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	“I’m not catastrophizing,” Teancum Leon said as he wheeled his luggage into the lobby of the Santaland Resort and Convention Center, conveniently located in the middle-of-nowhere known as Auburn, Missouri. “I’m simply stating a fact: by coming to rural Missouri, we’re statistically more likely to be murdered by hillbillies.”

	His husband, Jeremiah Berger, who went by Jem, smiled at an elderly couple passing them. But he said, “And.”

	“And if that murder were to be preceded by events like those in Deliverance, which, by the way, I still don’t know why you made me watch—”

	“Because it’s amazing.”

	“—then we shouldn’t be surprised.”

	When Tean paused to orient himself in the hotel lobby, Jem reached over to smooth down his collar. “And.”

	“And we would likely end up being made into masks of human skin.”

	“You didn’t even watch Texas Chainsaw Massacre. You said it was too scary.”

	“So, you can see my point: this is objective reality. That’s all.”

	Jem considered him. He seemed to be speaking to himself when he said, “We should have gotten you more tweed.”

	Tean blinked. “What?”

	“More tweed. You’re this bigwig—”

	“I’m not and have never been a bigwig.”

	“—specially invited to attend a prestigious conference—”

	“Missy invited me to be on her panel, Jem, at the annual conference for a third-tier association. Most of these people are hucksters. And I’m not even the keynote speaker.”

	“—and we should have gotten you those pants the horse guys have to wear, the really baggy ones. Only out of tweed.”

	“Jockeys?” 

	Jem smirked. “Boxers, but I wanted to surprise you.” Before Tean could formulate a reply to that, Jem caught the eye of an older woman passing them. “This is my husband,” Jem said. “Teancum Leon. He’s a bigwig speaker who got invited to be on a panel.”

	The woman smiled at them and gave Tean a second look.

	“I’m not—” Tean began.

	“You can have his autograph for five dollars,” Jem said over him.

	And because he was Jem, the woman laughed. She even touched Jem’s arm as she passed.

	When Jem looked back at Tean, he said, “What?”

	Tean refused to answer, but judging by the grin playing behind Jem’s beard, Tean thought he already knew anyway. “And I don’t know why I have to wear tweed—”

	“You’re not wearing tweed,” Jem murmured. “A problem I intend to solve.”

	“—when you get to wear—well, that.”

	That was a neon pink and green Beverly Hills 90210 t-shirt that fit Jem like a dream and vintage Adidas shorts (gray and purple because, well, Jem) and flip-flops. 

	“I seem to recall the last time I bought you a pair of shorts being told, ‘I have chicken legs,’ which, for the record, I disagree with, and I like how you look in shorts.”

	“That’s not the point,” Tean said. Although he felt like he might have lost track of what the point actually was.

	Because the whole Deliverance-squeal-like-a-pig thing wasn’t getting any traction, and the clothes thing had been a flop, Tean gestured at the lobby of the resort. True to its name, Santaland had gone all out with the Christmas decorations. Plastic Christmas trees, of course, filled every corner, shedding multicolored light from big, old-fashioned bulbs. Plastic reindeer perched in ornamental spaces overhead, looking down at conference-goers from where they bounded and leaped and frolicked in plastic snow. Plastic garlands draped the mantel of an enormous fieldstone fireplace, where orange plastic streamers shimmered. No actual fire in August, thank God—Tean was still soaked with sweat after the short walk from the car. Plastic elves wore jaunty plastic hats. And, of course, no fewer than eight plastic Santas were staged in various positions: one in a sleigh, of course, and another with a sack of toys over his shoulder. One appeared to be bending over and pulling down his red velour trousers. Background music played softly, and at least one of the hidden speakers had blown. It sounded like Irving Berlin had suffered a stroke. The only concession to the conference were signs and banners for the International Habitat Conservation and Protection Association. 

	“Do you know—” Tean began.

	“You get one, so make it good.”

	For a moment, Tean floundered. He went with “They have too many bucks. If these were real deer, when they went into rut, they’d trash this place.”

	Jem made a face. “Really? That’s the one you picked?”

	“No, hold on—”

	Laughing, Jem put a hand on his nape and steered him toward the registration desk. “You’re going to have fun. You’re going to cut open snails and ride walruses and throw fish back into ponds, and one of you is going to have to wear the shame antlers, and there will be so much animal urine, you’ll be like a kid in a candy store.”

	“One time,” Tean said, “I had coyote urine in my pocket one time, and it should be a lesson to you not to snoop, much less open things that don’t belong to you.”

	Jem smiled at an older man passing them, and because he was Jem, the older man smiled back.

	“If I’d smiled at him,” Tean said, “he would have burned me at the stake.”

	“Get it all out of your system, or your friends are going to make you wear the shame antlers when you do the annual penguin dive.”

	“What are the shame antlers? What is a penguin dive?”

	“Like you don’t know.”

	“It’s going to be three unbearably boring days, Jem. In fact, it’s going to be so boring that we should turn around right now, and we can fly back tonight, and—”

	“This lady is coming to talk to you.”

	“—and I’m going to tell her I’ve got giardia, and don’t you dare contradict me.”

	“Never,” Jem said through a smile as the woman reached them.

	It had been years since Tean had seen Missy Bennett—since grad school, actually—and she’d changed. They both had, of course. She’d gotten rid of most of her dark hair (thanks to Jem, Tean knew it was called a bald fade), and she’d opted for a baggy t-shirt and jeans that accentuated the androgynous look. The heart-shaped gauges were new, but the earbuds worn around her neck weren’t—and neither were the dark, friendly eyes.

	“Missy—” Tean began, lurching into a hug when Jem propelled him from behind.

	At the same time, Missy said, “Teancum—”

	She laughed. Tean tried to extricate himself. Jem, when Tean glimpsed him out of the corner of his eye, was beaming.

