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      I’D SEEN BIG parties at Whittington Manor, but for my son’s fifth birthday, my daddy put on a show that rivaled the kind of thing you’d see at Michael Jackson’s Neverland. Gaston Bondurant didn’t know the word restraint. He’d spoiled me rotten as a kid, and now that he had a grandson, he’d gone and found an even higher gear.

      The nineteenth century plantation estate was decked out with floral garlands and satin streamers in blue and white hanging from the driveway’s great oaks. Balloon arches lined the paved stone paths through the grounds, and birthday banners were posted every few yards. Daddy had turned the south lawn into a carnival with a Ferris wheel, a kiddy roller coaster, and a miniature zoo with lions. There were camel rides, arcade games, and concession stands with everything from cotton candy to po’boys and muffulettas. He’d brought in Tim McGraw to headline at the bandstand and had fireworks scheduled to go off at dusk. In the meantime, a nine-man jazz band was performing, and a fleet of waitstaff in cornflower blue bow ties circulated the grounds with champagne for the adults and punch for the kids.

      There had to be a thousand guests including the state governor, the mayor of New Orleans, NFL players, and stars from Hollywood, including the up-and-coming young couple Reese Witherspoon and Ryan Phillipe. I shouldn’t have expected any less from my daddy, but at the time, even I was shaking my head.

      Daddy was lucky we had good weather on that October day. It was sunny, near seventy degrees, and the grounds were dry. Preston and I moved our son Chase along to say hello to this and that guest. I’d dressed Chase in a seersucker suit that matched mine, and I swear that boy had been born with my daddy’s taste. He didn’t fuss in formal outfits, and he was at the age where he was proud to shuffle on his own instead of being carried. He was so excited to see the wonderland his granddaddy had created, we had to step up the pace to keep up with him. I made sure he minded his manners, stopping to thank all the people wishing him happy birthday.

      Children shrieked and hollered on the carnival rides. Daddy must’ve told his friends to bring their families, and he knew a lot of people. Heck, by the size of the crowd, he’d invited children from every high society family from NOLA to Baton Rouge just so Chase would have friends to play with. Not that Chase was old enough to really have friends. He’d just started kindergarten at St. Thomas’s Academy in Thibodaux, where we’d been living for about a year. We’d needed a roomier house, and Daddy was happy to help Preston and me come up with the down payment, seeing as we’d be closer to him in Darrow.

      Living in small-town Louisiana hadn’t been my long-term plan. I couldn’t believe it had been six years since I’d come down after graduating from Columbia, feeling like I had my whole life ahead of me. Then Preston and I moved in together, my daddy asked me to help with his state Senate campaign, Chase came along, and in the blink of an eye, I was twenty-eight. We also needed to stay in-state as a condition of me having custody of Chase.

      I’m not saying the past six years had been all bad. I loved raising Chase with Preston, and it sure helped to have our families nearby to pitch in with babysitting. But being two dads raising a boy in the Bible Belt, we stuck out like two steers on Noah’s Ark, and that stressed me out most days of the week. Meanwhile, I had a novel I was trying to sell to a big-name publisher, and I missed New York where I could be with creative people who didn’t blink an eye over the fact that I was gay. Well, I was trying to set aside that quandary and enjoy my son’s big day.

      I’d told my daddy a family gathering with a few games for the kids would be just fine, but I can’t say I was completely surprised he’d gone over the top. We didn’t have much family on the Bondurant side, so I suppose he wanted to fill things up with his friends and business associates, along with all their friends and business associates by the look of things. Daddy knew all kinds of people and wasn’t above showing off. Now Chase did have lots of family on Preston’s side, and I’d made sure Daddy had extended invitations to them. Looking around at all the people and the sights, I was getting awestruck and excited just like Chase. That swinging jazz band had people dancing around the lawn, and everybody was dressed to the nines in that old school NOLA tradition. Daddy knew how to throw a party with style.

      Preston nudged me, pointing out a spot on the lawn where his cousin Francine and her kids had set up around a picnic table. I saw my brother Duke over there too. Meanwhile, Chase tugged my hand, wanting to run over to the animal exhibit in the opposite direction. Then, out of nowhere, Daddy seized on us in his checkered suit and a big grin.

      He stooped down and stretched out his arms, and Chase attacked him with a hug. They were two of a kind like I said. Daddy lifted him up and spun him around. “How do you do, Chase Bondurant? What did I tell you? Nothing but the best of the best for my number one.”

