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      THE GRADUATION PARTIES were over, and I was hauling a mattress up three flights of stairs to the East Village apartment I’d be sharing with my best friend, Jonathan Gutierrez, and our pal, Ken Sacks. We’d rented a U-Haul to move our belongings downtown, along with some new furniture. I was on my tenth trip up and down those stairs. My legs were screaming, but I was far from complaining. I had my bachelor’s degree in creative writing from Columbia University, my first post-college apartment in the most happening neighborhood in New York City, and I was living with my best friends. We were Class of 1990.

      I heaved the mattress into an eight-by-ten room where I’d be sleeping, and I leaned over myself to catch my breath. The apartment was smaller than what I’d had up in Morningside Heights, and we’d have to go without a living room since that was going to be Ken’s bedroom. A lot of folks would’ve said I had a screw loose, and here’s the reason. My daddy owned B&B Enterprises, the second biggest sugar manufacturer in North America. I was his only son, and with my monthly allowance, I could’ve afforded a flush apartment uptown. I didn’t have a screw loose, but you might say I was stubborn. I’d told my daddy now that I was a college graduate, I wanted the experience of paying my own way.

      Jonathan and I had been recruited as junior editors at Macmillan Publishers. The three-way split on the apartment would be a good chunk of my monthly salary, but I was doing things right, being my own man.

      Well, I’m gonna confess, you might say I had less noble reasons too. I couldn’t stand living alone. I’d only slept in my own apartment two or three times a week that year. Sometimes, that was on account of getting lucky, though mostly I was studying late in the dorms or stumbling home from a bar with this or that friend who’d shrug and say I might as well sleep over. I think I spent more time on a floor in a sleeping bag than in my own bed. After I moved out of the dorms junior year, my friends started calling me the wealthiest vagabond in New York. Well, I always paid my own way and then some when we went barhopping or dancing, and you could bet I was buying everyone’s breakfast in the morning and giving the delivery boy a ten dollar tip. A twenty if he was cute.

      We were going to have some good times in that bachelor pad, and that’s no lie. The East Village was becoming the new West Village in terms of gay neighborhoods, and it was a brash amalgam of leftist activists, anarchist punks, starving artists, panhandling street kids, and young college-educated queers like us who cruised each other right on the street in the light of day. Sometimes, Jonathan and I joked that we were posers. A pair of preppy boys from Columbia claiming we belonged with people who were counterculture. I was still figuring out who I was back then, and I loved the city for all its radical politics, hard-partying lifestyle, and sexual liberation. I’d joined ACT UP when I was a freshman, and I could go from doing school work until one o’clock in the morning to an all-night dance party where I’d meet all kinds of interesting people from just about every background and culture in the world. Anyway, that summer, I was ready to raise the roof in divey dance clubs and raise hell in the streets. After we returned the U-Haul, we were going to a rally in Tompkins Square Park where folks were gathering to protest the city’s inaction on the AIDS crisis.

      While I was taking a breather, footsteps creaked on the floorboards. I looked up and saw Jonathan in my doorway.

      “Muevete, cabron. We gotta get the truck back in less than an hour.”

      I scowled at him. “Whose idea was it to rent it for a half day?” I walked past him to the kitchen, grabbed a glass out of a box and filled it with water from the sink. My brow was dripping sweat. I was really hoping we were just about done. I took a long gulp of water. Jonathan followed me, and he watched with a smirk. We gave each other a hard time now and then, but Jonathan had been my best friend since our junior year of prep school.

      “How much more to go?” I asked him.

      “Your bookshelf, your TV, your desk, and six boxes of your books.” He scratched his bearded chin. “Y’know, there’s something called a library. They loan you the book until you’ve read it, and then you bring it back so it doesn’t collect dust in your apartment. You ever think of giving it a try?”

      “No, sir. You know how much I love my books. Each one of them marks a special time in my life.”

      “Arizona, you’ve got a book for every week of your life. At the rate you’re going, you’ll need a separate apartment for them by the time you turn twenty-five.”

      I swiped the sweat from my forehead. “Why you giving me a hard time? I’ll have you know, by the time I’m twenty-five, my husband and I are going to have a house with our own library. With one of them ladders on wheels so you can get to the higher shelves.”

      Jonathan shook his head. He aired out his Menudo T-shirt, which he had bought from a street vendor on Astor Place as an ironic statement. He glanced around the apartment.

      “It’s going to be tight. And hot until the landlord installs the air conditioners. We should probably have a rule about no overnight guests.”

      “Jonathan, I think we need to go over again what a bachelor pad means. We can take it real slow this time. We’re all socially conscious, single gay men. If I want to entertain a fella after hours, I’ve got every right to do so. And so do you and Ken.”

