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      They say the only constant in life is change. I’ve never really believed that. Change is the passage of time, the aging of bodies, the movements of fish as their schools swim through the sea.

      But the constants are the things you hold onto, the things that ground you and give you something to cling to when evolution comes howling around you. Something that reminds you of who you are.

      Your constants might be the love in your life, the people you care about, or the simple traditions that remind you that you’re part of something bigger than yourself. The people that came before you passed through a lifetime of change by holding onto those touch points that mattered most.

      And they passed those touch points on to you.

      What’s my touchpoint?

      That’s easy … Fish Fry Day.

      Twenty years ago …

      Little Anthony looked over at Jamal, wishing he could do some of the same manly things that his burly uncle could do, before reminding himself — like Mom and Grandmoh were always doing — that one day he too could do whatever he wanted. Everyone was always telling him to be patient, but that was like asking a fish not to swim.

      And it wasn’t like Anthony was always impatient. Fish Fry Day was about the good things finally coming to those who wait, with his excitement beating the dawn and the burgeoning thrill lasting until the last full belly finally staggered home. Today shouldn’t be any different. Right now, Anthony was clutching a string of chicken guts for bait, standing waist-deep in murky water with Jamal. But soon, they would be heading back home with whatever they managed to catch so they could process all that fish with Grandmoh, seeing as she’d been awaiting their haul since before the boys had even left.

      Anthony was always excited when it came time for another fish fry. And though he was still thrilled, today was different. He usually loved every moment, from setup to cleanup. But today was tainted by the unthinkable thing he couldn’t stop thinking about.

      “You doing okay there, kid?” Jamal asked him.

      He nodded and smiled. The wrong answer might lead his well-intentioned uncle to questions that Anthony didn’t want to think about, let alone answer. “I’m good.”

      “Someone should tell your face.” His uncle laughed. “Almost looks like you forgot what day it was.”

      Anthony didn’t respond.

      “What day is it?” Jamal asked.

      Anthony told himself to stop thinking about the thing he didn’t want to think about, at least long enough to let a tiny smile creep onto the corner of his mouth. Then he finally said, “It’s Fish Fry Day.”

      Jamal twisted his face into a knot of confusion, then put a hand to his ear. “I’m sorry, little man, but I couldn’t hear a word you just said.”

      Anthony smiled wider. “IT’S FISH FRY DAY!”

      “Much better.”

      Jamal laughed as Anthony felt a tug on his chicken guts. “I got something!”

      “Of course you do.” Another hearty laugh from his uncle as he slapped a large hand on Anthony’s bony shoulder. “You always got something.”

      

      Several hours later, they were back home and in the middle of what should have been the best fish fry of Anthony’s life so far. Instead, he was still doing his best to ignore the unthinkable thing, regardless of how hard and how often it kept knocking on his mental door. Disregarding those thoughts should have been simple enough, considering the bounty of happy commotion all around him.

      Grandmoh lived in a little house on a small street that barely seemed to be winning its war against an aggressive belt of Louisiana nature closing in to reclaim it. But size didn’t matter when it came to her fish fries. The narrow road was littered with kids, most of them running around and playing games on the asphalt while the grownups boogied to music that could probably be heard all the way over in Mississippi.

      Anthony looked around at all the fish and the food and the laughing and dancing and told himself for what had to be the hundredth, or perhaps even the millionth time that week: he needed to enjoy what was right in front of him instead of fixating on what wasn’t. Just like Mom and Grandmoh, and probably Uncle Jamal and everyone else in his whole life kept telling him to.

      The table around Anthony filled with familiar faces: Old Aunty Eileen with her cheeks cratered and cracked with laugh lines, Mom and Grandmoh seated side-by-side looking like a before and after photo, and even his sometimes favorite cousin and occasional worst enemy Michael whose nose was smeared with brown seasoning.

      Anthony loaded his plate with another pile of fish and an extra-large helping of coleslaw, then he turned to Grandmoh with a smile wide enough to use it again on Santa come December. “How come the church fish fry never tastes as good as yours?”

      Grandmoh grinned, humble but proud. “Spice a dish with love and it pleases every palate.”

      “But the church is all about love,” Anthony argued.

      “Well, you’re right about that.” Grandmoh laughed. “In that case, I don’t mind telling you that the secret is Tony Chachere’s Fish Fry Seasoning.”

      “But the church uses that, too. I’ve seen it myself.”

      “Sure they do, just not enough of it.”