	When they separated, Missy turned toward Jem, holding out a hand. They shook, and Missy said, “You must be—”

	But Jem said over her, “He doesn’t have giardia.”

	It was an interesting experience, Tean thought through the distant ringing in his ears. He’d never been swallowed by a black hole in slow motion before.

	Then Jem grinned and said, “I’m Jem.”

	And somehow, because he was Jem—again, over and over again—Missy only laughed and said, “Missy. I’ve wanted so badly to meet you. Ever since you made Tean get Instagram.”

	“He didn’t make me get it,” Tean said. “He stole my identity and created the account himself.”

	Missy’s smile got bigger. “I see rings.”

	“Yes,” Tean said, touching his gold band absently, “and it’s always getting caught on something. With my luck, I’ll probably get my hand ripped off during the walrus ride.”

	Missy turned a look on Jem.

	“He’s been under a lot of pressure,” Jem said, slinging an arm around Tean. “Walrus fever.”

	Missy laughed again, as though that made sense—as though any of it made sense—and Tean decided he was going to become a hermit. Nobody ever came and bothered hermits, and if they did, hermits were legally allowed to shoot at them with .22s until they left.

	“Did you register already?” Missy asked. “The desk is over here.”

	She led them past a sign that said WELCOME DELEGATES AND OVERSEAS VISITORS, with the message repeated in Spanish, French, and what Tean guessed was Chinese. Jem studied the sign, a tiny furrow between his eyebrows until he realized Tean was watching him. Then he frowned as though he had caught something in Tean’s expression.  

	“Nope,” Jem said as he urged Tean forward. Then, in a whisper, he added, “I know that look, Teancum Leon. You are not allowed to become a hermit.”

	“I can do whatever I want.”

	Jem actually snorted at that.

	“Heather,” Missy said as they approached the registration desk at the far end of the lobby, “this is Dr. Leon, with the Utah Department of Wildlife Resources. And this is his…” She let the sentence trail.

	“Troublemaker,” Jem said. “Jem Berger.”

	Heather was an older woman, white, with a wattle of crepey skin. Her color was bad, and although it was hard to tell because she was sitting behind the table, she looked too thin, with only a hint of residual weight around her middle. She searched through the badges until she found Tean’s, and then she started putting together a welcome kit—a tote bag with a conference program, flyers from industry and academic journals, some sort of little spongy thing that was probably meant to be for stress.

	“Do you know the environmental toll of printing waste—” Tean began.

	Jem cleared his throat. When Tean shot him a look, he was innocently studying one of the plastic reindeer overhead, whistling “White Christmas.”

	“I can connect you with your dog,” Heather said as she passed the bag over. She had a gravelly voice, and she coughed before continuing. “If that would help.”

	Missy made no effort to hide rolling her eyes.

	“Like, long distance?” Jem asked.

	“No, thank you,” Tean said.

	“How did you know we had a dog?” Jem asked.

	“We’re fine, thanks.”

	Heather smiled at them: yellow, crooked teeth. “I can sense him with you. A black dog. I get the feeling of bigness. Is he big? Does he have a big personality? His aura has melded with yours.” She frowned. “Did you lose him recently?”

	Jem’s mouth opened in shock. “I did. How did you know that?”

	“We didn’t lose him,” Tean said, taking Jem’s elbow and trying to pull him away. “You took him for a walk without a harness, and he got stuck in the McCoys’ fence.”

	“He’s speaking to me right now,” Heather said, closing her eyes and touching her temples. “He misses you a great deal.”

	Jem nodded at Tean with a grin, and Tean spotted the dog hair on his sleeve that had, against all odds, survived a full day of travel.

	Brushing away the fur, Tean said, “If anything, he’s getting so many treats that he’s going to have diarrhea or bloat or pancreatic failure or diabetes by the time we get home. Maybe all of them.”

	“Yes, well, if you’re worried about him—” Heather opened her eyes and fumbled for a card. “—I also perform remote healings.”

	“No,” Tean said.

	“I’m interested.” Jem snagged the card. “Very interested. Thank you so much.”

	“Heather,” a woman snapped. “I told you: this is a professional organization, and there’s no place for that kind of nonsense here. If you’re going to bother the participants, I’ll have someone else staff the registration table.”

	The speaker was a broad-shouldered, big-chested woman, her skin dark and lined from the sun, and she looked militant in a khaki shirt with epaulettes. The only thing missing, Tean decided, was a riding crop. 

	As she approached the table, Tean tugged Jem backward until they’d joined Missy. The woman planted herself in front of Heather. “What’s the status of my room?”

	Heather’s shoulders curved in, and she sank down in the seat, not meeting the other woman’s eyes. “The resort staff say it’s all cleaned up, but they don’t know how the cats got in—”

	“Cats,” the woman said and gave an unpleasant laugh.

	“That’s Yesenia,” Missy whispered. “She’s the president of the association.”

	It looked like Yesenia might have said more to Heather, but at that moment, screams erupted from the front of the lobby. They all turned to watch as two Santaland security guards—whose street cred, Tean considered, was probably undermined by the red jackets with white piping—dragged a struggling young woman toward the doors.

	“No!” she was screaming as she kicked the air and writhed in their grip. “No! Let me go! It’s not real!” Her labored breathing had the quality of real panic. “It’s all a lie! I have to tell them!”

	The automatic doors slid shut behind her, and the muffled screams slowly faded into the distance.

	“Jesus,” Jem said under his breath.

	“I have to see to that,” Yesenia said, striding toward the doors. “Don’t let me catch you again, Heather.”

	Heather, still shrunken in her seat, sent a gray-faced scowl after the other woman.

