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1

	“I want us to be a family.”

	Phone to his ear, Jem was pushing open the door, fighting the wind and the snap of cold, and it took an extra moment for the words to register. “What?”

	“A family, Jeremiah,” Brigitte said. He still didn’t think of her as Mom. “I want us to be a family.”

	Night. You could see the brown haze of the inversion around the security lights, and higher, the bottom of a sky full of clouds. The cold froze the hairs inside his nose.

	“Okay,” Jem said.

	He started across the parking lot toward the Subaru, his work bag swinging from his shoulder, BoomTawk behind him: the cream-colored walls, the tinted glass, the big concrete balls meant to stop anybody from driving their car through the front doors. Not that it hadn’t ever occurred to Jem. Not that it didn’t make a shitload of sense.

	“Gerald really wants to meet you,” Brigitte said. “He says you’re important to me, so you’re important to him. He wants to be part of your life too.”

	Gerald was seventy years old. Gerald looked like one of those guys who liked to yell at kids to stay off his lawn. Gerald was in charge of the checkbook and the credit cards and the savings account.

	“And Maeve and Milo have never met their big brother,” Brigitte said. “Do you know how much Milo looks up to you?”

	Milo, who was maybe eight. Milo, who—as far as Jem knew—didn’t even know Jem existed. Because Gerald hadn’t wanted the kids to know. Gerald had thought it was all too soon, too rushed. Because it hadn’t fit into Gerald’s perfect fucking life with a wife almost half his age and two charming step-kids.

	But. On the other hand.

	“Yeah,” he said to buy himself time. “And they’re important to you, so, you know.” He couldn’t quite finish the sentence.

	It didn’t seem to matter, because Brigitte said brightly, “Exactly. We’re having a family dinner tomorrow. Please come. I want to meet your—” You could barely hear it when she choked on the next word. “—partner.”

	“Tean,” Jem said.

	“Yes, I want to meet him.”

	He almost said it again. To make her say his name. But the urge was gone almost as quickly as it had come, and in its wake, he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear Tean’s name in her mouth.

	For the next few steps, the only sounds were his sneakers on the frozen asphalt and the not-so-distant rush of highway traffic.

	“So,” Brigitte said. “You’ll come?”

	“I have to talk to Tean.”

	“Jeremiah, please. Please?” And then in a burst of emotion: “It’s very important to me.”

	If it’s so important, why are you calling at ten o’clock at night? 

	But he said, “It’s kind of last-minute.”

	“Gerald only told me this morning he wanted you to come. I’ve been trying to call you all day!”

	Gerald. Of course.

	“Your phone is never on,” she said. “It’s like you blocked me.”

	“I didn’t block you.”

	“I’m not trying to be a bother.”

	“You’re not bothering me.”

	“It took us so long to find each other again.” Her voice grew smaller. A little girl’s voice. “I don’t want to lose that.”

	Jem almost said something.

	And then he heard the second pair of footsteps. The ones half a beat behind his own. Too quiet. Too close.

	The parking lot was a big black mouth ahead of him, empty now that the shift was over, with only a handful of cars parked here and there. Nothing close enough for Jem to use—a windshield that might offer a partial reflection; a side mirror for a stolen, backward glance; heck, he’d take a nice, big mommy SUV he could put between him and whoever was behind him. 

	Look back? Keep walking?

	He kept walking, and he forced his voice to stay normal as he said, “You know they make me lock up my phone at work.”

	“You don’t want to come. This is too much.”

	“No, it’s not that.”

	“I’m putting too much pressure on you.”

	“You’re not putting too much pressure on me.”

	“It’s okay, Jeremiah.” The little girl voice again. “I understand.”

	Maybe whoever was following Jem was one of those crazy spree killers. Maybe he was just getting started. He liked to kill people in empty parking lots. Quick. A knife in the back.

	God. If only.

	“I need to talk to Tean,” Jem said. But he ruined it half a second later by adding, “I’m sure he’ll say yes.”

	“Really?” Her voice was like silver again. “That’s wonderful. Oh, thank you.”

	“Uh, thank you for inviting us.”

	“Thank you, Jeremiah. Thank you.”

	“It’s fine. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“I’m so happy. You made me so happy. Thank you.”

	“I’ve got to go, Mom.” He didn’t mean to say it. He hated it when he did—how awkward it sounded. And he hated that he’d said it and hadn’t wanted to. “I’m about to start driving.”

	“I’ll text you the details. Thank you, Jeremiah. It’s going to be wonderful.”

	Rather than respond, Jem disconnected. He pocketed the phone. And while his hand was in there, he took out the barrette he carried with him. The one with the metal sharpened to a point. Because carrying a knife could get you into deep shit with the police, but a barrette was just a barrette. He wrapped his fingers around it, drew his hand out of his pocket, and kept the shiv pressed against his thigh.

	The Subaru was near the back of the lot. Another thirty yards.

	The footsteps behind him were almost an echo.

	In one movement, Jem spun around, the bag on his shoulder sliding down his arm so he could grab it by the strap, the hand with the shiv coming up. Ten feet away, a man stopped.

	Charge him? Run?

	And then Jem lowered the bag. The bristle of adrenaline faded, although pinpricks still danced across his skin. He said, “Ammon? What the fuck?”

	The detective—ex-detective—was dressed in a heavy coat, with a BYU hoodie and jeans visible underneath. He held out empty hands. As the fight-or-flight energy faded, Jem began to take in more details. Ammon’s blond hair looked thinner. He had bags under his eyes, and for the first time that Jem could recall, he wore a few days’ stubble.

	“I need to talk to you,” he said. He sounded like someone who hadn’t talked in a long time. “I think someone is following Daniel.”
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	“Jesus Christ, dumbshit,” Jem said as he returned the barrette to his pocket. The bones in his hand already ached from the cold. He shouldered the bag again. “You scared the hell out of me.”

	“Sorry about that.” The detective gave a half-hearted shrug. “I needed to talk to you.”

	“Ever heard of a fucking phone?”

	Ammon’s half-smile caught the light. “Would you have answered?”

	Jem didn’t respond. The wind picked up. A Burger King wrapper skittered across the asphalt, and it sounded like dead leaves. The tips of his ears stung, and the tip of his nose stung, and he was pretty sure he was starting to get snotty. Finally, he said, “What about Daniel? Someone’s following him?”

	“I don’t know.” Ammon pulled at his coat. “Yes. I think so.”