      “There’s only one bathroom. And the lock doesn’t work.”

      I came over and smiled at him in an assuring way. “We’ll just need to work out a system.” I rustled into one of the kitchen boxes and pulled out this and that. “Let’s say this kitchen mitt hanging on the doorknob means it’s occupado.” I pulled out something else. “And this here flyswatter is what we’ll put on the door to say you best shoo off ‘cause I got company in the shower.” An idea hit me, and I scrounged out a couple other things. “That just leaves the sign for: I’ve got company, and we wouldn’t mind some more. What do you think we should use for that? The spatula or the ice cream scoop?”

      Jonathan didn’t look amused. “Arizona, this isn’t going to be a flophouse. This is our first, real adult apartment. We’ve got nine to five jobs, and I’ve got to finish my poetry collection. I’m not going to be bringing tricks home all the time.”

      He was a wicked talented poet. Already had a half dozen poems in print and a literary agent working on publishing his first anthology. He did readings nearly every week at the Nuyorican Poet’s Café. I had projects I was excited about, too. I had a list of literary journals where I wanted to submit my short stories. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t fit in some recreation.

      Just then, Ken staggered inside and dropped two vinyl cushioned kitchen chairs he’d brought up from the truck. His chest heaved in his sweat-soaked, tie-dye gay pride T-shirt. “This is a nightmare. Gay men aren’t meant for manual labor. We’re meant for decorating after the movers have emptied out the truck.”

      Ken grew up in Brooklyn. He’d majored in political science at Columbia. He was one smart guy, and he’d landed himself a job at a labor union while he was working on law school applications.

      “Think of it like this. We saved ourselves a trip to the gym,” I told him. I stepped over and massaged Ken’s shoulders. “We’re gonna be so lean and hard-bodied, we’re gonna have to beat the boys off us tonight.” Feeling mischievous, I added, “Though Jonathan is saying the apartment is strictly off-limits for sex.”

      Ken shot a glare at Jonathan. “What the fuck? I’m paying eight hundred dollars a month for this dump. I’m bringing home dick as often as I can get it. This is the first time I don’t have to worry about a roommate or having to settle on getting off in a backroom.”

      I looked at Jonathan. “Seems you’re outnumbered.”

      “Whatever,” Jonathan said. “Let’s finish this up so we don’t get charged a penalty for returning the truck late.”

      I moaned, thinking about those damn stairs. Before any of us could move our feet, the phone rang.

      “Hallelujah,” I said. “The phone service works.”

      Jonathan was nearest so he picked it up. I watched him curiously. We hadn’t had time to give out our phone number to many people. He was having trouble understanding the person on the other end of the line. Then Jonathan pointed his eyes at me.

      “It’s a collect call for you. From Duke Fanning?”

      I just about keeled over.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER MY MAMA got pregnant with me, she ran off with a real charmer by the name of Gus Fanning because my daddy wouldn’t marry her. The short version of the scandal is my daddy was already married to my grandmother, who had my mama with her first husband. Mama Philippa was sixteen years old at the time. She died birthing me, and Gus thought I was his, so he took me in. All this is real important for understanding why I had a near cardiac arrest from hearing the name Duke Fanning.

      Gus married a woman I’d come to call my Mama Lou. They had three children I thought were my siblings up until I was sixteen years old, and I found out my daddy was Gaston Bondurant. Duke is just one year younger than me. We used to be close, but I hadn’t heard from him in nearly six years. I staggered over and took the phone from Jonathan. He drifted away but kept an eye on me. Jonathan knew just about everything what concerns my family history, including the delicate parts.

      “Yes, I’ll accept the charges. Duke?”

      “Arizona?”

      His voice had gotten deeper, but I recognized my brother. “How do you do, Duke? I don’t know how you tracked me down, but it’s good to hear from you.”

      There was no response from the other end of the line for a moment. Then Duke’s voice came back, sounding strained.

      “It’s Little Douglas. He gone.”

      He was choking on tears. I waited it out for a while, and then I tried to settle him down and tell me what was going on.

      “I’m sorry, Arizona. I got your number from a man who say his name’s Mr. Wainwright. He answered your phone and told me you was living in New York. He say I should call you, and you’d come home for Douglas’s funeral.”

      Mr. Wainwright was the manager of my father’s house. I was in such a state, my face was frozen in a grin, though I felt like my legs been knocked out from under me. I braced one hand on the kitchen counter while I sank to my knees. Little Douglas was eleven years younger than me. I’d fed him from a bottle and changed his diapers, and after Mama Lou died in a car accident, I’d done everything from washing and feeding him to taking him to his pediatrician visits.

