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BILLOWING CUMULUS CLOUDS sailed in a blue sky beyond the reach of the Appalachian piedmonts; their gentle undulations framed the busy West Virginia highway in whispering blankets of green. Bud Fields loped on the shoulder of an unmarked access road parallel to Interstate 79 South. Eighteen-wheelers thundered past him, conjuring a breeze and brief respite from the summer heat. On his side of the guardrail, bulrushes grew in puddled water at the foot of a bald knob. Farther up the hill, robins pecked at plump blackberries from their perches atop the thorny canes. So few lived out this holler that no one bothered to name the road. Seven, maybe eight homes when last Bud roamed this way. Well, everyone called him Bud or Buddy in those days. He’d never taken to his given name, Delmar Roscoe Fields, Jr.

He hitched his canvas duffle bag higher on a bony shoulder and padded through the loose gravel and bits of blacktop toward home. She’d always been there for him, his Mom. She took care of Bud and his sister while their Dad worked long shifts in the mines. In a lot of ways, his Mom was his best friend growing up. Thirty years is a long time. They may not even live there anymore. Bud ambled past the concrete tunnel that once served as the sole access point for folks on this side of the highway to the McWhorter post office and the rest of the hamlet. He bent over and peered down the tunnel’s length as more traffic sped past overhead. The gravel road on the far side acquired more potholes, but was none the worse for wear. A glint of daylight caught his eye. 

Bud traced it to one of several beer bottles laying in the weeds. He picked it up and tilted its dregs or perhaps rainwater in the sunlight. His hand tightened and released around the tinted glass. “Eh.” He dropped it to the ground. “That was a part of what got me into the clink in the first place.” Bud followed the road, which had now turned from blacktop to pitted gravel. It snaked between the painted pipework that served as fence for a long-forgotten gas well and over the lone knoll. Time for new beginnings. 

He stopped at the next to last home on the right and dropped his duffle onto the gravel driveway. Home wasn’t home any longer. The basketball hoop at the bottom of the gravel drive with its backboard made from old barn wood had long since departed. The weeds out front were so high they hid the square of concrete and cinder block that served as the front porch. 

Bud inched closer to the two-car garage leading into the single-story home. The concrete on its front lip was cracked and worn. The once white door now wore patches of umber rust and dents the size of large rocks. The waist-high grass hissed against his jeans as he waded to a pair of windows on the home’s front façade. Holes and cracks like spider webs adorned both panes. He leaned closer and peered through the dirty glass. 

The old living room. That was, until his folks had the addition built on while he was in high school. A smile accompanied by warm tears. He could make out the dents in the carpeting where their TV stand once rested. A faint outline in the shape of the oval rug in the center of the floor. Used to sit right there. On the floor in front of that ole TV and watch one of the three channels we got on her. Bud looked to the upper half of the wall on the room’s left. He helped his Dad hang those stones. A chuckle. Took us the better part of two weeks. He ambled around the property. Towering wild cherry trees still stood at the right side of the house. Their branches now grew into the sagging gutter and over a warped roof. The old cable and landline phone wires sagged from the telephone pole across the road and terminated in a leaning section of steel pipe jutting from the shingles -—where it had always been. Ain’t like I remembered it.

Bud returned to the driveway. The groan of a screen door popped open, then closed behind him from the house across the road. 

A stout woman stepped to the edge of her concrete porch and shooed a chihuahua into their groomed lawn. “G’won.” The cigarette between her lips wagged. She side-eyed Bud and lit her smoke. 

He stopped at the end of her driveway and dropped his duffle bag to the ground, letting his white undershirt flap in the wind. “Morning. Was wonderin’ if I could ask you something real quick.”

The woman released a cloud of smoke into the breeze kicked up by the interstate traffic a stone’s throw from her porch. “All right.”

“Name’s Bud Fields. I grew up in that house.” He poked a thumb over his shoulder. “Thought you might know what happened to my Mom, Evelyn Fields?” 

“Fields.” The woman mulled the surname over like it was a fine morsel of filet mignon. “Mighta lived here before our time, honey.” She flicked cigarette ash into the gravel beneath her bare feet. “Last lady who lived there was a caretaker in an old folk’s home up in Clarksburg, I think.” She patted the side of her shorts and called her dog inside. “Went into default a few years back. Nobody ever came back after.” She aimed her hand like a gun at his childhood home. “Somebody oughta git their sorry asses out here and clean up the yard at least.” She took another drag off her smoke and narrowed her stare on his face. “Sometimes it’s best to leave the past alone.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He heaved his duffle onto a shoulder. “I appreciate the information.” He started back down the holler road. “Take care.”

