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For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts.

	All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again.

	 

	Ecclesiastes 3:19-20
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	Teancum Leon was sitting on his balcony in the morning dark, staring across the Salt Lake Valley, when the knock came. The May air was cool. Dawn had just outlined the spine of the Wasatch Mountains. The peppermint tea trembled in his hand as he jolted upright and stumbled inside. Scipio, his black Lab was barking furiously—probably with the expectation that whoever was standing in the hallway had treats and was desperate to give them to him, if only that damn door weren’t in the way.

	When Tean answered the door, Mrs. Wish was standing there. His neighbor from down the hall, she was normally a specimen of starch and hairspray. Right then, though, she looked like a ball of yarn after her army of cats—nicknamed the Irreconcilables—had really gotten going: her long white hair stood out in a million directions, and her housecoat was misbuttoned, exposing white calves and blue veins.

	“It’s one of the babies,” Mrs. Wish said and began to sob.

	Tean stared at her for a moment. Then, pressing the mug of peppermint tea into her hands, he said, “Let’s go take a look.”

	As a wildlife veterinarian for Utah’s Division of Wildlife Resources, Tean had to be an expert on a wide variety of animals. More than that, he had to be capable of learning what he needed to know quickly so that he could understand and address problems in the state’s diverse ecosystem. On any given day, he might have to deal with elk poaching, complaints about the steelhead population, or a California condor struggling to hatch her eggs. Maybe all three, in fact. To date, nothing had come anywhere close to the challenge that Mrs. Wish presented.

	When they got to the end of the hall, Mrs. Wish fumbled with the mug of tea, still sobbing, and tried to open the door. Tean gently nudged her aside, took her keys, and let them both inside. The apartment was sixty-percent cat dander, thirty-percent potpourri, and ten-percent livable space. From one wall, a larger-than-life President Woodrow Wilson stared down at them from his portrait. He looked just as worried about the Irreconcilables as Mrs. Wish.

	After settling Mrs. Wish at her small dining table and making sure she took a long drink of the peppermint tea, Tean headed for the closet where they had set up Senator George H. Moses’s birthing box. Tean had been here for several hours in the middle of the night, doing what Mrs. Wish insisted on calling ‘supervisorial vigilance,’ although Tean hadn’t really done anything except eat store-brand chocolate chip cookies straight out of the package, listen to Mrs. Wish’s rambling invectives against Teddy Roosevelt’s mustache, and let the Senator handle her own business. Barring an emergency, the cat knew better than Tean how to deliver her litter; she was biologically programmed to do it. And she’d done it just fine. Once the Senator and the kits were settled in the birthing box in the closet, Tean had given some basic instructions and caught a few hours of sleep. 

	“Not in there,” Mrs. Wish said through her tears, waving him away from the closet. “I moved them.”

	Tean frowned. “I told you to leave them alone and keep an eye on the other Irreconcilables.”

	Coloring faintly, Mrs. Wish said, “I had to make sure the babies were all right. And it’s a good thing, too. I woke up to the most horrible noises. By the time I’d gathered the courage to get out of bed and turn on the light, one of the kits was gone. You have to help me find her.”

	“Why don’t you wait here?” Tean said. “I’ll take a look. The birthing box is in your bedroom?”

	Mrs. Wish took a sip of tea and nodded. Through more tears, she said, “This is very weak, you know. You’re not brewing it correctly.”

	At the end of the hall, Tean paused at the door to Mrs. Wish’s bedroom. Senator Poindexter, a nasty, brutish Siamese who started pretty much every scrap in the apartment, was lurking in the doorway across the hall. He hissed when Tean looked over.

	“Watch out,” Tean said. “If she says the word, I’ve got a pair of nail scissors that’ll go through your balls like they’re butter.”

	“What’s that?” Mrs. Wish shouted.

	“Nothing,” Tean called back.

	He let himself into the bedroom, barely closing it in time to prevent Senator Poindexter from squeezing past him. Lace, especially lace doilies, was a prominent part of Mrs. Wish’s overall decorating scheme, but she had taken it to a new level in the bedroom. Waterfalls of lace. Huge, ruffled explosions of lace. Tean wondered if psychologists already had a name for a phobia of lace. They’d have one for sure after they institutionalized him.

	At the side of the bed he found the birthing box. He searched the room. Then he approached the box carefully and looked in from a distance. Then he sighed. Moving the box hadn’t been enough for Mrs. Wish. She’d washed the kittens, in spite of Tean’s instructions to leave them alone, and she’d cluttered the nest with tiny toys. She’d even added treats, although she must have known that the kittens weren’t weaned. Senator George H. Moses was crouched between Tean and the kits, and when she saw him, she hissed. Blood stained her whiskers.

	Tean checked the food and water in the box and then let himself out of the room. He made his way down the hall. When Mrs. Wish saw his face, she started to cry again.

	“Mrs. Wish—”

	“Oh, she’s dead, isn’t she?”

	“I think so.”

	“What happened? I didn’t step on her, did I? Or do something in my sleep?”

	“No.”

	“Well, what happened? I made absolutely sure that the door was closed. I told Senator Poindexter quite clearly that he couldn’t sleep with me. He was very upset. I suppose I’ll have to get everyone together and hold a funeral.” Tean wasn’t sure if everyone meant Mrs. Wish and the Irreconcilables or Mrs. Wish and her enormous extended family—with her, either one was possible, or both. “Where did you put her poor little body?”

	“I don’t think you understand. Sometimes, when a kit is sick or already dead, the mother disposes of it.”

	“She couldn’t have buried the poor thing. She hasn’t been outside.”

	Tean drew a deep breath. “Many animals will eat their young in extreme conditions.”

	It took a moment, and then Mrs. Wish’s cheeks pinkened. “I should think not.”

	“It does happen.”

	“I don’t believe it. Senator George H. Moses is their mother. She has a mother’s instinct. She never, never would have hurt her own kittens.” With a kind of exalted certainty, Mrs. Wish raised her chin. “I know it in my heart.”

	“Well,” Tean said, “right now, my recommendation is to leave the kittens with their mother, but if you see any sort of behavior—”

	“Certainly,” Mrs. Wish said, standing, shoving the mug along the table so hard that it skittered. “Certainly. She’s their mother, Dr. Leon. To think I would allow anything else…I just honestly can’t believe what I’m hearing from you. I can’t believe this constitutes your professional, medical opinion. Is this what they teach you in schools these days?”

	“I think I should go.”

	“You said if the kitten was sick, but earlier, you told me they all looked healthy. Did you make some kind of mistake? Is that what this is? You’re trying to cover up your own shoddy work.”

	“Good night, Mrs. Wish.”

	He reached for the mug, and she slapped his hand. A horrified look flitted across her face, as though she couldn’t quite believe what she’d done, and then it was gone, and her expression hardened.

	Tean thought about telling her why it had happened: stress, stress, stress. The stress of the birthing box being moved. The stress of having the kittens taken away one by one, bathed, and handled. The stress—Tean imagined—of Mrs. Wish rising in the middle of the night to check on the kittens again and again.

	Instead, though, he kept his mouth shut and headed for the door.

