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Still, a Union that can only be maintained by swords and bayonets, and in which strife and civil war are to take the place of brotherly love and kindness, has no charm for me.

	 

	-Robert E. Lee

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	OCTOBER 30

	TUESDAY

	6:00 AM

	 

	EMERY HAZARD LIKED MORNINGS the best. In the morning, the world still made sense.

	Like this morning.

	He was up at six, rolling out of bed while his boyfriend, John-Henry Somerset, smacked the alarm and limped toward the shower. Somers’s leg had almost fully healed from the gunshot, but it was still stiff in the mornings. Hazard made a mental note to see if Somers was still doing his exercises; he guessed that his boyfriend was getting lazy. Hazard, who had taken a broken arm away from their last case together, counted himself lucky: with physical therapy, he was back to his full range of motion, and he was building strength quickly. He’d hit the weights again today. Maybe, today, he’d get back to his old max.

	This quick account of injuries and recovery ran through his head as he stumbled through the hallways of their new home. The move had been sudden, unexpected. A part of Hazard could recognize that both of them had been desperate for some sort of change, some sense of control. A way to stop the freefall their lives had entered after the Fourth of July nightmare with Mikey Grames. A part of him recognized, in the creaking floors and in the peeling wallpaper and in the endless list of updates and repairs, their shared, panicked need for a fresh start.

	In the kitchen, he set the coffee maker to work. Then he got out the frying pan, the eggs, the bacon, the spinach, an onion. While rashers of bacon fried, he chopped, cracked shells, whisked. He rescued the bacon, only partially burned, and he started the omelet. From the fridge, he retrieved milk and orange juice, and then he set the table. The omelet slid free of the pan as Somers came into the kitchen.

	“Morning.”

	“Morning.”

	Dressed for work—a simple gray suit, a dress shirt with a blue windowpane design—Somers looked as beautiful as always: the blue in the shirt set off the blue in his eyes, the gray complemented the golden hue of his skin. He looked like the boy Hazard had loved and feared in high school—the boy who had terrorized Hazard. But he was better now. Maturity and kindness and humor had softened the lines that had been too painfully perfect when they were teenagers. He sat, hands in his lap, staring at the omelet and the bacon and the glass of milk and the glass of juice.

	“Damn,” Hazard said, rising from his seat. “Coffee.”

	“I’ll get it.”

	“I’m already up.”

	He poured a travel mug of coffee, fetched cream and sugar, and set it at Somers’s elbow. He stayed there, standing behind Somers, and then he set his hands on Somers’s shoulders.

	Somers still sat with his hands in his lap. He was still staring at the plate.

	“It’s a spinach omelet,” Hazard said.

	Somers twisted to face Hazard.

	“We’ll go back to oatmeal in a few weeks,” Hazard said. “But I wanted to see how you felt with a little more protein in the mornings.”

	“Ree, we talked about this.”

	“I lost track of the bacon for a minute. That’s why it burned.”

	Somers watched Hazard’s face, still twisted around so they could see each other.

	“You’re going to be late for work if you don’t eat.”

	“Ree.”

	“I just need to get a new routine with the omelet. The bacon won’t burn next time.”

	“I don’t care about the bacon. Bacon is bacon. It’s delicious no matter what you do to it.”

	Hazard saw the struggle in Somers’s face, but he refused to surrender. Refused to make this easy for Somers when nobody had made it easy for Hazard. 

	“You like omelets,” Hazard said.

	“We sat down and we talked about this.”

	“You like spinach omelets. You’ve ordered them three times when we’ve gone to Big Biscuit.”

	Somers stared at him. Helpless.

	Gently, Hazard turned him back toward the table. He ran his fingers over Somers’s collar, adjusting it, making sure it sat properly.

	“You’re going to be late,” Hazard said again.

	And then, shoulders slumping slightly, Somers ate. Hazard collected another mug from the cabinet, poured himself coffee, and sipped at it—black—at the table.

	“This is really good,” Somers said between bites.

	Hazard grunted, watching his boyfriend over the rim of his mug, but also looking out somewhere else, somewhere beyond the kitchen.

	“Thank you,” Somers said.

	“I’m going to pick up some goat cheese.”

	“You don’t have to do that.”

	“It’ll be better with goat cheese.”

	Somers paused. Then he collected a rasher of bacon, folding it with his fingers, back and forth. He looked up from the plate, but not quite all the way. “What are you going to do today?”

	“I’m going to pick up some goat cheese.”

	“I’ll get it on the way home.”

	“You might have a big case. You might get caught up at work. You might be there all night.”

	“Fat chance. I’ll be lucky if Cravens ever puts me back to work.”

	With a shrug, Hazard said, “She will. She’ll have to.”

	“If she sends me out to the college again, I’m going to quit. Anything would be better than knocking on doors in a dorm, pretending I give a hoot about kids smoking weed.”

	Hazard just sipped at his coffee again.

	“Shit,” Somers said, with a worried look. “That’s not what I meant.”

	“I know.”

	“Your situation, it’s bullshit. I didn’t mean for it to sound like anything else.”

	“I know, John.”

	“This is ridiculous. Ree, let me talk to Cravens. We’ll come up with a plan, a way to get you back to work.”

	Carefully—Hazard was finding, these days, that he had to be more and more careful, or else things happened like the back window, like the rototiller, like the closet door—he set down his coffee. He reached over, tugged Somers’s sleeve down so that it showed past the cuff of his suit jacket, and squeezed Somers’s hand once. Somers tried to hang on, but Hazard was already rising, collecting the plate with the half-eaten omelet.

	“You’re going to be late.” He studied the plate. “Tomorrow, we’ll try it without spinach. Goat cheese and chives, maybe.”

	“Please don’t talk about the damn omelet. The omelet was fine. It was perfect. I don’t want to talk about the omelet.”

	Hazard scraped the remaining food into the garbage and carried the dishes to the sink. Through the window, he could see daylight raking across the backyard, picking out blades of grass in crisp lines. Funny how morning worked: dawn made it look like everything had already started, but the sun didn’t break the horizon until much later. Mornings could be tricky that way.

	“I’ll get groceries on the way home,” Somers said, still standing awkwardly at the table when Hazard turned back, fidgeting with a button on his sleeve. “I don’t want you to have to do all that stuff. I can do my part too.”

	Carefully, carefully. “And what am I supposed to do instead?”

	Somers grinned, and it was like a light going on in the room. He crossed to stand in front of Hazard. Then he reached up and tugged on a long lock of dark hair. Three months of dark hair, the loose wave spilling past Hazard’s jaw if Hazard forgot to push it behind his ears or tie it.

