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This is a work of fiction that touches on self-harm, disordered eating, and addiction. If you’re dealing with mental health struggles or body dysmorphia, then this novel could be taxing for you. So please be kind to yourself. And go at your own pace. There’s no wrong way to be, and the only right way is the way that you are. Care and slowness are two gifts that we deserve, boundless pools we can offer ourselves and those we hold dear.

Thanks for reading. Really.





This is, then, a light tale that becomes heavy.

ALEJANDRO ZAMBRA, BONSAI

Here’s a diazepam

We can each take half of

Or we can roll one up

However the night flows

“BAD MODE,” UTADA HIKARU

Flowers return with the seasons.

If only we could, too.

LUCKY CHAN-SIL





Family Meal





Cam

Most guys start pairing off around one, but TJ just sits there sipping his water. Everyone else slinks away from the bar in twos and threes. They’re fucked up and bobbing down Fairview, toward somebody’s ex-boyfriend’s best friend’s apartment. Or the bathhouse in midtown. Or even just out to the bar’s patio, under our awning, where mosquitoes crash-land into streetlamps until like six in the morning. But tonight, even after we’ve turned down the music and undimmed the lights and wiped down the counters, TJ doesn’t budge. It’s like the motherfucker doesn’t even recognize me.

For a moment, he’s a blank canvas.

A face entirely devoid of our history.

But he wears this grin I’ve never seen before. His hair tufts out from under his cap, grazing the back of his neck. And he’s always been shorter than me, but his cheeks have grown softer, still full of the baby fat that never went away.

I’m an idiot, but I know this is truly a rare thing: to see someone you’ve known intimately without them seeing you.

It creates an infinitude of possibility.

But then TJ blinks and looks right at me.

Fuck, he says.

Fuck yourself, I say.

Fuck, says TJ. Fuck.

You said that, I say. Wanna drink something stronger?

TJ touches the bottom of his face. Fiddles with his hair. Looks down at his glass.

He says, I didn’t even know you were back in Houston.

Alas, I say.

You didn’t think to tell me?

It’s not a big deal.

Right, says TJ. Sure.

The speakers above us blast a gauzy stream of pop chords, remixed beyond comprehension. Dolly and Jennifer and Whitney. They’re everyone’s cue to pack up for the night. But guys still lean on the bar top in various states of disarray—a gay bar’s weekend cast varies wildly and hourly, from the Mexican otters draped in leather, to the packs of white queers clapping off beat, to the Asian bears lathered in Gucci, to the Black twinks nodding along with the bass by the pool table.

As the crowd finally thins out, TJ grabs his cap, running a hand through his hair. He groans.

Feel free to hit the dance floor, I say.

You know I don’t do that shit, says TJ.

Then you really haven’t changed. But I’ll be done in a minute, if you want to stick around.

Fine, says TJ.

Good, I say, and then I’m back at my job, closing out the register and restocking the Bacardí and turning my back on him once again.

I hadn’t heard from TJ in years.

We hadn’t actually seen each other in over a decade.

Growing up, his house stood next door to mine. My folks were rarely around, so TJ’s kept an eye on me. I ate at his dinner table beside Jin and Mae. Borrowed his sweaters. Slept beside him in his bed with his breath on my face. When my parents died—in a car accident, clipped by a drunk merging onto I-45, I’d just turned fifteen, cue cellos—his family took me into their lives, gave me time and space and belonging, and for the rest of my life whenever I heard the word home their faces beamed to mind like fucking holograms.

Not that it matters now. Didn’t change shit for me in the end.

Before I start mopping, Minh and Fern wave me off. When I ask what their deal is, Fern says it’s rude to keep suitors waiting.

He seems pretty into you, says Minh.

He isn’t, I say.

And he’s not your usual type, says Fern. I’ve never seen you go for cubs.

I’m constantly evolving, I say, but we’re not fucking.

Spoken like an actual whore, says Minh.

Fern owns the bar. Minh’s his only other employee. After I flick them off, I step outside and it’s started to drizzle. And TJ’s still standing by the curb, sucking on a vape pen as he taps at his phone, blowing a plume of pot into the air once he spots me. The rain pokes holes through his cloud.

You’ve lost weight, says TJ.

And you’ve gained it, I say.

Nice.

It’s no shade. You finally look like a baker.

But it’s different. You’re—

That’s what you want to talk about?

It was an observation, says TJ. I have eyes.

Did you park nearby, I ask.

Nah.

Then I’ll walk you to your car like a gentleman.

Ha, says TJ, and we drift along the sidewalk, ducking into the neighborhood under stacks of drooping fronds.

. . .

The middle of Montrose is busted concrete and monstrous greenery and bundled town houses. Scattered laughter bubbles along the roads snaking beside us, even at this time of night. Bottles break and engines snarl. But TJ’s pace is steady, so I ease mine, too. Sometimes he glances my way, but nothing comes out of his mouth.

Deeply stimulating conversation, I say.

I don’t think you get to be like that with me, says TJ.

Is that right? After all these years?

It’s not like I planned on running into you tonight, says TJ. This isn’t a date.

So you’re actually dating now, I say, instead of fucking straight boys?

Shut up, says TJ. How long have you been in Houston? And don’t lie.

Relax, I say. Just a few months.

What’s a few?

A few since Kai died.

Oh, says TJ.

He stops in the center of a driveway. A gaggle of queens searching for their Lyft walks around us, whistling at nothing in particular.

Shit, says TJ. Sorry.

Nothing for you to be sorry about, I say.

No, says TJ. Not about that. Or not completely. But I never got to talk to you, after what happened.

After, I say.

After, says TJ. You know.

He keeps his eyes on the concrete. One of his hands forms a fist.

