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CHAPTER ONE

	DECEMBER 16

	SUNDAY

	6:42 PM

	 

	EMERY HAZARD WAS GETTING FRUSTRATED. He jabbed the pen at the paper again, as though this might help somehow.

	“Road signs.”

	“Figure eight.”

	“Ouroboros.”

	This last one made Hazard snap a look at his boyfriend, John-Henry Somerset, who just smiled, eyes wide and innocent.

	“I guessed that one time,” Hazard said. “Just once. And it was legitimate because the last thing you drew looked like a Coptic cross.”

	“Of course it did,” Somers said, grinning.

	Game night at Noah and Rebeca’s house wasn’t exactly Hazard’s favorite thing, but it seemed to scratch some itch that Somers had. More importantly, Noah and Rebeca didn’t make Hazard want to eat a bullet every time their names came up. So here they were, playing a version of Pictionary, with everyone taking turns guessing. Somers had modified the rules after their last visit. And the Coptic cross.

	Hazard tapped the page again, unsure how they could miss something so obvious. Two identical points. Arrows curled to show opposing directions of spin.

	“Road signs,” Noah said again.

	Rebeca slapped his arm. “You already tried that.”

	Noah, tall and goofy and very, very white, might have looked like an odd match for Rebeca: short, dark, composed and beautiful. But five minutes with them told another story. Hazard wondered if people thought the same thing about him and Somers. One look at Somers, who was using a pair of pretzel sticks to mime walrus tusks and pretending to chase Evie, his daughter—their daughter, Hazard corrected—made Hazard think that people probably did wonder at their pairing.

	“John, you’re missing the game,” Hazard said.

	“I’m playing with Evie.” Somers pretended to charge his daughter again—it looked all wrong, Hazard thought; Hazard wasn’t even sure if a male walrus charged in an attack. He’d have to do some research and show Somers an appropriate video clip. But before Hazard could bring up any of this, Raquel, Noah and Rebeca’s oldest daughter, swooped in to grab Evie, carrying her off toward whatever game the rest of the brood was playing.

	“Now you don’t have any excuses,” Hazard said. “Get back here.”

	“Give us a hint,” Somers said.

	“No hints,” Rebeca said.

	“Maybe one,” Noah said. “So we can play the next round.”

	Rebeca slapped his arm again, but she said, “A small one.”

	“It makes the world go ‘round.”

	“Are they circles?” Noah said, squinting.

	“They’re dots,” Rebeca said.

	Somers kicked out his legs like he was watching something that was about to get particularly good; Hazard’s middle finger itched.

	“That’s actually a question of perspective,” Hazard said. “They probably do have a round shape, but from your point of view, they might look more like dots.”

	“You’re not supposed to answer questions,” Somers said.

	Hazard glared at him.

	“And you’re not supposed to give hints.”

	“Don’t you have anything useful to contribute?”

	“Just reminding you of the rules, sweetheart.”

	Noah and Rebeca were working on something, whispering to each other.

	“Protons,” Rebeca said.

	Hazard opened his mouth.

	“No way,” Noah said. “No way. They’re wedding rings.”

	Before Hazard could answer, Somers laughed and said, “Ree wouldn’t draw wedding rings. He’d be afraid I’d think he was proposing.”

	Hazard had heard Somers’s tone before: playful on the surface, fraught with something else that Hazard couldn’t quite read. Noah and Rebeca were trying hard not to look at each other, and suddenly the room seemed very quiet.

	“Give us another clue,” Rebeca said. “I think—”

	“You were close,” Hazard said, tearing the sheet from the easel along its perforation. He took his time, making sure he got it just right, no tattered edges. “Romance. Well, a symbolic representation of romance, since it’s an abstract concept and therefore difficult to draw.”

	The silence practically had its own heartbeat, even to Hazard’s ears.

	“Romance,” Rebeca said. “Damn it. I almost said romance.”

	Nobody said anything. Laughs and shrieks from the kids at the other end of the house echoed in the room. Slowly, Hazard balled up the oversized sheet of paper.

	“Here,” Rebeca said, standing and smoothing her skirt. “I’ll toss that.”

	“And I’ll grab some drinks,” Noah said. “Beer? Beer?”

	Hazard shook his head. Somers didn’t seem to hear the question at first and shook his head a moment too late. Noah and Rebeca looked like they were in a race to see who could get to the kitchen first, and then Hazard and Somers were alone.

	“It was just a joke,” Somers said.

	“I know.”

	“I was just trying to be funny. They didn’t have to get all weird about it.” He cleared his throat. “You didn't think I meant anything, right?

	Dropping onto the sofa, Hazard slid an arm around his boyfriend. He didn't say anything because nothing seemed safe.

	“Maybe next time I’ll just piss on the rug or something. See if that clears them out any faster.”

	“John?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Please don’t pee on their rug.”

	For some reason that made Somers laugh again, and he turned on the sofa, gathering his knees to his chest, to face Hazard. Somers had blue eyes, tropically blue, and they focused on Hazard now with their exceptional clarity. “So, you were drawing romance.”

	Hazard flicked a look at the empty easel. “I thought it was pretty obvious.”

	“Like the Maginot Line that I drew last week.”

	“You drew that little hook that looked like Strasbourg—”

	“Or like that All Play when Rebeca was drawing a chicken—”

	“In my defense, I’d just finished that documentary on Swedish manufacturing.”

	“—and you shouted out, ‘MILF.’”

	“I don’t really want to fuck her. Just so we’re clear.”

	“Uh huh,” Somers said, biting the corner of his mouth, which Hazard thought meant that Somers was fighting a grin. “How about you explain this one, tonight? We’re all alone. You can talk me through it. Just so, you know, maybe I won’t have made an asshole of myself for nothing.”

	“It’s stupid.”

	“It’s romance,” Somers said. “Come on, tell me. I want to know how you see romance.”

	“It’s silly, John. You know I’m not romantic, not really. I just—I was fixated on something I’d been reading about. That’s all.” Hazard looked at the blank easel, envisioning the drawing: the two dots, the arrows indicating opposite spin. Looking back at Somers, he shrugged. “Quarks.”

	Somers didn’t blink, but Hazard got the sense that he wanted to. “Quarks.”

	“Quarks.”

	“Like, physics?”

	“I told you it was stupid.” Somers was still staring, and Hazard felt a prickle of discomfort, the sense of alienation that reminded him he didn’t see the world the same way as everyone else. He felt it less around Somers—most of the time—but he still felt it. It had followed him since childhood, and it made him feel like a child again, all awkward knees and elbows juxtaposed to Somers’s controlled elegance.

	“Not little hearts,” Somers said.

	Hazard rolled a shoulder.

	“Not a rose. Or a bouquet of roses.”

	Hazard gave a half-shake of his head.

	“Not a heart-shaped box of chocolates. Or a candlelight dinner. Or, I don’t know, a penis.”

	“John!”

	With a soft smile, Somers said, “Quarks.” Like it was the heart of some unspeakable mystery. 

	Which, Hazard supposed, they technically were. Quarks were a part of physics still being explored, full of all sorts of phenomena that nobody really understood, which was just one reason Hazard had thought they were an obvious choice for representing romance. And, of course, they had spin. That was the most important part.

