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By J.D. Walker
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The Greyhound bus pulled into an old gas station and stopped. I stepped off the bus into the mildly cool fall air and waited for the driver to get my worn large duffle bag out of the luggage area, then just stood there as she drove off, unaware of my inner turmoil.

It was after two o’clock in the morning, and my return to my hometown was just as unobtrusive as my departure had been thirty years ago. Very few people had really cared then, as far as I knew, and I doubted they would blink twice that I was back, if any of them were still around.

I could see a man inside the Stop and Go through the glass, sitting behind the counter by the cash register. I didn’t recognize him, and I used to know everyone here, even if they’d never paid much attention to me. He was watching something on a small TV and eating popcorn.

I hoisted the bag on my left shoulder, a well-used backpack on my right as I started walking down the street toward the motel I saw in the distance. I was too tired to think of anything but a reasonably clean bed and some sleep.

When I arrived half an hour later, I checked in with the bored-looking attendant and took the key to the room at the back of the building on the bottom floor. I let myself in, stashed my stuff in a corner, cellphone and keys on the nightstand, and cleaned up quickly in the bathroom. Dressed in boxer shorts, I hit the sack and was out like a light.

* * * *
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Loud voices woke me up hours later. Groggily, I turned over and grabbed my cellphone after two tries. I swiped the screen. It was seven thirty. With a loud sigh, I tossed the phone on the nightstand and covered my head with a pillow, hoping to block out the sounds of an argument that seemed to be right outside my door.

Naturally, the argument got louder and louder, and then I heard scuffling and, oh, yeah, they were fighting like the end of the world was coming. Wonderful. I tossed aside the pillow and got up. I needed more sleep if I was going to face my new reality, and these folks were not helping.

I yanked open the door, just in time to see one tall, beefy blond-haired guy punch another blond dude in the jaw, making him stagger. A third guy, who had black hair and was shorter than the others, was trying to get them to see reason. It looked like a lost cause to me, though.

“Hey!” I said in a loud, sharp tone, startling the three men enough they stopped their nonsense, all eyes on me.

“Good,” I continued. “Now that I have your attention, do you think you could take your disagreement somewhere else? I’m trying to sleep.”

The man who’d thrown the punch opened his mouth, likely to say something stupid, but the guy he’d punched just told him to “shut up” and pulled him down the walkway by the arm until they disappeared around a corner. The man who had tried to get them to stop looked at me sheepishly. He had golden brown eyes that reminded me of toffee. Weird.

“Sorry about that; those two are always getting into it and it’s hard to get them to listen when they go too far.”

I shrugged. “Don’t care. I’m going back to bed. See ya.” I shut the door in his face and hit the sack, managing to fall asleep again for a few more hours. Hopefully this wasn’t any kind of foreshadowing for what I should expect, now that I was back in my hometown.

* * * *
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It was three in the afternoon and mild for early October as I wandered down Fremont Street in a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. I needed to meet with my new boss at six o’clock, but I had some time to look around. Thirty years was a long time to be gone from a place, but there were things I still remembered, like the motel where I was staying, some of the restaurants, and the skating rink. But there were newer things, too: mid-rise buildings, parks, food trucks, art galleries. Guess this town had finally gotten the stick out of its ass. Or at least partially.

I stopped at a new-to-me taco eatery to get some burritos and a Dos Equis. Sitting at a table next to the sidewalk, I people-watched, taking in the mix of young, middle-aged, and old. What was once a majority white town of the haves and have-nots had become a melting pot of cultures that was cool to see. There was even a same-sex couple holding hands as they wandered by my window. That would have gotten their asses beat in my day.

Being a queer, brown-skinned kid hadn’t done me any favors growing up, one of the main reasons why I’d left town the minute I graduated high school, barely. I hadn’t been great with book-learning, but I’d always been good with my hands, especially working with wood. I’d traveled all over the country, working carpentry jobs, trying to find myself, or maybe a sense of belonging—hard to do when you lived with the fact that you were abandoned by your parents at an early age and placed in the foster care system.

I’d thought I’d found something close, once, with Gary Priory. We’d started out okay. He was a shiny penny in my drab world, and I liked that. He didn’t mind that I wasn’t much of a talker, that I was a big guy and my hands would never be smooth.

But he’d wanted bright lights, big cities, and he liked to gamble. I wanted him to stop before things got out of hand, but he loved the thrill of the casinos more than me, and when things had taken a turn for the violent, meaning he couldn’t pay back money he owed to shady people, I’d had to step in and solve his problems in ways that I’d rather forget. I left him after that debacle, and my heart was never the same.

