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	I

	There is a certain spirit that lives in marshy places—often along the edges of swamps. It is never seen during the day, only at night, and even then its heart is the only part visible. Its heart appears as a small ball of fire that may be seen moving about, a short distance above the surface of the water. 

	 

	- “Myths of the Louisiana Choctaw,” David I. Bushnell, Jr.


ELIEN (1)

	The DuPage-St. Tammany Parish Support Group for Survivors with PTSD—DSTP-PTSD, as it was printed on every email, bulletin, and placard—didn’t have donuts. I guess somebody had thought that palindrome was cute. Or funny. That’s what we’re known for, us survivors with PTSD: our sense of humor. But not donuts. That was one of the reasons I kept coming. AA had donuts. NA had donuts. SAA had donuts. GA had donuts. And even though I didn’t exactly need to go to any of those meetings—at twenty-two years old, I didn’t gamble, all my scrips were legal, and I’d given up Chardonnay when I’d taken up Prozac. As for sex addiction, well, very funny, tell me another. Just knowing about the other support groups was risky. Donuts were a clear and present danger.

	I kept coming to DSTP-PTSD for a lot of reasons, I guess. No donuts, obvs. And I kept coming because it was one of those things you were supposed to do. I kept coming because I didn’t work, I didn’t have any hobbies, and I didn’t have any friends. I kept coming because I could only vacuum the living room or organize the pantry or launder dust ruffles so many times before I started thinking very seriously about wading out into the bayou to meet a hungry gator. But really, gun to my head, I kept coming because I knew Richard would leave me if I didn’t. 

	I had a Walkman when I was twelve, and the thing I remember about the Walkman was I could put in my Alanis Morissette CD—Jagged Little Pill, not Supposed Former Infatuation Junkie, thank you very much—and I could hit Repeat and listen to “All I Really Want” for as long as I wanted, as many times as I wanted. And then one time the Repeat button broke, and I listened to “All I Really Want” for six days straight before I swapped CDs. Coming to group was like that.

	Today, Leola was talking about her mom. Her mom had been a junkie—about half the people in the room had moms who were junkies—and her mom had run a dry-cleaning business. The junkie part wasn’t what Leola talked about, most of the time. The junkie part was whipped cream, I guess, in comparison. What Leola talked about was the times her mom was sober and mean and vicious. Wire hangers. Chemical burns. Those thin plastic bags wrapped around her face until she lost consciousness.

	The basement of Du Page First Methodist had a wall of long, narrow windows that let in the afternoon light. The walls were painted concrete, and the floor had those high-traffic carpet squares that you can replace easily. We met on Tuesdays, after the preschool let out. You could still smell animal crackers, soiled diapers, and rubber cement.

	The thing about hearing tragedy, week after week, is you can let it keep hurting you, let the razor blades slice you up every single time, or you can turn off inside. Even if it’s your own tragedy. Especially if it’s your own tragedy.

	When Leola finished, we all looked at Zahra. She had glided into middle age pretty comfortably, although her graying hair was in a severe bun, which made her long face look a little longer. She worked in the same practice as Richard; the support group was her personal project.

	“Elien, how about you?”

	“Not much to report,” I said.

	“How did things go last Wednesday?”

	“Wednesday?” I said, raising my eyebrows.

	“It was your mom’s birthday, bitch,” Tamika said. “Don’t pretend.”

	“Tamika,” Zahra said. “That’s not the way we talk to each other in here.”

	“I guess it wasn’t perfect,” I said.

	Zahra waited. They all waited: Dave, Leola, Kenny, Ray, Mason, Willie, Tamika, Stephanie, Danielle. The whole circle. Waiting.

	“I kind of had a meltdown that morning,” I said, shrugging.

	Willie, on my right, nodded and lowered his head. Kenny ran a hand through his locs and said, “You got this, man.”

	“I mean, it wasn’t really any different than my other meltdowns,” I said. “I was folding some of Richard’s clothes. I . . . I guess he didn’t shut the shower off all the way. I don’t know. Maybe it was me. Maybe I didn’t, but I don’t think I took a shower that morning. I heard the water. Just that, you know, drip. But it’s kind of like plonk, the sound, because there’s a little bit of water around the drain.” I shrugged again and smiled. “I, uh, didn’t, you know, punish myself, so that’s a big deal, right?”

	“Way to go, man,” Kenny said. “Fucking way to go.”

	“I did, however, spend a couple of hours screaming in the closet. So, yeah, not a total win.”

	Dave burst out laughing. Shrill, escalating laughter. It ended as abruptly as it had started, with Dave staring at the ground, flexing his gloved hands, his lips twitching as though he might start laughing again. The rest of us traded the same looks we always did.