      I used to be his number one, and I had some feelings about that sometimes. But I couldn’t help smiling real hard, watching them together. My daddy ran a multimillion dollar corporation. He was twice elected to the state senate, and he was in line to be a U.S. senator next year. Still, nothing made him prouder than being Chase’s granddaddy.

      He glanced at me. “How’d I do?”

      I rolled my eyes to give him some grief. “You did fine, Daddy.” I glanced up at the sky. “But where’s the Air Force show?”

      “I couldn’t work that in this year.” He turned to Chase. “But how’d you like to meet an astronaut who’s been to the International Space Station?”

      “I want to see the lions.”

      Daddy gaped at him playfully.

      “How do you do, Mr. Bondurant?” Preston said.

      My daddy couldn’t help forgetting his manners when he was around my son. Gradually, he drew his eyes away from Chase and held out his hand to shake Preston’s.

      “Good to see you, Preston. You’re looking well. How you been?” I think he would’ve preferred if Preston had worn a suit instead of a button-down, jeans, and sneakers, but Daddy was first and foremost a gracious host who always made his guests feel special.

      “I been fine. You put on one heck of a party.”

      Chase got fussy, trying to yank Daddy over to the carnival area.

      “I think I better bring him over to see them lions.”

      I thought that could’ve waited until Chase said hello to his cousins. But I could see he was itching to check out the zoo, and it was his birthday after all. I told Daddy to go ahead and take him over there. Daddy got our blond-haired boy on his shoulders and tramped off.

      I glanced at Preston wryly. “I think that might be the last we see of the two of them till the end of the night.”

      Press shifted his gaze. I guess he wasn’t too happy about that. He freed his hand from mine, and I followed him along to his family who were grouped around that picnic table.

      We said hello to his cousin Francine, her little daughters Gracie and Stella, and her ten-year-old son Louie, who was running around with one of the big bubble wands they were handing out to kids. Preston’s younger brother Earl was tossing back a beer with my brother Duke and some pals they’d brought along. They could’ve been Preston’s cousins. I couldn’t tell you how many cousins he had, and I don’t think Preston could say either. On his uncle Willie’s side, there was René and his wife Charlene, and Henry who’d brought along a girl he was seeing named Tanisha. She looked like she was in a family way. Then there was Gaby and Lula who were by Preston’s aunt Eugenia, Little Jean and Evie by his uncle Beau, and a dozen other kids from toddlers to teenagers. The Montclairs were one fertile family. You get over to John’s Island where Preston and I grew up, and you can’t cross the street without running into one of his relations.

      Francine’s daughters dragged Preston away to play with him, and Duke skipped over and tried to get a wrestling hold around my neck.

      “What d’ya say, Cap’n Slick? You ain’t gettin’ ‘way wit’out doin’ a shotgun wit’ your brother.”

      I think he’d already done a shotgun or three. At one o’clock in the afternoon. I maneuvered out of his grip in a lighthearted way. “Duke, I say, you got an early start.”

      He poked me in the chest. “We ain’t gotten started.” He swayed back from me. “What you want? Earl got Buds and SoCo.”

      I noticed a picnic cooler on the table, which Preston’s brother must’ve brought along. My daddy had bar stations around the grounds, stocked with every kind of beverage, but for country boys like Duke and Earl, an invitation to a party meant you came prepared.

      I told Duke I’d take a Bud. He stumbled over to the cooler, fished out two cans, and cracked them open. We clinked and threw back guzzles.

      “Gus make it over?” I asked him.

      “No. He a little under the weather.” He came back at me with a silly smile. “You my brother, ain’t you, Arizona?” He gave me a playful shove. “We ain’t spend time together in a while.”

      He’d been over to our house for Labor Day weekend, which didn’t seem so long ago. There’d been thirty or so people at the house, though, so my attention had been spread that day. I guess that’s what Duke was getting at. It had just been hard for me to keep up with people, whether they were family or my friends from college.

      Duke threw an arm around me again and nudged his eyes toward a pair of young ladies in fashionable high-hemmed dresses passing by. “You got some goodlookin’ girls ‘round here.”

      I smirked at him. “Don’t let me slow you down if you want to get acquainted.”

      His face went pink, and he chuckled. “Maybe later. I jus’ glad to be wit’ my brother.”

      I hugged him from the side. “It’s good to see you. How’s it going finding work?”

      Since the carny company closed down a year ago, he’d been unemployed. I helped him out from time to time. He lived in a rental house with Gus, Dolly, and her daughter Dinah, and they’d been scraping by with Gus’s monthly disability check.

      “It been all right,” Duke said. “Earl say he can get me a job at the farmer’s market in Houma. It just weekends, and they close at the end of November. But I applied to work on the crew at the convention center in Lafayette, and that’d be year-round.”