      I sucked back tears. “What happened to him?” Before my brother could answer, the pain inside me made me squeal. “Little Douglas? Duke, how’s that possible?”

      Jonathan swooped in to comfort me. Dazed, I handed him the phone. I couldn’t take down details on where I needed to be for my brother’s funeral. Little Douglas. He was only ten years old.
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      I GAVE JONATHAN a letter to explain things to our supervisor for when I was supposed to show up for work on Monday. Jonathan offered to go with me to my brother’s funeral, which I appreciated, but I told him there was no reason for both of us to risk our jobs. Jonathan needed his more than I needed mine. His family couldn’t help him out financially. I called and booked a flight down to Louisiana for Sunday. Jonathan helped me through picking out an outfit for the funeral and packing up my suitcase, then he saw me off to the airport in a town car.

      All through the flight, memories tore at me. All the nights I’d scooped Little Douglas out of his crib and run him out the back door to our grandparents when Gus came home drunk. The times Douglas asked me questions I couldn’t answer, like why we didn’t have a mama and when we were going to see our grandma after she’d died in a fire.

      Then, with our grandparents gone, Gus sold Douglas to an infertile couple in Wichita Falls, Texas. About one year after, when he was five, I’d visited him, hoping I could still be part of his life. His adoptive mother, Mrs. Cullins, was a strange woman who said Douglas had all kinds of medical ailments, though I’d never known him to have any problems. She’d had him wearing leg braces like he was a cripple, and we had words about that. I lost my cool, and she told me I couldn’t see my brother again.

      I went through waves of thinking Duke had to have it wrong. Douglas couldn’t be dead at just ten years old. Then I went through waves of feeling real low, like I should’ve tried harder to visit him. At the time, I’d been so defeated by not having the legal authority to see my brother. I’d gone back to boarding school in Massachusetts and moved to New York City for college. I always sent Douglas a birthday gift, but I was ashamed of myself for not doing more. Five years had gone by.

      I landed in New Orleans, and my daddy’s driver, Buck, picked me up. He took me back to Whittington Manor, upriver in Darrow, but I didn’t stay long. My daddy was in Cleveland for business. I called him with the news, and he said he’d send flowers for the funeral, which was on Monday. I made another phone call, and then I carted my luggage to my Corvette and drove over to Le Moyne Parish where Duke, Little Douglas, and me had grown up.

      Duke had given me the phone number and address where he and Gus were staying, and I said I’d meet him on neutral ground because I wasn’t ready to see Gus Fanning. That neutral ground was going to be the home of Preston Montclair.

      We weren’t as close as we used to be, but back when, Preston had been a lot of things to me. My best friend. My first love. My first time. I still thought about all that whenever we saw each other or just hearing his voice on the phone. Well, we split up after I moved in with my daddy in Darrow, got back together the following summer, and broke up again when I told him I couldn’t accept his engagement ring. We never could quit each other, though. We made up and stayed friends before I went off to college. He’d always have a place in my heart, and we spent plenty of late nights on the phone while I was at Columbia. No one knew me like Preston did. The problem always been there were too many miles between us.

      Meantime, Preston done real well for himself. Since his uncle slowed down after having heart surgery, Preston had taken over his auto garage and bait and tackle shop. He was making good money, and he bought himself a cabin right on the bank of the Atchafalaya River just outside of town.

      I felt strange being back in bayou country with all its good ol’ boys in jacked-up trucks and run-down houses. Sometimes, I barely remembered the kind of person I’d been when I lived on John’s Island, which was just about the crummiest place in the parish. Other times, I wanted to forget that history with all its sadness and Gus Fanning making me feel small and worrying what would happen to my siblings and me if the evil man lost the house on account of his drinking and gambling. To tell the truth, driving through them country towns brought back a sinking feeling I’d been trying to shake off the better half of my life. I’d been a swamp rat, a prince of New Orleans high society, a prep school student, and a queer student activist in New York City. All that had given me an identity crisis my last year of boarding school, and sometimes I still didn’t feel like I knew where I belonged.

      Driving up to Preston’s cabin, a smile came over me despite those darker things. His 1970 black Ford pickup sparkled in my vision. He’d been so proud when he restored that old truck. I parked my car behind his in the drive, climbed out, and hauled my suitcase from out of the trunk.

      Press met me at the front door, and I wanted to give him a big hug and say how happy I was to see him. But as soon as he had his arms around me, I broke down. It doesn’t take much to get me crying, and losing Little Douglas had me feeling shattered. Press helped me inside with my bag and sat me down on the couch in his little living room.

      “How ‘bout a beer?”

      I nodded.

      Preston grabbed two beers from his fridge in the adjacent kitchen, twisted off the caps, and came over to sit down next to me. He was barefoot in a fresh polo shirt and jeans, and he’d grown out his wavy brown hair. It was damp from the shower.