	Before he could explain any of this, Evie charged into the room, followed by Rocio, Noah and Rebeca’s youngest daughter. “Daddy,” Evie screamed, throwing up her arms as she raced past Somers.

	“Daddy,” Rocio mimicked, throwing up her arms.

	“Dee Dee,” Evie screamed on the second pass, close enough that her little body checked Hazard’s knees.

	“Dee Dee,” Rocio echoed.

	And then the rest of the kids were there, like clowns climbing out of a car, one after another until the gag felt worn out. Hazard still wondered how there could be so many, and if more were still coming. In theory, Noah and Rebeca only had six kids—only, Hazard thought with a trace of panic—but Hazard was fairly sure they multiplied when they were indoors. It didn’t help that, between Raquel at the top and Rocio at the bottom, the four in the middle were boys. And right now, those four were wrestling and shouting, punching and pulling, grabbing each other by the shirt or the arm and swinging. One of the middle boys came off the ground, feet whipping through the air and missing Hazard’s chin by an inch, and then three of the boys went down in a crash, laughing and shouting and the whole thing turning into another kind of fight.

	“Ok,” Noah said, peering into the living room from the kitchen. “It sounds like they’re ready to go.”

	“I’ll get the leashes,” Hazard muttered.

	Somers elbowed him, but he was grinning.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	DECEMBER 16

	SUNDAY

	7:01 PM

	 

	SOMERS SHIVERED AS THEY STEPPED out into the night, grateful when Hazard slung a big arm over his shoulders. In his other arm, Hazard carried Evie, who was red cheeked and already snot nosed in spite of her coat and scarf and hat. 

	Winter had come hard to Wahredua, and the first two weeks of December had brought record lows and mountains of snow. Some of that had melted off, but enough remained to turn the little Arts and Crafts neighborhood where Hazard and Somers lived, with Noah and Rebeca in the house next door, into streets of frosted gingerbread houses. Lights hung from rooflines: some monochromatic blues and whites that turned the snow even colder, and others the traditional multicolored bulbs that made Somers think of Christmases when he’d been a kid. Somewhere nearby, “Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer” played loud enough that Somers could hear Gene Autry enjoying the hell out of himself.

	For half a block, they managed to walk as a group, with Noah and Rebeca’s kids hollering until one of the boys ended up spread-eagle in a bank of snow. Then Noah and Rebeca sent the kids ahead, and Raquel, with a shy smile, asked if she could take Evie, and then it was just the four adults watching their children race away.

	“Hear that?” Noah said, cocking his head as the sounds of arguing faded. “Heaven.”

	Nobody seemed to feel the need to talk after that; it was enough to enjoy the crisp air, the crunch of snow underfoot, the pleasures of walking a short, comfortable distance in winter. 

	Somers wrapped an arm around Hazard’s waist, which was harder than it would have been two or three months ago. Hazard had been hitting the gym again. Hard. And he’d been hitting meals again. Hard. He was packing on the dense layers of muscle that he had carried when he had first come to Wahredua, and Somers didn’t have any complaints. Just last night, for example, Hazard had picked up Somers like it was no sweat and held him against the wall while they—

	“Your cheeks are red,” Hazard said.

	“It’s cold,” Somers said, but he couldn’t help a glance at Noah and Rebeca, as though they might have somehow overheard his thoughts.

	“Yes, but usually it takes somewhere around seven and a half minutes for your cheeks to get red.”

	Somers blinked. “Wait. You know how long it takes? Seven and a half minutes?”

	“At this temperature. And it’s a rough estimate.”

	“Oh my God,” Somers said, shaking his head.

	“What?”

	Rebeca made a cooing noise. “You’re so cute. It’s kind of unbearable, you know.”

	“Don’t start,” Somers said, jabbing a finger at Noah.

	“She’s right,” Noah said with a smirk. “It’s definitely unbearable.” 

	“I said don’t start, Noah.”

	Noah just laughed.

	Hazard had watched the exchange without commentary, and his hold on Somers hadn’t altered. Somers thought there were lots of reasons to like Noah and Rebeca—they were both smart, accomplished, progressive, friendly, and funny—but maybe the best reason was that, around Noah and Rebeca, Somers and Hazard could just be themselves. They didn’t have to carry around the past, all the tortured shit that had happened between them in high school. They could just be who they were, today, together, in love. And Noah and Rebeca didn’t even bat an eye because they hadn’t grown up in Wahredua, hadn’t seen how bad it had been between Somers and Hazard in high school. It was hard to find a married couple, the right age, with kids, who hadn’t grown up in Wahredua; thank God Rebeca had come for a professorship at the college, and thank God Noah could follow because he wrote freelance. Some days, Somers thought he’d be friends with Noah and Rebeca just for that fact alone, even if they’d been raging assholes.

	From their neighborhood, a residential pocket in the older part of town, it took less than ten minutes to walk to City Hall and the spread of government buildings at the heart of Wahredua. As they got closer, more people appeared, moving along the sidewalks in small groups, all heading to the same location.

	“It seems pretty late for a tree lighting,” Noah said. “Is it always this late?”

	“No,” Somers said. “Normally they do it on the first, and the tree comes down on New Year’s. I guess they had to wait because of the bad weather.”

	“Or other reasons,” Hazard said.

	“Like what?” Rebeca asked.

	Hazard caught Somers’s look and shook his head.

	On the snowy lawn outside City Hall, it looked like most of Wahredua had turned out. Somers saw kids he had gone to school with, grown men and women with kids of their own now. Some of them, like Amanda McNealey, with whom Somers had gotten to second base during the summer of sophomore year, stared at Hazard and Somers like the carnival had come to town. Others, like Sandy Burnett, who had played football with Somers since they’d been in grade school, just waved and smiled. Somers saw the old guard, men and women his parents’ age who still ruled the social circles of the small town, and he saw college kids who were new to Wahredua and had been drawn to the community by generous scholarships from Wroxall. It was good to come to something like this, good to be reminded that some things actually did change, even if most of the time it felt like Wahredua was stuck in the past.

	For the first time that Somers could recall, though, an undercurrent of tension ran through the crowd. Men watched each other warily; women drew together, backs to the world. A guy in denim and a Carhartt coat pushed through the crowd, and a group of college boys railed at him as he passed. It didn’t go any farther than that, but Somers’s pulse beat a little faster.

	Then the tree caught Somers’s attention. It had to be fifty feet tall, and although the lights were still dark, Somers was already impressed. Easily, it was the tallest Christmas tree Wahredua had ever put on display. And it was a beautiful tree: an eastern white pine, native to Missouri, with closely clustered branches and full needles. Like something you’d see in Rockefeller Center. Or in a movie.

	Caught up in admiring the tree, it took Somers a moment to notice that Hazard had gone still beside him. He glanced over; Hazard’s face was rigid, and his attention was fixed on something ahead of them.

	When Somers saw, he squeezed Hazard’s arm. “Don’t.”

	Hazard was staring at the Right Honorable Mayor of Wahredua, Naomi Malsho, Somers’s ex-sister-in-law, formerly a strategic adviser to the Ozark Volunteers—a group of right-wing extremists. Judging by Hazard’s face, though, Somers guessed that Hazard was thinking about one of Naomi’s more recent crimes: she had sold Somers out, betraying him to a man who wanted to kill him.