	“This,” Somers said, and then he kissed Hazard. “Or this.” He tugged on the three month’s growth of beard.

	“Ow.”

	“I like the mountain man vibe, I really do. It’s a nice Grizzly Adams look.”

	“But you’d like me better if I shaved and cut my hair.”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	“You think I’d look better, then.”

	“Oh, sweetheart, I’m not stupid enough to walk into that one either.”

	Hazard felt a smile, a real smile, start. “You’re going to be late.”

	“Maybe I don’t mind being late. What’s the big rush?”

	“I’m looking forward to my goodbye kiss.”

	Hazard had meant it as fun, an easy flirt. He was surprised at the stillness in Somers’s blue eyes, at the way Somers tilted his head, and then at the slow, gentle kiss that followed. Hazard’s pulse pounded in his throat when they broke apart. He felt sick low in his stomach.

	“I love you,” Somers said.

	“I love you too.”

	“When you’re ready to talk, I’m ready.”

	“Talk about what?”

	Somers looked like he was trying to smile, but he just shook his head. “I’m getting groceries on the way home, ok? I am.”

	Hazard raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t forget the trunk or treat.”

	“Shit. Thank you. Ok, I’ll get candy too.”

	“And one of the pumpkin buckets for her to put her candy in.”

	“Right. Where do you get one of those?”

	“Are you sure you don’t want me to go?”

	“No way. I’m a grown man. I can find a child’s pumpkin bucket.” Then Somers did smile. “I think.”

	“And the utility room. Do you need anything for the sink?”

	Somers blinked. “The sink?”

	“It’s leaking. The sink in the utility room. It’s leaking. I told you about it.”

	“Shit.”

	“I mentioned it a few days ago.”

	“Shit, I know. I’m sorry.”

	“I’ll figure it out. I bet there’s a tutorial online. A video, probably.”

	“No way. Not a chance.” Somers planted a hand on Hazard’s chest. “I’ve got one tiny skill set that makes me useful around here, and I don’t want you stealing my glory.”

	“It’ll probably take fifteen minutes.”

	“Fine. I’ll do it. And it’ll only take me ten.”

	Hazard rolled his eyes, but Somers’s grin was infectious, and he found it hard to pull away from the second goodbye kiss.

	A few minutes later, after collecting keys and wallet, Somers was gone. Hazard stayed in the kitchen, sipping the rest of his coffee at the sink. For a while, standing there, he counted blades of grass cut out by the sun. He kept the lights on as long as he could. He made plans for the day, the week, the month. A hundred things to do. A million things to do.

	And then, after a while, he couldn’t do any of it. He turned off the lights in the kitchen. He poured his coffee down the sink.

	In the morning, with Somers there to anchor him, Hazard still felt like he could navigate the world. In the morning, Hazard had things to do: things that mattered, things that meant something. He could wake up when Somers woke up. He could make breakfast. He could estimate macros—fat, protein, carbs—and plug them into a mental calculation related to Somers’s body type, and he could think about the best meals he could feed Somers, the best way to keep him lean and healthy and strong and satisfied. That was what Somers didn’t understand, of course. Somers didn’t seem to understand anything, which made sense: Somers had other things to do with his life. Real things.

	The days Evie spent with them stretched out the morning, made a few more hours pass easily. Somers’s daughter—no, Hazard corrected: their daughter—had just turned three, and she split time between Somers and Cora, her mother. When she was at Somers and Hazard’s house, Hazard could hold it together a few more hours: he could plan games and puzzles, he could launder her stuffed animals, he could pack a lunch and think about strawberries versus blueberries, the chance of listeria on deli ham. But then she would go to preschool, or back to Cora’s, and Hazard would be here again. In the dark.

	Of course, the dark was an exaggeration. Hyperbole. A ridiculous description of the situation. Hazard could stand here with the lights off and see perfectly fine with the sun coming in the windows. Hell, for that matter, he could close his eyes and find his way through the house. He spent his whole day here. Every day. Twenty-three hours. Twenty-four if he was lucky. He knew that it was thirty-seven steps to get from his bed to the kitchen—fifty steps if you counted the stairs. He knew that it was twenty-one steps from the kitchen to the trash cans. Or nineteen steps to the recycling bin. The longest distance possible in the house—in his mind, the image of a tiger pacing—was seventy-four steps: from the far corner of the storage room in the basement, up to the kitchen, across the house, upstairs again, and into Evie’s bedroom at the front of the house. He had measured this several times. Several times, he had stood there, face against the mullioned glass, considering the fall. The rhododendrons grew thickly below the window. He had concluded that, at most, he might break a leg.

	Once, only once, he had not been paying attention, and Somers had come home and found him sitting in the dark. And since then, Hazard had been careful to keep his ear tuned to the sound of movement, steps. He had started to suspect that Somers might come home unannounced again, a sort of surprise inspection, out of some misguided concern for Hazard’s wellbeing. 

	But what Somers didn’t understand was that Hazard was fine. He was perfectly, totally fine. His life, his whole existence, was like floating in bathwater: tepidly pleasant, buoying him so that he couldn’t tell where he began and ended, only that sense of drifting, warmth. A boyfriend he loved. A daughter he loved. How could he not be fine?

	The question came back at him at the strangest times. He’d find himself in the garage, not sure of how he’d gotten there, walking along the wall, his fingers bumping over the weedwhacker and the pruning sheers, but trailing slower over the sledgehammer, the chainsaw, the hatchet. Sometimes he would let himself look in the cabinet, up on the top shelf, where Somers had hidden the rat poison. And then he would hear the question again, with all of its knots and tangles that he tried to unravel like a man in gloves, in a blindfold, in the dark.

	How could he not be fine?


CHAPTER TWO

	OCTOBER 30

	TUESDAY

	6:47 PM

	 

	SOMERS TRIED TO CARRY all the bags from the car in one trip. It was a mistake. He was halfway through the garage, staring across the hood of his 2017 Mustang—ok, he admitted, a bit of an impulse buy, a bit of a rash decision—and wondering who had left the cabinet door open, when one of the bags split. He barely had time to register a thud, a slosh, and then a gallon of milk was spilling out of a broken jug and flooding the floor.

	“Shit.”

	After a fumbling moment, he abandoned the milk and jumped across the growing puddle. He shouldered open the door, stepped into the kitchen, and was met with a wall of smells: hot oil, garlic, and fish. Not an unpleasant fishy smell, just . . . fish. It made his stomach rumble.