      He scratched his scruffy jaw with his nicotine-stained pointer finger. Duke was only twenty-seven, but I’m not bragging when I say most people would think he had ten years on me. He’d worked at that carny show since he was fourteen years old. All that hard labor, and the smoking and drinking showed around his eyes. He’d inherited Gus Fanning’s better features, but Duke had never been one to clean up much, in or out of the house. He’d developed a paunch since he’d lost his job, and his shirt and jeans were pretty drab.

      “Earl and me goin’ huntin’ Wednesday next. O’er at Clear Creek. You should come wit’ us.”

      That was just about the last thing I was interested in. I’d never even held a rifle. “Weekdays are hard. I’m either working at my daddy’s office or trying to get some writing done at home.”

      He took a long gulp of his beer. “How ‘bout you come over to the house some weekend, then?” He eyed me encouragingly.

      “I got weekends scheduled just about through Thanksgiving. I’ll look at my calendar, though.”

      Duke’s facial expression made me feel like I’d kicked a puppy with a steel-toed boot. We’d grown up together since I was fifteen, but we’d gone off on different journeys since then and didn’t have a lot in common. Still, we shared a bond, and I felt like I hadn’t been a good older brother lately.

      “You know what, though? I’m going up to New York next weekend,” I told him. “You could come along, if you want.”

      The words came out of my mouth before I’d thought things through. I guess it was my guilt eating at me. Duke got real excited.

      “You take me to New York City?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I sipped my beer while I waited out his reaction. I got up to New York a few times each year, usually to visit my best friend, Jonathan. The following week, I was flying up to meet my agent. Like I said, I hadn’t thought things through, but I supposed I could stretch out my trip to show Duke around the city.

      “We gonna pass a good time.” Duke screeched. “New York City. We gonna see the Statue of Liberty? Times Square? Yankee Stadium?”

      “They’re all there. We can see whatever you want.”

      He leaned against me drunkenly. “You jus’ say what day what time we leavin’ for the airport, an’ I be there.” Then, he shouted, “I goin’ to New York City with my brother.” He finished off his beer and offered to get me another. I told him I was only halfway through mine. He swayed over to the picnic table to grab his next. I was pretty sure he was going to share the good news with Earl and his friends.

      That gave me a moment to take a look around. Preston was having a beer with his cousins and talking about this or that. Over on the other side of the lawn, I saw people I should say hello to, including Martha Teasdale, who was a big donor to my daddy’s campaign and James Druville, who was the head of the Louisiana Democrats. Not to mention, I wouldn’t have minded checking out Ryan Philippe at close range. Besides being easy on the eyes, he’d been the first actor to play a gay teenager on a network soap opera. I was thinking about a nice way to tell Duke I had to make my rounds, but then I spotted my sister Dolly a few yards off and she saw me. I stepped over to get that greeting out of the way.

      Dolly was one year younger than Duke, and our relationship was pricklier than a sack of porcupines. She’d had a hard life, taking off from her foster home after she got pregnant and running around with a series of bad luck boyfriends in addition to being involved in prostitution for a while. She had her dyed blond hair done up with lots of hairspray and her makeup lacquered on. She favored outfits at least one size too small, and for the party, she’d put on a camisole that showed a lot of midriff, a short jean skirt, and cheap high-heeled ankle boots. I gave her a friendly smile and stopped short of giving her a hug. She had a moody look on her face.

      “How do you do, Dolly?”

      She watched me guardedly. “How you do?”

      “I’m doing well. You bring Dinah along?”

      She lit up a cigarette with a pink, disposable lighter. “Mm-hmm.”

      Beyond her, I caught a glimpse of her eleven-year-old daughter, Dinah, sitting off by herself, looking sulky. Then some fellow came over with a pair of beers and handed one to my sister. He was another country boy with overgrown dirty blond hair and a denim vest and jeans. He put his hand on Dolly’s waist.

      “This my boyfriend, Travis,” Dolly said, with her typical I-could-do-better attitude.

      I shook his hand. His eyes were squinty like he was high on marijuana, but I already liked him better than Dolly’s previous boyfriends. Her last one had been twice her age, and he was in a white supremacist motorcycle gang and was presently serving time for conspiracy to murder. Travis couldn’t have been much older than Dolly, and he looked like he moved too slow to get into big trouble.

      “How you all enjoying the party?” I asked.

      Travis snickered goofily. “It real good.”

      Dolly shrugged.

      “Duke said Gus isn’t feeling well,” I said to her.