	“Oh, Elien,” Stephanie said, wiping tears from her dark eyes. “I feel like this is my fault. I can’t believe I asked you last week about her birthday. If I’d just kept my mouth shut, you probably would have been fine.”

	“Bitch,” Tamika said, “who the fuck do you think you are? God? One question isn’t going to do anything.”

	“All right, Tamika,” Zahra said.

	“I didn’t mean—” Stephanie’s face was crumbling. “Oh, I know you’re right.”

	“Don’t you dare fucking cry,” Tamika said. “You can’t go one day without crying?”

	“Tamika,” Zahra said.

	“You know,” I said, “I’m really glad you asked me, Stephanie. Last week, I mean. Nobody knows what to say. Nobody knows what to ask. I’d rather have somebody ask me about it than tiptoe around and pretend nothing’s happening.”

	Stephanie sniffed a few times, wiped her eyes, and tried to smile.

	For a moment, Zahra worried at a bandage on her hand, and she looked like she might press the issue with Tamika. But all Zahra said was, “Kenny, what about you?” And we moved on.

	I’d finished my obligatory performance; it was very important, in times like these, to keep the cover story straight, to make sure the details were consistent. Lying in group wasn’t encouraged, but if I’d told them the truth, they would have kicked me out. I was running through what I’d said, making sure I hadn’t messed up. I think that’s why it took me a moment to realize Mason was staring at me. Not just staring. Glaring.

	Mason was relatively new to the group. A couple of months before, he’d been shot by a kid he was trying to arrest. Mason had almost died. The kid, with the help of mom and dad’s money, had pled down to a lesser charge, and was apparently serving jail time in a cushy juvenile facility. Mason talked about that part a lot; that was his word, cushy. Like they were playing badminton all day. He was a cute guy: wavy blond hair, a great nose—a nose can be a make it or break it feature on a guy—and a little gap between his front teeth. Frankly, that little gap was adorable. He had talked about a girlfriend, Mary Ann, a few times, but that didn’t keep me from looking.

	Right then, though, Mason’s very nice nose was wrinkled in a scowl, and he was looking at me like I’d had the bad taste to root for the Falcons during a Saints game. I met his gaze, held it, and turned my hands palm up. Mason didn’t react. He just stared until I finally looked away.

	I missed most of the rest of group. I kept glancing over at Mason and finding him still staring at me, and then I’d miss what Ray or Danielle was saying. I’d drag my attention back to the meeting, and thirty seconds later I’d be thinking about Mason, about his very cute nose scrunched up, and what I’d done to piss him off. And then, no matter how hard I tried, I’d look, and he’d be staring right back at me, like he’d been waiting.

	When the meeting ended, I put away my chair and moved over to the refreshments, where coffee and iced tea were waiting, along with a selection of store-bought cookies. I skipped the cookies and the iced tea—one glass had about a million calories, the way Danielle always sweetened it—and poured myself a cup of coffee, black. I tasted it, the chicory and the dark roast, and then I found a stirrer and stood there, swishing it through the coffee, glancing up now and then.

	Mason was still there, hands in his pockets, standing by the door. Watching me.

	“Elien,” Zahra said in her quiet voice as she joined me.

	Coffee slopped onto my fingers, and I swore under my breath and shook off the drops.

	“Oh. Hi.”

	“Are you doing ok today?”

	My eyes drifted over Zahra’s shoulders to Mason. “Yeah,” I said. “Great.”

	“You seemed distracted in our meeting.”

	“Processing,” I said. Processing was a magic word with people like Zahra and Richard.

	“Elien.”

	Her tone brought my attention back to her face.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Elien, you know that people who are experiencing post-traumatic stress—”

	“Oh boy,” I said.

	“—often have the mistaken belief that they deserve to suffer. They hold on to the past because they think it gives meaning to the suffering they witnessed.”

	“I believe I’ve heard that a time or two.” 

	Mason was still standing there; it was hard to tell from a distance, but I was pretty sure his hands were balled up into fists in his pockets.

	“And you know that getting better depends on the individual. Nobody can do this for you.”

	“I believe I’ve heard that a time or two as well.” Then, because I couldn’t help myself, “Maybe you should be reminding Mason of this stuff.”

	Zahra’s dark eyes caught mine. “Mason didn’t lie to everyone today.”

	Slowly, I drew out the coffee stirrer and flicked droplets into the trash.

	“You’re not going to say anything?”

	I shrugged.

	“So, we’re both going to pretend I didn’t run into you and Richard at Café Bartolome Wednesday morning. We’re both going to pretend you weren’t having a wonderful day.”

	I shrugged again. “I’ve got a killer eye cream; keeps them from getting puffy no matter how much I bawl. I can scream and sob and fifteen minutes later, I look like a million bucks again. Well, a thousand bucks, anyway.”

	“Elien.” 

