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For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other.

	Ecclesiastes 3:19


1

	“I don’t want to kill anything,” Tean said into the phone as he unlocked the door and stepped into his apartment. “I’m already named for a murderer; that’s bad enough. Besides, I haven’t been hunting in twenty years, probably more.”

	His brother Amos sighed. “You don’t have to kill anything. I’m not inviting you to go hunting.”

	Scipio, Tean’s black Lab, bounded off the sofa, stretched, and then crashed into him. A wet nose found his hand, and Scipio did some happy whining to fully communicate how thrilled he was that Tean had returned. “You, Corom, Timothy, Seth, and Dad go hunting every Pioneer Day weekend.”

	“We go camping. And every year we invite you, and every year you refuse to go.”

	“Because you’re not just going camping. You’re going hunting.”

	“We go hiking. We cook potatoes in the Dutch oven. We try to find constellations. We eat s’mores and listen to Dad’s dumb jokes. Like we did when we were kids.”

	“And you do some hunting.”

	On the other end of the call, Amos made an irritated noise that he suppressed quickly. “I’m just trying to get you to see the big picture. Yes, we go hunting.”

	“And fishing.”

	Another of those noises. “And fishing,” Amos said; it sounded like he was gritting his teeth. “But you’re missing the point. The point is that this year, we’re not going camping.”

	“Hunting.”

	“Teancum, please!”

	“Fine. What are you doing instead?”

	“We’re going to Vegas.”

	“Sin City? Bold choice. What does your wife think about that?”

	“It was Bailey’s idea, actually. She won some sort of KSL giveaway. Five tickets to Celine Dion. She’s taking Mom and the sisters-in-law; Sara and Miriam opted out to give the other girls a chance to bond. They’re even taking the kids for four days. We come back late on Pioneer Day.”

	“I hope you have a great time.”

	“And you know Bailey, so she called the hotel and talked them into reserving a block of rooms for all of us. It’s an unbelievable rate.”

	Tean tried to repress a shudder. He’d once seen Bailey break down a Hobby Lobby clerk, leaving the poor man in tears, over a ten-cent price adjustment on a baby-Jesus-themed wreath. “Even better. I hope you all have a great time.”

	“A block of rooms for all of us, Tean. That includes you. Come on, please. This is a chance for us to bond, just the guys, while the girls do their thing.”

	Tean cradled the phone against his shoulder as he helped Scipio into his harness. “I’ve got too much work. A moose injured a hiker, we’re still trying to figure out how bad the damage from the Beaver Mesa fire really is, and we’ve got to inspect close to fifteen thousand boats for invasive mussels on the hulls. I’ve got enough work for the rest of the year.”

	“Great. You’re never going to catch up on it, so you might as well take a few days off and hang with your brothers.”

	“What about Jem?”

	“I don’t think even Bailey can get another free ticket to Celine.” Doubtfully, Amos added, “Not this late.”

	Scipio led the way out of the apartment, and Tean pulled the door shut behind him. They went downstairs. “Do you want to try that again?”

	“I was just joking.”

	“Jem isn’t my wife. He’s not even my boyfriend. He’s my friend.”

	“Nobody else is bringing friends.”

	“Why can’t I bring him?”

	“You just said he’s not even your boyfriend. He was unbelievably rude last time he came around, and he made everyone feel horrible—Mom cried, by the way. And I don’t know why you feel like you need a bodyguard so you can attend family events. If you’ve got a problem with us, you can tell us yourself. We don’t need your friend sticking his nose into our family business.”

	“He’s not sticking his nose—”

	“Does he even allow you to go places by yourself? Are you permitted to see your family on your own?”

	“Goodbye, Amos.” 

	They stopped at the first available stretch of grass so Scipio could relieve himself, and then they headed south. Salt Lake City was an oven in July, the dry heat baking the air. The whole city felt gritty with dust—they might not have precipitation again until the first snowfall—and where the sun danced on glass and stucco, it was so bright that Tean had to squint. 

	Everyone was looking for ways to beat the heat. He passed a kebab shop, its doors propped open, two fans humming to circulate air—and, as a bonus, blowing the smell of seared meat into the street, probably in the hopes of attracting customers. Scipio was definitely interested. A glitzy, upgraded hipster version of the old-fashioned ice-cream truck was parked at the next corner, and the line of people ran for half a block. Tean had no idea what mochi balls were, but if they were this popular, Jem had probably already tried them and fallen in love with them. Catty-corner, a pair of Latina girls were running an ancient shaved-ice machine, their only client a middle-aged woman who was digging through her purse while the kids threw murderous looks at the mochi truck.

	Tean and Scipio were halfway to Liberty Park when his phone buzzed. It was Amos again. Tean dismissed the call. At the next crosswalk, it vibrated again. Cor, the next brother in line. Then, when they got under the shade of an elm, Timothy. At this rate, they’d burn through the immediate family before dinner, and then Tean would be ignoring calls from his ailing, elderly great-aunts until he put his head under the wheel of a mochi truck.

	When Seth called, Tean answered and said, “What?”

	“Oh. I didn’t think you were going to answer, so I honestly wasn’t ready.”

	“Goodbye, Seth.”

	“No, wait. Can I start with Amos is a jerk, and we’re all sorry?”

	“How often do you talk to each other? Is there a group chat I don’t know about?”

	“Yes, obviously. Except you do know about it. It’s on that app you refuse to download. I’ve sent you ten invites.”

	“I’m not going to Vegas.”

	“Please?”

	“I’m not going.”

	“Ok. That’s fine. I mean, we’ll miss you, but that’s fine.” Someone had set up sprinklers in one of the open fields of the park, and kids were darting through the spray, laughing, shrieking, slipping, coming up muddy and grinning. “Would you at least think about it, though?”

	“You know that you guys do this with everything? You invite me, invite me, invite me, and you don’t want me there, but then I’m the bad guy if I don’t go.”

	A diesel dump truck rumbled past, the engine so loud that it obliterated other sounds.

	“Do you really feel that way?”

	“Never mind. I’m tired. I’ve got a lot going on.” When they got to the fenced section of the park, Tean knelt to unhook the leash from the harness. He opened the gate and let Scipio race inside. “Thanks for the invitation, but I’m not going to be able to make it.”

	“You know what?” Seth said.

	Tean shook his head and didn’t answer.

	“Your friend was right about a lot of stuff. But you’re not giving us a chance to make it better.”

	“Right. Got it. It’s my fault again.”

	“Don’t do that. You know this was Dad’s idea, right? This is all about you. Just like every conversation we have in this family is about you. He’s told everyone who would listen that he wants you there.”

	“Dad’s freaking out because I stopped writing Mom blank checks,” Tean said.

	“Jeez, Tean, I get it! Dad’s an asshole! Quit letting him screw up your relationship with people who love you.”

	At the other end of the fenced area, Scipio was playing tag with a Pomeranian. The Lab would get as close as he dared, and when the Pomeranian whirled around, Scipio would shoot off in the other direction.

