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The light still slanted across the ceiling the same way it always had, casting abstract shadows of the massive oak’s leaves and branches across the cracked and peeling paint. 

That was certainly different. 

All the hours she had spent staring at the ceiling, daydreaming or rambling on the phone, the ceiling had always been pristine white with the little foam echo-absorbing stalactites clinging to it. Her mother would sweep the ceiling for cobwebs and then sweep up the less resilient foam from the floor. There were enough cobwebs now to fill one of those haunted houses with their manufactured ghosts and spider webs. These however were not manufactured and Liza McPherson knew she would spend the rest of the day cleaning like a maniac. There could be no peace in a house draped in webs and dust and cracked paint.  First the dirt and grime of all the house’s lonely years had to go and then a fresh coat of paint. Something warm and cozy, not the perpetual white of her childhood.   

Liza stood, stretching after a short nap on the hardwood floor. She brushed herself off and shivered as a chill ran through her. A fire might actually be necessary before anything. There was a definite chill in the house, the kind that made her toes just numb enough to be annoyingly uncomfortable. Actually, she reconsidered, changing the course of her day for the fiftieth time, I can’t clean without cleaning supplies. She had left those behind in Oregon. There was only so much room in her car and glass and toilet bowl cleaners hadn’t made the final cut. “Fine,” she breathed to the empty room, as though it had demanded to be cleaned and cleaned immediately. Yanking her purse from the window ledge, leaving a path in the gathered dust, Liza trudged out the front door, twisting the key in the deadbolt while the chilled autumn wind smacked the screen door against her back. She tried not to look at the front porch that was in even worse shape than the living room. It would need swept and scrubbed and sanded and painted. 

Why am I here, she asked herself again. It was written in her rule book: Rule #2 Never Go Back Home, and yet here she was, backing her Sunbird out of her parents’ driveway, cruising down Holler’s Creek Road, doing twenty-five in a fifteen. She doubted her car would even function properly at fifteen miles an hour. It took a certain amount of gas to make the old girl go. 

The neighborhood looked the same as it ever had except perhaps a little more tired. The lawns were neatly kept. The mums were all set out to showcase the colors of fall, but the paint on the shutters looked faded and chipped. The driveways were cracked. The roofs sagged a bit beneath their age. The Thompsons’ and Hurleys’ homes slipped by on her right, their name still proudly painted on the side of the mailbox. “I’m probably the youngest person on this entire street,” she said, noticing that not only the Thompsons and Hurleys but the Conways and the Rollins families were also still present and accounted for. She had spent many nights in their homes, eaten their Frosted Flakes, tracked mud across their kitchen floors when rain had pushed Liza and their daughters back inside. She wondered where Beth Conway, Mollie Rollins and Shannon Hurley were these days. They had all sworn to leave and never come back but you could never really run away from home, she had learned. It always followed you around and whispered at your heart to return. 

For a while she had maintained her life of excitement beyond Holler’s Grove. She had attended school as far away as she could, taking the full-ride scholarship offered to her on the West coast and then sticking around to do grunt work at the local paper. In five years’ time she had risen to doing more substantial local pieces, even the occasional feature. 

Tangled in thoughts of her mediocre life and her failure to cut all ties to the town she denied she came from, she did not notice as the houses gave way to quaint two-story shops. “Where are you from?” her colleagues had asked, and her reply had always been a lie, “Kansas City.” It was only true in the fact that Kansas City was the closest city to Holler’s Grove but Holler’s Grove was not close enough to even possibly be considered as a suburb. It was just a hole in the earth where someone for some insane reason had decided to clear some trees and set up shop. 

It was Saturday morning and, if the multitude of hand-drawn signs were any indication, the local high school homecoming football game was scheduled for that evening so Main Street was buzzing with excitement, everyone clad in their red and black to show their support. The sidewalks were full of faces that still seemed somewhat familiar despite the added weight of years and worries. Davis’ General Store was the best place in town for cleaning supplies. Or at least it had been and, she figured, probably still was. Liza turned the Sunbird down the little alley that ran between the general store and Mildred’s Café, knowing it would be impossible to find parking along the front at this time of day. Hal Davis was apparently still driving his old beat up Chevy truck. She parked beside it, checked her face in the rearview mirror and grabbed her purse. There was no telling who she would see in there. Hal, obviously, would be inside. Maybe his wife Ruby, though she was usually busy baking pies on Saturday to bring to the church supper on Sunday. Their son Max might be in. Liza hoped he wouldn’t be. She hadn’t seen him since her last day in Holler’s Grove, the day before she left for college, and their parting had not been exactly friendly. It didn’t help his cause that he hadn’t bothered to show up for her parents’ funeral five years later. 