      “How much is enough?”

      “Approximately one shake before it’s too much.” Grandmoh laughed again.

      Best to leave it at that. Anthony swallowed and shoved another giant bite into his mouth, hoping the eating would outrun his stomach. He had developed a simple system to optimize the potential deliciousness of each and every fish fry: eat as much as he possibly could, as fast as he possibly could, then hang out with his cousins as his food slowly settled. Not enough for him to get hungry again, but definitely enough for him to enjoy a slice or two of peach cobbler.

      The cards came out as plates were cleared. Grandmoh was the queen of whist, but it seemed to Anthony that was more because she was the only one paying attention rather than being due to any inherent skill. Everyone else was busy leaning back and unbuttoning belts to care much about their cards. Anthony had to try not to look at them, the reminder that the Fish Fry Day was drawing to a close, and so much more would be ending with it.

      He looked around for a way to distract himself and spotted a gaggle of kids quarreling over the last boiled crawfish. Two minutes later, Anthony was holding court for his wild-eyed cousins, spinning a mostly true yarn about the catfish he’d caught with Uncle Jamal while music from Down in the Treme played in the background.

      “You’re full of it,” said Michael, younger than Anthony but still old enough to doubt his cousin’s story.

      “Am not.”

      “How come you don’t have no mark on your arm if the catfish bit you?” Michael asked.

      Anthony looked down at his arm, disappointed to see that his bite marks had already faded … not that they were all that deep to begin with.

      “I guess they went away.” He shrugged. “That don’t mean it didn’t happen.”

      Ada looked over in disbelief. “You really just stuck your arm into an underwater cave without knowing what all might be in there?”

      “Uncle Jamal went first,” Anthony explained. “So I knew it was fine.”

      Little Jade said, “How come there’s no catfish to eat if you all caught one?”

      “Because we let it go.” Anthony hoped his authoritative tone would make it harder for his cousins to question him.

      “Sure you did.” Michael clearly didn’t believe him. “But even though your pants are on fire about catching that catfish, I’ll still let you have one of my mom’s French fries.”

      He held out the plate in offering. Anthony was still too full, and needing room for his cobbler, but he wasn’t about to lose face in front of his most obnoxious cousin. So he reached over, casually grabbed a fry, and shoved it into his mouth.

      But it wasn’t a French fry.

      It was a hot pepper with pure hell packed tightly inside it.

      “I NEED MILK!” Anthony roared at Mom as he ran from the table, ignoring the chorus of laughter behind him, obnoxiously clanging from his cousins with Michael in the lead like always.

      Anthony drank his milk as time seemed to speed up around him. The women cleaning and laughing together, the men closing up the fryers and reaching for those final pieces of cobbler. Soon all but Grandmoh’s table had been moved to the side, and the real dancing had begun. Normally Anthony would be right out there with them, but the unthinkable thing had become all he could think about. So he sat quietly next to Grandmoh, holding firm to her wrinkled hand.

      “So, Geraldine, what’s next?” asked Aunty Eileen, sitting on the far end of the table. “I imagine you’ve been waiting on this for a while?”

      Uncle Joe spoke before Grandmoh could answer. “It’s a shame that this will be the last one of your fish fries. We’re sure gonna miss this place.”

      There. The unthinkable had been said out loud, and all the sorrow seemed to flood into Anthony at once.

      There wasn’t enough space in his stomach for all of the food in there already, same as there wasn’t enough room in his head for all those uncomfortable thoughts.

      “I’ll miss it too, but⁠—“

      “YOUR FISH FRIES ARE THE BEST IN THE WORLD!” Anthony blurted before Grandmoh could finish her thought.

      Then he scampered up and away from the table.

      By the time the sun was finally setting, Anthony could no longer ignore the ugly truth that had been scratching at his brain all day: it wasn’t just this fish fry that would be going away; it was all of them. Forever.

      So he locked himself in the bathroom and refused to come out.

      “Anthony …” Mom knocked again. “It’s time.”

      But Anthony didn’t respond.

      This was her third attempt in five minutes. Anthony was pushing it, of course, but he didn’t know what else to do. Barricading himself inside the bathroom forever meant never saying goodbye. Not to this place, nor to the Louisiana tradition he’d loved for longer than he could remember.

      “Your brother and sister are waiting in the car.”

      Anthony heard her sigh from the other side of the door when he still didn’t respond, then suffered several long moments of anxious silence before he heard another, softer knock on the door.