	“Uh.” Missy gave an unsteady laugh. “Sorry about that, Jem. There are always people who show up at these kinds of events. The ones who think we’re not doing enough. And the other side, who think we’re doing too much already.”

	When Jem looked a question at Tean, he gave a tiny shake of his head: a silent answer of Yes, but not like that.

	“I think we’ll get our room,” Tean said. “Grab our luggage, unpack.”

	“I’m so happy you’re here,” Missy said, wrapping him in another hug that, once again, Jem propelled Tean into. “Thank you for coming.”

	“It’s really—”

	“No, seriously, thank you.”

	Tean wondered if wriggling was ineffective; maybe he should duck and try to slip under her arms.

	“It means so much to me,” Missy said, and she sounded, all of a sudden, on the brink of tears. She released him then, stepping back, blinking rapidly. “Go on, get your room. But please, we have to grab dinner one of these nights. We have so much catching up to do. And I want to get to know Jem—I mean, I don’t even know what you do.”

	“Real estate,” Jem said. “I’m literally the most boring person you’ll ever meet. Ask me about escrow accounts.”

	Tean couldn’t help the laugh that erupted, and he changed it into a fit of coughing when Jem whapped him on the back.

	They got the card keys to their hotel room and retrieved their luggage from the rental car. Even though it was evening, the air was so hot and humid that it felt like they were swimming in a broth of skin cells and off-gassing decomposition and redneck conservatism. Tean was explaining this to Jem in the elevator, at length, until he saw the smile on Jem’s face and made himself stop.

	Their room was clean, small, and cool, with the mini-split AC churring happily. It had a connecting door that, Jem checked, was securely bolted from their side. More importantly, they had a big bed, and even though they’d been together years, Tean blushed when Jem bounced on the bed, reclined on an elbow, and waggled his eyebrows.

	“Come on,” Jem laughed and flopped onto his stomach. “I want to call the girls.”

	Tean joined him on the bed as Jem placed the call. A moment later, the video started, and a giant, wet, black nose snuffled across the screen. Squeals of laughter filled the background.

	“They thought that would be hilarious,” Hannah said. Tean’s friend—and co-worker at the DWR—appeared a moment later as Scipio, their black Lab, moved away from the camera. “Here they are. Scipio says hi, by the way.”

	“No, he doesn’t,” Tean said. “We could die in a fiery plane crash—”

	He grunted when Jem elbowed him, and then the girls were there.

	Sofia was ten, her hair still in the braids that Jem had done, and she was filled with a ten-year-old’s outrage. “It’s my turn on the Switch but Anahí won’t let me have a turn even though she died and Hannah said when she died it was my turn!”

	“Hi, sweetheart,” Jem said and laughed.

	The patter of feet announced Anahí, and Sofia sprinted away—doubtless, Tean decided, to reclaim the Switch. Anahí was only six, her dark hair short, a bow in it already falling halfway out. She was holding a slice of pizza—well, a fraction of a slice of pizza, since Hannah had clearly cut it in half for her.

	“We’re having pizza!” Anahí screamed and then ran away.

	“Are you being good?” Jem called after her, but excited screams were the only answer.

	Hannah appeared a moment later, tucking chestnut-colored hair behind her ear. “They’re being wonderful. Although nobody mentioned the exploding toy boxes.”

	“Just leave it,” Jem said. “We’ll pick up when we get home.”

	“They’re not supposed to be having pizza,” Tean said.

	Until then, Tean hadn’t known people could share an eye roll over FaceTime.

	“Vegetables—” he tried again.

	“We did pizza salad,” Hannah said. “And yes, they both ate their salads. And in case you’re wondering—”

	“I’m not,” Tean said.

	“—they’re much, much easier, and more pleasant, to be around than their foster dads.”

	“Thank you for taking care of them,” Jem said. “I’ll Venmo you some money for the pizza.”

	“Oh my gosh,” Hannah said. “Do you want to talk to Scipio again?”

	They disconnected. Jem kicked off his flip-flops and went down a rabbit hole on TikTok. Tean had trained himself to tune it out, but he was fairly sure, from the bits and pieces that filtered through, it was about animal psychics. Tean checked his email, did a quick scan of his paper, and then, when he realized it was total crap, decided to rip it down to the studs and start from scratch. It would be considerate, he decided, if hotels provided metal trash cans so you could burn things more easily.

	“Nope,” Jem said, kissing him on the side of the head as he took the laptop away. “Either we’re going to do something incredibly wicked in this giant bed, without children or dogs or neighbors to distract us—”

	“If you’d closed the blinds last time like I asked—”

	Laughing, Jem kissed him again, on the mouth this time, a little slower. He leaned back, smiled, and said, “Take a shower, and we’ll go to sleep. I’ll ravish you in the morning.”

	It turned out the shower part wasn’t quite so straightforward—getting any hot water required a complicated series of movements, turning the faucets this way and that, that Jem described as “a Nintendo Power code.” But eventually, they got it to work. They got ready for bed, and in the dark, smelling like Santaland soap (peppermint and rosemary, which was weirdly wonderful), with Jem warm around him, Tean should have fallen asleep immediately—they’d had an early flight, a layover, a long drive. But he twisted and squirmed and pushed the blankets down and pulled them back up again.

	Finally, with a growl, Jem pulled Tean against him. He nuzzled into Tean’s shoulder, and when he spoke, his voice was muzzy with sleep. “One.”

	Tean let out a tiny laugh in spite of himself.

	“It’d better be a really good one,” Jem mumbled.

	“Do you know if people reused just two feet of holiday ribbon every year, we’d save 38,000 miles of ribbon? That’s enough to tie a bow around the planet.”

	Jem’s mouth was rough as he kissed Tean’s shoulder and settled them together a little more comfortably. Tean was at the edge of sleep when, from a great distance, he heard Jem murmur, “With that much ribbon, imagine how many geese you could strangle.”
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	Jem was bored.