Resolving that it must be done, Max or no Max, she threw her door open, smacking Hal’s truck and leaving a thin line of powder blue on his brown door. She stood, looked around guiltily and rubbed at the mark. It was hopeless, even with the aid of a little spit, but she doubted Hal would notice. There were enough other scratches and dings, even some sizeable dents, that one little blue mark wouldn’t be noticeable. Liza tucked her purse under her arm and strode toward the front, hoping no one would recognize her. It had been ten years since she had walked down these streets and she was no longer the gawky, string bean of a girl who had left town one hot and muggy August morning. They had seen her only once since that day and she had made every effort to hide the truth of who she was ever since. 

Curious eyes shifted toward her, like bloodhounds they sensed the presence of an outsider. “Little do they know,” she whispered, her hand self-consciously pushing back flyaway strands of her untamed curls. In eighth grade she had lopped them all off after Max Davis and his band of juvenile delinquent friends had unleashed a jar of small yellow spiders over her head. It wasn’t enough just to shake them out, brush them out, scream while her mother picked through her hair and promised her they were all gone.  The feeling of the nasty little things crawling through her tangles of curls wouldn’t stop. Finally, in a fit of desperation, she had taken her mother’s sewing scissors and hacked at her hair until there was no chance of mending it. In the end she had wound up with hair shorter than Max Davis’s. Gina Halloway at the Scissor Shop (she sold sewing supplies and haircuts), had tidied up what little remained and had assured Liza that she alone would begin the Pixie Cut trend in Holler’s Grove. That certainly hadn’t happened. Having a boyish cut in Holler’s Grove was only acceptable for boys. 

She hated Max Davis; not only for the spiders but that incident certainly didn’t help his standing.

The Davises’ General Store’s front window was sparkling as ever. Mama Ruby prided herself on her maniacal cleanliness. That was one reason Myra McPherson typically had taken her tea at Mama Ruby’s instead of having Mama Ruby over to her home. The McPherson home had been tidy and clean-ish, but definitely had not been scrubbed like the Davis house. Bells clanged loudly overhead as she opened the door and stepped in. It use to be a nice, melodic tinkling noise but, she imagined, old age had demanded something less mellifluous and more effective for less receptive ears. The smell of sawdust and lemon cleaner enveloped her. Some things never change, she thought. “Be right with ya,” a gravelly voice called to her. Liza stepped around the bookshelves filled with the current edition of the Farmer’s Almanac, how-to books on anything from grooming your horse to slaughtering your hog, and cooking magazines for the country kitchen.

Hal Davis looked much older than she had imagined. It was more of a difference than a decade should make for anyone. Only in his early fifties, Hal looked like he was pushing seventy-five. Wrinkles hung on the sagging skin of his thin face. His hair, always a distinguished salt-and-pepper, was thinned down to obscurity. All that remained were wisps of white. His glasses looked huge on his gaunt face and the two lines across the lenses gave away his failing sight. He was clicking away at a desktop computer that looked completely incongruous in the general store. She tried not to peek, but the broad blue band at the top gave him away. Mr. Davis was on Facebook. Heaven help me, she thought. A few more clicks and Mr. Davis shut off the monitor and looked to see who had interrupted his social networking. 

“Can I help you find something?”

He didn’t recognize her. 

Mr. Davis readjusted his trifocals, peering at her through the top and then the middle and then the top again. He was thinking maybe, but he couldn’t quite place it. Well, he would find out eventually and then it would look like she was being rude and putting on airs. “Hey there, Mr. Davis,” she smiled and pushed her hair back, maybe in an unconscious effort to get him to remember her and her pixie cut. “I, uh, just need some cleaning supplies. Toilet bowl cleaner. Maybe some Murphy’s Oil,” that would score points with Mama Ruby. Mama was a big believer in Murphy’s Oil. Of course she was also a big believer in wood paneling. “Maybe some scrubbing stuff for tubs, something for windows. I need it all.”