	Hazard, standing over a frying pan on the stove, glanced up. He turned down the burner and moved towards Somers.

	“I got it.”

	As usual, Hazard ignored Somers, deftly plucking some of the bags from Somers’s hands and carrying them to the counter. Somers joined him, setting down the rest of the load.

	“I dropped the damn milk,” Somers said. “Hold on.”

	“Language,” Hazard said in a low voice.

	Before Somers could reply, he heard his daughter shrieking, “Daddy,” her footsteps echoing through the house. A moment later she burst into the kitchen, her dark hair wild, her dark eyes so much like her mother’s, her cheeks flushed. She hit Somers like a wrecking ball, and he grunted, laughing, and swept her up. He peppered her face with kisses until she squealed, “Down, down, down.” Then he released her, and she flashed away.

	“She’s worked up,” Somers said, staring after her.

	“She’s been in and out of her costume fourteen times.”

	Somers could feel the smile growing on his face. “Is she doing her own hair?”

	“That’s currently on the index of prohibited actions.” Hazard was opening the bags, pulling out cucumbers, tomatoes, onions, a few summer squash that still looked good, even this late in the year.

	“I’ll get that,” Somers said. “You’ve been doing—”

	His mind went blank here.

	“—stuff all day.”

	Hazard shrugged, turning toward the refrigerator. “You’ve been working all day.”

	Catching Hazard’s wrist, Somers said, “Ree, please let me do it.”

	“Yeah,” Hazard said, putting the cucumbers in the vegetable drawer. “I’ll keep an eye on the fish.”

	“Just let me clean up the milk.”

	“Sure. Dinner’s almost done anyway.”

	“It’ll take two minutes, and then I’ll be back and put this away.”

	Hazard nodded.

	“Did you read that article I left?” Somers asked, studying the countertop, not quite able to bring his gaze up.

	Making a noise, Hazard did something with the food.

	“The one about.” Somers stopped. Thought suddenly, vividly, of how good a beer would be right now. “Guys who lose their jobs. Kind of, you know, what it does to them.”

	Another noise.

	“I left it right here on the counter.”

	Hazard turned away from the food, slid an arm around Somers’s waist, and kissed him.

	“Hi,” Hazard said. “Welcome home. How was your day?”

	Somers felt like flipping a coin: fight or no fight.

	No fight. 

	“God, I’ll tell you all about it.”

	“That bad?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Hazard kissed him again.

	“Maybe not all bad,” Somers said.

	Hazard kissed him again.

	When Somers could feel his feet again, he managed to say something that sounded like, “Kind of a good day, actually.”

	“Kind of?” Hazard asked with a dark heat in his voice.

	“The fish is going to burn,” Somers said, laughing and pushing free. “I’ll be right back.”

	As Hazard went back to the stove, Somers stepped out into the garage. He collected the broken plastic jug and carried it outside to the recycling. Then he unspooled a length of hose, turned the water on low, and stepped back into the garage. The beauty of a cement pad and a central drain meant he could just run the hose around the perimeter of the garage, flushing the spilled milk under the Mustang and let it drain away. 

	He let his thumb play over the end of the hose, enjoying the water’s cool pressure even at the end of October. The sensation was soothing, and Somers needed soothing. His nerves still felt like a total jangle. Work really hadn’t been bad, although it hadn’t been good either. It hadn’t been good since Hazard had resigned. No, the shadow on Somers’s day had started before work. It had started when he had come downstairs, when he had seen the omelet and the glass of juice and the glass of milk and the bacon. When he had seen Hazard standing there, shaggy-haired, bearded, silent. Waiting. Even after they had talked about the breakfasts. Even after they had talked about a fair division of household labor. Even after Somers had made a chore chart. And then, when the chore chart hadn’t worked, another conversation. And then another. And then Somers had come downstairs and seen the omelet. After they had talked about all of it.

	I want to do it. That was all Hazard would say about it. No matter how many times Somers tried to explain how he felt. No matter how many times he told Hazard he didn’t want him doing it. Somers had tried phrasing that he’d picked up from websites. When you do blank, I feel blank. He’d tried rationality: if I don’t want x, and it costs you energy to do x, why are you doing x? He’d tried economics: division of labor, specialization. He’d tried every language he knew Hazard spoke. And at the end, under a curtain of dark hair, those scarecrow eyes would stare out blankly and Hazard would say, I want to do it. The way some people said I think I’ll have a Coke. Or It looks like it’s going to be cold today.

	I want to do it.

	And Somers couldn’t argue with that, not really. He could try to talk his way around it. But couldn’t argue. And what was the problem, really? He loved Hazard. Hazard loved him. Hazard wanted to do something nice for him. Hazard wanted to make him breakfast. It was a kindness, really. A demonstration of what he felt for Somers. Somers knew he should feel grateful. Knew he should feel lucky to have a man who cared about him like that. And he did feel those things. Lucky, grateful, blessed, fortunate. Choose your adjective.

	Happy?

	Somers batted the word aside. What made the whole situation impossible was that Somers couldn’t even explain what was wrong. It was just a feeling. It was the look in Hazard’s eyes when he didn’t know Somers was watching him. It was coming down the stairs, seeing the omelet, seeing Hazard waiting, mute and patient like a servant, and all Somers could think about was that one afternoon, that horrible fucking afternoon he had come home early from work.

	Somers played the hose from side to side, pressing down on the tip, forcing the water out in a hard spray. He had come home early from work. It hadn’t been like he was trying to sneak up on Hazard. It hadn’t been like he was . . . spying. He had ducked out a couple of hours early, knowing that Hazard would be home, thinking they could mess around and order Thai food and maybe mess around again after dinner. It was just supposed to be fun. It was just supposed to be cute and maybe a little romantic.

	Only when Somers had come home, the house had been dark. It was early afternoon. It was a bright October day, and the light came through the windows like surf off the ocean. So it was silly to say the house was dark. Only it was dark. All the lights off. Every single light. Off. And for some reason, Somers had slipped off his shoes at the door. He had been careful, removing his keys from the lock, sliding them into his pocket so they couldn’t jingle. He had found himself walking on the boards he knew didn’t creak. He had felt dizzy, his heartbeat in his ears. He had known, even then.

	When he reached the living room, he stopped. Because it was so quiet. That was what seemed impossible: how quiet everything was. Hazard lay on the sofa perfectly still except for the rise and fall of his chest. His eyes were open, but he hadn’t seen Somers. He didn’t seem to see anything. And he didn’t fidget. He didn’t shift. The sofa’s leather didn’t squeak. He wasn’t napping, either. That was what Somers remembered most vividly. The open eyes staring into nothing. The shallow breathing.

