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Jody returned home for his mother’s funeral, and he stood outside that day, in the middle of January with the wind chilling his ears so bad they felt like they were on fire, just wishing the minister would get on with it, put her in the ground already, so he could get into the car and out of the cold.  Jody’d left home the week after he graduated high school and had talked to her only a handful of times since then.  Instead of spending time with a mother he’d grown only more distant from over the years, Jody had spent his time tracking down the father who’d abandoned them years earlier.

Now he stood looking at the box she was to be buried in, feeling little more than the biting winter wind and the early stages of what he could tell was going to be a desperate need to take a piss.  It took way too long for the dozen or so people in attendance to say their final goodbyes.  By the time the last prayer was spoken, Jody was shifting from foot to foot, half in trying to keep warm, half in trying not to piss his pants.

She went into the ground and he drove quickly out of the cemetery and back to the house.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like his mother.  It was hard for him to put into words, much less a coherent thought.  The first few years of his life had been fine, but as he got older things changed.  He couldn’t say how, but he knew there was a point where his parents stopped looking at him as their child, as the perfect blank slate on which they could make the image of a responsible adult, and started seeing him as the kid who needed a bath, who needed to eat, who needed new shoes for school.  He knew when that point arrived for his father, when his new job introduced him to new friends, and those new friends introduced him to new substances, and those new substances introduced him to new thoughts and ideas, the stay at home dad, too stoned or drunk or busy philosophizing with his friends on the ills of the universe to get off the couch and care for his family.  Jody’s mother had played around with the new friends early on, too, but she soon realized that wasn’t the life for her and she became the head of the household, sometimes working multiple double shifts in a week just to make the bills—although sometimes Jody thought maybe she worked so much just so she wouldn’t have to be home, but that left Jody there by himself in the middle of the mess and for that, sometimes, he hated her.

When he got into town last night, he’d almost stayed in a motel, and if he’d had the money he would have.  But a last minute flight across five states had taken what little savings he had.  His aunt Marcy had picked him up at the airport and Jody was now driving around town in his mother’s ’73 Delta 88 and staying in her house.

He didn’t think of it as his house—although that’s probably what it was now—he hadn’t thought of it as his house in a long time.  So when he got back to his mother’s house, he parked the car and ran inside, stood in the bathroom sighing in relief for a long time.  He flushed his mother’s toilet, then went to sit in his mother’s living room.  He slid out of his coat, then realized the house was freezing and put it back on.

Here was one of the things he’d always hated about this house.  It was built in the very early 1900s, then renovated in the 60s by a neighborhood housing firm that took old houses, made them livable again, and sold them cheap to middle-income families.  The problem was the work they did was full of cut corners.  Boards were nailed in without being plumb.  The plumbing was a joke, the wiring was a hazard.  The basement was a dirt floor and the foundation down there . . . Jody had few clear memories of his father, but one thing he did remember was being in the basement while his father tried to winterize the house.  He’d pulled wadded up bundles of clothes from the holes between the bricks down there.  Jody was five and didn’t understand the problem at the time, but he remembered his father’s reaction to find they’d tried to insulate the house with clothes and his utter contempt and disbelief.  That had been before the people started showing up and his father stopped going to work.

If his mother had left the house to him, Jody decided, he was selling it the first chance he got.

He checked the thermostat and saw it was only fifty degrees in the house.  He turned up the heat, but nothing happened.  He found a fireplace lighter in a kitchen drawer and went down to the basement to check the pilot light.

He hadn’t been down here in a very long time, since he was a kid.  It smelled of stale pine and he found a dozen old car fresheners hanging from the ceiling.  He wondered if his mother had been trying to mask the rotting lumber the housing company had used to support the house or dead rats in the walls.  Probably both.  There were empty poison boxes at each corner.  He opened the furnace, lit the pilot light, then climbed the stairs again.  The heat kicked on and he stood there in the kitchen, his shoes and socks off and his bare feet over the grate, letting the hot air do its thing.

He looked around and wished again he’d had the money to stay somewhere else.  He wondered if aunt Marcy would mind if he stayed with her.  He didn’t plan on being in town very long, only until the reading of the will, and everything else he could take care of back at home.

As if she knew he’d been thinking of her, Marcy called.

He told her he was doing fine—he didn’t have the heart to tell her he really didn’t feel much of anything resembling loss—then he decided against asking if he could stay with her and instead said he was just getting settled.

“So you’ll call me, then, if you need anything?  You know we missed you around here all these years.”

“I know.  Missed you, too,” he lied.

“Okay, then, I’ll call you again tomorrow.  The will’s going to be read either tomorrow or the day after,” she said.

And then, before he knew he was going to ask it, Jody said, “You don’t think my father will show up, do you?”

No one, as far as Jody knew, had even mentioned his father since the man vanished twenty-eight years earlier.  Jody had been seven.  He’d been trying to track him down, not because he missed the man, but because he simply thought he was owed an explanation.

“I don’t see why he would,” Marcy said.  “Far as I know, she never had any contact with him.  I don’t know where he is, I doubt
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