      He passed me a beer. “You shoulda let me pick you up. You in no state to be driving.”

      I raised my beer with a shaky hand to take a guzzle. “I need somebody to explain to me...how’d my brother die?”

      Press tipped back his beer. He was being careful, and I wasn’t having it. I stared at him until he had something to say.

      “Duke didn’t say nothing?”

      I shook my head.

      “You should hear from him.” He glanced at his watch. “He’ll be by anytime now.”

      “Tell me, Press. I oughta know, don’t you think?”

      Preston glanced away and picked at the label on his beer bottle.

      “I oughta let you hear from family.”

      I turned to him with my leg tucked under me. “I ain’t heard from Duke in six years. Press, you know you’re more family to me than anyone else.”

      He tossed back another slug. Then he offered me one of his Salems. I only smoked when I was stressed out or tying one on. I took it from him. Seemed like I was going to need one on both accounts. Preston lit up too.

      “Well. I know you ain’t keen on talking to Gus, and truth be tol’, I don’t know how well Duke understands. Gus told my uncle Willy when he got back in town. He never planned a funeral before, and Willy always helped him out from time to time.”

      He took a long draw on his cigarette. I was dreading what he had to say, but I had to hear it.

      “Douglas been poisoned, Arizona. It’s a complicated situation. I’m gonna try to explain as best I can, but as much as I know you don’t like it, I think you might want to hear it from Gus. He the one who knows firsthand.”

      I shook my head. Tears sprouted from my eyes. “I wanna hear it from you.”

      Press hunched over himself stiffly, tapping his cigarette in the ashtray. “That woman, Barbara Cullins, who adopted Douglas, she was a crazy lady. My cousin Lucy, y’know she a nurse over at Franklin General, she say it’s called Munchausen’s by Proxy syndrome, if I’m saying it right. Some mothers, or adoptive mothers in this case, they make their child sick on purpose. It don’t make sense to me, but Lucy say it happens. So they can keep the child dependent on them and get people’s sympathy for having to care for a sick child.”

      My stomach wrenched like I’d been poisoned myself. The one time I’d met Mrs. Cullins, I felt something was wrong. She told me Douglas had everything from asthma to bone disease, though his pediatric doctor always said Douglas was healthy as a horse.

      “What’re you saying?”

      “She been feeding Douglas anti-seizure medicine he didn’t need. It got so bad, he went into a coma, and his lungs gave out.” Preston looked at me real earnest and heartbroken. “I’m sorry, Arizona. Seems nobody knew what was going on. Her husband ran off a few years back. The hospital couldn’t find him, which is why they looked for Gus.”

      I crumpled into myself. I thought I might die right then and there from thinking about my little brother going through so much pain.

      “If it helps to know, that woman, she locked up now. She’s going to trial for murder. Gonna be put to death by lethal injection if there’s any justice in the world.”

      I could feel the last time I held Douglas in my arms, telling him I loved him and he should always remember that. Then it was like he was fading away from me, a phantom disappearing into thin air.

      I was suddenly crawling with rage. I had to get up and move around. “Gus oughta be on death row.”

      Preston watched me carefully.

      “Don’t tell me it ain’t true. He gave Douglas to that woman. He oughta be arrested as an accessory to murder. If the police won’t do it, I’ll kill him myself.”

      Preston stood up to try to calm me down. “I ain’t saying you wrong. But Duke’s gonna be here any minute. You gotta be the older brother now and be there for him.”

      My hands trembled. “Duke hasn’t needed me in a long time. Press, he wouldn’t have called me less Douglas died. I don’t even know how I’m supposed to be around him.”

      He held me by the arms and looked straight into my eyes. “You gonna figure it out. Duke does need you. Always has. He didn’t have any more choice than you ‘bout where he ended up.”

      After Gus split up the family, he took Duke along with him to be a traveling carny. Duke dropped out of school in ninth grade, and I never heard from him again. Meantime, our younger brother and sister got taken in by rotten people who abused them. Duke was only fourteen at the time, but it seemed to me he ought to have put in some kind of effort to look out for them.

      A car drove up on the house and coughed to a stop. I was swarming with nerves. I went to Preston’s kitchen to splash some water on my face, and I dried off with a paper towel. By the time I came back to the living room, Preston had opened up the front door, and my brother was standing there.

      Duke looked past Preston, and his eyes found mine. Well, in a breath, our brotherly connection came back to me. Duke had grown tall and broad in the shoulders like his daddy, but the way he looked at me—wild, frightened, desperate for reassurance—he was still a boy in a man’s body.