      She shrugged again, and then she cuddled with her boyfriend in a way that made me uncomfortable, and I think it made Travis uncomfortable too. Gus had also missed my Labor Day party on account of not feeling well. I was wondering if I should be concerned. It wasn’t looking like I was going to get any answers out of my sister.

      “My brother grew up here,” she told Travis. “He always had it on Easy Street. He the fancy one.”

      That had only been since I was fifteen, practically sixteen. I’d grown up in the same run-down house in the same broke-ass neighborhood as her. I let it pass. My sister could’ve been in the Guinness Book of World Records for having a chip on her shoulder. The way she said “fancy” was meant to get under my skin, alluding to the fact that I was gay, which was something she still considered good material for making a joke.

      I looked at her real earnestly. “I’m glad you came for Chase’s birthday.” I glanced at Travis. “Both of you.”

      Travis peeked at me and smiled. “T’anks, podnah. You gangsta.” He snort-laughed. “I ain’t seen nothing like dis before.”

      Dolly took a long swill of her beer and crushed the can in her hand. She turned to Travis. “You gonna bring out the good stuff? I’m tired of this piss-warm beer.”

      Travis skulked off dutifully to wherever they were keeping their stash of liquor. I looked over at Dinah again. She hadn’t moved from her spot on the lawn all by her lonesome. I was thinking it would be nice to bring her over to see Chase. She’d always been real shy around people, but she loved her little cousin.

      “What you think, Arizona?” Dolly said. “Travis more the type of man I should be with?”

      I’d sworn off taking the bait from my sister a long time ago. I kept my facial expression even and didn’t say a word.

      “He got a job. Over at the boat launch at Lake Palourde. He gettin’ his own trailer and say me and Dinah can move in with him.”

      “That sounds real nice, Dolly. I’m happy for you.”

      She clucked. “You happy for me?”

      I could tell she was a little drunk. That made things complicated. If I ignored her snotty questions, it might set her off worse than if I answered.

      “He seems like a nice guy,” I told her. “How’s he get along with Dinah?”

      She rolled her eyes. “He ain’t trying to fuck her, if that’s what you’re asking. Why, he barely fucks me.”

      I swallowed some beer.

      “How you do with Preston? You been together a long time now. He still fuck you the way you like?”

      I managed to bring out a chuckle. “Dolly, you always made it hard for a good man to keep up with you. But don’t forget, if you sell it too hard, they might be disappointed by the time the check clears.”

      It took her a moment to parse that out. In the meantime, I hit on an idea.

      “Dinah been over to see the zoo? How ‘bout I take her over there?”

      “She fine.”

      “It’s no trouble. I’ll just take her over for a little while so you and Travis can spend some time together.”

      “I said, she fine.”

      The acid in her voice got me edgy. “It’s a party, Dolly. With all kinds of things for kids to do. And Dinah hasn't been over to say hi to Chase.”

      “I’m her mama. And I say, she stay right here. You take care of your own fancy kid.”

      I snorted. “What’s the harm? You gonna keep her off by herself all day?”

      “Maybe I will. And you can’t do a damn thing about it, can you?”

      I drew a breath and did an old trick of counting to ten.

      “Nice to see you, Dolly. Thanks again for coming to Chase’s birthday party.”

      She studied me, and I looked straight back into her eyes. I wanted to make clear I wasn’t putting up with her antics. She had mean ideas brewing in her head. I could read her face. But then she broke eye contact and came back to me looking clever.

      “Go on and take Dinah ‘round the party if you want. You can do one better and take her for the night.” She glanced back at her boyfriend who was with a group of people around his age. I supposed they were friends my sister had brought along. “We got a party to go to over in Franklin. It gonna be a late night.”

      I had feelings about that, but I gave her a nod and went over to cheer up Dinah. She stood for a hug, and she was plenty happy to come along to see the carnival.
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      WE HAD TO drag the two kids from the car into the house later that night. They’d done so much running around, playing games, hopping on rides, and eating so much cake, they were both little sandbags. Preston brought Chase to bed, and I got Dinah settled in the guest room upstairs where she slept when she stayed over. I kissed her goodnight on the forehead, left a night-light on, and closed the door. Then I went to see what Press was up to.

      I felt like I’d run a marathon. Five years ago, I’d had no idea raising a child could be so exhausting. At times, it felt like too much. I was twenty-eight and still had lots of things I wanted for my future. But that night, my heart was warm, knowing Chase and Dinah had had the time of their lives.