The reaction’s totally human. But it still isn’t good enough for me.

So I walk up to TJ, standing closer.

You didn’t kill him, I say.

I know, but—

No buts. Don’t be a fucking downer.

TJ doesn’t say anything. He takes another hit of the pen. And he extends it to me, dangling the battery from his fingers, so I take that off his hands and huff a hit of his weed, too.

We walk a few more blocks, hopscotching across Hopkins’s sidewalks, toward Whitney and Morgan and the gays honking in Mini Coopers behind us. We pass a pair of Vietnamese guys steadying each other by the shoulders, torn up from their night out, taking care not to step on any cracks. We pass a huddle of drunk bros holding court on a taquería’s corner, swinging their phones and laughing way too loudly. When one of them asks if we’re looking to party, I feel TJ tense up, so I tell them we’re good, maybe next time, and add a little extra bass in my voice.

But the guys just wave us off. TJ and I duck under another set of branches. And then we’re alone on the road, again, beyond the neighborhood’s gravity of queer bars, where it’s as silent as any other white-bread Texas suburb.

Hey, I say. Does showing up at the bar mean you’re finally out?

I was always out, says TJ.

Right, I say. But are you—

My car’s here, says TJ, nodding at a tiny Hyundai parked by the intersection.

He leans against the door while I fiddle with my pockets. It makes no fucking sense that I’m nervous. But when TJ asks if I need a ride back to my place, I decline, pointing toward the neighborhood.

I’m local, I say.

Of course you are, says TJ.

Staying with a friend. Another friend.

One that knew you were in this fucking city.

TJ speaks plainly, like he’s describing the weather.

What the fuck would you have done if I’d told you, I say.

I guess we’ll never know, says TJ.

He makes a funny face then. Another one I’ve never seen before. Something like a smirk.

So I think about what I’m going to say, and I open my mouth to launch it—but then I change my mind.

Because TJ’s earned at least this much.

Instead, I reach for his pen, pulling another hit. I blow that back in his face. When TJ waves it away, I blow another.

Listen, he says. Seriously. You’re really okay?

It’s a short walk, I say.

No. I mean, are you all right?

I twirl TJ’s pen a few times. He really does look like he means it.

Come back to the bar and see me, I say. I’ll be around.

TJ gives me a long look, pursing his lips. Then he reaches into his car, snatching something, pushing it against my chest.

It’s a paper bag filled with pastries. Chicken turnovers. They’re flaky in my hands, warm to the touch, and the smell sends a chill up my neck—entirely too familiar.

Are you the fucking candy man, I say.

Try them, says TJ.

How do I know they aren’t laced?

Because I’d have poisoned you years ago.

So I take a bite of the pastry.

It’s just as delicious as I remember.

And when TJ sees my face, he nods.

Then he steps into his car without glancing my way, and I watch him drive off, and I wait for him to wave or throw a peace sign or whatever the fuck but he doesn’t. TJ turns the corner and he’s gone.

So I take another bite of the turnover, tasting the food, rolling it around my mouth.

Then I spit it out.

It’s only another block before I find a trash can to dump the rest.

. . .

A few streets later, my phone pings from one of the apps. The message’s sender drops his location. This park’s tucked a couple of blocks away. But the guy doesn’t send a photo of his face, just his dick, and I’m not entirely sure who I’m supposed to be looking for.

Cruising’s a nightmare this way. You always risk running into some fucking homophobe. Or bored frat kids looking to blow off steam with a baseball bat. Or a drunk married dick with twelve kids and a lovely, clueless wife. But eventually, I spot a dude sitting on this bench beside a playground, and I recognize him immediately: it’s one of the bros we passed at the taquería.

He looks shook at the sight of me. Late thirties, early forties. When I’m close enough, this guy sticks out his hand for a shake, and when I tell him to calm the fuck down, he apologizes, blushing.

I wonder how drunk he is.

Or what it took for him to work up to this point.

But I let him bend me over anyway.

He fucks me on the bench. Our motions feel routine, like they’re untapped muscle memory—and it reminds me of something Kai liked to say, about how the steps may be the same, but we each have our own particular rhythm, and this was just another one of his nonsense manifestos but I still haven’t forgotten it—and that’s what comes to mind as this stranger stuffs one hand in my shirt while his other one plays with my ass, searching for an angle.

But it isn’t long before we start to stall.

I reach for the guy’s dick, guiding him, and he grabs my wrist.

Wait, he says. Do you have a condom?

No, I say. You’re fine.

Really?

Go for it.

You’re sure?

Are you a fucking doctor?

And I’m thinking that this guy will ask a fiftieth time but he doesn’t. He enters me slowly. Starts pumping his hips tentatively. And then quickly. I steady myself on the wood, buckling from our momentum, thinking of how I’ll probably find someone else to fuck after this, until, all of a sudden, I hear Kai’s voice, clear as day, and I’m pushing his face from my mind while the guy behind me grunts under his breath—and when he comes, our bodies jolt, and I almost start to laugh because it’s fucking hilarious and nothing short of astounding that I thought the world could ever be anything but what it is or that I’d ever truly find myself outside of its whims.



A while back, Kai asked about TJ. We lived in LA. I still had my bank gig. Kai worked as a translator, and he still looked at me in a bewildered way, like he couldn’t believe our luck, as if the fact of our finding each other was such a fucking miracle. He liked hanging out in the park a few blocks from his apartment in Silver Lake, despite the tents and the drunks and the sugar babies snapping photos under the roses, and a few years into our situation this was a thing that hadn’t changed.

So I started joining him.

Not always. But occasionally.