Her eyes darted around as she spoke, as though she was actually trying to locate the section those items might be in. He just stared, clicking his dentures. She was an educated woman, a hardened journalist, sort of, but she could not hold this man’s gaze.

“Liza McPherson,” he said simply, as though mulling it over. 

She smiled brightly. “Yep, the prodigal Titan has returned.” Sports were a serious affair in Holler’s Grove and Bell, the next town over where all the Holler’s Grove kids attended school. They didn’t refer to themselves by the name of their towns but by their shared high school mascot.

He carefully scooted off his stool and leaned against the counter for a moment, exerted from that simple little action. Sensing his intention, she crossed over to the counter, the smell of wintermint gum and butterscotch candies causing a wave of memories to engulf her. She was eight again, counting out the pennies she had collected on the street and Mr. Davis was correcting her math, as ever. Is it ever possible to fully grow up in the town you were born and raised in? Or do the memories of childhood, both yours and the memories others have of you, keep you from ever completely escaping your youthful escapades and high jinks? 

“Couldn’t recognize you under that mop of hair,” he smiled. “Finally decide you got all them spiders out?” His laugh turned into a rumbling, productive cough. Grabbing a tissue out of the box, he turned away. She picked through the nicely organized and dusted packages of gum and Altoids until he was done and cleaned up. “Sorry, about that.” 

“It’s all right.”

“This dang cancer doesn’t exactly keep me pretty.”

Cancer? Mr. Davis? Not possible. 

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Davis. I didn’t know.”

“Well,” he said, sliding back onto his stool. “Of course you didn’t. You’re not one of my Facebook friends.” 

“Too weird, Mr. Davis. Really.”

He started to laugh again but thought better of it. Instead, he reached for a walkie-talkie. “Rube, get your little fanny in here.” He clicked off and shifted his mischievous gray eyes toward her, “Though it ain’t so little anymore.” Over the bark of his rasping laughter she heard the click click click of Mama Ruby’s kitten heels. Mama Ruby probably still subscribed to the June Cleaver fan club. Heels and pearls and fresh cookies every day. 

“I heard that Hal Davis, you scoundrel. And that better not be that good for nothin’ Rich Sim—“ Liza turned to face her as she came around the shelves of exterior paint and her words fell off into silence. “I would know that rat’s nest of curls anywhere, Elizabeth McPherson.” Mama Ruby had stayed young enough for the both of them. She looked all of forty-five and was still as pleasantly plump in the softest, most feminine way possible. Flinging her arms wide, she hurried toward Liza. Mama’s upswept red hair bobbed on top of her head as she padded quickly across the concrete floor. She folded Liza in against her grandmotherly bosom and squeezed until Liza actually coughed from the squeezing. With Liza still in her grasp, she did a little dance of happiness and held her back at half-an-arm’s length. “You finally get all those spiders out of your hair?”

Her husband burst into another fit of hacking laughter and reached for a tissue. Apparently the spider incident would never die in the memories of the Holler’s Grove Titans. It was the stuff of legends. The Girl With the Spiders in Her Hair.  “Your husband asked me the same thing.”

Mama Ruby tinkled with laughter, “I just bet he did. O what a day that was. Your mama was just fuming. Fuming and laughing at the same time. And then, little fool that you were, you went and whacked all your pretty curls off.”

“And despite Gina Holloway’s promise, that pixie look just never caught on did it?” The voice came from somewhere in the direction of the light bulb aisle. It was deeper and richer than she remembered and with a tad less twang. Perhaps her memories had added that, just to make her feel superior over his backwoods self. “Liza McPherson with her hair all grown back.”

Mama Ruby released her so that she could fully turn to face the Davises’ cad of a son.

Max Davis, tall and lean and infuriatingly handsome, leaned against the steel shelving. Right by the mops. I’ll go without a mop today, she determined. Because if Maxwell Davis was near the mops she wasn’t going to be. “Max Davis with his...” but she couldn’t think of anything. The mere sight of him enraged her to the point of speechlessness. He tilted his dang fine head as though waiting for the rest of her retort. Seeing that she had none, a knowing, mocking smile tugged at the corner of his very nicely sculpted stupid mouth. 

