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	I

	A basic principle in the study of folklore and anthropology is that in order to understand a cultural feature, one must understand the context in which it exists. 

	 

	- Swapping Stories: Folktales from Louisiana, Maida Owens



	



	ELI (1)

	At first, they were nothing more than a light bobbing in front of me, leading me through the dark.

	The golden arches took shape slowly as they called me back—the dietary equivalent of a toxic guy I couldn’t give up. I studied the menu. The girl behind the counter tugged on her plaits and kept looking over my shoulder. Nobody was waiting; it was after eleven on a Thursday night, and she and I were alone in the restaurant’s dining room. She played with her hair some more. She sighed. I kept my gaze on the menu; this part was half the fun. I could have gone to a dive or a local place, somewhere they weren’t required to post the calories, but that would have been like playing Russian roulette and knowing all the chambers were loaded—where’s the joy in that?

	Double Quarter Pounder with cheese – 770 calories.

	Big Mac – 540 calories.

	McChicken – 400 calories.

	We were headed in the wrong direction.

	“Sir?”

	“The easy thing would be to buy McFlurries,” I told her. “Four of them.”

	“M&M or Oreo?”

	“No, you’re missing the point.”

	She shifted her weight and looked at the spray bottle and cloth waiting for her. She needed to wipe down the tables. Or maybe she was going to clean the windows. My reflection smeared the glass; outside, the amber glow of streetlights, the neon haze of a Moulinbas night, the air textured with late October humidity.

	“Spritz, spritz, a little elbow grease. Is that right?” 

	She gave me another sigh. She had to be fifteen, and she was already used to dealing with drunks.

	“That’s almost three thousand calories,” I said. “Four of them.”

	“Tell you what: I think you’d like the M&Ms better.”

	I shook my head. “Never mind. I’ll have the Double Quarter Pounder with cheese. The combo meal. Supersized, or whatever it’s called now. Sprite. Light ice. Oh, and an M&M McFlurry.” I smiled. “Just the one.”

	She didn’t smile back. A year ago, I would have wondered if she played for the other team. “You don’t look so good,” she said. “You need hope.”

	“How many calories are in that?”

	Rolling her eyes, she pulled her purse out from under the counter. She dug through it, produced a business card, and handed it to me. It had a Moulinbas address and the words: HOPE LEVINE – PSYCHIC, MEDIUM, SPIRIT GUIDE – BACHELORETTE PARTIES, FAMILY REUNIONS, AND CORPORATE EVENTS.

	When my food came, I carried it outside on the plastic tray, ignoring the way the girl rolled her eyes at me. I sat on the curb. I stared at the food. At nine years old, I’d ridden the Ladybug at City Park, the year before Katrina. After that, the Ladybug had been out of commission for almost ten years, and then I’d been too old for roller coasters. But I remembered Gard, twelve then, complaining to Mom that I was going to wuss out. And I remembered the knot in my stomach as the chain towed us away from the platform and up the lift hill. I remembered gritting my teeth, my hands wrapped around the lap bar, the smell of steel and sweat and the popcorn shrimp someone had spilled in the footwell. As we crested the hill and gravity began to drag us down, I looked over at Gard. He was staring out at the park, jaw still tight with irritation. Then we fell.

	This part, unwrapping the Double Quarter Pounder, was the click of the chain. My stomach was the same tangle that made it uncomfortable to breathe. I told myself that I was only going to eat a little. Just a taste. A bite of the hamburger. A few fries. Maybe I’d indulge myself and have the McFlurry, the whole thing. You can get anything right if you try enough times. Practice makes perfect. Eli Martins, everyone. Master of swallowing his own bullshit.

	Headlights swept over me, and an engine purred as a BMW rolled past. Up the street, a bar called Escape had its operable walls open to the warm autumn night, and even though it was a Thursday, the place was hopping. Bragg was a city on the north side of Lake Pontchartrain, the small seat of a small parish, and Moulinbas was Bragg’s seedy answer to New Orleans’s French Quarter—which was really saying something. Outdoor speakers played The Chainsmokers. They’d found the cigarettes; now they were asking the tough questions, and it wasn’t going to end well. Judging by the number of white guys in polos and khaki shorts and expensive tennis shoes, I figured I was looking at either the preamble to a fraternity brothers’ reunion jerkoff session, or a Yankee bachelor party. One of the white boys was bending over the gutter, hands on knees as he puked. That seemed like my cue, so I picked up the burger and started.

