’t failed to observe, he had applied after his dad had dropped him off at their house. And although Daniel had arrived in a gray zip-up hoodie, he’d immediately shed the jacket to reveal a cropped T-shirt that left close to six inches of his stomach bare in spite of the February cold. Maybe those were good things, Tean tried to tell himself. Maybe it was good that Daniel felt no qualms about producing a glitter stick from his back pocket as soon as his dad drove away and using the living room mirror to put it on. Maybe it was good that Daniel didn’t care if Tean and Jem saw what he was really planning on wearing to Rainbow House. 

	He doesn’t get me at all.

	Daniel stood there, hugging himself. And then he said, “My pronouns are he/him or they/them.”

	“Okay,” Tean said.

	“You can’t tell my dad.”

	Tean didn’t say anything to that.

	Fortunately, Jem was there to step into the mix. “My pronouns are he/him. What are your pronouns, Tean?”

	“Uh, he/him.”

	“Nice.” And then, so fast Tean could barely process what was happening, Jem slapped Daniel.

	That was what it looked like, anyway—Jem’s hand a blur of movement as it snapped toward Daniel’s face. 

	But Daniel wasn’t there anymore. He leaned back, and the blow whiffed through the air.

	And because Tean would never understand anything, Daniel was grinning. And so was Jem.

	“Almost,” Jem said.

	“Nah,” Daniel said, but the grin got bigger. “Too slow.” Then he jogged after his friends, calling, “Justin, wait up!”

	Jem must have seen something on Tean’s face because he said, “What?”

	Tean opened his mouth to say they needed to be careful—the slapping game was the latest version of the ongoing game-slash-competition between Jem and Daniel. Until recently, they’d been focused on doing some sort of move where they trapped the other one’s arm and tried to flip him. But instead, Tean forced himself to say, “You can’t tell my dad?”

	“Come on. If you had a dad like Ammon, would you talk to him about your pronouns?”

	Tean hesitated. And then he said, “I guess we should get our seats.”

	Rainbow House was exactly what the name implied: a house. It was a big house, for sure—a sprawling pseudo-Victorian, chopped up inside into a lot of rooms. Tean and Jem had been here plenty of times before, either bringing Daniel or picking him up or coming to an event like the one tonight. Tean had never been to an all-ages drag show before, and he wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. He also wasn’t entirely sure how he’d gotten into the strange situation of having what felt like partial custody of a child who, until a few months before, had been more like a distant nephew than anything else. 

	But whether he understood it or not, partial custody was exactly what it felt like. Are we picking up Daniel tonight, or are Ammon and Lucy? What time is Daniel getting dropped off for dinner? Who’s getting the snacks for Rainbow House this week? Does Daniel have piano lessons before or after his therapist?

	Not that Tean was directly involved in hammering out the logistics. He’d worked hard to carve Ammon out of his life, and he wasn’t going to let him back in that easily. When Daniel had first started reaching out, calling Tean, wanting someone to talk to who wasn’t his dad and who might understand, a little, what it was like to be gay and Mormon and, even if he never said the word, frightened, Tean had resisted. Daniel had seemed like one stepping stone away from Ammon.

	Maybe, in the end, it had been a lapse in judgment that had made Tean lower his defenses. Maybe it had been emotional turbulence—around Christmas, Tean and Jem had found themselves snowed in at a ski lodge with a pack of killers. Maybe it had simply been the fact that, whether Tean liked it or not, he understood what Daniel was going through, and he wanted to help, even if he wasn’t sure most days how much he was helping.

	If Tean were being honest, he’d have to admit that Jem was part of it too. In some ways—maybe in the ways that counted most—Jem was closer to Daniel. He certainly seemed to understand him better than Tean. Although why that understanding manifested as slapping and throwing each other on the ground and trying to break each other’s thumbs—

	“Oh my God,” Jem said with a laugh as he scratched Tean’s back through his coat. “Stop thinking about it.”

	“I just don’t understand why you two think it’s so funny to try to smack each other in the face.”

	“Because it’s hilarious.”

	“What if someone gets hurt?”

	That only made Jem laugh more, for some reason.

	Their route took them downstairs to Rainbow House’s entry hall, where signs on the walls and posters on easels promoted that night’s drag show. As they followed a hallway toward the back of the house, tense voices filtered out from behind a partially closed door.

	“—not going to do anything,” a woman was saying. Tean recognized her voice—it was Nasha, the woman who ran Rainbow House. “We’re going to have a pleasant evening, and we’re going to have fun, and that’s all, because he hasn’t done anything.”

	“Hasn’t done anything?” The voice was high—fem, yes, but also with emotion. “He was at the Glitter Hole two weeks ago, and he had a kid who was barely legal on his lap.”

	“Key word: legal. He’s not breaking the law.”

	“Are you kidding me right now?”

	Jem tapped on the door, and it inched open.

	“Excuse me, we’re in the middle—” Nasha began. But she stopped when she saw them. “What’s up?”

	“Everything okay?” Jem asked.

	“We’re fine—” Nasha began.

	“We’re not fine,” the other speaker said over her. It was the drag queen in the velveteen suit, and beneath the black-and-white makeup, her face was flat with anger. “Unless you call having a pedophile prowl around Rainbow House ‘fine.’”

	Nasha made a face, but it vanished a moment later. “That’s not what’s happening,” she said. “Wendell isn’t a pedophile.”

	The drag queen snorted. “And I don’t have a dick tucked up my crack. You should have seen him when those boys walked into the room. His weenie looked like a homing missile.”

	“Who is this?” Tean asked.

	“His name’s Wendell, and everybody knows him.” With a dirty look at Nasha, the drag queen added, “Everybody knows what he likes, too.”

	“He’s lonely,” Nasha said. “That’s all.”

	“And he writes you a big check every year.” To Jem and Tean, she added, “He’s a pervert. And that’s coming from me.”

	“If somebody’s causing problems,” Jem said, “we can have a word with him.”