	“I can’t believe I thought you’d be an acceptable match for Violet,” Mrs. Wish said to his back. “She might be a bit gimpy, and she’s got a droopy mouth, and she’s older than dirt, but at least she has the milk of human kindness. She’s not a heartless beast like you, imagining the absolute worst, most impossible things. As though one of God’s own creations could do what you’ve just suggested. As though a mother could do such a thing, Dr. Leon. Their own mother.”

	From the hallway, with his hand on the doorknob, Tean said, “Mrs. Wish, the best thing you can do right now is keep your bedroom door shut, sleep in the guest bedroom, and only check on Senator George H. Moses to fill her food and water and clean out the litter box.”

	“I certainly don’t need any more instructions from you, you…you Communist pig.”

	“It was a flyer from the socialist party,” Tean muttered as he dragged the door shut. “And someone just put it under my windshield wiper.”
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	Tean had to hurry to dress and walk Scipio before work. Their walk was pretty standard; today, it included Scipio chasing a squirrel when Tean let him off the leash at Liberty Park, and then, a few minutes later, Tean rescuing Scipio when a goose cornered him. The black Lab had been pressed up against an old oak, barking wildly at the goose until Tean reattached the leash and led him away. As soon as they’d put a few yards between themselves and the bird, Scipio started bounding and frolicking, his tail going like mad. He obviously considered himself the winner of that particular skirmish and was unbearably proud of himself.

	When Tean got to work, he found himself immediately caught up in a fresh conflict. Norbert Smith, eighty years old, who frequently forgot to shave and—even more noticeably—to bathe, had worked for DWR for over forty years. He’d handled a lot of the state’s poaching complaints, especially from the northwest quadrant, and he’d done a good job of it until a bad fall and a broken leg in December. Everyone, Tean included, had expected that to loosen Norbert’s death grip on his job, but instead of retiring, Norbert had clung on. Now he was back, using a walker to navigate the DWR building, unable to drive long distances let alone hike into the back country to catch poachers. And from the hints he had dropped, he was obviously hoping someone would try to fire him so he could sue.

	Instead, Tean had put him in a clerical job, digitizing old records. It was work that needed to be done—although from what Tean could tell on his initial review, all Norbert had managed to do was scan the blank backs of hundreds of pages and include them all in the same file. More importantly, it kept Norbert clear of DWR’s daily operations.

	Except for this morning. And ten other mornings just like it over the last two months.

	“I know you think I’m a bitch,” Hannah was saying. She was Tean’s colleague and friend, a biologist specializing in native aquatics. Her chestnut hair had a million flyaways today, and her face was splotchy. “Just say it, Norbert. You think I’m a bitch. But I don’t care. I don’t know how that phone call got routed to you, but you have absolutely no right fielding calls from the public and authorizing them to do whatever they want to do.”

	Norbert sank down in his chair, an eighty-year-old sullen child. “Can I go now? Got work to do.”

	“She’s right,” Tean said. “Your job isn’t to handle calls from the public.”

	“I’ve done this job longer than either of you’s been alive,” Norbert said, his sunken eyes cutting back and forth as though he couldn’t quite fix on Tean. “It was a simple question. I know my years of experience don’t mean bullpucky to either of you, but they ought to count for something.”

	“Well, that’s fair,” Tean said, darting a look at Hannah. “I do value your experience, and I know that many times, people call in with the same questions, so I’m sure you felt comfortable answering—” 

	“The man wanted to go fishing with dynamite,” Hannah shouted. “And Norbert said yes.”

	“It’s those damn burbot,” he said, referring to an invasive species of fish. “Let him blow them all to hell if he wants.”

	“That’s illegal and unethical—”

	“Ok,” Tean said. “Norbert, it’s not your job to answer the phone. If you do, and if you’re fielding questions from the public, you need to give answers in line with DWR policy. Is that clear?”

	“Wasn’t like this back in the day,” Norbert said, slouching even lower in the chair.

	“Is that clear?”

	“Yes.”

	“And talk to him about the paperwork,” Hannah said.

	“The paperwork?” Tean said.

	“He’s not doing any of the clerical work he’s supposed to be doing. He’s supposed to be processing surrendered turkey tags, and—”

	“Young lady,” Norbert said, “if they got a tag, and if they didn’t get a darn turkey, why should I care what happens to the tag after?”

	“Because it’s your job.”

	“All right,” Tean said. “Hannah, thank you for raising your concerns. Norbert, even if you don’t think the task is important, it still needs to get done.”

	“I don’t have time for this,” Norbert said, easing himself up from the seat and grabbing his walker.

	“That’s right,” Hannah said, “you need to hurry back to your desk and look at those Japanese Playboys you keep in the top drawer.”

	Tean covered his eyes.

	Norbert huffed, and it sounded like he might say something, but then the door opened, and the walker creaked away. He slammed the door behind him. 

	“Well, you were a lot of help,” Hannah said.

	Dropping his hand, Tean said, “Don’t start with me.”

	“He ought to be fired. I wasn’t joking about those pornos, either. He really does have them in his desk.”

	“He wants to be fired, Hannah. And then he’s going to sue for ageism or who knows what.”

	“He was only ever good for one thing, and that was rousting poachers, and he was only good at it because he did half the poaching himself. He’s a nightmare with public calls. He’s a disaster with clerical work. The Division has perfectly legitimate grounds to fire him.”

	“You know it’s not that simple.”

	“He’s creating a hostile work environment,” Hannah said. “He objectifies women, especially with those magazines. I feel sexually harassed. I’m going to sue.”

	“Look, I will make him get rid of the magazines. I didn’t even know about the magazines. And I had no idea you felt like this was a hostile work environment. We’re going to—”

	Hannah screamed as she got up from the chair. “I get so sick of being the only one around here with a pair of balls.”

	She slammed the door even harder than Norbert had.

	When the ringing in his ears died down, Tean got back to work on his most recent project: controlling an outbreak of canine distemper that was affecting populations of coyotes and feral dogs around Heber City. It was starting to get into the domestic populations, and there would be hell to pay if the virus worked its way north into Park City and someone’s designer Chihuahua caught it. Worse, it threatened a population of kit foxes along the Wasatch Back, and they were a species of concern in the state. He was just digging into the research around controlling outbreaks when his door flew open again.

	Hannah gripped the handle, her face even splotchier than before, her hair like she was building up a static charge. She just stood there, breathing hard, arms folded across her chest. Tean braced himself. He and Hannah had worked together for years, and until recently, they’d gotten along well. She was smart, capable, dependable, and funny. Something had changed, though, and over the last weeks and months, she’d displayed a temper—not always unjustified, as the case with Norbert had shown—that was nevertheless out of character. A couple of weeks ago, she’d taken two sick days without any explanation, when she hadn’t taken sick days in years. She had dark rings under her eyes all the time, and although Tean felt like a bad person for thinking this, she’d put on a little weight. 

	Then Hannah stepped into the office, shutting the door behind her, and started to cry.

	Lurching out of his seat, Tean made his way around the desk and hugged her. She cried for a long time, sobbing against his shoulder while he patted her back. His whole body was locking up at the sheer amount of contact with another person; he summoned up memories of the Darwin Awards to keep himself from climbing out of his skin. The guy who had tried to build his own rocket car. The guy who had performed experimental surgery on himself. The guy who had tried to chew through an overhead power line to prove that squirrels weren’t any better than humans.