	I finished the Double Quarter Pounder. With cheese.

	I finished the supersized fries.

	I finished the McFlurry. I used the end of the spoon to scrape out the broken M&Ms that had gotten stuck at the bottom of the plastic cup.  Then I sat there, the spoon hanging from my mouth, my stomach heavy, the greasy food already churning. I closed my eyes. I remembered the rush of wind when the roller coaster fell, the sense of flying that was really just another way of falling. Falling in disguise, I guess. Gard had run ahead, after we’d pulled back up to the platform, and I’d seen him say something to Mom. She’d nodded, and he’d run off. He hadn’t even looked back.

	I was starting to sweat, so I picked up the tray and carried it inside to the trash can. I shook the tray to get the oil-spotted paper free, and then I left it on top of the can. The girl was wiping tables; she had ear buds in, and she moved her head in time to a song. If she noticed me, she didn’t give any sign of it.

	Outside, The Chainsmokers had given up trying to figure things out, and now Joan Jett was asking his name—doesn’t matter cause it’s all the same. Sure it is, Joan. Sure they are. The air was stagnant with the end-of-day smells of sun-warmed garbage, piss, and puke. Drunk-dog-city smells. We made New Orleans look like a real classy lady when she gave us the chance.

	I wandered for a while, dipping into pools of neon reds and blues and pinks and purples— XXX and BARELY LEGAL and LIVE LIVE LIVE. Sometimes I’d stand in dark spots, and the words would be painted on the inside of my eyelids. I hadn’t grown up in Bragg, and I hadn’t come to Moulinbas as a child. All my memories from that time were from the other side of the lake. But I’d spent time here with Richard. We’d had coffee and beignets at Le Cocon. We’d walked Asturias one April day, and he’d bought me a silver necklace and fastened it for me when I fumbled with the clasp. One afternoon, he’d packed a picnic basket with all sorts of good things—I remembered a fig jam and crusty French bread—and we’d eaten it at Bonne Heure City Park, on a swell of ground near blooming jessamine. I came here because I’d loved him and I’d trusted him and because, like pretty much every other man in my life, there’d been a monster hiding inside him, and I didn’t know how to handle that.

	When I stopped at the mouth of an alley, perfecting my frat-boy posture, hands on knees as my gut cramped, I heard something moving in the thick shadows. I told myself it was a rat, but then I saw the strung-out guy. His eyes were open and met mine. My stomach clenched again. A strand of saliva hung from my mouth, but nothing came out, and I was embarrassed and aware of the dangling, glistening thread. His mouth was open too, and his teeth were very good. He’d had braces.

	Nothing came up, and I wiped away spit with the back of my hand. Hello, almost rock bottom. I thought about Dag seeing me like this. I tried to trace my own thoughts back, to find the why. Why was I here? Why was I like this? What kept drawing me back? Somebody else probably had a better chance of figuring me out, outsider’s perspective and all that. That sounded plausible, anyway, so I dug out the business card the girl had given me, checked the address, and stumbled away from the alley.

	The address was on Duke Street, another section of Creole townhouses with painted brick, cast-iron scrollwork, and dark balconies that looked down through the neon flood. The bell on a door jingled, and two white girls stumbled out, laughing as they held on to each other—and, in the process, managed to keep themselves upright. One of them did a double-take of me—it’s all real, ladies; looking is free, but touching is going to cost you—and then the other one said, “Oh my God, I can’t believe she said twins,” and then they were both laughing the raucous, croaking laugh of white girls who had found the bottom of a tequila bottle. 

	As I was passing the door, the bell jingled again. I looked up. A sign in the door said PSYCHIC, with the Eye of Horus in India ink below it. It spun on a current of air as the door opened, and then I was looking at a woman. She crouched to lower the door stop, even though it was the kick-down kind, and my first impression of her was of something incomplete—a painting half-finished, a photograph only partially developed. Dark hair swung in front of her face. She wore a beaded tunic. Her legs were bare, and her varicose veins looked painful. The Birkenstocks had obviously clocked a few hundred miles. The bell gave another soft rattle, and she stood.