	It had been a long shift. It had been long and loud. It was always loud in BoomTawk. A million people in a million cubicles, everyone trying to have a conversation, phones ringing and supervisors shouting shit you already knew across the fabric partitions, and that goddamn headset plugged into your ear with people yelling and eating and turning up the TV and more often than not, for some fucking reason, taking a shit, and on top of all that, the white noise machines in the ceiling, like this fucking invisible blanket pressing down on you until sometimes you felt like you couldn’t breathe, until sometimes, near the end of the shift, you had this feeling of pressure high in your nose, and your breaths tasted like pennies.

	So, Jem took a deep breath and said, “You’ve got five seconds.”

	“There’s two of them,” Ammon said. “A man and a woman. Different vehicles. The man drives an old pickup. The woman drives an SUV. Daniel thinks it’s green, but it was dark, so it could be something else.”

	Walk away. Tell him to go find the biggest stick he can and fuck himself with it.

	But a couple of months before, Jem and Tean had helped Daniel. Had saved him from a pack of lunatics wearing Halloween wolf masks. Men and women who had never been caught.

	The goosebumps that ran up Jem’s arms and across his chest had nothing to do with the cold.

	“You believe him?” Jem asked.

	Which wasn’t a dig at Daniel; the boy was a hell of a lot more competent than most kids his age, and he’d gotten the drop on Jem and Tean not once but twice. But Daniel had been through a lot. By the end, when Jem and Tean had pulled Daniel out of a dog crate in a dead man’s basement, the boy had been seriously traumatized. Who wouldn’t be a little jumpy after that?

	“I’ve seen the man,” Ammon said.

	“What’s he look like?”

	“White. Maybe six feet tall. He’s got a scar.” Ammon drew a hand along his cheekbone. 

	Jem rubbed one eye. “Fuck.”

	“Is he one of them?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe.” He shook his head. “Yes.”

	“Fuck,” Ammon said.

	“What happened? Where was he?”

	“We—we’ve been taking Daniel to this place. Rainbow House. It’s for LGBTQ kids.” A strange note of defensiveness entered Ammon’s voice. “It’s supposed to be a safe space.”

	“Oh yeah? They’re not going to magically turn him straight for you?”

	Ammon said quietly, “No.”

	For a moment, Jem wanted to lean into it. Get nasty. Twist the knife. He made himself say, “And?”

	“It’s in an old house. They get the run of it, and there are a couple of volunteers who supervise, but it’s mostly a space for them to—”

	“Be safe,” Jem said dryly.

	“Have fun. Enjoy being with other kids.”

	“Sounds magical. I bet it makes up for all the years you told him he was fucked up and evil and all that other shit.”

	Okay, so maybe he was going to twist the knife a little.

	The muscles in Ammon’s jaw tightened. “I’m doing the best I can.”

	“Fuck off with that noise.”

	“Jem, I’m trying really hard here because I need your help.”

	“I could have killed you, just so you know. Tonight. Earlier. But I didn’t.”

	“God, you fucking psycho,” Ammon muttered, and he huddled deeper into his coat. “Never mind.”

	“Quit being such a drama queen. What happened at the house?”

	Ammon blew out a streamer of white breath. Finally, he said, “One of the volunteers called me. A little more than a week ago. Daniel was freaking out—he’d locked himself in the bathroom; he was sobbing. They were afraid he was trying to hurt himself. When I finally got him calmed down, he told me he’d seen one of the wolves. That’s how he said it, one of the wolves.” 

	The hum of the highway filled the silence.

	“I wasn’t sure what he really saw, but he wouldn’t go back unless I promised to wait in the car while he was inside. We had an appointment with his therapist for the next week. I was going to ask if this was normal.” He stopped. The muscles in his jaw tightened again. “Like a flashback.” 

	“But it wasn’t a flashback.”

	“The next time Daniel went to Rainbow House, I sat on the street. This piece-of-shit Ford drove around the block twice. You don’t know how it is, but if you do the job long enough, sometimes you—sometimes you just know something’s wrong. It’s hard to explain—” 

	“I know,” Jem said.

	Ammon considered him. “Maybe you do. After the second time, it didn’t come back, but I couldn’t shake the feeling. I got out of the car and decided to walk around the house, just to see. It’s on a main street, so it wasn’t necessarily weird that somebody might drive by it twice, but…”

	“But you knew it felt fucked up.”

	Ammon hesitated. Then he nodded. “I was coming around the house when I saw him—the guy with the scar. He was trying one of the windows to see if he could get it open.” Ammon’s face twisted. “I said, ‘Stop! Police!’ And he ran.”

	“Fuck.”

	The detective ran the backs of his knuckles along his cheek, and the stubble there made a soft rasping sound. When he spoke, it was almost like he was talking to himself. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have walked over there and kicked the back of his head in.” He stirred. His gaze refocused. “I called it in, but the truck didn’t have plates, so all the officers could do was come over and look around and tell me it was probably a crime of opportunity, nothing to worry about, they’d have patrol swing by for the next few days.” He shook his head. Then he spat.

	“Big help.”

	Ammon didn’t take the bait. “I didn’t say anything to Daniel because I didn’t want to freak him out, but as soon as he got in the car, he asked me if I’d seen the woman. I asked him what woman, and he said the one who’d been watching from across the street.”

	“You did a bang-up job on that surveillance, didn’t you?”

	“Fuck you. I had my hands full.” Ammon took a breath. “White. Blond. To somebody Daniel’s age, everybody is old, but he thought maybe she was his mom’s age. In her forties.”

	“I don’t know,” Jem said. “There was a woman in that group, and she might have been the right age, but she wasn’t blond.” 

	“It’s not hard to change your hair color,” Ammon said.

	Jem shrugged, but he said, “He saw her car?”

	“He said she was in a green SUV. Like I said, it was dark.”

	One moment turned into another. Security lights buzzed overhead.

	“So, what do you want?” Jem asked.

	“I wanted to know if you recognized those descriptions.”

	“All right.”

	The buzz of the security lights seemed louder.

	Struggle tightened Ammon’s voice. “And I wanted to know if you would help me.”

	“What was that?”

	It took several seconds. “I need your help.”

	“In the form of a question, buddy. Jeez, haven’t you ever had to do this before?”

	Ammon took in a sharp breath, but his voice was buckled down when he said, “Will you please help me keep my son, who never did anything to you, safe from these lunatics?”

	Tell him no, he told himself. Tell him to fuck off.

	But he opened his mouth, and he said, “Yeah.” He wanted to reach up and wipe his eyes, but he wasn’t sure why. He forced his voice to be light. “Sure, Ammon. All you had to do was ask.”

	His mouth thinned into a line, and he looked away. But he said, “Thank—”

	“But just me.”

	Ammon cut his eyes back.