	“The show is open to the public,” Nasha said, but she didn’t have a lot of conviction in her voice. “We’re trying to create a welcoming atmosphere.”

	“Throw his ass out,” the drag queen said to Jem. “You’ll see him when you walk in there—older guy, plaid shirt, smells like a whore’s armpit.”

	Jem gave them a mock-salute.

	“Seriously,” Nasha said, “unless he’s causing a problem, don’t bother him—”

	Jem didn’t answer. He just offered his most reassuring smile—the one that occasionally gave Tean flights of panic—and eased the door shut. Then he turned to Tean and said, “Ready to kick some ass?”

	“I heard that,” Nasha said inside the office. “We’re not kicking anyone’s ass.”

	“She has to say that for legal reasons,” Jem said, but more quietly.

	“I don’t think she’s only saying it for legal reasons,” Tean said. “I think she’s saying it because she doesn’t want us to do anything.”

	“Her mouth says no,” Jem said. “But her eyes say yes.”

	“That’s incredibly problematic.”

	“Babe, we’re not talking about sex stuff. You know I love consent. This is just ass-kicking.” And without waiting for a response, Jem started down the hall. “Come on.”

	Tean didn’t have much of an option except to hurry after him.

	At the back of Rainbow House, a previous owner had created a large living area by knocking down walls. Part of the space was given over to a kitchen, which these days was used for snacks and activities more than for cooking meals. The rest of the room was filled with couches, loveseats, and chairs, with a massive television on the far wall. Most of the time, the seating was arranged in functional clusters so that multiple groups of teens could socialize at the same time. Tonight, however, the seating had been pushed back, and a temporary stage had been set up against the far wall. 

	The room was already three-quarters full. The crowd was mostly White, although Tean spotted a handful of Latine faces. And while he recognized many of the teens and tweens from previous visits to Rainbow House, the adults were, for the most part, new to him. Some of them—especially the men—wore wary, closed-off expressions. Others were more animated, talking and laughing. A few had the—by now familiar to Tean—look of parents who had been dragged to yet another event for their child, and they were already thinking about the laundry they had to do when they got home.

	Daniel and his friends had taken over a sofa near the back of the room. They were piled together on it, and Tean didn’t miss the fact that Daniel had managed to end up tangled with the doe-eyed boy. Justin, he had called him. Justin also had one hand on Daniel’s thigh. High on his thigh. And looking very comfortable.

	All of that went through Tean’s head in the first instant. 

	In the second, he saw the man.

	The drag queen’s description had been accurate. The man had a head of thick gray hair that made Tean think of a chinchilla, and he wore a hideous plaid shirt with jeans that managed to look both expensive and ridiculous at the same time—oversized studs, flashy stitching, and a boot cut that swallowed his feet. He was pressed up against the arm of the sofa, looking down at Daniel and his friends, talking in a voice too low for Tean to hear. And Daniel was looking up at him. His cheeks held that familiar hint of pink. The way he angled his head exposed the smooth lines of his neck. He was playing with the cropped tee, teasing it up to expose more of his defined stomach. The older man said something, and Daniel laughed.

	Tean opened his mouth to say something to Jem—his brain had only gotten as far as umm—when Jem said, “You motherfucking piece of shit!”

	Not said, Tean’s brain told him a moment too late. Shouted.

	And then Jem launched himself across the room.

	The older man—Wendell, presumably—was starting to turn in response to Jem’s shout when Jem hit him. It was a full-body collision: Jem threw himself at the other man in a flying tackle. Even across the room, Tean heard something crunch when Jem’s shoulder connected with Wendell’s chest. Then the force of the impact sent both men crashing into the wall. The old house shook. Someone screamed.

	Wendell lost his footing, and Jem followed him to the floor. Wendell was finally starting to twist and turn, to squirm out from under Jem and get away. Jem didn’t let him. He was shouting, “Motherfucker!” and “You piece of shit!” as he scrambled to stay on top of the older man. 

	“Hey!” a guy shouted from across the room.

	“Get off him!” another man yelled.

	Tean was still standing there.

	Jem reared back. His face was flushed, and his hair had fallen out of its usual neat part. He looked like he was trying to catch his breath. He brought his arm back and landed a punch, and the crack of his hand against Wendell’s face echoed through the room.

	“Stop! Stop! Stop!” Daniel was screaming. He’d pressed himself back into the sofa, his legs drawn up to his chest.

	Finally, Tean’s brain kicked into gear. He lurched into a run. Jem drew his arm back for another punch, and Tean caught his wrist. Jem yanked, trying to free himself.

	“Jem!”

	“Get off me!”

	“Jem, stop!”

	Jem shoved Tean with his free hand. 

	Tean staggered, but he held on to Jem’s wrist.

	“Get off me!” Jem shouted, his voice rasping, the pitch rising like he was the one who had been hurt.

	“Somebody do something!” a woman shouted.

	“I’m calling the police!” announced another woman.

	Someone was still screaming. Daniel, eyes wide, was so pale it was like the blood had been drained out of him.

	Jem gave one last jerk, trying to pull free from Tean’s grasp. Then he shuddered, his head dipped, and he panted for air. After a moment, his head came back up. He blinked. His eyes were glassy, and Tean thought of sleepwalkers, how you weren’t supposed to wake them. Then Jem muttered, “Let go,” and he got to his feet.

	Tean let go.

	A moment later, Jem was pushing out through the back door. The night made a black rectangle against the warm light of the room. 

	“Call your dad,” Tean said to Daniel. The words were thin because he was breathing hard himself, even though he hadn’t done anything—hadn’t done anything, just stood there and watched. “Daniel, did you hear me?”

	Daniel started, and his eyes came to Tean. They were wet, and he was blinking.

	“It’s okay,” Tean said, keeping his voice as soft as he could. “Call your dad.”

	With a nod, Daniel pulled out his phone. But his hands were shaking, and as he tried to place the call, he started to cry.

