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Chapter 1: The Couch
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The couch had a dip in it now, right in the middle, shaped exactly like Marcus Thibodaux. Eight months of sleeping there had done that. Pressed his outline into the cushions like a fossil. He woke up in that dip every morning at 5:47, thirteen minutes before the alarm on his phone, and stared at the ceiling fan that had been wobbling since October. He knew how to fix it. He fixed things for a living. He just hadn’t.

Marc sat up and felt his lower back announce itself. Thirty-six years old and his spine sounded like a man walking on bubble wrap. He swung his feet to the carpet — Keisha’s carpet, the one she’d picked out at the Lowe’s on Siegen Lane, the color she called “greige,” which wasn’t a word — and rubbed his face with both hands.

The house was quiet the way it had been quiet for eight months, which was different from the way a house is supposed to be quiet. A house with nobody else in it isn’t peaceful. It’s just empty with furniture.

He stood up, folded the blanket he slept under, and set it on the arm of the couch. He did this every morning. He didn’t know why. Nobody was coming to inspect. But his mama had raised him to make his bed and this was his bed now, so he made it.

The kitchen was twelve steps from the living room. He’d counted once, on a night when counting things was better than thinking about other things. Twelve steps across the fake hardwood Keisha had also picked out, past the dining table they’d eaten at maybe six times in four years of marriage because they always ate on the couch watching something. The table still had the placemats on it. He hadn’t moved those either.

Coffee. That was the first task. He had a Keurig that Keisha had left because she’d

upgraded to a Breville at her new place — her sister’s place, technically, but the way she talked about it on the phone those first few weeks it was clear she wasn’t leaving, she was arriving. Marc put a pod in, pressed the button, and listened to the machine do its work. He liked that sound. It was a machine that knew exactly what it was supposed to do and did it every time without hesitation. He respected that.

While the coffee brewed, he leaned against the counter and looked at the kitchen. Really looked at it. The way you look at a room when company is coming and you suddenly see it the way they’ll see it.

It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t good either. It was a kitchen where a man lived alone and had made peace with that without actually making peace with it. The dish rack had three plates in it, all the same kind, because he’d boxed up the nice plates — Keisha’s plates — and put them in the hall closet. The refrigerator had beer, hot sauce, lunch meat, a sleeve of American cheese, and a bottle of Crown Apple he’d bought two months ago and opened once. The trash can was the small one from the bathroom because the big one broke and he hadn’t replaced it yet. Eight months.

Today was different though.

Today Trell and Eli were coming. And Marc had texted them both the address like they didn’t know it, like they hadn’t been here before, because it felt like a thing you do when you’re inviting people over and you want it to feel official. Like this wasn’t just three old friends sitting around. Like it was something.

He didn’t know what it was. He just knew he’d been the one to suggest it, and that was unusual for him. Marc wasn’t the one who called. Marc was the one who answered. He’d been answering his whole life — other people’s problems, other people’s emergencies, other people’s loneliness — and then one morning about three weeks ago he was sitting on this couch eating cereal out of the box and watching a YouTube video about a man restoring a 1972 Chevelle, and something in his chest shifted. Not broke — shifted. Like a gear that had been stuck for months finally catching. He picked up his phone and texted Trell: You ever think about coming home for a weekend?

Trell had responded in eleven seconds. Say less.

Eli took two days. Then just: When?

Marc sipped his coffee and started cleaning.

He wasn’t a clean person by nature. He was a tidy person by discipline, which is different. His mama had beaten the distinction into him — you don’t have to enjoy it, Marcus, you just have to do it. So he did it. He wiped the counters with the blue spray that smelled like nothing, which was better than the lavender spray Keisha used to buy that smelled like a candle store had a fight with a hospital. He swept the kitchen floor

and the dining room floor and considered mopping but decided that was aspirational. He took the trash out. He washed the three plates and put them back in the dish rack because the cabinet felt like too much commitment.

The living room took longer. Not because it was messy but because it had the quality of a room that had been sat in too much by one person. The couch — his couch now, the couch Keisha had wanted to take but couldn’t fit in her sister’s apartment — had a ring on the left cushion from where he set his beer every night. The coffee table had a permanent circle of condensation ghosts. The remote controls were arranged in a line, largest to smallest, because when you live alone you start doing things like arranging remote controls and pretending that’s normal.

He straightened the pillows. Flipped the cushion with the beer ring so the clean side showed. Moved a stack of mail from the coffee table to the counter and then from the counter to the top of the microwave where nobody would look. He was pulling the couch away from the wall to check for whatever might have fallen back there — a man prepares for guests by hiding evidence of how he lives without them — when his hand touched something small and smooth between the cushion and the armrest.

Keisha’s earring.

Small gold hoop. Not expensive. She had expensive ones, the ones her mother gave her, but she wore these every day. The cheap ones. The comfortable ones. Marc held it in his palm and looked at it the way you look at something that used to belong to a life you were part of. It was lighter than it should have been for how much it weighed.

