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    To my wife, Jennifer.

Always.

Always.

Always...

      

    



  	
        
            
            The past lies quiet,but never still.What fades may flicker,what's lost may find—and ghosts remember.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1

[image: ]




Tobi

––––––––
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I married Riley Cockerham on November 3, 1991. In keeping with our deal, it was exactly one week after he skipped a rock eighteen times across that flooded-out creek. I still would’ve married him a week later if the rock hadn’t even skipped once.

The garden he built for me was like something out of a dream. I know every girl probably says that about her wedding, but mine was flawless. The weather was ideal, with blue skies overhead and fluffy white clouds slowly floating past as they watched us from above. The first freeze hadn’t arrived yet, so the grass was still a deep green. The scent of thousands of flowers hung in the air, giving an added sweetness to the day I’d been dreaming about since I first kissed Riley under the stars so many years before.

Mama and Maw Blanch hadn’t been too happy with me that I only gave them a week to help me hunt down a dress, while also planning a wedding and reception. Everything I tried on was either too expensive or looked horrible. Then, four days before Riley and I would say our vows, his mother came to me with the perfect gown. Simple, yet elegant.

“It belonged to Riley’s Grammy,” she said. “I know she’d be honored if you wore it when you marry Riley.”

“I’m the one who’s honored,” I replied through tears.

Everyone stood when I got out of the limo—that Maw was able to lock down at the last minute for a discount rate—and took Paw’s arm on the stone path that led to the gazebo. I looked up at my handsome grandfather and smiled as complete joy filled my heart. I squeezed his arm tight as he looked back down at me and smiled beneath his bushy white mustache. It warmed me to know that I could put all my weight on him and he’d still hold me up. He was the strongest man I’d ever met, and you could give me a bazillion choices of who would walk me down the aisle, but my choice would always be Pete Sloan.

“Today is your day, Rolie Polie,” he said to me. “And not a flower in this garden can match your beauty.”

“Thank you, Paw.” I wiped a tear from his cheek.

“Just remember, not every day is going to be this perfect. Some days you’ll have to fight for this marriage you’re about to begin. There will be times when the world will try to knock you both down. But I want you to look back and never forget the love you feel for that man who’s waiting for you. Time passes, and things wear with age... except for love.” He swallowed down a sob as he glanced up the walkway. “Don’t ever let the world tell you that the two of you can’t make it. I see the love that boy has for you. He’d traipse through hell just to be by your side. And he’d stand up to an army to defend you.”

As he spoke, I watched Riley waiting for me to join him. Through tears, he flashed that same boyish smile that stole my heart so long ago. He was my best friend. And through that friendship, I fell so deeply in love with him that I sometimes felt like I was soaring on the wind when I was with him.

Yes, the world may try to come between us, but the world needed to understand that Riley and I already knew how to fight. He’d saved me from that hole in the ground, and I’d helped save him from a bunch of bloodthirsty monsters. I understood why Paw shared his wisdom with me, but the world wasn’t ready for Riley Cockerham and Tobi Sloan.

Soon to be Tobi Cockerham.

I don’t think I felt my feet touch the ground as we started down the stone path. “Songbird” by Fleetwood Mac started playing as Paw and I walked slowly. My baby sister Vee was much too small to walk ahead of us as the flower girl, so my maid of honor, Bree, carried her and tossed the rose petals in front of me.

Vee looked so cute in her lavender dress with a big bow on her head.

Friends and family stood next to their folding white chairs on each side of me. I tried to smile at each of them in gratitude for coming, but my eyes always ventured back to my handsome man.

Tyrone and Ida Washington stood next to the aisle as I passed by. Harold Pratt and Joe Tidwell were in the same row with them, joined by the Walcott brothers, Dale and Calvin. That rounded out the salty (more like sassy) group of veterans who greeted me each morning I went to work at Rachel’s Diner—the same group who’d shown their heroics to save Riley just a few weeks before.

My eyes left them and returned to my husband-to-be.

Yes, Paw was right. Riley Cockerham loved me. I saw it every time he looked at me. Felt it when he took my hand. When he held me.