      “Anthony?” Grandmoh said. “Do you mind if I come in?”

      Keeping the door closed when Mom asked him to open it up was hard, but refusing his grandmother in her own house felt downright impossible.

      Anthony opened the door, then she slipped inside and closed it behind her.

      He had at least a bajillion things to say, but he burst into tears before he could get even one of them out.

      “It’s okay, honey …” Grandmoh hugged him close.

      “I don’t want you to go!” Anthony continued to weep.

      “I know, sweetheart …” She pulled him tighter, patting the back of his head.

      “I love it here … and I love your fish fries … and I …”

      He couldn’t finish another sentence, and Grandmoh didn’t make him. Instead, she held him against her until Anthony finally stopped crying.

      Then she crouched down, took both of his hands, and looked right into her grandson’s eyes. “We can’t wish change away. If you’re not growing, that means you’re dying, and I’m much too old to start dying now.” Grandmoh gave him a smile and squeezed his hands even tighter. “Nothing can last forever, and if it did, then don’t you think life would be awfully boring?”

      Anthony had never thought about it like that, but now he was listening.

      “What do you love most about the fish fries?” Grandmoh asked.

      “Everything,” he answered because that was the truth.

      “By ‘everything,’ do you mean the food and the feelings and the family?”

      He nodded, knowing that trying to make words would get him crying again.

      “Well, you won’t always be in the places you love most, but you can be responsible for creating all those feelings of family and home wherever you go.”

      “What does that mean?” Anthony asked.

      Grandmoh was wise, so he knew that her next words would stay with him even longer than the cobbler.

      “It means nothing lasts forever, but home is where you make it.”
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      Anthony opened his eyes to a new day … and a fierce ringing in his head.

      He knew from some unfortunate recent experience that the incessant throbbing would turn into a more complicated, compounding headache if he was lucky and a migraine if he wasn’t careful.

      Not that caution had anything to do with it.

      He’d refused Kevin’s insistent invitation to go out drinking with him last night, which would have saved his coworker from attending another workplace get-together alone. Anthony thought the outing sounded about as much fun as the average pile of homework. Instead, he’d watched a movie with Renee and gone to bed early. So this was just another one of his semi-regular headaches and not a hangover.

      But the headaches were becoming more frequent. They had been hitting him hard (and sometimes harder) for a few months now. He squinted and pinched the bridge of his nose when they came, according to Renee. An involuntary action, but that didn’t stop her from noticing. Renee always noticed everything.

      She was already out of bed, probably running. But he could smell the coffee, and the aroma in his nostrils got his mouth watering.

      He threw off the covers and planted his feet on the floor, squinting as he pinched the bridge of his nose on his way to the bathroom.

      Renee liked making him coffee, and he liked making her breakfast. A few minutes later, he was sipping piping hot brew from a freshly poured mug of Kenyan from the French press and cracking a half-dozen eggs into his grandmoh’s ancient skillet — the same one she  used to flash fry some of his favorite childhood memories.

      His timing was practically perfect — by the time Anthony was sitting at their small table and stabbing his fork into a steaming scrambler while staring out the window, the front door was slamming closed.

      “What are you looking at this time?” Renee asked, back from her run.

      “Wendall and Ezekiel.” Anthony didn’t turn to look, but he could hear the smile in her voice. “They’re having some sort of argument.”

      “Again?”

      “Sure looks that way.” Anthony laughed.

      Wendall Patterson was several courses short of a banquet and could often be found wandering aimlessly downtown, wearing his sandwich board like a T-shirt while loudly declaring that not only was the end in fact nigh but that the world’s sinners — Atlanta had an abundance, according to Wendall — would all be going to Hell when it happened.

      Anthony and Renee were new to the cul-de-sac but still assumed their neighborly duty, same as everyone else did, as assigned by Mrs. Jones. If anyone on Edgewood Street ever saw Wendall out and about, downtown or otherwise, they were supposed to help him get back home and, depending on who found him, maybe even offer the old guy a meal.

      Nutty as Wendall was, his son was even nuttier.

      “What are they arguing about?” Renee asked.

      “Not sure.” Anthony shrugged. “It just started, and my lip-reading isn’t what it used to be.”

      “What did it used to be?”

      He hid his smile behind his coffee mug. It didn’t used to be anything. Anthony had never effectively read a pair of lips in his life. Not that he was above constantly trying. But it didn’t matter if he was lip illiterate, seeing as he was perfectly capable of making up his own damn story.