He had ventured all the way from the North Branch prison outside of Cresaptown. Thumbed a ride in an F-150 from a fella hauling timber to a customer’s house on the other side of Cumberland. From there, Bud hitched a lift in two different rigs to the Truck Stop in Jane Lew. All this time and a face full of grit and exhaust to find emptiness. Decay. Abandonment. 

With the buckle of his duffle digging into the meaty part of his shoulder, Bud moped over the knoll along the pitted road. On the other side, he stopped at the fence wrought from steel poles painted silver. His duffle bag sloughed off and into the weeds on the road as he climbed onto its top wrung. Bud fetched his crumpled pack of Marlboros from his hip pocket with a trembling hand and struck it with his lighter. A lungful of nicotine soothed his nerves. He fought back more tears, coughing as he exhaled, his chest hitching on the next breath. None of this was going how he’d envisioned it. How was he supposed to bring the family back together if he couldn’t even find them? Bud concealed his sorrow behind a hand. He rubbed his nose and wiped his hand on a leg of his jeans. “Damn me and my...”

“Don’t know about any of that.” It was a woman’s voice. Though it held a lower tone and more wisdom, Bud though he recognized her. 

He wiped his eyes on a forearm. “Sorry. ‘Scuse me. I’m a bit of mess.”

“Buddy?” The middle-aged woman came a few paces closer. “Bud Fields? Is that really you?”

He flicked the ash off his cigarette and studied her face, trying to gaze past thirty years of worry, child rearing, and restless motherhood. “Trish?”

A smile spread across her tanned face. Her blue eyes brightened. “Yup.”

Bud rubbed the end of his nose with the butt of his palm. “What’re you still doin’ around here? I thought you would’ve up and left long ago.”

She strode next to his duffle bag and tapped it with the toe of her Keds. “I should ask you the same question, but by the look of things, I’d say you’ve already seen your old place.”

Bud bobbed his head through a sarcastic chuckle. “That’s a safe bet.” He inhaled a drag and blew a line of white smoke into the breeze. “Been a long time.”

“What? Thirty years?” Trish slipped her hands into the hip pockets of her tan shorts. She may have developed a modest bulge around the middle, but the rest of her looked as it did the last time he saw her. 

“About that, yeah.” He wiped the drying tears from his cheeks. “You shouldn’t have to see me like this. It’s just—-sad. You’ve been here the whole time?”

Trish rolled a piece of gravel around under her shoe. “Most of it. Moved to Fairmont for a while not long after I graduated. Once Mom got sick, I came back.” She turned her injured expression to the passing clouds. “Been here ever since.”

“Sorry to hear that,” he said. “Hope she’s all right.”

Trish looked into his eyes. Pain and loss surfaced from behind her gaze. 

“Put my foot in my mouth again.”

“It’s okay.” Trish loosed a stressful sigh. “What brings you back? Out of prison, I assume?"

“Yeah.” Bud sucked another puff off the cig. “Came back to find my Mom. Happen to know where the rest of my clan went to?”

Trish cocked out a hip. “Think I saw Stacey around the area not long ago.”

“How’s my sister?”

“Good,” she said. “Think she lives around here someplace. Haven’t seen your Dad since...” She bit her tongue. “Well, in a long time.”

“How about Mom?”

“She’s around,” she said. “I could give you a ride to her place if you want.” She motioned to the house on the next hill with her elbow. “Car’s right over there.”

“I’d like that.” Bud hopped down and hauled his bag onto his shoulder. He dropped the remainder of his cigarette to the gravel road and crushed it underfoot. “Don’t have much in the line of gas money.”

Trish rubbed the back of his elbow. “I wouldn’t accept it anyway. Come on.” She started homeward. “I’ll let my family know where I’m going.”

Bud slid off the fence and studied her as she sauntered away. Seeing someone from his childhood now fully grown froze him in place in the road. He trailed after Trish up the shallow rise to the driveway of her one-story home. A towheaded boy burst out the screen door onto the wooden front porch. He eyed Bud with the discernment a jeweler would bestow on a lump of pyrite. 