	Tean started to laugh. Then Seth started to laugh too.

	“I honestly don’t know if I’ve ever heard you use a bad word before,” Tean said.

	“Well, it’s not the first time.”

	Tean sat on a bench; the back was hot from the sun, and he rested his elbows on his knees, watching Scipio play. “So, what? Everybody resents me because I’m the black sheep and you have to talk about me and think about me and pray about me?”

	“You are an extremely frustrating person sometimes. Did you know that? If this is what you put Jem through, somebody honestly ought to give that man a medal.”

	“You should hear him when I make him wash the dishes. You’d think he was the victim of a war crime.” Then Tean’s face heated. “We’re just friends, you know.”

	“Why?”

	“What?”

	“He’s crazy about you; that’s obvious. He stood up for you. Heck, you dragged him to a family party, and he didn’t run away screaming. You should probably jump straight to marrying him.”

	“It’s complicated.”

	“Is it because of Ammon?” Seth sounded hesitant. “Just so you know, well, everybody knows. More or less.”

	“It’s complicated. That’s all.”

	“That’s your way of saying you don’t want to talk about it.”

	“Seth, if I’m being totally up front, I don’t think I can talk about it. Not with you, anyway.”

	Scipio had taken up position near the fence and was barking at joggers.

	“I’m really sorry to hear that,” Seth said.

	“I’ll think about Vegas,” Tean said. “I need to go. Please don’t make Great-aunt Gilda call me.”

	The call ended in taut silence.

	After collecting Scipio, Tean headed back to the apartment. The line for the mochi truck was longer. The Latina girls had packed up, maybe to try their luck somewhere else. Tean considered stopping at the kebab shop, but then he remembered he had a brick of tofu and a few cloves of garlic at home, and he figured he could make something out of that. 

	As he neared the apartment building, he heard Mrs. Wish screaming.

	“Stop it right this minute! I absolutely will not tolerate this behavior. You are both gentlemen, and you will behave—no, Senator Borah, don’t you dare, I will not—” And then more screams.

	His neighbor was an older woman in a housedress printed with sailboats, her white hair up in a bun. She was currently trying to wrangle three of the Irreconcilables. The cats’ leashes had gotten tangled, and two of them—Senator Poindexter, a Siamese, and Senator William Borah, a Bengal—were hissing at each other, lunging, trying to fight. The third cat, Senator Frank B. Brandegee, a domestic shorthair with a white patch on her chest, was pulling in the opposite direction. Mrs. Wish was yanking on the tangled leashes and screaming.

	Tean secured Scipio’s leash to the trunk of a short-needled pine, and the Lab flopped onto his stomach, obviously curious to see how Tean sorted this out. Tean got his leg between the fighting cats, clapped his hands loudly a few times, and when Senator Poindexter retreated and hissed at him, Tean took the leashes from Mrs. Wish’s hands. He untangled Senator Poindexter’s, passed it to Mrs. Wish, and said, “Take him back to the apartment, please.”

	“No, no, we’re going to work this out. They just need more time together.”

	“That’s only going to make things worse. Take him back, please.”

	“I really think they’ll be the best of friends if they’d just—” 

	Senator William Borah hissed and lunged again, and Mrs. Wish let out a shriek. She stumbled back, dragging Senator Poindexter with her, only barely managing to keep her balance.

	“I am very disappointed,” she announced, straightening the housedress. “I am very disappointed in all of you.”

	Still untangling Senator William Borah and Senator Frank B. Brandegee, Tean had the suspicion that he was included in that statement. Mrs. Wish trundled back to the apartment. Tean retrieved Scipio. The Lab had watched the proceedings with disinterest, but when Senator Borah got within range, he bent and sniffed at the Bengal.

	“Leave him alone,” Tean said, using the leashes to force the animals apart.

	Scipio sneezed. He was still eyeing Senator Borah.

	“I know,” Tean said. “This is why we don’t have cats.”

	On his way back to the apartment, he got a text from Ammon: Want to grab dinner? Tean dismissed the message without replying.

	By the time he made it upstairs, Mrs. Wish had gotten Senator Poindexter inside her apartment, and she stood in the hallway with her hands on her hips.

	“This is absolutely unacceptable behavior, Senator William Borah,” she said. “I will not stand for it.” To Tean, she said, “I’m sorry you had to see that, Dr. Leon. I thought we’d reached a détente, but it seems they’re determined to act like little boys instead of gentlemen.”

	“Mrs. Wish, they’re not acting like boys or men. They’re acting like cats. Unneutered cats. And if I had to guess, I’d say Senator Frank B. Brandegee is in estrus. This is why you should have all of the Irreconcilables fixed; you’re not going to be able to socialize them out of this. It’s instinct.”

	“Well, I should hope not.”

	“I’m sorry, but it is. You can’t fight nature.”

	“Senator Frank B. Brandegee is an excellent young lady, but the boys have other choices, and I’m sure they can find a way to—”

	“It’s not about choices, Mrs. Wish. And it’s not about logic or reason. You’ve got two males who are fighting over a mate. That’s not going to end well; you need to take care of this, even though I know you don’t like your options.”

	Mrs. Wish frowned, the lines around her mouth deepening. Then she shook her head. “We’ll just continue to go on walks. They’ll work things out between them.”

	Sighing, Tean passed over the leashes. Then he led Scipio to their apartment. As he was heading inside, he got another text, this one from Jem. It was a GIF of a woman eating an enormous bowl of pasta, which was Jem’s way of asking if Tean wanted to get dinner. Tean dismissed that message too.

	Tean shook his head, already thinking about Mrs. Wish again as he helped Scipio out of his harness. He wasn’t sure why so many people fooled themselves into thinking that if they ignored a problem, it would eventually go away.
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	“Hold on,” Jem said into the phone.  “This might be them.”

	“I don’t care,” Tinajas said. Keys clicked on her end of the call. “I’m hanging up now.”

	“Just hold on.” Eyeing the white Mercedes GLE through the window, Jem decided these were the people he’d been waiting for. “It’s them, but they’re not getting out of the car for some reason.”

	“I don’t care. Really. I do not care at all. I have a rich, fulfilling life that has nothing to do with you.”

	“Really? It sounds boring. Wait, wait, I think they’re arguing.”

	“Again: do not care. You called me at work to bother me—”

	“I called you at work to harass you.”

	“—and complain about how bored you are—”

	“Well, I like to keep you updated.”

	More clicking from Tinajas’s end of the call. “—in spite of me repeatedly telling you not to bother me at work. Great. Consider me officially updated. Goodbye, Jem. Sell a house, make lots of money, and pay me back the five hundred dollars I loaned you.”

	“Loaned me? I thought that was a birthday present.”

	“It wasn’t. It was a loan. Which is what I told you when I gave you the money and made you sign an IOU to pay me back.”

	“I thought that was my birthday card.”

	“Really? You thought you were signing your own birthday card?”

	Sensing that he might have spun things out a little too far, Jem said, “This guy looks really douchey. He keeps checking his sunglasses lanyard.”