	Hazard wasn’t making any noise, but Somers could feel the sub-audible growl vibrating in the big man’s chest.

	“Stop,” Somers said. “Not tonight.”

	“What’s wrong?” Rebeca said.

	“Nothing. Right, Ree?”

	Hazard tore his gaze away, but he didn’t say anything.

	“You know,” Rebeca said, staring at the stage where Hazard had been looking, “a lot of people at the university were talking about the possibility of no Christmas tree this year. I’m kind of surprised they went through with it.”

	“Really?” Somers said. “I thought everybody loved this. It’s a tradition.”

	“Too Christian,” Noah said. Something must have crossed Somers’s face because Noah laughed, raising his hands in surrender. “Hey, man. We’re Christian. But, you know what I mean?”

	“What he means,” Rebeca said with a roll of her eyes, “is that a lot of the more progressive types think it’s too close to a church-state thing. You know, like an unofficial endorsement of Christianity. I guess there have been petitions, complaints, that kind of thing.”

	Hazard’s eyes, the color of amber, narrowed. “That makes sense.”

	“Ree,” Somers said, turning on him.

	“It does. We don’t do anything for Hanukkah. Or for Diwali. Or Kwanzaa.” 

	“But it’s a tradition. And I wouldn’t mind if we did something for those holidays too. Doing one doesn’t have to be exclusive of the others.”

	“Well, you can imagine how well even the possibility of canceling it went down,” Rebeca said. “Someone at work told me those Bright Lights people were scurrying all over City Hall when they caught wind of it. The news picked it up in Columbia, if you can believe that.”

	“Why didn’t we hear anything about this?” Hazard said.

	“If you two could drag each other out of bed for five minutes—hey, sweetie. Didn’t see you there.”

	Raquel had reappeared, holding out Evie. “She said she wanted you.”

	With a smile he couldn’t quite hide, Hazard accepted Evie and tucked her into his shoulder. She settled in, obviously familiar with the spot, her nose running freely onto Hazard’s coat.

	“For the record,” Somers said as soon as Raquel had vanished back into the crowd, “we don’t spend all our time in bed.”

	“No,” Noah said, “sometimes you order pizza.”

	“And sometimes you come to our place,” Rebeca said. “When we beg you. When we make an appointment two years in advance.”

	“You two are just jealous,” Somers said, flushing but grinning. “You wish you still had chemistry.”

	“Six kids, losers,” Noah said, holding up a hand.

	Rebeca slapped him five.

	“And we manage to take showers before we go outside,” Rebeca said.

	“That was one time,” Somers said, his face burning.

	“Move back, folks, move back. Right now, please. Move back. Miss, you’re way too far forward. Move back so everybody can see. We want everybody to get a good view.”

	The man coming along the edge of the crowd wore a Wahredua PD uniform, waving a nightstick to demarcate an invisible line, forcing everyone in his path behind it. He had thick curls of auburn hair visible under his cap, and although he was smiling and his tone was polite, something about him made Somers think he would have preferred cracking a few heads to shuffling a crowd.

	“Who’s that?” Hazard asked, adjusting Evie’s weight against his chest.

	Noah looked at Rebeca. Rebeca shrugged.

	“That’s Conor,” Somers said. Then, with a grin: “Patrick’s cousin. See? Proof that I leave the house sometimes.”

	“Conor?” Hazard frowned. “I know all the Foley boys; there’s no Conor.”

	“He’s a Kelly. I guess he moved here from Kansas City. Cravens has been hiring more uniformed officers, and he was KC police for ten years.”

	“That’s strange,” Hazard said. “Why would he come to Wahredua?”

	Rebeca laughed. “That’s how you always sound. Believe it or not, Emery, it’s actually very charming. Lots of people come here and don’t want to leave.”

	“He was ten years towards a pension. Why give that up and start over here?”

	“You did,” Noah said.

	“I didn’t have a choice.”

	Noah blushed and shoved his hands in his pockets.

	Raised voices came from the edge of the crowd, filling the silence that had fallen over their small group. Street lights provided a weak, ambient glow, enough for Somers to see signs, although he couldn’t read their messages. He listened to the chanting.

	“Prince of Peace? Is that what they’re saying?”

	“Yeah,” Rebeca said, glancing at Noah. “That’s what they’re saying.”

	“Who is it?” Hazard stretched up on tiptoes, one big hand securing Evie to him. “Peace now,” he said with the sound of someone reading. “Peace at home and abroad. True Christians embrace peace. Jesus, at least it’s not those Bright Lights ass—uh, jerks.”

	“You know them?” Somers asked Noah and Rebeca.

	The pause was just long enough.

	“Yeah,” Noah said. “People from our church.”

	“Kind of the more, um, dedicated ones,” Rebeca said.

	Imitating his boyfriend, Somers stretched up, trying to see over the crowd. The demonstration was disrupting the festive atmosphere, and the crowd had fractured as people tried to get away from the chanting and the signs. For a moment, Somers had a relatively clear view of the men and women.

	“That’s the pastor, right?” Somers pointed to a small figure with a quiff of ginger hair. The body type, with narrow shoulders and wide hips, was visible in spite of the man’s winter gear, and Somers remembered some of the things he’d heard about the pastor—and some of the insults he’d heard the Ozark Volunteers shouting. “What’s their name?”

	“His name,” Rebeca said, emphasizing the pronoun slightly, “is Wesley. And he’s really great. In fact, Emery, I think you’d really like him.”

	“No,” Hazard said, like someone checking two plus two. “I wouldn’t.”

	“He probably wouldn’t,” Somers said. “He doesn’t like most people.”

	“I like people,” Hazard said. “I like you. Sometimes. Most of the time.”

	“It’s like every day is Valentine’s.”

	“Ass—” Hazard began again, then glanced at Evie. To Noah and Rebeca, he asked, “Why aren’t you guys over there?”

	“It’s not really our flavor of church,” Noah said. “The Sunday services are great, you know? But then Wesley has all this other stuff during the week.”

	“Too extreme,” Rebeca said. “Definitely not what we’re looking for.”

	The chanting had gotten louder, and although the crowd was shifting and moving away from the noise, only a few people really seemed too upset. It was hard, Somers thought, to be angry with people who wanted peace. One man, probably in his forties—with a blocky head and average features—shouted a few obscenities back at the demonstrators; everyone else settled for looking.

	On the stage, however, Naomi’s face was an expressionless mask as she whispered something to Martha Cravens, Chief of Police. Cravens shook her head. She shook her head again. Naomi made a stabbing gesture, pointing out at the demonstrators, and then jabbed her finger toward Cravens. After a moment, Cravens nodded, her shoulders slumping, and trudged the length of the stage. The chief beckoned to Conor Kelly, who was practically bouncing with excitement, and to Janie Carlson, pregnant enough to pop, and Walt Hoffmeister, in uniform even though he was technically on administrative leave. Cravens was launching into some kind of explanation when the microphone squealed and Naomi’s voice came over the speakers.

	“Merry Christmas, everyone!”

	An answering cheer went up through the crowd.

	“I am so excited to be here with you tonight.” 