“So,” Mama Ruby clapped her little hands. “What brings you back to town?”

Instinctively, a lie popped into Liza’s head. She had only come back into town to get the house ready to sell and then she would be gone. It was somewhat true but not true enough. Even pre-technology this town could find out the truth before the sun went down on a winter’s day. But in these days of Google and social networking sites, there was no hope. She would walk out of here and in three minutes, five depending on Mr. Davis’s broadband speed, everyone would know the truth of her downfall. Fortunately it had been a short fall. 

“The paper I was working at has been losing money so they cut a bunch of jobs.”

“Oh no, that’s too bad,” Mama Ruby picked up Liza’s hand and patted it comfortingly. If Mama had a cookie with her it would already be in Liza’s grasp.

“Yeah, well, it’s difficult to find a journalism job anywhere right now.” This was also true and untrue. With enough qualifications and contacts one could probably find a job somewhere. But for a fluff blogger? A social-happenings tweeter? Jobs were a little more scarce. 

“You should talk to Carl over at the Tribune. He might have a bone to throw you,” Mr. Davis offered. “He was online when you walked in. I’ll log back on and ask him.” Liza started to protest as he leaned forward to boot up his computer again, but it would be a pointless endeavor and she knew it. If you had a problem the Davises would fix it whether you wanted them to or not. 

“So...” the syrupy sweetness of Mama’s tone gave warning that she was about to ask another personal question. “Are you married?”

Max snorted and Liza threw him a dirty look.

“Max, don’t be rude.”

“Oh come on Mama, our little Lois Lane is too busy fighting corporate greed, railing against political corruption, remember? She’s more likely to find herself a caped crusader than to ever tie the knot.” Max continued to lean against the shelf and Liza wanted nothing more than to knock him flat on his rear. 

Mama Ruby tsked sadly. “If you came back hoping to find your Clark Kent, I’m afraid all we have is Carl.” 

“I came back because I had to and I only came here,” she gestured around herself, “Because I need window cleaner!”

“And Murphy’s Oil,” Mr. Davis helpfully added. 

Mama Ruby made a sound of delight and clapped her hands. “Oh honey, why didn’t you say so?” She threw an arm around Liza’s shoulders. “We’ll get that house spic and span in no time flat. Let’s load you up!” She danced off to gather a shopping cart, a basket wouldn’t do, not with the glorious task at hand. Liza threw one last sneer at Max and followed after Mama. 

Ruby Davis shopped like a woman on a shopping spree. She needn’t consult the product descriptions on the dozens of cleaning products to choose from. She knew her stuff, what would take the soap scum right off, what would burn your lungs even if the room was properly ventilated, what would leave streaks on your wood floors and what would make it shine like the very throne of God. Liza knew this was a gross exaggeration but she let it go, let Mama fill up her cart with rags and mops and buckets and even a nifty cleaning caddy so it would be easier for her to lug everything from room to room. Inwardly, Liza moaned at the heap of things in her cart. She was living on a stagnant income, nothing flowing in. Not stagnant, she thought, there’s certainly going to be some flowing out. But she wasn’t going to admit in front of Max who still was leaning, that forty-five dollars (Forty-five dollars!) in cleaning products was beyond her budget at the moment. 

“Hal,” Mama snapped. “You take that caddy off of there.” She patted Liza’s back, mindlessly stroking the ends of her curls as she did. “That’s our homecoming gift to her.” 

Liza certainly wasn’t going to argue. That caddy was nine dollars. “Thank you, Mama. I appreciate it.”

“Oh never you mind. We’re just so glad to have you back. Now, you go on and take yourself home and I’d be over there to help you after awhile but,” Mama wrung her hands and stomped her little foot. “Oh I do have my book club meeting this afternoon.”

“No worries, Mama. I can manage and you must have so much to do around here.”

“She ain’t got nothin’ to do around here. Gum’s all dusted. Paint’s all turned the right way. All’s left is to go over to Millie’s and gossip. You’ll be doin’ her a favor, keepin’ her from sin.”

Mama Ruby waved him off without bothering to look, “You hush.” She squeezed Liza with another bone-crushing hug. “If you’re not too tired, you come over for the book club. We meet at our house at three. The ladies will be so thrilled to see you!”