	“Goodbye, Jem.”

	“And the wife is way too young for him. Oh, maybe she’s a mistress?”

	“Sell a house. Pay me my money.”

	“She looks like she’s got fake boobs.”

	“Do not call me at work ever again,” Tinajas said and disconnected.

	From inside the house, which was currently for sale, Jem took one last look at his prospective clients. They were definitely arguing. He made a quick tour of the ground floor—everything was in order, but it felt creepy to stand at the window, watching them—and settled himself in the kitchen. He checked his phone. He sent Tean a GIF of a woman eating pasta. He considered doing this showing with an accent. Maybe Swedish. Or—or he could pretend to keep getting lost. That was a new one. He could walk straight into a closet and pretend to be completely baffled that it wasn’t the butler’s pantry or whatever these fucking jackals wanted. He was willing to do anything, at this point, that made the game even the tiniest bit less boring.

	It had been different at the beginning. When he hadn’t known what he was doing, when he’d been figuring everything out. Everything had been painstakingly slow because it was still so hard for him to read. First, making a fake license. Then making fake business cards. Then making a fake website. Then making contact with other agents, pitching himself as a client broker, which he was incredibly proud of himself for having invented. Utah was in the midst of the biggest housing boom in its history. New houses were going up all over the state, but construction couldn’t keep up with demand. More importantly, the new houses were often an hour or two away from Salt Lake, which meant houses that were closer in were going for unimaginable sums. And Jem had figured out how to get a nice little cut of that business.

	When the knock came at the door, he sent Tean a GIF he had made of Scipio wagging his tail, and then he went and answered.

	“Hello,” he said, showtime grin, already shaking hands. “Jake Brimhall. Jake Brimhall. Nice to meet you both, you must be Sam and Diane.”

	The man was fifty, too tan, and the sunglasses lanyard was just the tip of the iceberg. Not golf, Jem decided after a moment. Boating. The woman was probably skating close to thirty, too tan, and the boobs were definitely fake. Dancer, Jem decided after a moment. Former cheerleader.

	“No,” the man said. “Dwayne and Leslie Rae.”

	Leslie Rae gave Jem a limp flutter of her fingertips and a dead-eyed smile.

	“God, of course. Sorry. I’ve got Sam and Diane a little later. Then Jerry and Elaine. And Ross and Rachel. It just doesn’t stop, you know? Come in, come in. God, look at you, you guys belong here. Have you seen the neighbors? You’re going to fit right in.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Dwayne said, hands on his hips. “This place has sure seen better days.”

	Leslie Rae looked like she was trying to pop her gum, only she didn’t have any gum at the moment.

	Jem walked them through the house.

	“A/C needs to be replaced,” Dwayne said, fanning the warm air.

	“Don’t worry, it’s only five years old,” Jem said with an easygoing smile. “I just turned it on when I got here, that’s all.”

	Upstairs, Dwayne pointed at a cracked window.

	“Two words,” Jem said, holding up two fingers to drive the point home. “Home warranty. You make sure the seller writes it into the contract, and then you get that taken care of first thing.”

	In the basement, Dwayne kicked the furnace, apparently under the impression that this was the homebuyer equivalent of kicking the tires on a car. The hollow boom echoed back from bare cement.

	“Doesn’t sound good,” Dwayne said, frowning.

	Jem nodded. “You know what? I’ve got an agent in mind. If you want me to put you in touch, you just say the word. He’ll make sure you get a few grand off the price to cover that furnace.”

	Back in the kitchen, Dwayne flipped the lights on and off. “Bulb’s burned out.”

	“I’ve got one in the car,” Jem said. “I’ll swap it out after you go.”

	Dwayne opened his mouth.

	“Dwayne, Leslie Rae, now’s the time to make a decision. I’ve got Homer and Marge coming in twenty minutes, and I need to know if you want me to make things happen for you.”

	That was the magic phrase, make things happen. It could mean anything. It meant whatever people like Dwayne and Leslie Rae wanted it to mean. They’d already paid two hundred dollars for pre-screened access to elite homes, a back network of agents managed by a client broker. At least, that’s what Jem had said they were paying for. He didn’t even know what it meant himself, but people like Dwayne and Leslie Rae ate it up.

	Dwayne and Leslie Rae glanced at each other. Leslie Rae made that gum popping movement with her mouth again. Dwayne started to nod.

	Then Leslie Rae said, “What do you even do?”

	Jem smiled and raised his eyebrows. “I’m a client broker.” It was the tone that sold it, sounding slightly embarrassed that he had to explain.

	“But what do you do? That’s what I was asking Dwayne the whole way over. What does he do? And Dwayne couldn’t tell me.”

	“I told you,” Dwayne said, coloring under his tan. “He’s a client broker. He pre-screens. He’s got a back network of agents.”

	Jem nodded, shrugged, spread his hands.

	“Isn’t that what a normal real estate agent does?” Leslie Rae said. Her mouth popped invisible gum again.

	He’d made a mistake, Jem realized. He’d miscalculated. He’d been so focused on Dwayne kicking the goddamn furnace that he might have overplayed his hand.

	He laughed. “In a normal world,” Jem said. “Five years ago, ten, maybe. But that’s just not the way things happen anymore. You want a house?” He snapped his fingers. “It’s gone before you even find it. If you’re using a normal agent, I mean. You’ve got to get one step ahead of the game. You’ve got to pre-buy. You’ve got to beat the market curve, anticipate, outfox. Dwayne knows what I mean.”

	“I told her about pre-buying,” Dwayne said, shooting a look at Leslie Rae. “I couldn’t think of the word, but that’s what I was telling you about.”

	For a moment, Leslie Rae looked like she might argue. Then she shrugged.

	Jem could have left it there. Another two hundred in cash. But his blood was pounding, and he felt awake and alive for the first time in months, having to think on his feet, having to riff. Riffing was what he did best. And now he was riffing again, the words spilling out of him.

	“I don’t want to overstep,” he said. “But I’ve got to warn you, this place is going to go fast. I think it might go today, if I’m being totally honest.”

	Dwayne shifted his weight. “We’d have to have that furnace looked at.”

	“Absolutely. And you should, you absolutely should.” Jem hesitated. He let the moment hang, and then he lowered his voice. “Look, I shouldn’t do this, but the owner is a friend of the family. Practically family; I call them my aunt and uncle. He and my dad were on the high council together for thirty years, and he was the stake patriarch when I got my patriarchal blessing. He and his wife were on their third mission to Georgia—that’s the country, not the state—when the cancer came back.” Jem shook his head. “We haven’t given up on a miracle, but that’s about what it’s going to take.”

	“Jeez,” Dwayne said.

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” Leslie Rae said in the vocal equivalent of ordering at a drive-thru.

	“Normally, as a client broker, I’m supposed to hand you off to an agent at this point, but—Uncle Dan and Aunt Roseanne, they need money bad. They’d be willing to consider selling without an agent to save the commission.” Jem shook his head. “I can’t even believe I’m telling you this, but they’d be willing to take half what the house is worth, just to get the cash in their hands.”