On the way over, Kai grabbed lemonades from this tiny Japanese convenience store. The owners knew his name. They’d talk about Kansai, which is where Kai flew every few months for work, and also the food and the cherry blossoms and whatever the fuck else and the sight never failed to confuse everyone in line: a lumpy Black dude chatting with these hundred-year-old Asians about the way that snow falls halfway across the world. I didn’t get it either.

But then we’d split from the shop, sprawling across the park’s grass, shutting our eyes to the tune of toddlers and traffic. Kai liked saying that you’d never find this in Louisiana, where he’d grown up, as if I didn’t already fucking know that.

Houston’s the same, I said. You get your concrete and your brown and that’s it.

You’re exaggerating, said Kai.

I wouldn’t be paying a brick to live here otherwise.

What about that one friend back home?

Who?

The only one you’ve ever mentioned, said Kai.

He reached into the plastic bag between us, flicking a cherry tomato at my face. I caught it with my mouth. Some Black women in shades formed a yoga circle beside us, working their bodies into the lotus position. Every few minutes, their group burst into laughter, sending ripples through the park.

There’s nothing to tell, I said. TJ and I grew up together. His folks owned a bakery. I worked there until college, and then I left, and TJ got weird. His dad died a few years later. You know most of this already.

But you could be more generous, said Kai.

Maybe, I said. But that’s life. I grew up with his old man, too. I didn’t freak out when he passed.

Kai’s eyes flickered. The women beside us raised their arms, working their way up toward the warrior pose.

Thank you, I said.

For what, said Kai.

For not saying that he wasn’t really family.

Now you’re being silly, said Kai. What’s TJ doing now?

Nothing, I said. Stuck at the bakery. Dating closet cases.

Hey, said Kai, sitting up. There’s no clock for coming out. No one way to be queer.

Word. But it’s different.

How?

Kai bit another mouthful of sandwich. The women beside us released their stances, exhaling and settling back onto their mats. And I thought about Kai’s question, but I couldn’t come up with an answer.

Or whatever answer for TJ’s situation I conjured felt like it’d take too fucking long to explain.

So Kai flicked another tomato. This one hit me in the eye.

Fucker, I said.

You’re spacing out, said Kai.

I’m thinking.

That’s cute. Did you and TJ ever fool around?

Please.

It’d be natural! You were teens!

While Kai laughed, I slipped a finger in the hip of his boxers. He pushed at my chest with his palm. It was enough for a few of our neighbors to stare, blinking before they turned back to their huddle.

Anyways, I said. We fell out of touch. The end.

But you loved him, said Kai.

Did I say that?

You didn’t have to, said Kai. It’s on your face.

Is that right?

Yeah, babe. That’s love.

And then Kai crossed his eyes, sticking his tongue out and shaking his head.



I meant to ask Kai what he’d seen in me.

What love looked like to him.

It was a stupid fucking question and I never got around to it.



And then, obviously, he died.



But sometimes I still talk to him.



Still don’t know how it happens.

Or why.



Sometimes there’s a warning.

Like I’ll get this fucking chill in my neck.

But, mostly, Kai just shows up.

I’ll be in the shower, or taking a piss, or just about to nod off, and then, poof. He’ll appear. Sitting cross-legged right in front of my fucking face.



The last time it happened was a few weeks back. I was in bed, alone, tapping at my phone. Looking for dick. And then, out of the fucking blue, I felt Kai on the mattress beside me.

We lay there in silence. With me breathing up all the air and him being dead and still.

And then Kai burped.

I said, Fuck.

That’s cute, said Kai. It’s been a while.

I didn’t ask Kai where he’d been.

Or what the fuck he was doing now.

Because he was there. As sure as I was.

But he was also gone.

And he’d been gone.

You’ve been busy, said Kai.

I was making moves, I said. Reorganizing my life.

You make it sound so easy.

It’s slower in Texas. You like slow things.

Liked, said Kai.

Yeah, I said, sorry.

You’re apologetic now, said Kai. Don’t start being decent on my account.

It’s not like you tried to change me.

Why would I? Romance with qualifications is just a crush.

But there’s less room for that kind of trouble here, I said.

Where the fuck is here?

Wherever you aren’t, I said.

You know that’s bullshit, said Kai. Trouble’s always around if you know where to look.

You weren’t looking for me, I said, and you found trouble.

We don’t always get it right, said Kai.

Then did you regret it, I thought, but I didn’t say the words, and Kai sneezed so loudly that I jolted.

He said, Things are different now. I’m the only one who gets to ask questions, okay?



And then he was gone again.

Just like that.

Like a little bitch.



Our bar’s called Harry’s and Minh spells that with an i. Fern inherited the property. He says the place was named after some innovative white man, who allegedly unified the neighborhood against other marginally more racist white men, but whenever Fern tells that story he starts laughing halfway through so I can never tell if he’s bullshitting or what.

The building sits on a shrubby curb of Montrose. It’s hidden under too many pine cones. Houston is shit for seasons, so the neighborhood stays inexplicably green year-round. The block itself was patchworked from a hodgepodge of estates, alongside a bunch of half-built condos, and evergreens, and the occasional upper-middle-class assemblage of curated flowers planted by homeowners who’d scarfed up property before the housing loophole closed. It’s beautiful garbage.

But the bar’s always in danger of closing. Fern bitches about this daily. Not that he needs to—the queer bookstore and the queer grocery store and the queer sex store and the lesbian tailors and the queer coffee shops just beyond our bubble are already gone. Their buildings got bulldozed. Or they were priced out. And now, between the construction fences, we’ve got signs advertising high-rises and boutique strip malls named after even more white men whose great-grandfathers probably owned slaves.

Sometimes they’re splattered with graffiti. But it’s only like a day before they’re wiped clean with fresh coats of paint.