      Chase didn’t have a mama to help out. He came to be early New Year’s Day, 1991, when his mama Fiona Linklater and I were blitzed and ended up sleeping together. That was the first and last time I slept with a woman. I hadn’t been proud of it at the time. Fiona and I were good friends, but she wanted something more than I could give her, and meanwhile, I’d cheated on Preston. I’m ashamed to admit I wanted Fiona to terminate her pregnancy, though I can say now it was a blessing from heaven Chase had come into my life. I know Preston felt the same way.

      Fiona died in a boating accident when Chase was two months old. She was out in her daddy’s yacht with her daddy, mama, brother, two aunts, and three cousins, and they all drowned in the Gulf of Mexico when a fast moving storm capsized the boat. That’s how I got custody of Chase, though with Louisiana being Louisiana, it came with strings. Fiona’s closest kin, her grandfather Robert Gastineau, wasn’t keen on Chase being raised by an avowed homosexual, but as he was seventy-six years old and living in a retirement community in Florida, he also wasn’t keen on raising Chase himself. Our lawyers struck an agreement in family court. Robert was Chase’s permanent guardian, but I got physical custody of my son so long as we stayed in Louisiana, and Robert could take Chase for ten-day visits every other Christmas.

      Chase didn’t know anything about his mama. I was planning to explain it to him when he got a little older. Probably sooner than later now that he was in school with kids who had mamas. Chase was doing just fine with two daddies, and between our families, he was getting more love and care than most kids get. But being raised by two men wasn’t something very common in Louisiana, which is a nice way of saying we got fan mail from neighbors who were praying for our tortured souls. That was one of the reasons I was looking forward to the day when we could move up north.

      Preston wasn’t in our bedroom or the upstairs bathroom. I threw off my jacket, loosened my tie and shirt and stepped downstairs. On the first floor, we had an open-plan living space with exposed wood walls, an island counter separating the kitchen, a sunken living room, and a dining area. Sliding glass doors led to the back porch, and I found Preston out there, sitting in the glider loveseat, smoking a cigarette and sipping a bottle of Bud.

      He didn’t look up at me. I guess he was worn out too. I fetched a bottle of beer from the kitchen and joined him on the glider. That cigarette he was smoking looked pretty good, but I’d been trying to kick the habit and hoping Preston would too.

      “I feel like I been run over by a bulldozer,” I told him. “How you doing?”

      “Tired.”

      I reached over and massaged his shoulder. “The kids had a real good time.”

      Preston said nothing.

      “We got eggs? I was thinking I’ll make a nice breakfast for Dinah in the morning.” I took a slug of beer. “What you think? Pancakes and eggs? Waffles?”

      He drew on his cigarette. “Whatever you wanna make.”

      The two of us hadn’t had much of a conversation in a while, even though we went to bed together each night. Fooled around on Saturday nights, usually, and alternated making dinner, which mainly focused on what we could get Chase to eat. I had my work in my daddy’s office, and most nights, after putting Chase to bed, I stayed up late writing on my Mac. Press had his repair shop to look after. We both had our routines. I’d tried to keep the romance going in our relationship, and I didn’t like thinking about it, but we’d been drifting apart. Raising a son took a lot of time and energy. I had my own needs, but that always came second to what Chase needed and whatever mood Preston was in. I missed how Press and me used to make love every night and talk in bed for hours when we first moved in together. We’d known each other since we were twelve years old, been off and on as boyfriends through high school and college, and finally settled down permanently about a year before Chase was born.

      “My sister’s a piece of work,” I told him. “I don’t know what she planned to do with Dinah. She went off to some party with that new boyfriend of hers, Travis. Probably would’ve dragged Dinah along while everyone was drinking and smoking.” I cocked a glance at Press. I thought he’d have something to say about that, but his face was blank. He just lifted his beer to take another swig. “I’m concerned.”

      Preston said nothing.

      “She’s a good girl, Dinah is. But I think she’s lonely a lot of the time, and Dolly, well, she’s never known how to do much else than look out for herself.” I grinned, remembering something. “Dinah asked if she could live with Chase. I know it’s a minefield with Dolly, but I was thinking we could have her over more often. Just weekends and things like that. What do you think?”

      Preston snorted. “Why wouldn’t she want to live with Chase? He get everything he want. Don’t even have to ask.”

      I watched him while he took his last drag, stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray, and eased away from me.

      “How do you mean?”

      Preston rolled his eyes. “How I mean? I think you know how I mean.”

      I turned to him, waiting for an explanation. Preston had a real sour look on his face. “I sure don’t. So, you gonna say?”

      “How long you and your daddy been planning that party?”