Cho-Cho, the chef at Rachel’s Diner, stood next to Riley as his best man. His suit was a bit too tight, and beads of sweat trickled down his chubby cheeks. He’d been a lifesaver, though. Riley might have called off the whole thing if he had to ask his daddy to be his best man. Their relationship was a little better after the whole Wolves of the Brazos thing, but it wasn’t that good yet.

At least James was invited, though. He sat in his wheelchair next to Rachel and Neal—her new boyfriend—wiping his eyes with a kerchief.

Maw and Mama beamed at me as I passed them. Maw wore a white hat adorned with little purple flowers, and Mama looked absolutely radiant. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her glow the way she did that day. The months of being clean had done wonders for her.

No wonder James Cockerham couldn’t take his eyes off her anytime we were all together.

When Bree came to the end of the aisle, she handed Vee off to Mama, then took her place at the altar. Paw and I stopped before the preacher, a tall man with poofy white hair from the First Baptist Church of Minera Springs. The old gray suit he wore had probably seen hundreds of weddings.

Bree gave me a giddy smile, and that was the moment that I finally relaxed. I’d wanted everything to go perfectly, but in her face I saw that everything was perfect, no matter what. Everyone who meant anything at all to me was there. My whole—slightly dysfunctional—congregation of family and friends.

“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” the preacher asked.

Paw laid his hand on mine in the crook of his arm.

“Her grandmother and I,” he said with a slight tremble in his voice.

He leaned down and kissed me on the head, then walked me forward and placed my hands in Riley’s. That’s when my heart about exploded.

I’ve looked at Riley thousands of times. And his eyes have always caused flutters in my chest, or tingles across my skin. But that was the first time I looked at him and realized we were actually joining as one. Husband and wife.

My cup was running over. There had been a time, when I was young, that I thought no one wanted me. My biological father took off before Mama could even get the words “I’m pregnant” out of her mouth (or so I imagine—she never talked about him). And even Mama took off when I was ten. Heck, Maw and Paw might not have been crazy about me being dropped off like that. They’d never say it, but who wants a kid moving in when they’re retired and enjoying their golden years?

But out of the billions of people on this earth, Riley Cockerham wanted me. I was his, and he was mine.

I hardly heard what that preacher said. My eyes were lost in Riley’s. Images of our future life together played over and over in my head. I saw us watching sunrises and sunsets. I saw us getting caught in the rain—not running, but dancing.

I saw our children. I saw him as a father and me as a mother.

I woke from my daydream in time to repeat after the preacher and put Riley’s ring on his finger. And I came out of it when he finally told my husband he could kiss his bride.

Riley took my face in his hands and pressed his soft lips against mine, and it was all I could do not to collapse against him. I didn’t want to know any other feeling than being in his arms.

Everything was as perfect as I’d wanted it to be. I could’ve tripped coming down the aisle and it wouldn’t have changed the way I felt about that day.

Nothing in the wide world could have ruined our wedding. All was good.

But for how long?

This was Minera Springs, after all.
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Riley

––––––––
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I told Tobi I’d skip that rock seventeen times. I even added an eighteenth for good measure. I had to bet on myself. I couldn’t spend another day not being married to her.

In all honesty, though, I wasn’t sure I’d even get five skips that day. So many things go into it: the size and flatness of the rock, the trajectory of my throw. Good thing the creek was way up that day. It all worked out, though.

Now I was married to her. My Tobi. The angel God put there in that road nine years before.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.” The preacher closed his Bible and gestured to the breathtaking woman before me.

I wasted no time, meeting her lips with mine for the first time in our marriage.

Our friends and family stood and clapped. Someone in the back—I believe it was Joe Tidwell—hollered, “Don’t screw this up, Riley!”

My cheeks turned red as Tobi and I turned to face everyone. Tears flowed from James’s—my dad’s—red eyes. I don’t remember seeing such a look of pride on his face. If I ever had, it had been too many years, and it caught me off guard. If not for his wheelchair, I might not have recognized him.

The doctor hadn’t ruled out his chance to walk again, but he said the outlook was dim. James still went to physical therapy every day, though I had to fight him tooth and nail to do so. A heavy bout of depression had settled on him in the weeks since he’d been shot saving my life. The only time I saw joy on his face was when Tobi’s mama, Samantha, was around—or when he was playing with Baby Vee.

