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Going Home





“Have a nice visit with the family,” John, one of my coworkers, said as he left work just ahead of me, leaving it up to me to do a final cleaning before locking up. I made quick work of sweeping up around each chair and hitting the spots where hair usually liked to hide, and in less than an hour I was locking the door to the salon I’d worked at the past five years. 

“Hey, Drew, are you getting out of town for the holiday?” Sam, who worked at the bookstore next door, asked as he walked past on his way home.

“Yep, going to the big city for a long weekend.”

“Big city?” he asked as he spun around and walked backwards away from me.

“Well, I could maybe say the village, but what’s the fun in that?” He waved me off with a smile and walked around the corner and out of sight. My mind wandered back to my hometown. Located in the middle of the Sacramento Valley, it was surrounded by rice fields and so flat you could see the coastal range on one side and the Sutter Buttes on the other. Hell, on a clear day you could see all the way to Mt. Lassen, well, if you went to the edge of town and stood on the one and only overpass. Eh, hadn’t mattered when I was a kid, because we’d been free to roam around the countryside and do what we wanted, as long as we were home in time for dinner. And if I wasn’t, a phone call or two would let my mom know exactly where I was and who I was with.

I walked to my car and checked everything I’d need for the next four days was packed. It took me forever to get out of downtown Sacramento. Traffic was brutal on a good day, but add to that the fact tomorrow was Thanksgiving, and it was slow going for miles. When I exited I-80 and merged onto I-5 north traffic finally thinned, until I passed the airport then it was back to creeping along.

My phone rang so I answered it with the handsfree. “Andy?”

“Hi, Mom, I should be home in less than an hour. Traffic was bad, so it’s taking me a little longer.”

“Oh okay, I was wondering if you’d make it in time for dinner. We’ll go ahead and eat, and probably be in bed by the time you get here.”

We lived in a farming community, but my parents weren’t farmers, they just really liked going to bed early and getting up at dawn . . . literally. I was just the opposite. I liked staying up too late and sleeping in until I felt like crawling out of bed. Dad worked for a seed company, and drove all over the county daily, and Mom volunteered at the local grammar school doing whatever they needed help with.

Darkness had fallen by the time I’d gotten off work despite me leaving early; fall brought not only colder weather and fog, but also shorter days. I glanced out to the expanse of land the freeway cut through. This was all rich farmland, as far as the eye could see, from Woodland to the big town of Occident. Well, it wasn’t really a big town, the population had barely wavered in all the years I’d lived there, or since I’d moved away after high school.

There were a few other towns I passed by on the way home. What the locals called the old road, Highway 99, drove right through the middle of them. If I had more time, I’d take that route as it brought back a lot of memories seeing the towns that had barely changed at all. I was lost in nostalgia and surrounded by harvested rice fields when I saw my exit just ahead. As I drove over the overpass, I thought back to the time a few of us kids rode our bikes out here and coasted down the side. Those were the days, back when we were too young to worry about anything other than what adventure we’d have that day.

I stopped at the four-way stop and checked both directions, even though I knew it was clear. Being a holiday weekend didn’t mean the town was any busier. The main bar in town—well, really the only bar—was just on my left as I drove down the main street headed for home.

“Hey, pull over, motherfucker,” I heard yelled from the front of the bar.

I looked in the direction of the voice and saw a group of people leaning over the railing on the upper level. I waved and turned back to the wheel just as Link Stanton stepped in front of my car.

“Fuck!” I slammed on the brakes and was thankful I hadn’t been driving at more than a crawl. He tapped the hood of my car with his knuckles and sidled around to the driver’s side, wearing the same shit-eating grin I remembered from our childhood.

“What’s up, asshole?” He grinned, and just like always, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back as I rolled down the window.

“Hey, Link, just going home for the holiday.” I eased my car forward a little, letting him know I was leaving, but he didn’t let go of where both his hands leaned on the window.

“Join us for a drink, just one. Come on, we haven’t seen you in forever.”

“I was just here at Easter.” I liked coming to visit, but there was definitely a limit to how much small-town gossip and interaction I could handle. After I’d moved away to attend cosmetology school in Sacramento, I’d found I quite liked going to the grocery store without everyone knowing me.

“Yeah, but you didn’t come out and visit everyone. Now come on, there’s a shot with your name on it.” He tapped the top of the window and walked backward toward the bar. “Don’t keep me waiting.” He winked before turning around, and without a second thought I pulled over and parked.

“Fuck, why didn’t I just keep driving?” I grumbled to myself as I grabbed my phone and tapped out a message to my mom. I was expecting them to be asleep by the time I got home, but if I didn’t tell her I was stopping along the way, she’d be pissed.

