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The hot sun boils down on the black top, sizzling the flesh on the bottom of my soles. I refuse to put my shoes back on. My feet are burning; nevertheless, it is a symbol of strength to have tough feet. I inhale, the sound of a lawn mower ringing in my ears. Summertime is determined not by how high the mercury rises but by the strong odor of fresh cut grass and the first yard sale on the side of the road.


This street is named Log Town, but if anyone refers to it is called, “up the holler.” As I pass the baseball field, the gritty sand blows into the street, covering my toes. I look out into the field where I spent many hot, muggy Saturdays. Since the field is walking distance for most kids in town, it is the popular place to be. Kids run around screaming, balancing the chili on their hotdog while still trying to play tag. Dads grip the wire fence, knuckles white, a wad of tobacco in their mouths to ease the nerves while watching their sons play outfield. 


I begin walking up a crooked road to where I used to live.
 Used to. Acknowledging this place as a part of my past still tightens a knot in my stomach. Everything makes my stomach queasy nowadays. If only I can see the house again, soak in the memories of what used to be, everything will be better. 


I pass a small country church, the one I grew up in. I can still hear the bells ringing each Sunday morning, chiming over the whole town. My daddy would let me sit on his lap in the car and act like I was driving when we came to service. As a kid, the thirty second car ride seemed like an eternity when I was given the wheel, with my dad’s hands over mine. My favorite days were when I was allowed to walk home from church. Half-way, though, my short legs would grow weary and my dad would creep up behind me in the car and let me in.

In my town, if someone misses a church service, they miss out on the biggest social event of the week. The older women, tightly curled gray hair hidden under intricate patterned hats, buzz around likes bees desperate for nectar, only to be relieved from the information oozing from the mouths of the other women. The day I realized my family was in the gossip cycle, the family name written in the newspaper, carefully printed information about the town’s latest criminal, was the day I realized my family member’s lives would never be the same.


Anxiety washes over me as I walk closer to the house. As a child, this town seemed like the safest place to be. I never had worries as I played out in the yard or walked down the street by myself without supervision. Now as an adult, my pace quickens as I pass strangers sitting on their dilapidated porches. One glance at the rubble piled by the trailers and the rumors of violence make me afraid. I laugh, not because anything is particularly funny, but because it seems so surreal.  Who knew leaving home could change a person’s way of thinking so much.

I reach the top of the hill, slightly out of breath, perspiration squeezing through my cotton shirt. I walk into the yard, the leathery grass pricking my hot feet.  The cool ground relieves the burn on my soles and I am relieved to finally get off the pavement.  My ears register the gentle lapping of the creek that runs through town. The water, I remember, was always so cold. I would sink low into the slick mud as I attempted to balance on the smooth stones. Friends would brag about the frothy salt water of the sea, but I was content splashing in the white water of West Virginia. 


Across the yard is a fallen green building, the house where my grandma used to live. My grandma’s house was the center of family gatherings. Every Christmas all five grandkids and parents huddled into the small living room, laughter floating in the air. On weekends, the family would show up to the house, ready to swap tall tales of the biggest fish caught at the river or how large the buck in the backyard was. My grandmother sat in the center of the room, rocking back and forth in the brown velvet recliner, soaking it all in. 

I spent all my time with my grandma. My favorite days were the ones when I would climb up on my grandma’s lap, adjusting my legs so my feet slid under the cozy couch cushion. She would wrap her arms around me. Her loosened, soft skin held me tightly. At peace with the world, I inhaled, not caring about the musty odor that lingered. 


I jumped off my grandma’s lap and ran to the back porch. Even in the midst of summer’s hottest day, the shade in the enclosed porch kept my grape pop chilled at the right temperature. Gripping the purple can in one small hand, I reached into the fridge and struggled to grab a whole dill pickle off the top shelf. Snacks in hand, back to grandma’s lap I went. The crisp fizz of the pop after the tab has been snapped and the crunch of the pickle made me satisfied enough to sit still as my grandma began to rock the chair back and forth. 


As she hummed, chills went down my spine and my heart instantly warmed just by recognizing the tune. Sometimes it began softly, as if a habit she was unaware she had. The sweet melody always found a way to escape her lips, floating through the hot, muggy air to land on my ear, soft like a breath of angels. “Bye, baby Buntin’ Daddy’s gone a-huntin’…” I always imagined my grandma looking up at the door, waving goodbye to my grandpa I’d never met, as he went out into November chill to bring back food. 


“Gonna bring back rabbit skin to wrap baby Buntin’ in.” My grandma would squeeze me real tight at this line. Anytime I was at her house, I knew I would eventually hop up onto her knee and listen as she softly sang. I never quite understood the lyrics. Who was Bye Baby Buntin? It took me a few years to realize that those three words were not in fact the baby’s whole name. I would  giggle and giggle at the thought of having a rabbit coat, not considerate to the poor rabbits left behind in the woods. 