      He stumbled toward me, and we gripped each other tight. Duke wept against my shoulder, and I brushed the back of his head like our mama used to do.
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      THE THREE OF us tossed back bottles of beer and smoked Preston’s cigarettes out on the deck of his cabin, facing the river. It took some time, but Duke and I pulled ourselves together. That river view was peaceful at night, and the fragrant bayou air stirred up a feeling of being home. I hadn’t expected that. I guess the sweet, earthy smell of low country would always make me feel like I belonged.

      Duke told me about living on the road with the traveling circus. He’d been trained to handle big cats, horses, and elephants, and he’d been to Florida and as far west as Omaha and as far east as Charlottesville, North Carolina. It was a lot of physical work, and Duke had always been built for that. I could picture him unloading bales of hay and hammering together the circus grandstand. He was real proud of that job, and he’d always been a good boy, though I wished he’d stayed in school.

      “And look at you, Arizona. You a New York City slicker now,” he said.

      I nodded and tipped back my beer.

      “Well, tell me ‘bout it. What it like living in the big city? You got work up there?” He grinned. “You got a girl?”

      I took another gulp of beer and reached into Preston’s pack of Salems to light up another cigarette. I hadn’t lied about being gay since I was sixteen, but with my brother, I wasn’t sure how to ease into the subject. Duke and I had never talked about it. I reckoned he’d picked up the conventional attitude of bayou folk, which was none too favorable toward gay people.

      Duke pointed his beer bottle at me with a silly smile. “I bet you got a girl. You Gaston Bondurant’s grandson. I bet you real smooth and not shy ’round girls no mo’.”

      I caught a beam of amusement on Preston’s face. Well, in time, I had some things to explain to my brother about the way I was. And there were bigger things. Like the fact, he didn’t know Gaston Bondurant was my daddy, which meant that Duke and I weren’t blood. It didn’t feel like the right time to have that conversation. Maybe after we got through burying Little Douglas.

      “I tell all my friends I got a big brother who go to college in New York City, and his step-grandaddy owns B&B Sugar. I tell ‘em I been to Whittington Manor, and it’s bigger and more beautiful than the Oak Alley Plantation where they make that Hollywood film A Long Hot Summer. I right proud of you, Arizona.”

      Duke had been to my daddy’s estate for my sixteenth birthday party. It was the last time we’d seen each other, and it hadn’t been all rosy.

      “I got a job as a junior editor at Macmillan Publishers,” I told him. “But I’m going to be a writer. I got a story published about a year ago, and I’m working on getting some other things in print.”

      Duke gaped at me in admiration. “You gonna be a famous author. Getting your picture taken and signing autographs.”

      “I hope so. What about you? You and Gus got a house in town now.”

      “We just renting it by the month. Daddy hurt his back, so we taking some time off from the company. Just till he feeling better.” He took a draw on his beer and gazed out at the river. “I couldn’t find Dolly. I try calling that pastor up in Jonesville who took her in after daddy sold the house to go on the road. The man say she run away.”

      A number of things he’d said there raised my blood pressure. Some of them were best left for later, but a few needed straightening out right away.

      “It didn’t have anything to do with Gus selling the house. Family court placed Dolly with that pastor in Jonesville. Because Gus didn’t want her no more.” I stared at Duke. He looked uneasy, but he didn’t have anything to say.

      “Dolly and I kept in touch for about a year,” I went on. “She was in Mississippi for a while, but after that, she never told me where she go.”

      “Well, I’d sure like to see her again. I wish she could be there tomorrow to pay her respects.”

      I was thinking that ought to have been Gus’s responsibility. He’s the one who sent her on a path of heartbreak and destruction. I held my tongue. Duke had always been sewn tight to his daddy.

      “I’ll see what I can do to find her,” I said. “She’d want to know about Little Douglas.”

      Duke drew on his cigarette. “I’d like the three of us to be how we used to be.” He gazed off in the distance again. “Remember all them July Fourths? Grandma Tilly let us buy bottle rockets and firecrackers and set ‘em off in her backyard. And sparklers. Dolly always liked sparklers.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “How long you stickin’ ‘round?”

      I hesitated. I was thinking about getting a flight back on Wednesday to see if I could salvage my job. “Not sure. I got an open ticket.”

      “You should come see the house. It’s nothing big. Not like the places you used to. But we built a firepit out back. Gus is hoping you come over for supper. He real excited to see you.”

      I wasn’t buying that for a minute. Meanwhile, Preston brought out more beers from his cooler. We were on our third or fourth round.

      “After we pay our respects to Douglas, I mean,” Duke said. “We got the wake tomorrow over at Guttman and Sons and the burial at the cemetery.”

      I glanced at Duke. “You understand what happened to Douglas?”

      He shifted in his seat. “Daddy say he stop breathing. I guess something went wrong wit’ his lungs.”