“Andy, where you been hiding?” Laura, one of the girls I’d graduated with, asked. She still wore her dark hair long and straight as she had in all the years I’d known her. Her warm smile hadn’t changed either, as she greeted me dressed like everyone else at the bar in country chic.

“Hey, Laura, long time no see.” I hugged her and moved around through the group until I’d greeted them all. Link slapped me on the back and guided me to the downstairs bar. The Saloon was far nicer on the inside than it was on the outside, all rustic timber and hardwood floors with a bar that took up one wall, and three pool tables surrounded by tables and chairs on the first floor.

“Jacki, a shot of tequila for everyone,” Link ordered, and the rest of the group cheered, more than happy to party together again.

Jacki was fast and efficient as she lined up seven shot glasses with salt and lime on the side. Just like in the past, I didn’t hesitate to choose one of those shots. I was about to throw it back when Link’s hand on my arm stopped me.

“To the good old days,” he said, and raised his glass to clink together with everyone in the group. He clinked mine last, and the look he gave me was different than it had been all the other times—it almost seemed expectant. I shrugged my shoulders and threw back my shot. Link clapped me on the shoulder again.

“Time for a game of pool.” A collective groan rippled through the group. Everyone was well aware just how competitive Link could be. “Let’s play teams, then maybe you’ll all have a chance.” He sniffed and swiped at his nose before adjusting his ball cap. “Andy, you’re on my team.”

After more grumbling and shifting around, it was decided we would play Erik and Curt first. Jase, Molly, and Blair would rotate in after we had a winner.

The game started like it always had. Link broke and the striped nine ball shot straight into the corner pocket. After sinking three more balls, he missed giving the rest of us a chance. While Erik was lining up his shot, Link stood next to me and leaned against a table cradling his pool cue in the bend of his elbow. He was superstitious as hell and never put it down once he picked it up. And he always used the same cue; it had been here since we’d turned twenty-one and all celebrated our next landmark.

“So, how’s the big city?”

“Good, everyone needs a haircut, so I’ll always be needed by someone.” He grinned at that, but as always, his focus was on the game. “What are you doing these days?”

“Well, just finished harvest, so I’ll get a little break before it’s onto getting the fields ready for planting. It’s always nice to have some time off this time of year to go duck hunting.”

“You still doing that?” I asked. My life was the polar opposite of most of our friends. I didn’t eat duck let alone hunt them.

He leaned in closer, and I ducked my head and gripped my pool cue tighter. “Not really. I just like to be up early and enjoy the sunrise. I’m completely fine if I come home empty handed.” He winked and pressed his finger to his lips.

If he had any idea what that wink and those lips did to me . . . but he didn’t know. He lived his life the same way he had since he was born here thirty-two years ago. Which was fine, but things had changed drastically for me.

“Let’s do another shot, and maybe a beer.” He didn’t wait for my answer before walking over to the bar to order. When he turned back to me, I couldn’t say no, and I knew tomorrow I’d be regretting that decision.

“Sure thing, Link, and you’ll be explaining to my mom why I’m hung over, once again, on Thanksgiving.”

“Your mom loves me,” he said with absolute certainty, and for good reason.

“Yeah yeah, don’t remind me.” I shoved him and leaned on the bar next to him, ready to take one more shot and remember all the times we’d had before.








  
  

Two
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Shots and More Shots





The pool game continued, and so did the drinks. Erik and Curt were leaning harder on the bar while waiting for their turns, and Molly and Blair were sitting at one of the small tables with Jase nursing a beer. 

“Andy, it’s your turn,” Link said, with a hip bump, and a slight slur.

I walked over to take my shot and after lining it up, taking my time, and slowly releasing a breath—I tipped it off the cue ball and missed.

“Aghhh,” a few of the guys groaned along with me, and Erik stepped up to take his turn.

“So, how’s Sacramento?” Blair asked. She was nearly as tall as me with short blonde hair, and as tough as any of the guys here when it came to working on the farm or kicking ass. She took no crap from anyone.

“It’s good, busy. The shop has really gotten popular, so we’re all booked and most of the stylists aren’t taking more clients.”

“I still can’t believe you moved so far away. If you were closer I’d go to you to get my hair done.” She grinned and glanced at the game. I looked too and noticed Link watching us. I smiled, and he went back to watching Curt sink another ball.

“Remember when you were first in school, and you did all our hair for practice?”

“Yes.” I huffed out a laugh. “Sorry about that.” She laughed along with me just thinking about all the times I’d fucked up one of their haircuts or colors.