	Tean knelt next to Wendell, but the man twisted away from him. “Don’t touch me!” His nose was bleeding, and the rug of gray hair had pulled away from his scalp in back, exposing the adhesive strips that were supposed to be holding it in place. He touched his face and stared at the blood on his hands, and then he got to his feet, dragging himself up with one hand on the wall. When Tean reached out to steady him, he snapped, “Get the fuck off me!” Wendell cast a wild glance around the room, at all the faces staring back at him, and broke into a shuffling run toward the front of the house.

	Daniel was talking into his phone. Sobbing into it.

	“Keep an eye on him,” Tean told the doe-eyed boy. Justin, Tean reminded himself. His name was Justin. “I’ll be right back.”

	Outside, the cold came at Tean from every direction, the breeze shifting and then shifting and then shifting again. The sounds of traffic floated in from the street, and beneath them, barely audible, Jem’s labored breathing. Tean’s soles scuffed the steps as he went down. An old tread creaked. And then frozen grass crunched as he started across the lawn. There weren’t any lights back here, and what reached them from the street was barely enough to suggest outlines: the bulk of Rainbow House, and the pickets of the sagging fence, the shed where they stored all the equipment for summer games. And Jem, a silhouette pacing back and forth.

	When Tean got closer, he could see Jem’s fists were still clenched, his shoulders tight. He took a moment, trying to think of what to say. And then he asked, “Are you okay?”

	Jem spun toward him, and the movement was so fast and so unexpected that Tean had to fight the urge to step back. But all Jem did was point a finger back at Rainbow House, and the light and warmth spilling out of the back door. “Did you see that?”

	Yes, Tean thought. Yes, I saw it. But he said, “See what?”

	“Did you see him with Daniel? Jesus Christ, Tean, did you see?”

	“Yes. Jem, what—”

	“He was about five seconds from putting his hand down his pants. Did you see that?”

	This time, Tean didn’t say anything. 

	“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jem’s laugh was short and ugly, and he wheeled away again, taking those fast, furious strides before he turned back toward Tean. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. There’s no way this is real.” He stopped. He put his hands to his head. In the darkness, it was difficult to tell, but Tean thought maybe Jem was pressing hard, like he was trying to hold himself together. His voice was different—the anger still there, but now under an incredible strain, like it was about to break. “Oh my God, this cannot be real.”

	“Jem,” Tean said quietly, “take a breath. I don’t know what’s going on, but everything’s going to be okay. Can you take a breath with me?”

	From inside Rainbow House came raised voices.

	When Jem spoke again, the forced calm was even worse, somehow, than the strain. He was still barely more than a shadow, and somehow that made him seem much, much younger as he wiped his eyes. “I’m good. I’m okay. Sorry about that.” Another laugh, this one disbelieving rather than angry. “I promise I’m not crazy.”

	Tean’s phone started to buzz.

	“I know him,” Jem said. He laughed again, and now it was angry. And the edge in his voice was too sharp for humor when he continued, “He was my foster dad. One of them.”

	The phone was still buzzing. 

	On the other side of what felt like thick fog, something in Tean’s brain recognized that it was probably Ammon calling. That Daniel had called him, sobbing and incoherent, and Ammon was undoubtedly panicking.

	Tean didn’t let himself think about it too much. He answered the phone with “Hey, everything’s okay, but I think you should come down here.”

	The silence lasted a beat too long. And then Tean’s dad said, “What?”

	“Dad?”

	“What’s going on?” His father’s voice was stiff. “Is something wrong?”

	“No. Everything’s okay. I’m sorry, I’m in the middle of something. Can I call you later?”

	“Your grandfather passed away tonight.”

	Tean wasn’t sure how long it took before he said, “What?”

	“Your grandfather is dead,” he said. “We’re all getting together at my place.”

	“Oh. Dad, I’m sorry. How are you doing?”

	“I’m all right.”

	Jem was still standing there. Still a shadow.

	“Dad, I’m really sorry. I’m handling something right now, and it’s kind of an emergency. Can I call you in a bit—”

	“You’re always busy. You don’t need to call back.”
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	Somehow, Tean got Jem into the Subaru. He went back inside to check on Daniel, only to discover the boy had locked himself in the bathroom and wouldn’t come out. Justin and the other teens from Daniel’s group were clumped together near the door, watching Tean with expressions that ranged from wary to downright hostile. Maybe the worst part was Daniel’s hoodie hanging from Justin’s hand.

	“His dad will be here soon,” Tean said. “I’m sorry about what happened.”

	None of them answered, which was maybe a good thing.

	Nasha was busy dealing with upset and angry adults in the main room, which was definitely a good thing, so Tean escaped outside and waited on the sidewalk until he saw Ammon pull up in a silver Impala. Ammon spotted him—of course—but tonight, at least, Ammon only raised a hand before hurrying into Rainbow House.

	When Tean got into the Subaru, Jem was leaning back in his seat, staring at the headliner.

	“I’m going to go to jail,” Jem said.

	“You’re not going to jail,” Tean said.

	“Yeah, I am. They’re going to arrest me. Assault and battery and—oh my God, Tean. Oh my God. Oh my God, I really fucked up.”

	“Everything is going to be okay,” Tean said.

	Jem ran his hands over his face. After a moment, he nodded.

	“Are you okay?” Tean finally asked. “What do you need right now?”

	“I just want to go home.”

	“Okay.”

	Okay, okay, okay. He heard himself like he was stuck on repeat.

	He tried to shift into drive, but the car wasn’t on. He started it, and the headlights painted the bumper ahead of them, and for a moment, it seemed unreal how ordinary everything looked. He sat there a moment, the vibrations from the engine working their way through the car and into him. And then he tried to shift into drive again, and this time it worked, and he started home.

	Jem slumped in his seat, staring up at the headliner, and didn’t speak.

	Tean’s phone vibrated a few times as he drove, but he didn’t take it out. If it was Ammon, he didn’t have the mental energy to deal with him tonight. Or with anyone else.