I still wasn’t sold on the idea of two recovering addicts seeing each other, especially in front of my mama, but they seemed to complement each other in some weird way.

Speaking of my mama, her beauty rivaled that of my bride that day. It wasn’t often she got dressed up, wore makeup, and had her hair done. I know part of it was how happy she was with Neal, who sat beside her and held her hand. The years of sadness and hurt from my daddy leaving had been erased by Neal’s kindness and thoughtfulness. When he wasn’t patrolling the town or busting backwoods thugs, he could be found helping Mama out at Rachel’s or taking her for long walks down our road.

I nodded a thank-you to him before I found Harold and the boys in the back. They’d been a little nicer to me since the whole Wolves of the Brazos nightmare, but they always let it be known that I was still a sissy. I was okay with it, though. They’d welcomed me into their circle—even if I was just an honorary member.

There were so many friendly faces in the crowd, there to witness another step in mine and Tobi’s love story—one that was to go on for decades and decades after that day. One face, however, I didn’t recognize. Far across the garden, near a row of white rose bushes, stood an elderly, silver-haired man in a pretty expensive-looking suit. He wore mirrored shades and stood next to a tall African American man in dark sunglasses.

The broad-shouldered man sure made the old guy look important.

“Do you know that guy?” I asked Tobi as I walked her to the limo.

“Bree mentioned something about a couple of men checking out the garden when she was decorating the gazebo. I guess that’s them. She said he was a very kind man who asked a lot of questions about Wes and Julie when he saw that the garden was dedicated to them. He said he lost a granddaughter similarly to how they died.” Tobi shook her head. “You know Bree. She was so taken with him that she invited him to the wedding and reception.”

“Of course she did.” I chuckled. “Oh well—the more, the merrier.”

When we got in the limo, I gave her another long kiss. My heart was about to beat out of my chest. It was the absolute happiest day of my life—even better than that night of our first kiss.

The way she glowed on our wedding day. The way she smelled. The sound of her voice. I knew I’d live the rest of my life without another desire other than her.

“What are you thinking right now?” she asked me.

“Honestly?”

“Yes.” She giggled.

“You... my mind, my heart, everything is filled with... you.”

That poor limo driver sat quietly while we kissed and whispered things I can’t share—enjoying our first semi-private moments as newlyweds while everyone else went to their cars.

Pete and Blanch had planned our reception at their house, and everyone was in a rush to beat us there.

After a quick drive down the road, we arrived back at the Sloan farm. The backyard was full of tables with a DJ booth off to the side. The DJ announced our arrival, and folks applauded as we made our way to our table.

“That’s the man I was telling you about,” Bree said as we took our seats next to her and Chef Cho-Cho. “Maxwell Palmer is his name. After he offered to donate to the upkeep of the garden, I just had to invite him. Thanks for not being mad.”

“Why would we be mad?” I asked. “We’ll need help with all this food.”

While we spoke, Maxwell Palmer walked through clusters of chattering people to a table piled high with wedding gifts. He slipped an envelope from inside his jacket and laid it down, then rejoined his associate at the farthest table from us.

“Plus, his big ol’ bodyguard is hot,” Bree giggled.

Chef Cho-Cho rolled his eyes as he shoved crackers and cheese into his mouth. “Oh Lord, here we go,” he mumbled.

“What? He’s nice.” Bree lifted a glass of iced tea and sipped. “Well, he doesn’t talk much. The strong, silent type, you know? But maybe that’s a good thing. His name is Jamil, and he’s from... um... Nigeria, I think.”

“He doesn’t look like he’s here to find a date.” I peered across the yard at him. His bald head glistened in the sunlight, and a short, well-groomed beard lined his jaw. He sat stoically, occasionally drinking water from the glass in front of him.

His companion, Mr. Palmer, smiled pleasantly as he scanned the crowd of happy people.

“Where did they come here from?” I asked. “Who shows up out of nowhere and wants to leave a donation?”

“I’m not sure.” Bree reached up and fixed a stray hair for Tobi. “But he did say that the white roses reminded him of his granddaughter. She loved white roses.”