Trish ruffled his short-cropped hair. “Where’s Daddy?”

“In the shed,” the boy said. He tarried after her inside. “Who’s that, Mom?”

“An old friend.” Trish tugged a glass-sliding door open and re-emerged in their backyard. “Mike?” She wandered up the hill to a shed painted in the same color as their home. “Hey, babe?”

Mike’s husky voice echoed around inside his man cave. “Yeah?”

She stopped at the top of the ramp into the shed and leaned on its doorframe. Her tones were lower, whispered. Bud made out words like “old friend” and “ride” and filled in the rest with his imagination. 

Mike ambled to meet her in the doorway. He wiped his greasy hands on a soiled rag. “A ride?” He sounded offended—-like it was an outrage to even ask for such a thing. “Who is this fella?”

She reassured him in quiet but forceful tones. Mike aimed a knife-hand in Bud’s direction. More of their conversation drifted to him on the wind. Words like “convict” and “dangerous.” Their powwow ended with Trish storming off to the house and Mike stomping into the confines of his shed. 

She shoved the screen door open, a set of keys jingling in her right hand. “C’mon. Let’s go. I’ll take you as far as your Mom’s place.” She pressed a button on her fob and unlocked the car doors. “I won’t be able to stick around or anything like that.”

Bud stopped inside the passenger side door. He didn’t know whether to feel grateful or guilty. “That’s all I need. You sure your husband’s all right with this?”

Trish laughed and started her Civic. “No but he’ll get over it.” She stared at him. “You’d best get in before I change my mind... or he comes at you with a chainsaw.”

Bud swung into the seat and buckled in. “Thanks again.”

She backed out and headed for the road out. “No problem.”

They rode in quietude back out onto the two-lane road into Jane Lew. Her Civic rattled over a pair of railroad tracks and continued. On their left, old men mounted their riding mowers like sacks of disorganized flesh, cutting lines in their lawns and growing redder by the second. 

Trish broke the uncomfortable silence. “So... you’re done with prison?”

“Yup.” Bud rested his hands atop his bag between his legs on the floor. “Thirty years.”

They paralleled the rusty train tracks through a series of ancient homes that leaned into the hillside they had been constructed upon in generations past. A blacktop road wound up the hill on Trish’s side to the McWhorter Methodist Church. Bud marveled at its brick façade, which hadn’t changed a bit. 

“Did you...?” She tiptoed around a question that Bud thought he knew she wanted to ask. 

“Do it? Kill the old couple?” He glanced at her. Her cheeks turned a bright red. “Mitch did the deed, but the old man shot him dead.” He played with the drawstring on his duffle. “Who else was the state gonna pin it on? I was the only one of us who survived.” 

She raised a shoulder. “Guess so.” The car wound around a turn and crossed the railroad tracks once more. “Figuring on staying in the area long?”

He stretched his feet out up the floorboard. “For a while anyway. Got a few people I wanna see. Friends, and such.” He watched the daylight wash over the contours of her face. “You stay in touch with many folks from the ole high school?”

Trish pulled to the three-way intersection and stopped next to the Lazy J Bar. It had moved on from its weathered barn slats and had since been refurbished with sleeker log-cabin style walls. “I see some of the people I graduated with as well as a few from your class.” 

She made the left into Jane Lew proper. He laughed. “Not much around here has changed, has it? Same old houses. Same abandoned  video rental store.” He pointed to the building as it drifted by his window. “Elementary school’s still surviving.”

“Very little ever does in these parts,” she said. 

Bud straightened in his seat and leaned closer to the windshield. “Say. Is the hotdog place still in business?”

“Eh.” Trish eased the car over Hacker’s Creek and slowed as they neared the plot where it had once stood. “Sort of.”

The sight of the crumbling single-level building sucked the wind from Bud’s sails. “A community center?” An old fella hobbled with the aid of his cane to its front door. “Guess that’s better than nothing at all.”

Trish pulled her Accord off the road in front of a yellow duplex home. Its concrete walkway marched an uneven line to the mailbox at the corner of the car on Bud’s side. Bud’s stomach tightened as he took a long look at the crumbling house. 

“Here we are,” she said.

“My Mom lives here?” He studied the two-story house. It had a shallow front porch packed with rotten cardboard boxes, broken pieces of a toddler swing, and numerous other banished sundries. It was a far cry from the upper middle class home he remembered. 