	Finally, Hannah squeezed his arm and pulled back. “I’m fine,” she said thickly, wiping her face. “I’m really fine. I just hate that I fell apart like that.”

	“It’s ok.”

	“It’s not ok. It’s this horrible female stereotype, and I hate playing into it.”

	“I cried the other night when Jem made me watch the same episode of The Simpsons for the fourth time in a row.”

	Hannah laughed, and then she coughed, and then she laughed some more.

	“Want to sit down?” Tean asked. “Have some tea?”

	Hannah nodded and said, “Not that horrible homemade nettle tea.”

	“I’ll just go borrow some from your office then.”

	So he sprinted to her office, stole two foil-wrapped bags of Morning Jazz, and sprinted back. He filled the electric kettle. While the water heated, he got the mugs and unwrapped the tea bags.

	“How is Jem?” Hannah asked, obviously trying to keep the disapproving note from her voice and not quite succeeding.

	“He’s the same as always. He breaks into my apartment whenever he wants, and I come home to find him and Scipio napping on the couch together. He makes me spend money I don’t have on clothes I don’t want, and then he proceeds to tell me I have no butt and gives me ridiculous orders about how many squats I should be doing. Oh, and he eats like he’s fourteen. I think if I took a blood sample, I’d see Big Mac special sauce running in his veins.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Why is he talking about your butt? Is that a gay thing? Is he making a move?”

	Tean rolled his eyes. “We’re just friends.”

	“As my grandmother used to say, ‘You can fool yourself, and you can fool your mother, but you can’t fool me.’”

	“We’re just friends.”

	The kettle whistled, and it was a nice excuse for Tean to turn away from the look in Hannah’s eyes. After pouring the hot water so the tea could steep, Tean sat and said, “Is this about Norbert?”

	“No. I mean, not really. I hate that old bag of bones, and I think he’s doing a terrible job at something I care about. He’s this awful reminder of how things used to be—a good-old-boys club where all you had to do was ride around in your truck and bust people who weren’t your friends. But it’s not enough to get worked up over.”

	Tean chose not to mention the screaming that had taken place fifteen minutes earlier.

	Fiddling with the tag at the end of the tea bag’s string, Hannah stared off into space for a moment. When she spoke again, she said, “I honestly feel like I’m going crazy, Tean.”

	“You have seemed upset for a while now.”

	Hannah laughed. “You’re too nice. I’ve been a bitch for months. I know I have. I’ve had a lot going on. That’s not really an excuse, no reason to treat people badly. But it’s the truth. No, this is something else. It’s just been the last little while.”

	“What?”

	“I think someone’s following me.”
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	Jem was stocking men’s shirts in Snow’s Department Store, in the men’s section, under the watchful eye of Mr. Kroll.

	“No, no, no,” Mr. Kroll snapped. He stood with perfect posture, hands clasped schoolboy style at his waist, his graying hair shiny with pomade. “Mr. Berger, have you been paying attention at all?”

	“Yes, Mr. Kroll,” Jem said. “I’ve definitely been paying attention.” He’d been paying attention, for example, to the way Mr. Kroll watched his ass when he bent over to arrange the shirts on the display table’s lower shelves.

	“Well, it’s very hard to tell from the sloppiness of this work. Can you please try a little harder?”

	“Of course, Mr. Kroll.”

	Jem was hoping that would settle the matter—sometimes Mr. Kroll just liked to poke his nose in long enough to remind everyone that he was the manager of menswear at Snow’s Department Store, which was apparently the retail equivalent of being the king of England. Instead, though, Mr. Kroll just stood there, smelling like baby powder and gardenia, until Jem started to sweat. His back was itching like crazy, and he couldn’t breathe in a shirt and tie and jacket.

	“For heaven’s sake,” Mr. Kroll said, pushing past Jem to grab a shirt that was still wrapped in its plastic. He shook it in front of Jem. “What does this say?”

	“Giroux,” Jem said. He’d memorized that one quickly. “And the rest of these are Giroux too.”

	“Not the brand, ignoramus,” Mr. Kroll said, moving closer until his body pinned Jem against the display table. Jem had front-row seats to the broken capillaries in Mr. Kroll’s nose, to the faint wrinkles around his mouth, to the way he ran his tongue inside his upper lip when he raked his eyes up and down Jem. Mr. Kroll tapped a finger against the packaging. “This. What does this say?”

	Jem’s face heated. He was learning—with Tean’s help—but it was still hard, and he was slow. He still had to work out the sounds in his head most of the time. Decoding, Tean called it. And it was extra hard because Tean also insisted that Jem was dyslexic, although Jem didn’t think that was the case. Nobody had ever told him before that he was dyslexic, anyway.

	Mr. Kroll was still staring.

	Sweat prickled under Jem’s arms. He resorted to his usual tactic in these situations—his number one, charm-the-shit-out-of-a-bear smile.

	“LinenTouch,” Mr. Kroll said. “And what about this one?”

	That one was easy because Tean made Jem read everything at the grocery store. “Cream.”

	“And is LinenTouch the same as Cream?”

	Jem had something smart to say about that, something about Tean, who probably would have worn LinenTouch pants with a cream-colored shirt and ivory loafers, but he just smiled and shook his head. Now that Mr. Kroll had pointed out the difference, Jem could see the slight variation in the colors of the—what he’d thought of, until now, as white—dress shirts he’d been stocking.

	“And I don’t suppose reading each shirt’s color and then putting it in the right pile, I don’t suppose that’s too much.”

	“No, Mr. Kroll.”

	“And it’s not too much to assume you can read, is it?”

	Jem’s face was on fire, but he still smiled. “No, Mr. Kroll.”

	“And it’s not too much to hope you can finish this job in an efficient, timely manner, without my standing over you to make sure you do it properly, is it?”

	The old perv would have loved that, Jem knew: standing there, mooning over Jem’s ass, snapping out orders that Jem had to obey. Once, he had made Jem pick up pins after another clerk had knocked them on the floor. Mr. Kroll had stayed to observe the whole thing. He hadn’t picked up a damn pin himself; he’d just stood there, swallowing obscenely whenever Jem looked up from where he knelt on the floor.

	All Jem said, though, was, “No, Mr. Kroll.”

	“Then see that you do it.”

	With a snappy little spin—about a half-inch shy of clicking his heels together like a good Nazi—Mr. Kroll headed over to ties, where he was already ripping into Sydney. “If our patrons choose to buy a poorly manufactured tie from a margarita-swilling, beach-bum crooner, that’s their own business—and their own poor taste in judgment,” Mr. Kroll was saying. “But the Snow’s Department Store menswear will go up in flames before we display those ties next to the Stefano Riccis.”

	“What got in his garter?” a voice asked behind Jem. Mckenna was barely twenty, Tongan, with glossy black hair that came to her waist. She was also stunningly gorgeous, which seemed to be Snow’s Department Store’s primary requirement for female employees. Distantly related to Jem’s neighbors, the Latus, Mckenna had helped Jem get the job at Snow’s in spite of his lackluster track record—this was his sixth job in three months.

	“It’s a phase,” Jem said. “He’s just going through that forty-year-long, involuntary celibacy phase. You know, when creeps like him are awful assholes because they can’t get anybody to look at their junk.”

	“I think he wants you to do more than look at it.”

	Jem gagged.