	It was the same clinical, professional frustration that I’d heard one too many times from Richard. I let my gaze slide away and realized Mason had left.

	“Gotta catch my ride,” I said, slipping around Zahra.

	She caught my arm. “Elien, I’m sorry. That wasn’t appropriate; I didn’t mean to confront you like that. I just think—you have a way with people here. You help them. You helped Stephanie today, when Tamika was giving her a hard time.”

	“Put it in my chart,” I said. “So you’ll have something to gab about with Richard at lunch tomorrow.”

	Zahra pursed her lips. “May I ask you for a favor?”

	“I’m pretty busy,” I said. “Tomorrow I have to have a panic attack and slit my wrists.”

	“I think Ray is really struggling. Could you check in on him this week? Do you have his number?”

	“Yeah,” I said. I tried to think back to what Ray had said, but it had vanished. Alanis Morissette on repeat. “I’ll text him.”

	“You’re kind of a senior member,” Zahra said. “I think you could be a leader in the group, Elien. That might be good for you.”

	“The only thing I’m a leader in,” I said, patting my stomach, “is carbs. If you need a general for the cinnamon roll army, give me a call.”

	Zahra pursed her lips again, but I slipped away before she could say anything else. When I got outside, Muriel was already sitting at the curb in the Subaru. I flashed her an apology wave as I hurried down the steps of DuPage First Methodist. A few cars down, Mason was getting into the passenger seat of a brown Ford sedan. He paused, and then he turned and stared at me, as though somehow he had sensed me looking at him. I broke toward the car, slid in beside Muriel, and said, “Home, Jeeves.”

	“I do not get paid enough for this,” Muriel grumbled as she pulled into traffic.

	 


DAG (2)

	Mason continued to look over his shoulder as he got in the car.

	“In or out,” I said. “It’s a million degrees out there.”

	“Yeah,” he said, dropping into the seat and dragging the door shut.

	I fiddled with the A/C, which cooled the car to an arctic eighty degrees, and then realized the audio had cut out.

	“Hey,” I said. “You’re sitting on my iPod.”

	“You are twenty-seven years old,” Mason said, digging the brick of black plastic out from under his butt. He fiddled with the wire that ran to the tape deck, where an adapter was—in theory—supposed to be playing whale songs. Somehow Mason got himself tangled in the cord, and after almost a full minute of watching him get more and more wound up, I reached over and started the detangling process.

	“You’re twenty-seven years old,” Mason repeated when he was free, shoving the iPod into my hands. “Twenty-seven. Two. Seven.”

	“You’re twenty-eight.”

	“You have a job,” Mason said, flopping back in the seat, arms across his chest. 

	“We have the same job,” I said.

	“You have a savings account.”

	“Twenty-seven dollars,” I said, “before I had to buy you lunch last week.”

	“You have a checking account.”

	“Actually, I don’t.”

	Mason stopped, his jaw hanging open, but then he recovered and waved that aside. “And, as a sheriff’s deputy, you have a pension.”

	“We have the same pension.”

	“You are, by any legal standard, an adult.”

	“I’m going to repeat the fact that you are one year older than me.” I brushed at my temple. “And you’ve got a little, you know, gray. It’s just coming in. You’re blond, so it doesn’t matter that much. But just so you know.”

	“Look who’s talking,” Mason said. “And presumably one day, some nice guy is going to put a baby inside you.”

	“I think that might be homophobic.”

	“It’s not, because I fully support you one day having a baby inside you.”

	“I still think—”

	“And all of this is my way of saying, why are you not a fucking adult yet? You’ve got mustard on your face, and you’ve got an iPod from nineteen-fucking-ninety-seven and a car from nineteen-fucking-nineteen.”

	“Ah,” I said, catching the mustard on the corner of my mouth with a thumb. “Bad day.”

	I hit Play on the iPod, and whale songs filled the car again as I eased away from the curb.

	“No,” Mason said.

	I turned up the whale songs. Just a little.

	“No, do not dismiss this as a bad day.”

	“A little quieter, please. I’m listening to this.”

	“Do not ignore what I’m saying just because I had a bad day.”

	“So you did have a bad day.”

	Mason rolled down the window, and hot, steamy Louisiana-even-in-October air whipped through the car. It smelled like the lake, like wet vegetation, and diesel exhaust. There was also a little of Mason’s cologne, which was probably called something like Bro or Douche, but with an accent mark so it looked French.

	“So,” I said. “How was the meeting?”

	“I don’t want to talk about the meeting.”

	I bumped up the volume of the whale songs.

	After we drove another two blocks, Mason punched the radio off.

	“I’m an asshole,” he announced.

	“You have your moments.”

	“I’m a fucking dick munch.”

	“You brought me coffee on Friday. That wasn’t a dick munch move.”