“Yup,” Trish said. “She has for at least the last decade or so. She disappeared for a while after the divorce, but I kept running into her down here in town. That’s when we struck up a conversation and she told me.” She put her car in park and unlocked its doors. “I come by every once in a while to see how she’s getting along.”

Bud heaved his duffle bag onto the dry gravel. “Thanks for that. And for the ride. I owe you one.”

Trish scoffed. “You don’t ow me nothing, Buddy.”

A portly woman shuffled out the screen door on the right side of the duplex. A pair of oversized round glasses rested on her bulbous nose. Graying white hair fluttered in the breeze and tickled the top of her hunched shoulders. He squinted at the old woman. 

Trish shouted out his side of her car. “Hi, Evelyn!” She peered at him. “Go on and see your Momma,” she said. “Holler at me if you need anything else.”

He stepped out of the car and hoisted his bag over a shoulder. “Will do and thank you. I mean it.”

She shifted her car into drive. “I know you do.” Trish turned onto the two-lane road. “Talk to you later.”

He held up a hand as she made the turn onto the road and sputtered out of sight. 
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MEMORIES OF BUD’S MOTHER duked it out with reality in a bloody bar fight in his head. Time had done a number on the petite fit woman he once knew. She stood in the front doorway, glaring on him at the end of her walkway as if he were a stranger. He lumbered along the walkway to her side of the duplex, stopping at the bottom step. Sunlight tangled in the top of the elm tree in the side yard and cast wavering shadows onto the patches of crabgrass. Traffic purred along the street leaving clouds of acrid exhaust in their wakes.

Her eyes lit up as Bud drew closer. Her hands flew over her mouth and nose, but failed to stifle her tears of joy. “Please, tell me it’s really you.”

Bud dropped his bag on the angled bottom stair. “It’s me, Ma.”

Evelyn threw her arms wide and rushed to greet her child. “Praise God!” She wrapped in a hug that threatened to squeeze him in two. “My baby’s home.” She repeated this mantra and showered his face in an endless shower of kisses. 

He rubbed her back and pecked his mother on her forehead. Her pale skin tasted of salt and cigarette smoke. “I’m out. A free man again.”

Evelyn held him by both arms. “For good, right?”

“Til the ground reclaims me.” 

She hugged him again. “Thank god.” Evelyn held her screen door open. “Why don’t you come on inside? I’m assuming you need a place to stay.”

He grabbed his bag and followed her inside. “That I do.” 

The plump woman with his mother’s tender voice waddled into her the kitchen at the back of the first floor. “Just set your things over there near the desk out of the way for now.” She pulled something out of a cabinet. “How about some coffee?”

Bud doubted if his legs would carry him inside.

Evelyn glanced back at him. “Well, c’mon.”

He found the computer desk to his right and set his duffle bag next to it. “Sounds great, thanks.” He inched over to the faux suede sofa at the heart of the living room. Its brown upholstery wore gashes along the top of its back cushions which had been covered with a navy blue patch. He took a seat on the far end and sank into an unseen hole beneath the lower cushion. “Nice place. Trish told me on the way here that you’ve lived here for about ten years or so?”

She poured coffee into the mugs around the wall. “About that, yeah. Took me a while to get settled into a new place after...” She came back and handed him a steaming mug. “Well, the divorce and all.” 

His mother came around the doorway into the living room and stopped. She appeared as awestruck at him as he was with her. His mind grappled with its last images of her before they hauled him off to prison. The mother he held in his mind’s eye remained petite and fit. She wore her shiny, black hair in a ponytail. Not in graying curls. No glasses to conceal her light brown eyes. She stood behind his court bench in a manner much like she held at present. A trembling hand over her mouth. Eyes mottled by relentless tears. 

She broke their silence. “What is it?”

“Uh...” He lowered his head and combed his auburn hair with his hand. 

Evelyn set her cup on the coffee table and eased onto the other end of the sofa. “How do you think I feel?” She took a sip and returned her cup to a wooden coaster. “One day my boy’s a teenager. The next time I see him—-” Her sagging jowls quivered. “Well, just look at ye.”

Bud nursed a sip from his mug. “I know, Momma. Suppose I was trying to reconcile the last time I saw you with the woman sitting beside me.”

“It ain’t easy.” She rubbed her meaty thighs through her sweatpants. “Stacey will be happy to see you. She ain’t seen you since she was in middle school.” 