	“No Tean,” Jem said. “No phone calls. No showing up at our house. No accidental run-ins. He’s worked really hard to get you the fuck out of his life. You’re not going to snake your way back in now.”

	Jem waited for the explosion. It didn’t come. Instead, Ammon watched him, nodding slightly—the movement so rhythmic that it almost seemed like he was bobbling, like it was a tic more than a voluntary movement. The wind ran through his thinning blond hair and pulled it to the side. He said, “No Tean.”

	There should have been more.

	Jem was ready. The arguments. The insistence. The pleasure of shit-stomping whatever Ammon threw out there.

	Instead, Ammon buried his hands in his pockets. “I’m taking Daniel to Rainbow House tomorrow,” he said. Then he glanced up at the low clouds. “Unless we get dumped on.”

	“I’ve got a family dinner,” Jem said. “But next time.”

	Ammon nodded. “Thank you.”

	He turned and started away, and Jem watched him. Then Jem called after him, “It won’t work.”

	Ammon looked back, but he didn’t stop walking.

	“Whatever you think you’re going to do. However you think this is going to fix things. It won’t work.”

	It was hard to tell in the dark. But Jem thought Ammon smiled. Only a hint of it. Just around his eyes.

	Jem waited until the other man faded out of the harsh white glare of the security lights. Then he made his way to the Subaru. He sat for a while, the car warming up, hands balled into fists in his pockets. 

	I fucked up. That was a fuck-up. Somehow, I fucked up.

	He made himself buckle his seatbelt. He shifted into drive and eased out of the lot. BoomTawk shrank behind him until it disappeared.

	Jem was still trying to work his way through the conversation, trying to find what he’d done wrong, where he’d made a mistake, when he noticed a pair of headlights turn out after him.

	And at the next turn, they followed again.
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	As Jem eased onto the next street, he watched the rearview mirror.

	The headlights followed him.

	With all that light shining straight at him, he couldn’t make out much of the vehicle. Not a sedan; he was pretty sure about that. But it might have been a truck. Or an SUV. Something that rode higher, anyway. Something bigger. And dark.

	The street was almost empty at this hour—a lone car traveled in the opposite direction, and otherwise, an abandoned stretch of flickering orange lights, a Taco Bell still glowing brightly and open for business, a kid pushing carts in a Harmons parking lot. 

	The on-ramp to I-15 was ahead. Jem needed to go north, go home, try to figure out why he’d agreed to help when he knew he was stepping on a landmine.

	Instead of turning, Jem drove past the on-ramp. He turned into a brightly lit Maverik lot and parked at the fuel island, and then he sat there, phone in one hand. People did that all the time—stopped to fuel up and then dicked around on their phones. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the street.

	About ten seconds later, a vehicle drove past. Not a truck—an SUV. He couldn’t tell the make or model. It had a license plate, but by the time he had a good angle on it, the SUV was already too far away. 

	Dark paint. He wouldn’t have put money on it being green, but it might have been.

	Jem got out of the Subaru. He pumped gas. Watched the street. A few more vehicles drifted past, sedans and minivans, but nothing that looked like it might have been the SUV that had followed him from BoomTawk. That might have followed him from BoomTawk. If he wasn’t just paranoid because Ammon put the idea in his head.

	He drove home.

	I-15 back to Salt Lake, and then I-80 east, exit at 1300 East, and then surface roads past the university and the hospital and into the neighborhood of older homes where he and Tean lived. The windows of their brick bungalow threw yellow light across the wide porch. Jem eased the Subaru into the garage. And then he sat there.

	This was part of how he came home. Eight hours at BoomTawk, sometimes more. All that noise. The fluorescent lights. Call after call, cranking himself up for each one so that he sounded cheery and personable, so whoever was on the other end wouldn’t hang up as soon as he opened his mouth. He’d learned the hard way that if he went straight inside, his jaw still tight, his shoulders stiff, he’d snap at Tean and get annoyed with Scipio and—

	Why in the fuck had he called her mom?

	It didn’t mean anything; it had just popped out. And she was his mom, right? Technically. And he’d still been tense from his shift, been tired and hungry, his brain full of that white noise they pumped in, and he’d just wanted to get off the call, just wanted to stop talking. That was why he’d said it, probably. Because he knew it’d get her off the phone.

	He pressed fingertips against his face, like he was making sure everything was in place, and got out of the car. 

	Inside, the house smelled like hot potatoes and taco seasoning. Scipio was easing himself off the sofa, stretching his back legs, tail threatening to knock Tean’s book onto the floor. Tean was in the kitchen, standing next to the air fryer, which was making a whirring noise.

	“Hey,” Tean said. “You’re late.”

	Jem crouched to let Scipio give him kisses. The Lab pressed into him, working his head across Jem’s body, squeezing into the space under Jem’s arm, twisting around to slam Jem’s knee with one hip—all in an attempt to make as much contact as possible. 

	“You didn’t have to wait for me,” Jem said. “It’s almost eleven. I told you to eat dinner whenever you want.”

	“That’s not what I meant,” Tean said. 

	The doc’s wild hair was always wilder at the end of the day—he’d been pushing a hand through it while he read, Jem guessed. Behind the black-framed glasses, his eyes were red. He was trying to sound cheery, which just told you how bad it was, because the real Tean never tried to sound cheery. And if Jem asked what was wrong, Tean would say, Nothing, and if Jem pushed, Tean would shut down, and if Jem went along and pretended everything was okay, well, that was even worse somehow. 

	Tean said, “I meant—” He broke off to accept a kiss from Jem. “Hi. I meant, did something happen?”

	“Just had to stop for gas.” He gave Tean another considering look. “Did Daniel call again?”

	Tean’s little exhalation sounded helpless. “No. But he will.”

	And to be fair, that was probably true. Tean might have managed to cut Ammon out of his life—so far, anyway—but he hadn’t been as lucky with Ammon’s son. The boy had been calling for weeks. And so far, Tean had been putting him off more or less successfully. For a moment, Jem wanted to link the phone calls to what Ammon had told him, but Daniel’s phone calls had started long before he’d gotten scared at Rainbow House. At the same time, though, it was hard to dismiss the calls at this point.

	“I don’t know what he wants,” Tean said into the silence. 

	“Maybe we should find out.”

	“He calls me and then he doesn’t say anything.”

	“Maybe there’s a reason he’s calling.”

	“Then why doesn’t he come out and say it?”

	“Maybe he doesn’t know what to say.”

	“But why does he want to talk to me? What am I supposed to tell him? It’s going to be okay? It’s not going to be okay. I’m not going to lie to him.”