	It wasn’t anybody’s fault. It wasn’t Tean’s fault—he’d told Jem he didn’t have to come on this trip, although he’d agreed, once Jem pointed it out, that they hadn’t had much time alone lately. It wasn’t Santaland’s fault. God knew they’d tried hard enough to make things interesting. Even something as simple as navigating the resort became, at Santaland, a puzzle to be solved. The building was a maze of hallways that ended abruptly, of unexpected ramps and stairs and doorways where additions had been tacked on with total disregard for the height of the existing floors. It wasn’t even the other conference-goers’ fault; Jem had spent the morning perfecting his animal psychic bit, which was honestly a kick-ass game and one he wished he’d thought of himself. He’d only had one hit—a guy with long, chestnut-colored hair, carrying a Barbra Streisand wig under one arm, who kept asking Jem to contact his puppy but who wouldn’t stay quiet long enough for Jem to actually do anything—he’d mostly talked about his boyfriend, often in explicit detail. Jem still took him for sixty bucks, but it was the principle of the thing.

	But for the most part, he watched, and he hung back, and he felt keyed up and on edge. It was a new place, and Jem found that taking a toll on him that he hadn’t expected. There were only so many hours he could spend shambling through the halls before he got bored, and, as the last panels of the day ended, and the halls of the Santaland Resort and Convention Center filled with conference-goers again, Jem realized he had hit his limit.

	He had to be good. He was trying, desperately, to be good. For the doc, obviously.

	Hearing himself think of his husband by that name made Jem pause for a moment. He hadn’t thought of Tean that way—didn’t think of him that way—for a while now. It was a nickname he used, occasionally. But it wasn’t the way he thought about Tean, not anymore.

	Ahead, in one of the lounge areas that broke up the maze of hallways, a man in a washed-out Sonic the Hedgehog tee was looking up and down the hallway. It would be an easy hook; the man was clearly waiting for someone, clearly nervous—the way he dried his hands on his jeans, the restless pacing. Jem even had a golden way in, what with his own Super Mario tee, the one with the original NES graphics. He wouldn’t even have to disguise the first contact. No need to bump into the man. No fumbling for an apology. He could walk straight up to him, point to the Sonic shirt, and give him shit about Sega. Maybe it could be as simple as a free coffee—they’d start talking, end up at one of the resort’s coffee shops, and Jem would realize he’d forgotten his wallet. Bingo, he just got a free coffee. And a cookie—are you sure you don’t mind?

	But no. Jem dragged himself away from the mark. No, this trip was about Tean, about how smart he was, about how respected he was, about all his smart, respected friends, and all the smart, respectable things they talked about. Jem had tried to listen to a panel and had (almost) literally been mummified by boredom. So smart he didn’t understand any of it. Which was why it was a good thing—definitely a good thing, totally, unmistakably, clearly a good thing—that Tean had politely, and kindly, and considerately suggested Jem not come to dinner with all his smart friends.

	When he glanced back, the guy in the Sonic shirt was bending over to tie his shoes, and his wallet fell out of his pocket.

	Jem suppressed a groan. That wasn’t fair. That was—that was like the universe testing him.

	His feet carried him in a loop back to the lounge. The guy in the Sonic tee, oblivious to the loss of his wallet, was already scuttling away. Apparently, his nerve had broken, and whatever he was waiting for—sex, drugs, rock and roll—he’d scared himself out of it. Jem would do the responsible thing. He’d pick up the wallet before some random stranger found it, and he’d take it to the front desk, and he wouldn’t even tell Tean he’d done a good deed.

	He most certainly wouldn’t copy down any of the credit card numbers. Even though it pained him. A little. Even after years of being exposed to Tean’s unwavering goodness and Tean relentlessly being an upstanding citizen and Tean sometimes even feeding quarters into other people’s parking meters (while telling Jem he shouldn’t be doing it, he was furthering antisocial behaviors like poor planning and carelessness and disrespect for law and order, all of which would bring an end to civilization as we know it). Even though Jem still remembered what it was like to be hungry, and how to get an easy meal, and to watch his back because, aside from Tean, nobody was going to watch it for him.

	So, he didn’t copy down the credit card numbers. And he didn’t take the Missouri driver’s license. But he did take the eight hundred and thirty-six dollars in cash.

	“Jem!”

	Jem jerked upright, automatically discarding the wallet by tossing it into a potted plant. He scanned the hallway, looking for the source of his name while shoving the cash into a pocket of his shorts (today’s were green nylon with an eye-watering graphic print).

	Missy came down the hall toward him, waving both hands like he might miss her. Or like she was directing an airplane. Jem tried again to read her tattoos—on her wrists and on one biceps—but the font was that tiny, curling one girls loved to get, and it was still hard for him to read stuff like that. Especially when it was moving towards him at thirty miles an hour.

	“Oh my God, I’m so glad I bumped into you!” She went for a hug, and then she released him almost as quickly and took a nervous step back. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even ask, and I know I don’t really know you.”

	“No worries,” Jem said. “But you’re lucky you give good hugs.”

	Missy laughed. “The first time I hugged Tean, he literally snaked his way free and walked into a door jamb.”

	With a smile, Jem glanced around. “Is he with you? I thought you were going to dinner.”

	“Oh, we are.” She gave a little furrow of her forehead. “He said you were going to do your own thing. I promise we’re not that boring.” She laughed again. “Ok, we are, but I still want you to come. I never get to see Tean, and I want to get to know you.”

	Which wasn’t what Tean had said to Jem at all.

	“Thanks, really. But I want Tean to have a night when he doesn’t have to worry about including me—you know what I mean? If I go, he’ll try to make sure I’m involved, and since I can’t tell, uh, a hawk from…an owl, I guess, I wouldn’t be very good company.”