He leaned into the sofa and sipped his coffee. The real stuff. Not that sludge they slapped together in the mess hall. 

“She misses you, ya know? Your sister.” She searched his stare. He had his mother’s eyes. His aunts all reminded Bud at every family gathering.

Bud rested his cup on a leg. Its heat singed through his jeans. “I plan to pay her a visit once I get settled.” He scoffed. “I don’t even have a car or a license. Nothing.”

His mother hummed through a nip from her cup. “You can stay here as long as you need. As for the other things, it’ll take some doing and a mountain of paperwork, but we can get you a license.” She poked a thumb at the front door. “You can borrow the Escort when you need it. I don’t drive much anymore since the divorce.”

He flinched at the mere word trickling from her lips. “I’m sorry, Ma. I know it was my fault.”

“Bah.” She swatted his words from existence. “It was a long time coming, honey.”

“No, it wasn’t.” Bud set his cup on the glass of the coffee table.

Evelyn snapped her fingers and wagged one at him. “Coaster.”

“Right.” He snatched one and put his coffee back down. “You and Dad were like some kind of ideal couple before my shit storm blew through.”

Her barrel chest hitched through a chuckle. “Some of that was for show.” She turned her attention to the Price is Right on her puny television set. “Didn’t go for much longer once they put you in that place.”

“How is Dad?”

She stared at the colored bars and broken images on the TV as they scrolled past. “Dunno. Still on his family’s farm over in West Milford, I’d guess. Last place I recall hearing he lived.”

Bud bobbed his head at his duffle bag. “Got all your letters in there. Saved every one.”

She milled her lips, never taking her eyes off the screen. 

“At least, all of them up to 2015.” He rested his forearms on his legs. “How come you stopped writing?”

The contestant on-screen leaped. Lights flashed. She raced over to her brand new car. 

“Mom!” 

Evelyn looked at him, her stare devoid of a soul. 

“Why did you stop?”

“Stop what, honey?”

“Writing me?” Bud rubbed his temples. 

She snapped out of her trance. “Letters? What was I supposed to do?”

He crossed his arms and sat up against the back cushion. “I don’t know. Stay in touch with me maybe?”

“I did!” Her tears came again. “For twenty-some years, I did.”

He reached to console her. “Mom.”

“No.” She cowered away. “You listen and listen good.” She pinched a section of her shirt sleeve and cleared her tears. “Every week during that time I wrote you. Wrote you like clockwork. And every month I couldn’t wait to get your replies. Every few years you would go up for parole, and every time you did, they would break my heart and toss you back in that god-awful place.” She pounded her fists into her lap. “I couldn’t take the heartbreak anymore.” She stared him in the eye through her sorrow. “You hear me? My soul was shattered.”

“What about me?” He clutched the armrest until his knuckles whitened. “Not one word from anybody in my family for over ten years. So many nights I thought about...”

Evelyn held her gaze on his. 

“Never mind that,” he said. “Suffice it to say my heart broke, too.”

Rivulets of pain trickled out from under the frames of her glasses. Evelyn Fields was a strong woman. Bud could count on one hand the number of times she wept in his presence.

Bud inched across the sofa, muttered a gentle, “Ma,” and wrapped her in his arms. 

She sobbed into his chest. “My baby.” Her hands clutched his shoulders. “Countless nights I spent crying myself to sleep.”

“I’m here now.” He kept her close. “For good.”

Evelyn righted herself and blotted her eyes. “You mean it?”

“No paroles. Did my time in a halfway house in Cresaptown.” 

“So you’re done, then.” She tapped his knee with force. “I hope you’ve learned something as a result of it all.”

“More than you’ll ever know.”

“Good,” she said. “Then you can stay with me on one condition.”

Conditions? Those were never good. 

His mother picked at the pilled fabric on the armrest of her sofa. “You can stay here as long as you like, so long as you keep yourself outa trouble. None.” She glared at him over the rims of her glasses. “I’m serious, Buddy.”

“You have my word.” He held up two fingers on his right hand. “Scout’s honor.”

“Bullshit.” She laughed as she reached for her coffee. “You were never in the Scouts.”

“Well,” he said, “I give you the best word I’ve got, then.”