	As Scipio nosed into Jem’s hand, in case Jem had forgotten him, Jem made himself say neutrally, “How was therapy?”

	“Fine.”

	It was always fine.

	“More homework?” Jem asked, and he tried to make it sound like a joke.

	Tean made a noise that wasn’t an answer. Then he said, “My mom called. She and my dad are getting a divorce.”

	Jem had one sneaker halfway off. He looked up. “Holy shit. What happened?”

	Tean gave an unhappy laugh. “I don’t know. I hung up on her.”

	“Oh. Shit.”

	And Jem almost asked why. But you could only get your hand slapped so many times.

	The gap only lasted a moment, anyway, because Tean said, “How’s the screech?”

	The screech was what they were calling the sound that the Subaru made. It came and went—came more often than went, lately—and to Jem, it was the sound of even more money they were going to need. Soon. He’d tried taking the Kawasaki to work—to put fewer miles on the Subaru—but Tean had put his foot down. The motorcycle was fine in the summer. When the roads were dry. And when Jem wasn’t going to get frostbite. And on and on like that.

	“Nothing today,” Jem said. “So, like, your parents…”

	“I don’t know,” Tean said. 

	And it was another door slamming shut.

	Jem went into their room to change.

	He wanted to shower, to get the invisible film of cubicle breath and other people’s microwaved food and recycled air off him, but Tean wouldn’t eat until Jem was there, so he changed into sweats and a Utes T-shirt and went back to the kitchen. Scipio was waiting by the door, tail wagging, so Jem had to grab socks and his coat.

	“You sit down and eat,” Tean said. “I’ll play with him.”

	“No, he wants me to go with him.”

	“You’re tired. You worked all day.”

	“You worked all day too.”

	Jem let the Lab sprint out into the backyard. Scipio wanted to play fetch first, which meant a lot of zipping back and forth, showing off for Jem, reminding him how fast Scipio could run. But after a few plays, Scipio had to do a full investigation of the fence, making sure he caught any new smells, snuffling around one fence post in particular.

	Light fanned across the porch. “I saw a possum there earlier,” Tean said. Then dark, and the click of the door shutting, and the sound of Tean’s steps. A moment later, he sat on the step next to Jem. Jem’s breath had lost its color, but Tean’s steamed white. The doc leaned against Jem, and after a moment, Jem put an arm around him.

	“Bad day?” Tean asked.

	Jem grunted. Then he said, “Brigitte called.”

	Tean didn’t say anything. And then he said, “How’d that go?”

	In spite of himself, Jem laughed. “Great.”

	Tean ran his hand along Jem’s leg.

	“She wants us to be a family,” Jem said.

	Scipio was getting more interested in the ground around the fence post. He gave an experimental dig with one paw.

	“Oh Jem,” Tean said. “Okay. How’d you feel about that?”

	“Her idea of us being a family,” Jem said, “is going to ‘an intimate family dinner.’”

	“Maybe she’s trying to reach out,” Tean said. “Maybe this was the only thing she could think of.”

	“Because an intimate family dinner is going to fix everything. Hey Mom, don’t worry about being a fucking meth head. No sweat that you used my name to steal every fucking penny you could, so there are ten-year-olds with better credit scores than me. This intimate family dinner makes up for all of that. I’m so glad we’re a family again.”

	Tean’s unhappiness was a spiny silence.

	Across the yard, Scipio was starting to dig in earnest.

	“Scipio, leave it,” Jem said. “Let’s eat.”

	Dinner was tater-tot nachos. And Tean, to his credit, had followed Jem’s instructions with only minor tweaks: the tater tots were crispy from the air fryer, and the ground beef was seasoned just right. Tean had swapped white onions for pickled onions, but honestly, the change was a good one. The first good thing of the day was that there were no vegetables—at least, not the gross ones—in sight.

	Jem sat at the breakfast bar; Tean stood on the other side, moving food around with his fork because he still seemed to think that somehow this would trick Jem into thinking he was eating. 

	“You have every right to be angry,” Tean said quietly.

	Jem shook his head. “It’s fine. It’s whatever. I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Can we talk about it a little?”

	Jem almost said, Like we talked about your parents getting divorced? 

	But he didn’t.

	Instead, he groaned. He melted. He died and almost face-planted in the tater-tot nachos.

	Laughing, Tean scratched the back of Jem’s neck. But his voice was serious when he said, “All I want to say is that you don’t owe her any sort of reconciliation or relationship. If you don’t want to go to a family dinner, you don’t have to go.”

	“I kind of do owe her, actually,” Jem said, sitting up and attacking the tater tots again. Around a mouthful of crispy potato, he said, “I cashed all those checks she sent me, didn’t I?”

	“She sent you those checks because she wanted to,” Tean said. “Accepting the money doesn’t impose any obligation.”

	“Well, it sure fucking feels like it does,” Jem said. And then, for a change of topic, he pointed at Tean’s bowl. “Can you please eat, like, one bite?”

	Tean frowned. It made the glasses scoot along the bridge of his nose. His bushy eyebrows drew together. Finally, he took a bite.

	Jem waited.

	“It’s very good,” Tean said.

	“Oh my God. You have to eat half of it, or no books before bed.”

	A tiny smile creased the corner of Tean’s mouth, and he took another bite.

	Jem’s phone buzzed. When he glanced at it, a message from his—from Brigitte showed on the screen. One of the words was new—Kolen—so it took him longer than usual to read it, and then he had to look it up on his phone. Apparently, it was a lodge near Deer Valley.

	“So, this intimate family dinner is an hour away. Someplace outside Park City.”

	Tean watched him, slowly chewing.

	“Why do we have to drive all the way to Park City for a family dinner?” Jem said. “There aren’t any intimate family restaurants here?”

	Scipio nudged Jem’s leg, and Jem slipped him a tater tot.

	Tean’s bushy eyebrows went up.

	“Just one,” Jem said absently. “That’s an hour there and an hour back.”

	“We don’t have to go.”

	“Plus however long dinner takes.”

	Tean put down his fork.

	“What’s that going to be? Four hours? Five? Did she even think about the fact that we’d have to leave Scipio alone the whole time?”

	“Scipio is fine on his own. He just sleeps.”

	“Did she think about the fact that we might need to get a dog-sitter?”

	“He doesn’t need a dog-sitter.”

	“No. That’s the answer: no, she didn’t think about any of that. She just assumed I’d take five, six, seven hours out of my day to go have an intimate family dinner.”

	“What if you explain that you’d like to go to dinner, but tomorrow night isn’t good for you?”