	“We mostly get drunk and bitch about everybody else here. Trust me, after the third round, nobody’s going to be able to tell a hawk from an owl.” Her eyes widened, and in a rush, she said, “Oh, not Tean, though. He’ll probably slide out from under the table and escape—” 

	Shouts down the hall broke through the stream of words, and when Jem glanced over, a ragged crowd of observers was watching as a woman straightened herself. The cause of her near fall was obviously the man who was striding away, back stiff. Jem only got a glimpse of him: acid-washed denim, one of the heavy belts country boys liked to wear, a stringy mullet flopping over the collar of his western shirt.

	Missy made a vexed noise and headed toward the onlookers. Jem thought that might be his chance to get away, but Missy glanced back and waved for him to come. So, he strolled after her. 

	The woman who had nearly fallen was petite, her blond hair in a pixie cut, and red eyed behind a pair of glasses. She was fighting to plaster on a smile as Missy reached her, and when Missy asked something in a low voice, she shook her head. A few of the looky-loos lingered, hoping something else might happen, but the crowd broke up and drifted away.

	“—because he’s an asshole, that’s why,” Missy was saying. Over her shoulder, to Jem, she added, “Rod ran into her on purpose. Jem, this is Kristin. Kristin, Jem. Kristin’s a veterinary anesthesiologist.”

	Kristin shook her head, blinking back tears, a wavy smile still fixed in place. “It could have been an accident.”

	“It wasn’t,” Missy said. “I repeat: he’s an asshole. He did the same thing to Yesenia the day before, about knocked her over.”

	“The guy with the mullet?” Jem said.

	“Rod Horton. He’s a redneck son of a bitch, and he thinks he’s God’s gift to the universe.”

	“He’s got a bit of an ego,” Kristin said.

	Jem glanced down the hall, but Rod was gone. “Why would he run into you like that?”

	“Because he hates Kristin,” Missy said.

	“He doesn’t like me.” Kristin’s grin sharpened and looked, for the first time since Jem had seen her, genuine. “He hates you.”

	“If it were me, he probably would have used a knife.”

	“Let me guess,” Jem said. “He’s an ex. Or it’s money. Or both.”

	Missy and Kristin shared a look, and then both women burst out laughing.

	“No,” Missy said, through laughs.

	“Nothing like that,” Kristin said as they both settled down.

	But Missy was still grinning. “God, even the thought—puking isn’t enough. No, he’s a joke, that’s what he is. And he shouldn’t be here, not that anyone can keep him out.”

	“What?” Jem asked. “Is he doing animal experiments? Is he a mad scientist?”

	“He runs a big cat sanctuary,” Kristin said. “Right here in Wilder County, actually.”

	“Like, what? Tigers?”

	“Tigers, bobcats, I think he even had a lion for a while.” Missy shook her head. “It’s disgusting.”

	“Well, it’s not ideal,” Kristin said, “and I’m not saying Rod is the example we should follow, but someone has to do something. People buy these animals when they’re small—you wouldn’t believe how easy it is to get a tiger cub, actually—and then they have no idea what to do when it grows up into a three-hundred-pound adult. So, they let it go. Literally. Some people just leave the gate open and hope the poor thing will go away. With a big cat sanctuary, at least you know they’re being taken care of.”

	“They’re being monetized. He makes a fortune off admission fees, and he’s got that crazy army of volunteers. And he’s not a vet, but do you think he’ll let anyone who’s actually trained go in and check on those cats?”

	“It’s a legitimate operation,” Kristin said to Jem. “He’s certified, has the necessary inspections, everything. We don’t like it, but as you can tell, we disagree on how much we don’t like it.”

	“So, what’s the problem?” Jem asked.

	“He did a one-man panel this morning.” Kristin and Missy paused to share an eye roll. “He was talking about sustainability—”

	“Talking out his ass,” Missy put in.

	“—and I asked if part of his sustainability was to support efforts to end wildlife trafficking since, you know, that’s where most of his animals come from.”

	Jem grinned in spite of himself. “He didn’t take it well?”

	“He lost his shit,” Missy said.

	“Not as bad as Yes,” Kristin said.

	Missy flushed and put a hand to her face.

	“In public,” Kristin said. “In the lobby, Missy.”

	“I know,” Missy groaned.

	“Really?”

	“I said I know!”

	“Yes?” Jem asked. Then he realized it wasn’t yes, but a nickname. “Yesenia? We saw her yesterday at check-in. She’s the president or something?”

	“Or something,” Kristin said drily. “She’s the reason we’ve got people like Rod in IHCPA.” She said the acronym like hiccup. “She’s also the reason Missy is going to be drinking a lot of tequila tonight. Oh, Jem, you’re coming, right? Everyone wants to meet you. I heard Kevin asking Tean if you’d be at dinner.”

	No, Jem thought. No, I won’t be. Because—how had Tean put it? You don’t have to come. It’ll be boring. I don’t want you to be bored.

	But before he had to respond, Missy said, “I know I should have kept my mouth shut, but in my defense, I was a little drunk.”

	Kristin patted her shoulder. To Jem’s questioning look, she said, “Missy and Yes had it out in the lobby last night.”

	“She seemed…intense.”

	“That’s one word for it. She’s rigid, I guess. And yeah, she’s tough. She runs an exotic animal safari in the Boot Heel—that’s what we call that weird little corner of Missouri.”

	Jem made an understanding noise. “So, she gets elected president—”

	“Which is a good thing,” Kristin rushed to add, “because you wouldn’t believe how bad things had gotten—‘me too’ kind of stuff, the old boys, it was horrible.”

	“—but once you’ve got your president running a safari, it’s hard to keep the big cat sanctuary guy out.”