	That had all lasted only an instant. And at the end of that instant, Hazard blinked and sat up, and he was saying something about a nap, and Somers was nodding and saying something about a nap, and it felt like some bizarre dance that neither of them really knew the steps to. But they kept doing the dance, nodding and smiling and talking about how wonderful naps were. And that had been the end of it. Neither of them had ever mentioned it again.

	But an instant had been long enough. And in that instant, a dozen other puzzle pieces had fallen into place. The clearest, the most vivid, had been the realization that Hazard almost never left the house. Until that afternoon, Somers had believed—with no evidence to the contrary—that Hazard left the house to jog or to get coffee, to stop by the library, to have lunch. And now he realized that Hazard never talked about leaving the house. Never talked about going outside unless it was to pick up groceries or drop off the dry cleaning or take the car for an oil change. In that frozen instant, Somers thought about the times Hazard asked Somers to pick up a DVD on his way home from work; all the nights Hazard wanted take-out instead of dinner in a restaurant; the strange resistance, which at the time Somers had chalked up to obstinacy or a foul mood, when Somers proposed a walk through the neighborhood, or a hike in the Ozarks, or a drive to Columbia for a night out.

	In the garage, with the spray of water numbing his thumb, Somers suddenly felt something holding him by the throat, clutching at him until he could barely breathe. The last of the milk swirled in the water, disappearing under the Mustang, and Somers staggered outside into the October evening, the sun swollen on the horizon. He shut off the hose and coiled it neatly around the hanger. And then he pressed his hands over his eyes and leaned against the house and breathed until he wasn’t going to fall apart.

	When he went back inside, Hazard was at the stove, lifting fish out of the pan on a spatula. The groceries had been put away.

	Somers leaned on the quartz slab. He waited until Hazard looked at him, really looked at him, and neither of them could pretend they didn’t know what this was about.

	Neither of them said anything.

	Hazard slid the fish onto a plate and then served roasted asparagus alongside it.

	“Thank you,” Somers said.

	Hazard shrugged. “Pretty easy dinner tonight.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	OCTOBER 30

	TUESDAY

	7:27 PM

	 

	THE HOUSE SOMERS AND HAZARD had bought was in an old Arts and Crafts neighborhood of craftsman-style homes. Located near the city center, it was within walking distance of city hall and Market Street and even the Wahredua police station. It was also within walking distance of their old apartment. Even with the location, though, and even with the valuable historical quality of the construction, the neighborhood was one of the only areas that Hazard and Somers could really afford to consider. This was entirely due to the urban blight that, Hazard believed, had been intentionally inflicted by Wahredua’s former mayor and his real estate development firm.

	So, although most of the houses were over a hundred years old, with wide porches and square columns, with low roofs and wide eaves, with dark beams and quality woodwork, many of the homes were falling into ruin—abandoned because empty lots had been allowed to fester, infecting the area with crime and vandalism. Hazard and Somers had bought the house cheap because of the neighborhood. And, if Hazard were honest, because the house needed a great deal of work. Work that Somers had intended to do before his sick leave ran out. Work like the leaking sink in the utility room, which had been put off again that night because of trunk or treat.

	Instead of walking to city hall, though, that night they drove. Wahredua’s civil servants had been putting on the trunk or treat for years. Decades, actually. The tradition had started after Hazard had been in high school, and he had been too old to take part in the actual process of collecting candy from cars parked in city lots, but he remembered the pleasure of crisp autumn nights when he could walk Jefferson Street, where city hall and the sheriff’s department and public records and a dozen other city and county offices occupied grassy acres of land. He remembered watching excited children race through parking lots, collecting candy from the trunk of each car. He remembered the slightly muted thrill of seeing teenagers, kids he knew from high school, in their more adult costumes, sexy costumes that showed off thighs or abs or breasts, as they paraded for each other before disappearing into someone’s basement to listen to Pearl Jam and drink Natty Lights. For him, those nights had always ended with silent walks back home. But he remembered. And the memories, especially after all these years, were strangely luminous. Something he had enjoyed more than he had realized at the time.

	Now, as Hazard guided the minivan—his new car, a 2012 Honda Odyssey, gray, practically invisible—into a parking space, he felt a flicker of the same energy. He got out of the car and opened the passenger door, where Evie was already trying to rip loose the buckles on her car seat. Somers opened the other door and watched them, a crooked smile on his face.

	“Somebody’s excited.”

	Hazard slid Evie’s little hands aside and unfastened the buckles. Then, lifting her out, he was treated to an ear-splitting shriek. Mostly excitement, he decoded. But a little bit of hellion too.

	When he set her down, she looked up at him and extended an imperious hand. “I want my—” And then a word that Hazard couldn’t understand.

	“What?”

	“I want my—”

	He glanced over the top of her head. Somers was setting up the folding chairs at the back of the minivan, and he smirked at Hazard.

	Hazard narrowed his eyes at his boyfriend.

	Raising his hands innocently, Somers gestured to the back of the van. Through the glass, Hazard could see what he was pointing at.

	“Oh. Your pumpkin.”

	“I want my pumpkin.”

	“Is that a nice way to ask?”

	Evie did her latest performance: eyes wide and fluttering, head rolling to the side, hands clasped at her chest. “Pwease?”

	“Careful,” Somers said in a low, amused voice. “Your knees are melting.”

	Hazard shot him a glare. Then he picked up Evie, carried her around back, and passed her the bucket.

	“You guys look adorable,” Somers said. He got out his phone and took his place at Hazard’s side. “Selfie.”

	“No,” Hazard said.

	“Smile!”

	A moment later, the phone flashed, and Somers lowered it, studying the picture on the screen.

	“Cute,” he said, showing it to Hazard.

	Hazard just grunted and lowered Evie.

	“Candy,” Evie shrieked, darting towards the next parked car, where an older woman was passing out candy bars that Hazard could pop down in a single bite.

	Hazard caught her wrist. “Just a second, miss.”

	“Candy!”

	“You better take her,” Hazard said to Somers. “I don’t know how long I can hold her.”

	“You take her.”

	“John.”

	“Take her.”

	“No, not tonight.”

	“I want you to, Ree. I want to see you guys out there together.”

	“Be real.”

	Somers crossed his arms. The smile died in his face. “Excuse me?”

	“Um.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Nothing. Will you just take her? I’ll sit here and pass out candy.”

	“It didn’t mean nothing.”