I shrugged. It didn’t matter. That garden had been a lot of work, and I’d spent almost the rest of the money Grammy left me when I built it. I wouldn’t turn down a little help.

After that, I put Maxwell Palmer in the back of my mind and enjoyed the reception. Tobi and I danced our first dance to “Heaven” by Bryan Adams. The words to that song were everything I wanted to say to her on that day. Our family and friends were silent as the two of us held tight to one another, so lost in our love that we forgot they were there.

Pete and Tobi danced to “Forever” by Kenny Loggins, and Mama and I danced to “Just the Way You Are” by Billy Joel. After that, everyone took the floor and the party was on. If there was one thing I learned from Ida and Tyrone’s wedding, it was that I shouldn’t overdo it on the lime sherbet punch. But it’s seriously hard not to. That stuff must be what the angels in heaven get to drink every day.

When I thought of heaven, my mind went to Wes. There still wasn’t a day when I didn’t think of him and miss him like crazy. In fact, there was a moment during the wedding when I pictured him and Julie up there with Tobi and me in a double wedding. To me, Wes and Julie were married on that day too.

We partied late into the night. Tobi and I hardly left the dance floor. Bree tried several times to get Jamil to come dance with her, but he politely declined. The last time, though, I do believe I saw a bit of a smile come across his hard face.

My dad even got on the floor and danced with Samantha. I don’t think there was a dry eye in the place. I believe everyone was praying hard that he might someday stand again. He might have been a bum at some point in his life, but he was trying. I had to give him that.

Mr. Palmer and Jamil slipped out at some point. I saw Maxwell walk to Pete and Blanch’s table, speak with them real quick, shake Pete’s hand, and then they were gone.

I didn’t give them another thought until Tobi and I finally took a break from dancing and I allowed myself a very small cup of lime sherbet punch while we sat down at our table. I almost spilled it on my tux when Bree rushed up to us and planted herself in her chair, then slammed an envelope on the table.

“What’s that?” Tobi asked.

“That’s Mister Maxwell Palmer’s donation.” Bree tapped her fingers anxiously on the table next to the envelope.

“And?” Tobi put her hand on the envelope. “We’re not opening gifts yet.”

“I get that.” Bree placed her hand over Tobi’s. “But my money says that guy is loaded. And I wanna see what’s probably the biggest gift you two are gonna get. Also... maybe he dropped Jamil’s phone number in there for me.”

Tobi glanced over at me. “What do you think?”

“I’m pretty curious myself.” I leaned forward and slid the envelope from under their hands. “Go ahead. Open it.”

She shook her head like we were both nuts, then tore it open. Inside was a small card and a check. Tobi read the card first—then gasped when she saw the check.

“What is it?” I asked.

She handed both to me, pressing a hand to her chest.

The card read:


To Mr. and Mrs. Cockerham,

Please use some of this for the upkeep of Julie and Wes’s Garden. Use the rest as you see fit to begin what I hope is a long and wonderful life together.

Best,

MJP III





I folded the card and looked at the check.

Pay to the order of: Mr. and Mrs. Riley Cockerham — One hundred thousand dollars.
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She came to be on August 11, 1989. That’s not to say it was the day she was born. No, she couldn’t remember that date. Her life before was nothing but a haze. Something happened on that day, though—as if she were awakened somehow. Not fully alert. More like that feeling when you’ve slept hard and are still lying in bed, trying to remember where you are.

Her room was tiny. A stained mattress and pillow were the only things that offered any comfort. A small table sat beside her, holding an empty needle and a spoon. Odell always made sure to keep her pumped full of drugs.

There was no other furniture. The closet door stood open, an assortment of outfits hanging inside, with stiletto heels and thigh-high boots scattered beneath them. Odell would be in soon to order her into the shower, then toss a top and short skirt into her face. After she cleaned up, Gina would cake a pound of makeup onto her before Odell took her back out to her usual corner.

Sometimes, he took her to parties full of rich businessmen. Agnes didn’t know what she hated most—drunk fat guys who drove her to back alleys, or mean executives all hopped up on cocaine.