	“No, I’m a total dick munch. It’s those meetings.” Mason scrubbed a hand through his hair. “That’s a lie; it’s not those meetings. There’s this guy. Elien.” He said the name with playground-level disgust. “He’s such a . . .”

	“Dick munch?”

	“Yes.” Mason threw his head back, and it bounced off the cloth-covered headrest. “He’s the absolute worst. You should have seen him today.”

	Bragg, LA, wasn’t exactly hopping even during rush hour; it was a quiet city, the parish seat of a quiet parish. If you wanted small-city excitement, you could drive over to Covington, in St. Tammany Parish. And if you wanted big-city excitement, you could drive across Lake Pontchartrain and head into New Orleans. Although, in that case, you’d have a high chance of having to deal with tourists, which was kind of like saying you’d have a high chance of having to scrape the shit crust out of a toilet, so it was kind of a toss-up. Traffic was starting to pick up, Cadillacs and Mercedes mixed with Chevys and Pontiacs, some of them almost as old as my Ford Escort. When we got to the next light, the smell of butter and Tony Chachere and shrimp came in from the fry shop on the corner.

	“What’d he do?”

	“It’s not so much what he did.”

	“What’d he say?”

	“It wasn’t even what he said.”

	“So, what? The way he said it?”

	“Never mind. He’s just an asshole, ok? That’s my point.”

	“Got it. Asshole. I’ll hate him on sight.”

	“Please. You’ll probably fall in love with him. That’s your problem, just so you know. You’re way too desperate. All those pretty gay boys can sense it, and that’s why you’re alone and single and sad.”

	I let the car drift right as I rolled my eyes.

	“Jesus,” Mason laughed, grabbing the wheel.

	“Sorry,” I said. “Stroked out for a minute.”

	“This is why I need a new partner.”

	“You can’t get a new partner because nobody wants to deal with you.”

	“Martinez would work with me.”

	“Martinez would eat you alive before lunch.”

	“Hey,” Mason said. “Martinez and I get along great.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“We do.”

	“That’s why you begged me to go to his bachelor party.”

	“I didn’t beg you.”

	“When the absolute last thing I need is to see lady parts bouncing in my face.”

	“Lady parts?”

	I mimed in front of my chest. “Not interested in any part of that package. Just put it away, girls.”

	“Seriously, how old are you?”

	“Didn’t we just do this?”

	“I’m just asking because I’ve never heard a grown man call boobs ‘lady parts,’ so, you know, I’m naturally curious.”

	“Speaking of lady parts—”

	“No. No segues.”

	“How’s Mary Ann?”

	“She’s great.”

	“She’s great?”

	“She’s visiting her sister in Baton Rouge.”

	“Still?”

	Mason frowned and played with the window’s handle. “What do you mean?”

	“Last week when you needed a ride from your meeting, she was up there.”

	“No, last week she was visiting her Mom.”

	“And the week before that,” I said, “she couldn’t drive you because her car was making a clunking noise.”

	“Right,” Mason said, working the handle back and forth.

	“And the week before that,” I said.

	“Dag,” Mason said, his eyes cutting toward me. “Come on.”

	I raised one hand in surrender.

	“Things are fine,” Mason mumbled, giving the handle a final whack. “Things with Mary Ann are just great.”

	 


ELIEN (3)

	The rest of the week passed quickly and quietly, the way all my weeks passed. I watched Ellen in the afternoon. I chopped bell peppers and packaged individual servings in plastic baggies. I had Richard’s Sazerac waiting for him every day when he got home from work. I did ferocious amounts of what Richard laughingly called jazzercise—cardio workouts with pseudo-militaristic themes like Boot Camp and Basic Training. I was fighting a losing battle, though; most days, my pants had elastic waistbands.

	On Saturday morning, I was lying on the couch, watching Richard read the paper. He had thick gray hair on his arms and the backs of his hands; I could see the little spot where his hair was thinning when he turned the page. I dug my toe into his side, and he grunted. When I did it again, he took my foot and gently moved it aside, but he kept his hand there, his thumb running over my ankle.

	“I’m trying to annoy you,” I said.

	“That sounds like attention-seeking behavior,” he said. He had a lovely voice, rich and cultured and commanding. He squeezed my ankle once and then let go so he could turn the page again.

	I got my toe back against his ribs again. “I’m seeking attention.”

	He pushed my foot away. Again. Gently.

	Dig. Dig. Dig.

	Behind the paper, he sighed. “Elien, I would really like to read my paper.”

	“I could start a fight.”

	He turned the page. “That sounds like a lot of work.”

	“I could do something really drastic. I could do something bad.”

	He must have found something interesting, because now he was shaking out the fold, trying to follow a line of text.