My eyes scan over the yard my cousins and I played in for the first eight summers of my life. I would take great liberty in running all over the yard and roll down gentle inclines which to me seemed like Mount Everest. I would drag my cousins all around the backyard, peeping around the side of the house acting as if we were spies.


All my cousins were older and I believed anything they told me. One particular summer day behind my house as I was on my squeaky swing set, my cousin, Sam, picked a small flower and held it under my chin. 


“If you like butter, your chin will turn yellow.”


I looked at the delicate yellow pedals with curiosity, eyebrows furrowed. How could a plant tell I like butter?


“Some flowers are actually edible,” Sam was saying as I boosted myself back onto my tiny blue swing. “You can eat them,” she said.


Children hear what they want to. I cannot deny this accusation since after my wise cousin told me only some plants are edible I wandered over to a luminous pine tree and proceeded to eat the grass underneath. My grandma saw me, yelled for my mom, and soon enough I was being forced to gag the dirty strands back up.


The day I smoked my first cigarette, the ashy taste of toxins encasing my teeth, I thought of Sam and her knowledge.


“I do it because I like it,” she said as her lips curled around her Sonoma rich in nicotine. “It’s not like I do anything much worse. Oh, I’m not saying I haven’t tried it.” 


It. The most-used word to substitute a person’s real crime. There was not enough time for her to list all the illegal drugs used, all the pain pills abused or the process of crushing the small white pills soon to be consumed, soon to distract one from everyday thinking, everyday living.

“It’s fine, though. I know a way that drugs don’t show up in your system in a drug test.” 


I stayed silent.  Being the ears in the family and not the mouth does have its drawbacks. My mind raced, the new information which I had been told making me nauseous. It was not as if I had not been suspicious of Sam’s behavior. There were the many birthday parties and family dinners to which my cousin would drag along straggly looking men, faces sunken in, wearied as if they lived hard lives in their twenty-some years on earth. The men always came and went, just to be replaced by others.   Those little white pills, so small, seemingly harmless, like a friend who comes for a weekend and stays too long. 

I look back at my grandma’s house. I have very few pictures of her. My favorite photo I do have was taken at a traveling studio where all the girls had glamour portraits taken. In the photo, my grandma is smiling, old-fashioned pearls draped from her neck, leaning into my cousin. Sam has always been beautiful, blonde hair flowing over her shoulder, freckles splashed across her nose. Growing up, Sam lived within walking distance of my house. She would come often, sometimes to sit in the yard while we played with my sugar-colored cat or to cuddle beside me on the couch while we watched the latest episode of Barney and Friends. 


I’ll never forget the day I sat in church, picking at the raised floral design on my skirt, when I realized my family had entered the gossip cycle. One of the women from the church, mouth flapping as fast as words can fly, asked, “Did you see in the paper the gas station got robbed? And the girl in the story, is that your relative?”

My mom glanced at me quickly and shooed the woman away. Sitting in the middle of the congregation, she had no intention for me to find out Sam had taken part in criminal activity.  If I hadn’t been side struck by the news, it is doubtful my mom would have told me until the trial date was set, until the day she was drug off to prison, spewing out false words of regret and apology. 


Sam’s troubles slowly grew after became pregnant, which was shocking news for her senior year. The nursery was painted, gift received. Nine months later, Sam gave birth to Marie.  As quickly as she was born, the nurses whisked her away, concern etched on their faces. I remember seeing the pictures later, Sam gingerly holding her baby moments before she died, a rare genetic disorder taking a life as suddenly as it had come. My dad dug the grave himself, up in the mountains. We lay roses on the small mound of dirt and walked away, burrs sticking to our pants leg as we marched like closely-knit army, ready for anything.


Alcohol numbed the pain, blurry mind matching blurry eyes. For a while, it worked. Then small pain pills became enticing. Watching Sam, who once laughed and played with me, spiral down was hard. 


Some nights, when I squeeze my eyes closed, I miss my grandma the most. If she were still alive, she could let me climb into her lap. She would take me in her arms and comfort me, the world melting away as she hums softly in my ear, “Gonna bring back rabbit skin, to wrap baby Buntin in.”

I look back at the house. What once stood strong bends in the middle, the pressure of the outside world relentless. Wooden splinters jar out at the corners of the structure, like a weapon drawn to ward off any intruder. The porch where I used to kick my feet and sway gently on the swing now sags, returning to the dust. 


It is impossible to escape the strain that has been placed on me. The pressure not to be like my cousin is always looming in the back of my mind. That is why it is important I came back to this house. The house that watched me grow up, surrounded by comfort and love. The house that holds the memories, the fleeting moments between Sam and me. The house where I lived in a sheltered world yet to be shattered. 


I take a deep breath, the mountain air invigorating.  I wiggle my toes in the grass, smiling as I watch a small rabbit hop around the yard without any cares. My eyes scan the yard again, soaking in the image of the house. Maybe not everything is the same, but the memories of my grandma remain. I lean down, slip my shoes on, and begin walking down the road, softly beginning to sing to myself, “Bye, Baby Buntin’ . . . Bye.” 