	Naomi looked like perfection: flawless skin, flawless dark hair, winter pale. She was so much like Cora, Somers’s ex-wife, that for a moment, Somers remembered what it had been like to be young and in love with his high school sweetheart. Even bundled in a coat and hat and scarf, Naomi somehow gave the impression that she’d just hopped off a runway, like whatever she wore underneath was the latest thing out of Milan or Paris. And for all Somers knew, it might be; Naomi always had one more surprise waiting.

	“I grew up in Wahredua, as many of you know.”

	From the edge of the crowd came a surprised shout. And then, an angry one. “Get your hands off me.”

	Naomi’s face didn’t change. “For me, the Christmas tree lighting was the most beautiful night of the year. It represented hope—”

	“No, you back off. Back the fuck off right now.” That sounded like Kelly, getting hot under the collar and liking it.

	“—and it represented,” Naomi continued, “a belief that traditional family values, the values that made Wahredua such a great place to grow up, could continue to shape our future—”

	“That’s assaulting an officer, you tranny cunt.” That voice was Hoffmeister’s, and Somers shrank at the words, feeling a physical discomfort like a flash of fever. The words were followed by the sound of a blow, and gasps worked their way through the crowd.

	“—traditional family values—” Naomi was saying again, trying to get everything back on track.

	A few more heavy blows broke the winter air, and the crowd felt electric. Somers felt it: a wild, panicked energy that came from being part of a group of terrified people. Even though he was police. Even though he was smart and independent. That kind of energy was contagious, and it was running wild. Hazard’s scarecrow eyes were wide, his pupils dilated, his breathing controlled as he pressed Evie to him. Noah looked like he might be sick; Rebeca had her hand in her purse, probably grabbing pepper spray or, for all Somers knew, brass knuckles.

	At the stairs to the stage, a struggle broke out. Someone bundled in a camouflage jacket and a canvas cadet cap was pushing up the steps, past two men who were trying to catch her arms and turn her away: a heavy guy, sweating in spite of the cold, and a man named Bob Sackeman, whom Somers and Hazard had run into on their last case. The woman spun, slipping free of the heavy man’s grip, dropping her shoulder as she crashed into Sackeman. Sackeman, a glorified pencil pusher, dropped with an explosion of breath that interrupted Naomi’s speech. The mayor stopped and turned, her face blank with what Somers imagined must have required a great deal of effort.

	Then the woman in the camouflage jacket and the cadet cap crashed into Naomi, driving her away from the podium. Grabbing the mic, the woman shouted into it, causing a feedback screech that obliterated her first words.

	“—death, death, death, death, death, Officer Hoffmeister must die, kill every last one of those fucking pigs—”

	Then the heavy guy, sweating worse than ever, flattened her to the stage.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	DECEMBER 16

	SUNDAY

	9:17 PM

	 

	SOMERS HAD TO GET INVOLVED at that point; it seemed like every peace officer in the county was involved. While Hazard took Evie home, with Noah and Rebeca accompanying him, Somers switched into cop mode, shooing curious onlookers away from the stage and doing his best to disperse the crowd. As the people broke off for their cars or the cold walk home, the tree flickered sullenly to life.

	“Well, that was a disappointment.”

	Jonny Moraes was young for a detective, black on his father’s side, Brazilian on his mother’s, and tonight, inside the puffiest down jacket Somers had ever seen, he looked miserable.

	“It’s winter,” Somers said. “You might think about getting something warm.”

	“My mom’s people come from the tropics. Thin blood, you privileged fuck.”

	Somers grinned. “How bad is it over there?”

	Moraes followed his glance, studying the line of demonstrators who sat, handcuffed, on a snowy curb. “Only one of them is really mad; the rest are pretty pleased with themselves, I think.”

	“The pastor?”

	“Hoffmeister is a moron.”

	“He’s facing assault charges already for the damage he did at the last demonstration. He’s been riding a desk for two months. Why the hell would he risk something like that again?”

	“Hoffmeister,” Moraes said, shivering inside his massive jacket, “is a moron.”

	“Is the pastor hurt?”

	“Dignity more than anything else.”

	Shouts on the stage drew Somers’s attention. The woman in the camouflage jacket was still prone on the platform, hands cuffed at the small of her back. Although having her face planted in the boards must have made it difficult, she was still delivering threats with as much air as she could pull into her lungs.

	“—every treacherous, traitorous, overbearing, illegally-appointed and unconstitutionally-authorized government official intent on depriving citizens of their rights will be drawn and quartered after facing the righteous judgment of a free people—”

	“So is she your date?” Somers asked.

	“Your mom was busy,” Moraes said.

	“Sorry, I couldn’t hear you from inside that coat.”

	Moraes flipped him the finger. “I don’t get it. I thought the mayor was on the good side of these lock-and-load assholes. Wasn’t that the whole point? That’s how she got elected, right?”

	“Something must have changed,” Somers said.

	“—in the new and everlasting matriarchy that will be established, built as a circle of equals instead of a masculine line of power, with the womb as the locus of creation and the vagina as the chalice of life—”

	Moraes scrubbed at his forehead. “Yeah, something’s definitely changed.”

	Kelly and his cousin Foley were getting the woman upright. As she came up, she started spitting and hissing, kicking out, writhing like she meant to pitch all three of them off the stage. She managed to throw off Kelly with the first burst of movement, and he stumbled clear, his face twisted with rage.

	That look twisted something in Somers’s stomach; he launched himself up onto the stage and darted forward, catching Kelly’s arm as Kelly grabbed his service weapon.

	“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Somers said.

	Kelly planted a hand on Somers’s chest and shoved, but Somers shifted his weight.

	“Drop your fucking hand,” Somers said, his hand still holding Kelly’s wrist in a pincer. “Right fucking now.”

	Behind Somers, Foley shouted, “Down, bitch, back on the fucking ground, down, down, back on the fucking ground.”

	“Every news station in the country is going to see this,” the woman was screaming, “everyone in the whole country is going to see this. Everyone is going to know that the fascist pigs in this shit heap are running everything, everyone’s going to know, everyone’s going to—”

	Somers threw a look over his shoulder; Moraes was helping Foley subdue the woman again, and together, they dragged her toward the steps. Somers stayed where he was, hand locked on Kelly, until they had shut the woman in a patrol car; her screams came through the glass, muffled but still full of rage.

	“If I ever see you touch your service weapon—” Somers began.

	“Fuck off,” Kelly said, catching Somers hard enough with another shove that, this time, Somers spilled off the stage and into the snow. Somers swam in the drift, trying to get his feet under him, his whole world narrowing down to one objective: beat the shit out of Conor Kelly. “You just stood there and watched the whole thing. If you hadn’t been so busy grabbing ass with your fag—”

	“Hey guys.” The voice that interrupted was bright, friendly, everybody’s best friend. “Hey Somers.”

	From within the drift, Somers rolled his eyes and nodded at his partner. “Hi, Gray.”

	“Kelly,” Gray Dulac said.

	Kelly stared at both of them, his face flushed almost as red as his hair.

	“I think I must be having a hard time hearing,” Dulac said, running a hand through tousled dark hair. “I know I just said hello to Officer Kelly, but he didn’t say hello back. And I thought I heard Officer Kelly use an offensive slur against another member of the department, but I know that can’t be right, because Officer Kelly is a new guy, low man on every fucking totem pole in the city, and I’d hate it if I had to spend the next week making sure his ass got kicked to the curb.”