	“I thought homes were selling too fast these days,” Leslie Rae said. “I thought that’s why we needed a client broker.”

	“Homes are going fast. Agents, banks, and wire transfers, they’re still taking their sweet time.”

	“What’s the catch?” Dwayne said, narrowing his eyes. It furrowed his too-tan face like an old baseball mitt.

	“If they don’t make a mortgage payment today, the bank repossesses the house. It’s got to be cash, and if I’m totally honest—it’s got to be cash because it’s a gray area, if you get what I mean.”

	“There it is,” Dwayne trumpeted. “There’s the other shoe. Did you hear it drop?”

	Jem shrugged. “It is what it is. I thought maybe—well, it could have worked out for everybody: you get a house that instantly doubles in value, Uncle Dan gets his chemo. But you’re right. I’m not really comfortable with it either. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

	Dwayne was breathing a little faster. He was tapping the kitchen counter. “Now let’s just think about this for a minute.”

	“It seems pretty awful,” Leslie Rae said. “That’s what I think about it. Giving them half what they deserve just because they need it now.”

	“If they didn’t need it so badly,” Jem said, and then he stopped, as though unable to go on.

	“Well, you heard him, didn’t you?” Dwayne gestured at Jem. “You heard how bad they need it. We’re doing them a favor. How low do you think they’ll go?”

	“Dwayne Mapes, can you even hear yourself?”

	“I’m not made of cash, and this is a business transaction. I want to do these people a solid turn, but it’s business first. How low will they go?”

	“This house came in at four twenty-five,” Jem said. “They’ve got to have two hundred thousand by the end of the month. Goll’, I’m getting sick just talking about this. I don’t know, I don’t think—” 

	“Young man, listen up. You’re feeling sick because you’re thinking about all the money they’d be leaving on the table. That’s a young man’s way of looking at things. That’s a healthy man’s way of looking at it. Where’s your Uncle Dave—”

	“Dan,” Leslie Rae said.

	“Where’s your Uncle Dan going to be if he holds out for the full value?”

	“Dwayne Mapes, you are sleeping on the couch tonight.”

	“Let the men talk, please. Well, sir?”

	“I know,” Jem said. “I know. And I get it. But it still makes me sick. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

	“You’re thinking about it all wrong. You’re doing them a favor. You’re saving your uncle’s life. That’s how you ought to be seeing this.”

	Jem shook his head.

	“What are we talking with that outstanding mortgage payment? Sixteen hundred? Two thousand?”

	“Jeez, no,” Jem said with a laugh. “Five-oh-five. They bought this place twenty-five years ago. It wasn’t worth anything back then.”

	Dwayne practically licked his chops. “Well, that’s nothing. We can handle that.”

	“But it’s got to be cash. This is a real fine line, and if it makes you uncomfortable at all, knowing you’re walking it, I’d rather not put you through that.”

	“You ought to be thanking us, young man. And your uncle ought to be thanking you. This is a square deal all around, and I’d say the Lord put us in each other’s path. Now, I’m going to get that cash. What I need from you is for you to talk to Uncle Don—”

	“Dan,” Leslie Rae said, “Dan, it’s like you don’t even listen.”

	“Talk to that Uncle Dan and get things in order for me.”

	“Done,” Jem said. “Should I cancel my other showings? Frick, I feel like I’m making a huge mistake.”

	“Son, you tell those people this place is as good as sold.”

	He walked them to the door. Leslie Rae stopped to measure the opening into the living room and said, “It’s like they built this place for ants.”

	When they stepped outside, Jem moved to the window. He held his phone to his ear and waved. The closest ATM was five blocks away, and if he had to judge by the gleam in Dwayne’s eye, Jem thought the greedy old lech would sell a kidney to get that five hundred in cash. Once they were out of sight, Jem scrolled through GIFs until he found one of Scrooge McDuck swimming in gold coins. He sent it to Tinajas.

	She sent back a middle-finger emoji.

	 


3

	Tean stacked the boxes from The Pie. Then he set them side by side. Then he stacked them again. Scipio leaned into him, his muzzle poking up over the counter, drawn by the smell of tomato sauce, hot cheese, and a variety of cured meats. Tean kneed the Lab gently away from the pizzas and offered him, instead, a rawhide-substitute treat. Scipio took it gingerly and then dropped it on the floor, fixing Tean with a look of pure disgust.

	Tean didn’t have time to soothe the dog. He straightened the plates and forks and knives and napkins. Did anybody need forks and knives with pizza? He put out spoons too, just in case. He checked the Bristlecone, which was on ice, the glass beaded with condensation. He thought Jem liked brown ale. He thought Ammon liked brown ale. He had put a single bottle of cider for himself in the ice, but then he’d thought maybe that was too much, and he’d put the whole pack of cider in a bottom cabinet behind a roll of trash bags.

	Scipio had his muzzle on the counter again.

	“Right,” Tean said. “Xanax.”

	But he’d only taken two steps toward the bedroom—he now kept the bottle hidden, although he wasn’t convinced he could successfully hide anything if Jem really wanted to find it—when someone knocked at the door.

	Scipio lunged toward the noise, barking.

	Tean followed, and when he opened the door, he smiled and said, “Come in.”

	Ammon Young, childhood friend, former lover, and one of the immense complications in Tean’s life, stepped into the apartment. Scipio backed up a few steps, his whole body stiff, growling. Ammon gave an embarrassed grin, rubbed a hand through blond hair that was starting to thin, and said, “Hi. And hi, Scipio.”

	“Ignore him, he’s—oh. Hi.”

	Ammon’s hug lasted a moment too long for it to be a simple, friendly hug. When he released Tean, his smile looked more like the one Tean remembered from high school. “I didn’t even try to kiss you.”

	“I noticed.”

	“How’s that for progress?”

	“Well, you did have to point it out.”

	Ammon’s grin got bigger, but instead of answering, he squatted and said to Scipio, “Come on, I’m your buddy. Can I give him a treat?”

	“You can try. He looked at me like I was insulting his family honor when I gave him one earlier. Here, see if he wants one of these.”

	Taking a small, liver-flavored treat from the pouch that Tean held out, Ammon said, “Skip, Skip, let’s have a treat. I’m your friend.” He held out the treat, and Scipio forgot to growl as he leaned forward to sniff the offering. He accepted it grudgingly and then turned and dropped it on the linoleum.

	“Hey!”

	“I know, that’s what he did to me too.”

	Scipio slunk over to the couch and curled up on a cushion.

	“I thought he wasn’t allowed on the furniture.”

	Tean was saved from having to explain by the door opening. Jem stopped in the doorway. He’d gotten his hair cut again, and the hard side part was perfect as always. He had broad shoulders and a muscular build that the jacket and trousers couldn’t hide. Ammon was bigger; if Tean were being fair, Ammon was probably better looking all around, with more classically handsome features. Over the last few months, he’d regained the gym-toned body that had filled Tean’s fantasies as a teenager and his bed as a younger man. But Jem was Jem.