	You’re always busy.

	Tean pushed the thought away and focused on the road.

	As always, Scipio was happy to see them. The Lab had been asleep on the couch, and he was still waking up as Tean followed Jem into the house. Jem stood there, staring at nothing, as Scipio eased his front legs off the couch and stretched. When the Lab padded across the room and nuzzled into Jem’s hand, Jem flinched. He turned his head like he wasn’t sure where he was, and then his hand turned, cupping one of Scipio’s ears, and in a rough voice, he said, “Hey. Hi. Catch any bad guys while we were gone?”

	In answer, Scipio rubbed against Jem’s legs, sniffed his shoes, and eventually decided Tean was worth greeting as well. Then the Lab cocked his head at Jem, his whole body suddenly on alert.

	“I’ll take him,” Tean said.

	But Jem shook his head and said, “Yeah, buddy. Come on.”

	He let Scipio out the back and disappeared after him. Out through another of those black rectangles. A doorway to another dimension. 

	Tean turned on the porch light. Scipio was sprinting after a ball. Jem stood in the center of the yard, hands in his pockets.

	Tean sat on the steps.

	Jem threw another ball.

	Scipio ran.

	The sounds of his paws on the grass, and of the Lab breathing hard, and the chain-link fence rattling when one of the balls got past him and smacked into it. 

	No moon tonight. The stars small and sharp, packed deep until only the points showed.

	And Jem. Silent.

	Eventually, Scipio ran himself out. He was drooling when he carried a ball over to Tean, and Tean scruffed his ears and told him quietly, “Good job. You got all those balls, didn’t you?”

	Jem dropped down next to Tean. The little light that came through the kitchen window left most of his face in shadow, but along the contour of his cheek, his beard glimmered gold and silver. “I’m sorry.”

	Tean scooted closer until their knees bumped. Closer again until thigh was pressed to thigh. And he remembered, like it had been someone else, Jem’s idea of a secret handshake, and how they were supposed to bump butts.

	“I had to lock the bathroom door the first day I was in his house. The only day.” He held up a single finger, barely visible in the dark. His finger floated there for one second, and then another. And then Jem blew out a breath. “I can’t remember if I already told you about that.”

	“You bit him.”

	“Yeah.” Jem laughed softly. He flopped one of Scipio’s ears to the side and then twitched it back again, and the Lab rolled onto his side, head rubbing against Jem’s leg. “Down to the fucking bone. He had to get a million stitches.”

	And you were nine, Tean almost said. You were nine years old.

	“Just some piece of shit,” Jem said. “They pulled me out of there the same afternoon.”

	“That was him? That man, Wendell?”

	Jem nodded. He rubbed his nose. “Fucking Grey Flannel.”

	“What?”

	“The old man smell.”

	A startled laugh escaped Tean. He clamped down on it, but Jem’s mouth quickened into a grin that melted away again a moment later.

	“I really fucked up,” he said in a small voice.

	“Jem.” Tean slid an arm around Jem’s waist and pulled him closer; they were already pressed against each other, but Jem surrendered after a minute and leaned into Tean. “It’s okay. What he did to you, tried to do to you—” 

	“But I shouldn’t have done it.”

	“No more guilt and shame and worrying,” Tean said, voice light, one hand chafing Jem’s side. “That’s my job. I don’t blame you, Jem. I’m so sorry that happened to you. I’m not angry or disappointed. And whatever happens, we’ll figure it out together.”

	Neither of them said anything for several minutes, and the only sounds were Scipio gnawing on his ball, occasionally rolling onto his back, then onto his side again, nails scraping the boards of the porch. The dry air tasted faintly like freshly broken earth, mineral, almost metallic, which meant Scipio had been showing off, tearing up the yard as he ran.

	“What the hell is going on with Daniel?” Jem asked out of nowhere.

	Tean shook his head.

	Jem must have sensed the movement because he said, “You saw him, though, right? He was flirting with Wendell.”

	“I’m not sure he was flirting.”

	“He was laughing at a dumb joke and practically pulling his shirt off.”

	“I don’t know.” But a moment later, Tean said, “He’s fighting with Ammon.”

	“Again,” Jem said sourly.

	Tean laughed quietly.

	“I don’t get it,” Jem said. “He lets Daniel go to Rainbow House. He lets him come over and hang out with two convicted homosexuals. And Ammon loves a dick in his mouth. So, what the fuck are they fighting about?”

	Tean almost said again, I don’t know. But instead, he said, “He’s trying, Jem. This is hard for him too.”

	“Well, he’s fucking things up with Daniel.”

	“It’s not unusual for fathers and sons to argue. Especially when the sons are teenagers and beginning to individuate.”

	“I get that,” Jem said. “I saw it on an episode of Growing Pains. But you can’t tell me it’s a good thing that Daniel is changing his clothes after he leaves home. Or that he waits until he’s here to put on his makeup. Or the pronoun thing tonight.”

	Tean groaned. “Oh my gosh, why did I say, ‘Okay’?”

	Jem laughed. “It was cute.”

	“It wasn’t cute; it was a disaster. You handled that so much better than I did.”

	“Yeah, but that’s why he told you.”

	“Huh?”

	“He told you because he knew you wouldn’t know what to say.” When Tean didn’t respond right away, Jem continued, “He wanted to see if you’d freak out. And he wanted to push your buttons a little. He doesn’t know how to push my buttons yet, or he’d be doing it all the time. God, Tean, why do you think he insisted you come to a drag show?”

	“Because it was a community event and I could support him?”

	“Because he knows it would make you uncomfortable, and he wanted to see if you’d pass the test.”

	“What test?”

	“Whatever test he had in his weird teenage brain.”

	It took several seconds before Tean said, “What?”

	Jem just laughed.

	“And I don’t know why Daniel would think I’m uncomfortable around drag queens.”