	Then it all locked into place. She had the look down perfectly: the red head scarf with gold coins clinking as they swung and brushed each other; the straight, dark hair; the huge eyes and full lips. Gypsy fortune teller costume, Amazon, $54.99. She grinned as though she was in on the joke too. 

	“Too much?”

	“Not enough,” I said. “You need at least six more shawls.”

	She laughed. She was younger than I’d realized, and she had a voice like the bourbon Dag kept, darkly sweet. “It brings the tourists in.” Then she cocked her head, frowned, and laughed again. “And now I feel like a horse’s behind.”

	“Come on; I’ve got resting bitch face, but not that bad.”

	“No, I mean—well, it’s embarrassing, you know. Because you’re—you know…”

	“Mixed? Queer? Chunky?”

	Her laugh was slightly scandalized. “No. Because you’ve got the gift too.”

	The McFlurry was giving another cramp-inducing spin in my gut.

	“It’s one thing,” she continued, “when it’s Yankees and thirty-something moms who just want a night out, but—God, I am so embarrassed.”

	Down the street, someone let out a whooping war cry, and I glanced over. Two kids, barely into their twenties—which meant that, biologically at least, they were my age—were shirtless, and one of them was trying to give the other a piggyback ride. White boy homoeroticism at its finest; three years ago, it would have given me an aneurysm-inducing boner.

	“It’s just a shtick,” the psychic said, and I turned to look at her again.

	It was the light, I decided: the only light came from buzzing neon fixtures, and it ruddled everything, giving her the look of something still being finished in a darkroom.

	“Never mind,” she said. “Have a good night.”

	“It’s a nice try,” I said, “and I bet it works on the right people, but I’m not one of them.”

	Her smile was odd. Strangely tight. “They forgive you.”

	I fixed my collar and looked up at the piggyback bros, who were staggering away. I looked back at her. “I bet that one works pretty well too.”

	“All these men. The ghosts you’re dragging around. They forgive you. They want you to know that.”

	“It’s cruel,” I said. “Everybody wants something, and sometimes it’s nice for them to hear it, but this is cruel.”

	“And they want you to know that you’re in danger.”

	“As someone who specializes in it,” I said, turning away, “you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

	“Goodnight, Eli. When you’re ready, come find me. My name’s Hope.” She raised her voice to call after me, “And be careful.”

	I walked faster. I was halfway down the block before I figured she’d seen it on the care tag on the back of my shirt. Dag had written my name there in Rub-a-Dub on all my clothes, presumably in case I was accidentally shipped off to an orphanage or left on someone’s doorstep. That’s how she’d known my name. Simple as that.

	Two blocks later, I was back at Escape. The party was still going strong. Dolly, poor thing, was working nine to five. I didn’t call an Uber this time; instead, I called Dag and told him where I was.

	He didn’t sound like he’d been asleep, even though I always waited for his breathing to change before I snuck out. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

	It was less than five, which told me what he’d been doing all this time. When he pulled up, the faint ambient light cut out his silhouette: big shoulders, big arms, everything locked into hard lines around the curve of the steering wheel.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I slid into the passenger seat.

	Whale songs were playing. He pushed the volume dial, and the sound cut off.

	“I couldn’t sleep, and—”

	“I can’t talk to you about this right now.”

	I nodded and sank lower into my seat.

	We were near the end of the bridge, the salt grass a stop-motion flicker in the headlights, when he said, “I have class at eight.”

	“I know.”

	“I have a midterm next week.”

	“I know, Dag. I’m sorry. Oh. Oh shit, Dag, pull over. Pull over!”

	We were still on I-10, but we’d reached land, and he pulled into an emergency turn lane in the median. I threw open the door and puked.

	I was still heaving when I felt his hand on my back, rubbing lightly. His voice was almost inaudible as he asked, “E, what is going on?”

	 


DAG (2)

	“—ecological phenomenon initiated by the addition or removal of top predators,” Dr. Delanuville was saying as I slunk into the classroom. Zoology 1000 had thirty students enrolled, but the classroom was fairly large, which meant everyone had room to spread out. It also meant it was impossible to sneak into class late without being noticed. Dr. Delanuville was a large woman with graying hair worn in a no-nonsense braid. She paused and looked at me just long enough to communicate a message I’d been getting since high school: You. Are. Screwed.