	“And that’s if it doesn’t snow. Can you imagine what it would be like, trying to get there in a blizzard? Trying to get home? Sometimes people are stuck in their cars for ten, twelve hours.” Jem’s plate was empty now. He made his way around the breakfast bar and dropped it in the sink, and the clatter made Scipio jerk his head. “Scipio can’t hold it that long!”

	Tean took a slow breath. “It sounds like you don’t want to go.”

	“I didn’t say that!”

	“Okay, I know, but—”

	“I’m saying she’s inconsiderate. She didn’t even think about—” Me, Jem almost said. She didn’t think about me. “—about any of that. And I’m supposed to drop everything for this stupid dinner.”

	Tean’s mouth was an unhappy line. Somehow, his eyebrows looked bushier than ever, and behind the glasses, the hollows around his eyes were bruised. Scipio stood watching them, head down, shoulders hunched.

	“I just—” Jem realized he was still holding a napkin. He wadded it up and threw it in the trash can. “It feels like a lot.”

	Tean nodded.

	“I’m sorry I yelled.”

	“Jem, it is a lot. Emotions are complicated. Of course you’re feeling conflicted.”

	Which was a lot to take in from Teancum Leon, considering nowadays Jem didn’t know when he came home if he’d find Tean trying to cover up signs that he’d been crying or lying in total silence on the couch or—one time—shouting at Scipio. Considering he lost his shit when Daniel called, when anybody could tell the kid just wanted somebody to hold on to. Considering his parents were getting divorced, and he’d hung up on his mom, and he’d snapped that door shut as soon as he opened it. Considering Jem didn’t have any idea these days what Tean was going to do.

	“Yeah.” Jem gave an unhappy laugh. “I guess I should just feel my feelings.”

	The curve of Tean’s mouth deepened.

	“God,” Jem said. “That was shitty. I didn’t mean that.”

	“It’s okay.”

	“I know you’re trying to help.” He waited, like something better might come to mind. When it didn’t, he rubbed Scipio’s ears. “I’m going to rinse off.”

	Tean nodded, and Jem retreated to the bathroom.

	He showered. And after the shower, in a fresh pair of boxers and a clean tee, he climbed into bed and stared at his phone. This would have been a great time to zonk out with Candy Crush or Wizard Cheeseburger 3, but instead, he opened his mail.

	Nothing.

	Spam, sure.

	But nothing.

	No responses. Not even rejections. Ten applications every day. Ten minimum. And his inbox was still this big gaping nothing.

	Because other people didn’t miss out on high school while they were in juvie. Because other people went to college. Or they learned a trade. Or fuck, they got a real job, a legit job, instead of jacking around running games on people who were too stupid to live. 

	The first foster mom who’d let him skip school—called him in sick, actually, because she didn’t want the school to worry—had seemed so cool. She’d told him to call her Brandy. He’d been older, looking back, when he’d realized she’d been high as a kite and barely more than a kid herself. Later, he’d skipped when he wanted to skip, because either the foster parents didn’t care, or they didn’t want to put up the fight, or they were already planning on sending him back. Other kids didn’t grow up like that. They slept in the same bed every night. Their parents made sure they ate dinner, did their chores, finished their homework. 

	The click of nails on the hardwood floor announced Scipio a few seconds before the Lab jumped on the bed. He turned around a couple of times, checking out his spot, and then dropped down—managing in the process to press himself against Jem. From the front of the house came the sounds of lights being turned off, and then boards creaked as Tean made his way to their room.

	“Thanks for dinner,” Jem said. “I’m sorry I was such a bitch.”

	Tean’s laugh had a hint of startle to it, and then a smile grew on his face. He sat next to Scipio and put his hand on Jem’s thigh.

	Jem waggled his eyebrows.

	It was still so easy to make Tean blush, but the doc only said, “You don’t have to feel any way about her or about this dinner or about anything. And you don’t have to have a relationship with her—any kind of relationship—unless you want to.” He touched the glasses like he might adjust them, but they stayed right where they were. “That’s it. That’s all. I promise I’m done.”

	Jem’s hair was still wet when he put his hands behind his head. After a moment, he said, “Your parents are getting divorced.”

	Struggle tightened Tean’s face for a moment. “It’s going to be such a mess. Amos is going to lose his mind.”

	It still wasn’t a real thing, what he’d said. It was still an outside thing. Still a shell. 

	Jem said, “I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	“I’m sorry again.”

	Tean huffed a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Jem, please don’t be sorry.”

	“Also, full disclosure, I’ve got this weird horniness going on because tonight has been way too emotional, and I want to do terrible things to your body.”

	“Terrible like gay sex? Or terrible like cannibalism?”

	“Gay sex. Definitely gay sex.”

	Tean made a noise like he was considering the offer.

	Jem was already bucking out of his boxers and trying, at the same time, to reach for the lamp.

	“Scipio,” Tean said, laughing. “Off.”

	The Lab slid off the bed with a disgruntled look.

	And Jem’s last thought before he started paying close attention to Tean was that somehow, thank God, he hadn’t had to lie about Ammon.
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	The next night, they drove to Kolen Lodge.

	As they left the valley and cleared the inversion, the air became clearer—none of the brown haze that, after a few days, gave Tean a mild cough and a persistent headache. But the clouds were still low and rippled, their bellies visible with light reflected from the thick snowpack. Already, it was starting to flurry.

	“This is what I was talking about,” Jem muttered, bent over the steering wheel so he could peer out the windshield. “Any second now, it’s going to start dumping snow, and we’re going to get stuck.”

	“You’re a very good driver,” Tean said. “You’re always so safe.”

	“Don’t be supportive. I don’t want supportive. I want dark. I want gruesome.”

	“Oh. Okay.” About ten seconds passed before Tean realized Jem was waiting. “You mean right now?”

	“Yes, obviously right now.”

	“Uh, we could freeze to death.”

	“Boring.”

	“It’s not that boring, actually. There’s intense pain, followed by numbness, muscle rigidity, disorientation.”

	“It’s boring, Tean. I’m in a really weird headspace; I need you to dig deep.”

	“Some people who die from hypothermia feel extremely hot at the end and paradoxically undress.”

	“I said deep!”

	“I don’t know! I guess if we were stuck up here long enough we’d have to resort to cannibalism.”

	“Cannibalism? Again?”

	“This is a lot of pressure.”

	“Babe, we’re talking about being trapped in a snowstorm on the ass-end of the Wasatch Mountains. I’m throwing you a softball here.”

	“Sometimes, people have to drink their own pee?”

	“Tean!”

	“I’m trying!” Tean checked that his glasses were still in place. “Maybe we’d get found by some of those isolationist prepper types. They’d have some kind of compound.”