      I sat up a bit. “I didn’t plan that party at all. I told you, I said to my daddy, Chase doesn't need a big production. Just the family and a few games for the kids.”

      He grinned mirthlessly. “A few games for the kids? He put on a bigger show than Disneyland.”

      He had me feeling defensive. “I can’t control what my daddy does. And you’ve always known how he is. He just wants to make Chase happy.”

      “Ain’t no five-year-old need a party like that.”

      I swiped my face. “Maybe. But how’s it hurting?”

      Preston sucked his teeth. “He spoiled rotten. That’s how it’s hurtin’.”

      “It’s his birthday, Press. Only happens once a year.” I took a draw of my beer, hoping we weren’t headed into an argument. “Now I can see I got myself into hot water, so why don’t you go ahead and tell me what I did wrong. I told you, I didn’t have anything to do with planning that party.”

      “Sometimes I feel it’s you and your daddy raising Chase, and I ain’t part of the picture.”

      “Press, c’mon. It was just a party.” I placed my hand on his, and he pulled his away. I didn’t like that. Lately, every time I tried to show him affection, he shirked me off. I turned to him. “You’re Chase’s daddy, same as me. If you want to talk about how we’re raising him, we can have that conversation.”

      “We had that conversation. Many times, and you know it.” He stood and lit another cigarette. “How you think my parents felt at that party? After they had us over to celebrate his birthday the day before?”

      “It’s not a competition.”

      “It is for your daddy.”

      The night before, we’d gone to a barbecue at the Montclairs. Now I knew the point he was trying to make. There were big differences in terms of what our families could afford. But I always made sure Chase thanked Preston’s parents when they had him over, and I was always gracious myself. My daddy went overboard with Chase, and it bugged me sometimes, but I didn’t think he ever meant to show up Preston’s family. He couldn’t help himself from giving his grandson the world. Meanwhile, since Press brought it up, I mentioned something else that had been itching at me about that barbecue.

      “At least my daddy doesn't mind inviting people when we come over.”

      “What you talking ‘bout?”

      “How many birthday parties we been to for your little cousins and nephews and nieces? Seems to me they never forget to invite your family and every neighbor around the block. But with Chase, we’re lucky if your père sticks around longer than fifteen minutes before he says he’s got a game to watch in the den, and somehow it was always late notice for your brother Harry and all your aunts and cousins.”

      Preston glared at me, pained. I hadn’t seen that in a long time. Then he hid his face. I tried to clean things up.

      “What I’m saying is, well, I know your folks come a long way in accepting the two of us. But they still got a long way to go. Chase is going to pick up on that. He shouldn’t grow up feeling ashamed of who his parents are.”

      “Arizona, you so full of shit, your eyes are brown. Your daddy don’t even acknowledge you’re his son.” He snorted. “Let alone I’m raising Chase with you.”

      I was getting charged and stood up from my seat. “That’s not true.”

      “He still introduces you as his grandson. And as for me, he couldn’t be bothered to introduce me at all.”

      What he was getting at is my daddy preferred to call me his grandson as he was married to my grandmother. She had a daughter, my mama, before they got together, and that was something my daddy kept on the QT for the sake of his political career.

      “Now I’m not saying he’s perfect, but it’s like I always say, we’ve got a bigger problem we’re up against. We’re raising a child in the most small-minded place in the country. That’s facts, pure and simple.”

      “You know what would be nice?” Preston said. “If just once you took my side the way you take Gaston Bondurant’s.”

      “I take your side all the time.” I watched Preston simmering. “Press, we planned Chase’s birthday together. It was your idea to get him that Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots set. And we had his birthday cake you baked right here at the house.”

      “And what do you think he’s gonna remember about his fifth birthday? Them Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots or the amusement park your daddy put on for him?”

      It seemed to me Chase was going to have good memories all around, but I could see Preston was distressed. Still didn’t seem right that I was the cause of it. I’d been trying a lot harder than him to communicate and make time for our relationship.

      “I just don’t know why I got to explain myself all the time,” he said.

      I was feeling the same way. I stepped over and rubbed his shoulder.

      “Not now.” He turned his back to me and drifted farther down the porch.

      My heart cleaved. I picked up my beer bottle and went into the house.
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      MY LIFE HAD never been a smooth ride. I reckon it’s not that way for most people, but for me, the good times never rolled for long before trouble came into the picture, and I’m not talking about the little things like having a bad day at work or waking up in the morning to find your car won’t start. The mama who raised me died when I was twelve years old. I lost my grandparents three years after that and my little brother Douglas right after I graduated college. I’m not looking for anybody’s pity. I’m just trying to explain what you’d call my psyche as a twenty-eight-year old man who’d had the rug pulled out from under his feet a fair number of times just when he thought he was getting ahead.