	I tried not to groan as I dropped into a seat near the door. The door was near the front of the classroom. And Dr. Delanuville was, of course, at the front of the classroom. Another very simple A + B type scenario, which meant Dr. Delanuville kept looking over at me as I pulled out my spiral notebook and flipped to the next blank page.

	“Top predators, also known as apex predators, have a substantial influence not only on prey but also on other predators and, therefore, on prey species that might not otherwise be part of their food chain.”

	No pencils. No pens. The pouch Eli had given me when I started school was gone. And then I remembered: I had taken it out in the car last night when I’d been following Eli. I’d decided to pass the time making notecards while I waited for him to call me, confess, and ask to be picked up. The pouch was probably still there.

	“While the effect of trophic cascade may be seen most easily in prey populations—”

	I glanced around. Sal sat behind me. He was one of those straight boys with perfect hair and perfect teeth and a perfect tan. He was some kind of big deal, which I’d picked up on when half the girls in class started swooning the first time he walked in. Apparently he’d been in a TV show with vampires. About vampires. You know what I mean. One episode. And he’d been killed. And his character had been a recidivist drug user. But sure, yeah, let’s not pay attention to any of that. I was eight years older (Eli had spent an afternoon reading Sal’s IMDB page), and the two times I’d talked to him, he’d looked at me like I was a dinosaur.

	“Sal,” I whispered.

	He pretended not to hear me. This was the kind of acting that had gotten him four minutes of screen time in a fictional world where, just like the real one, everybody with a brain wanted him dead.

	“Nutrient cycling—” Dr. Delanuville was saying.

	“Sal,” I whispered again, more loudly.

	This time, his eye twitched, and after a moment he gave up the act and glanced at me.

	“Can I borrow a pencil?”

	He didn’t even shake his head no. His whole expression tightened, and I realized what I was seeing. I’d spent enough years as a sheriff’s deputy, enough years rounding up juiceheads and hobos, witnessing the mixture of shock and disgust and kneejerk pity on the faces of the sober matrons of DuPage Parish, not to recognize it.

	“Dag, is there a problem?” Dr. Delanuville asked.

	I shook my head.

	“He wants to borrow a pencil,” Sal called up to her.

	“Can somebody please lend Dag a pencil so we can move forward with the lecture? Yes, Lannette, thank you.”

	The girl who approached wore secondhand embarrassment and a really good weave. She passed me the pencil and scurried back to her seat. Dr. Delanuville waited a few seconds, probably on the off chance that somebody else would suddenly be caught up in a pencil-related emergency. Then she continued her lecture, and I scribbled notes and tried to keep up.

	The headache I was carrying didn’t help. Neither did the exhaustion. Both were results of the fight that had started when Eli and I were getting ready for bed. Not a fight about the lying. Not a fight about the sneaking around, the nights he ran away and I had to make sure he didn’t get knifed or shot. No, the fight was because I had stopped brushing my teeth long enough to tell him that the marine biology program was having a happy hour, and Tristan had asked if I was bringing my boyfriend. Eli had gone ballistic.

	That was the best word for it. He went off like a rocket. Hit the stratosphere in 0.1 seconds. I knew it was going to happen, of course. We’d had the fight plenty of times before. He didn’t like to label things. He was too young for that kind of thing. Why couldn’t we just enjoy being together? It wasn’t even the monogamy—Eli was about as monogamous as a bullet to the back of the head, and scarily jealous, which I completely did not understand. But mention the b word, and it was the domestic equivalent of splashing gasoline everywhere.

	I knew what the word was going to do. And I said it anyway. And I slept on the couch as a result, spending most of the night waking and tossing and having a conversation in my head with Mason Comeaux. Mason was dead, and he hadn’t exactly been eloquent even in life. But he’d been my best friend since elementary school, and he’d been my first straight-boy crush and my first love, and he’d been killed by a monster that had ruined every good thing before taking Mason’s life, and if there was a way to uproot someone like that from my heart, I didn’t know it, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I asked him what I was supposed to do. And Mason, in typical Mason fashion, boiled it down to the basics: Get laid. Get your shit together. Rinse and repeat. As I said, not exactly eloquent, but thinking about him saying dumb, straight-boy shit like that made me feel weirdly better, at least a little, and it made me miss him a million times more and a little bit less.