Fern set me up with the bar gig. He’d known Kai in LA. They’d met at some fucking nerd convention, because Fern’s husband read this book Kai had translated and they’d all stayed in touch. Which was yet another pocket of Kai’s life that I hadn’t been privy to—but then Fern called me a few weeks after the funeral in Louisiana.

Which I hadn’t gone to.

But I wasn’t invited.

The job’s nothing fancy, said Fern, and the pay’s pretty shit. But you’ll be around people you won’t have to explain anything to.

I took the call on our balcony. I hadn’t really been going outside. Hadn’t really been getting dressed. In the mornings, I watched daylight hit the road from our bedroom window. In the evenings, I watched the sun set from our kitchen. Sometimes, around midnight, I’d slip out to Melrose for tacos, or I’d splurge on dim sum delivered from downtown, ordering enough stir-fried noodles and BBQ buns for six.

Sometimes I ate everything.

Although I mostly didn’t.

I don’t know, I told Fern. Houston’s far. And I don’t love Texas.

Didn’t you grow up around here, asked Fern.

How do you know that, I said, and I listened to Fern breathe on the phone, because I wanted to see if he’d dare to say Kai’s name but he didn’t.

Look, said Fern. There’s no pressure. It’s your choice. But a change of scenery might do you good. Even if it’s only for a little while.

I don’t think you know me well enough to say that.

I know you’ve lost someone. I know you’re grieving. And I know Los Angeles is probably the last place you want to be right now. Given, you know, all of it.

Doesn’t matter either way, I said. I wouldn’t even have a place to sleep.

You can stay with me.

What? Why the fuck are you doing this?

Don’t worry about that, said Fern.

Then he added: We loved Kai, too. He talked about you all the time.

I started to say, He never mentioned you—but I didn’t.

My toes bent into the tile instead.

TJ called, too.

Week after week. A few times every day.

I let his messages run straight to my voice mail until it was finally full. Never felt the need to listen.

But when TJ’s mother called, I answered.

We were silent on the phone until Mae said my name. She asked how I was doing, and if I was eating, and if I had money. She didn’t bring up Kai even once, but I couldn’t make myself hate her for it.

If you need anything, said Mae, you know where to find us.

Thanks, Mae.

Our home is still your home, too.

Thanks, Mae.

Whenever you need to come by, she said, there’s a place for you here.

I don’t think I can do that, I said.

There was a pause on the line. I could hear the words before she spoke them.

That’s all right, said Mae. As long as you know that you can change your mind.



The very next morning, I called Fern back.

I booked a flight that evening.

Made it a one-way ticket.



A few days later, TJ’s back at the bar. He fingers his phone, wincing in the same black hoodie. And if he sees me, he doesn’t let on.

He nearly has the place to himself. Weekday traffic doesn’t keep us afloat. A Black guy in a ball cap sits at one end of the counter, stirring his cocktail. A pair of Filipino gays giggle just under the television, drowned out by the sounds of Janet Jackson. And a Venezuelan dude frowns at his phone, glancing continually at the entrance, until I ask if he’s expecting anyone and he says they’ll be here any minute.

Eventually, Minh calls me over from the register. He’s taking stock of the liquor with Fern, docking everything on a tablet. Business is slow enough for him to lodge an ASL textbook under the counter—Minh’s been studying speech pathology on and off, and he swears this is the year that he’ll finish.

Your trade is back, he says.

You’re projecting, I say.

Maybe, says Minh. Is he mixed?

His dad’s Korean, I say. Mom’s Black.

I think he really is just a friend, says Fern.

No one asked you, says Minh.

I’ve got an eye for these things, says Fern. And baby boy would’ve told us if he had a paramour, right?

Absolutely not, I say. Can you cover the bar for a bit?

Is this a favor, says Minh.

If that means you’ll do it.

Then it’s my pleasure, says Minh, waving his palms in a flourish.

That makes Fern grunt. But he can’t do shit about it. And it’s not like all of us need to hang around by the register anyway. Like every other gay bar that’s survived, we’re held hostage by Saturdays. Between theme nights and game nights and holidays, most of our revenue arrives in lump sums, and since Fern’s sworn off hosting circuit parties we’re rarely an event planner’s primary choice.

Fern assures us rent isn’t an issue. Swears he’ll remortgage his house before he drops us from payroll. But Minh told me he’s seen our landlord around more often lately, although I never seem to catch her myself.

When I asked Fern about this a few weeks back, he narrowed his eyes.

So now you want to balance the books, he said.

I just don’t want to end up on the street, I said.

You won’t, said Fern. I’m handling it.

It was the gruffest he’d ever been with me.

But now, taking the seat beside TJ, the amount of people in here is hardly reassuring. Our other patrons are stuck in their own tiny constellations. When the door behind us opens, the Venezuelan dude jolts, but a flinty voice calls out Sorry, honey before it slams again.

So, I say.

You thought I wouldn’t show, says TJ.

When I said to come back, I didn’t mean on your lunch break.

Too bad, says TJ. I brought a message from Mae.

How’s she doing?

Ask her yourself. It’s been years.

We talked a few months ago, I say, which is enough for TJ to finally look up.

He sips from his glass—another fucking water—before clearing his throat.

Okay, Viola Davis, I say. Don’t be dramatic.

Fuck you, says TJ.

You wish. And it’s not like we talked shit about you. She was just looking out.

I don’t care.

You know we’ve always been close, I say. You and Jin would disappear wherever, and she’d hang back with me.

But apparently not close enough for you to drop by when you got to town, says TJ. She wants to see you in person. Couldn’t believe it when I said you were back.

You told her you ran into me at a gay bar?