	“Oh, hm, maybe it could have something to do with the time we took Daniel to drag brunch, and you actually slid under the table so that drag queen couldn’t put her wig on your head.”

	“It was full of rose petals! And what if she had lice?”

	This time, Jem laughed until he was lying on the porch.

	After a moment, Tean caught himself smiling reluctantly, and as Jem’s laughter faded, he said, “I just don’t know anything about that kind of stuff. Wigs and makeup and clothes. The other day, Daniel asked me if he was a summer or a winter, and I asked if he was talking about his birthday, and he rolled his eyes and told me I was a basic bitch.”

	“You are, babe,” Jem said, propping himself on one elbow to consider Tean. “That’s why I love you.”

	Tean ran his hands through his hair. He caught Jem’s smile. “How do people do this? I mean, Jem, we’re not even his parents. We’re like his—”

	“Super cool gay uncles.”

	“—part-time caretakers,” Tean said, “at a failing zoo, and we don’t have any resources, and we have to make sure people don’t poke him through the fence with sticks—”

	“Didn’t see this coming,” Jem said, “but that’s mostly on me.”

	“—and all he wants to do is climb over the fence and get out and run wild where literally everybody will be able to poke him with sticks, and the more we try to keep him from doing that, the more he wants to bite our heads off.”

	“Is he a monkey or a tiger? Wait, can tigers climb? Holy shit, have I been living in a world where tigers can climb?”

	“Tiger cubs climb trees as early as six months old. That’s not the point. The point is what are we going to do?”

	“Take it one day at a time.” Jem scratched his beard. His voice was still even, but there was a tightness he couldn’t quite hide when he added, “Keep him away from the fucking chicken hawks.”

	“My gosh, do you think there are more?”

	“They’re all over the place. I mean, there’s a reason an old fart like Wendell gives a lot of money to an LGBTQ youth organization, and then, when he comes sniffing around, nobody’s brave enough to say boo.”

	Tean caught himself pushing his hands through his hair again. “I don’t think—I don’t think we’re going to be able to keep Daniel safe, Jem. Not entirely. Not on our own.”

	“I’m not going to lose my mind again, babe, but I’m not going to let guys like Wendell creep on a fifteen-year-old.”

	“No, I meant—well, Daniel.” Tean waited, but Jem didn’t say anything. “We know Daniel’s interested in older men,” Tean continued. “And I don’t think it’s a stretch to believe Daniel might also be seeking some sort of affirmation or positive reinforcement because he’s fighting with Ammon.”

	“Yeah, that walking jailbait loves a daddy, God help him,” Jem muttered. In a louder voice, he said, “Daniel can keep it in his damn pants until he’s eighteen.”

	A laugh burst out of Tean. Jem offered a crooked grin.

	“Day by day?” Tean said.

	“That’s all we can do.”

	Tean got to his feet, and Scipio scrambled up as well—offering the ball he was still carrying, just in case anyone wanted to play some more. When Tean held out a hand to help Jem up, the blond man straightened and winced.

	“Your shoulder,” Tean said.

	“It’ll be fine,” Jem said, but he had to take Tean’s hand with his left instead of his right, and he grimaced as Tean pulled him up.

	“Jem, I heard it. I want to take a look at it.”

	As they moved into the kitchen, with Jem grousing about how he was simultaneously a) completely fine and, b) just needed some ice and ibuprofen, a knock came at the front door.

	Jem froze, his gaze snapping toward the sound.

	Tean didn’t need telepathy to know what Jem was thinking. The word POLICE was practically written in the air over Jem’s head.

	Scipio shot toward the door, barking wildly, tail wagging.

	With a calming gesture for Jem, Tean made his way across the room. He flipped on the porch light and nudged Scipio out of the way—the Lab was barking even more wildly now, probably torn between his guard dog duties and the possibility that whoever was outside was his new best friend and would love to take him out back to throw the ball again. Then Tean opened the door.

	The woman standing on the porch was large, with dark hair that fell to her shoulders and what Tean suspected an expert like Daniel would say was expensive makeup. She wore heart-shaped eyeglasses, a color block sweater, and jeggings. Her coat was the exact color of a muskrat.

	“Dr. Leon?” The woman was trying for friendly, but something in her voice sounded like a wire drawn tight. “I’m sorry for bothering you. May I come in? I need to talk to you about River Jordan.”

	 


3

	Not police.

	The relief that ran through Jem was like Icy Hot, that first flush of cool, and then waves of heat building until he was flushed, almost sweating. 

	Police meant jail.

	Jail meant Decker.

	Four walls. Fluorescent lights. The smell of instant potatoes and commercial cleaner.

	It was like stepping back from somewhere inside his head—back into here and now, back into their home, back to Tean. Everything came into focus: the living room, Scipio’s low growl, the puddle of light around the lone lamp they’d left burning. And Tean, watching him, a question in his eyes.

	Jem nodded, although he wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to. Tean frowned, but he said, “Scipio, sit,” and then he pushed open the storm door.

	The woman who stepped inside had a smear of lipstick at the corner of her mouth, like her hand hadn’t been steady when she’d been putting it on. She cooed at Scipio, though, and said, “Oh, hi!” like she’d run into somebody she knew, and Scipio stopped growling and started thumping his tail against the floor. “Can I pet him?” she asked.

	“He’s not going to leave you alone,” Tean said.

	“That’s okay; I love dogs.”

	While the woman knelt and petted Scipio with more of those cooing noises, Tean circled around her to stand next to Jem.

	“She wants to talk about River,” Tean said. The deep shadows in the room buried Tean’s eyes, leaving nothing but a distant glimmer Jem couldn’t read.

	Not that Jem needed to read them; he had a pretty good idea how Tean felt. The doc still had nightmares about the night he’d seen River Jordan killed in front of them. She was an independent journalist who had been looking into the Rydel Owens murders, which Jem and Tean had helped solve. Maybe solve wasn’t the right word. But they’d saved Daniel after he’d gotten himself kidnapped, and they’d rescued an agent from the State Bureau of Investigation. But the bad guys—a gang of lunatics who wore rubber wolf masks as they killed—had escaped.