	Sleeping on the couch meant I woke up late because my phone died during the middle of the night. No shower. No clean clothes because I’d left the load in the washer the night before. I’d had to settle for what I’d slept in, a tee and mesh shorts, and now, sitting at the tablet-arm chair, I was painfully aware of Sal’s boutique cologne and my own eau de hamper funk.

	“I’ll pass back your energy pyramid analyses now,” Dr. Delanuville said at the end of class. “I’m happy to answer any questions about my written comments during office hours. Don’t forget the midterm is next Friday.”

	She moved around the room, scanning names on the assignment and then handing back the stapled pages. When she reached me, she said, “I’d like to talk to you after class.”

	I sank back into my seat, nodded, and turned my analysis faceup.

	69.5. D+.

	The room blurred. I folded the analysis in half so nobody else would see. I took deep breaths.

	This was why I hadn’t done college when I was younger. One of the reasons, anyway.

	Behind me, Sal and his harem were taking their time leaving, and Sal was speaking in an aggrieved undertone.

	“I don’t know why she took off two points for the formatting. I had the formatting just the way she told us.”

	I didn’t know the name of the girl who spoke next: “A ninety-six is really good, though. I bet it’s the highest score in the class.”

	“Maybe for some people,” Sal said. The way the volume of his voice shifted suggested that he was facing in my direction, and the breathy giggles from the girls confirmed it. “They’ll let anyone in here. I have higher standards for myself. I should have gone to Duke, but my parents wanted me to focus on college and my career at the same time, so I needed more of a support system. What I don’t need is this lard-ass nobody marking off two points because she thinks I didn’t indent far enough.”

	“She’s such a bitch,” a different girl said.

	“I don’t say bitch because it’s sexist,” Sal announced airily. I stared at the linoleum as he and his swarm of girls passed me. His voice rose just enough to be risky as he added, “I’d say she’s a cunt.”

	The girls burst into nervous laughter, and then the swarm had moved out into the hallway, voices fading into the hub and bustle of the stampede between classes. The door swung shut on its pneumatic closer, and silence settled over the classroom. I hoisted my backpack over one shoulder, still clutching the analysis in my other hand, and trudged to the lectern.

	“Hello, Dag,” Dr. Delanuville said. “How are you?”

	“I’m sorry I was late, ma’am.”

	She nodded. “How are things? How’s school going?”

	“Fine, ma’am.”

	Her next breath had a trace of vexation. “Really? Is there anything you want to talk about?”

	I shook my head and added a belated “No, ma’am.”

	“Dag, nontraditional students often struggle, especially at the beginning of their transition back to school. Finding time to work and study, dealing with self-esteem issues, using modern technology, balancing family commitments, especially small children—”

	“I don’t have children.”

	Her eyes went to a spot high on my shirt, and I pulled on the collar to see what she was staring at: a Smartie was stuck to the cotton, right next to a surprisingly large stain—from what, I had no idea.

	She must have been at a total loss for what to say next because she dusted off the age-old line of every teacher everywhere. “Dag, you have a great deal of potential, and I think you could succeed in this class if you applied yourself.”

	“Thank you, ma’am.”

	“You could come to office hours.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“And the department keeps a list of tutors.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“But nobody can do this for you. You’re the only one who can do the work and commit to getting the most out of your education.”

	I thought of the hours with textbooks and highlighters and notecards. The hours I could have been spending with Eli, or with my parents, or with my friends. “Yes, Dr. Delanuville.”

	She sighed, and it sounded eerily reminiscent of my mother. “Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“All right. I need to get to my next class, and I suppose you do too. I’ll see you Monday, Dag.” She smiled, and I knew it was half a joke, but it still stung when she added, “On time.”

	By the time I got out of the building, my tee was sticking to my back, and the smell of hamper funk and my need for a shower was overpowering. The day was beautiful, mild, the sky a deep blue that lightened on the horizon. A Rasta girl skateboarded past me, trailing the smell of weed. The campus was already emptying again; with only ten minutes between most of the scheduled classes, sometimes you had to rush to get to the next building. I had Introduction to English Literature Part 1, which I enjoyed about as much as having my foot run over, and I decided to skip. It was too nice a day, and I could get in an extra hour of studying for Zoology before the midterm next week.