	“Or the animal psychics,” Kristin said with a roll of her eyes.

	Jem couldn’t help his own grin.

	“And it doesn’t hurt that Rod has gobs of money, while the rest of us are scrabbling for grants,” Missy said. “Yes is the same way; she has oodles of it. She’s opening another park, you know. In Osage Beach.”

	“Which means safe living space for animals who don’t have a natural habitat here,” Kristin said.

	“Yes, thank you,” Missy said, “I remember that talking point from when Yes screamed it in my ear. It’s gross, that’s all. Turning them into a spectacle.”

	Kristin opened her mouth to say something, and something flashed across her face. What she said instead was, “Oh my God, we’re going to be late. You’re sure you’re not coming?”

	Jem waved for them to go. “I don’t want to crash the party.”

	“Come!” Missy said. “I’ll have too much to drink, and I’ll ask wildly inappropriate questions. We’ll have fun.”

	“Tean will be so embarrassed he might catch on fire,” Kristin said with a smirk.

	With a laugh-track laugh, Jem shook his head, and a moment later, the two women were gone.

	He turned the other direction, just in case. He wouldn’t want to bump into Tean and his friends by accident. He wouldn’t want to embarrass the doc. Which was silly, he told himself as he shuffled down the hall. The last panels of the day were letting out, the doors of multipurpose rooms swinging open, bodies pouring into the hall. It was silly because Tean loved him, and had never once been embarrassed by Jem, wouldn’t ever be embarrassed by him. Jem knew that. It was a fact. It was …this place. And these people. And a nagging part of him that wondered, had there been a tone? Had something slipped into Tean’s voice, something he hadn’t meant Jem to hear, when he said, It’ll be boring. I don’t want you to be bored.

	He was still trying to pry apart that particular pretzel of craziness when a man emerged from the throng of bodies and grabbed Jem’s arm. Jem twisted free automatically. He bumped into a woman behind him, who let out a startled squawk. Jem mumbled an apology, but his gaze was fixed on the man who had grabbed him. He was short, with sandy-brown skin and a potbelly, and an ostrich feather earring dangled from one lobe. When he caught Jem’s eye, he said, “Zach?”

	The part of Jem’s brain that was always alert, always processing, always ready to riff, launched into action. His subconscious had already put it together, and he was nodding before the connections made their way to his conscious mind: the two white guys, both of them wearing ’90s-era gaming t-shirts, in this particular hallway of the Santaland Resort and Convention Center. You should say no, a part of his brain said, even as Jem nodded. The doc would say no.

	But this seemed a hell of a lot more interesting than moping while Tean went to dinner—I don’t want you to be bored—with his friends.

	The man jerked his head, and Jem plunged through the river of bodies to follow him. They ended up in a vestibule, where a couple of vending machines made the air uncomfortably warm and full of the smell of corn chips. Bodies streamed past them in the hallway, but nobody seemed to be paying particular attention to them. 

	The man with the ostrich feather earring studied Jem. Then he said, “You’re shit at describing yourself, you know that?”

	“Who are you?” Jem asked.

	“Who the hell do you think I am?” A beat, and then, with a trace of outrage, “DeVoy?”

	Jem still couldn’t blush on command, but he ducked his chin and mumbled, “I had to be sure.”

	“Jesus Christ.” DeVoy patted himself down. A moment later, he produced an envelope, from which he drew out a photo. He passed it to Jem. The photo was a bad quality close-up of a bird. A pretty bird. Something tropical, Jem guessed. He didn’t mind birds, but his joke about the hawk and the owl hadn’t been far from the truth. After a few seconds, DeVoy said, “How about it, Mr. Zachary? We got a deal?”

	“Well,” Jem said.

	“Now come on. That’s the one you wanted. You said scarlet macaw, and that’s what you’re getting. And look, it’s a chick, so you’re going to have this guy for a long time. So, how about it?”

	“I don’t know.” Riffing was one of the things Jem did best, when he could stop listening to the front of his brain and just…flow. It was like someone plugged him in, like all the parts of him that were normally dark lit up. And right now, he knew the role he was supposed to play. He’d been DeVoy plenty of times, and he knew what the other guy did, knew how it drove you crazy when you wanted to close the deal. “This is all weird,” Jem said. “I don’t feel good about this.”

	“Man, what’s weird? Look, I’ve got this bird. You want this bird. That’s business. He’s going to a good home, right? That’s what I care about. That’s the important thing here.”

	Jem hesitated. He shook his head. He was surprised the hairs on his arms weren’t standing up. He was surprised, too, by how much he’d missed this.

	“You’re not going to get a better price. This is rock bottom. You’re going to pay twice this if you go to anybody else.”

	The next part was the trickiest. The right duration of silence. Building in all the cues—the body language, the breathing, the microexpressions on his face—to suggest indecision, dismay, struggle.

	“Ok,” Jem finally said.

	DeVoy’s relief was visible. “All right.”

	“Ok,” Jem said. He was talking himself into it. He was a guy buying a bird, and he was telling himself it was ok. “Yes, God.” He gave a little laugh. “Let’s do this.”

	“All right, man. All right. Now, you got the money—”

	“I didn’t—” This was one of those times when blushing on command would have been really useful. “I didn’t bring it with me.”

	DeVoy opened his mouth and snapped it shut again.

	“I didn’t know—I mean, I thought—” Jem shrugged. “I can get it. Today. Tonight, I mean.”

	“Unh-uh. You think I’m driving out here again? The deal was—”

	“I could meet you.” That was the best and worst part about riffing; even Jem didn’t know what was going to come out of his mouth. “Later. With the money. Come on, man. I fucked up; what do you want me to say?”

	For a long moment, the babble of voices from the hall rode over both of them. Then DeVoy said, “The Cottonmouth Club. Don’t fuck up again.”