	“Ok.”

	“You definitely meant something.”

	“Candy,” Evie informed them, drawing out each syllable pathetically.

	Somers’s eyebrows were drawn tight. One finger was tapping a bicep. It was going to be a fight, Hazard realized. Maybe a big one. Maybe their first one since everything in July.

	Then, over Somers’s shoulder, Hazard saw a young couple with a swarm of children moving towards them. Young faces lit up with enthusiasm, and the swarm rushed forward.

	“Noah and Rebeca,” Hazard muttered.

	Somers dropped his arms, putting on a smile as he turned, but the tightly-drawn eyebrows didn’t relax.

	The children reached Hazard and Somers first, hitting like a nuclear bomb. They ranged in age from twelve to two and a half, just a little younger than Evie. Hazard was fairly sure that there were only six children, but it felt like a pack of twenty or thirty. They were all laughing, teasing, and then two of the boys got a little rougher and they were snapping at each other, and they all wanted Hazard and Somers to see their costumes. Hazard lost count because the kids kept moving and flowing and swirling around them, but he thought all four of the boys were various forms of peace officers. He didn’t have to stretch to guess that this had something to do with their recently having gotten to know John-Henry Somerset, local hero and detective with the Wahredua PD. One of the girls wore a white lab coat with ROCKET SCIENTIST on the lapel, and the youngest was dressed like Gus from Disney’s Cinderella.

	By the time Hazard realized what was happening—he had been distracted by the parade of costumes and children tugging on his hands and demanding his attention—the rocket scientist was walking away, holding Evie’s hand on one side and her sister’s on the other.

	“I’d better—” Hazard said.

	Somers snagged his shirt without looking at him.

	“You don’t mind if Raquel takes Evie, do you?” Rebeca’s dark eyes sparkled with amusement, and Hazard guessed she had witnessed Somers catching him by the shirt. “She’s obsessed with her. It would be nice if she were that interested in her own little sister, but I’ll take what I can get.”

	Noah stretched past Rebeca to shake hands, first with Hazard, then with Somers. He had a friendly smile as he said, “I told her not to go past this line of cars, so you’ll be able to keep an eye on Evie.”

	“It’s fine,” Somers said.

	At the same time, Hazard managed to mutter, “Thank you.”

	Noah just grinned wider and slid his arm around Rebeca. “We remember what it was like to just have one. Now we could lose a few and not notice.”

	Hazard actually found himself smiling at that. It wasn’t the words—the content was pure drivel—but at the delivery.

	“Parking lot’s getting full,” Somers said. “Want to move your car over here?” He thumbed at an empty spot next to the Odyssey.

	“We’ll just bring our chairs and candy,” Rebeca said. “I don’t think the kids care too much about the trunk part.”

	They walked back down the lot, and Hazard watched them go. They made an odd pair: Rebeca short and dark, Noah tall and white. Rebeca composed and beautiful, Noah . . . kind of goofy. But they were friendly and genuine and, most importantly, smart. And they had moved into the house next door a few days after Hazard and Somers had gotten into their new home. Perhaps their best quality, in Hazard’s book, was that they had no history in Wahredua; Rebeca had come for a professorship in public health at Wroxall College, and Noah wrote for a series of online blogs and websites.

	Hazard dropped into one of the folding chairs, opened a bag of candy, and propped it in his lap. Somers sat next to him. The storm that had started earlier was still brewing, and Hazard waited for lightning to strike again. But after a moment, Somers let out a breath and stretched his legs in front of him. He reached over and took Hazard’s hand.

	“Are you glad you came now?”

	“I didn’t say I wouldn’t come.”

	“So, when you tell me you’re not feeling up to it, and you’re tired, and you might call it a night early, I’m supposed to assume you’re excited about going to trunk or treat.”

	“I never said I was tired.”

	“That was a joke.”

	“Kind of.”

	“Kind of,” Somers said with a smile. “It’s a nice night, right?”

	It was a nice night: cool without being cold, the sky clear, stars visible even through the haze of light pollution. The smell of fallen leaves mixed with the slight prickle of Somers’s cologne.

	Hazard grunted.

	“And you like Noah and Rebeca.”

	Hazard grunted again.

	“Come on.”

	“They’re fine.”

	“You haven’t yelled at them once.”

	“They don’t say stupid things.”

	“I caught you talking to Robbie about school.”

	“He wouldn’t shut up.”

	“You were being very encouraging.”

	Hazard rolled his hand, trying to get loose from Somers.

	Somers held on. “I believe your exact words were, ‘You’ve got a lot of potential. Don’t let that asshole tell you otherwise.’”

	“That wasn’t encouragement; I’ve seen his drawings. It was a statement of fact. And you and I both had Mr. Oberhausen for art. He was an asshole twenty years ago, and he’s still an asshole today.”

	Somers was smiling broadly now. He wove his fingers between Hazard’s.

	“What?” Hazard said.

	Somers just rolled his eyes.

	Then the first wave of trick-or-treaters hit them, and they didn’t have time to talk. Most of the kids were content to take a single piece of candy from the bag Hazard offered. When a few of the older kids got bold and tried to take more, Hazard stared at them. That’s all it took. Just a stare. And then they’d forget about the extra three mini Twix and back away, their eyes wide.

	At some point in the chaos, Rebeca and Noah arrived, setting up their chairs while kids mobbed them for candy. Rebeca took a spot next to Somers, and Noah took the spot next to her. In a few minutes, even with the rush of children, the three of them were talking about preschool. Rebeca and Noah were asking about Evie’s school, already considering transferring their youngest—Rocio, Hazard heard them say, and for the hundredth time he told himself he was going to remember the names. More than once, Somers and Noah tried to draw Hazard into the conversation, but he refused to take the bait, and eventually they left him alone.

	He watched the groups of children flow across the asphalt, studying their movements. He thought he could see a pattern. Not anything obvious, but a kind of rhythm to the eddies in the stream of humanity. He’d been reading about self-driving car technologies and algorithms developed from studying schools of fish; it seemed like something similar might apply here. It was the kind of thing that, a few months ago, he would have wanted to read more about. But now the thought came, lingered like an imprint, a ghost. It had no force. No vitality.

	Then, like an intruder, another thought shattered his observations: Somers had been angry. Not just about the way Hazard had refused to take Evie through the trunk or treat but also about Hazard’s reluctance to come out tonight. Hazard had thought he was being subtle. He had framed the possibility of staying behind in purely practical concerns. Based on how Somers had hassled him into coming, and on the way Somers had parroted back Hazard’s excuses, Hazard guessed that Somers was beginning to notice. Somers was beginning to recognize the pattern. And, of course, Hazard had expected him to. Somers was a good detective. A great detective. Hazard just wished it hadn’t happened so fast. He just wished Somers would be a little more clueless when it came to his boyfriend.