With all the swagger of John Wayne, Max pushed himself off the shelf and walked over to Liza. “These bags are kind of heavy.” He reached down and looped his hands through several handles. “Why don’t you let me help you?”

“What a gentleman,” Mama beamed as though Max were twelve years old and displaying his first act of chivalry. Possibly it could be his first act of chivalry, Liza thought. “That’s a wonderful idea, of course you should help her.” He was teasing her and only the two of them knew it. No. Teasing was too kind of a word. He was mocking her. He knew how much she didn’t want his help. He wasn’t helping to be chivalrous or to make his mama proud. He was only helping to twist the knife a little deeper. With a mop and a broom tucked under each arm and a few bags loaded into a bucket, he left a bag of sponges and rags and the caddy for Liza to carry. 

“Are you parked out front?”

“No, in the rear,” so you couldn’t see my sorry little car, she added silently. 

Max pushed the door open and held it for her to pass through. The last thing she heard was Mama Ruby giggling gleefully and Mr. Davis calling after them, “You kids have fun now.” Liza tried to ignore them, tried not to notice the slight swagger to Max’s walk and how appealing it was. She turned her eyes toward the street. Diners had finished their leisurely breakfasts and their sharing of local news and were turning out onto the sidewalks. It was a beautiful day. The maples along the street shimmered gold and red and orange in the sunlight, shifting with the light breeze. It would be a good day to throw the windows open and air out the house. 

“Where’s your car?”

Liza stopped abruptly. She’d been so caught up in the beauty of the season and its effect on the town, she hadn’t noticed they had reached the rear of the store. She stuttered and verbally stumbled through a few noises that would normally precede a lie but, again, lying would be pointless. She would be found out eventually. And Mama Ruby found lying very unladylike and ungodly. For some reason unbeknownst to her, Mama Ruby’s opinion mattered very much. What would Mama think when she found out the last time Liza had been in church was five years ago? And then it had only been to attend the funeral for her parents. 

Heavy with humiliation, she motioned at the Sunbird. 

“That’s your car?” He didn’t say it mockingly or with any trace of laughter, which was all she had expected from him. No. He was truly shocked and, beneath his tone of surprise, she believed there was also a hint of pity. This embarrassed her even more than the anticipated laughter had. Liza stepped around him, not even attempting to blow it off with an air of pride. It would be of no use. Max would see right through her, as he always had. She slipped her key into the hatch’s lock, jiggled it and, with just the right amount of tension to the left, turned the key. There was just enough space back there for her bounty of cleaning items. Probably she should have just put everything up front but then he would see the mess of her driving snacks and the nest of tissues from all the tears she had shed between here and Oregon. 

Max looked at her uncertainly.

“I’ll put the caddy in first and you can just set everything else on top of it.” Hastily she wedged the caddy into the small spot and, with no shortage of dismay, remembered the mop and broom and buckets. Looking down the alley, as though there were something vastly interesting at the other end, she sighed. “Guess I’ll need to make two trips.”

“No,” Max said simply and closed the hatch. “I’ll throw the rest in the back of my truck and meet you there.”

“Not necessary.”

“Not up for debate.”

“You’re impossible.”

He smiled, disarming her and making her angrier all at the same time. “Always have been. It isn’t likely to change now.”

“I suppose not.” Without another look at him Liza unlocked her door and slid in. As she slammed the door and pulled the unwilling seatbelt across her, she tried not to look up but gaped when she realized Max was not putting her supplies into the back of the beat up Chevy. It hadn’t occurred to her to ask what he had been up to for the past decade. She had just assumed he had stayed on to work in his daddy’s shop. “Couldn’t be,” she whispered. “No way.” Max glanced at her stunned expression and smiled before hopping into a sleek, four-door truck. Liza snapped her staring eyes away and threw the Sunbird into reverse. “Just wonderful.” The Sunbird spluttered and coughed and sluggishly made its way down the alley. It was a good thing most places were in walking distance in Holler’s Grove. The life expectancy of her car was drawing to a close. 