      “It looks like Wendall is mad at Ezekiel for failing to understand that the four horsemen of the apocalypse are galloping right toward Atlanta without even stopping for water, and Ezekiel is pissed that his old man won’t board his brand new rocket to Mars.”

      “How long do you think we’ll need to be married before I can finally get a straight answer out of you?” Renee asked.

      “I love all of your curves so much, I was hoping you might love some of mine.”

      Renee laughed as she scooped the remaining scrambler from Grandmoh’s skillet onto her plate, then came over and sat across from him, sharing his view out the window.

      The quarrel on the street was warming between Ezekiel and Wendall — father and son both had their hands raised, their voices loud as they barked at one another. The pair was far enough down the cul-de-sac to mute their heated exchange. That was fine. Anthony could ask Rob and Riley for details later if he really wanted to know. Their favorite neighbors enjoyed watching the Wendall and Ezekiel Experience almost as much as he did.

      Renee shook her head. “Sorry my aunt’s house is surrounded by nut jobs.”

      “Nut jobs are people too.” Anthony laughed. “Besides, do you really think I want to live in some boring-ass neighborhood filled with boring-ass people? I’ve always loved a good story.”

      “You’re definitely full of them.”

      “All true, I promise.” He winked at Renee.

      “I’m sure it would have been nice to live in a place where⁠—“

      “Baby.” He dropped his fork and stared into her big brown eyes. “How many times do I have to say the same things before you finally start to believe me?”

      She shrugged. “Of course, I appreciate how much you say you’re happy with this house and the neighborhood … but sometimes you’re too optimistic and⁠—“

      “Too optimistic? Is there such a thing?”

      “Anthony …” Renee laughed. “You’re always so sure the glass is half full that you don’t even realize when we’ve run out of water.”

      That one stung a bit, but he chuckled like it didn’t. “This is the right place for us. All of the other places weren’t just more expensive than taking your aunt up on her offer; they were soulless.”

      “That seems a bit harsh.”

      “I don’t need a Starbucks on the corner or a specially marked ‘green space.’ I appreciate that this neighborhood is real.” An affirmative nod. “Real makes it better, oddballs included.”

      Renee waited for Anthony to keep going, just like he always did.

      “I felt far worse in our first apartment. All these trees practically swallowing the neighborhood,” he nodded at the window, indicating sprawling branches of drooping leaves and flowers and not the still-bickering Ezekiel and Wendall, “make me feel more at home. This was the right move for us.”

      “Yeah,” she nodded with a laugh, “a man selling junk out of his front yard is clearly more desirable than a coffee shop on the corner where I can order a cappuccino without having to make it myself.”

      “But you love the French press.”

      “I also love being served and having a barista⁠—“

      “I’ll serve you,” Anthony smiled.

      “I know you will.”

      “Just watch, another few months, and everyone will be wanting their own junkman. People will pull right up to the lawn, then they’ll roll down their window and order all of their junk in person.”

      “Will they also be wanting their own Miss Adelaides?” Renee nodded at the window.

      Anthony followed her gaze to an old woman carrying a bag full of groceries from The Canopy, her back straighter than a stick in the dirt, an old-fashioned hat drooping low on both sides of her head.

      “Of course,” he lied.

      Miss Adelaide was approximately thirty-four thousand years old. She had lived on their street longer than anyone and might as well have worn that truth on a T-shirt, seeing as how often she felt inclined to announce it.

      The couple watched as Miss Adelaide approached the still-arguing Pattersons and shook her walking stick at them, clearly shaming the father and son for fighting in the street again. Both men hung their heads, Ezekiel walking off toward the bus stop and Wendall scuttling back into the house.

      “You know what would be nice?” Renee asked. 

      “Another season of The Wire.”

      She shook her head. “If you could for once in your life acknowledge something for the way it is instead of the bright side of how you want it to be. I’m fine with the junk man and with Miss Adelaide and with all the broken pavement. I’m even fine with the Marshalls⁠—”

      “The Marshalls aren’t that bad.”

      “See!” Renee laughed. “I can’t even finish my thought about the way things actually are without you immediately wanting to make them better. I’m fine with the bootleg, so long as you’re not trying to convince me that it’s the real thing.”

      “I’m not trying to convince you it’s the real thing.” Anthony shook his head. “I just don’t believe it’s all one or the other. Sure, our pavement is cracked and patched, but look around. The homes all have porches and swings … don’t you think there’s something sweet about that?”