	A boy with a wild cowlick in front sprinted down the center of the parking lot, waving something in one hand, and then a fizzing noise came over the hub of voices. Hazard had just long enough to see the bottle rocket, to recognize it, before it exploded overhead.

	He was halfway out of his chair, hand dipping under his arm to the spot where he had worn a gun for most of his career, heart pounding in his chest, before he was able to stop himself. He knew it was a bottle rocket. He had seen it before it went off. But sweat stung him between the shoulder blades, and his breath sounded thin in his throat.

	Somers’s hand found his arm.

	Shaking his head, Hazard dropped back into his seat.

	“Ree,” Somers said in a low voice, leaning close enough that Noah and Rebeca couldn’t hear. But, of course, it didn’t matter if they heard. They had seen. Rebeca, most definitely, had seen. “Are you—”

	Hazard shook his head and brushed off Somers’s hand. His face was heating, and he turned so that Somers and Noah and Rebeca dropped out of his field of vision. He heard Somers sigh, and then Somers’s hand ran over his shoulder, down his arm, and fell away again. The murmur of voices resumed, Somers saying something easy and funny and casual that made Rebeca and Noah laugh, and then the world rolled forward.

	But Hazard kept staring out at the parking lot. Somers thought he understood. Somers thought it was things like the bottle rocket, things that still sent Hazard into hyperdrive—if only for a few minutes before he could bring himself under control again.

	But it wasn’t just the explosion. It wasn’t just his reaction. It was . . . everything. Hazard’s gaze swept through the parking lot as his heart slowed and the sweat under his arms cooled. It was the fact that the kid with the bottle rocket had ignored a municipal code and committed a misdemeanor. It was the fact that, just from where he was sitting, Hazard spotted two expired vehicle registrations. It was the fact that a man two cars down had just finished a can of Miller Lite—against the city’s public intoxication law. Worse, instead of stowing the empty or walking it down to a recycling bin, the man crushed it underfoot and kicked it under his car. Littering. The problem that Somers didn’t understand—one of the problems—was that Hazard still saw the world as a policeman. And he wasn’t police anymore.

	And that was the other problem. It wasn’t the simple matter of not being police. It was what he had become instead. Hazard might not have had the intense social intelligence that Somers displayed, but he wasn’t an idiot either. He saw the way people looked at him. Four cars down, a group of soccer moms huddled together, wearing sporty vests and yoga pants and chafing mummy-thin arms. They were talking about him. That wasn’t vanity, although Somers might have blamed Hazard’s ego. It was deduction: their voices pitched too low to carry, their frequent gazes in Hazard’s direction. Another time, Hazard might have thought they were lusting over Somers, but their body language was that of a threatened pack: close together, fencing out a danger. And tonight, that danger was him.

	It wasn’t just the soccer moms. Up the line of cars, a man sat in an old aluminum webbed folding chair. He was a big guy, and the webbing had frayed over the years; thin whiskers of polypropylene stuck out from under his ass. One more beer, and the guy was liable to split the webbing and drop right through the seat.

	But the guy didn’t seem worried about his ancient folding chair. He was staring at Hazard. When Hazard’s gaze swept over him, he didn’t blink or turn away or pretend he had been looking at something close to Hazard, something else that had drawn his attention. No, this guy locked gazes with Hazard, his eyes hard and flat. That was another old trick that went back all the way to caveman days. A threat. A challenge. After a moment, Hazard looked away.

	Hazard could have played the game all night, letting himself look for the ones who were looking. But he didn’t need to. In spite of his best efforts to avoid leaving the house, he still had to get groceries. Sometimes. He still had to run errands that Somers needed him to run. He saw these looks all the time.

	He didn’t blame the people who feared him and hated him and suspected him. What did they know? Just a simple string of facts: Emery Hazard had gone into a building with Mikey Grames, his old high school bully. Emery Hazard had left that building alive. Mikey Grames had not. And then Emery Hazard had resigned from the police force. A kid could connect the dots.

	“Better?”

	Somers’s voice was barely more than a whisper, and his fingers curled around Hazard’s arm.

	“Huh?”

	Somers’s gaze was tropical blue and steady. Calm.

	“Yeah,” Hazard finally said.

	“We’re almost done,” Somers said. “People are packing up.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“Thank you for coming.”

	“John, please don’t—” Hazard managed to stop himself from saying, please don’t do that. Please, he wanted to say, don’t be nice about it.

	Somers cocked his head, but before Hazard could come up with a lie, a white truck swung into the parking lot. The beams from its headlights bounced across the crowd, and Hazard saw shocked faces, then fear. The truck was coming too fast. Parents screamed for kids to get out of the way. A few of the more agile adults sprinted toward their children, grabbing them by the arm, by the tail of a costume, by whatever they could reach. Hazard glanced down the line of cars, already shooting up from his seat. Ten cars down, Raquel had squirreled herself between a Jetta and a Subaru, with Evie and Rocio pressed tight against her legs. She watched the truck, one hand holding onto each girl.

	The white truck was blasting music. Country. Not Emmylou Harris and Gillian Welch like Somers enjoyed. Not Dolly. Not even the country pop that had blown up on the radio lately. This was something else, and it sounded hard and angry. A furious bluegrass that had rage behind it instead of its normal wild energy.

	By some miracle, the truck didn’t hit anyone. It slowed, although not by much, and then, as it approached Hazard and Somers, several men riding in the bed of the truck dropped a banner across the side paneling. STRAIGHTEN UP DORE COUNTY.

	Then the men in the truck started shouting.

	“Queers.”

	“Snowflakes.”

	“Cocksuckers.”

	“Sheeple.”

	“Faggots.”

	“Trannies.”

	Hazard eyed the men. He recognized the class and species, even if he didn’t know any of them by name. These were the classic Ozark Volunteer type, the local paramilitary group, a kind of neo-Nazi lite. They were all white. They ranged in age from young adult to middle age. Most of them were thin, wiry, although the older men had started to sag around the middle. All of them wore white T-shirts with the words STRAIGHTEN UP on the chest and back. All of them wore trucker hats with the same two words. All of them looked like they hadn’t eaten a vegetable since last year.