	Jem offered up a watery smile in thanks, and DeVoy snatched the photo back. Then he pushed his way out of the vestibule and disappeared into the crowd.

	After a ten count, Jem left the vestibule and merged with the stream of people. Easy. Simple. In a few hours, it would all be over. And then, once he had what he needed, he’d take it all to Tean. Proof. And Jem would let Tean have all the credit, of course. There’d probably be a commendation from the city. Maybe even something from the association. Some kind of award. He could see Tean smiling already.
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	“Dr. Leon!”

	The young man with the smartphone—dark hair, brown skin, remarkably good looking—was the conference’s official photographer. Or social media manager. Or something. And he refused to give up. 

	But Tean also refused to give up, so at the next intersection, he broke left and picked up the pace. Thanks to Santaland’s maze-like floor plan, another intersection immediately presented itself, and Tean turned again. He thought he heard distant swearing behind him.

	As Tean hurried through the resort’s corridors, he kept an eye out for Jem. His husband had been surprisingly unresponsive to the check-in texts Tean had sent throughout the day, and he’d flat out ignored Tean’s invitation to dinner. Granted, the invitation had been last minute; that morning, Tean had thought Jem would prefer not to be dragged to an interminable meal with Tean’s colleagues, who would, in spite of Tean’s best efforts to steer the conversation to something Jem wanted to talk about, end up gossiping about other members of the association, or debating technical questions, or reliving grad school days. And although—or perhaps because—the first day of the conference had been enjoyable for Tean, he felt guilty at the thought of Jem spending more hours on his own. But when Tean had suggested Jem join them, and he promised to keep the dinner short, Jem simply hadn’t responded.

	Which might be, a part of Tean’s brain observed, because he’s in trouble.

	Tean squashed the voice and went back to scanning the faces streaming past him. The hallway he’d chosen led back to the lobby, with its plastic Santas and plastic reindeer and, today, a roboticized Mariah Carey singing through bursts of shrieking static. Not that anybody could hear anything, of course. Not with half the conference thronging the room, drinks in hand, shouting to be heard, everyone trying to find the group they were waiting for.

	“Dr. Leon! Dr. Leon!”

	Tean ducked, but not before he saw out of the corner of his eye the young man with the phone. He’d emerged from a different hallway, and now he started across the room, forcing a path through the crowd. He was short, which meant he disappeared in the crowd of bodies, but he seemed relentless, and Tean didn’t have much hope.

	He did a quick glance for Missy, praying she’d be waiting and ready to leave for dinner. He didn’t spot her in the sea of faces. When he checked for the persistent young man, Tean realized he’d lost him. He swore under his breath (and not one of the nickel-and-dime ones that Jem liked to tease him about) and sought cover.

	He found it, temporarily, behind a group of men, where he could watch the lobby for Missy and, he hoped, stay out of sight. One of the men was big, dark haired, and pale. The next had a golden tan and a swimmer’s build. The third had strawberry-blond hair worn longish, with a beard that he was currently scratching—probably, Tean guessed, as an excuse to cover his mouth.

	“—not arguing with him, John.”

	The one with the swimmer’s build nodded and looked like he was trying not to sigh.

	“I’m simply pointing out that if he’s going to deduct points for the use of the passive voice—”

	“In April,” the bearded man said.

	The big man fixed him with a glare and continued, “—it would be prudent to remove that same construction from the assignment handout.”

	“Would it help,” the bearded man asked, “if I told you I’m giving Colt those points back? He got an A for the semester. He’ll have a slightly higher A if I give those points back. There, presto chango. He has received those points back.”

	“The points are immaterial,” the big man said.

	“Bullshit,” the swimmer coughed.

	The big man paused to give him a look. The swimmer and the bearded man shared a lightning-strike grin.

	“It’s an easy fix,” the big man said, swinging that look back to the bearded man. “For example, instead of ‘it would be prudent,’ you could say, ‘you should remove.’”

	The bearded man made an agreeing noise. “While we’re on the topic of easy edits, Emery, maybe we should talk about that version of the Lord’s prayer I heard last Sunday.”

	“Please don’t get him started,” the swimmer said.

	“I’ve never heard so many swear words peppered in before. And in a church, no less.”

	“In the first place, motherfucker, that horse’s ass pastor asked me—” the big man began.

	“Am I allowed to have a beer this weekend?” the swimmer asked. “I think I need a beer.”

	“You’re certainly not allowed to have any gummies,” the big man said. “In case you’ve forgotten what happened last time.”

	At that moment, of course, the conference’s social media manager-slash-photographer-slash-(whatever that robot was called, the one Jem made Tean watch all those movies about, the exterminator, maybe?) appeared again, saying, “Theo, I’m going to lose my mind. Have you seen—hey!”

	Tean shot off into the crowd.

	The lobby was clearly not a refuge. He checked his phone as he scurried into the Santaland labyrinth again, lifting his head to smile and nod at conference-goers he knew—or who had been in the same panels as he had. No messages from Jem. Nothing from Missy. A glance over his shoulder showed him the young man jogging after him, so Tean decided he’d better jog too.

	Two turns and cutting through what was clearly some sort of service corridor landed Tean in a part of the resort he recognized, although he had no idea how he’d gotten there. He hurried to the next intersection. One of the hotel bars was located—yep, right there. Complete with walls, and dim lighting, and, just to reinforce how important this fact was, walls. Conference-goers filled the tables and booths and pressed up to the bar, shouting orders. Margaritas seemed to be in high demand—well, everything seemed to be in high demand when you turned a bunch of veterinarians loose for the weekend—and the bartenders laughed and joked and slung drinks as fast as they could.