      He expected her to reply with something like, You mean all the homes that aren’t boarded up? But instead she said, “Yes, Anthony. There is something sweet about that. Especially our swing.”

      Anthony had never regretted the four hours it had taken him to put up the porch swing. He didn’t have the right hardware, and it took two trips to the store to get what he needed, but when the job was done, Renee had plunked down on it and declared she loved it enough to sleep on. Her plan lasted only until the mosquitos came out.

      Now she smiled, and it was like the sun got suddenly brighter outside and spilled extra light inside their kitchen. But then Renee changed the subject. Sort of.

      “I suppose you want to tell me that your headaches are just tickles in your skull.”

      Anthony didn’t reply.

      “Have you gone to get checked out yet?”

      He shooed her fussing away with a wave of his hand. “I already told you, it’s just the stress.”

      “It is quite the strain … always seeing the sunny side of everything.” 

      “They say that moving is one of the most stressful things a person can do in their lives.”

      “Did ‘they’ take into account that we moved almost six months ago?”

      Anthony had a lonely bite of scrambler left on his plate. He knew it would be cold before shoving that bite into his mouth, but a full mouth always beat an empty reply.

      Renee said, “I know you miss NOLA, baby, but this is what you always do: pretend that things are better than they are so you don’t have to acknowledge when you’re sad.”

      “I’ll be sad if I’m late for work.” Anthony laughed, then turned in his chair and kissed her on the lips. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, you are.” She kissed him back. “But you’ll be a lot finer if you get those headaches checked out.”

      “Okay.”

      “I know that okay. That okay means I’ll agree and then promptly forget and probably have an idea about becoming a standup comedian. Again.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Agreed,” Renee said.

      “Ouch.”

      “Now hurry up and get to work.”
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      Anthony washed their dishes and silverware, then rinsed his skillet, trying not to think about how much he missed Grandmoh, and NOLA, and the old fish pond that he hadn’t seen since he was seven, just like he kept trying not to think about all the ways Renee was right. Like usual. Or maybe always.

      He did tend to look on the bright side of things. Optimism wasn’t just in his DNA; looking on the bright side made the world a much better place. But maybe his declared outlook when it came to their living situation had been doing more harm than good.

      “Love you!” Anthony called while grabbing his keys.

      He made it six steps from his front door, still just a few away from his Jeep Wrangler, when Joy Jones hit the edge of his driveway, blurting all three of his names.

      “Anthony Ray Joyner!”

      He smiled, holding his sigh inside. “Good morning Mrs. Jones.” 

      “You need to come with me.” She spun back around a second after making eye contact, waving Anthony back toward her house. “I have three jars that need opening, and you’re just the young man to make that happen for me.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Jones.” He followed her, glancing at his watch, imagining his clenched sphincter of a boss, Scott Hodson, and what the jerk might say if his subordinate failed to be sitting and ready for work at his desk at least a minute before he was paid to be there. 

      Early is on time, and on time is late, Joyner.

      He had to make this fast. Joy Jones acted like the queen of everything and handed tasks to her neighbors like old ladies were supposedly always offering butterscotch candy to kids. Time was like heat when it came to his most demanding neighbor; Anthony could palm a mug of piping hot coffee for a moment or two, but even a beat too long would burn him for sure.

      Joy Jones had a trio of jars, as promised, lined in a neat little row. She didn’t even need to point; he was already on them, popping the lids in quick succession and leaving them in an equally neat but now finished row.

      Of course, Joy Jones waited to start on her first of likely many topics after Anthony was finished and ready to get the hell out of there. 

      “You know, Darius isn’t quite the jar opener he used to be,” she complained.

      “Just think about all the jars he stocks but never needs to open.” Anthony had no idea what else to say.

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about!” She jabbed her finger at the ceiling in triumph. He had no idea why. “It’s that place. It’s making him old.”

      “The Canopy?”

      “It’s time he let go of the store and retired.”

      Anthony loved shopping at The Canopy. And not just because the bodega was on the nearest corner and, therefore, his and Renee’s first choice by default. The store was owned and operated by Darius Jones, the wheelchair-bound patriarch of their cul-de-sac. The proprietor was kind, but he brooked zero shit. Anthony didn’t know Darius well, but something about the old man reminded him of his grandmother.

      “Is Darius really thinking about retiring?”

      “Ha!” She snorted. “Darius is having none of that.”

      Anthony felt himself at the odd intersection of needing to flee and a strong desire to defend Darius. “Maybe he loves having a purpose.”