	“Okay.”

	“We’d think they were rescuing us.”

	“But they weren’t, duh.”

	“Probably not.”

	“They’d definitely use me for my body,” Jem said. And then he threw a sidelong scowl at Tean. “And not for cannibalism.”

	“Um, like, sex stuff?”

	“Oh my God.” Jem drew a breath. “I’m doing all the heavy lifting here, sweetheart.”

	“I don’t know what you want!” And then, in a burst that Tean couldn’t hold back, “I’m out of practice.”

	A huge grin spread across Jem’s face. “It’s okay, babe. You’ll get there again.”

	The snowfall did thicken as they grew closer to the lodge, and by the time they made the turn, it was sticking to the roads. Although Tean was normally the pessimist of the two, he’d taken Jem’s predictions about the weather more as a sign of his overall worry about the dinner than anything else. But already a thin layer of white fuzzed the blacktop, and Tean wondered if maybe Jem had been right.

	“Do those headlights look familiar?” Jem asked out of nowhere.

	Tean glanced over his shoulder, but there was only darkness.

	“Never mind,” Jem said. He laughed. “You know, I might be a little nervous.”

	Tean put his hand over Jem’s. The fine gold hairs there tickled his palm.

	“All good now,” Jem said. “Got my head screwed on straight, I promise.”

	Then the drive curved, and the lodge came into view: a stone veneer accented with honey-colored wood, high windows that shone like quicksilver, deep eaves already frosted over. The drive circled a fire pit, and flames danced in lanterns bracketing the lodge’s entrance. On the spruce and pine planted around the perimeter, holiday lights glowed.

	Jem followed the drive to the porte cochere. He buzzed down the window as a red-cheeked man of middle age approached.

	“Hey,” Jem said. “Can you tell me where to park?”

	“Of course, sir,” the man said. “I’ll be happy to assist you.”

	He reached for the door handle.

	“We’ll just do the self-park,” Jem said.

	“I’m afraid we only offer valet parking,” the man said with a fixed smile. “Complimentary, of course.”

	“Uh huh,” Jem said as he buzzed the window back up. Before he undid the locks, he muttered, “Dinner’s going to cost a fucking fortune.”

	Tean squeezed his hand, and then the valet was opening the door, and they got out of the car.

	Inside, the same style continued: stonework, honeyed wood, warm light. The front desk must have been thirty feet long, dark wood that had been carved into intricate designs—probably, Tean guessed, by hand—and a chandelier made of antlers hung overhead. Men and women—mostly White, mostly middle-aged—milled in the lobby, and their voices echoed up into the high ceiling.

	One of the uniformed staff was happy to point them toward The Fjall Club, which was the name of the restaurant Brigitte had chosen. It was located off the lobby, so Tean and Jem passed out of the din of echoing voices and into the murmur of quiet conversation. More stonework. More honey-colored wood. Across the room, Brigitte rose from her seat to offer a tentative smile and a wave. She was blond, thin, in a conservatively cut blue dress that accented her eyes. Jem ducked his head in acknowledgment, and she sank back into her seat.

	“Okay,” Jem said, glancing at the bar. “A quick stop for courage?” 

	Tean rubbed his back.

	“Fuck me,” Jem said under his breath and started across the room.

	They passed the bar, where a large mirror sent their reflections pacing alongside them, and then a massive fieldstone fireplace. The tables were the same color wood that had been used everywhere else in the lodge, and the chairs had nailhead trim. On the far side of the room, a wall of French windows looked out on a snow-covered deck. Below the deck, a swimming pool was lit up and steaming gently. And beyond that, at the edge of the lighting, the lodge’s landscaping dissolved into snow and pine and, most importantly, the snow-covered slopes that brought people here from around the world.

	As Tean crossed the room, he had time to consider the other people sitting with Brigitte. Next to her was a man who Tean thought must be fifteen or twenty years her senior. He was White, stoutly built, with hair that might have been ironed into place, and he was dressed in what Tean had come to think of as standard issue for Mormon men of a certain age and social position: a dark suit, a white shirt, a red tie. Two children sat at the far end of the table, a boy and a girl. No older than twelve, Tean guessed—definitely prepubescent, and the boy younger than the girl. Both blond. Both with small frames that, he suspected, made them appear even younger. Both in need of braces. Both with hints of Brigitte’s eyes in their features. Jem’s eyes. From what Tean had gathered, they weren’t Gerald’s biological children. 

	“Jeremiah,” Brigitte said, standing again as they approached. “This is Gerald. Gerald, this is Jeremiah.”

	No explanation. No declaration. No my son.

	Jem didn’t miss things like that, but his face stayed set in the easygoing smile Tean knew was one of many masks Jem wore at will. As Gerald got to his feet—more slowly than Tean had expected, and gripping the edge of the table to support himself—Brigitte stepped forward in what might have been intended as a hug, only to transform, in the last, fluttering moment of uncertainty, into her patting Jem on the shoulder and squeezing his arm. Then Gerald was up, holding out a hand, and Jem shook.

	“This is Tean,” Jem said.

	Brigitte settled for shaking his hand, thank goodness, and Gerald did as well. 

	“Sit down,” Gerald said, “sit down.”

	They sat.

	“Do you want something to drink?” Brigitte said.

	“We don’t drink,” Gerald told them. His tie was crooked now from the whole business of standing up and sitting down again, but he hadn’t noticed. “That’s one of our beliefs. I can’t control what you do on your own time, but I expect you to respect our beliefs when we’re together.”

	In a surprisingly friendly voice, Jem picked up the menu and said, “Diet Coke all right? I know that can be a hot topic.”

	Or maybe not so surprisingly, Tean decided after that first moment. Because it was the same voice Jem used when he wanted something and he was determined to get it.

	“Diet Coke is fine,” Brigitte said with a breathless laugh. “Gerald loves Diet Coke.”

	“Not this late,” Gerald said. “It’ll keep me up. I don’t know why people get so worked up about it. The Word of Wisdom is clear: no alcohol, no coffee, no tea, no tobacco. Diet Coke doesn’t come into it.”

	“I was reading about the decision at BYU to offer caffeinated soft drinks,” Tean said. “I know it seems silly for people to get so worked up about it, but apparently there’s been a lot of pushback from students.”

	“I don’t like that,” Gerald said. “They should do what they’re told. Obedience is the first law of heaven. I believe in the blue cup principle. Are you familiar with the blue cup principle?”

	Jem’s menu drooped in his hand, and his gaze was fixed on Gerald. Tean only registered this distantly, though, because the world had shrunk around him, gotten darker. The murmur of a dozen different conversations was getting louder and louder.