	Scipio charged across the room. The Lab didn’t notice how Jem flinched, and he crashed into Jem’s legs at full speed. By then, Jem had recovered, and he was crouching to rub Scipio’s ears. Scipio was whining with excitement, licking Jem’s face, crashing into him so many times that he finally managed to knock Jem on his butt. Tean was trying to get the dog to back up, and he didn’t notice until too late that Ammon had put an arm around him.

	“Fuh, fuh, he put his nose in my mouth. Tean, why are there treats on the floor?” Jem snatched up the liver one and held it out; Scipio took it and swallowed it. When Jem collected the rawhide substitute, Scipio took it out of his hand before Jem even had a chance to offer it. The Lab carried it over to the couch and curled up again, gnawing on his treat.

	“I’m sorry,” Tean said, and Ammon held on a little too tightly before Tean managed to get free. “I swear we’ve been working on staying.” He gave Jem his hand and helped him up. “Are you ok?”

	“I know what a dog’s nose tastes like. No, I’m not ok.” 

	“I’ll put him in the bedroom.”

	“It’s too late. I can never un-know what a dog’s nose tastes like.” Then Jem’s gaze slid past Tean to Ammon. “And I think I misunderstood your message, so I’ll come back another day.”

	“You didn’t misunderstand. We’re going to have dinner. Together. You’re both my friends, and you need to be able to spend five minutes in a room together.”

	“Five minutes,” Ammon said. “Starting now.”

	“You said we were having pizza,” Jem said. “You didn’t say we were also having a torrential douche.”

	“I want to point out that he started it.”

	“You started it by being you and having your dumb face—”

	“Ok,” Tean said.

	“Calling me names,” Ammon said. “Really mature.”

	“I can be mature,” Jem said. “You haven’t even seen me try to be mature.”

	“Ok, that’s enough,” Tean said.

	“If it’s too much to have a civilized dinner with friends—”

	“You’re not my friend. Tean is my friend. My best friend.”

	“Just a normal friend,” Tean said. “And I really think—”

	“Best friend? I’ve known Tean for more than twenty years. You haven’t even known him for twenty months.”

	“Ok!” Tean slapped the counter. “That’s enough.”

	Scipio looked up from his treat long enough to woof once.

	Jem was staring back defiantly. Ammon was studying his sneakers.

	“I’m tired of the pissing matches. I don’t want to date you.” He pointed at Ammon. “I don’t want to date you.” He pointed at Jem. “I’ve had just about enough of all the men in my life. Eat your damn pizza, and if you can’t be decent human beings, go home.”

	“Nickel in the swear jar,” Jem whispered. Then, to Ammon, “It’s our Disney World fund.”

	“Sorry,” Ammon muttered.

	“Don’t tell me,” Tean shouted. With a little more control, he added, “Also, I’m sorry I’m still shouting.”

	“I’m sorry, Jem. And Tean, I’m sorry too.”

	“Well, now I have to say I’m sorry or I look like an asshole,” Jem said. “So I guess I’m sorry.”

	Tean covered his face.

	“But if you had to pick one of us,” Jem said. “Like, a desert-island type of situation. Just in theory.”

	“Oh my gosh.”

	“It would really speed things along if you could just tell us.”

	“Neither of you. I would pick the moldy skeleton in the shipwreck.”

	“He’s already in a relationship with the mermaid statue thingy on the front of the boat.”

	“It would probably be a ship,” Ammon said. “Not a boat.” When Tean and Jem both looked at him, he raised his hands and said, “I’m trying to be helpful.”

	“Then I’d swim out into the ocean. That would be better than this conversation. I would throw away my Julia-Child brand shark repellant, and I would swim straight into a garbage current, and I’d paddle until I ran out of strength. And then I’d drown. And my bloated corpse would float there until a shark came along and ripped me apart.”

	Ammon made a face and reached for a beer.

	“What about your guts and stuff, though?” Jem said. “You didn’t talk about your guts.”

	“They’d get sucked up in a ship’s engine, obviously.” Tean considered it for a moment. “Some kind of gull might get my eyeballs.”

	“Ok,” Ammon said, and the Bristlecone hissed as he opened it. “Let’s talk about something else.”

	“But your bones would probably jam a ship’s propeller, right?” Jem said. “And then a Carnival cruise ship would be stuck adrift for months on the garbage current. And they’d eventually have to start eating each other. And then they’d get smeared in the news as the Cannibal cruise lines.”

	“New topic, please,” Ammon said and took a swig of beer.

	“There’d definitely be some executive suicides,” Tean said, his eyes narrowed in thought. “And a trickle-down effect. Maybe huge swaths of coastal regions shut down because the cruise industry has collapsed. Are you happy? You just shattered Port-au-Prince’s economy because the two of you had to measure your, um. You know.”

	“All right. There. You got it out of your system.” Ammon opened a box, and steam and the aroma of garlic and sausage wafted up. “Can we eat now?”

	“Cocks,” Jem said.

	Ammon choked on pizza.

	“He was talking about our cocks,” Jem said.

	“I wasn’t talking—you two were the ones—” Tean jerked a slice of pizza free, slapped it onto a plate, and shoved it at Jem. “Eat. And be quiet.”

	For a few blessed moments, the only sounds were chewing, beer caps pinging against the counter, and Scipio’s drool dripping. Jem kept sneaking the Lab pieces of sausage when he thought Tean wasn’t looking, and Ammon kept taking long drinks of Bristlecone.

	“I thought you were Mormon,” Jem said.

	“Don’t—” Tean began.

	“No, it’s fine.” Ammon held out the brown-glass bottle, eyeing it, and then he shrugged. “I spent a long time convincing myself I could have everything I wanted. Turns out, I can’t. So I’m picking the things I want the most and trying to be honest about it, which is what normal, healthy people do. Or so I understand.”

	“God, I wouldn’t have any idea,” Jem said. “It sounds awful, though.”

	The laugh must have caught Ammon by surprise because suds burst out of his nose, and then he staggered to the sink, coughing and wiping his face while Tean patted him on the back. Then he got him a wet cloth, and Ammon wiped his face, still chuckling. Jem was letting Scipio lick invisible traces of sauce from between his fingers, and he was wearing a small smile.

	“I haven’t seen you laugh that hard since you convinced Clyde Kerry that he got his girlfriend pregnant by letting her wear his 501s.”

	“Oh my God,” Ammon said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I was such a dick in high school.”

	“In high school?” Jem murmured.

	“What was that?” Tean said.

	“That was a private conversation with Scipio. I was telling him about…something.”

	Tean fixed him with a glare. Jem smiled and stroked Scipio’s ears.

	“You’re not going to tell me you were a saint in high school, are you?” Ammon said.

	“Jem probably doesn’t want to talk about—”

	Waving Tean to silence, Jem said, “I was in juvie. We had classes. Kind of. A lot of workbooks, which, well, I could make fuck-all sense out of. You were supposed to get a GED or high-school equivalency diploma if you finished everything.”