      “Stocking jars he can’t even open?” Joy Jones laughed.

      “He gets to talk to people all day. That keeps him⁠—”

      “He could talk all he wants on a cruise to Belize.”

      “Has Darius been talking about⁠—”

      “He could sell out and be done with it.” She shook her head. “Darius doesn’t even know what he wants.”

      “You’d know better than me.” Anthony smiled, then looked down at his watch — Darius was now on his own. “I’m really glad that I could help you with those jars, but I’m running late for work.”

      “Oh, you just give them one of your smiles, and they’ll be apologizing to you,” said Joy Jones, as if she was offering a reasonable solution. 

      “I’ll give it a try.” He gave her another smile, then nodded on his way out.

      “Will Renee be home later?” she called out from behind him, likely assigning to-dos in her head.

      “I’m pretty sure she has a thing,” Anthony replied, having mercifully reached her front door. “Good luck with the cruise!”

      And then he was on the porch, trotting to his Jeep, now officially running late.

      He sat inside and turned the engine, looking both ways before backing out of his driveway.

      A necessary mistake, but now Anthony was back to thinking about some of those things he’d been trying to forget. All those truths about his new neighborhood that he didn’t really want to confront.

      He did like that the neighborhood was lively. Activity on Edgewood Street started early and ran late, sometimes from the same place, like the matching set of girls slipping out of what he and Renee had been calling BroHouse for the last half-year they’d lived there. The girls each carried their high heels in one hand while practically tiptoeing — opposite of the parade route they had seemed to be following into the BroHouse last night.

      Miss Adelaide was marching up to the lawn, meeting the girls on the grass with a shaking fist, issuing scathing reprimands that Anthony could not hear yet easily imagined after having witnessed this scene so many times before. 

      You hussies should be ashamed! You’re drenching your mamas in disgrace! Even the Good Lord won’t want you after the way you’ve gone and soiled yourselves! 

      Anthony couldn’t help but give the girls a friendly wave as he drove by them, running away from Adelaide, past the boarded houses — two in a row, plus a third across the street, all three foreclosed by the bank. 

      He drove past Wendall Patterson, now carrying his sign on a march toward The Canopy, today’s message alerting the world in crimson words that sinners burned HOTT. 

      He didn’t see Ezekiel, but the Junkman over on the corner was loudly shilling his wares. Anthony gave him a wave but avoided eye contact as he passed, not wanting to refuse the purchase of a broken toaster yet again. 

      Renee was right. He needed to stop pretending this was Disney World and start being cool with the truth that it was a parking lot carnival, carnies included. 

      He slowed while approaching the corner bodega. Darius was out front, directing an anxious-looking employee doing his best to arrange a triangle sign in front of the shop to his boss’s satisfaction. 

      Anthony raised his hand to give old Mr. Jones a wave, but then it fell involuntarily back to the steering wheel at the sight of three beefy men leaning against the building, one of them looking like he owned the place while the other two seemed like they might burn it to cinders. A fourth beefcake, even bigger and meaner looking, sauntered over with a short stack of plastic chairs as a fifth dragged a table toward their buddies. 

      187 Boys, the neighborhood gang, setting up shop for the day. 

      The last thing Anthony wanted was to shine any unnecessary light on himself or Renee. Everyone knew that the gangbangers spent most of their day smoking weed, drinking, and playing cards in front of The Canopy. They had been a neighborhood fixture almost as long as the bodega itself. Most of his neighbors seemed comfortable with the assembly of men who looked suspiciously like killers. Still, the sight occasionally made him break out into an unreasonable sweat.

      Not that he ever showed himself in front of Renee. If she had been sitting shotgun right now, he would have acted like he was driving past a carousel. Sure, a neighborhood Starbucks wouldn’t tolerate the incessant loitering, but when it came right down to it, he wouldn’t have wanted to trade the comfort of a cappuccino to go for the authenticity that made his neighborhood a genuine place, and one that felt like an echo of Grandmoh’s in NOLA. 

      So as he flipped on his blinker to turn the corner out of his cul-de-sac, Anthony raised a hand and offered a friendly wave to his neighbors. 

      One of the gang members — who suddenly didn’t seem mean at all while sitting in his plastic chair and tossing a deck of cards onto the table — nodded his way. 

      Anthony exhaled, surprised to find himself smiling, one step closer to being a great neighbor here in what was so obviously a very real neighborhood.
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