      That night, when I climbed into bed by myself, I reflected on a lot of things. Like maybe Preston turning away from me was a long time coming. I’d made a son who’d brought me happiness I never knew existed in the world. The past five years had pushed me physically, emotionally, and mentally, but all in all, the good times outnumbered the bad. I had what you’d call a good foundation, so when Chase got a little older, I could work in earnest on my career. So, as I lay in bed, it occurred to me I shouldn’t have expected any different than the world to toss me sideways and say, Arizona, you’re not getting by so easy.

      I hurt real bad. Of all the people in my life, I could always count on Preston. We’d been sweethearts all the way back to seventh grade, and we’d had break-ups and times we just couldn’t be together, but we always found our way back to each other. When Chase came along, Press had been the one who convinced me we should raise him as a couple. He’d given me the belief I could be a good father, and from the moment we brought Chase home, that boy belonged to both of us.

      I felt like everything was changing, and I didn’t know anything no more. Maybe Preston and I were too different, and we’d been fooling ourselves thinking we could settle down together as a family. He came from country folk and would always be proud of that. I’d never meant to make Preston feel small. I thought we’d worked through that issue, but he was reminding me now our class differences still bothered him. I could look at things intellectually and understand his point of view, but deeper down, I was plain bleeding over the fact he couldn’t just love me and see I was the same person I’d always been. Why’d it always feel like we were enemies when we both wanted the same thing? Weren’t we on the same side?

      I didn’t get much sleep that night, and when I shook awake from an hour or so of nodding off, it was quarter to seven in the morning and Preston hadn’t come to bed. I grabbed a quick shower and started getting ready for the day. Chase was an early riser, and I suppose, out of spite, I wanted to be the first one to get to him that morning.

      I also had to get busy if I was going to make that special breakfast for Dinah. So, though I was running on fumes, I sped Chase through a bath and got him looking slick in a checkered shirt and tie and his school blazer. I woke Dinah up and found a jersey dress our cleaning lady had laundered from the last time Dinah stayed over. Then I brought the two kids downstairs and set them up in the living room. I gave Dinah Chase’s Nintendo Game Boy, which my daddy bought him even though he was too young to really use it. I unpacked the Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots game Preston was stuck on, and got Chase interested in that. Then, I hustled over to the kitchen to put pancakes, eggs and bacon together. I even mashed up bananas for the batter, found powdered sugar in the cabinet to sift on top, and made hot cocoa from scratch.

      About a half hour later, I had a breakfast fit for a king set up on the counter, and I called the kids over to chow down. I had to keep an eye on time. I was having lunch with Daddy in NOLA, and I had to get Chase to school, drive Dinah home, say hi to Duke and Gus, and make it over to Ralph’s on the Park by twelve thirty. I gave Dinah the best pancakes in the batch. Call me a rotten father, but my niece needed the extra love. She didn’t have a daddy, and her mama hadn’t been around her first five years. Since then, Dolly blew in and out of her life, and I guess that tugged at my own childhood heartbreaks.

      Just as I sat down to get a forkful of pancakes into my mouth, Preston came out of the guest bedroom on the first floor. He was wearing his sleeping shirt and pajama bottoms and looked washed out.

      Chase and Dinah climbed down from their seats and sandwiched him with hugs. I glanced away while he fussed with them. I suppose I could’ve made him a cup of coffee, but I didn’t.

      “What y’all got going on here?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer. The kids pulled him over to the island counter.

      “Looks real good. Suppose I could get a plate?”

      I shrugged. “I guess if you’re quick about it. Don’t you have to get to work?”

      “I got LeRoy opening the shop on Mondays. I try to make it in by nine o’clock, but I got time.” He squinted at me. “Ain’t Dinah got school today?”

      I jolted. I’d completely forgotten that Dinah had school. Over at Franklin Elementary, almost an hour away. I didn’t even know when her school started, but by the time she cleaned up, we weren’t making it there any earlier than nine thirty. Naturally, Dolly hadn’t mentioned anything, nor did she offer to pick up her daughter. She probably didn’t care whether or not Dinah made it to school.

      “Go on. I’ll clean up,” Preston told me.

      He seemed to be making nice. Then Dinah darted over and clung to me. “Can I spend the day with Chase, Uncle Arizona?”

      I gave her a firm look. “Your cousin Chase has school too. And you need to mind your education, young lady.”