	“You don’t have a high-school degree?”

	“Ammon!”

	“It’s a question, Tean. If you want us to be friends, fine. But if I can’t even ask him a question, we might as well go back to measuring our cocks.”

	Tean groaned.

	“No, no degree.” Jem played with Scipio’s scruff. “And in case Tean hasn’t told you, I can’t read either.”

	“He can read. You can read.”

	“He didn’t tell me that. He doesn’t tell me anything about you, just so you know.”

	“He didn’t tell you how much better I am at sex?”

	“That’s not what—I never—”

	Ammon’s hand settled on his shoulder, and he squeezed once. “He’s just messing with me.” Then, to Jem, “God, you really know how to wind him up, don’t you?”

	“It’s too easy.”

	“I just want to point out,” Tean said, “that Jem Berger is the one who got drunk and called me last weekend to make a series of indecent proposals, and so if anyone is easy, it’s him.”

	“I wasn’t drunk. I was high. And I put a lot of thought into those ideas.”

	Ammon gave a tiny half-shake of his head, and he was smiling as he turned to Tean. “Do you want to watch Daniel’s baseball game with me tomorrow?”

	“Wow. Is—are you sure?”

	“Is Lucy going to be there? Is that what you were going to ask?”

	“I think it’s a fair question.”

	“It’s completely fair. Yes, she will be. But you’re my friend, and I can ask my friends to do stuff with me.”

	“He’s my best friend,” Jem put in.

	“Casual, you-had-high-school-shop-together-and-didn’t-see-each-other-again-until-your-twentieth-high-school-anniversary level of friends,” Tean said, unable to look away from Ammon’s eyes. “I can’t, Ammon. It means a lot to me that you’d ask, and I’d love to go another time, but I can’t.”

	“Another time,” Ammon said. “Sure.”

	“He’s got a date.”

	The only change was a slight furrow between Ammon’s eyebrows.

	“Well,” Tean said, his face heating. “Yes, actually. Maybe Jem could go with you.”

	“No!” they both shouted at the same time.

	“I’m sure he’s got better things to do,” Ammon said.

	“I do.” Jem nodded vigorously. “I’ve got to pick lint out of my crotch hair.”

	Ammon didn’t seem to hear him; his gaze was fixed on Tean, and the struggle on his face was painful to watch. Finally, with what seemed like remarkable control, he said, “Am I allowed to ask questions?”

	“Half a question,” Jem said. “And you have to say it backwards.”

	“Will you stop it? You can ask questions. I might not answer them.”

	“Did you meet him on Prowler?”

	“Yes.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“I’m not going to answer that.”

	“Name his?” Jem suggested in what he obviously thought was a helpful tone.

	“Where are you going?” Ammon asked.

	“Going you?”

	“Enough,” Tean snapped. “I’m not answering that one either.”

	“I’m not being nosy for kicks and giggles,” Ammon said. “Online dating isn’t necessarily safe.”

	“He’s right,” Jem said. “You should borrow his diaphragm. And his asshole-bleaching kit. Ammon, be a pal and lend him your asshole-bleaching kit, please?”

	Tean leaned against the counter. He glanced at the lower cabinet where he’d hidden the cider. He rarely wanted to be drunk, but the thought was a parachute right then. “Fireflies—”

	“No,” Jem groaned, dropping his head onto the table. “You made him start with the firefly thing again.”

	“Please don’t tell me this is more animal trivia,” Ammon said. “I’m being serious right now.”

	“I’m being serious too. Fireflies of the species Photuris prey on fireflies of the species Photinus. The females mimic the light signals of Photinus fireflies. When they show up to mate, instead of sex, they get murdered. And eaten.”

	“Great. Right now, I don’t want to talk about fireflies. I want to talk about you being safe.”

	“Put a condom on a banana,” Jem said. “Show him how to do it.”

	“And it’s not just interspecies violence.” Tean grabbed a Bristlecone. “Open this, please? Sexual cannibalism is rife in the animal world. Chinese mantises. Black widow spiders. Some animals kill their sexual partner before consummating the act. Some consume them during sex.”

	“It’s like having a sandwich in bed,” Jem said. “Like on Seinfeld.”

	When Ammon handed back the open Bristlecone, he said, “Fine. We’ll do this the little-kid way. What are you going to do when a praying mantis tries to eat you after sex?”

	“I’ll probably pretend to have a heart attack.”

	At the table, Jem choked on something and managed to wheeze, “Please record this.”

	“That’s not going to stop a crazy person from killing you.”

	“It worked when I went to Try-angles. This guy kept trying to buy me a drink, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I pretended to fall asleep.”

	Jem’s eyes were huge and bright. He was biting his lip. Ammon covered his face with two big hands.

	“It’s a proven tactic,” Tean said, trying to square his shoulders. “Female dragonflies fake sudden death to avoid male advances.”

	“Never stop,” Jem breathed.

	“Stop what?”

	“Any of this.”

	“You don’t have to stop,” Ammon said, “but if we could press pause for a minute. I’m going to ask you again: what’s his name, and where are you going?”

	“I don’t—”

	“I’m your friend, right? And we’ve been working up to this. You’ve gotten more comfortable telling me when you have dates—”

	“I don’t know about that,” Tean murmured.

	“—and now we’re taking the next step as friends. You’re not going to go out with a stranger without providing some basic information in case something happens to you. You could have a stroke. You could get hit by a car. You could get mugged. And nobody would know where you’d been.”

	Tean closed his eyes. Then, after letting out a slow breath, he said, “Ammon, please don’t make me regret trusting you.”

	“If we’re going to figure out how to be friends again, we have to start somewhere.”

	“His name’s Ragnar.”

	“Oh my God,” Jem said.

	“For fuck’s sake,” Ammon said. Then, almost immediately, “Sorry.”

	“See? This is why I didn’t tell you.”

	“No, no. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. And where are you guys going?”

	“Stanza.”

	Ammon’s eyebrows went up. “A little pricey for a first date, don’t you think?”

	“Yeah, well,” Tean pulled on his collar, “I finally have disposable money for the first time in my life, and I want to spend some of it on myself.”

	“Buy some sex toys,” Jem said. “Some really scary ones.”

	“Will you be quiet for five seconds?”

	“What is a scary sex toy?” Tean said. “No, please, don’t answer that.”

	“Too late—”

	“Thank you for trusting me,” Ammon said. He downed the rest of his beer and met Tean’s eyes. “Will you tell me if you go home with him? I’m not asking for details. I just want to know if I should come down and take care of Scipio.”

	Scipio raised his head at the sound of his name, his expression wary as he studied Ammon.

	“That seems like too much.”

	“If we’re friends—”

	“No, Ammon. I don’t feel comfortable talking to you about that yet.”

	Something Tean couldn’t describe flitted across Ammon’s face. Then he nodded. “Thanks for being honest about your feelings. I appreciate that you respect me enough to do that.”

	Jem pretended to throw up into his beer bottle.