TJ wipes his nose at this.

The baby gays sitting under our television yelp. When we glance their way, they’re laughing into their hands, rocking their table and spilling beer all over the tile. Minh glides over with a towel, shaking his head, and they apologize between spurts of giggling.

How are things at the bakery, I say.

We’re still around, says TJ.

That’s good.

You didn’t have to leave.

That isn’t what we’re talking about today, I say.

I just wanted you to hear it from me, says TJ. In case you’d forgotten.

You don’t get to do that.

I’m just saying.

Then stop, I say. What the fuck are you even doing here?

You told me to come back, says TJ.

That’s all it took?

I’m not the one who left.

It suddenly occurs to me that we’re yelling. Fern and Minh gawk our way. Everyone else is staring right along with them.

The stereo dips into a glossy city pop. Anri’s voice blankets the entire bar. And TJ crosses his arms, leaning against the counter.

Let’s drop it, he says. I didn’t drive across town to argue.

So you’re just here to pick up ass on a Wednesday afternoon?

I thought I was being a friend.

You’ve done a phenomenal job, I say. A-plus-plus-plus.

TJ lifts his water, downing the rest of it. But as he stands, his barstool tumbles, and I catch his shoulders before he slips.

Which leaves us holding each other.

Looking entirely out of sorts.

You know what, says TJ, fuck you.

And then he’s out the door. Slamming it behind him.

Fern and Minh start clapping. The boys by the television shake their heads, resuming their flirt. And the Black guy lost in his vodka soda raises a glass my way, but I tell him to fuck right off.



Fern’s place sits a few blocks from the bar. It’s a single-story three-bedroom, flanked by a laundromat and a Guadalajaran bakery. He lives with Jake—the husband—and sometimes his son passes through during the week, unless Diego’s staying with his mom out in midtown.

Jake works mornings as a nurse at an urgent care clinic. Fern works nights at the bar. The first few months, I tried goading them into letting me find another job, or at least to pitch in on groceries, but they wouldn’t have it.

It’s part of our arrangement: Fern refuses everything from me but my third of the utilities. Which is basically nothing compared to LA. They own their fucking house. So I told Fern that wasn’t fair—I still had some savings from when I worked at the bank—and Fern told me life wasn’t fair, and this was the argument we rehashed every evening, but one night Jake spoke up and said he’d heard I used to work in a bakery, so maybe I could cook for the three of them?

Not happening, I said.

Totally understandable, said Jake.

Wait a minute, said Fern. That’s actually not a bad idea.

I said I want to pay you.

Then think of this as another kind of transaction, said Fern.

I don’t fucking cook anymore, I said. That was a long fucking time ago.

We aren’t picky, said Jake, and I started to protest again, but Fern only told me to think about it since I was the one who’d brought this shit up in the first place.

Now I hand Fern a plate with scrambled eggs smothered in Cholula, flanked by a slice of bacon. We’ve just made it back from the bar. He breaks the yolks with his fork, inhaling the entire plate.

Jesus, I say. Stop that shit or you’ll choke.

Would you cry, says Fern.

For days. You really think there’s nothing to worry about with Harry’s?

There’s always something to worry about, says Fern. But we’re safe. I promise.

I start to say something else, but I catch myself.

Fern folds his arms on the countertop, resting his elbows. He never really grows his mustache, but a layer of fuzz creeps above his lips.

I’m not putting you out on the street, says Fern. You worry too much.

I worry precisely the correct amount.

And look where it’s gotten you, says Fern.

But there’s no malice in his voice. Fern finishes the food, carrying his dish to the sink. Then he waves me away, slinking down the hallway, back to bed, while Diego leapfrogs down the stairs with his backpack, juggling a violin case in one hand and a jacket in the other.

The middle school’s only a few blocks away, but Fern insists that Diego be walked. And I get where he’s coming from. Working in Montrose, we know just how much is possible on these streets, even with the neighborhood’s changes. Lately, it’s all ice-cream parlors and pop-up boutiques and twelve-dollar coffees on overgrown patios—but a few years back, you wouldn’t catch white boomers walking down Fairview or Dunlavy or Hazard in broad day for anything.

Still though—you never fucking know.

And also, Diego has asthma.

So this is another part of my days: cooking everyone breakfast and babysitting the kid on his way to school.

But Diego still sulks from block to block, chattering about who has a crush on who, or which YouTuber he’s sick of, or connecting the choruses of one K-pop track to another, mostly jabbering to himself, until he looks up at me expecting a response.

You could at least pretend to care, he says.

I’m the prime minister of caring, I say.

Then I should throw a coup.

There’s an idea. The people would thank you.

Nah, says Diego. You’re too much of a pushover. It’d be too easy.

Diego’s a short little guy. He’s Fern’s kid from his first marriage. Jake does Diego’s haircuts, and they’re generally good enough, but somehow his hair always ends up looking like he’s just parachuted from a fighter jet.

Our walk’s decent though: the neighborhood’s still recovering from the night before. A handful of white moms fawn on coffee-shop benches. Barbers and clerks unlock their shops lining Westheimer. And when we make it to his school’s gates, Diego takes a breath.

You don’t have to wait for me this afternoon, he says.

You know that’s not how this works, I say.

I know. Just not today.

Is something special happening?

No.

Got a cute date?

No.

What’s their name? What’re their pronouns?

Stop, says Diego. It’s not like that. I just think we should change things up.

Mm, I say. Let me ask your dads how they feel about that.

I already did.

Sure. But let me ask them myself.

Diego squints. He raises his fist toward me, and I bump it, before he lets his hand explode, spinning and sprinting toward the school’s steps. He looks back at me before the doors close behind him, flipping me off. But Diego smiles before he’s gone.