	“Maybe I’ll drive into town and buy a dozen donuts and eat all of them.”

	“That sounds nice.”

	“A baker’s dozen. That’s thirteen.”

	“Mmhmm.”

	“I’ll eat them in the car so you won’t know and then I’ll pull over and stick a finger down my throat and barf it all up on the shoulder.”

	From behind the paper came another sigh, and then Richard folded the Times-Picayune and set it aside. He had soft brown eyes that always looked like he was about to cry.

	The worst part about dating a psychiatrist—well, besides his absolute refusal to write me a scrip, and making me go to Zahra for everything—was that he did very annoying things like Pay Full Attention and Really Listen and Ask Good Questions. He was doing all three of them right then.

	“I understand that you are asking for my attention, and now I’m giving it to you. I hear you, and I see you, Elien. What’s this about? Do you really want to talk about your diet?”

	“I just told you my new diet: it’s all donuts.”

	“I think it’s important for you to be able to eat whatever you want in moderation.”

	“Nope. No moderation.”

	“Is this about how you feel about your body?”

	I rubbed my belly. “I love these curves. I love my new, sexy look. Voluptuous. I think that’s the word, right?”

	“I don’t like it when you make jokes about how you look, Elien. It makes me uncomfortable because I love you and I find you attractive, and it also worries me because you have a history of not taking care of your body.”

	Another really fucking annoying thing psychiatrist boyfriends do is Say True Things.

	“You find me attractive?” I said, tugging up my tank, rubbing my belly again. “You want to go upstairs and prove it?”

	“Yes,” Richard said. “I would like that. Would you like that?”

	He held my gaze, and I broke first, my eyes dropping, my face heating.

	“How would you feel if I talked about how old and decrepit I am?” Richard asked. “What if I told you every day how stupid I feel next to you?”

	“You’re not old.”

	“I’m almost thirty years older than you.”

	“Ok, but you’re not old.”

	“Please look at me when we’re talking.”

	I did, but I only lasted a second before my eyes started stinging and I hid my face in my elbow.

	“How would you feel?” Richard asked again.

	“I wouldn’t like it.”

	“And I don’t like it when you make jokes about hurting yourself because you don’t like how you look. I understand that you aren’t happy with your body, but I also know that you’re working on this with Zahra.”

	My eyes were hot and sticky against the inside of my arm.

	“Body dysmorphia is not an easy thing to treat,” Richard said softly, his hand light on my ankle again. “And the weight gain is one side effect of the medication. We knew that before you started it. Do you want to go off the medication?”

	I shook my head.

	“Ok, I support that choice. I don’t think it would be the right thing for you either.” He squeezed my ankle lightly. “Hey. Forget the paper. Let’s go for a drive. Let’s get some good food and have a picnic. We’ll find somewhere shady. We’ll drink iced tea. It’ll be perfect.”

	I rolled off the couch, scrubbed my face once, and said, “I can’t. I forgot.”

	“Elien, this feels like avoidance behavior. You’re not running away from me because you’re upset, are you?”

	Shaking my head, I moved toward the stairs. “No, I just forgot. I told Zahra I’d check in on Ray this week.”

	“Ok, I can drive you into town. Who’s Ray?”

	“Just a guy from group. I’ll get an Uber.” Shoving my bare feet into tennis shoes, I was out the door and into the bayou’s heat before Richard could answer.

	 


DAG (4)

	“He’s smoking hot,” my dad said. His voice sounded tinny playing from the phone where it lay on the dash.

	Mason pretended to upchuck into his takeout bag.

	“Gross,” I said.

	“No, Dag, you’re not listening. He’s gorgeous. He’s perfect.”

	My mom’s voice came from the background: “He’s very handsome.”

	“Do you hear that?” my dad said. “Your mom says he’s very handsome.”

	“I heard. Thank you. I appreciate your unconditional love and support. Now, I’m officially terminating this conversation.”

	“I told him I didn’t know if you preferred to host.”

	I wondered if I could melt into my seat. “Dad, you cannot talk to guys about stuff like that for me.”

	“Is that what it’s called when guys come over for sex? Hosting?”

	“I think it’s called running a train,” my mom shouted in the background.

	“You are no longer my parents,” I said. “Goodbye, strangers. I wish you the best of luck.”

	“You’ve got to text him,” my dad said. “Promise me you’ll text him. I see him every week at Rouses, and I won’t be able to look him in the eyes if you don’t text him.”

	“So go to another grocery store.”

	“You know Rouses has the chicken salad I like.”

	“Dad—”

	“Promise me.”

	“Fine, I’ll text him if it means we never have to talk about this again.”

	“And you’ve got to put some effort in when you host, Dagobert,” my dad said.

	“I really think it’s called running a train,” my mom said.

	“This is the best thing of my life,” Mason whispered.