      I sat up and fixed on him. “Gus sold him to a woman who was poisoning him. That’s why his lungs stopped working.”

      Duke grinned nervously. “I think Daddy say something like that.” He swiped his face. “You remember that time Douglas ate all Grandpa George’s licorice candies? Got all us worried we’d have to take him to the hospital to have his stomach pumped.”

      I told him sharply, “It wasn’t licorice she was feeding him. It was prescription medication. To keep him sick and eventually die.”

      Duke kept smiling in his antsy, jolly way. “I don’t know nothing ‘bout medicine. You prolly do. Wit’ your college degree.”

      “Duke, you know what poison is. So answer me this. How you feel about Gus selling Douglas to a woman who kept him sick for six years then killed him?”

      Preston glanced at me, signaling to cool it. I couldn’t. I wanted Duke to admit Gus was a no-good piece of shit.

      Duke buried his face in his hands and choked out sobs. “I wish it’d been me instead of Little Douglas.”

      Preston gave me a careful look again. Call me cold-hearted, but I wasn’t feeling any sort of way about my brother’s tears. He never once visited Douglas. Just ran off with Gus like none of us mattered any more.

      Well, as he went on weeping, it finally got to me. I stood and crouched beside him at his chair. Then I placed my arm around his shoulder. Duke swallowed back his tears.

      “We ain’t got a brother no mo’. But you and me, we still brothers, ain’t we?”

      I looked away and nodded.

      He clutched my arm. “I missed you. Sometimes I got to thinking you forgot about me now you got a new family. It shouldn’t take something like this happening for us to see each other again.”

      I was thinking that went both ways, but I controlled myself for the moment.

      He sipped his beer. “Gus really want to see you. He don’t care nothing about the past. He just want to be a good father to his kids.”

      When I was fifteen years old, Gus punched me in the face. He called me a faggot and fell on top of me in a drunken stupor and grabbed me between the legs. Duke knew what happened but never acknowledged it. I stood up and stepped away from him. I couldn’t control my anger again.

      “You reckon Gus is a good father?” I asked him.

      “I can’t say how he been to you and Dolly, but he always been all right with me.”

      “You can’t say.” I snorted. “Boy, you awfully young to be losing your memory.” I shook my head. “How you rate him as a husband, Duke? You remember how he treated Mama Lou?”

      Duke got that silly, squirmy look again. “I can’t say I remember everything. It was a long time ago.”

      “I see. So you’re saying you just don’t remember. Interesting. So, how do you suppose I remember everything, and I’m a whole year older than you.”

      “Arizona,” Preston muttered.

      The alcohol was fanning the embers inside me. Nobody was stopping me from speaking my mind.

      “I think Duke needs to hear this. Just a few things to jog his memory. Duke, how ‘bout Christmas Eve 1980? I woke you up in the middle of the night, and we run out to the living room to find Daddy shoving Mama Lou against the wall. I took his right and you took his left and we dragged him off her. You remember the shiner she had on Christmas Day? You remember my split lip?”

      Duke hid his face.

      “Then, more recently, this would’ve been 1984, Gus punched me so hard I fell over. You and Dolly came out to get him off me. He was calling me all kinds of shameful names. Do you remember, Duke? Do you?”

      Duke shrank into himself. His voice was small. “I don’t know what to say, Arizona. He was a different man back then. He ain’t drinking no mo’.” He shook his head. “But I don’t know what to say.”

      “So what do you suppose Gus got to say to me? He’s eager to see me, according to you.”

      He peeked at me. “I think he say you his son. And he missed you.”

      I forced myself to laugh and threw back my beer.

      “What I do, Arizona? I starting to think you hate me now.”

      “I think you’re plain ignorant, but I don’t hate you.”

      Preston stepped in. “Duke, you ain’t ignorant. And so long as you in my house, Arizona, you’ll treat him with respect.”

      I was still itching to spar, but I sucked it in. We were all three quiet for a while.

      “Arizona, you remember the fire at Grandma Tilly and Grandma George’s house?” Duke said.

      I nodded. They had a house next door to Gus and had taken us kids in when Gus lost his job as a trucker and was drinking twenty-four seven. It was the last safe place we’d lived.

      “We thought we lost everything, but I left one thing back at Gus’s house. I forgot to look for it ‘cause we was in a rush getting clothes and things I thought was important like my baseball bat and glove. But I kept something Mama Lou give me. It was one of her prayer cards. St. Michael, the Archangel, wit’ his big wings, standing on the head of a demon. I kept it under my pillow, and when I came back to Gus’s house after the fire, I found it. I swore I’d never lose it again. Mama Lou told me St. Michael was my protector, and he always look out for me and everyone I loved.”