I check my phone not even eight seconds later and the nearest guy online is like twenty feet away. But I’ve already fucked him. And he came two minutes in. So I keep swiping, and the distances multiply—from twenty-five feet to fifty to seventy-five to nearly a mile.

Then I get a photo from a faceless profile.

It’s some guy smiling with too many teeth.

Cute, I write.

Thanks, he writes. Looking?

depends

?

you a top?

Vers [image: Illustration]

that’s what everyone says, I write.

For real, writes this guy. Honestly just looking to party.

Interesting, I write. You hosting?

This is my routine: during the day, while Fern sleeps and Jake works, before I head to the bar, I stroll around the neighborhood and these walks are punctuated with sex. Since I’ve been back in Houston, I’ve fucked delivery guys and lawyers and dry cleaners and architects and engineers and college kids and kindergarten teachers and graphic designers and real estate agents and salesmen and house husbands and professors. Someone’s always just coming home from their gig out in Pearland, or getting ready to leave the gym in Memorial, or out on a jog at Hermann Park, or taking a sick day or sending their kid to school or whatever. But most encounters follow a familiar formula: a rushed introduction before some fucking, until one of us finally comes, and then there’s the sprint for the other to finish before we nod and leave, never once exchanging our names and probably never seeing each other again until we pop up on the apps a few days later.

Kai called this the fag tax: perpetual proximity. He swore that we always ended up online, interlinked atoms scattered across a permanent digital grid. I don’t know how I got caught up in that, at least to this extent, because of course I fucked around before I met Kai, hooking up here and there, but at some point after he died here and there became everywhere, all the time, and naming a thing doesn’t prevent you from succumbing to it, and when I knock on this guy’s door, behind a walk-up complex three blocks from the school, a burly Latinx dude answers.

Hey, I say.

Howdy, he says.

He asks if I want some water. I tell him that’s cool if it’s bottled. And as he steps off, I look around his place—the pastel walls are full of family photos. A handful seem to have him in them. In one, he’s grinning beside a lady who might be his grandmother. In another, he stands arm in arm with three men, looming over a Chihuahua. In every last picture, everyone’s beaming, and I wonder if they know he sucks dick.

Is this your place, I ask.

My parents’, says the guy. I’m between jobs.

That’s cool.

It’s cheap. Got let go from a tech contract in Denver, and it just made sense to move back. But I feel like a fucking deadbeat in Texas.

Sounds unbearable, I say.

When this guy makes it back to the living room with two waters, I cheers him.

You have any leads on a job, he asks.

What?

I’m joking, says this guy, and he places a hand on my back.

We jerk each other off in front of his prom portraits. When we amble our way toward the sofa, he asks if I’m cool with fucking him.

Sure, I say, but could we do a line first?

We could, says this guy.

And you’re sure it’s clean?

I bought it a few years back. Thought I’d save it for a special occasion.

Well then, I say, and this guy gives me a blank look until he finally stands, leaving me in the living room with eighteen photos of his grandmother. When he makes it back, spreading out all of his shit, I take a whiff and instantly feel more like myself.

Wait, I say, you don’t want any?

It’s a little early, says this guy.

Touché, I say, and that’s when we start to kiss.

He asks me to bite his lip. Then he asks me to stroke his balls, and to squeeze his chest, and to finger him faster.

Any other requests, I ask.

Could you be a little rougher?

That’s not really my thing.

Okay. But could you try?

So I do. He muffles his moans in the cushions, and I manage to last for twenty minutes. When I tell him I’m coming, he asks me to pull out, and I finish across his back.

Afterward, I sit on the floor while he wipes up the mess beside him. Then this guy sits next to me, downing his water, and he asks for my name.

Um, I say.

That’s fine, he says. I get it. But do you want something to eat? Before you go?

I’ve got lunch plans, I say.

Right, he says.

Except I don’t get up right away. And this guy doesn’t either. If I’m honest, his openness is jarring—niceness for the sake of niceness doesn’t fit into our transaction. But when I finally stand, the guy walks me out, telling me to get home safe.

After I’m maybe a block away, I find him on the app and I block him. We’re both better off that way.

When I make it back to the house, Jake’s twirling a pair of fried eggs dressed with chopped longganisa. He’s in his scrubs, drowsy before his clinic shift in Meyerland.

Don’t look so happy to see me, he grins.

Never, I say. Long night?

No longer than usual, says Jake. How was the walk?

Uneventful.

I’m sure, says Jake, chewing a mouthful of yolk.

I hardly ever run into him alone. But I know Jake has family in Alief and Oakland, which is where his folks settled after leaving Manila. I know his brother was a Marine and now he’s a stoner amputee. I know his sisters are nurses, just like their mother, and their mother’s mother, and that Jake deemed this career the path of least resistance—but whenever I ask Fern how his husband feels about hosting me, he only shakes his head.

Our exchanges usually run all of two minutes. But I’ve learned little things cooking for Jake the past few months—like how much pepper makes him tear up. And how he can’t stomach too many onions. I know how many Modelos make him blush, and how much salt is too much salt, and exactly how firm Jake likes his burger cooked, which is hardly definitive fucking data but it still feels like something.

Fern’s snoring seeps down the hall. When he snorts, Jake and I lock eyes, grinning.

We really do appreciate what you’re doing, says Jake. I feel like I don’t say that enough.

It’s literally the bare minimum.

Maybe, says Jake. But that’s not nothing.

Well, I say, I’m glad you see it that way.

I really do. You gonna stay up for a bit?

Nah. You’ve made my job easy.