	“Oh shit, he’s looking over here,” Mckenna said. And, true, Mr. Kroll was glaring at them and already abandoning Sydney, who was sobbing into a rack of Margaritaville neckwear.

	“Pretend you’re whispering something,” Jem said.

	“Why?”

	“Because I told you to.”

	“No, I mean, why pretend? I can just whisper something for real.”

	Mr. Kroll was getting closer.

	“Then whisper something for real,” Jem growled.

	Mckenna leaned in and spoke softly into his ear: “I swear to God he’s getting a boner just thinking about yelling at you.”

	“You’re the devil,” Jem said, fighting a smile as Mckenna slipped away.

	“I’m sorry,” Mr. Kroll said as he approached. “Did I miss something? Did I overlook a staff notification that this time is meant to be used for idle conversation and fraternization? This is Snow’s Department Store,” invoking it like the name of God, “and that might not mean anything to you, Mr. Berger, but it certainly does to me. Your behavior reflects on the menswear department as a whole and on me personally, and I’m starting to believe I made a grave error—”

	Jem let the rest of the words float past on a cloud of baby powder and gardenia. He might not be able to read LinenTouch—not yet, anyway—but he could read people, and Mr. Kroll couldn’t have bluffed his way past a middle-schooler.

	“I’m sorry,” Jem said, lowering his voice and laying a hand on Mr. Kroll’s arm. It was painful, really, the sudden flush in Mr. Kroll’s wrinkled cheeks. “I’m really sorry. I just heard, though, and I thought you should know. Everybody else wanted to let them catch you with your pants down—oops, I mean, you know, unawares; sorry for the vulgarity—but I just don’t think that’s right. You take care of us; we ought to be taking care of you too.”

	The cocktail of flattery, physical touch, and conspiracy hit most people hard; Jem had used it plenty of times before. It hit Mr. Kroll harder than most, practically flattening him.

	“Yes, well, I don’t—you’ll have to—it’s not entirely clear—”

	“Surprise inspection.”

	Mr. Kroll’s eyes shot open.

	“Mckenna thinks it’s only a sixty-percent chance. She didn’t want to freak you out. But I think the only responsible thing to do is to get ready.”

	“Good heavens,” Mr. Kroll breathed, fanning himself. “Merciful heavens.”

	“It’s too bad we don’t have much time,” Jem said, “because I was talking to the CEO’s secretary—we bumped into each other when I was filing my HR paperwork—and she told me how much he loves See’s caramels. I’d run over and get some, but—”

	Jem threw a dispirited look at the display table with the dress shirts.

	“Go,” Mr. Kroll whispered fiercely. “Hurry. And get two boxes. No, three.”

	“My credit card—”

	“Go.” Mr. Kroll was strangling on the word as he shoved cash into Jem’s hands and pushed him toward the door. “Mr. Snow himself,” he breathed, the Messiah coming again. “Hurry!”

	Jem jogged toward the door. He waved the cash at Mckenna as he passed men’s active wear and winked.

	She rolled her eyes.
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	Jem spent the afternoon dicking around. Normally, he would have used a beautiful spring afternoon to hit up some of the sheep around Temple Square; if he were lucky, he could pull in a few hundred bucks before he needed to clear out. But ever since realizing that Teancum Leon thought he was a scumbag, he had tried to reform. A little.

	Instead, he walked through City Creek Mall, the billion-dollar development in the heart of Salt Lake, watching shoppers: a young woman with four kids and a stack of shoeboxes, obviously trying to outfit the whole herd in one go; a middle-aged man examining expensive watches and, in between rounds, bitching out the poor salesman who was trying to help him; a teenage couple on what might, possibly, could have been their first date, the boy’s chest puffed up, his face practically glowing as he clutched the girl’s hand. She was going to need a hacksaw when she wanted it back.

	At five-fifteen, he walked back to Snow’s, carrying two boxes of See’s chocolates in a plastic bag, and waited in the parking lot. Spring in Utah was beautiful and ephemeral—it came late, and summer was already hammering on the door. But today, the weather was mild, the sky was clear, and the cherries were just reaching the end of their blossoms. Jem thought they still had a little of their fragrance.

	When Tean picked him up, the doc was in a foul mood. His dark, brushed-back hair showed signs of stress—he’d obviously been running his hands through it like crazy—and his big, ugly black glasses were even more crooked than usual. The doc was wiry but stronger than he looked; right then, he was gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white.

	“For the fourth time,” he snapped as they waited at the traffic light to get out of the Snow’s parking lot, “I do not want a chocolate wingding or whatever they’re called.”

	Jem nodded, popped the offending chocolate in his mouth, and said, “Thanks again for doing this.”

	“And don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

	“Oh. Right.” Jem had to slurp up some chocolatey drool before continuing, “Thanks. See, this is why we’re best friends.”

	“We’re not best friends.” Tean hit the gas a little too hard, and the white Ford lurched forward. He had to brake to keep from hitting the Volvo in front of them. “We’re friends.”

	“Really good friends.”

	“A normal level of friends.”

	“But with a special past.”

	“With a past where you lied to me and took advantage of my good nature just so you could drag me into a murder and conspiracy that almost got me killed.”

	“I know you keep saying that we’re just friends, but when you say stuff like that, it sounds awfully romantic.” Jem grinned at him. “I think we might secretly be really good friends and you just aren’t willing to admit it. This is an epic bromance. You’re going to see.”

	Without looking over, Tean said, “You have nougat in your teeth.”

	Jem was still laughing—and checking his teeth in the visor’s mirror—when his phone buzzed. He answered.

	“Mr. Berger?” Mr. Kroll’s voice sounded snappier on the phone’s speaker.

	“Hi, Mr. Kroll. Sorry I didn’t make it back before the end of my shift; a bunch of conventioneers were at See’s, and the line took forever. The convention sounded really interesting, though. CHL. Clean Herbal Living. Have you already been? I thought of you.”

	Tean’s eyes were huge as he eavesdropped, and he had to shove his glasses back up to keep them from falling off his face.

	“That’s very interesting,” Mr. Kroll said. “I was wondering who your source was.”

	“Oh, I can’t tell you that.”

	“Because there was no surprise inspection.”

	“Huh.” Jem gave it just enough of a pause. “Well, like I said, it was only a sixty-percent chance.”

	“I talked to my own source,” Mr. Kroll said. “Apparently there was zero chance of a surprise inspection happening today.”

	“Weird.” Jem was fishing another chocolate—this one with caramel inside—out of the box. “Well, because I was running so late, I dropped off those boxes of chocolates with that secretary, you know, the one I met at HR. And I signed your name on the card, so at least you’ll get some brownie points.”

	“Mr. Berger, it has come to my attention that you’ve been appropriating clearance merchandise.”

	Wincing, Jem closed his eyes. “What? What does that mean?”

	“Several departments have reported missing clearance merchandise, and I have eyewitnesses who saw you taking it. You’re fired, Mr. Berger. And you should expect a visit from the police.”

	“Mr. Kroll, this is a huge misunderstanding. I would never—” 

	The call disconnected.

	Jem slid the phone back into his pocket and began searching for one of the chocolates he knew Tean liked.

	“What was that?” Tean said.

	“Oh nothing. Here, have this raspberry crème. You like those, right?”

	“I’m trying not to eat sugar.”

	“Why?” Jem asked.