	I reached for the phone to take it off speaker, and Mason wrestled me away from it.

	“I’m just saying,” my dad added, “if you shave, if you pick up the place, if you put on a nice jockstrap, I think you have a chance. This guy’s right at the edge of your weight class, but I think you’ve got a chance.”

	“Jesus, Dad,” I said, giving up and letting Mason force me away from the phone. “Give your only son a little credit.”

	“Do not take the Lord’s name in vain, young man,” my mom said.

	“I was reading on Out.com that jockstraps are highly in demand if you are a bottom,” Dad said. “But a lot of the commenters said tops or bottoms look hot in a jock.”

	“You are a straight, middle-aged Republican in Louisiana. Why are you reading Out.com?”

	“The world is changing,” my mom said.

	“This guy, he looks a little bit like that twink you used to bring over. Gloria, what was his name?”

	“Jackson,” Mom called back.

	“Jackson,” my dad said. “He looks like Jackson, only hotter.” I could picture him sitting back, glowing with self-satisfaction as he added, “How’s that for father of the year?”

	“Jackson?” Mason whispered. “Jackson Sanders?”

	“Shut up,” I whispered back. Louder, I said, “Mom, Dad, I’ve got to go. I’m working.”

	My mom’s voice came on the line now; she must have stopped whatever she was doing. “Sweetheart, you will not believe who called me. Donna Comeaux. Can you believe that? Sobbing. Did you know they are making her boy go back to work?”

	“Of course I know. He’s my partner.”

	“He was shot, Dagobert,” Mom said like she was announcing the end of the world. “He should be taking care of himself.”

	“I’m fine, Mrs. LeBlanc,” Mason said. “Honestly, I’m fine. Back at work and feeling great.”

	“Mason, sweetheart? Is that you?”

	“Mason,” my dad said, “do you remember Jackson?”

	“Goodbye,” I said, grabbing the phone. “Please find yourself a new son.”

	As I disconnected the call, I threw a wary look at Mason.

	“What?” he finally said.

	“I’m just waiting for it.”

	“You’re such a weirdo sometimes.” He munched a few fries. Then he said, “Ketchup.”

	I ran my thumb at the corners of my mouth, but Mason shook his head and gestured higher on his jawline. I tried again, got a good bit of it with the heel of my hand, and then picked up the rest with a napkin. 

	“Seriously,” I said. “Just get it out of your system.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	I gestured to the dash, where the phone had sat.

	“It’s nice,” he said. “They care about you. They want you to be happy.”

	“Great. I’m going to be so happy that they’ll have to lock me in padded room.”

	“You know what?” Mason said through a mouthful of fries. He swallowed. “Sometimes, you’re a drama queen.”

	“This is why we’re still friends,” I said. “This, right here. What would I do without this?”

	“That’s right,” Mason said, throwing a fry like a mini spear. It barely missed my eye.

	“I’m going to tell Sarge to put you with Martinez. I’m going to ask if I can work alone.”

	“Great,” Mason said. “I’ll do great with Martinez.”

	Shifting into reverse, I eased the car out of the parking stall behind the Zaxby’s, and then we pulled out onto the street.

	“Seriously, man,” Mason said, squeezing the back of my neck. “I’m fine. I’m ready to be back. It feels good to be back, you know, just normal stuff like this. Doing the job. You know that, right?”

	“I know.”

	He squeezed once more, and then his arm dropped back at his side. “And if this guy looks like Jackson fucking Sanders, we are sure as fuck getting you a diamond-studded jock.”

	I sighed as I signaled to turn right. “And there it is.”

	 


ELIEN (5)

	The truly humiliating part was I had to stand on the porch and wait for my Uber. The house was a good twenty minutes northeast of Bragg. I liked to joke that Richard had bought a bipolar house to match all his patients: the front of the house was carefully manicured, with St. Augustine grass trimmed like it had its own barber, as well as magnolia trees, sugar maples, oaks, and pines, all of them draped in Spanish moss. Behind the house, though, we controlled a few hundred feet of land, just as carefully groomed as the front of the house, before everything ended at the Okhlili, a tributary of the Tangipahoa. Beyond the Okhlili was dense Louisiana old growth, which I had absolutely no interest in getting any closer to. Less than a mile north of us, the Okhlili emerged from Bayou Pere Rigaud, where fan boats and alligators drew a cheaper class of tourists out of New Orleans for the ‘real Cajun experience.’

	I didn’t drive anymore, so unless I, too, wanted the ‘real Cajun experience,’ which in my imagination mostly consisted of falling into a pit of cottonmouths, I was stuck at home. I had to rely on Ubers, Richard, and Muriel, who was technically a nurse but filled some sort of administrative role at DuPage Behavioral. Her job apparently consisted of doing whatever the doctors in the practice needed her to do—including driving me around.