Jake stands, pouring more coffee into his thermos. He sets a hand on my shoulder as he passes through the door. And I wait until his car starts, pulling out of the lot, but then I sit for another minute just to make sure he’s actually gone.



I never asked Kai about his friends back home. And he never volunteered anything. So I just assumed that he was like me: there were important people in his life, but none of them were essential to our story.

Kai grew up in Baton Rouge. I lived in Galveston until my parents pushed over to Houston. Sometimes, in Echo Park, we’d walk the streets surrounding our apartment, toward the knotty shops lined up along Sunset, under the condos peering above them from Glendale, comparing the passersby and the traffic and the blatant faggotry to our situations back home. It was all new to both of us. Which felt like a fucking miracle.

One morning, in our early days, we’d just finished fucking and Kai asked about my childhood home. We stood in his kitchen in our boxers. The window’s sheen glowed on our backs. Kai arranged some flowers he’d bought from a street vendor the night before, peeling leaves and trimming stems. His mother grew all sorts of shit in Louisiana, and this was a habit he’d kept from her, one of the few things he’d said about his life in the South.

I love the beach, said Kai, rinsing his hands. But I’ve never visited one in Texas.

You haven’t missed anything, I said.

Is that your famous optimism?

It isn’t. Galveston’s gross. You had pools in Baton Rouge.

White people have pools and lakes in Baton Rouge.

Then they’re not so different.

Give me the chance to decide for myself, said Kai.

I cracked eggs into a handful of bowls. Stirred them with a fork. Kai rarely cooked, but he knew his way around a kitchen: rice buried in nori, or omelets rolled in a square pan. His fridge was hardly ever stocked, because he spent so much time out of town, but Kai still had flour and butter and milk and I threw together a simple dough, molding it across the counter.

He eyed me, drawing circles with his finger.

You’re pretty good at that, said Kai.

I’m really not, I said.

Just take the compliment. You’re better than me.

That’s a low fucking bar.

And you were doing so well about being nice.

I didn’t know I was being graded, I said.

But you should’ve, said Kai.

I twisted the dough with my hands, letting it breathe, separating the mass into chunks and popping the baking tray in the freezer. Kai slid from his edge of the kitchen, skimming his feet across the tile. Leaning against the fridge, he wrapped his arms around my waist, fondling me, and the hair on his legs brushed the backs of my thighs.

We’re doing this in here?

Tell me more about this bakery.

Kai slipped a hand in my shorts, and his pulling gained speed. I felt him grow hard behind me.

I made this shit for years, I said. It’s all TJ and I did with his dad. I’d be at their place after school every day, just folding croissants and pastries.

Sounds like a nice skill to have, said Kai.

It’s what I thought I’d end up doing with my life, I said.

Kai’s motions slowed, and I groaned. I felt him laugh behind me, spreading his legs, dropping our boxers, sticking some of himself inside me.

My mom baked every Sunday morning, said Kai. She had a custard pudding recipe that she’d gotten from her mom. We never bought dessert because it never came close to hers.

You ever try making it, I said.

Of course. It’s our one family thing.

Think you’ll ever bake one for me?

You’ve got a ways to go, said Kai. But what took you out of the kitchen? Did something happen?

Just the same thing that always happens, I said. Fuck, man.

Kai kept pulling and pushing. I told him I’d come if he didn’t stop. And Kai said, Then come, so I groaned and I did. Kai laughed, making a triumphant face, but it disappeared as I turned around to face him, rubbing until he moaned and finished, too, and then we washed our hands before he cleaned up the rest of our mess.

I pulled the dough out of the freezer. Popped each wad into the oven. And Kai stood beside me, close enough that I could chew on his shoulder.

He said, Fuck.

What?

If you’d stayed in Texas then you would’ve never met me out here.

Not necessarily, I said. Maybe you’d have visited Houston. It’s not that far from Louisiana.

Maybe, said Kai. But probably not.

Yeah, I said. Probably not.

We fucked again while the biscuits baked. As the timer chimed, Kai asked if we should stop. And I told him to finish, again, and we did, but I still waddled toward the oven with a mitt while Kai hobbled behind me.

Six crisp squares stood on the pan.

The smell nearly knocked me over.

Jesus, said Kai. These look delicious.

They’re burnt, I said.

They’re beautiful.

You’re just being nice.

No, said Kai. They didn’t exist before, and you made something from nothing with your own hands. That’s a beautiful thing.

Then Kai reached for a biscuit. I set my hand on his chest.

We stood like that for a moment until I reached toward the pan, too.



Lately, that memory’s lost its sheen.

We were two fags in an apartment chewing a pair of burnt biscuits.



Stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid, says Kai.

I’m washing dishes at Fern’s place. Kai’s kicking his legs against the back of the sink. When I see him nowadays, he’s always in Sanrio tank tops. Or barefoot in basketball shorts. The sort of shit he never wore in actual life.

Of all the things that happened with us, says Kai, you pick the dumbest one of all to remember.

He holds his hand under the water, flicking drops into my face.

When I flinch, he stops short.

When I don’t, he continues to flick.

But it’s important to me, I say. You never talked about yourself like that. I had to pull teeth to learn anything about where you came from.

Which makes it even dumber, says Kai, flicking more droplets into my face.

I start to ask what he means, and then I look up and he’s gone.



Over the weekend, we schedule a block party for the bar. Fern doesn’t seem stressed about it, but he admits that this is one we need to nail.

We’ll have a guest of honor, he says. A highly esteemed community figure.

Beyoncé, I say.

No, says Fern.

Solange, says Minh. Or the Astros.

That’s an entire team, I say.

Whatever, says Minh. An Astro.

Even better, says Fern. Our landlord.