	“Gerald was a mission president,” Brigitte said with another of those laughs.

	“The blue cup principle,” Gerald said, “means if your leaders tell you only to drink out of a blue cup, you only drink out of a blue cup.”

	The crackle of the fire filled the space inside Tean’s head. His mouth started moving before he realized he was speaking. “And if your leaders tell you—”

	Jem’s fingers bit into his knee, but Jem’s voice held that same smooth friendliness when he said, “Where were you a mission president?”

	“I’m drinking Coke!” announced the boy—Milo, Tean thought, the name buzzing inside his head.

	“Argentina,” Gerald said with a dark look at Tean. “Now those people understand the meaning of obedience.”

	“Nobody introduced us,” Jem said to the boy. He held out his hand. “I’m Jem.”

	The boy stared at him, but he said, “Mom said your name is Jeremiah.”

	“That’s my full name. But I like my friends to call me Jem. What’s your name?”

	“Milo.”

	“Shake his hand,” Gerald barked.

	After a moment, the boy did. Then Jem let out a yelp and twisted in his seat. “Help! Help! He’s too strong!”

	Giggling, the boy doubled-down on the shake, wringing Jem’s hand. He bumped the table. Glasses rocked. Silverware clattered. Gerald’s breathing got heavier, and Brigitte got halfway to her feet and in a voice starting to shrill, said, “Okay, boys, that’s enough!”

	The light in Milo’s face died, and he sank back into his seat.

	“Hi,” Jem said to the girl, offering her his hand as well. “I’m Jem.”

	“I’m Maeve.”

	“That’s a pretty name. I’ve never heard that before. Tean has a cool name too—this is Tean.”

	Maeve waved at him from across the table, and Tean waved back.

	“Is he your boyfriend?” Milo asked.

	“Milo,” Brigitte snapped. The color was high in her cheeks. She did that nervous laugh again. “I’m sorry—”

	“You don’t need to be sorry,” Jem said, and although the friendliness was still there, it was wearing thin. “Yes, Tean’s my boyfriend.”

	Milo laughed like this was hilarious. Maeve’s eyes got huge.

	“Sit up straight,” Gerald said to Milo. “You’re making a scene.”

	Milo quieted. 

	Everyone quieted.

	Fortunately, at that point, the waiter came to ask about drinks. Jem got Diet Coke. Tean asked for water. When the waiter asked about appetizers, Gerald waved the question away like it wasn’t worth answering, and the waiter retreated.

	Silence dropped over the table again.

	Jem, of course, was the first one to speak. “Gerald, what line of work are you in?”

	“Gerald’s retired,” Brigitte said. “He worked in consulting.”

	“Tell me you play golf,” Jem said with a grin.

	“Golf,” Gerald said like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. Brigitte’s smile was sharp enough to cut ice. Maybe Gerald felt some of it, because he added grudgingly, “I used to ski, but I’ve got a bum leg now.”

	“What do you do to keep busy?” Jem asked.

	“Gerald does coaching now,” Brigitte said. The color was back in her cheeks, along with that same razor-sharp smile, and she was doing something with her eyes that must have meant something to Gerald because he grunted.

	“Life coaching?” Jem asked. “Executive coaching?”

	And because Tean knew Jem and because he loved him and because he had once walked in on Jem practicing a life coaching session with Scipio and then been forced to throw away the business cards Jem had already ordered, he recognized that tone as hey, this might come in handy.

	It took Tean a moment to recognize the twist to Gerald’s mouth as a smile. “A little bit of everything.” And before Jem could follow up on that, he said, “Brigitte says you work in a call center.”

	Jem nodded. “Yeah, for now.”

	“What does that mean, for now? You’ve got something else lined up?”

	“Jem’s still figuring out what he wants to do,” Tean said.

	“Figuring out what he wants to do? How old are you, son? Thirty?”

	Red sparked in Jem’s cheeks, and nobody had to tell Tean that for Jem, who was maybe the soul of happiness and easygoing kindness and who was one of the most capable people Tean had ever met at dissimulating his own emotions, that word son had been like a match to kerosene.

	“Twenty-nine,” he said with a tight smile.

	“Well, what are you doing with your life? You’re running out of time.”

	“Gerald,” Brigitte said with that same laugh.

	“What’d you study in school?” 

	Tean couldn’t help himself; he shot a sharp glance at Gerald, and then at Brigitte. The color ran down into Brigitte’s neck now.

	“I actually didn’t go to college,” Jem said. He kept his gaze locked on Gerald.

	“But you learned a trade,” Gerald said. “What have you been doing since you graduated high school?”

	The smile was still somehow there on Jem’s face. “Oh, you know. Dinky jobs. Kind of finding myself.”

	“Finding yourself,” Gerald said like he’d picked up a bug.

	“Gerald,” Brigitte said. “Let’s talk about something else.”

	“Like, what? Working at Walmart?”

	“Stuff like that,” Jem said. “Yeah.” And then, because he was Jem and there was this part of him, Tean knew, that went absolutely feral in situations like this, he said, “You know my favorite job? Night manager at McDonald’s. Have you ever had their breakfast burrito?”

	Gerald sat back heavily, like this was too much, like he had to give up. But a moment later, he was saying, “Son—”

	“Jem.” And there was no mistaking the correction. Or the tension that was finally laid bare.

	If Gerald heard it, though, it didn’t stop him. “I don’t understand. You’re wasting your life. This is the time you’ve got to be working hard. Investing in yourself. Life is an investment, you see? You sock away hard work and time right now, and then you get to enjoy the fruits of your labor later. What are you going to do in five years? In ten? What’s your plan?”

	“I mostly make it up as I go along.” The smile again. “I call it riffing.”

	Shaking his head, Gerald said, “What about a family? Didn’t you ever think about having a family of your own?”

	Jem didn’t even glance at Tean; his face was fixed in that pleasant mask. “Tean and I haven’t talked about that yet.”

	For a moment, Gerald’s eyes were empty, as though he hadn’t understood. Then he made the same gesture he’d made to the waiter—like whatever issue had been raised, it wasn’t even worth addressing. “I mean getting married. Having children of your own.”

	When the realization came, Tean had to fight a giggle that he thought might be the start of a nervous breakdown. Because what Gerald really meant—what he apparently thought was so obvious that he didn’t even have to say it—was marry a woman. And that gesture, the one he’d made, was his indication that Tean would eventually be removed by some heavenly waiter, like an inconvenient hors d’oeuvres. 

	To judge by Jem’s blank expression, the realization still hadn’t landed for him. 