“I was orange for weeks until you finally covered it up.”

“I had to wait until we had a class on corrective color.” I shrugged my shoulders and laughed again.

“It’s great to see you. I miss us all being together.” She looked fondly around the group of us before shaking her head. “Except when one of you is puking from drinking too much. I don’t miss that shit at all.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” She punched me in the arm and that was it, as she walked over to the table she’d been sitting at.

After I blew a few more shots, Link ordered another round and informed me I didn’t have to play anymore.

“Well, how nice of you to be so considerate. My hero,” I swooned, complete with batting eye lashes, and a kicked-out leg.

Link rolled his eyes but smiled as he sank the eight ball.

“Hey, guys, the band’s gonna start playing upstairs,” Jacki announced, and I wondered how I hadn’t noticed how busy it was now. As soon as we moved away from the tables, there were other people ready to take over.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Jase said, and put his arm around both Molly and Blair.

The second floor was nearly as big as the first. There was a smaller bar, but most of the room was a dance floor lined on two sides with the same small tables as downstairs. The band was still setting up, and as we all found two tables and pulled them closer together, other people started filling up the space and pretty soon there wasn’t an empty chair to be found.

“Okay then,” Link started, and rubbed his hands together. “Time for some serious drinking.”

“Guys, I should get going. I still haven’t been home.” I tried to reason with them, but they all laughed.

“Give it up, Andy, you know you’re here until closing,” Jase yelled over the band that had just started playing.

Link clapped me on the back and leaned in close. “Don’t leave yet, it’s been nice having everyone together.”

The strains of a country song I didn’t recognize—but apparently every person in the room loved—started, and almost everyone moved onto the dance floor. It was hot, sweaty, and so much fucking fun. And after a couple more shots it was even better. We all danced together not really caring who was with who as we all hung on whoever was close enough to touch. When Link leaned on me, I didn’t give it a second thought, but when he wrapped his arms around me from behind and ground on my ass, it was more than I could ignore. Even in my close-to-too-fucked-up state. He swayed to the music and at some point he’d moved his hands to my hips.

I looked around the circle of my friends, but no one seemed to notice, all of them caught up in their own buzz. I craned my neck and looked back at Link, only to meet crystal blue eyes full of fire. I raised my eyebrows as he continued to hold my hips in his hands and sway.

He answered with a lift of his shoulder and moved in even closer. Well this is something new. I would later remember this thought and would question my own sanity for not thinking it was an even bigger deal than I did. But after . . . one, three . . . oh god we’d had at least six shots . . . my mind was a little numb.

I kept dancing like nothing was out of the ordinary, and my completely straight friend wasn’t acting like he was all that straight. And when he wrapped his arms around me again, I looped my fingers with his, and swayed like this was something we did all the time. Blair locked eyes with me as she danced next to Curt and smiled. Was there something knowing in that smile?

“So, how’s the hair business?” Erik asked as he leaned closer to me.

“It’s good. Busy, someone always needs a haircut.”

“That’s right, buddy!” he shouted and threw his fist in the air. Was it only six shots?

“Shot time!” Jase announced, and pulled Molly along with him in the general direction of the bar.

“If I have another shot, I’ll hurl,” I mumbled, and Link gave me a squeeze before moving to stand in front of me.

“One more, at this point one more ain’t gonna kill ya,” he slurred and put out his hand for me. Without thinking, I took it and he dragged me through the other dancers. A few stopped and said hello, or patted me on the back.

“Are you kidding me?” Jacki said as she looked at each of us. Erik leaned heavy on the bar, and the rest of us held each other up.

“Jacki, you know we never get to visit with Andy, don’t spoil our fun,” Link said, and pouted his lip out for affect.

Jacki crossed her arms and again looked at each of us in turn, and each of us smiled back like we did when we were kids, hoping to get away with one more thing we hoped no one knew about. “Don’t try that innocent shit on me. I was with you all too many times when we used that to not get into trouble.”

“Hey, Jacki, remember when we all went out to The Barn and were partying?” Curt asked. The Barn was one of the many party places we had on the outskirts of town when we were still in high school. It had been a farm at one time, but all that remained was a dilapidated barn at the intersection of four dirt roads. He’d always had a crush on Jacki, but she was like Teflon, no one messed with her, and she didn’t date.

“Dude, do not bring that up,” Erik whisper-shouted, all reasoning gone as he stared at Curt wide-eyed and shocked.

“You mean don’t bring up that a pigeon shit on my head when we were all out there drinking? Yeah, don’t bring that up, Curt.” If looks could kill Curt would have been implanted into the back wall of the bar, but instead he giggled, and Jacki rolled her eyes. “One more round, then that’s it.”