	Somehow in the process of her investigation, River had drawn the killers’ attention to herself. They had started to stalk her. And when River had tailed Jem and Tean to a remote ski lodge—where a blizzard had snowed them in—the pack of killers had followed as well. They had killed River and almost killed Tean. And then they had escaped again.

	“Okay, okay,” the woman was saying, laughing as she got to her feet. “That’s enough.”

	Scipio, however, kept nuzzling into her hands for more pets.

	“I warned you,” Tean said. The tone was light, but Jem could hear the strain beneath it.

	“It’s fine,” she said. She laughed again. “I really don’t mind.”

	“I’m sorry,” Jem said, “I didn’t get your name. Jem Berger. And this is Tean.”

	“It’s good to meet you.” She had a firm handshake, and she made eye contact and smiled. “Amy Graham.” She waited a beat, and when they didn’t say anything, she said, “Crime Moms.” And after another beat, with some of her smile fading, she said, “River and I co-hosted it.”

	“What’s that?” Tean said. 

	Jem had to hide a smile at the flicker of disappointment on Amy’s face.

	“Well, it’s a podcast,” Amy said. “It’s very popular. We ranked—”

	“Can we help you with something?” Jem asked. “It’s late. And please don’t take this the wrong way, but we’re not interested in being interviewed.”

	“Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh, no! That’s not why I’m here. I’m here because— Can we sit down?”

	Jem gestured her to a chair, and he settled onto the sofa. Tean stood behind him, one hand on Jem’s shoulder. His fingers curled around the collar of Jem’s shirt; Jem didn’t think the doc even knew he was doing it.

	And then no one said anything. Amy’s smiles and laughter and cooing noises had all faded. She sat with her knees together and her hands in a knot, and she stared at the coffee table, her mouth moving like she was practicing smiles. Finally, with a watery breath, she said, “I’m trying not to cry.”

	Tean got her tissues. Then he took his place behind Jem, and his fingers curled under Jem’s collar again.

	“Thank you,” Amy said, but she didn’t press the tissues to her eyes; she wadded them in a fist so tight that her knuckles were white.

	“Is this about River?” Jem asked.

	“I—I don’t know.” And then her breath hitched, and she said, “Yes. I think so.” She smiled as tears started to roll down her cheeks. “I feel like I’m going crazy, actually.”

	Tean’s hand tightened around Jem’s collar.

	“Did something happen?” Jem asked.

	She laughed again, but it was more like crying. “That’s the thing.” But she sat up straighter, did a quick dab with the tissues—wouldn’t want to ruin all that contouring—and her voice firmed up. “You aren’t familiar with our podcast, I guess.”

	Jem shook his head.

	Tean’s voice was almost a whisper. “No.”

	“Right. Well, I’m going to tell you a little about it. For context.” That wide slice of a smile flashed out again as more tears fell. “It’s a true crime podcast. And it’s been a hit. We started out with a broader focus. I have a degree in criminal justice, and River was interested in prison reform—” She stopped. “That’s not really important. The important thing is that we realized pretty quickly that the episodes that did the best were the ones where we looked at real crimes. River was always so smart about stuff like that, so she suggested we switch to true crime, and it’s been a hit.”

	“I thought River was a journalist,” Tean said.

	“She was. A good one. But she was independent, understand, which meant she had a lot of different projects. And all that stuff—researching, interviewing, investigating—it was perfect for looking into real crimes. She could get an angle nobody else had. She could find something new. One time, the stuff we turned up even led to a conviction.”

	We, Jem noted. And he didn’t miss the way her voice got bright.

	“I’m telling you this because when people find out about the podcast, they make assumptions, or they make jokes, or—or whatever. ‘I bet you hate walking through a parking lot at night.’ Or ‘You probably have a lifetime supply of Mace.’ Or ‘Doesn’t that stuff freak you out?’” She tried for the big smile again, but this time, it collapsed. “Having my best friend murdered, yeah, that freaked me out.”

	It was like a light went on at the back of Jem’s head. He leaned forward. “They don’t believe you.”

	He wasn’t even sure what it meant. Not entirely. But he could feel it, the same way he could tell, sometimes, when he was running a game, when he was riffing, what someone wanted, or what they were thinking, or what they wanted him to say. It was something just below the surface of his brain—his gut, or whatever you wanted to call it. And he was right.

	Behind the heart-shaped glasses, Amy’s eyes got huge.

	“Who doesn’t believe you?” Tean asked. “What does that mean?”

	“Everybody,” Amy said. “The police. My friends. My dad.” She laughed, but her fist tightened around the tissues again. “Take your pick.”

	“What happened?”

	“I know this is going to sound crazy.” And for a moment, she was about to cry again. But somehow she didn’t, and she said, “I know. I really do. But someone is following me.”

	Tean’s hand, still wrapped around Jem’s collar, was tense now.

	Jem ran the backs of his fingers across his beard. Then he said, “Shit.”

	“Who’s following you?” Tean asked.

	“I don’t know. That’s the problem. I don’t even know if I’m being followed, not really. It’s—it’s little things. There was this black truck—”

	“Fuck me.” The words escaped Jem. He shook his head. “Sorry.”

	“What? You know whose truck it is? It’s them, isn’t it?”

	“We don’t know anything yet,” Tean said. “We need to slow down. First, tell us what happened.”

	Amy’s gaze stayed fixed on Jem for another long moment, like she might be able to see the truth in his face. Finally, though, she said, “I saw this truck a few times. Following me. I mean, I figured out it was following me.”

	“You’re sure it was the same truck?”

	“It’s older. It’s not in good condition. I’m not a car girlie, but I could tell it was the same one.”

	“All right.”

	“And one night, it was following me, so I drove to a police station and pulled in. I went inside and told an officer, and he went out and looked. Nothing, of course. They were nice about it. They even had a woman drive me home.”