After years of hookups and never staying in one place very long, I was tired. On a whim, I’d looked up my hometown and found some ads online that had gotten me interested, go figure. And now, here I was, taking a chance on a place that had few good memories, but seemed, ironically, to be all I had left.

* * * *
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I walked into an industrial plant on the edge of town at five minutes to six. Remembering the directions I had received via email, I headed toward the back, crossing the very large workspace where a variety of work activities were still in progress. I found the door that had the words “Woodworks Manager” on it, and knocked. Once I heard “Enter,” I went inside.

There were two people in the office, one sitting behind a medium-sized desk, the other standing next to a black filing cabinet. They looked to be in their forties. The seated man was Native American, like me, with shoulder-length black hair and brown eyes. He wore a faded blue work shirt and jeans, from what I could see when he leaned back in his chair. The other man was Caucasian, with short brown hair and blue eyes, dressed in similar fashion. Both men were dusty, since they’d likely been working around sawdust all day.

“You Samoset Dawn?” the man behind the desk asked.

“Call me Sam.”

He nodded and stood to shake my hand. “Appreciate you arriving on time. I’m Craig, the wood products fabrication manager, and this is Hovis, my assistant manager,” he said, pointing to the other man in the room. “He’ll show you the ropes and get you set up with tools, etc. I’ve heard great things about you from Jermaine, who interviewed you. Welcome to Universal Fabrication, and I hope you’ll enjoy working here, with us.”

“Thank you,” I responded, and followed Hovis out the door, back onto the busy floor space of the plant.

He led me to the left, through a metalworking area, then to the woodworking setup, pointing out the equipment and workspaces. Everything seemed well-maintained and free of safety hazards: CNC machines, assembly areas, all the tools I could want as a woodworker. It was an encouraging start, considering some of the unsafe places I had worked in the past.

We ended up in a large locker room. “There’s a locker room for the women, as well, as we have a fair number of female makers here, too. Number 55 is your locker,” Hovis said. “It’s unlocked, and you’ll need to provide your own lock and key. Showers are in the back,” he added, pointing a thumb behind him. “Your work hours are pretty standard, as you know from the interview, though there will be times when overtime is necessary to get an order out. Every other weekend is free, starting a week from Saturday. I’ll let you know the projects and timelines for the products you’ll be working on. There’s a company get-together once a month, which sometimes coincides with a holiday. It’s a way to let off steam, as it were, and encourage togetherness and community for all the workers. I’ve been here thirteen years; Craig, fifteen. I’ve had no complaints. Any questions?”

I shook my head. “I start at eight in the morning, right?”

“Yup. We’re not union, but we’re very worker-oriented. Take a break when you need to. Wear your safety equipment, lunch is one hour, whenever you take it, and slow and steady works for us, even when there’s a deadline. Being in a rush can be a safety hazard, okay?”

“Got it.”

Hovis waited to see if I would say anything else. When I didn’t, he said, “You don’t talk much, do you?”

“Guess not,”

He smiled. “Fair enough.” He held out his hand, and I shook it. “It’s nice to have you here, Sam. Feel free to wander around and get the lay of the land. I’ll see you in the morning, and we’ll give you your uniform shirt then. XL, I assume?”

“Probably.”

“Okay. Bye for now,” he replied and left me alone in the locker room.

I made my way to locker number 55. It was on the bottom level at the end of a stack. I sat on the bench in front of it and sighed. At least the bosses appeared to be competent and interested in the worker’s welfare. I’d been in too many situations where that wasn’t the case. I hoped this was a good choice. I was too old to be moving around like I used to.

I stood and walked toward the door to leave when some guys came in, joking around and lightly shoving each other. I recognized three of them from the motel this morning, when they’d woken me. The guy with the toffee-colored eyes that had fascinated me stopped and stared, while the others wandered past, not paying any attention to me.

“Hey, aren’t you the guy from this morning, at the motel?” he asked, brows furrowed. He came up to my shoulder in height.

“Yup, that’s me. Starting here tomorrow.” I made an effort to be sociable. “You a metalworker, or something?”

“Nah. I work with logistics.” His short black hair had a bit of gray in the strands at the temples. His pale white skin likely burned in the sun. He was too pretty for my peace of mind. “Name’s Oakley Hudson.” He had a nice
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