She rolled to her side, studying the track marks on her arm. Odell talked softly to her when he shot her up. He told her it was to help her rest.

“You’ve worked so hard today, baby,” he’d say. “You deserve to sleep well.”

He’d sit on the edge of the bed and rub her head as her eyelids grew heavy. The drugs soon carried her to that hazy world she spent most of her life in. She’d long ago given up on trying to escape it. It was no use.

She wasn’t sure how long it took, but eventually, she grew to love that other world. She craved the drugs. Anything to dull the pain and fear of each day.

There was a time when she’d wondered what she did to deserve such a life. She’d see cars passing her corner, driven by young women who seemed so happy and full of life. Agnes wanted what they had—but there was no way out.

She was trapped in a world of sex and drugs.

This was the life she’d been given.

This was her heaven.

This was her hell.
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Tobi

––––––––
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Riley and I spent our honeymoon in a lake house in East Texas. Bree’s grandparents owned it, and they were gracious enough to let us stay there for the week. Rachel and Neal made sure it was stocked with groceries so we wouldn’t have to leave, and they even had a meal delivered on our second night.

That’s about all the details I think I’ll share about that. The rest is for only Riley and me to know.

When we got back into town, it was business as usual—pretty much, anyway. Rachel spent so much time at Neal’s that she left her trailer to Riley and me until we were ready to go house shopping. Riley stayed pretty wary of the check Mr. Palmer left us, but Paw said he’d heard of him and that he was a good man, as far as he knew.

I talked Riley into depositing it on our first day back in town, so he headed to the bank before taking his daddy to his physical therapy appointment, and I started my shift at Rachel’s Diner.

That same day, Rachel surprised me with a car. It wasn’t a new one—it was a 1986 Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme—but I loved it. She said we’d be needing two cars with both of us working and Riley having to run his daddy to Fort Worth and back all the time. I was ecstatic. I’d never had my own car before, and I must’ve thanked her a hundred times.

On my first morning back at work, I drove in with the windows down, blasting “No More Tears” by Ozzy Osbourne as loud as my speakers would allow. I was ready to rock and roll by the time I pulled into the parking lot.

“There’s the blushing bride.” Harold Pratt wore his World War II veteran cap high on his head like the rest of the guys. He stood and gave me a warm hug while the other old vets said their hellos.

“Thank you, Harold.” I touched his cheek as I walked inside.

A smile instantly came to my face as I saw a familiar couple sitting a few tables from the entrance. Ida and Tyrone Washington were enjoying what had become their daily breakfast at Rachel’s.

“Hello, dear.” Ida offered her cheek as I came over and gave her a kiss. “The honeymoon doesn’t last long enough, does it?”

“It sure didn’t.” I glanced at the clock and saw that I had four minutes to chat and catch up with my favorite Minera Springs legend.

Of course, she wasn’t a legend in a good way, but I knew the truth about her, and I thought she was an alright gal. Who cares if her husband disappeared forty years ago? From what I knew, he had it coming.

“What are the two of you doing on this fine day?” I asked.

“Something we’d rather not be doing.” Tyrone set his fork on his plate and took a sip of coffee.

“What do you mean?” I saw the smile fade from Ida’s face.

“Someone’s been trespassing on our land,” she said. “We’re going to file a report with the sheriff’s department.”

“How do you know? Have they done any damage?”

“I was out taking a look around our property, like I do from time to time, and I came across a bunch of containers and some awful-smelling chemicals,” Tyrone said. “I’ve found two different sites.”

“Containers and chemicals?” I sat back and glanced from Ida to Tyrone. “Are they... cooking drugs or something?”

“Most likely.” Ida pushed her plate away and tossed her napkin beside it. “I wish I’d run across ’em while I was carrying my shotgun, those no-good sons of—”

“Now, darling,” Tyrone reached across the table and took her hand. “Sheriff Nelson, Deputy Talley, and the rest of them will find out who’s doing it and send them away like they deserve.”

If I hadn’t known what I knew about Tyrone Washington, I’d have sided with him and gone on believing he’d let the law do their job. But I’d also seen Mr. Washington blow a bunch of drug dealers sky-high with his combat-tested expertise in explosives. I wouldn’t have been a bit surprised if I heard a kaboom wake me in the middle of the night in the coming weeks.