	Tean slipped between the knots of bodies, offering small waves of acknowledgment to the people he knew, working his way into the next section of the bar, where a wall would block him from sight. Around him, the usual chaos of a conference bar unspooled. A red-faced woman shouted, “A penguin,” like it was some kind of punchline, and her companion, a woman with a faux hawk, snorted her drink in laughter. A harried-looking girl who might have been barely eighteen shouldered past Tean with a tray of appetizers, the smell of cheese curds and marinara sauce trailing after her. A group of what Tean thought of as the old school of wildlife vets—middle-aged white men in pseudo-hunting apparel, including ridiculously impractical boots—grouped up around a two-top, one of the men attempting to do a turkey call in spite of his obvious inebriation.

	In one of those swirls and eddies that carry people through crowds, Tean suddenly found himself facing an empty table. He dropped down into a seat, glanced at the men seated at the table next to him—one of them blond and muscular, in a Hennessy Landscaping tee, jeans, and heavy boots; the other slender, with long chestnut hair drawn up in a bun, and smelling unmistakably of cannabis—and took out his phone. Then he did a double take because the slender man was wearing what appeared to be pink Crocs (which Jem had refused to let Tean buy, even when the brown ones were on sale), purple tights, and an enormously oversized black t-shirt that showed a stick figure humping the words YOUR FEELINGS.

	The slender man caught Tean’s gaze and brightened. “I’m blending in.”

	The blond man snorted.

	“Something to eat?” the harried girl asked, hovering next to Tean’s table, the now empty tray under one arm.

	“Oh,” the slender man said, “you should have the cheese curds. We had the cheese curds—well, North had the cheese curds, but he didn’t share with me—”

	“You said you didn’t want any,” the blond man said. “You shoved that anti-dairy council pamphlet in my face.”

	“But even though North didn’t let me have any, on account of he’s keeping me waifish and frail until he puts a baby in me—”

	The blond man choked on his beer.

	“—they’re really good, well, I think they’re really good. In part because I could sense that they were good. Psychically, I mean. But in part because North made this noise when he ate one, and it’s the same noise he makes when I use my finger to—ah!” At that point, he started screaming, probably because the blond man was trying to rip one of his nipples off through the baggy black t-shirt.

	“Uh, no,” Tean said to the waitress. “Still waiting for someone.”

	She was gone before he’d finished speaking.

	“Now I’ll never be able to get that areola embroidered,” the slender man was moaning as he massaged his chest.

	“We never should have come here,” the blond man said. “We should have said no to this fucking job as soon as they mentioned this fucking place.”

	“We love this place! We have good memories of this place!”

	Tean tried to block out the argument as he typed a message to Missy, asking her to meet him in the bar instead of the lobby.

	“We don’t have any good memories of this place,” the blond man said. “This place is your fucking wet dream because you got to spend a day with your non-sexual soulmate.”

	“John-Henry isn’t my soulmate, Emery is. And I never said non-sexual.”

	“Meanwhile I’ve got to relive the waking nightmare of walking into this fuck-fest with you and hearing you talk about your spiritual vulva clamping down.”

	Tean dropped his phone.

	By the time he’d recovered it, the slender man was halfway through his rebuttal. “—and I didn’t say my spiritual vulva was clamping down. I said if I had a spiritual vulva, it would be spasming.”

	As though that had somehow resolved the argument, he turned a triumphant look toward the table of women next to them. One of them stared back, mouth agape, the ruin of a half-chewed pretzel forgotten.

	“What is he, a magician?” That was the voice of the big man from the lobby, and it came from the hallway outside the bar.

	“Emery.” That sounded like the bearded man.

	“Well, he keeps saying he disappeared, like he’s going to saw himself in half. Have you checked—”

	“Maybe you can catch him tomorrow.” That sounded like the swimmer.

	Tean sank down in his seat.

	“He’s the last one. I’ve emailed him, like, eighteen times asking for a photo, and he hasn’t replied, and the conference organizers begged me to do a publicity post with these speakers, and he’s the last one.” That was definitely the young man with the smartphone. “I almost had his picture, but—”

	“He disappeared.” That was the big man again, voice dry.

	As though conjured—perhaps, a small part of Tean’s brain suggested, by a magician—the young man with the smartphone appeared in the opening. He did a quick survey of the bar and turned, and a moment later, he was gone.

	Tean let out a breath. He let a full minute pass and slid out of his chair.

	The couple next to him was arguing again.

	“Because,” the blond man said, “what the fuck do you think ‘platonic’ means? It’s the same fucking thing as ‘non-sexual.’”

	“Not if you count psychosexual—”

	Tean didn’t exactly run. But he did have a better understanding of why that two-top had been miraculously unoccupied when he’d found it.

	On his way out of the bar, he bumped into Missy. She let out a surprised laugh as they steadied each other.

	“That bad?” she asked. “I know we’ve got a mixed crowd, but I didn’t think it would drive you to drink.”

	“No, no,” Tean said, shuffling toward the lobby, hoping she’d pick up on the body language. After a moment, she did, and he wondered if there was a polite way to ask her to walk faster. Jem would know. She was still looking at him, waiting for an explanation about the bar. The best he could come up with was, “I thought I saw someone.”

	“Oh, speaking of which, did you see—”

	But before she could finish, a man loomed up out of the crowd. He was one of those white guys who tanned well, so blond his hair almost looked white from the sun, and the shirt he’d chosen, and the way he rolled his sleeves, put the definition of his chest and arms on display. It took Tean a moment to process what he was seeing: the Auburn City Police Department patch, the holstered gun, the badge.

	“Ms. Bennett?” he asked. “Missy Bennett?”

	Missy blinked, looked at Tean, and looked back. “That’s me. I’m sorry, can I—”

	“We’d like to talk to you.” The man nodded over his shoulder to another officer. “In private, please.”
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