For a little while, our bar’s mostly packed. We’ve got the pockets of gays who arrived together, and the gays who’re trying to leave together, and also some straight white women touring the gayborhood. Minh’s haggling with the DJ over his playlists. Fern’s mixing cocktails beside me, cackling with some older dudes in Spanish. When one of the men points at me, Fern simply shakes his head. They point again, nodding, insisting on something.

Are they looking for a sugar baby, I ask.

Don’t worry about it, says Fern.

Then what is it, I say.

No te preocupes. Es nada.

Don’t fucking lie.

Shit, says Fern. They say they recognize you. From the news. But they can’t place where.

The two men nod at this.

I open my mouth, and then I close it.

There’s a question in Fern’s eyes, and I answer it silently.

So I told them you were probably just in drag, says Fern.

You’re fucking right, I say, smiling at the men.

One of the guys shrugs, sipping his drink. The other man squints at me, mumbling under his breath—but I’m already gone.

It isn’t long before the room starts thinning out.

Which happens gradually. And then instantly. Which is the kind of night that we can’t afford, whether Fern admits it or not—so maybe that’s why, all of a sudden, the bar door opens with a clatter and our landlord steps in, slick in a coat and boots and setting up at the counter.

I’ve never actually met Cecilia. I’ve only heard about her in bits and pieces. Whenever her name pops up, Fern’s nothing but adulatory, and Minh only makes the same pained frown. In our little world, she’s a fucking VIP.

So I slide her a Coke.

I ask how she’s doing.

Delightful, says Cecilia.

It’s been a pretty busy night, I say.

Less so with every second that passes, says Cecilia.

We do what we can, I say. It seems to be hard all over the neighborhood.

That’s enough for Cecilia to look up from her phone. She considers me, smiling.

Where are you from, she asks.

Here, I say.

That means nothing in Houston.

So I tell her about Galveston and she smiles.

My family lived by the coast for a time, she says. They’re scattered between here and Oaxaca. But they always liked Galveston best.

Yeah?

Yes. Thrilling place to raise a family. Are your parents still there?

I have family there, I say, but I don’t feel the need to elaborate.

And what brought you to Harry’s, says Cecilia.

Circumstance, I say.

Is that right?

I needed a change of pace, I say—another half-truth.

You’ve picked an interesting time to drop in, she says. Montrose is changing. For the longest time, these bars used to be the only place for queer people in Houston to go. But now we’ve all got the internet. It’s easier to order in.

I think Harry’s is worth it, I say.

Me too, says Cecilia. And that’s why I pay your salary. Are you going to offer me a real drink?

Before I can open my mouth, Minh’s beside me, mixing her a sex on the beach.

Thanks, dear, says Cecilia.

Always, says Minh.

He delivers it without any snark. It’s the nicest I’ve ever seen him.

And just like that, Fern appears, too, smiling as wide as his face will allow. As he takes Cecilia’s hand, Minh and I watch them head toward the staff room.

Pack up when it makes sense, Fern calls out.

Sí, capitán, we yell.

An hour later, we’re empty.

Minh and I Swiffer from end to end of the bar. Once we’ve hit a stopping point, he reaches behind the counter, feeling around his fanny pack for a wad of aluminum foil.

Try this, he says, handing me some meat wrapped in rice paper. I take one roll, before he hands me another, and the two of us settle against the wall.

This is fucking delicious, I say.

It’s nem nướng, says Minh. And that’s the most I’ve seen you eat since you got hired.

Shut up, I say.

You shut up. I’ve been trying to get a fatter ass.

Is that your latest goal?

It’s up there.

Then I think you’re well on your way.

We’re all works in progress, says Minh. How’d it go with Cecilia?

She seems nice enough.

That’s a stretch, says Minh. But she’s fair, which is better. And she’s Fern’s cousin or something. The building’s in her name.

If they’re family, then why’s he pressed?

He’s pressed because she’s family, says Minh. Even with the deals she’s scoring for him, we’re barely clearing enough every month. If our lease ended tomorrow, she could probably double the rent.

Minh and I let that number hang in the air.

And it absolutely makes sense.

So who’s that guy again, says Minh. The one you keep hovering around.

I told you, I say.

Probably wasn’t listening.

A childhood friend.

Weird, says Minh. And here I was thinking you arrived from the ether.

I don’t know, I say. It’s weird seeing people I knew from before Kai died.

For a second, I expect Minh to say I’m killing the mood.

Or that I need to calm down.

Or that the point I’m making isn’t a point at all, just a fucking excuse.

But he doesn’t do any of that.

He shrugs.

Haven’t seen the friend around lately, says Minh. He was cute.

You’re not his type, I say.

What does that even mean?

He only goes for lost causes.

Don’t we all, says Minh. Did you scare him off?

Maybe, I say. But I didn’t mean to.

Then tell him that.

Nah. It’s complicated.

So uncomplicate it, says Minh.

He laughs, handing me another wrap.

This time, I take it immediately. It’s still just as delicious.



There’s this dream I keep having.

Kai and I are drinking on our balcony. We’re three years in. He’s cooking dinner for once, because he’s finally finished a months-long translation project, and it’s a slab of salmon marinated in miso. I tell him to keep an eye on the stove, and Kai tells me to relax, and it’s a window of dickishness from him but I don’t say anything about it. I pop a Xanax instead.

I offer Kai one, too.

He blinks a few times before he downs it.

It’s cool outside. One of the rare August nights in LA when the breeze flits in, just a little bit, and you feel this chill along your spine and all through your home—so we say fuck it and sit on our balcony, with the stove still fuming, and the two of us laugh over the thought of two southern queers sitting on a California windowsill stoned out of their heads, and what do you call that, Kai spurts, birds on a fucking stoop?
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