	“Because death by diabetes is a horrible way to go.”

	“But you don’t have diabetes.”

	“Yes, but I’m—”

	“And you’re not at risk for diabetes.”

	“Technically, we’re all at risk if we eat enough—”

	“I think you’re just grumpy and not eating the chocolate out of spite.”

	The struggle on Tean’s face was real; Jem kept his own expression clear. After a moment, Tean snatched the chocolate and shoved it in his mouth.

	“You’re welcome,” Jem said softly.

	Tean glared at him around a mouthful of raspberry crème.

	They drove another block, heading further away from the mixture of retail and office buildings that made up much of downtown Salt Lake City. They were heading west, and the city showed the socioeconomic shift: strip malls with payday loan stores, tattoo parlors, Dollar Generals, and—increasingly—boarded up store fronts. The infrastructure showed the same shift, as the asphalt became cracked, the potholes poorly patched—or not patched at all—and the sidewalks choked with weeds. On the yellow brick of a vape shop, someone had painted a mural of a can of pinto beans as the Virgin Mary, with Our Lady of Goya in gothic letters arching overhead.

	“Oh my gosh,” Tean finally exploded. “You really aren’t going to tell me?”

	“Tell you what?” Jem poked through the box. “There aren’t any more raspberry crèmes?” 

	“That you just got fired.”

	“Oh. That.”

	“Yes, that.”

	“Well, I thought, you know, I’d spare you the unpleasantness. Because you’re my best friend.”

	“I am not your best friend. I am a normal friend—”

	“You’re shouting.”

	“I am a normal friend,” Tean continued, obviously trying to control his volume, “and I’m a normal level of upset that you have gotten fired from your sixth job in three months.”

	“The McDonald’s doesn’t count,” Jem said. “I was my own best customer. They shouldn’t hold that against me.”

	“You ate four Big Macs on one shift and didn’t pay for any of them. After the manager told you not to.”

	“I want you to be completely honest here. You know how delicious Big Macs are. And you know I’m weak willed. Is it really my fault?”

	“Yes! And it’s also your fault that you stole a five-gallon bucket of their special sauce.”

	“We can agree to disagree.”

	“And before the McDonald’s there was the construction job—”

	“That guy never proved I took his wallet.”

	“—and before the construction job, there was the office job at the tech start-up—”

	“Ok, those people should have had enough common sense to know I wasn’t really an investor whiz kid. And they definitely should have known better than to pay me cash.”

	“—and before that there was the job selling cotton candy at Jazz games—”

	“I love cotton candy. Sue me. And you know what? Those corporate boxes weren’t being used anyway, so I don’t know why I can’t score something extra on the side by renting them out.”

	“—and now Snow’s. Stealing merchandise. And what else? What else happened?”

	“Hold on. I’m not a thief.”

	Tean’s bushy eyebrows looked wilder than usual as he shoved his glasses back into place. The effect gave him a slightly deranged look.

	“Ok,” Jem corrected. “I am a thief. But they were just going to donate that stuff to DI; why does it matter if I take it?”

	“Because it’s not yours!”

	The shout echoed through the truck’s cab. Jem reached over, squeezing the nape of Tean’s neck, letting his hand rest there.

	“You’re having a bad day.”

	“Get off.”

	“You’re really tense.”

	Tean knocked his hand away, and Jem just rested it on Tean’s neck again, his thumb massaging lightly.

	This time, the doc did a lot of squirming and shifting like he wanted to slip out from underneath Jem’s touch, but he didn’t knock his hand away. Progress. Maybe one day the doc wouldn’t want to crawl out of his skin when someone showed basic physical affection.

	“What happened?” Jem said.

	“You got fired, and—”

	“That’s not what you’re upset about.”

	“It is, actually.” They turned into the parking lot for the Royal Mounties Lodge, an apartment complex, and Tean parked the truck and killed the engine. He sat still for a moment, and then he shoved his hair back with both hands. “You’re making really good progress, Jem, but you need a job—”

	“I’ve never needed one before.”

	“—and you need an apartment—”

	“I have an apartment.”

	“—an apartment where you’re not squatting—”

	“Ouch.”

	“—and a retirement account and health insurance and—”

	“Ok, ok, ok.” Jem shushed him, running his thumb up and down Tean’s neck. “So what’s going on with you?”

	“It’s Hannah.” Then, before he could stop himself: “And Ammon.”

	A horn blatted down the street. When Jem spoke, his voice was even. “I thought you weren’t talking to Ammon. I thought you cut things off.”

	“It’s complicated.”

	Jem released a controlled breath.

	“It is. We’ve just been talking on the phone. He called me late one night, and I was worried it was an emergency. Then he started calling more often—”

	“Which explains why you’ve been exhausted lately.”

	“—and he can’t say it, but he’s going through a really bad time right now.”

	“Oh, you mean the big fucking shitstorm he made of his own life? The one that he completely deserves?”

	“This is why I didn’t tell you.”

	“I want you to tell me! If you’re upset and you’re worried, I want you to tell me. But I also want to shout about it because I hate that fucker, and he deserves to have his balls run through a gristmill.” 

	“This, right now, this is why I didn’t tell you.”

	Jem shook his head a few times and finally managed to say, “What about Hannah?”

	Tean told him in a few short sentences about his conversation from earlier that day.

	“But she hasn’t actually seen anyone following her?” Jem asked. “I mean, not the same person, no one she could identify.”

	“No. But she’s freaked out, and she’s not the kind of person to freak out.”

	Jem had met Hannah Prince, and he agreed with that assessment. “Well, it’s pretty easy to figure out if someone’s following her.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. Have somebody follow her, and see if they spot anybody else doing the same thing.”

	Tean grunted. “Yeah. Maybe.”

	“We could do it this weekend if you’re really worried about her.” Jem grinned. “My shifts just got canceled.”

	“It’s too early for jokes about that. Come on or we’ll be late for our appointment.”

	As Jem opened the door, he paused and said, “Hey, Tean, thanks for doing this.”

	In the apartment complex manager’s office, Tean helped Jem fill out the rental application. Reading the application itself was a challenge, but the content of the questions was almost as difficult. Jem didn’t really have references, although he did put down Tean and Chaquille, a weed-dealing grad student at the U. Even basic stuff like his Social Security number was tricky—Jem hadn’t even known what his was until a few months before, when Tean had helped him get the information from the Division of Child and Family Services foster records. For that matter, Jem still didn’t know what the number was—he had to check the card—but Tean, of course, had it memorized.

	The real issue, though, was that Jem didn’t even understand why this mattered so much. The apartment, yes, but really, any of it—the health insurance, the bank account, something that Tean called a Roth IRA, and he talked about it like he was referring to the Holy Grail. As Jem filled out the forms—well, as he wrote down what Tean told him to write—he glanced around. If the apartments looked anything like the office, with inches of paint over its old paneling and a mustard-colored ceiling, Jem wasn’t sure that living in an apartment that he legally rented was going to be any better than squatting in the empty unit where he currently lived. If anything, it looked a fair bit worse. But this was another of Tean’s manias, and Jem, for reasons he couldn’t fully explain, found himself willing to do a lot of crazy things to make Tean happy.

	“I know it’s not much to look at,” Tean said quietly; he must have noticed Jem looking around the room. “But it’s in your price range.”