	I hadn’t gone more than ten feet, though, when a voice called out, “Dag?”

	I recognized that voice. My hands balled into fists. My brain short-circuited. Walk away? Break his nose?

	Footsteps quickened on the brick sidewalk. I spun around.

	Lanny Fontenot was a couple of inches shorter than me, and where I was built big—as my mom liked to say, solid—Lanny was all lean, golden muscle and this mane of thick, blond curls. He ate whatever he wanted, never worked out, and basically had a country mile’s worth of abs. He’d been my boyfriend who lasted the longest—and perhaps my most serious one in light of Eli, my not-boyfriend. He’d made me wear my badge and gun once when we fucked. When he’d left, he’d stolen my life savings, and I’d been so humiliated that I hadn’t told anyone; I’d just moved in with my parents and tried to pretend life could go on.

	“Doggo,” he said, smiling as he jogged up to me. “God, you have no idea how good it is to—”

	“Go away, Lanny,” I said, starting off at a quick walk. “Before I call the cops.”

	“Hold on, hold on.” He circled around me and jogged backward; he’d always been graceful. His eyes were blue like periwinkle petals.

	I sped up and tried to cut past him, but he laughed and got in my way again.

	“Come on, Doggo. You’re really not going to say anything?” His voice tentative, he added, “It’s good to see you again. I missed you.”

	“Yeah? Looking for another ATM? Sorry, Lanny; I left my debit card at home.”

	“I deserve that.”

	“You deserve a lot worse. Get out of my way.”

	We were halfway across Johnston Quad when I stopped, and I felt like I was in one of those dreams where no matter how fast you run, you’re always in the same place. The St. Augustine grass glittered like glass in the late morning light. The branches of a mimosa tree stirred in the breeze, and shadows rolled over me and ebbed again. He smelled like Lanny, just Lanny, the way he did after sex. His eyes wrinkled up at the corners, and he held his hands out, palms up.

	“I know you’re mad at me. I really fucked up.”

	“Move, Lanny.”

	“I got scared because of how quickly things were moving. What I was feeling for you, it scared me.”

	“Move.”

	“I want to make things right.”

	I shook my head, unable to stop the laugh that slipped out, and turned around. I was just getting going when Lanny caught my arm.

	“Doggo, please—”

	“Please? You stole all my money!” The shout echoed across the quad, and I drew in a deep breath. At a lower volume, I continued, “You took everything, Lanny. Not just my money. My self-respect. My—” I wanted to say, my chance at a healthy relationship. Instead, I swallowed. “Go away. I don’t know how you found me, but—”

	“Your mom,” Lanny said with a lazy grin. He reached into a pocket. “I want to make things right between us. I’ve had some good scores, and I’ve got a really big one coming up—” He caught himself, blushed, and grinned. “I mean, this really good job. Bartending. At the Cabildo Cabaret. I’m going to get you the money, Doggo. Every penny.”

	He drew out a roll of bills.

	I shook my head. It was like somebody ringing all the bells in the cathedral, only they were inside my skull. I took another step.

	Lanny grabbed me. Again.

	I spun back, and the punch caught him on the jaw. He went down on his butt, the bills fluttering down around him, staring at me. I stared back. Then I left.

	 


ELI (3)

	I was in the kitchen when the front door opened. Dag’s phone started ringing as he walked into the house—the song of a humpback whale. I lit the burner under the battered aluminum pot we’d gotten at the Salvation Army Family Store for thirty-five cents, and I started grating the block of cheddar. The curtain was going up on Act 2, ‘After the Fight.’ I knew my part—Dutiful Boyfriend, or whatever we were calling it—and I wasn’t going to fuck it up.

	Boards creaked under Dag’s steps as he moved around the living room. The house we’d bought was old, desperately in need of renovations but within our price range. I’d had some money—when my parents and brother had died, I’d inherited everything. We’d settled on this place: shotgun-style, which meant that you could stand in the front door and fire a shotgun down the length of the house, and in theory, the shot would pass through the back door without hitting anything. It wasn’t exactly a practice we encouraged guests to try.