He didn’t close his hand right away. He stood there. Longer than a second. Long enough for the thought to come — the one he didn’t let himself have during the day, the one that only showed up at two in the morning or in ambush moments like this when his guard was down and an earring appeared in his hand like a small gold grenade.

The thought was: She’s happier.

Not a guess. A fact. He could hear it in her voice on the phone — the way it had loosened, the way she laughed now at things she used to just smile at, the way she said his name without the freight it used to carry. She was lighter. And the thing Marc couldn’t sit with, the thing that made him put the TV on too loud at night and fall asleep to the sound of other people’s conversations, was that her lightness was the result of his absence. She was happier because he wasn’t there. The math was simple and the math was devastating and he hadn’t found a way to make it not true.

He held the earring for a while longer. Then he walked to the bedroom — her bedroom, their bedroom, the bedroom he hadn’t slept in since she left because the mattress still had the indent of two people and he didn’t want to feel the empty side — and opened the

top drawer of the dresser. Her side. She’d cleared it out but there were still a few things: a hair tie, a sample-size lotion from a hotel in Destin where they’d gone for their second anniversary, a receipt from a restaurant he couldn’t remember the name of. He put the earring in the drawer and closed it and didn’t open it again.

He went back to the living room. But the earring was still in his hand. He could feel it there even though he’d put it in the drawer — the phantom weight of it, the way certain objects leave impressions on your skin that outlast the contact. He looked at his palm. Empty. Of course it was empty. He closed his fist anyway. A house that looked like a person lived in it on purpose rather than by accident. He debated lighting a candle and immediately decided against it because Trell would never let him hear the end of it. He debated buying real food — something to cook, something that would make the kitchen smell like a kitchen — but the Rouses was fifteen minutes away and he didn’t know what he’d make. He hadn’t cooked since Keisha left. Not because he couldn’t. He could. His mama had taught him that too. He just didn’t see the point in cooking for one. Cooking for one is just heating food with extra steps and a pan to wash.

He’d order something later. A platter from Raising Cane’s or maybe that spot on Plank Road that did the fried catfish plates. Something he could set out and let people grab from. Hosting, he was learning, was mostly about having enough food so nobody had to think about food.

He showered. Put on jeans and a t-shirt that he’d bought himself, not one Keisha had bought him, because he was learning the difference between the two wardrobes and the Keisha wardrobe was slowly migrating to the back of the closet. Brushed his teeth. Looked at himself in the mirror for a second too long, which is what men do when they’re about to see people who knew them when they were younger and they need to decide whether the face looking back is the same one.

It wasn’t. But it was close enough.

His phone buzzed on the counter. Trell.

Hitting the road. Be there by 4. Maybe 5. You know how I-10 do.

Marc typed back: Just don’t bring no drama.

Three dots. Then: I AM the drama bruh. That’s the whole point.

Marc almost smiled. There it was — the Trell frequency, still transmitting after all these years, loud and clear and completely full of shit. He hadn’t seen Trell in person in almost two years. Talked to him maybe once every few months, and even then the conversations had a quality to them that Marc had started recognizing in other parts of his life too. Performance. Trell talked the way a man talks when he’s narrating a version of his life he wants you to believe. Marc knew because he did it too. They all did. That

was the tax you paid for being a grown man who wasn’t where he thought he’d be — you spent half your energy making it sound like you were.

Eli hadn’t texted this morning. Marc checked. Last message was from two days ago: I’ll be there Friday. No time. No details. No emoji, no punctuation beyond the period. Eli had always been the quietest of the three, but the last few years had taken his quiet and turned it into something else. Something heavier. Marc had learned not to push. You don’t push a man who lost his little brother. You just leave the door open and hope he walks through it.

He hoped Eli would walk through it.

Marc went out to the front porch. The heat was already up, ten in the morning and the air had that thickness to it, that Louisiana weight that sits on your chest and makes you breathe slower whether you want to or not. The street was empty except for Mr. Gerald across the way, watering his lawn in house shoes and a Saints jersey, same as he’d been doing every morning for the thirty years Marc had been alive enough to notice. Mr. Gerald raised a hand. Marc raised one back. That was the whole conversation. That was always the whole conversation.

He sat on the porch step. The concrete was warm through his jeans. He pulled out his phone, opened it, closed it. Opened it again. Looked at his text thread with Keisha — the last message was from eleven days ago, her asking if he’d gotten the insurance paperwork, him saying yes. Before that, a gap of three weeks. Before that, a message from her that just said I hope you’re eating real food Marcus and his response, which was a thumbs-up emoji that he’d stared at for ten minutes before sending because he didn’t know what else to say to a woman who still worried about him from a distance she’d chosen.