	“And?” Jem asked.

	“And that was it. I didn’t see the truck again.”

	“But something else happened.”

	“This is where it…it gets strange. I started seeing people. The same people. Like, at the grocery store. Or walking on my block. And yes, my grocery store is in my neighborhood, and yes, it makes sense that I’d see the same people. I know. Everybody has a rational explanation for it. But—” She cut off, a helpless note hanging in the air.

	“But you know something’s fucked up,” Jem said.

	“Yes! Yes, exactly! And it doesn’t matter who I tell, they all think the same thing.”

	“You’re a young woman,” Tean said. “You host a true crime podcast. Your friend was stalked and then murdered.”

	“So,” Jem picked up, “you’re either imagining it, or you want attention.”

	“Oh my gosh.” She laughed and pressed the tissues to her eyes. “Nobody has told me I wanted attention, but you’re right, obviously that’s what they think.” She shook her head. “The police asked a bunch of questions, but as soon as they found out who I am and what I do, they stopped caring. They didn’t say that, but I could see it. My parents think I’m having a nervous breakdown; my dad said I was too stressed, and he told my brother this wouldn’t be happening if I’d gotten married. My mom said she put my name on the temple prayer roll, and she bought me a rape whistle.”

	“What do they look like?”

	It took a moment before Amy said, “Oh, the people I saw? Um, a woman. Thirties. Really bad hair—maybe a wig. And this guy, kind of average, nothing really distinctive. He’s always wearing a ball cap.” She hesitated. “I think I might have seen them before. In some pictures River had. But I’m not sure.”

	Jem twisted around to look at Tean.

	“I don’t know,” Tean murmured. “It could be them.”

	It could be anyone, Jem wanted to say. But he didn’t.

	“I tried to take a picture a few times,” Amy said, “but they were never close enough.”

	“Why’d you come to us?”

	Amy’s next laugh had an edge to it, and she shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, I do, obviously. Because I thought you might believe me. After—” But she stopped herself again, forced herself to start over. “I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I couldn’t stop talking about it. Finally, one of my girlfriends said I needed to see a therapist because I wasn’t processing the trauma of losing River. That was when I realized they all thought I was crazy. But it was also when I realized this was exactly what had happened to River. So, I started going through her notes.”

	“You have her notes too?” Tean asked.

	“Not all of them. But I have the digital ones, the ones she saved in the cloud.”

	“Why didn’t you tell somebody?” The words were sharp. “Why didn’t you give them to the police?”

	Amy shrank back. “I did. I gave them everything.”

	Jem found Tean’s hand and squeezed it. “And what do the notes say?”

	“Nothing! There’s nothing in there. That’s what makes the whole thing so crazy!”

	“There must be something,” Jem said. “They wouldn’t have gone after River without a reason. The same goes for you.”

	“And River thought she knew what it was,” Tean said quietly. “She called and said she wanted to show me.”

	No one said the next part: but then they killed her.

	“If there’s something in there,” Amy said, “I don’t know what it is. You’re welcome to look—you can have all of it.”

	“Pass,” Jem said. “We’re good, thanks.”

	“Why wouldn’t the police believe you?” Tean asked. The change of direction threw Jem for a moment. “After what happened to River, I mean. It seems…”

	“Stupid?” Jem offered. 

	“Grossly negligent, at the very least.”

	Amy offered a strange smile. “Aside from the fact that I’m a hysterical woman?” She took out her phone and tapped the screen a few times. Then she held it out.

	All that reading practice that Tean made Jem do was starting to pay off; the headline, at least, was easy enough.

	KILLER CAUGHT IN SNOWSTORM SLAYING

	And below that was a picture of Kolen Lodge. In the photo, it looked perfect: the stonework, the timbers, the exact right amount of snow so that it was like something on a postcard. The story continued below it, but the smaller words swam in Jem’s vision.

	“Are you kidding me?” Jem said. “What killer? What the fuck are they talking about?”

	Tean took the phone and read silently for a moment. Then he said, “A local man, Gene Holfert, was arrested Thursday in connection with the murder of a Utah woman at Kolen Lodge.” He looked up. “Who’s Gene Holfert?”

	Amy still wore that strange smile. “A local man.” The words had a mocking edge. “Sixty years old, a history of substance abuse problems, and from what I can tell, most likely dealing with undiagnosed mental health issues. He’s got a cabin somewhere near the lodge—no running water, no electricity. Lives up there all year like that, hunting and fishing and staying away from people. Some of that has to do with him being a sex offender, but the charge is, I don’t know, thirty years old.”

	“They arrested him?” Jem shook his head. “That’s bullshit. I told them—We told them. There were at least three of these guys, and they were wearing those fucking wolf masks.”

	Amy took her phone back.

	“No cameras,” Tean said. “No other eyewitnesses except two children.”

	“But that’s bullshit! What about how they fucked up her car?”

	“And whoever’s really in charge up there,” Tean said, “the mayor or the city council or some rich guy who owns a bunch of land, they must have been putting pressure on the sheriff to get an arrest and a conviction. Tourists don’t like unsolved murders.”

	Jem fought the urge to say, again, that it was bullshit. Finally, he managed, “Yeah, it must be real fucking bad for business.” 

	“Did they arrest him for the murder of Rydel Owens?” Tean asked. “And Agent Van Cleave?”

	“Those,” Amy said with that same mocking un-smile, “are unrelated.”

	“But that’s bullshit!”

	Scipio raised his head to glance at Jem.

	“I’m sorry.” Jem held up his hands. “I know I need to stop saying it. But it’s not right. Those guys followed River up to the lodge. They killed her. And now they’re going to get away with it because the sheriff doesn’t want the tourist industry getting butt hurt?”

	“It always sounded like a stretch,” Tean said. “Even when it was happening, it seemed…unreal that they could have followed her there, that we could be tangled up with them again. Of course the local authorities would prefer to dismiss it. Even the agents investigating Rydel’s death were uncomfortable with the idea that we were dealing with— I don’t even know what to call them. A pack of serial killers?”