	The layout was simple. The living room was at the front, then the bathroom, then the bedroom, then the kitchen, everything connected by a single, narrow hallway. Outside, the siding was turquoise, the door and shutters red, and the trim yellow. Dag still grumbled about living in a funhouse or a clown college, but it was Dag, so it was about the softest, gentlest grumbling you can imagine. We’d redone the living room, but that was as far as we’d gotten before Dag had needed to start catch-up classes before beginning at Tulane in the fall, and the rest of the house dated back to approximately the Louisiana Purchase.

	The kitchen was no exception. It didn’t have anything built in—no cabinets, no real fixtures except the sink, only a single overhead light that was yellow and always had dead moths in it, no matter how many times I asked Dag to empty it. The stove was freestanding. The fridge was an ancient, ivory-colored Amana that rattled and growled and occasionally, when it thought I wasn’t listening, made terrible wheezing noises. Instead of countertops, I had two tables—one pushed up against the wall—my improvised counter—with a skirt to cover where I stored pots, pans, and pantry staples underneath—my improvised storage area. Dag had bought me a countertop (well, ok, tabletop) dishwasher for my birthday, and I’m embarrassed to admit I cried when I unwrapped it. The other table was a drop-leaf, and it was currently open and taking up every remaining inch of the kitchen. I’d set two places, with the blue fringe placemats and the copper napkin rings and the heavy farmhouse-style plates. Two candles were burning—we’d learned the hard way that two was the limit before the smoke detector started wailing and shrieking and gnashing its teeth.

	The house was a far cry from the multi-million-dollar mansion I’d lived in with Richard. I didn’t mind; I hadn’t grown up with money, although not quite at this level. Here, I’d wake up next to Dag, his arm over me, or I’d walk in the door with the groceries and see where he’d left his textbook bristling with sticky notes, or I’d turn around, and the sunlight would be coming in at exactly the right angle, and I’d see the magnolia tree in the backyard blooming, and I’d be so happy that I thought something was wrong. A leaky valve. More than my body could hold.

	But most of the time, I was dear old Eli Martins, which meant I was constitutionally incapable of happiness and wired for fucking up every good thing that came into my life.

	“Dinner’s almost ready,” I called. “Do you want me to wait on the grits?”

	No answer, only the creak of the floorboards.

	Cheese grated, I checked the water—about to boil. I started the butter in the frying pan with the wobbly handle—fifteen cents, Salvation Army Family Store—and crumbled the goat cheese into the salad. The apples were local, Dorset Gold, and they were sweet, crunchy, and firm.

	“Dag?” I called. “Should I cut the apples?” Silence. “They’re going to brown, so maybe I should wait.”

	Nothing, not even the creak of the floorboards.

	I set down the apple and the knife. I wiped my hands on the towel—a miniature pride flag, which wasn’t really my style, but which Dag had gotten as a housewarming gift and which, therefore, was part of the regular rotation—and slung it over my shoulder. I found him in the living room, still wearing the shirt and shorts he’d slept in, a textbook on his lap.

	“I’m doing homework,” he said without looking up. He paused, probably what he considered a believable length of time, and turned the page.

	His socks were gray from too many washings; I’d bought him new ones, but he kept going back to these. The tee was from Braxton Bragg Memorial High School, the 2009 basketball season, and the stitches had come out in part of the shoulder seam. I’d fix it the next time I saw it in the hamper. His jaw was set as he studied the page. He was my height, but much more muscular, although his movements were still surprisingly childlike sometimes. His hair had gone gray early; he’d turned twenty-eight in May, and it was this perfect color, like steel, that he refused to believe (no matter how many times I told him) was gorgeous. When I’d met him, he’d had it buzzed short because he was a deputy, but now he’d grown it out just long enough to wear in a severe part. I’d heard people talk about their hearts stopping, and it wasn’t like that. Or maybe it was; I don’t know. I didn’t even think about my heart when I was looking at him.

	I sat down on the few inches of sofa cushion available. I put my hand on his arm. He shifted, nominally to turn the page, but enough to pull away from the touch. I sighed and tried to kiss the top of his head, and that turned out to be the exact moment he needed to sit up to reach for a highlighter, putting himself just out of reach.