	Everything froze except the flicker of Christmas lights.

	“I guess I better test my hearing,” Dulac said. Under the thick smattering of freckles, he wore the same expression he always wore: so intensely earnest that he reminded Somers of a kid who could play altar boy half the day and spend the rest of it burning down orphanages. “Hi, Kelly.”

	Another heartbeat passed. “Detective Dulac.”

	“Well, look at that. I guess my hearing is back to normal. So I didn’t hear that other thing, right? That was a mistake?”

	“You didn’t hear anything,” Kelly said, stalking toward the steps and bounding off the platform.

	“I could have handled that,” Somers said from inside the drift. Snow had filtered up his sleeves and under his shirt and was melting now in icy trickles.

	“I know,” Dulac said, dropping into a squat so he and Somers were face to face.

	“Thanks, though.”

	“Sure,” Dulac said, smiling like he’d just tricked another kid to paint a fence for him, or some Tom Sawyer-shit like that. “We’re partners, right?”

	“Right, but—”

	Still grinning, Dulac grabbed a handful of snow and rubbed it into Somers’s face.

	“Now let’s get back to the station,” Dulac said, strolling away while Somers sputtered and tried to decide if his face was frozen solid. “We caught something.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR
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	SUNDAY
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	ON SUNDAY NIGHT, Wahredua’s police station should have been silent and empty; instead, it was full of off-duty officers pulled in to handle the chaos from the tree-lighting ceremony. Half the officers weren’t in uniform, which made it hard to separate them from the demonstrators who had been hauled in, or from the crowd of over-eager citizens who were certain that their eyewitness statement was essential to the safety and security of Wahredua.

	“This couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” Somers said.

	“Maybe,” Dulac said, twisting between a pair of drunken brothers who were shouting about which one of them was going to give a statement first. “Jesus, it looks like half the town is in here.”

	“Half the town probably is in here,” Somers said. “The half that likes to phone in and demand an officer on the scene, stat, because their neighbor’s pet rabbit got into the garden. Some people just eat this shit up.”

	The press of bodies eased somewhat when they reached the bullpen, where desks were reserved for detectives and a few open workspaces were kept available for patrol officers. A middle-aged woman in a cardigan was holding an empty carafe, looking around like she might spot another supply of coffee.

	“Kitchen is that way,” Dulac said, pointing her toward the back of the station.

	“Make a few pots, Mrs. Maines,” Somers called after her.

	She waved and smiled, missing both front teeth, and cradled the carafe against her belly like it was a baby before plunging into the maelstrom.

	“What’s so important that you had to drag me in here?”

	“Drag your ass out of the snow, you mean?” Dulac rifled papers on his desk. “Drag your ass out of a fistfight that probably would have left you in traction?”

	“What the hell? I could take Kelly.”

	Dulac made a noise in his throat.

	“I could.”

	“Look, Somers, a year ago, sure. Five years, ago—ten—definitely.”

	Somers folded his arms. “I’m too old? Is that what you’re saying? I’m too old to take an asshole like Kelly.”

	“You’ve got experience. Think of it that way. You’re so wise. And you’re lucky, too, that you’ve got a young guy like me around to help with the heavy lifting.”

	“I could fucking take Kelly. I could definitely fucking take you.”

	Dulac let the papers settle back to the desk. He looked up, his expression so frank and open and endearing, all those freckles and all that creamy skin, that Somers wanted to pound it into the desk. Dulac waited just a little too long and then nodded. “Right. Of course.” Then he cleared his throat. “Sir.”

	“Don’t do that, Gray.”

	“What?”

	“You’re the one that’s got a string of eighteen-year-olds calling him sir and officer and asking him to bend them over his knee and turn their asses red.”

	“You’ve been eavesdropping. That’s a dirty habit.”

	“It’s not eavesdropping when you play a call on speakerphone and then, just in case I missed anything, recite the conversation to me over lunch.”

	“Hey, that kid was really creative. I thought you’d appreciate it. I thought maybe you and Hazard would want to try something other than missionary for once in your ancient lives. Like, that part when he was talking about the swing and the handcuffs and how he wanted me to—”

	“No, please. Hearing it once was already too much. My point is that your perception is totally skewed. You screw these club boys, just one after the other like you’re taking them off the shelf, and then you think that’s the whole world. But eighteen—or twenty-six, or however fucking old you are—that’s just the tip of the iceberg, ok?”

	“Uh huh.” Dulac was studying a sheaf of papers. “Look, I’m sorry I made you feel bad.”

	“You did not make me feel bad.”

	“I wasn’t trying to age-shame you.”

	“I’m not embarrassed of my—I’m not old, Dulac. For God’s sake.”

	“Right, man. Totally.” Dulac held his fist out.

	“No. Fuck that. I’m not old. Thirty-four—”

	“Almost thirty-five.”

	Somers’s face was on fire. “Thirty-four is not old. And why the hell am I even arguing with you about it? It doesn’t matter what you think. I could take Kelly. I could take you. And at least I’m not the one bringing home kids fresh out of high school and then turning them out on the street again before the sheets are cold.”

	“What the fuck does that mean?” Dulac said, slapping the papers into Somers’s chest. “I’m polite, dude. I’m a fucking gentleman.”

	“Uh huh. Do they get to put on their underwear before they’re standing on the curb, or do they have to wait?”

	“Bro, you are totally out of line. I’m, like, kind of hurt.” The big, dark eyes had a sheen. “You’re like my role model, ok? I want what you and Emery have. Honest, I do.”

	“Well, you’re not going to get it by banging every club boy that grinds up on you. You really liked that one guy, Barry, right? I mean, why don’t you ask him out again? We could double.”

	“Oh. Um.” Gray’s eyes dropped to the desk. He rolled a pencil back and forth.

	“What?”

	“This is awkward.”

	“What? Did you bang his brother too or something?”

	“No, like. I want what you and Emery have, but, like, I don’t want it now. I mean, I’m totally cool with you guys. I mean, I’m not ageist or anything like that. I think it’s awesome that you guys rub Bengay all over each other and complain about having a bad back and maybe like, rabbit fuck once every ten years or something. That’s really sweet. But, you know, I’m still young. And hot. And I want—”

	“Go away.”

	“Dude, I’m trying to tell you—”

	“Dulac, walk your ass away and find me a fucking Danish or something and give me ten minutes to remember why I shouldn’t shoot your ass in the middle of the station.”

	“Grumpy.” Dulac checked his watch and then smiled patiently. “Past your bedtime; I forgot you guys are in bed by nine—”

	“That was one fucking weekend, and I told you—” Somers swallowed the scream. “Danish. Or donut. Or something. Right now.”

	Something in his face or voice must have convinced Dulac, because the younger detective backed away.

	“Coffee, too,” Somers snapped.

	Dulac raised his hands in surrender.

	“Now!”

	Dulac ran.

	As Somers dropped into his seat and started to read, he wondered if he was spending too much time around Hazard.