Evelyn slurped in a mouthful of her coffee. “Guess that’ll have to do.”
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DRIVING A CAR, BUD DISCOVERED in terrifying detail, was nothing like riding a bike. It had been more than three decades since he sat behind the wheel. Every muscle in his hands cramped from his wrenching grip on the steering wheel. Thank God his Mom’s Escort was an automatic. Bud followed the set of directions she wrote down on a takeout napkin in her ever-pristine handwriting to Lost Creek and the neck of the woods where he grew up, then went straight on Duck Creek Road past the turn to his childhood home. Not that he needed them to this point. He’d come this way hundreds of times growing up, on bus rides from school for the most part. 

Towering hickories and oaks lined the strip of blacktop that climbed a hill and fell down the other side. Like the other roads in the area, it bore no markings or signage. Folks in the hollers off this stretch were left to fend for themselves. The faded strip of blacktop wound past the old church still tucked away in a tight turn and near Watters-Smith State Park. 

He rolled down his window and let the scent of honeysuckles in full bloom carry him away on thoughts from better times. Summers in the park pavilions for their family reunions. Simmering crockpots of creamy mac ‘n cheese, barbecued meatballs, and casseroles of every variety. Sizzling burgers and hotdogs over the open grill. Playing on the playground or running the hiking trails with cousins he hadn’t seen in a while. Watters-Smith. It held a trove of fonder times. 

Bud drove past the wooden welcome sign to the state park. A few of its gold letters lost their paint making it resemble a broken neon sign. The main gate to the park’s pool and a pavilion was rusted over and sat propped at an angle on its steep driveway. A hand-painted sign hung on a chain over the center which read, Pool Closed Permanently. 

“Man.” He slowed the car as he drove through the wooded park. “Spent many a Saturday morning up there in that pool diving for loose change.” 

On the other side of the park, he made a turn onto a gravel road and followed it for a few hundred yards before arriving at the home denoted on his napkin. House -—gray siding, black shutters. Should be a black Malibu out front. Bud pulled the Escort in behind a newer model sedan with the silver and gold Chevrolet emblem on its trunk door. “Must be the place.” He shut off the engine and headed for the steps to the front porch, all wooden. 

A woman with some youth still clinging to her body opened the front door, but remained on the other side of the screen door. She flipped her blonde hair off her shoulder and leaned against the doorframe. “Can I help you with something?” She crossed her slender arms over an oversized WVU sweatshirt, which did double duty to hide the remnants of her belly.

Bud searched her face. Her once prominent round chin was tucked into folds of sun-reddened skin. There was no mistaking her bright blue eyes. “I’m looking for Stacey Fields.”

The woman rubbed a palm down the yellow material in her leggings. “Who’s asking?” She glanced over his shoulder. “My Mom has a car a lot like yours.” She glared at him wearing a look of suspicion. 

Bud chuckled. “That’s ‘cause it is Mom’s car.”

Her mouth crept open. She searched his eyes and face. “My God.” Her torso hitched as she cried. “Buddy?”

He rubbed a hand over his mouth, trying to hold back his emotions. “Yeah. It’s me, Stace.”

“I’m so sorry.” Stacey flung her screen door aside and threw herself into her big brother’s forgotten embrace. Warm tears matted his shirt to his skin as she wept into his chest. “It’s been so long.” A series of wet sniffles, then another wash of emotion.

He held her big curls of hair to her back and hung on for dear life. Footfalls padded across the interior of the home. A vibrant teen poked her freckled face and head of brown hair into the doorway. “Ma? You okay?”

Stacey cleaned her face on the sleeves of her shirt. “Fine, baby.” She motioned her over. “Come here. I want you to meet somebody.”

The girl took cautious steps closer. She took her fashion cues from her mother. Oversized hooded sweatshirt, black leggings, and oversized white socks. 

Stacey took her daughter under a wing. “Lauren. This here’s my big brother, your Uncle Buddy.”

Lauren’s expression held reservation and uncertainty. “Hi.”

Bud held out a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

Lauren tucked herself behind her mother. 

Stacey snickered. “It’s all right, Lauren. He’s your uncle.”

“Yeah, but—-”

Bud lowered his hand. “Maybe another time.”

“Sorry she’s being a bit shy.” Stacey stood aside. “Well, don’t just stand there. Get on in here.”

“Thanks.” He followed the girls inside and shut the door behind him. A wave of frigid A/C chilled his exposed skin. The sweatshirts in June made more sense. “I get it. The black mark of being in prison follows me everywhere.”