	As the truck drove past Hazard and Somers, Hazard squared his shoulders. He wanted to at least look these sons of bitches in the eye. But to his surprise, they didn’t even glance at him. Or Somers. Their shouts were directed somewhere else. Somewhere down the line. Which didn’t make any sense at all.

	Hazard jogged after the truck, which had slowed as the men in the back switched from jeers to a simple chant: Straighten up. Straighten up. Straighten up.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Somers asked, running alongside him.

	“Evie.”

	The truck continued to roll through the crowd. Hazard and Somers stopped by Raquel and Evie and Rocio. Fear was painted on all three faces, and Hazard realized, with a start, that the trunk or treat crowd had gone completely silent. Fear was infectious; he knew that. And right then, it was racing through the men and women and children in the municipal parking lot.

	At the corner, the parking lot turned into an L, with the second leg exiting onto a service drive behind city hall. It made the parking lot ideal for trunk or treat; two exits meant that people could leave quickly when the event was over, without everyone getting jammed up. Tonight, Hazard realized, it was going to provide these assholes with an escape route.

	“Straighten up. Straighten up. Straighten up.”

	The chant was whooping, ferocious, barbaric. It raised the hairs on the back of Hazard’s neck, and he realized he was hearing hate, pure and distilled.

	And then a slender form darted forward at the end of the L. Maybe five feet tall, barely. Because of the distance, Hazard used the height of the panel van behind the figure to estimate. But the man didn’t seem intimidated, even when the chant switched back to jeers.

	“Faggot.”

	“Queer.”

	“Cocksucker snowflake.”

	“Tranny.”

	“Get out of here, assholes,” the small man shouted. “This is for kids, all right? Have some goddamn respect.”

	One of the men rose up from the bed of the truck, his arm whipping back and forward. Hazard couldn’t see what he threw, but he saw the small man stagger back, a hand going to his head. Whoops and jeers and laughter exploded out of the back of the truck.

	From somewhere down the road came the chirp of a siren.

	As the Ozark Volunteers broke into their chant—Straighten up. Straighten up. Straighten up—the white truck lurched toward the service exit, and in another minute, it was gone.

	Gathering up Evie, Hazard cradled her to his chest. She wasn’t freaking out, but her heart was going a mile a minute, and she buried her face in his shoulder. One pudgy hand had a death grip on the pumpkin bucket.

	“You did great,” Somers was telling Raquel, who had burst into tears. “You did perfectly.”

	Hazard rubbed Evie’s back. “Did you get any candy?”

	Snuffling once, she turned toward him, her head still resting on his shoulder.

	“Yes.”

	“Good,” Hazard said, still rubbing her back, slow and steady. “Because I’m going to eat it all.”

	“No!”

	Hazard let a grin slip onto his face, and after a moment, Evie giggled.

	“Let’s get them back to Noah and Rebeca,” Somers said, one arm around Raquel’s shoulders, Rocio cradled in his other arm.

	“You go on.” Hazard took a step toward the small crowd that had formed at the end of the lot.

	“Ree?”

	“I’ll be right there.”

	Somers hustled Raquel toward her parents, and Hazard, adjusting Evie’s weight, carried his daughter toward the crowd. It was already fragmenting, splitting apart as people realized the action was over. Taillights went on, red and then white, painting the asphalt. Parents gathered up kids too quickly, and buckets spilled, spraying Jolly Ranchers and Dum-Dums and Tootsie Rolls across the ground. Lots of kids were crying now. Everybody, Hazard guessed, wanted the hell out of there. A perfect night had been ruined.

	By the time Hazard had reached the small man who had shouted at the Ozark Volunteers, the crowd had dissolved. The man sat on the ground, a piece of cloth held to his head. He was obviously bleeding. Hazard saw the object: a flat, sharp-edged rock the size of his hand. Two women, one gray-haired but stylish, the other young and wearing corduroy overalls, knelt next to the injured man.

	“Did one of you call for an ambulance?” Hazard asked.

	Overalls looked up, blinked owlishly at Hazard, her mouth a big O.

	“Ambulance,” Hazard said. “He needs an ambulance.”

	The older woman brushed back gray hair and glanced up long enough to say, “I called.”

	“That’s a class C felony. Second-degree assault.”

	The gray-haired woman was digging through her purse. Overalls was still staring up at Hazard, her mouth giving little, guppy-like flutters.

	“Don’t let them bullshit you into anything less,” Hazard said, shifting Evie to his other arm. “If they give you boys will be boys, tell them you’ll hire an attorney and sue the city for every nickel.”

	Gray-hair glanced up again. “Thank you.”

	The slender man was shaking his head. He said, “Stop, Ruth. I’m not taking aspirin.”

	His voice was high and clear. He looked up and met Hazard’s gaze for a moment. Thin face. Hair cut into a low fade, a ginger quiff at the front. Narrow shoulders but wide hips.

	Hazard did the math, and then he understood some of the Ozark Volunteers’ shouts.

	“Jamie,” the man said, and Overalls perked up like a Labrador. “Could you find me some water?”

	“I’ve got some,” Hazard said. “Bandages, too. Disinfecting wipes. But you need a hospital.”

	The man just nodded. After a moment, Hazard turned. Overalls—Jamie—trotted behind him. He wondered, if he tossed a bone, if she’d play fetch.

	He’d barely gone ten feet before he ran into Rebeca and Somers, who were coming towards Hazard at a steady clip.

	“Evie, baby,” Somers said, sliding his daughter off Hazard’s shoulders and into his arms. “Are you ok?”

	“Dee Dee eat all my candy.”

	Somers raised an eyebrow.

	“It was an idle threat,” Hazard said.

	“Idle.”

	“I don’t even like candy.”

	Somers’s other eyebrow went up. “I’ve seen you try to fit into your jeans.”

	“Water,” Jamie panted, the buckles on her corduroy overalls jangling as she shifted from foot to foot.

	“Who’s this?” Somers said.

	“God only knows,” Hazard muttered. “I’m getting water.”

	Somers peered over Hazard’s shoulder. “And who’s that?”

	“That,” Rebeca said with a smile, “is our new pastor.”

	“What do the Volunteers have against him?”

	“With Wesley?” Rebeca frowned as though trying to pick the right thing to say.

	“Aside from the obvious,” Hazard said.

	“I don’t know,” Rebeca said. “He’s a good pastor. He’s active in the community. He’s friendly and welcoming.”

	“Hey, Ree, can we get out of here?” Somers said.

	Jamie was still shifting from foot to foot, her buckles clattering as loud as a brass band.