	The report, several pages thick, had the seal of Wroxall College at the top and, just below it, the address for the campus security office. Somers vaguely recalled meeting the head of security a few months before, who had seemed solidly competent. Somers and Dulac had been working more and more on campus-related issues, at Cravens’s command, and Somers was wondering what was serious enough that campus security had to bounce it to his desk in such an official-looking report, instead of somebody from the rent-a-cops shooting an email about the smell of weed in a dorm or stolen hood ornaments.

	But half a page into the report, Somers’s breath turned solid in his chest. He finished it and read it again. The facts were simple: Sunday afternoon—that afternoon—three young women had come into the campus security office and reported being sexually assaulted by the same young man. After taking statements, campus security had sent over the report, which consisted of the typed statements from the women, photographs of the victims, and what looked like an internet profile photo of the alleged culprit: a young man with a mop of curly hair, the tips of his hair frosted a chemical orange. Dennis Tonda. The assaults had taken place, according to the girls, under a similar set of circumstances. After meeting Tonda online, the women had been enticed into inviting Tonda to their apartments when they were alone. Tonda had come with alcohol. All three of the girls reported feeling drugged and claimed that Tonda had altered the alcohol with something else. They had come forward only after they saw each other’s posts on Tonda’s timeline and connected independently, sharing their stories.

	“Shitty, right?” Dulac set down a styrofoam cup of coffee and a slab of Danish the size of Somers’s head. “Somebody ought to drug that asshole and fuck him a few times, see how he likes it.”

	Grabbing the Danish and taking a bite, Somers turned on his computer.

	“I already tried,” Dulac said. “No local address for Tonda. Either it’s a fake name, or he’s not from the area.”

	“And he’s not at Wroxall, right?” Somers took another bite of the Danish—cherry, and quite good—and chased it with coffee. “Otherwise campus security would have been tripping over themselves to give us everything they had.”

	“Must be nice,” Dulac said, his eyes fixed on Somers as Somers hit the Danish again. “You get to that point in life when you just don’t care anymore. You just let yourself go.” He sighed. “I fucking dream about carbs, man.”

	Somers stopped. He stared at Dulac. Then, chewing slowly and deliberately, he finished the bite of Danish he was working on and shoved the rest of it away. “Did you read the statements these women gave?”

	“I read all of it, dude. I stopped by this afternoon.” Dulac shrugged, but a blush worked its way behind his freckles. “I got bored.”

	“Oh yeah? Nothing to do in town but bone college boys and work?”

	“They’re not all college boys.”

	“Name the last one who wasn’t.”

	“Ricky. Or Robby. Or—” Dulac’s face screwed up with effort. “Maybe it was Riley. I don’t know, but he was cute.”

	“They’re all cute.”

	“And he wasn’t in college. He was working. I think.”

	“How old was he?”

	“Did you see that the girls—”

	“No way, you little weasel. How old was he?”

	“I mean, I made sure he was legal.”

	“He was eighteen.”

	“I think he had an early birthday. He might have been nineteen.”

	“You’re basically a predator. You realize that, right? Maybe I should have Foley stationed at the high school to make sure you stay away.”

	“Dude!”

	“Eighteen,” Somers tapped the report, “eighteen, and seventeen.”

	“That’s shitty, dude. Don’t compare me to him.”

	“I’m not comparing you. I’m saying the girls were all legal, but barely. Freshmen at college. I’m saying this guy is giving alcohol to girls not old enough to buy a beer, getting them drunk, possibly drugging them on top of it, and then raping them. That’s some serious, messed up shit.”

	“So how do we catch him?” Dulac’s hand was sneaking toward the Danish. “Go by campus tomorrow? Talk to those girls? Start trying to get any details they can offer about this asshole?”

	“Carbs,” Somers said.

	Dulac’s hand froze, an inch away from the remaining Danish. “You know what, dude? Cheat day. I’m calling my fucking cheat day right now.”

	“That’s mine,” Somers said, slapping Dulac’s hand away. “Now, sit down, open up a browser, and show me how you lure all those eighteen-year-old boys into your web.”

	 


CHAPTER FIVE
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	HAZARD BROKE DOWN ANOTHER BOX and carried it to the landing, where he had a growing pile. Moving into the office for his private investigation agency had actually been a fairly straightforward affair. Once Hazard had learned that Somers had rented the place without asking him, and once Hazard had learned that Somers would dump his dumb ass if he didn’t really get serious about opening the agency, everything had been pretty clear.

	Divorce, not dump, a little voice in his brain reminded. Somers had said divorce, not dump. And then Somers had said the M word. The fucking M word.

	Right now, the suite of rooms above an empty storefront on Market Street didn’t look like much, but it did look better. Some of Hazard’s efforts were paying off. The large, front room, where Somers kept talking about hiring an assistant and having him handle the administrative side of things, currently sported several tubular chairs, a fern that slumped against the cracked front window, and a painting that Somers had hung, crookedly, of the Grand Rivere. Hazard’s office held his desk, a beautifully crafted piece that Somers had stolen, literally, from his parents, and a pair of chairs. Over the last few weeks, Hazard had been moving various professional books—both ones that he had owned as a police officer and, now, ones that he had acquired as part of his new career—from home to office. Hence, the cardboard box.

	Hazard crossed the room, adjusted the painting so that it was level, and went to his private office. He powered up the laptop Somers had picked out, dropped into the chair Somers had wanted him to have, and navigated the advertising website where Somers had dropped an obscene amount of money and told Hazard, when the fight about how much to spend had escalated, something to the effect of: It’s already fucking spent, so you can either use it or not.

	Studying the website, Hazard tried to figure out how to use the money that Somers had spent on him. The money Hazard hadn’t earned. The money Hazard didn’t deserve. The money that might be a very poor investment, judging by how well Hazard had done with his last client, who had been abducted and tortured and almost killed. Hazard had seen Mitchell Martin in the Savers just a few weeks before, from a distance, for an instant before Hazard ran away—ran and hid. The young man was still on crutches, and he looked like he’d been partially rubbed out with an eraser.

	Flyers. People still looked at flyers, right? The internet hadn’t completely obliterated flyers, had it? Hazard’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. He sat there for maybe five minutes. Thinking.

	Then he closed the browser tab. Maybe he’d better start with a business card first. That would make sense, right? The business cards he had, the ones he’d bought before he was even really sure he wanted to do this, just said, Emery Hazard, Private Investigator. So Hazard looked at linen cards. Then he looked at squishy cards that turned into sponges when you put them in water. Then he went cheap, the bare bones.

	And after maybe fifteen minutes, he closed the tab.

	Maybe a website first. Maybe that was most important.

	But the problem, the real problem, was that Hazard needed a name for the business. And a logo. He was fairly sure that he needed a logo. Something that would communicate, visually, what his business was going to stand for.

	So, he told himself, quit being such a pansy about the whole thing. Quit dancing around it. Quit rearranging the three pieces of furniture, quit watering the fern, quit phoning the landlord about the cracked glass, quit playing with your dick and get down to business.

	Ok. A name.

	That was easy. Hazard opened a blank document, fingers flying across the keyboard. He considered what he’d written, revised. A little shorter. A little punchier. Perfect. Now he just needed a logo. He pulled up a stock images site and browsed for twenty seconds before he found exactly what he wanted. After buying the image, he pasted it onto the document. There. He was grinning, aware of the flush in his face, the ridiculously exaggerated sense of satisfaction at having accomplished even this much. But at least he had something to show Somers tonight, a mock-up for the flyers and business card and website and, fuck, LLC filing.