      I glanced at him.

      “Anyway, wherever I may be, every night ‘fore I go to bed, I take out St. Michael, and I say my prayers. I remind him about you and Dolly and Little Douglas and Gus, and I ask him if he can tell Mama Lou and Grandma Tilly and Grandpa George that I love ‘em, and they shouldn’t be scared ‘cause I gonna see them some day.” He croaked with tears and cleared his throat.

      “I tell St. Michael, he better make sure my big brother’s all right. Every night I do, Arizona. And St. Michael, he a real powerful angel. Good-hearted, too. He make sure wherever you run off in this world, you gonna be all right. That’s what Mama Lou taught me. She say, if you remember to talk to St. Michael every night and really speak to him from the heart, he gonna hear you and keep you safe.” He winced again and tears sprouted from his eyes. “And I been asking him if maybe you still love me, we can be brothers again. Now he brought you home, and maybe it jus’ for a little while, but I thought you should know that.”

      Duke had always seen the world as real simple, but I tell you, that story had my breath caught in my throat. I didn’t know all he been through the past few years, but I could bet it hadn’t been easy. If he wanted to believe in angels, I couldn’t think of one good reason to tell him he was wrong. He’d been lost, just like me. Well, I felt real foolish about the things I said. I couldn’t say a word, but I sat there, hugging him with my eyes while he wept.

      Preston went fishing into his cooler. “We got exactly three beers left. How ‘bout it?”

      I nodded, and Duke nodded. We all loosened up a bit and got to talking about regular things like the kids we’d known from school and what they were up to now. Preston made Duke laugh going on about his brother Earl who’d been in Duke’s grade. Earl couldn’t stay out of trouble wearing safety wheels on a church bench. The latest was he’d snuck off to see some woman in New Iberia, and while they were indisposed, he said something smart to her what got her hopping mad. She got her rifle and chased him out of the house, and then she shot the tires of his car. All while Earl hadn’t had a chance to put on his clothes. The poor fellow tried to walk the thirty miles back home and got picked up by the sheriff, who thought he’d gone loose from the state psychiatric center. Earl spent the night in jail for public indecency. We were all busting our ribs over that story.

      Around eleven, Duke stood up from his chair on wobbly legs. “I should get back. We gotta get an early start tomorrow.”

      “You ain’t driving,” I told him.

      Duke scowled. “It only a ten minute drive to town.”

      “That’s long enough to drive yourself off one of these winding roads. Never mind you one year short of drinking legally.”

      Preston intervened. “The couch pulls out. It’ll give you more time to sleep. We’ll get you up good and early.”

      “I don’t wanna put you out. Arizona should take the couch. I be fine sleeping on the floor.”

      Preston and I exchanged a glance.

      “Arizona and me’ll take my bed. It’s plenty for two.”

      “We’ll make you breakfast in the morning,” I added.

      Duke shrugged. “All right. Press, can I use your phone to let my daddy know?”

      Preston nodded. We gathered the beer bottles and went into the house.
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        * * *

      

      WE GOT DUKE set up on the couch, and Preston and I did our business in the bathroom. I stripped down and pulled on a pair of sleeping boxers from my suitcase. I’d never slept over at Preston’s new cabin. I was finding it right cozy. He put some work into painting the walls and decorating too. He’d mounted an old anchor, a boat wheel, and some of them orange ring life preservers. Everything was spic and span. Though it was late and I was a little drunk, I propped myself up next to him hoping we could talk. He’d stripped down to boxers as well, and it was nice being close to him under the covers.

      “Thank you for letting Duke stay over.”

      He nodded.

      “You think I was too hard on him?”

      “That ain’t my place to say. Though I was tryin’ to tell you Duke understands what he understands. It ain’t the same for him as it is for you.”

      I rubbed my chin. That made good sense, but now I was worrying how he was going to take the news that we had different daddies.

      “You did fine, Arizona.”

      That made me feel good. I found his foot with mine under the sheets and grinned at him. “This is like old times, wouldn’t you say?”

      He pushed my foot aside. “You got your brother’s funeral tomorrow. I think you best behave.”

      I turned to him. All my feelings for Preston Montclair were coming back real strong. That handsome face of his would always pierce my heart, and the warmth from his body was getting eager feelings circulating.

      I touched his hair. “I sure like this new look of yours. It’s real sexy. Like a rock and roller.” He shooed me away, but I kept grinning. “Why I always feel like we’re back to where we started whenever we see each other?”

      “I don’t know. But there ain’t no point in startin’ up when you’ll be running off again.”

      I clasped his arm. “Would it hurt to show you how I feel?” I placed my thigh on his. “We pass a good time together. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Preston sighed. “I do. But what you never understood is how it feels the next morning when you gone.” He nudged my thigh off his.