	The strange smile had faded from Amy’s face, and she sat forward now, her expression animated. “That’s because they’re buying into the stereotype. Hollywood. TV. They love the sexually motivated serial killer, the loner, the genius who has a maze in his basement and has all the free time in the world to chop up bodies and never has to go to work.”

	“Sexually motivated killers aren’t a Hollywood invention, though,” Tean said. “The BTK Killer, for example. Ted Bundy. There are more.”

	“I’m saying that’s not the only kind. And they’re not all loners. There are people who kill together. Or as a team. Charles Manson, the Chicago Rippers, the Hillside Stranglers. You get these people with strong personalities, and they surround themselves with people who are either scared of them or in love with them or, usually, both. They buy into the fantasy or the mission or whatever it is.”

	“They’re definitely not all geniuses,” Jem said. “Or billionaires who don’t have to go to work. I met these guys, and they’re all short a few spoons. They were running an alien campground, for fuck’s sake.”

	“But they’ve managed to evade the police,” Tean said.

	Outside, a car drove past, and headlights swept the curtains. Scipio groaned and stretched, paws extending as far as he could reach before he curled up into a bean again at Jem’s feet. Jem was starting to get a headache, and he wanted to close his eyes.

	Amy broke the silence, her voice tight again. “When I went home tonight, someone was in my house.”

	“What?” Jem said.

	“You’re sure?” Tean asked.

	“It’s a small house. A light was on in back. I know I didn’t leave it on. I never leave the lights on. I was about to park when I noticed it; instead, I kept driving and went around the block. I didn’t see anything strange. There weren’t any unfamiliar cars. I didn’t see a beat-up black truck.” She stopped, shook her head, and raised her eyes like she was trying not to let tears fall. “Do you ever just know?”

	Jem nodded.

	“I was going to call the police, but—but I told you how they’ve been. Like I’m this Victorian maiden who thinks she saw a ghost or something. I’m at the point where I’m starting to believe it too. As I was driving around the block, I kept telling myself that I was imagining things, that I’d made a mistake, that somehow I’d forgotten to turn off a lamp.”

	“You listened to your gut,” Jem said. “That was smart.”

	She shook her head and blinked rapidly again.

	“I was thinking about all of it—about that bogus arrest, and about how nobody believed me, and how I couldn’t even go home. And all of a sudden, I thought of you. And I thought—” She broke off and gave a short laugh. “I honestly don’t know. I thought you could do something, I guess. I don’t have any idea what.” She sat forward, and Scipio opened one sleepy eye. “I’m sorry for bothering you.”

	“Give us a minute,” Jem said.

	He had to ease his feet out from under Scipio’s head, and then he and Tean moved down the hallway. The lights were off here, and the shadows turned Tean’s face into a sketch: that crazy hair, his nose, the line of his chin.

	“Do you think she’s telling the truth?” Tean said.

	“Oh yeah. She’s scared shitless.”

	Tean took a deep breath.

	“I know,” Jem said.

	It felt like a long time before Tean said, “I want this to be over.”

	“I know,” Jem said softly.

	“You want to check out her house.”

	Jem smiled; he wasn’t sure if the doc could see it in the dark, but some of it must have made its way into his voice. “See? We really are soulmates.”

	But Tean didn’t respond. 

	“You don’t have to come,” Jem said. “I just don’t want to send her back there without, you know, making sure it’s okay.”

	The furnace whumped. Seconds ticked past. 

	And then Tean said, “Okay. Let’s go.”
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	The house was a small clapboard rambler on a quiet street in south Salt Lake. It needed a new roof. The window boxes were ancient and sagging. In some parts of Utah, failure to have a pristine lawn was a crime punishable by death, but Amy’s flower beds were choked with weeds, and last year’s leaves had drifted into mounds. The only light Tean could see was the one on the porch.

	“Who lives behind you?” Jem asked. He held his phone loosely in one hand, the call set to speaker.

	Amy, trailing behind them in her own car, said a moment later, “There’s an alley. I don’t know the people on the other side. But that’s where I usually park.”

	“We’re going to drive around back. Stay here—just sit in the middle of the road. If another car comes, you can circle the block and come back, but don’t pull over, don’t park. If anybody comes up on foot, get out of here.”

	“Go to a police station,” Tean said. His throat was dry, and the words sounded like they were crumbling.

	“You really don’t have to do this,” Amy said.

	“We’re just taking a look.”

	“I felt like I had to say that,” Amy said. “Seriously, thank you so much.”

	“Yep,” Jem said. “Stay on the phone.”

	Tean gave the Subaru gas, and they rolled forward again. He turned, turned again, and started down the alley. It wasn’t much to look at—some homes had wooden privacy fences, and a few even had vinyl, but many had chain-link or, almost as common, nothing. The headlights picked out a home that must have been a teardown, and they passed one or two where new windows and siding had made the small homes look more appealing, but the reality was that this was a neighborhood of small, old homes on small lots. At some point, this had probably been a cheap place to live, but that was a vanishing concept in Utah.

	Jem was counting quietly. Then he said, “Bingo.”

	From the back, the little clapboard rambler looked even worse. The driveway, if that was what you wanted to call it, consisted of a few pavers sunk into the ground at irregular intervals, creating a pair of concrete tracks. Beyond that, a half-finished patio led up to the house. The glare of the headlights caught a broken edge of glass—a window with a long crack and what appeared to be a missing piece of glass.

	“Did you have a broken window on the back of your house?” Jem asked.

	“What? Oh. Yeah, it’s just the sunroom, so I haven’t gotten it fixed.”

	“That’s the kind of thing burglars look for,” Jem said. “Just an FYI. Might want to take care of that when you can.”

	“I will, yeah, definitely.”

	“I’m going to disconnect now. If you need us, call, but only if it
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