	When they got to employment, Jem started working on the S in Snow’s—it still took a lot of concentration to keep his handwriting from looking like a grade-schooler’s—when Tean whispered, “Put down self-employed.”

	The apartment complex manager was a sallow-faced man in middle age, and his accent made Jem think he was from Pakistan or maybe India. He accepted the form when they completed it and asked for the credit check fee.

	“The website didn’t say anything about a credit check,” Tean said.

	“I’m sorry, but this is our policy.”

	“When I called, I was told—”

	“It’s fine,” Jem said, and he forked over thirty bucks.

	Two minutes later, the manager shook his head. “I’m very sorry, sir, but we cannot offer you a contract today.”

	“What do you mean?” Tean said. “Why not?”

	“Unfortunately, the gentleman’s credit score falls outside a desirable range.”

	“Let me see,” Tean said.

	Nodding, the manager pushed his chair back and let Tean approach the monitor. Tean’s dark eyes roved over the screen and then he glanced up at Jem. “Did you default on a Wells Fargo credit card?”

	Jem shook his head.

	“What about a Chase Visa?”

	Another shake of his head.

	“What about—” 

	“I’ve never had a credit card,” Jem said. “I’ve never had any kind of loan, actually.”

	“Crap,” Tean said. “This is a mistake. This isn’t—”

	“I’m very sorry,” the manager said, “but this is his Social Security number, correct?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“And this is his name, correct?”

	“Yes, but you don’t understand—”

	“Then I’m very sorry. We cannot offer him a contract today.”

	“I’ll co-sign,” Tean said.

	Sighing, Jem stood and caught Tean’s arm. “Let’s go.”

	“If I co-sign,” Tean said, “you can offer him a contract, right?”

	“We will have to run a credit check,” the manager said.

	“Ok. I’ll write down my—”

	“No,” Jem said.

	“It’ll just take a minute.”

	“No,” Jem said. “I don’t want you to do that.”

	He said it a little too loudly. Tean’s dark eyes were wide, and he pushed his mane of hair back with both hands.

	“Let’s just go,” Jem said more quietly.

	Back in the truck, they drove in silence for a few minutes. 

	“I’m sorry I yelled,” Jem said.

	“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten so pushy.”

	The truck whumped over something—a foam cup, Jem saw in the side mirror. Sunset lit up the valley in shades of orange and gold. The mountains were a wall of fire.

	“Did it have an address?” Jem asked. “For those credit cards.”

	Tean hesitated. Then he said, “Tooele.”

	“That’s what I thought. LouElla.” Jem’s last foster mother had expensive tastes and a habit of taking in extra kids just so she could get the state’s money. He hadn’t known, though, about the credit cards. He hadn’t known something like that was even possible.

	“It’s identity theft,” Tean said, “and fraud. She could go to prison.”

	“Ok.”

	“We’ll figure it out.”

	Jem wanted to ask why they should even bother; he was suddenly tired of the whole thing. But all he said was, “Ok.”

	With a suddenness that surprised Jem, Tean turned into an AutoZone lot and parked the truck. He took out his phone and placed a call, and then he said, “Hannah? Yes. I’ve got an idea. How would you feel about hiring someone to look into, you know, what’s going on? Just for the weekend. Maybe it’ll make you feel better.” He listened for a moment and said, “No, his rates are very reasonable. And he happens to have just finished a job, so he’s completely available. Ok. Ok. Perfect. Yes, I’ll tell him. We’ll be there tonight.”

	When Tean put away the phone, he had a small smile. “I think I just got you your next job.”

	Jem arched an eyebrow.

	“What? Why not? You’re good at this kind of stuff—you proved it with everything that happened with Benny. And Hannah’s desperate for help. And it’ll be easy money. She’s probably imagining the whole thing, and by Monday, you’ll have some cash in your pocket, and she’ll feel better, and maybe my life at work will go back to normal.”

	Jem smiled. “You don’t have to worry about me. I promise I can take care of myself.”

	Tean studied his hands on the steering wheel, a shy smile playing across his mouth, and said, “Well, that’s what friends do, right?”

	“Best friends.”

	“Don’t push it.”

	Laughing, Jem patted Tean’s leg. “Thank you. But why do I get this sick feeling in my stomach that you’re determined to make an upstanding citizen out of me?”
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	Hannah lived in a brick Craftsman bungalow on the east side of Salt Lake, in a neighborhood called Wasatch Hollow. Jem had been there once before, when Hannah had invited him and Tean over for dinner with her and her husband, Caleb. The house was on a street of similar Craftsman bungalows, all versions of the same design: dormer windows, exposed rafter tails, wide porches. Kids were playing a game of rollerblade hockey in the middle of the street, and a girl with pigtails gave Jem and Tean a nasty look when she had to lug her goal out of the way. It reminded Jem of one of his foster homes—the one where the man had tried to force his way into the bathroom with Jem.

	“Those kids could get hurt,” Tean said, “playing in the street like that.”

	“This isn’t exactly a high-traffic area.”

	“It just takes one. Where are their parents?”

	“Probably devoutly canning apples. Or warming up their prayer pads for a really good jaw session with the Lord.”

	“I don’t even know what a prayer pad is,” Tean said.

	“It’s my idea,” Jem said. “For people who spend a lot of time on their knees. Don’t try to steal it; I already patented it.”

	“I think you’re safe.”

	“It can also be used for other things.”

	“Ok.”

	“Sex things.”

	“Yep. I said ok.”

	Jem let the moment drag out before saying, “Mouth stuff.”

	“Oh thank heavens,” Tean whispered as he pulled to the curb. “We’re here.”

	Caleb, Hannah’s husband, answered the door. He was another classic Utah boy: skinny from running too many miles, clean shaven, his mousy hair in a conservative cut and part. He owned a half-million-dollar home in a nice part of the city, wore an Omega watch, worked for the Huntsman Cancer Institute in pediatric oncology, and probably thought of himself as pleasantly middle class. In the background, Divorcee, Hannah’s teacup Yorkie, was barking. Caleb nodded when he saw them and said, “Listen, guys, I think we’ve had a misunderstanding.”

	“No,” Hannah said, appearing behind him. She was flushed, her eyes red, her whole face puffy. Jem wasn’t sure when he’d seen her last, but she’d definitely put on some weight. “No mistake. Come on in.”

	Caleb didn’t make a face, but his lack of expression communicated enough. He stepped aside, and Jem and Tean followed Hannah into the house. Divorcee pranced around them until Hannah picked her up. She led them to a living room that fit the perfect, middle-class home in the perfect, middle-class neighborhood, with the perfect, middle-class family: a leather sectional, an enormous TV, glossy paintings of Jesus done by Liz Lemon Swindle and Minerva Teichert. Two sets of Mormon scriptures were conspicuously set out on the coffee table, complete with highlighters and pens and pencils—all the trappings necessary to ensure the neighbors that, yes, scripture study was a daily part of their lives.

	An older man and woman were sitting in the living room, waiting. The woman was obviously Hannah’s mother: the same chestnut hair, the same shape of her face, although thirty years older and nicely kept up with surgery and the right dermatologist. The man looked like just about every Mormon man over fifty that Jem had ever met: balding, pink cheeked, not a whisper of facial hair, and substantially overweight in an expensive suit. Jem immediately pegged him as having some sort of church position of authority.