“Thanks, Jacki,” we all said at once, and then laughed like it was the funniest thing any of us had ever heard. I guess in that moment it was.

“This one’s my choice,” she said, and got busy gathering different bottles of alcohol before lining up seven shot glasses. After pouring a few things into a shaker and making a show of mixing it up, she poured in a line to fill the glasses. Erik started to reach for a glass and was promptly slapped on the hand, as Jacki set another glass down for herself. When she’d filled it she passed the drinks around, and with a look from her we all waited.

“To the past, and to the future.” Her eyes never left mine as she said it, but I was so far gone all I could do was smile and drink my shot. It was sweet, and tasted way too good as it burned all the way down to my stomach, and as soon as I drained the glass, I knew it was the one that was too much. And when Link pulled me between his legs while he sat on one the bar stools, I didn’t question it, just went along and enjoyed the warmth and closeness.

Jacki set bottles of water on the bar and we each took one. It might suck tomorrow, but right now I was loving every minute of the night.
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Time To Pay





“Time to get up, Andrew.” 

For a second, I thought I was back in high school and was late. But then I remembered I was just here visiting, and even though my childhood room still looked the same as it had the day I left for college, it wasn’t my home anymore.

I cracked an eye open and was thankful for the blackout curtains I’d begged my mom for years ago, until my brother walked in and ripped them open.

“Morning, Andy,” he said, and I dove under the covers like my life depended on it. And in a way it did, the light would have killed me. “Not feeling so good this morning?” He sat on my hip and dug his arm into my back, a throwback to when we were kids.

“Fuck off, get out of here, Stu.” I tried to put some heat into my words, but my stomach reminded me of the absolute fact that last shot was one too many.

“Daddy, why you pickin’ on Unca Andy?” Mariah, Stu’s daughter, saved me from his next move that I knew from experience was going to be a flying elbow.

“Hey, baby girl, I’m just reminding him who the big brother is.” The giggle that followed and the lifting of his weight off me was a huge relief—that was short lived as the flying elbow hit me in the back.

“Ugh,” I grunted and fought with the blanket to get out of bed. But by the time I was free of it the room was quiet again. Stu and Mariah stood in the doorway watching me, him with his usual shit eating grin, and her with that sweet smile I couldn’t resist. I walked, well, stumbled over to them and ruffled her hair. “Morning, Mariah.”

She giggled and ducked her head before Stu scooped her up. “Ma said to tell you to get your ass down there so you can run to the store for something.”

“Can’t you go?” I moaned and didn’t feel one bit guilty.

“Nope, it’s all on you.” He laughed as he walked off with Mariah waving at me over his shoulder, her blonde curls bouncing all the way. Stu had married his high school sweetheart right after graduation. They were happy for years, until Taylor got pregnant. As soon as she’d given birth it was obvious this life wasn’t for her. Before Mariah was a year old, she’d left both of them. Stu never looked for her, and he filed for divorce and full custody. He was an amazing dad, even if he was an asshole of a brother.

“Fuck,” I grumbled again, and rushed to the bathroom just in time to throw up what was left in my stomach from last night. After that last shot, I didn’t remember much. I tried to convince my brain to go back through those final few hours, but I was so hungover it hurt to think. There was music and more dancing, that I did remember, but try as I might I had no memory of going home. Fuck, that was not a good thing.

Hoping a shower would somehow perform a miracle and cure me, I undressed and stepped in. It didn’t help, but the water did feel good on my shoulders.

“Bro, come on, Mom is gonna pop a vein if you don’t get out there soon,” Lance, my younger brother, yelled through the door.

“Fuck,” I mumbled once again. Why did I think drinking the night before Thanksgiving was a good idea?

“You do it every year,” he yelled, and I realized I’d said the last part out loud.

“Lance, get out of here. I’ll be down in a minute.” I turned off the water and wrapped a towel around me. This was gonna be a long ass day.


      [image: ]“The dead has risen,” my dad announced, full of drama, and probably a little glee at knowing I was miserable. Not that he liked to see me in pain, but self-induced misery was a different story. I grinned at him before walking right over to Mom. 

“Morning, Mom.” I kissed her on the cheek as I walked by her on the way to the coffeemaker. She leaned into me and pursed her lips in an air kiss and was already up to her elbows in turkey and dressing—literally. She narrowed her clear blue eyes at me when she got a good look, and I tried not to let on just how miserable I felt.