As she ambled onto Main Street with Max right behind her, she thought maybe she didn’t look so unfamiliar as she figured she must. Left and right, on both sides of the street, people were smiling and waving. Then she realized, “They aren’t waving at me.” Sure enough the waves only came after curious looks at the frizzy haired lady in the rusty, oil-burning Sunbird. It could only be, she imagined, because he is Holler’s Grove born and bred. The idea of Max Davis having such a fan base was absurd, particularly after all his stunts in high school. Sure he was the quarterback, the starter, and the pitcher, but he was also the cow tipper, billboard spray painter, car thief who stole all the girls’ unmentionables during track practice and strung them up on the flagpole. Did he ever get kicked out of school? Thrown in the clink for a night just to teach him a lesson? No. Because he was Max Davis, charmer of authority figures, scorer of touchdowns and three-point shots. 

In her bitter replay of all these things Liza nearly drove right past the little brick house with its white front porch and sagging garage. It wasn’t original to the house and, try as he did her father was not the construction type. He could carve beautiful things out of wood. Constructing entire structures, that was another matter. Mr. McPherson had always been a man of contradictions. The garage would need to be pulled down. Maybe one of those pre-fabricated carports would go up in its place. She wasn’t worried about the loss of storage space. She didn’t have anything to store. And she wasn’t planning on staying any longer than necessary anyway. Not feeling like getting out to roll the door up, she parked on the cracked concrete pad and grudgingly climbed out. How difficult would it be to get him to leave now?

The driveway was too short for his long truck to fit behind her car, so Max parked along the curb, rolling his passenger-side tires into the grass in order to not take up too much room on the narrow street. He stepped out. “If you’d parked in the garage, I could have parked in the drive.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, lifting the hatch. “You won’t be staying long.” Grabbing her caddy and bag, Liza hurried to the front door and propped it open with the caddy while she fumbled with her keys. Max stood in the front yard, surveying the house. 

“Your gutters need cleaned. I’m surprised they haven’t broken off by now.”

“Uh huh. I’ll get to it.”

She walked into the sunny living room and let the screen door slam before Max reached it. He was, she remembered reluctantly, carrying her things. “Fine,” she hissed at the room and stomped back over to the door, which she held open without looking in his general direction. Max slid past her, the smell of his soap or maybe it was cologne, tickling her nose. He hadn’t smelled like that in high school. It was always sweat and dirt and motor oil from clunking around under the Chevy’s hood. Not this. 

“Thank you,” she could hear the smile in his words but she was resolved not to buy into his charm. She had made that mistake before. 

She motioned toward the middle of the room. “You can just set everything there.”

He did and started back toward the door. Was it really going to be that easy? And then he snatched the keys from her hand, “Let’s get the rest of that stuff in.” Liza chased after him, grabbing for her keys but he was too tall even for her. “You have the arms of an ape,” she shouted, jumping up again to grab her keys. Twenty-eight years old and she had been reduced to this in a matter of less than an hour by a former high school boyfriend. It was true. You can never really fully grow up around your childhood friends. They, better than anyone, know how to push your buttons. 

“I’ve heard worse,” he said, sorting through the keys until he found the one labeled with the Pontiac logo and slipped it into the lock. “Come to think of it,” he jiggled the key and tried and failed. “A lot of it came from you.”

“It was well-deserved.” She shoved him out of the way and turned the lock herself. 

Max grinned widely. “It figures even your car would be complicated.”

“Whatever.” She leaned in and pulled out a few light boxes and started toward the house. 

For the next five minutes they passed back and forth between the house and her car. That was all it took for two people to carry all her worldly belongings into the house. Sad, she sighed silently. Liza was just closing the hatch and wondering how to get rid of Max when another clunker pulled up in front of the neighbors’ house. Max came up behind her, rubbing his hands together. She wondered what he’d been doing inside for the last few minutes to get his hands dirty. Seeing the new arrival, he sighed in an unfavorable sort of way and slapped Liza on the back. “You can handle this one yourself. See you later.”

“You wish,” she said before she could stop herself.

He grinned again, apparently mistaking her ill humor for banter. She tried not to watch as he swaggered back to his truck, just enough swagger to look confident and not theatrical like the pro-wrestlers, just enough to look like a self-assured man. 

Stop it, she shook herself and turned her attention back to the woman stumbling out of the old sedan. The angular face was hidden by long gnarls of stringy blond hair. Her clothes were worn, faded, and, in some places, torn or threadbare. “Lizzie!” the woman exclaimed, the haggard face erupting in a browned and broken smile. Lizzie was something only her closest friends at school, the ones she had attended kindergarten through senior
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