	So I stood on the porch. Richard made a few casual passes by the window, holding two glasses of iced tea, but every time he veered away. He was Being Thoughtful again and Giving Me Space. Sometimes I missed fighting, just the really nasty, say-every-hateful-thing kind of fights I used to have. Sometimes, these days, I had so much space I felt like I needed one of those astronaut suits.

	When I was five, I had run away from home. I had made it approximately as far as the porch, and on that day, just like today, I’d walked back and forth, ignoring the midges that buzzed in the air. I remembered my parents helicoptering through the front room, keeping an eye on me, and I remembered ignoring them as I tried to figure out, at five years old, my next step in emancipation. I’d done a lot of pacing on the porch until Gard came out with a bag of boiled peanuts. He didn’t say anything. He was three years older, so if he’d said anything to me, it would have been scripture. But he didn’t say anything. He just sat in one of the rocking chairs, and after a while I sat down too, and then he took some of the boiled peanuts and started working on them, and then I started working on them too, and when the peanuts were gone he said we should go inside, and we did. I don’t even remember why I’d wanted to run away.

	But Gard was a black hole in my head now. And so were my parents. They weren’t triggers or anything like that—they were just gone. I could trace their absence the same way scientists studied black holes: the absences of something that should have been there, the gravitational pull of something I couldn’t see. They were dead; I guess it’s easy enough to say it that way. They were dead. Now, I ate boiled peanuts when I went to the cemetery.

	My Uber finally arrived, a Ford Escape that looked brand new and was one of the nicer trims, leather, the works. My driver was Jerome, young—probably my age, but Christ, on someone else that looked really young—with a skin fade and bleached tips. He liked to talk, make jokes. He had this really deep laugh. Once or twice, I caught him looking at me in the rearview mirror, and I considered it. Richard had insisted on an open relationship, insisted being the key word. Against my objections. Against all my protesting that I didn’t care that he was older, didn’t care that he was worried I hadn’t dated enough. Richard had insisted. So I thought about letting Jerome drive me somewhere else. I thought about what it would feel like to take a drink from his hand, our fingers brushing. I thought about what it would feel like if he was standing behind me, his breath hot on my neck, a hand wandering down my chest. It was a game I played sometimes. I’d run the story all the way out, just to see. I used to be able to feel a flush in the hollow of my neck. I used to hear my heart hammering in my ears. I used to be able to throw a little wood now and then. 

	“Hey,” Jerome said when he pulled up in front of Ray’s building. “I don’t usually do this, but—”

	I slid out of the car, shut the door, and tipped him on the app. For a moment, the Escape idled at the curb, and I thought Jerome might do something really stupid like buzz down a window. After another moment, though, the Escape pulled away. He had one of those LED Uber signs in the back window, and it clicked on as he turned at the next corner.

	Ray lived in Moulinbas, which was the older and seedier side of Bragg. In many ways, it could have passed for the rougher sister of New Orleans’ French Quarter: narrow streets of Creole townhouses with painted brick, cast-iron balconies, and steeply pitched roofs. The glass was old and thick and wavy where it hadn’t been replaced; the October sun glinted off the dormers set high on the townhouses. In many ways, Moulinbas catered to the same general population as the French Quarter. Many of the townhouses had been converted into bars and restaurants; others held shops selling souvenirs, or offering day trips, or spa treatments, or manicures. There were even a few herbal supplement stores that offered a convenient place to get weed, and I thought about buying some just to see how Richard would react. In the end, I decided not to; I was afraid I would get Worried Patience when what I wanted was hissing-cat fury.

	Some of the townhouses still had apartments and residences on the upper floors; Ray lived in one of the half-story apartments in the building in front of me. I had visited a few times because Ray was easy to talk to, easy to be quiet around, and an easy escape from that beautiful, bipolar house. I’d always been irritated by the low ceilings in the half-story unit, although the dormer windows offered a beautiful view of Bragg at sunset, the whole city lit up and glowing in pastels, with the light making it impossible to see the chipped brick and broken stucco and the rust trails left by the cast iron. I climbed the stairs to Ray’s apartment and knocked. No answer. 

	I waited, knocked again, a little harder this time. The door slipped out of its frame a quarter inch. The stairwell smelled like dust and the boozy, body-odor funk of Moulinbas, but now something else crept into the mix: shit.

	“Ray?”

	No answer.

	I pressed on the door, and it swung open another quarter inch before the chain caught. Through the opening, I could make out the cramped living space of Ray’s apartment: the patched floral wingbacks, the knock-off Tiffany lamp, the plastic skull he’d rescued from the dumpster behind a pop-up Halloween store.

	“Ray, are you ok?”