	“My mom, Virgie,” Hannah said, “and my dad, Howard.”

	Everyone shook hands and sat, and it wasn’t until Jem was pressed up against Tean, sitting closer than Tean probably would have liked, that Jem noticed how tense the doc was. Jem threw him a look, but Tean stared straight ahead, ignoring him.

	“Caleb called my parents,” Hannah said, “when I told him that Jem was going to be looking into things.”

	“Absolutely right,” Howard huffed. “We appreciate the offer, boys. We really do. But if something’s genuinely wrong—”

	“I told you that something was wrong,” Hannah said. “I don’t know why you act like there’s still a question about it.”

	“—but if something is genuinely wrong, we’ll handle it in the Lord’s way: first, you rely on your family, then you rely on the ward, and only then do you look outside for help. Caleb and Hannah’s ministering brothers will make sure that they get all the help they need.” He had his hands folded over his belly, and he was smiling. “So while we appreciate you coming all the way out here, there’s really no need.”

	“What the fuck is a ministering brother?” Jem whispered to Tean.

	“Excuse me,” Virgie said, her fingers crimping the hem of her skirt, “but I would appreciate it if you didn’t use that kind of language in my daughter’s home.”

	“This is a disaster,” Hannah said. “I’m sorry, Tean. I didn’t know this was going to happen.”

	“I don’t know why you’re apologizing,” Caleb said. “Tean, I like you, I’m grateful you’re willing to help Hannah. Jem, I know we’ve only met once, but you seem like a good guy.”

	“I’m not,” Jem said.

	“He’s really not,” Tean said.

	“But we’ve got a good support system,” Caleb said. “And right now, any problems we have, we’re going to solve them as a family.” He smiled, glanced at Hannah, looked away. “I really think we’re getting all worked up over nothing.”

	“Unbelievable,” Hannah said. “All three of you: you’re unbelievable.”

	“Stalking isn’t nothing,” Tean said. His gaze finally came up from the floor, moving from Hannah’s parents to Caleb to Hannah. “Hannah and I have worked together for a long time. She’s gone out into some pretty remote areas all by herself. She’s always handled herself without a word of complaint. She’s never been spooked, not in the entire time I’ve known her. I don’t understand why you aren’t taking this seriously.”

	Virgie and Howard looked at each other. Caleb and Howard looked at each other. Virgie and Caleb looked at each other. Nobody looked at Hannah, who was staring at her hands locked around Divorcee.

	“Thank you boys for coming over,” Howard said, maneuvering his bulk toward the edge of the cushion and then standing. “I’ve always been outspoken about the need for our different communities to cooperate—”

	“Wait,” Jem said, “is he telling us to take a hike because we’re fags?”

	Tean groaned and covered his eyes.

	“I really won’t stand for that kind of language,” Virgie piped up.

	“Now listen,” Howard was saying. “We’ve been very polite up until now, all of us, but I think it’s time for you to go. The fact that you’d try to prey on my daughter during a difficult time, to take money from my daughter during the dark night of her soul—”

	“That’s it,” Hannah said, shooting to her feet. “We’re done. Jem, Tean, I have my own money. I’ll pay you. Mom, Dad, go home.”

	“Hannah,” Howard said. “We need to talk about this.”

	“Yeah,” Caleb said. “We need to talk about this.”

	“What’s your rate?” Hannah said to Jem, setting Divorcee on the floor.

	“I—” Jem began.

	“Seventy dollars an hour plus mileage,” Tean said.

	Jem blinked.

	“Fine,” Hannah said.

	“Seventy dollars an hour?” Howard said. “That’s highway robbery. Hannah, let’s call some of the brethren and ask them if they can recommend someone—”

	“Fine,” Hannah said more loudly. “I’ll write you a check for a retainer. Just a second.”

	As she moved out of the room, Caleb, Howard, and Virgie turned identical glares on Jem and Tean. In the stillness, the only sound was the ticking of a clock somewhere in the house, and then the creak of floorboards as Hannah made her way back to the living room.

	“Will fifteen hundred dollars be enough?” she asked, already filling out a check.

	“Um,” Jem said.

	“Yes,” Tean said. “And Jem will provide you with reports showing how it was spent.”

	“I will?” Jem said.

	“I’ll type them,” Tean said.

	“Oh. Then, yes. I will.”

	“That better not be coming out of our Deer Valley deposit money,” Caleb was saying.

	Howard was digging out his wallet. “If anyone’s going to pay for this kind of ridiculousness, it ought to be her father.”

	Scribbling her signature, Hannah leaned back from the check and examined it once more. Then she handed it to Jem. “There. Done. Do you need me to sign a contract?”

	“Howard,” Virgie was saying, “Howard, I really think Brother Shepherdson could help. He was in the Army, after all.”

	“Yes, yes, yes,” Howard said. “Hannah, let’s ask Brother Shepherdson. He’s been ministering to our family for thirty years, and—”

	“And he was in the Korean War, Dad,” Hannah said. “He just had his second knee replacement.”

	Something seemed to snap inside Caleb, and he said, “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal out of this.”

	“Of course you don’t,” Hannah said without looking at him.

	“How can I?” Caleb shouted. “You won’t talk to me. You’ll barely spend five minutes in the same room with me.”

	“I need some air,” Hannah said to Jem and Tean. “Come on.”

	They followed her to the door. Howard was huffing, and Virgie was crying. Jem had to give her points; he recognized a fake cry when he saw one, and Virgie was in the Elizabeth-Taylor league. Caleb came after them.

	“Hannah, just wait. I shouldn’t have yelled.”

	But Hannah just grabbed a jacket and stepped out into the night.

	“What are you doing?” Caleb shouted, grabbing Tean and spinning him around. “What is this weird game you’re playing?”

	Tean’s glasses had slipped to the edge of his nose, and he blinked at Caleb.

	“You’ve made some pretty dumb mistakes tonight,” Jem said, checking his pocket for the paracord with the hex nut, the telescoping antenna, the barrette with the sharpened tip. “You don’t want to make another.”

	“Caleb,” Tean said, “she’s upset. Let us talk to her and make sure she gets back safely.”

	“And in the meantime,” Jem said, “get your fucking hands off of my best friend.”

	“My ears,” Virgie wailed.

	“Just a regular friend,” Tean muttered.

	His face twisted with anger and helplessness, Caleb released Tean. Jem caught Tean by the elbow, whispered, “Glasses,” and steered Tean toward the door. Tean caught his glasses just before they fell off his nose.

	The night was cool, smelling like irrigation water from the sprinklers, spring grass, and the jubilee roses starting to bloom under Hannah’s front windows. Hannah stood at the end of the driveway, hugging herself against the chill, just a silhouette as the last daylight died in the west.

	“Come on,” she said when they reached her. “I want to show you something.”
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	Tean and Jem followed Hannah up the block. The streetlights were coming on, shedding pale cones of light. The Craftsman bungalows glowed, the windows warm and yellow against the night. The mountain breeze picked up, carrying the smell of frying onions. In the short time that Tean and Jem had been inside Hannah’s house, the roller-hockey kids had packed up and gone home, and Tean found the silence oppressive. He’d known Caleb and Hannah for a long time, and he’d never seen them fight. Ever. Her parents, from what he had gathered, had always been a difficult factor in Hannah’s life, and with the toxic combination of President Howard Lackey and Sister Virgie Lackey taking sides in Hannah and Caleb’s fight, Tean couldn’t imagine how that encounter could have gone any worse.