“I’m telling you, honey. This world has gone to crap,” Ida said. “Men don’t want to go out and work anymore. They want to live off the government and drink beer all day while they cook up some kind of new drug that’ll kill half the kids in this county if we don’t do something about it.”

“Someone will, Ida. I’m sure of it.” I stood and gave her a hug. “I have to start my shift. I’ll make sure your coffee gets topped off.”

“Oh, no thank you.” Tyrone reached into his coat pocket for his wallet. “Could you send out our check?”

“It’s on me today.” I held up a hand before he could argue. “Good luck at the sheriff’s office. I hope they snag those scoundrels up soon.”

I hurried through the double doors that led to the kitchen, nodding to Chef Cho-Cho as I went to put my things in my locker and grab my apron. Down the hall, my manager, Summer, stood outside Rachel’s office and gave me a quick wave before turning back to their conversation about making sure they ordered enough straws this time.

The phone started ringing out front as I tied my apron and slid my order pad into my pocket.

“Can someone get that?” I asked after the fourth ring.

After the sixth, I sighed and walked back through the kitchen and into the diner.

“We really need to get an answering machine.” I hurried over to the phone. “Rachel’s Diner, this is Tobi. How may I help you?”

“Tobi?” a woman asked on the other end.

“Yes, ma’am. How may I help you?”

“Tobi Sloan?”

“Well, yeah... it’s Tobi Cockerham now. Who is this?”

“Samantha Sloan’s daughter?”

“Yes... Do I know you? Who is this?”

“Your grandmother told me I could find you at this number,” she said. “Tobi, my name is Anna Snyder. I’m your stepmother.”
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Riley

––––––––
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I had deposited a large sum of money into my account at Minera Springs Community Bank before, but Francis Preston still raised her eyes when she glanced down at the check from The Maxwell Palmer Foundation.

“One hundred thousand dollars.” Though her voice remained as dry and uninterested as usual, she clearly registered surprise at my now-bulging bank account. “The check will have to clear. It’ll show up in your account in three days.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” I tipped my baseball cap to her. “How’s Roby?”

She was Roby Preston’s grandmother. The same Roby Preston that Tobi and me jumped back in the eighth grade.

“Not so good.” A hint of anger—or sadness—tinged her voice. I couldn’t tell which.

“Oh... I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah, well, he brought it on himself.” She shook her head and put away my deposit slip and check.

I could tell the conversation was over. “Have a good day, Mrs. Preston.”

She mumbled something as I headed out the door. I thought back to that day as I walked back to the car. Roby had brought it on himself, that was for sure. But I guess everyone is a jerk at one time in their life or another. I really hadn’t thought about him much since that fight, only when Tobi and I were reminiscing about all the jams we got into when we were younger.

I never wished anything bad on Roby, though. Whatever he was going through, I hoped he found his way out of it.

I fired up the old Trans Am and revved the engine a few times, in what had become a habit since I’d inherited the old gal from Wes. He used to do the same thing, with a Winston hanging out of his mouth while he grinned that sly smile of his. I reckon I gunned that engine in remembrance of him, just so I never let that image fade from my mind.

The shops on Hubbard Street zoomed by as I zipped through town a little faster than I should have. I only slowed down when I passed Deputy Talley, and he shook a finger at me. Smiling back with my best Wes grin, I waved and eased on the brakes.

In a few minutes, I was back on Highway 281, headed to Grimes Road to pick up James. True to his word, Pete Sloan had let him move into the barn, where he’d helped me set up a neat little apartment in a space where a couple of stalls had once been.

“Ol’ James might get a little chilly from December to February,” Pete had said. “You may need to open up a room in your trailer for him.”

“We’ll see,” I told him. “I don’t think we’re there yet.”

We weren’t, after all. James had saved me that day on the Brazos River. If he hadn’t jumped in front of that bullet from Tom Young, I’d be a goner. We may have even worked out a few things while we were running from those “Wolves,” as they called themselves. I think I even understood why he made some of the choices he made. I still didn’t agree with them, but he had let me in on the fact that he didn’t think he deserved anything good. He’d self-sabotaged his whole life.