He scrolled up. Further. Past the logistics and the insurance and the polite check-ins. To the last real conversation. Four months ago. She’d called to tell him she was seeing someone. Not to hurt him — to be honest, because Keisha was honest the way weather was honest, without agenda, just the fact of it arriving. And he’d said, “Okay.” And she’d said, “Are you okay?” And he’d said, “Yeah.” And he’d hung up and sat on this same porch step and felt something he still couldn’t name — not jealousy, not exactly, but a bitter, curdled version of something close to it. The thought that had come, the thought he didn’t like himself for having, the thought he’d never said out loud: You couldn’t even wait until I was done being broken? As if his being broken was something she owed him time for. As if she hadn’t already given him four years of waiting. The thought was ugly and selfish and he still hadn’t gotten rid of it. It just lived in him now, in the same drawer as the earring, something he kept without knowing why.

He closed the phone and put it face-down on the step beside him.

The street was the same street. The house behind him was the same house. The neighborhood was the same neighborhood he’d grown up adjacent to, moved into with his wife, imagined raising kids in before the kids conversation became the conversation they stopped having which became one of the conversations that ended the marriage. Everything was the same. The only thing that had changed was what the sameness meant. It used to mean stable. Now it meant stuck.

But today was Friday. Trell was on I-10 somewhere between Houston and here, probably driving too fast in a car he probably couldn’t afford, probably rehearsing whatever story he was going to walk in with. Eli was somewhere — New Orleans, maybe, or already on the road, quiet in whatever car he drove now, thinking whatever Eli thought about these days. They were coming. Both of them. To this house. To this street. To him.

Marc looked down the road in the direction people came from and waited.
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Chapter 2: The Arrival
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Marc heard the car before he saw it. Bass first — that low, chest-vibrating thump that Louisiana boys learned to identify by brand of subwoofer the way other people identified birds by song. Then the engine, louder than it needed to be, a deliberate announcement. Then the Charger came around the corner onto Dalton Street, pearl white, windows down, Trell’s arm hanging out the driver’s side like he was steering a parade float.

He pulled into the driveway too fast and parked at an angle that said I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon. The music cut off mid-bar — something with a heavy snare, a Houston beat, because Trell had moved to Houston four years ago and adopted the city’s music the way he adopted everything: immediately, loudly, and as if he’d invented it.

The door opened and Dontrell Batiste stepped out like he was arriving at an event.

New Jordans — the Bred 4s, or whatever just dropped, Marc couldn’t keep up anymore. Dark jeans, no wrinkles. A polo shirt that fit the way polo shirts fit when a man has been to the gym recently or wants you to think he has. Sunglasses pushed up on his forehead. A toothpick in his mouth because Trell had been chewing toothpicks since tenth grade when somebody told him it looked cool and he’d never gotten a second opinion.

“There he is.” Trell spread his arms wide, crossing the lawn in four steps. “There he is, there he is, there he is.”

Marc stood up from the porch step and they embraced — the real kind, the grip-and- pull, the two hard pats on the back that men use to distribute the affection without

letting it accumulate. Trell smelled like cologne. Too much of it. The kind of cologne a man puts on in the car right before he arrives somewhere so the impact is fresh.

“Boy.” Trell held Marc at arm’s length, hands on his shoulders, studying him like a painting. “Boy, you look... the same. You look exactly the same.”

“That a compliment?”

“That’s an observation. I’ll let you decide.” Trell grinned and let go, turning to face the house. He looked at it the way a man looks at a house where a divorce happened — scanning for damage, for evidence, for the story the walls might tell. “So this is the bachelor pad now, huh?”

“It’s the same house, Trell.”

“Nah. Nah, it’s different. It’s got that energy. That single man energy.” He walked past Marc toward the front door. “You probably got the thermostat set to like fifty-eight degrees and a PlayStation hooked up to the big TV.”

“I don’t have a PlayStation.”

“Then what are you even doing with your freedom?”

Marc followed him inside and watched Trell do what Trell always did in any room he entered — claim it. He moved through the living room with the confidence of a man who believed every space improved by his presence in it. Touched the back of the couch. Picked up a remote and set it down. Looked at the walls where pictures used to hang and where lighter rectangles of paint still marked their absence.

“She took the art?”

“She took what was hers.”

“And left you the ugly couch.”

“You keep calling my couch ugly.”

“Because it is ugly, Marc. It was ugly when she bought it and it’s ugly now. This couch is the reason your marriage ended. I’m telling you. No woman wants to come home to this couch.”

Marc opened his mouth to respond and then closed it because there was a version of that sentence that was accidentally true and he didn’t want to find it right now. He went to the kitchen instead.

“Beer?”

“You even gotta ask?”

Marc pulled two Bud Lights from the fridge. He was about to walk them back when he stopped in the kitchen doorway.

Trell didn’t know he was watching. For three seconds — maybe four — Trell was alone in the living room, and the thing that happened to his face in those seconds was something Marc would carry for the rest of the weekend. The performance shut off. Not gradually, not a dimming — a switch. The grin disappeared. The posture collapsed. Trell’s shoulders dropped and his head tilted forward and he pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes and held them there, and the sound he
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