	“Children,” Brigitte said. “Why don’t you go play in the arcade? Buy yourself a grilled cheese.”

	Milo was out of his chair so fast, Tean was surprised it didn’t turn over. Maeve followed more slowly, casting backward glances.

	“There’s a lovely arcade,” Brigitte chirped. “They have so much fun. Much better than all this stuffiness.”

	“See, that’s the problem,” Gerald said as though Brigitte hadn’t spoken. “That’s why you always need money.”

	“I don’t need money—” Jem said.

	“I told your mother, you’re not doing him any favors. I told you that, didn’t I?” He turned to Brigitte but didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s the problem with charity. It doesn’t fix the underlying problem. And the underlying problem is that you’re a bum. This is why a man should always be in charge of the finances.”

	Jem gave a dead grin. Tean wanted to close his eyes.

	“No more blank checks,” Gerald said. “If you need money, I’ve got some chores around the house. You can earn it.”

	“Excuse me,” Tean said, “but you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“We’re having a conversation here,” Gerald said. He drew a circle around himself, Brigitte, and Jem. “The family—”

	The room began to shrink around Tean again. His chest tightened. The rush of white noise in his ears turned all the way up. But somehow, his voice sounded level, almost calm, as he said, “It’s obvious that Brigitte hasn’t told you anything about Jem’s life—” Jem’s fingers bit into his knee again, but Tean kept going. “—or about what he’s been through, how hard he’s worked—”

	“Tean,” Jem said.

	“—and how amazing he is as a person—”

	“You don’t need to—”

	“—and how everything he has, he’s had to earn on his own—”

	“Tean, enough!” Jem’s volume was only slightly lower when he added, “Just stop talking.”

	Tean tried to swallow, but he couldn’t. His leg didn’t hurt until Jem eased stiff fingers away and drew his hand back.

	“Look,” Jem said. “I get it. It’s not easy having somebody’s child dropped into your life. I’m sorry the money—” He stopped and shook his head. “But I’m not looking for handouts. I don’t want anything from you. I’m here because—” His gaze shifted to Brigitte. “—you asked me to be here. That’s it. That’s all. So, we can enjoy a nice meal and get to know each other, if that’s what you want. Or if this is too much, then no harm, no foul. Tean and I will go, and we can try again another time.”

	“No, Jeremiah, that’s not what—”

	“Son,” Gerald said, and Tean recognized the tone because he’d had to hear it for twenty years, give or take. The patience. The indulgence. The saccharine confidence. “We’re a family. Of course we want to help you. We’re going to help you with more than money.”

	For a moment, the nervous energy of Brigitte’s face collapsed, and it was like looking into a dark place, a dropping away into nothing.

	Jem laughed. Scratched an eyebrow. “Uh, okay. How’s that?”

	“Help you put away these deviant urges,” Gerald said. He was smiling now—a real smile. “Help you be a real man.”
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	The moment seemed to go on forever, Gerald’s words hanging in the air.

	And then Jem couldn’t help it. A short laugh burst out of him. He glanced over at Tean, but Tean wasn’t laughing. Brigitte wasn’t laughing. Gerald for sure wasn’t laughing.

	“I’m sorry,” Jem said as the laugh dried up. “What?”

	“You struggle with same-sex attraction,” Gerald said. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be embarrassed. Brigitte told me all about it. God tests each of us according to our measure. There’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

	“You mean I’m gay?” Jem turned to Tean. “Does he mean I’m gay?”

	Tean’s mouth tightened. Then he nodded.

	“Well, yeah,” Jem said. “I mean, I introduced you to my boyfriend.”

	“That’s not a helpful way of thinking about it,” Gerald said. “I’m this. I’m that. It’s a label. It puts you in a box. You’re a child of God, son. You’re more than the temptations you struggle with.” He leaned back like he’d made a point and said, “That’s one of the things we’ll work on, learning how to talk about these struggles more productively. We call it reframing. You don’t say, ‘I’m gay.’ You say, ‘I struggle with same-sex attraction.’ That puts you on the Lord’s side, because you’re struggling, and He is a faithful helper.”

	“Uh huh,” Jem said. And he looked at Tean again, then back at Brigitte and Gerald. “I’m kind of confused. I already know I’m gay. It’s not a problem. Not to get too into it, but I like being gay. Like, it’s kind of my thing.”

	“Jem,” Tean said softly. But then he stopped and turned his face down.

	“What am I missing?” Jem said. “What’s going on?”

	“We want to be a family,” Brigitte said. The words had a metallic brightness, and she didn’t quite look at anybody; she seemed to be studying a breadbasket. “A forever family. And that means keeping the commandments.”

	“Okay, well, I’m not Mormon, so that doesn’t really apply.”

	“Gerald has helped a lot of young men,” Brigitte said. “It’s one of his spiritual gifts. He heals them of these urges. They go on to live happy, normal, healthy lives.”

	“I have a happy, normal, healthy life. I mean, not if we’re going to get into the cholesterol stuff, not if you get Tean going about how many sausage-egg-and-cheese biscuits I can eat in one sitting.” But no one laughed. Brigitte was still staring at the breadbasket. Tean was fixed on his napkin. Gerald, still leaning back in his seat, was giving him a frown like he was a nice guy in a bad spot, like he was a dad who had to be tough and stern but he didn’t always like it. “I’m sorry,” Jem said, “but what the fuck is going on?”

	“Excuse me,” Gerald said stiffly, “but I find that kind of language offensive. Now, I work with a select group of young men. I’m inviting you to let me help you experience the healing power of Christ’s Atonement.” Gerald leaned forward, and his voice softened. “You don’t have to live this half-life. You don’t have to be a victim of your addictions and desires.”

	“He’s not addicted to anything,” Tean said. Jem had to glance over, because he barely recognized Tean’s voice. Tean gripped his napkin so tightly it looked like he was trying to tear it in half. “He doesn’t need any help. He doesn’t need to be cured. There are decades’ worth of research on the ineffectiveness—the counter-effectiveness—of conversion therapy. It’s barbaric. It’s cruel. And it doesn’t work.”

	“There is no one who hates God’s work,” Gerald said with a dark glance at him, “as much as someone who once was blessed with the light of Christ and then denied the Holy Ghost.”

	“Hey,” Jem said, “you don’t get to talk to him like that.”

	“Jeremiah—” Brigitte said.

	“How are we doing?” The waiter began refolding Maeve’s napkin, which had fallen onto her chair. “Are we ready to order?”

	“We’re changing the subject now,” Jem said, voice low. 

	“The whole point is to help you,” Gerald said as though he hadn’t heard him. “But first, son
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