	I waited a full minute. Then I got out my phone and called 911. I explained the situation, by which I mean I lied. I told the dispatcher I’d been trying to get in touch with Ray for days, I’d tried the landlord, I’d talked to anybody who might know where he was, and nobody could tell me anything. I asked for a wellness check, and the dispatcher told me to sit tight. When I disconnected, I went downstairs and stepped inside the low-end jewelry boutique that occupied the ground floor. In contrast to the exterior, with its Old-World aesthetic, the interior was gratingly modern: steel and glass and slate. A middle-aged woman, trim, her hair neatly gray, was arranging things in one of the display cases; I barely gave the pieces a glance. Lots of synthetic stones, lots of silver that would probably turn your skin green, maybe a few diamonds that were too yellow to be sold for a premium. My first boyfriend had bought me a bracelet from a place like this, although that had been in New Orleans. It was a pretty piece with a lot of flashy stones that had all fallen out by the time we got home. I asked the woman about Ray, but she couldn’t give me any answers; she didn’t even know who Ray was, and she talked like a Yankee. She also talked a lot.

	By the time I got back outside, a blue-and-white SUV with DuPage Sheriff’s Department on the side was pulling up to the curb. The passenger door opened, and Mason got out. I’d never seen him in uniform before; khaki looked good on him. He stared at me for a moment and then looked across the SUV’s hood. The driver looked familiar. I was pretty sure he was the guy I’d seen dropping off and picking up Mason at the support group. His hair was buzzed short and almost totally gray, and although he was wearing the same khaki shirt and brown pants as Mason, he somehow managed to look rumpled in them, as though he’d slept in them. His badge was askew, and I wanted to know why Mason hadn’t pointed that out.

	“Mr. Martel?” the driver said.

	“Yeah, yes. That’s me.”

	“What the fuck are you doing here?” Mason said.

	“I’m visiting Ray,” I said. “Trying to. He’s not answering the door.”

	“Jesus fucking Christ.” Mason had his fists on his hips. “Is this some kind of joke?”

	“Why would it be a joke? I’m worried. Something’s not right, so I just wanted somebody to do a wellness check.”

	“This is fucking typical,” Mason said, rounding on the other deputy. “Let’s go. This is a bullshit call.”

	“Why don’t you check the jewelry store?” the other deputy said to Mason. His name tag said LeBlanc. “I’ll go upstairs with Mr. Martel, and he can explain what’s wrong.”

	“I already checked with the woman in there,” I said.

	“Can I talk to you for a minute?” Mason said, dragging LeBlanc to the street side of the SUV. They conversed in low voices. Mason was expressive with his hands as he talked, the movements growing choppier, until finally he yanked on the brim of his campaign cover and said, “The little prick is up to something, ok? That’s what I’m trying to get through your thick fucking head.”

	LeBlanc’s eyes shot toward me before cutting back. He said something very quietly, and Mason stomped toward the jewelry store.

	“Why don’t we go upstairs,” LeBlanc said as he came around the SUV, “and we’ll see what’s going on.”

	“What’s his problem?” I asked as we took the stairs.

	“No problem.”

	“Oh, great. All that shouting and swearing and stomping like he’s a toddler getting his toy taken away. I’m really glad that means there’s no problem.”

	The sound of our steps on the treads filled the stairwell.

	“Because you could have fooled me,” I said. “I could have sworn Mason has a really big fucking problem with me.”

	“Deputy Comeaux—”

	“I know his name is Mason. I know him from our support group, ok? And just because he’s got his balls in a twist about me, it doesn’t mean I’m making this up.”

	We had reached the landing at the top of the stairs, and I turned to face LeBlanc. He was about my height but built with a lot more muscle. He had legitimate biceps. Very legitimate. Like, cuff those fucking sleeves, big boy.

	“Does he hate fags or something?” I asked.

	LeBlanc face was very serious as he looked at me. “No.”

	“I think that’s what it is. He’s been acting weird as fuck around me lately, and I think that’s what it is.”

	“Well, I came out to him when we were in high school,” LeBlanc said with a shrug. “I thought maybe that would send him running, but he’s like a cockroach.”

	I was suddenly very aware of the clock ticking inside Ray’s apartment.

	“This is him?” LeBlanc said, nodding at the partially open door.

	“Yeah.”

	“Mr. Ray Field?”

	“That’s right.”

	LeBlanc jiggled the handle, although the door was open and the chain was visible. “And how do you know Mr. Field?”

	“From the support group. The same one Mason goes to; Mason knows him too.”

	“Mr. Field?” LeBlanc called. “Are you home? This is Deputy LeBlanc from the DuPage Sheriff’s Department.”

	The clock seemed even louder.

	“Mr. Field, we’re just checking if you’re ok. If you’re home, could you please respond?”

	I shoved my
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