Stacey scurried into her kitchen and pulled the fridge door ajar. “She’ll warm up to you eventually. Make yourself at home.” She leaned inside its door. “I’ve got a couple kinds of pop, milk.” She held a plastic bottle at eye-level and shook its contents. “A little bit of grape juice left.” She peered over her shoulder. “What’ll it be?”

“A soda’s fine, thanks.” 

Stacey glared at him. 

“Pop, sorry.”

She came back with two cans of Coke. “You’ve been on the far side of the mountains too long.” She handed him a can. “Soda.” 

Lauren curled up under her cat blanket on the sofa and went back to watching TV. Bud took in the cozy living room and dining area. A round table set on linoleum tiling centered in a bay window bump out. 

He took his drink to an empty chair and plopped down. “Nice place. A tad cool, isn’t it?” 

“Sorry. Thermostat’s on the fritz again. Got a tech comin’ to fix it tomorrow.” Stacey sat across from him and popped the top on her can. “It ain’t a castle, but it’s home to us.”

Bud opened his Coke and took a drink. “That’s what matters most.” He put his can on the wooden tabletop. “What do you do these days?”

“Manager at the Exxon in Weston.” Stacey crossed her arms, a huge smile spread over her face. “God. I still can’t believe you’re sitting here in my house right now. It’s been—-”

“Thirty years.”

“Yeah, thirty,” Stacey said.

They studied one another in awkward silence, then Bud broke it. “So, is Lauren your only—-?”

“No.” Stacey spun her can in slow circles. “She has a big sister, Megan. She’s twenty-three now. Studying to be a medical billing specialist or something like that.” She slurped her pop. “You remember Bobby McCollough?” 

Bud squinted into the ceiling. “A year behind me? A couple ahead of you?”

She nodded through another drink. 

“Played on the baseball team?”

“That was him,” she said. “We dated through high school and got married after I found out I was pregnant with Megan.” She twitched her head to one side. “Didn’t work out in the end. Got divorced and moved back in with Mom and Dad for a while.” She followed Bud’s eyes to Lauren. “I met another guy in 2004. Ray. We got serious for a few years, had Lauren, but never married.” She took in a deep breath. “What about you? You staying with Mom I take it?”

“Yup.” He crossed on leg over the other. “For the time being, I suppose.”

“Got your license at least.”

Bud lowered his shame to his red can. 

Stacey smacked his forearm. “You’d best be careful doing that nonsense. Jesus, Bud. You just got out.”

“I know,” he said. “I had to see you. And Dad.”

Stacey’s expression turned sour. “Haven’t talked to him in a while.” It was obvious she harbored reserved anger on the matter. 

“Mom said she thought he lived out on the family farm still.”

Stacey knocked back another swill. “Sounds right.” A burp. “Like I said, I haven’t been on speaking terms with him for years.”

“Understood.” Bud switched legs and subjects. “See much out of Nate or any of them?”

She leaned back in her chair. “Nate’s a deputy for the Sherriff. I see him and some of the others lurking around now and then.”

“And Angie?”

Stacey smiled. “She’s still around, too. Saw her at the Kroger last week in fact.”

A gentle warmth filled him. “Good.” 

Stacey rested her can on a kneecap. “You aren’t figuring on looking her up, are you?”

Bud flicked the tab on his can. “I’d considered it.”

She groaned. He remembered that groan. “You can do almost anything, be with anyone you want.”

“I know.”

“You’ve got a clean slate, Buddy.” She sat up and put her soda down. “You don’t realize how many people envy that about you, how much I envy that about you.” 

Bud mulled the advice over as a buzzard launched from a low-lying branch outside and took flight. He bent over the table and lowered his voice. “You wouldn’t know where a person could go to...”

She poked a thumb around the corner. “Bathroom’s down the hall on the left.”

Bud laughed. “No, not that. What I mean to say is—-”

“You need a job?”

“I do.”

She went to the bar in her kitchen and came back with a sticky note and a pen. “Here. This is the address of a temp agency up in Bridgeport.” She scribbled info onto the square of paper and passed it over. “They should be able to find you something. Granted, it might not be clean or easy work, but it’ll be something.”

Bud plucked the note off the table and folded it. “Thank you. I’ll take whatever I can get.”

Stacey chuckled. “Just make sure you have Mom drive you there until you get your license.” 
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