“Andy, I need you to run to the store,” she said as she looked back down at what she was mixing. With her silver hair tied back and sleeves rolled-up, she was all business today, and apparently ignoring my hungover self.

“No problem, do you have a list?”

“Here you go,” my dad said as he handed me the scrap of paper and went back to reading the newspaper and drinking a cup of coffee while seated at the kitchen island. “Don’t take too long, it’ll be time to make salads soon.”

While my mom cooked the turkey and dressing, my dad made all the salads. It was a lot to do for one meal, but they insisted it was worth it for the leftovers. My brothers and I loved it, and I think the traditions were what kept them doing it.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” They all gave me an odd look as I walked out the door. I expected to see my car, but it was nowhere out front.

“You didn’t drive home. It’s still sitting at the bar.” Stu stuck his head out the door and grinned when I turned to look at him. It was an overcast day and I had sunglasses on, my only defense against the glare that threatened to burn a hole through my retinas.

“It’s okay, I’ll walk there.” It wasn’t far, only about four blocks, but today it might as well have been forty miles. I trudged down the street and waved at a few of the neighbors that were outside. After only a block I was starting to doubt I’d make it to my car. Sweat beaded up on my forehead, and my stomach churned.

“Need a lift?” An old white Ford truck pulled up next to me, and I knew who it was without looking. The door opened and I slid onto the seat that was so familiar to me I practically had a spot worn into the seat cover. “Not feeling so good?” Link asked.

“Not really, what was that last shot?”

“I think Jacki said it was a raspberry kamikaze.”

“Oh dear god.” I shook my head and let it drop into my hands. “If I’d known that’s what it was, I would have said no.”

“You would not, you never have been able to resist my charms.” He squeezed the back of my neck and his touch felt somehow familiar in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“How’d I get home last night? I don’t remember much past that last shot.” I looked over at him, and wondered how he could look so fucking good, when I felt so bad.

“I asked Jacki to drive you home. Neither of us were in any shape to drive, so I asked her as she was leaving work. Good thing too, we were going to walk but there’s no way we would have made it home, and I have no desire to wake up in one of the neighbors’ front yards ever again.”

Link’s parents had always lived on the same street as mine, but he’d moved closer to their farm a few years ago wanting more privacy. But when his parents decided to spend most of their time traveling, Link bought their house and moved back into town.

“Oh god, I forgot about that. I think I wanted to forget about that.”

“Yeah, pretty sure Miss Rice wanted to forget it too. Not that she didn’t enjoy turning the sprinklers on us.”

He grinned at the memory, and I tried not to stare at his profile, but something about that perfectly straight nose, and slight dimple under a day’s scruff, made the pain of squinting into the sun worth it. Within a few minutes he pulled his truck in behind my car and turned the ignition off.

“So, what are you doing today? I mean, besides Thanksgiving,” he said as he turned to face me.

“I need to go to the store. Dad’s making salads and they forgot half the ingredients, or maybe they just really like making me go run errands.” He started the car as I moved to pull the handle to open the door.

“I’ll help you.” He didn’t wait for me to answer before he was backing out and headed toward the little market across town.

“You really don’t have to, but I’m really glad you are.” My head flopped back against the headrest, and my eyes slid shut. If we’d been driving more than three blocks, I could have fallen asleep.

“Where’s your list?” he asked. I opened my eyes to find him holding his hand out. Without thinking, I handed it to him. He glanced at it before getting out of the truck and standing at the front waiting for me.

“Fuuuuuuck,” I groaned and slid out. “Hopefully there won’t be anyone we know in there and we can get in and out without being held captive in a conversation.”

Link laughed and slapped me on the back. “You know that’s not gonna happen.”

And I did. In a small town, the grocery store was where everyone caught up and shared gossip, and even if it was a holiday, it was open. Because the owners knew they’d be busy with the people just like us who’d forgotten something.

Link picked up one of the smaller baskets to carry, while I chose a shopping cart so I could lean on it while he shopped. “You know we’re going out again tonight.”

“What? I can’t handle another night like that. And I have to work on Saturday.”

“Well, good thing tomorrow is Friday, you’ll be fine.”

“Pretty sure I heard those words right before the last shot that did me in,” I mumbled, and he laughed at me again.

“Everyone wants to catch up with you. It’s not like you come to Occident very often.”

He was right, I wasn’t. But after leaving here, it became less and less desirable to return. In the city I was anonymous and didn’t have to worry about who would see me doing something and call my parents. And by something, I mean pumping gas, or buying a newspaper. Word spread fast in a small town, even when what spread wasn’t even news. I didn’t miss that. I didn’t miss it at all.
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