	“Enough,” Tean said.

	Jem continued the gagging noises.

	Tean pegged him with a crumpled-up napkin, and Jem slumped sideways on the table, dead.

	“Now,” Jem said, “can I please ask one question?”

	“No.”

	“Ammon got to ask questions.”

	“Ammon isn’t going out of his way to make my life more difficult.”

	“I think I should get a turn. I want to ask a question.”

	“Fine, jeez, before I lose my mind.”

	“I want you to be completely, devastatingly honest: does Ragnar have a better beard than me?”
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	The next day was Wednesday. Jem took two clients on showings of high-priced homes. One was a gay couple with a wide age gap, and the older man cornered Jem in the bathroom and put his hand between Jem’s legs, his whole face wrinkling when he winked. After that, Jem had given them a song and dance about insider information, a fault in the house’s foundation, that their agent could use to chop the asking price almost in half. He even offered to put them in touch with a structural engineer who could fix it for pennies on the dollar, for an immediate return on their investment. The old gay counted out a thousand dollars on the front porch, licking his lips. His partner was in the car playing a Nintendo DS.

	After paying Tinajas her money, Jem still had a nice chunk of cash from the last two days’ work. He was already starting to think about the next game; it was important to keep moving, and while the client broker thing had been fun, something in his gut told him he was running out of time. Better to come up with something new. He liked it best when the people he took were thieves and assholes; for some reason, the mental voice that had started to sound a lot like Tean gave him less grief when he pulled one over on those types. Maybe a collections broker. He liked the sound of that. Hardly anybody even knew what a broker was, and he could spin the idea a lot of different ways.

	He parked the Kawasaki a block south of Tean’s Central City apartment. He got street tacos from a cart, and then he stood in line at a mochi truck. The day was hotter than hell, the air shimmering over the asphalt, but in an hour, maybe less, it would be bearable. Once the sun went down, the temperature dropped significantly, and most evenings the mountain breeze made things almost pleasant. He ate his mochi on the curb outside a Sinclair, in a growing pool of shade, licking the melted ice cream that had run down the inside of his wrist.

	When Tean came out of his parking lot driving the white Ford, Jem got on his Kawasaki. He started counting. He hadn’t gotten to thirty before Ammon pulled out in a silver Chevy Impala. 

	Busted, motherfucker.

	Jem kick-started the bike and followed. True to his word, Tean headed to Stanza, a restaurant and wine bar only a few blocks north of his apartment. It was close enough to walk, and the fact that Tean was driving suggested he thought he—or they—might be going somewhere else after. Jem could picture it: they were laughing over wine, they were laughing over their food, they were laughing as they talked about grad school and books and science. Ragnar was probably some brilliant geneticist splicing pufferfish DNA into pomegranate seeds or something like that. And he’d be a Viking sex god too, of course. And after all that wine and all that laughing, after both of them being oh-so-impressed at how smart the other one was, Ragnar would ask if Tean wanted to keep talking, and the doc would do that thing where he tried not to smile and pushed his glasses back up his nose. Jem gunned the bike to make it through a yellow. 

	That was a mistake. The Kawasaki didn’t exactly roar, but it was loud, and Jem spotted movement inside Ammon’s car. Maybe it was nothing. Or maybe the detective was checking the mirror, seeing who was behind him. Sure enough, when Tean turned into Stanza’s tiny parking lot, Ammon slowed the silver Impala.

	Jem swore under his breath. He wasn’t ready to break cover yet, but his heart hammered against his ribs. Sweat soaked his hair under the helmet. Then, after another agonizing moment, someone honked, and Ammon started forward again. Jem let out the knot of air in his chest. He rolled forward. As he pulled even with Stanza, he coasted and risked a glance. Tean was standing in front of the wine bar, staring at him. Jem kept his cool, barely, and continued coasting. He trusted the helmet and the lack of context to keep Tean from recognizing him. When the doc looked away, Jem accelerated slowly.

	He went to Whiskers, a gay bar near the Marmalade District, and ordered a Campfire whiskey. He drank. He got cruised twice. The first was a Latino guy in a tight white shirt that displayed some very nice muscles. His coloring made Jem think of Tean, though, and Jem put down two more Campfires after the encounter. The second guy was blond, skinny, and had a beard. Way too bushy and wild for his build. He said something about coding, and Jem just nodded and drank more. It was the beard. Ragnar probably had a beard.

	They fucked in the blond’s SUV, the seats down in back. When the blond tried to work a finger inside Jem, Jem laughed and flipped the blond on his back. He shook his head and said, “I don’t think so.”

	The blond moaned and touched himself, and Jem figured that meant he was ok with the switch.

	After, while Jem tied the laces on his ROOS, the blond asked for his number.

	Jem kept laughing about it, laughing on the dark streets, laughing when he squinted against the brightness of the traffic lights, laughing when he made a bad turn and the rear tire skidded, laughing every time it popped back into his head, until he got to the little brick bungalow in Federal Heights. He retrieved the key from the lockbox on the door and let himself inside. Even drunk, he navigated the bulky old furniture without turning on the lights. When he got to the back of the house, when he was sure the blackout curtains that he’d hung were closed, he hit the light switch in the bedroom. 

	A bed with a sagging mattress. A closet with mirrored doors. A vanity table that had been painted white poorly, with drips and streaks frozen in the satin gloss. From the top of the dresser, a teddy bear in a tuxedo, with top hat and cane, oversaw the proceedings. Jem stripped. The house was old enough that the only bathroom was in the hall. He washed up; in the morning, he’d wipe out the sink and tub just in case. The house had been on the market for three weeks, almost a record with how fast homes were moving, but so far nobody wanted to deal with an as-is home being sold by out-of-state relatives who had no interest in clearing out the junk. 

	Stretched out on the bed, he closed his eyes, but the Campfire made his mouth taste like smoke, made his mouth taste like the blond, and then he opened his eyes and grabbed his phone—he had the vague idea of jerking off, just to get to sleep.

	Instead, he saw a missed call and voicemail from Brigitte Fitzpatrick. She must have called when he’d had the blond’s ankles behind the headrests; there’s an image for mommy dearest. She’d sent a text as well, but reading was too much work in general, and definitely too much work when he was wasted. He played the voicemail.

	Her voice was brittle; that was the first thing he’d noticed when they met the first time. It wasn’t the voice he remembered from childhood. “Jeremiah.” She cleared her throat. “Hello, Jeremiah, this is your—this is Brigitte. I hope I’m not bothering you. I’m sure you’re very busy.” A nervous titter. “I just wanted to see if everything was ok. Gerald says you haven’t cashed any of the checks.”

	“No duh,” Jem told the phone. “Because I don’t fucking need you, and I definitely don’t need Gerald and his fucking Wells Fargo account.”

	“—wondering if you’re getting them, that’s all. And I—I wanted to make sure everything is all right. Gerald says he thinks it would be all right for you to come meet your—meet the children. If you’re still interested, that is. We’re having a party on Pioneer Day.”