      I leaned over and pressed my lips against his, just gently. He pushed me away and turned over on his side.

      “Go to bed, Arizona. You got a big day tomorrow.”
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      I HADN’T BEEN to a funeral in Le Moyne Parish since my grandparents died. It was all kinds of surreal. Folks I hadn’t seen in years showed up for the wake at the funeral home. Preston’s family. Friends of Grandma Tilly. Neighbors, schoolteachers, and old classmates I barely recognized after all the time that had passed. I hadn’t known what to expect, but I guess the tragic circumstances of Little Douglas’s death brought out that whole town. I come to find out it made papers and newsreels across the state.

      I stood up front by the casket with Duke to receive people’s condolences, and I was running on autopilot, shaking hands, accepting hugs, and listening over and over to folks saying how sorry they were for my loss and offering their support in a general way. Gus tried just once to say hello, but I gave him a look that had him thinking twice. For the rest of the wake, he stayed on the other side of the room, and when he came over to talk to Duke, I stepped away to visit with Preston and the Montclairs.

      My daddy had filled the funeral parlor with white lilies and roses and blue daisies, and he sent them anonymously, which I thought was classy, knowing Duke and Gus couldn’t afford much in the way of flowers. That room was a celestial garden, just how Little Douglas deserved. I told Duke I’d help him out with the headstone at St. Gideon’s, and it was going to be the finest monument in the cemetery. We’d get it carved with angels and put St. Michael on top to look over our brother. That made Duke grin, picturing it.

      The time came to carry Douglas to the hearse. Duke said I could ride with him in the funeral home’s limo, but that meant sitting in the cab with Gus. So I went with Preston, and we followed the caravan in his truck. The funeral director said a blessing at the gravesite next to our grandparents, and then they lowered the casket into the ground. Folks came over to say their last farewell and dropped white roses into the grave. I waited to go last along with my brother. Duke had been crying off and on, but he was holding up pretty well.

      Me, I don’t know. I’d never needed much help to break into tears, but funerals had always been different. I guess it started at Mama Lou’s when I was thirteen. I’d told myself not to cry in front of my little brothers and sister so it wouldn’t upset them. Same thing when we said goodbye to Grandma Tilly and Grandpa George. Seems I’d trained myself not to cry at the one place it was perfectly acceptable.

      While everyone was walking back to their cars, I gave Duke a glance, and we stepped together to the edge of the grave, kissed our roses, and let them go into our brother’s final resting place.

      I turned around to see where Preston had ended up, and I came face-to-face with Gus. He must’ve been lurking around, waiting for the right moment to corner me.

      Strange thing was, I can’t say I’d ever seen him looking so humbled. Other than scaring him off with a glare at the funeral home, it was the first time I’d really looked at him that day. His face had thinned, and he didn’t have as much hair on top, but he was still a handsome man. His bearing was a little stiff. Duke had said he’d put out his back. I could’ve been mistaken, but I don’t think he was drunk. He wore the same old gray business suit he’d always worn for weddings and funerals. I think it was the only one he owned.

      He was fixed on me like a stray dog beseeching mercy, and he wasn’t budging. Folks had wandered off thirty yards or more.

      “What you got to say, Arizona? It been a long time.”

      That soured me and scared away the tiny atom of respect I had for him. It been a long time. Like we hadn’t seen each other for six years on account of normal circumstances. For Duke’s sake, I kept my mouth shut and stepped around him.

      “What’s wrong, son? I ain’t good enough, now you got Gaston Bondurant saying you his?”

      I still managed to move along and hold my tongue for a minute.

      “You tell him we don’t need his lousy flowers showing us up. They only gonna rot anyway.”

      I halted and swung back to him. “You can’t help yourself, can you? There ain’t been one family gathering you ain’t ruined. But I’m not gonna let you ruin Little Douglas’s day. So, you seen me, and I seen you.” I shrugged. “I don’t have anything to say. Do you?”

      “Ain’t I your daddy, Arizona?” He lowered his gaze. “I ain’t been perfect, son. I knows it. God punished me, taking away my little boy. I’m on a righteous path now. There ain’t no need for you to punish me mo’.”

      My eyes trembled looking at him. “God ain’t punished you one iota what’s your due. You sold Little Douglas to a madwoman for one thousand dollars. One thousand dollars I can bet ain’t been around for a long time. Did you drink it? Gamble it away? I’d like to know what you did with the money you got for Duke’s little brother.”

      Distantly, I was aware of Duke skulking away from us. I had my teeth in now, though, and I wasn’t going to let go.

      “I ain’t sinning no mo’, son. I seen the error of my ways, and
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