	Hannah turned north at the end of the block, and at the next intersection, she turned east. The street ended at a split-rail fence with a narrow opening for people to enter on foot. A sign said Wasatch Hollow Preserve, and a trail followed the sloping ground across a manicured lawn, past a playground, to the cottonwoods and oaks along a creek. The water looked high with the spring melt.

	“Emigration Creek,” Hannah said as she started down the trail. “I’m not really in any condition to go jogging right now, but I used to run along here. Now I take walks.”

	“This is a nice spot,” Jem said. “Did you grow up around here?”

	Hannah nodded. “Two streets up from where I live now, in the fine tradition of all Utahns.”

	“You said—” Tean began, but he stopped when Jem threw him a look that he didn’t completely understand. He recognized the nonverbal stop in the expression, though. “Um, you said you liked this area.”

	“Yeah,” Hannah said, looking around her as though she’d never seen the place before. “I guess I do.”

	“One of the foster homes where I lived,” Jem said, “there was an irrigation canal on some undeveloped land. Some of the older kids would swim in it, but I was way too scared.”

	“Gosh,” Hannah said, “that’s so dangerous. And nobody said anything?”

	“I don’t even think the foster parents knew. They were pretty good people, but they had kids of their own, and four fosters, and they were just pulled in a million directions all the time.”

	“I can’t even imagine.” They walked another yard, the only sounds the ripple of the creek and their shoes on the worn asphalt trail. “If it were up to my parents, they’d crawl inside my skin and run me like a puppet.”

	“That’s an image,” Jem said, laughing.

	“Kind of like the Loa loa,” Tean said. “The African eye worm. It lays eggs in the skin, and the worm can migrate through the human body for ten to fifteen years. Sometimes you can actually see it in the eye as it crosses the sclera, and the dead worm bodies can build up around the brain and—why are both of you laughing?”

	Neither of them had the decency to answer him.

	After that—since his contributions to the conversation were clearly not required—Tean decided to be an observer. In the weak light that filtered through the new leaves on the oaks and cottonwoods, Hannah’s cheeks were hollow, her eyes dark, her shoulders slumped. Jem, on the other hand, still looked like Jem: his dirty-blond hair in a hard side part; his beard neatly trimmed; not muscular like somebody who hit the gym every day, but with shoulders and arms that said he knew how to do hard work—although, in Tean’s field studies, he’d never seen Jem doing anything even approaching manual labor. Jem was more inclined to sack out on the couch with two Big Macs, an extra-super-double-whatever-they-called-it order of fries, and a Coke roughly the size of Utah Lake.

	Jem glanced at Tean, his eyes sharply curious, as though he had sensed Tean’s scrutiny. He very well might have; he had an uncanny degree of instinct. A smirk pulled at the corner of his mouth, and even though his lips didn’t move, his eyes said, Busted.

	Tean flushed and stared straight ahead.

	For a while, they just walked, and Jem did what he was good at: he seemed to be talking, but mostly he was listening, asking questions, using Hannah’s name. Making her trust him. Tean wasn’t even sure that Jem knew he was doing it—at least, not anymore. It was second nature to him now. And there was no malice in it; it was just Jem being Jem. Put Jem in a roomful of people, and they’d all be writing him checks and trying to set him up with their daughters—or sons—by the end of the night. Put Tean in a roomful of people, and by the end of the night they’d all be scrabbling at the doors and windows, trying to claw their way out.

	Something in the conversation caught Tean’s attention, and he tuned back in as Hannah said, “This is what I wanted to show you.”

	The trees grew close together here, casting thick shadows; Tean was surprised to realize he could hear nothing of the city, although suburban homes were probably only a few hundred yards in every direction. The air was chilly and, for Utah, humid; Jem was chafing his arms through the ridiculous turquoise-and-pink windbreaker he insisted on wearing. 

	“I can’t really see anything,” Tean said. “Let me turn on my light.”

	“No,” Hannah said. “Don’t. I want you to see it the way I saw it. I was standing right here, around this time of night, about two weeks ago.”

	“Do you remember what day?” Tean asked.

	“Friday or Saturday. A weekend night because I wasn’t worried about getting up for work the next day.”

	“Ok,” Jem said. “What happened?”

	“I looked behind me. Go ahead and do it.”

	Tean glanced back. The sodium-vapor lamps from the playground threw off a hazy cloud of light where the trees thinned and the path climbed back up away from the creek. The effect was like looking along a dark tunnel and spotting the relative brightness at the mouth. A bird moved nearby in the trees—a nightjar, Tean guessed—twigs crackling to announce its passage. Jem swore, and then he laughed, scratching his beard, when Tean and Hannah looked at him.

	“Well, I’m not a Super Scout like you two,” he said. “And this place is creepy as hell.”

	“It is, isn’t it?” Hannah said. “I’d never thought of it that way. When I looked back, I saw someone standing there. Just an outline, silhouette, you know.”

	“Man or woman?” Tean said. “Tall or short? Bulky or thin? Distinctive clothing, hair, physical traits—”

	“Oh, yeah, like was it the Hunchback of Notre Dame?” Jem asked.

	Tean tried to punch him, but as always, Jem was too fast.

	“I really don’t know,” Hannah said. “I couldn’t make out any details.”

	Jem and Tean shared a glance, and Jem jogged back the way they had come.

	“What’s he doing?” Hannah asked.

	“Just wait,” Tean said. When Jem had positioned himself at the end of the trail, he was nothing but a silhouette. “Was the person facing the trail, the way Jem is right now?”

	“I think so.”

	“Profile,” Tean shouted.

	Jem turned to the side.

	“No,” Hannah said. “They were definitely facing the trail.”

	“As tall as Jem?”

	She shook her head.

	“Shorter,” Tean shouted.

	Slowly, Jem squatted.

	“Like that,” Hannah said.

	“Stop,” Tean called.

	Jem froze.

	“About the same width?”

	“Definitely not,” Hannah said.

	“Bigger?”

	“No, definitely thinner.”

	“Ok,” Tean called. “We’re good.”

	Jem contorted himself into a Quasimodo-style pose and shuffled toward them.

	“You’re embarrassing yourself,” Tean called.

	Jem, however, was committed, and he shuffled the rest of the way back.

	“I’m not going to be embarrassed for asking if this person had a distinguishing physical trait.” 

	“Of course you aren’t,” Jem said, laughing as he straightened up.

	“Both congenital and acquired traits are important ways of identifying—”

	“Yep, it makes perfect sense that the Hunchback of Notre Dame would be hot on Hannah’s trail.”

	“I didn’t say—”

	“It’s really good detective work, Doc. A-plus.”

	Tean decided to wait this time. He needed the advantage of surprise.

	“Five-four,” Jem said to Hannah, “or five-five. That’s my guess based on how far I had to hunch—get it?—before you said it looked like the right height.”

	“I’m five-six,” Hannah said.

	“So maybe a little bit shorter than you,” Tean said. “Either a woman of average height or a man who’s below average.”

	Hannah nodded slowly.

	“Do you have an idea of who it might be?” Jem asked.

	“No.”

	Even with
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