      That girl changed on a dime, the way I’d seen her mama do. She stomped into the living room and tucked herself into one of the sofa pillows, sobbing. I hadn’t budgeted in a temper tantrum in that morning’s schedule. The wall clock read 8:35. I needed to get on the road soon if Chase was going to make it to kindergarten by nine. He hadn’t been late one day since he’d started in September. With all the funny looks I got, I’d been determined to make sure that school had nothing to say about my parenting.

      Preston and I exchanged a glance, and then he went over to talk to Dinah. We’d always been good at crisis management regardless of how well we were getting along. I took Chase upstairs to wash his hands and get his school backpack, and when we came back down, Preston had Dinah sitting up, though she was still real sniffly.

      “Dinah gonna take the day off,” he said. “Spend some time with her grandpa.” He looked at Dinah. “But she’s coming over Friday, after school, for pizza and a sleepover.” He glanced up at me. “You just have to talk to her mama to make sure she okay wit’ it.”

      That sounded like a fine plan to me, and far better than trying to get her through the door to her school while she was having some kind of emotional issue. Dinah came along, and I got the kids buckled up in my red convertible Beamer. We tore off to drop Chase at school and get Dinah back home in Franklin.
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      I TRIED TO get Dinah talking when we were on the road, but she was crumpled into herself in the passenger seat and barely giving me yes or no answers. After my bachelor’s degree, I’d gotten my teacher’s certification and taught in public schools for a couple of years. I knew a few things about child development. Dinah was fine intellectually, but she had emotional problems. An eleven-year-old girl shouldn’t be throwing a fit about going to school and wanting to spend all her time with a five-year-old. She also shouldn’t have a mama who runs off to party with her latest boyfriend all the time. I wished I knew how to help her. She got me real worried sometimes.

      We made it over to her house a little before ten o’clock, and I walked her to the front door. Gus’s pickup was in the carport, but his boxy, little single-storey home was still. When no one answered the door, I pushed inside. Stale cigarette smoke hung in the air. I called out and after some time, I heard rustling and Duke came out from his room to the front of the house in a dingy T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. He looked good and hungover.

      “How d’you do? I didn’t know you was bringing her back so early.”

      He gave me a hug, and I kept it brief. He didn’t smell so good. Like he’d been stewing in alcohol for a while.

      “Dolly around?”

      He scratched his belly and yawned. “I don’t think so.” He grinned at me. “That was one good party last night. You shoulda come. After, Earl and them came back here an’ we hung out by the firepit till four o’clock in the morning.”

      I could smell the beer and noticed beer cans strewn on the living room coffee table.  Meanwhile, Dinah threw herself down on the couch, which didn’t look too clean.

      “Gus around? Dinah didn’t want to go to school.” I rubbed my nose. “Somebody gotta look after her.”

      “Oh. We look after her,” Duke said. “You wanna coffee?”

      “I don’t have a lot of time. I gotta drive over to NOLA.” I cocked a glance at him. “You say Gus around?”

      “Should be. I surprised he not up an’ about.”

      I was too. It was ten o’clock in the morning, and Gus had always been an early riser, at least since he’d found Jesus and cleaned up. For the past five years, he’d been looking after Dinah more than my trainwreck of a sister. It had taken me a while to admit, but Gus was the one holding that whole house together.

      I didn’t wait for Duke to investigate. I went straight to Gus’s bedroom door, which was just around the corner. I knocked real loud. I didn’t hear a sound for a count of ten, and I waited for another count of five, and then I pushed in while Duke looked over my shoulder.

      Gus was sitting on his bed in his pajama bottoms, finishing buttoning up a shirt. I knew straightaway something was wrong. He looked real tired and kind of dazed. My first thought was the bastard had fallen off the wagon, and maybe that was why Duke and Dolly had been acting squirrely lately. Gus had been a world-class drunk throughout our formative years.

      As I stood there, a more frightening picture came together. He’d lost weight he didn’t have to lose, and his complexion was like dirty washwater. He had one of them oxygen tanks at his bedside, and on his nightstand, I saw three tall, brown bottles from the drug store, along with an ashtray half-filled with cigarette butts. I’d had an intuition about what was going on, but seeing it with my own eyes had me shocked speechless. Duke drifted away from the room.

      “How d’you do, Arizona?” Gus said.

      His voice was gravelly, but he had a smile on his face. Meanwhile, I felt like I’d barged in on him coming out of the shower. Subjected both him and Duke to that indignity too. I stepped into the room and carefully shut the door behind me. Then I sat down on the bed next to him, pointing my gaze in every direction but his.

      I felt his cold hand pat the back of my neck.
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