	The role of Dutiful Boyfriend—or whatever we were calling it—for history of theater buffs, is a direct descendant of the role of Dutiful Son and Dutiful Brother. I had a lifetime’s worth of experience with pissing off the most important men in my life and then trying to figure out how to fix things. My older brother Gard had gotten pissed off with just about everything I did—with my mere existence, I think. With Gard, it had been brownies, and listening to him talk about computer games, and talking to him about high scores and rare drops and whatever else made him forget it was me he was talking to because he was so excited. My dad had been a quiet man, but he got tired of the fights with Gard, or he got tired of the bad grades from school, or he got tired of me giving him and my mother lip. With Dad, it had been taking him a Miller Lite while he worked on the porch, the brown glass slick with condensation in the Louisiana humidity, the edge of the white-gold paper the safe spot for my thumb. With Richard, it had been a Sazerac ready for him when he got home. 

	With Dag?

	An apology. Food. Cuddling—not even sex, just time together.

	“I’m sorry about last night,” I said, tracing the curve of his ear.

	He pulled his head away again. “It’s all right.”

	“I know that’s not fair to you, leaving like that, calling you, expecting you to come pick me up. Especially on a school night.”

	He laughed and shook his head, turning another page.

	“What?” I asked.

	“On a school night.”

	I decided to leave that one. “I’m really sorry, Dag. I’m not going to do that again. It’s—I’m still trying to figure some stuff out, and sometimes it helps to—to do it somewhere else. But I recognize that it’s affecting you, and I’m going to stop. I’m going to find healthier ways to deal with what I’m feeling.”

	“Ok.”

	I traced the inside of his arm. He had huge biceps. Massive shoulders. Once, he had picked me up, just as a joke, until he’d seen how freaked out I was. I don’t even know why it happened. Or I did, but I didn’t want to chain the thoughts together. Being held down and fucked. Being held down and cut. Being held down, breath on my ear, words.

	“I’m trying to work, Eli,” he said, pulling my arm away.

	“I rewashed the clothes, and I dried them and folded them.”

	It sounded like it cost him to say, “Thank you.”

	“And I cleaned.”

	He made a noise of acknowledgment.

	“I looked for a job.”

	His hand hovered over the page. He marked something with a highlighter, a short, sharp slash. “We talked about this.”

	“I know. But I want a job. I want to do something, even if we don’t need the money yet. And I don’t want you taking out loans.”

	Jamming the cap back on the highlighter, he said, “I need to do this.”

	“Can you do your homework after we eat?”

	“No, actually. I can’t. I got a terrible grade on my zoo paper, and I’ve got a midterm next week, and I’d like to actually get some studying done.”

	From the kitchen came the sound of water boiling. I stood and made my way back there. I turned off the burner, and the blue flame flickered and went out. I shouldn’t have been surprised; the Dutiful Boyfriend—or whatever we were calling it—routine didn’t always work. Gard had stopped talking to me at the end, no matter how many pans of brownies I baked. After I came out to my parents, while Mom was still crying in her room, I had taken a Miller Lite out to the porch. Dad had been working on a section of screen, tacking it back into place. My pinkie found the dimple in the base of the bottle, sliding along the slick glass. Dad had lifted his head, eyes hard, face closed off, and walked across the yard and into the shed. And, after all, Richard had tried to kill me.

	A hand at the small of my back startled me. I bumped the stove, and the whole unit rocked with a hollow, clanging noise. Dag chuckled, but the laugh died quickly. When his touch landed again, it was light, one finger brushing my back through the tee.

	“Can we start over?”

	“Yeah.” My voice was thick, and I cleared my throat. “Welcome home, honey.”

	“Bad day?”

	“Awful. I’m sorry about last night, and I’m sorry I ruined your day too.”

	“You didn’t ruin my day. I’m sorry about last night too. I know I got things started.”

	I rolled my eyes—for my benefit only, since my back was to Dag—and reached behind me to find his hand. Only Dagobert LeBlanc would blame himself for starting a fight after his boyfriend—or whatever we were calling it—snuck out of the house, Ubered over an hour away, binged on junk food, wandered a semi-bad neighborhood, called for an emergency ride, and puked on the way home. He had big hands, and I squeezed lightly.
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