	His printer hummed and chugged just as a knock came at the office door.

	Hazard reached for his gun, the Ruger Blackhawk chambered for .45 Colt, six-cylinder, resting in the top, right-hand drawer.

	“Hazard?”

	For a moment, Hazard was still reacting, his hand wrapping around the Blackhawk’s checkered rubber grip, his whole world narrowing down to the need to run or shoot or both. Then, by inches, he clawed his way back to control. It had been like this for him—he couldn’t think about it more than that, couldn’t face it head-on yet—since July, when he had walked into the ruined hallways of the Haverford to face Mikey Grames.

	He was getting better, he told himself.

	Pulse stuttering in his neck, he hid his hand, still holding the gun, in the drawer. He worked moisture into his mouth. “Yeah?”

	The doorknob turned; the door opened slowly. Walter Hoffmeister poked his head into the room like he was doing some kind of shtick.

	“For fuck’s sake,” Hazard said, releasing the Blackhawk and shutting the drawer with his elbow. “Come in.”

	The thing about Hoffmeister, Hazard decided as the man took a seat, was that there was nothing to love. Hoffmeister was an asshole. The whole universe was one big fire hydrant for Hoffmeister to piss on. He was tall, thin, and sallow; he looked like a foam cup yellowing in the sun. 

	“Aren’t you supposed to have some sort of secretary?” he asked, jerking his thumb at the empty front room.

	“What do you want?”

	“Kind of fucking stupid for you to be back here, hiding in a closet, with that big room empty out there.”

	Hazard leaned back; the chair creaked under his weight.

	Hoffmeister crossed his legs, ankle bouncing on his knee. “Place is a fucking dump.”

	Hazard’s fingertips curled around the leather armrests.

	“You see the front window is cracked?” Hoffmeister whistled. “You’re going to pay a fucking fortune this winter. And next summer? Jesus, you’ll have mosquitos in here the size of poodles.”

	For a moment, Hazard visualized a Mack truck, a runaway, coming down Market Street with its brake lines cut. And Hazard and Hoffmeister, both of them, standing there on the curb. And Hazard’s hand on Hoffmeister’s shoulder. Like they were buddies.

	And hey, it was an infinite universe. Anything could happen.

	“Let’s go outside and get some fresh air,” Hazard said.

	“Nah, this stretch of Market smells like fish, you know? Jesus Christ. Did you pick this place? What a fucking mess. How much are you paying? Jesus Christ, if you tell me you’re paying more than, I don’t know, a hundred and fifty bucks a month, you’re getting hosed.”

	“A hundred and fifty bucks a month won’t rent you a storage unit.”

	“Oh man,” Hoffmeister said, laughing, stretching out now that he’d pissed on everything, hands behind his head. But his ankle was still bouncing on top of his knee. “Oh man, you are getting dicked up the ass. I knew it. But I guess you kind of like that, right?”

	“What do you want?”

	Instead of answering, Hoffmeister leaned forward, brushing something invisible off the desk. He ran his thumb all the way to the end of the wood. Then, twisting back and forth, he slouched in his seat.

	“You ever feel fucked?” Hoffmeister said, the words bursting out. “You ever feel like the whole universe is just out to get you? I mean, you’ve got to understand, right? You were a cop. And now you’re in this shithole. You know what I mean?”

	“I know you’re really fucking lousy at asking for help.”

	For the first time since coming into the office—maybe for the first time since Hazard had met him—Hoffmeister smiled. “Yeah, I guess I am. How much do you charge?”

	“What do you want me to do?”

	“I don’t know. I’m not just saying that. I don’t know, I really don’t. I’m fucked, ok? You heard that psycho bitch at the tree lighting yesterday, right?”

	“The one who said, ‘Officer Hoffmeister must die’? Yeah, I heard her.”

	“It’s bullshit. It’s fucking ridiculous. I shouldn’t have to wear a target on my back because some rainbow-sprinkles snowflake is upset that I did my job.”

	“You know that woman?”

	“Fuck no.”

	“But you know what she’s upset about.”

	“They’re all pissing their panties about the same thing, Hazard. The same fucking thing: I did my job.”

	“This is all wrapped up with the lawsuit, is that it? Assault and battery—is that what it is?”

	“Fucking bullshit.” Waving a hand, Hoffmeister added, “Union rep says it’s just a dustup. You know, everybody’s hot under the collar about police. My job, you know what it is? Keeping order. Keeping this town safe. And now I do my job, and what happens? My ass gets slapped with fucking criminal charges.”

	“I heard that Ozark Volunteer guy, the one pressing charges, I heard he got hurt pretty bad.”

	“Jesus, I knocked him to the ground. That’s it. And he was in the middle of felony assault, for whatever the fuck it’s worth.”

	“It’s all just a dustup.”

	“Sure, but shit, you know how it goes. This drags on and on, and I’m at a desk like an asshole. And then, when this finally clears, that son of a bitch is going to come after me for money.”

	“Do you have money?”

	“Fuck no, but that won’t stop him. Just hiring a lawyer is going to cost me a fortune.”

	“So hiring me probably isn’t a good idea.”

	“Money’s no good to me if I’m dead, dumbfuck. That’s why I’m here.” He leaned forward and drilled a finger into the desk. “Me. Alive. That’s how I want to stay.”

	“You think that woman at the tree lighting is really a threat?”

	Hoffmeister contracted, slouching in the seat again, chewing a thumbnail. He stared past Hazard, fixated on something Hazard couldn’t see.

	“What?” Hazard said. “What happened?”

	“Fuck it. This was a stupid fucking idea.”

	“No, sit down. Instead of giving me the opening lines from your defense, tell me what’s going on.”

	“Why? So you and Somers can have a laugh tonight? Fuck off.”

	“You’re here because, for some reason, you don’t think you can take this to the police. Is that right?”

	Hoffmeister didn’t answer.

	“Fifty dollars an hour. A thousand-dollar retainer. I itemize expenses, and I send a report at the end of every week.”

	“You can keep me alive?”

	“Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll tell you what I think I can do. Then you can decide if you want to hire me.”

	Still chewing a nail, Hoffmeister seemed to consider this. Then he shrugged. “I’m fucked, man. Universe has me fucked.”

	“Let’s see if we can un-fuck your life.”

	“You ever worked for someone? Jesus, I don’t want to be your first. Probably end up in the funny pages, one big fucking punch line.”

	Hazard thought of Mitchell Martin, crutching through the Savers. 

	“You weren’t worried about that when you walked in here,” was all he said.

	Tearing his nail from between his teeth, Hoffmeister blew out a breath. “Screw it,” he said, and then he started to talk.
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	WEIRD SHIT HAS BEEN HAPPENING,” Hoffmeister said, adjusting his posture in the seat, probably trying to hide the way he glanced over his shoulder, as though checking for something behind him. “Not just normal shit. Truly weird. Paranormal Activity kind of shit.”

	“Ghosts?” Hazard said.