	“Right,” Jem told the phone. “Right.”

	“Once we’ve got everything hammered out, I’ll send you the details. I know Gerald would love to meet you as well.”

	“Right,” Jem told the phone, and then he threw it across the room.

	Brigitte was still talking in her thin, high voice.

	On the wall, above where the phone had fallen, vinyl letters spelled out FAMILIES ARE FOREVER.
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	On Thursday after work, Tean invited Ammon to take Scipio on a walk with him. When Ammon met them downstairs, Scipio did his usual growling and whuffing. Tean barely noticed.

	“What happened to your face?”

	Ammon touched a faint bruise along his jawline. “A few months ago, I would have lied to you about this, but I’m trying really hard to be honest. This was some father-son bonding time.”

	“Ammon, oh my gosh. Your father hit you? What happened?”

	“We hugged. We went fishing. He bought me a chocolate malt.”

	Tean stared.

	Tapping the bruise again, Ammon cut his eyes to the left and shrugged. “Don’t make me talk about it.”

	Tean scrambled for what to say and settled on: “I’ve never heard you be a smart aleck before.”

	“One night of trying to be Jem’s friend.”

	Tean’s grin grew slowly.

	“Let’s walk,” Ammon said, “before you remember you don’t like me.”

	“I like you,” Tean said.

	Ammon squeezed his arm, laughed, and shook his head.

	The late July sun ricocheted off the glass, turning the streets into shooting galleries, the light blinding no matter how Tean squinted. They kept to the shaded side of the street, where the cement wouldn’t burn Scipio’s paws. It was a relief to get to Liberty Park, the grass still lush from daily watering, the cottonwoods offering a canopy against the sun. The smell of the pond on the south side of the park filled the air; two girls were chasing the ducks toward the water and then running away, screaming, when the ducks turned on them.

	“I don’t think it’s going anywhere,” Tean said. “With Ragnar, I mean. I don’t know if that matters to you or not, but I figured I’d tell you.”

	Ammon was silent for the next ten yards. Then he said, “It matters to me. I thought you knew how much this mattered to me.”

	“I don’t want us to be pressured, though. I want to figure out how to be friends again first. We did everything wrong the first time, and if there is something real between us, I want it to have a solid foundation.”

	“I know, Tean. You’ve told me. At length. And I’ve told you that I’ll do whatever you want me to do because I want you in my life, however you’ll have me.”

	Tean opened his mouth.

	“Nope,” Ammon said. “We’re not going to do this all over again. A hundred times, give or take, is enough. Tell me why it wasn’t a love connection.”

	“Gosh, I can’t even imagine what Jem would say if he heard that.”

	“Quit stalling.”

	“I don’t know. Things seemed like they were fine. We had a good time. He laughed a few times when I wasn’t telling a joke, but that almost always happens, so it didn’t seem like a big deal. He said he wanted to see me again. But he hasn’t answered any of my messages since.”

	“It’s probably because you’re undatable.”

	“Ammon!”

	“Sorry, it’s the truth. You’re too smart, hot, and good for all those guys. They know you’re out of their league. You’re just going to have to settle for me. You’re out of my league too, of course, but I’m willing to make the sacrifice because I’m crazy about you.”

	“Scipio, make him stop. Attack. Bite. Kill.”

	Tail wagging furiously, Scipio was too busy trying to sniff out whatever was hiding under a cracked slab of sidewalk.

	“Traitor,” Tean said.

	“If I’m honest,” Ammon began.

	“No more pretending to insult me while secretly hitting on me. We’re not there yet, and I don’t like feeling rushed.”

	“I was going to say, I think you’re reading too much into a few dates. You’re a great guy. If they can’t see that, it’s their loss, and you’re better off without them. You’ve got to give it some time before you can call it quits.”

	“If I don’t get sexually cannibalized before then.”

	Ammon grimaced. “Right. I forgot.”

	They completed their loop of the park. A cat got too close, and Scipio barked wildly at it. When the cat came closer, Scipio backed up until he crashed into Tean’s knees, his whole body shaking. By the time they’d gone another fifteen yards, Scipio was prancing again and lunging at squirrels.

	“How was Daniel’s game?” Tean asked.

	Ammon made a noncommittal noise.

	“Is it ok for me to ask about stuff like that? You invited me, so I thought maybe I was allowed, but—but I wasn’t sure.”

	“Tean, you can talk to me about anything. It wasn’t great. I mean, I sat on the topmost bleacher, and I wore a hat and sunglasses because the poor kid can’t even stand to look at me. He’s going through a really bad time, probably the worst time in his life, and I’m making it harder. Lucy caught him hoarding pills. He bought a shirt that says I HATE FAGS, God knows where. And then I look at his cell phone data, and he’s visiting myshirtlessboyfriend.com every afternoon. I don’t know what to do.”

	“I know I was part of that. I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to make it better, but if there is, I want you to tell me.”

	“Part of what? Me being gay and closeted?”

	“No, the rest of it.”

	“Me cheating on my wife, lying to my family, picking up anonymous guys and risking my relationships and my career? That part?” Ammon rubbed a hand over his cropped blond hair. “Tean, you were the first guy I was ever willing to be myself with. That means everything to me. And I blew it because I wasn’t brave enough to take a risk with you. I’d be lying if I told you Lucy and the kids don’t have some really hard feelings toward you, but the truth is, I made those choices because I’m a sex addict and because I’m a coward. The nights it wasn’t you, it was someone else. You mean the world to me, but you weren’t the cause. And you definitely weren’t the problem.”

	“You’re too hard on yourself.”

	“If I am,” Ammon said, his eyes crinkling at the edges, “it’s been a long time coming.”

	They walked the rest of the way home in silence.

	“Come over,” Tean said. “Let me take a look at your face and see if there’s anything I can do.”

	“They’re bruises. Unless you’ve got a magic potion up your sleeve, you can’t do anything except give them time.” His eyes were very blue then, catching the light. “All I’m doing these days is giving things time to heal, it seems.”

	“Come over anyway,” Tean said. “I’ll make dinner.”

	Something that might have been a smile twitched at the corner of Ammon’s mouth, but before he could answer, his phone buzzed. He answered: “Young. Yes. Ok, I’m on my way.” He listened to a longer stretch of information, swore, and hammered his fist against the apartment’s bulletin board. It rattled. A shower of thumbtacks hit the ground, and flyers, now released from the board, fluttered down. One was for HEAL YOURSELF WITH TAHITIAN NONI JUICE – CANCER, DIABETES, HEART DISEASE.

	When Ammon disconnected, Tean said, “What happened?”

	“It’s a murder. The killer ran into traffic and got hit by a car while trying to escape; I’ve got to go. Do you know where Jem is?”

	“What? Why?”

	“Do you know, Tean?”

	“No. He doesn’t like to tell me—no, I don’t know. I can find him, though.”

	“Collar him. Then call me.”

	“Why?”

	“Because the killer has been asking for Jem Berger since they put him in the ambulance.”
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