	“Yeah,” Hazard said with a sigh. “Let me just help them first.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	OCTOBER 31

	WEDNESDAY

	5:10 PM

	 

	SOMERS SLAPPED THE GARAGE door clicker to close the garage door behind them and got out of the car. He managed not to slam the door, but only because the car was new, because it was gorgeous, and because Hazard, who had almost swallowed his tongue when he saw the monthly payments, might actually kill him if Somers so much as dinged it. He stopped at the door that led into the house. Work was work. Work stayed at work. So he shook himself out, put on a smile, and opened the door.

	“You’re home early,” Hazard said. He was already at the stove, stirring something that smelled like garlic and onion and tomato.

	“Come on,” Somers said, holding up a Piggly Wiggly bag. “I was going to cook.”

	“You bought groceries yesterday.”

	“Yeah, but then I thought I’d get home early and make you dinner, so I picked up some more stuff.” Somers came the rest of the way into the house and closed the door. He made his way over to Hazard, kissed him on the cheek, then rebounded and kissed him on the lips.

	Hazard made an appreciative noise.

	“You liked that?”

	“Not bad.”

	“Let me cook and I’ll give you another.”

	Pulling back slightly, Hazard said, “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing’s wrong, Ree. I want to cook you dinner.”

	“Something at work.”

	“It’s nothing.”

	“I’m not going to break if you tell me, John. It’s not like I can’t hear about it. I’m not going to fall to pieces.”

	Somers wasn’t sure about any of that. He wasn’t really sure about anything, not anymore. He thought of Hazard in the dark, staring up at nothing, falling to pieces in places and in ways that Somers couldn’t see. No, he wasn’t sure that even Hazard knew what he was talking about.

	“Fine,” Hazard said, dropping the spoon with a clatter and stripping off his apron. “I’ll have to torture it out of you.”

	“I’m pretty tough.”

	Hazard just rolled his shoulders and took a step toward Somers. Somers retreated. Hazard kept coming. Somers fell back. Hazard looked wild right then: his long, shaggy hair swinging, the three-months’ growth of beard bristling. In a flash, Somers realized that his boyfriend was thin—still a big man, still dense with muscle, but a layer of padding had been stripped away. It made him look as though he had been sick a long time, and suddenly the game didn’t seem as fun anymore.

	Somers hit the pantry door with a thud.

	“Gotcha.”

	“I surrender.”

	Slowly, Hazard shook his head. “Let’s hear it: what happened at work?”

	“Nothing.” Hazard opened his mouth, but Somers held up a hand. “Nothing I want to talk about right now. I don’t want to ruin dinner.”

	When Somers tried to slide right, Hazard planted a hand against the wall. When Somers tried to slide left, Hazard’s other hand came down. One dark eyebrow went up.

	“What happened at work, John?”

	“I spilled coffee.”

	Hazard’s hands glided along the wall, closer and closer. “Bullshit. You never spill.”

	“I got a paper cut.”

	Hazard’s hands were still closing in. “Let me kiss it and make it better.”

	“My copies got jammed.”

	Hazard didn’t even bother with a reply. His arms slid around Somers now, a loose tangle around Somers’s neck, and Hazard made a low, soft humming noise as he stepped in, the weight of his body pinning Somers to the wall.

	“I was—” Somers tried to think, but it was getting difficult. Hazard’s beard tickled; his breath was hot on sensitive skin. Using gentle pressure, the bigger man nuzzled Somers’s head to the side, exposing more of his neck. “I was trying to send a fax—”

	The last word dissolved into a moan as Hazard ran his tongue up Somers’s neck.

	“What,” Hazard whispered before nipping once at Somers’s neck, “happened at work?”

	“I’ll make you pork chops. Please. I’ll do anything. I’ll make you—I’ll make you that chocolate fudge cake you like.”

	“You’d just go out and buy it and pretend you made it.” Hazard bit Somers’s ear. Not a nip this time.

	“No, no,” Somers could hear the reediness in his voice, the slightly desperate note that only made the whole thing hotter. “I’d learn. I’d figure it out.”

	Hazard just made another of those low humming noise, skating back down Somers’s neck, his beard burning where it rubbed bare skin—a thrilling kind of burn that made Somers feel totally, a hundred percent, wobbly.

	Tracing a spot on Somers’s neck with one thick finger, Hazard said, “I’m going to give you a hickey the size of the moon right here.”

	“Shit.”

	“Everybody’s going to be able to see it.”

	“Shit.”

	“Unless you tell me what happened at work today.”

	They locked gazes for a moment. Just long enough for Somers to drag himself back from the edge, work up his best attempt at a lazy grin, and say, “I look good with hickeys.”

	With a growl, Hazard leaned back down, biting and suckling. Somers could hear himself whimpering. He sounded like a kid, like he’d never been touched before. And then he felt Hazard fumbling with his belt.

	Thrashing, Somers said, “Shit, Ree. You’d better not. I’m—oh Jesus. I’m—”

	Hazard caught a handful of hair, still working on Somers’s neck, biting and suckling in the way he knew drove Somers wild, and held Somers in place. His hand slid past the waistband of Somers’s trousers, caressing sensitive skin once, twice, before he closed his hand into a circle and began pumping.

	“Ree. Ree, I’m going to—oh shit.”

	Somers jerked, his back bowing as he thrust into Hazard’s hand, his whole world flaring out for a moment. Then he was back, his knees buckling, as Hazard helped him into a chair.

	When their eyes met again, Hazard smiled, just an Emery Hazard smile that most of the world would miss.

	“Uh,” Somers said, sprawling bonelessly in his seat. “Hi.”

	“Welcome home from work.”

	Somers made a strangled noise of pleasure. He reached up, his fingers grazing the spot where Hazard had been working on his neck, and let out another groan.

	“This,” Hazard said, “is where we take a break in the interrogation.”

	“Ree.”

	“I’m going to wash my hand, thank you very much, and then I’m going to finish dinner. And then, after dinner, I’m going to see if I can break you down with a foot rub.”

	Somers managed to at least hold his head up and open his eyes. That felt like a major accomplishment. He watched as Hazard scrubbed his hands at the kitchen sink. He watched as Hazard found a towel and dried his hands, running the terrycloth up his big forearms with their dark, silky hair. The bliss of the orgasm was draining out of Somers, and he could see again what he’d seen before: too thin. And shadows under the eyes that, somehow, Somers had missed until now. Like bruises. He wanted to excuse himself, wanted to say that the long, dark hair and the thick dark beard had distracted him; that’s why he hadn’t noticed. But.

	“They hired
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