	“Hell, I’m not an idiot, ok? I’m an asshole, and I’m scared as shit. But I’m not an idiot. I’m just saying, weird stuff. Like somebody wants me to crack. Like maybe—” He cut off, thumbnail between his teeth again, picking up where he’d left off. After a moment, he said, “Maybe they want me to, I don’t know, do their job for them.”

	“What? Like, kill yourself?”

	Hoffmeister just shot him a sour glance.

	“Ok,” Hazard said, pulling open a blank document on the computer. “Let’s make a list.”

	“Bad milk.”

	“What?”

	“Milk went bad.”

	“Do you have a cow or—”

	“No, you fucking retard. Milk in a fucking plastic gallon jug. I bought it, and the next day, it was bad. Black. Curdled. I didn’t even open the top to check, I just dropped it in the trash.” Hoffmeister seemed to think about this statement. “Then I took the trash down to the road. Two days early, damn it.”

	“Milk goes bad all the time.”

	“You want to know why you’re sitting in an empty office, with nothing but your own farts keeping you company? You want to know why you don’t have anybody in here, wanting your help? Because you’re a fucking know-it-all. And a dickwad.” He chewed the nail. “And a real cunt.”

	Hazard thought of the Mack truck again. Then, drawing a breath, he thought of building an agency. His own agency.

	He needed clients.

	He needed history.

	He needed a reputation.

	“I’m sorry. I just meant—”

	“I know what you meant. I’m just blowing off steam. Milk doesn’t go bad like that, you know? Black. Maybe it curdles. Maybe it goes sour. But not like that.”

	“Anything else? Besides the milk?”

	“Somebody’s going into my house. Must have a key, although I don’t know how.”

	“Do you have an alarm system?”

	Hoffmeister shook his head.

	“And no signs of forced entry?”

	“I said they must have a key, didn’t I?”

	“How do you know someone’s been in the house?”

	“And my car, too. Someone’s been in the car. Messing around.”

	“Ok, go back to the house.”

	“And somebody followed me one time.” Hoffmeister’s words tumbled out, gaining momentum. “And shit on my door. And shit in the mailbox. And a fucking note, ok, a fucking note. And cherry bombs. And that goddamn fill-up out on Route 17.”

	“Go back to the house, Hoffmeister. Tell me in order.”

	“The house wasn’t first.”

	“Was the milk first?”

	“No.” He seemed to think for a minute. “I guess it was shit in the mail. Literally. I’ve got one of those older houses, not really much of a yard in front. The mailbox hangs on the side of the house, next to the front door. I came home, got the mail, and carried it inside. I could smell it as soon as I picked up the mail, but it wasn’t until I was inside that I saw it: regular envelope, business size,” Hoffmeister modeled with his hands, “but dark, stained through. I knew it was shit. Knew it. But I opened it anyway, and sure enough, it was shit.”

	“What’d you do?”

	“Called Lloyd.”

	“Why?”

	“We’ve been partnered since we were cutting our teeth. We watch each other’s back.”

	“And?”

	“He told me to bring it in. I did. Cravens got one whiff and said it was a prank, told me if I wanted to take it seriously, I had to get a mail inspector, make it federal. So, end of story. Then, a couple of days later, I was up, having my coffee, and I smelled it. I walked outside; there it was. Someone had smeared shit all over the door. Caked it on. I called Lloyd. I called Cravens. She was steamed and said she’d put somebody on it. Want to guess how that went?”

	“Who’d she put on it? Peterson?”

	“Bingo. And you know what that asshole did?”

	“I bet he did it all by the book.”

	“That’s right. By the goddamn book. Came over. Took a statement. Pictures. Even bagged a sample. Talked to the neighbors. Moved about as fast as a car on blocks. That’s the kind of help I get. Almost twenty years on the force, and that’s what I rate: Peterson with a fucking pencil behind his ear. Thanks for your service, go fuck yourself.”

	“You expected Cravens to do something else.”

	“I expected Cravens to handle the asshole who was doing this.”

	“Who?”

	“I don’t know, Hazard. You’re the brilliant detective; why do you think I’m coming to you?”

	“The way you said that a moment ago, though, it sounded like Cravens hadn’t done what you wanted. What did you expect her to do?”

	Hoffmeister shifted in his chair. “Jesus Christ, do you have anything to drink?”

	“Water. Paper cups in the bathroom.”

	“Water? What the hell kind of detective are you?”

	“Brilliant, according to you. What did you expect Cravens to do?”

	“What we used to do. The right way of handling problems. If you’ve got a guy stirring up shit, not enough to make a case out of it but still shit, you take care of it yourself, right? You send a couple of men out there, no badges, and you explain things. And if he doesn’t understand, you explain things again, a little more carefully this time. And then stupid shit like this stops happening.”

	“You wanted Chief Cravens to send off-duty police officers to beat some sense into whoever was doing this?”

	“Jesus, you sound just like all the other snowflakes. You ever think about the fact that law and order are worth something?” He sneered. “Of course not. But that’s all I’m saying: keep the law, keep things in order, keep people being civil to each other.”

	Due process, Hazard might have said. Or something about the Constitution. But he just nodded. “What did Peterson find?”

	“Nothing.”

	“And then?”

	“And then the milk went bad. Black, like I told you. Other stuff, too. I’d come home and all the faucets would be on. I’ve got a slow drain in the kitchen, and the water had overflowed, ran all over the place. Ruined everything down to the subfloor. I came out one morning, turned on my car, and some jackass had put the radio to full volume, set to some fucking death metal shit. Can’t do that while the car is off, not the model I have. So somebody turned it on, set it that way, and left it just to make a fucking goose out of me.”

	“You said there was a note.”

	Hoffmeister patted himself down, produced a folded piece of paper, and slapped it on the desk.

	“Have you printed this?”

	“Cravens doesn’t want to hear about it anymore. I showed it to Peterson; he claims he couldn’t lift anything off it. I’ve been carrying it around like that, so you can just pick it up. Not like it matters anymore.”

	Unfolding the note, Hazard flattened it against the polished wood. It looked like it had come from a laser printer. The Only Way To Peace Is A Rope.

	“Somebody likes capital letters.”

	“Huh?”

	“Nothing. Where’d you find this?”

	“Hung on the fridge. With a magnet.”

	“What does it mean?”

	“It means somebody wants me dead.”

	Hazard read the note again and raised an eyebrow. “That seems like a stretch.”

	“Fuck you, all right? I know what it means, even if you and Peterson and that cunt Cravens have your heads up your asses.”

	Hoffmeister snatched at the note, but Hazard slid it out of reach. “Tell me about the fill-up station.”

	For a moment, Hoffmeister wobbled, as though he might just take the note and storm out. Then he dropped into the seat and said, “It’s that place out on Route 17. Slick’s. You know it?”

	Hazard had a vague recollection of a sprawling, timber structure with a lone pair of fuel pumps. “It’s more of a bar, isn’t it? Dancing?”

	“You’re fucking right it is. It didn’t always used to be that way; for a long time, it was just a cheap place to get gas. Then they built that addition, got a liquor license, and started serving. It got bigger and bigger. You can still get cheap gas there, twenty cents cheaper than anywhere else in the county. But a lot of assholes drink there. A lot of bad shit gets
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