But I wasn’t ready to live under the same roof just yet. I needed to see who James Cockerham really was. And that was going to take some time.

“Mornin’, Riley,” Pete Sloan said as I came down the path between his house and the barn. He was fixing a patch of fence that had gotten saggy and stood straight when he saw me. “Time for a road trip?”

“Yes, sir. He’s due in Fort Worth at eleven for his physical therapy appointment.”

“Well, I hope it goes better than last time.” Pete pushed his hat up on his head and wiped the sweat from his brow. His bushy white mustache almost glowed in the warm November sunlight.

I hoped so too. James was impatient and hardheaded. He didn’t like the way his therapist pushed him, and he asked me to let him quit about four times during our last visit.

It was hard for him. And it was hard for me to watch him struggle. As much as I hated him growing up, he was always a strong man in my eyes. When I was little—before he broke Mama’s, Wes’s, and my heart—I thought he was the toughest man around. And I was right, because I watched him whip one of Tom Young’s men like it was nothing.

But now was his real test. He had to fight his toughest opponent yet: himself.

“Hey there, son.” James wheeled his chair out of the barn. His shaggy hair hung down in his eyes, the strands of gray almost outnumbering the brown. A thick beard covered his face, with streaks of silver running down from the corners of his mouth.

“Maybe we can take you for a haircut and a shave after your therapist kicks your butt.” I walked to him and started pushing his chair up the dirt path. “Jeez, James, you look homeless.”

“Technically I am, right?” He pointed a thumb behind us. “Does a barn count as a home?”

“Let’s ask every homeless person we drive past today in Fort Worth,” I said. “I bet they’ll say yes.”

“Yeah. I reckon they would.”

James gazed up at the house, probably hoping to catch a glimpse of Samantha. I wasn’t stupid—I knew he’d been depressed ever since he was shot, probably even before that—but Samantha seemed to be the one person who could shake him from the shadows he sometimes retreated into.

“The truck was gone,” I said.

“Huh?”

“I don’t think Samantha is home. The truck was gone, so she and Blanch probably ran into town.”

“Mmm,” he mumbled.

Helping him into the Trans Am was a little tricky, but we finally had it worked out pretty well. James had never been lifted into a car before—when he was sober, anyway—and I had never had to hoist a man into one. I could tell it hurt his pride each time I did it, but I hoped that put a little fire into him so he’d try harder at physical therapy.

James was quiet the first part of the ride. He watched the fence posts fly by in a blur outside his window for a while before he finally looked over at me.

“When Wes was little, he went through this phase where he wanted to be a pirate.” He let out a soft chuckle. “One day he was with your mama at Ben Franklin’s Five and Dime, and there was a toy set—complete with a hat, eye patch, and a hook. It was only two dollars, so your mama bought it for him. He ran around the house for weeks goin’, ‘Arrrr!’”

James laughed again, then turned back to the window and wiped an eye with his thumb.

“Really?” I asked. “I didn’t know that.”

“Oh yeah. One day I came home and he had fashioned a thick stick into a peg leg. He had it tied to his knee so that when he bent it, he looked like he only had one leg.” He laughed harder. “Boy, he was somethin’. He limped around that trailer, and he’d sneak up behind your mama and poke her in the backside with his hook and say, ‘Give me all your booty!’”

We both burst into laughter. That sounded exactly like something Wes would come up with.

James was gasping for air by this time, tears of laughter rolling down his cheeks. “And... that’s... that’s not even the best part.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “What else?”

It took him a minute to calm his laughter enough to finish. “His... his pirate name was Captain... Captain Rupert Buttscratch! The deadliest pirate in the seven seas!”

We had a good laugh at that one, too. Then, almost instantly, James went quiet again.

“I guess he’d get a pretty good laugh at me right now, wouldn’t he?” he asked.

“I doubt that.”

“You know, I think that’s the hardest part of everything.” James turned his attention back to the fields outside his window. “Knowing my son died hating me.”

“We were angry,” I said. “You can’t blame us.”

“I never...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. For a while, he sat quietly.

“However he felt when he died, I don’t think he hates you now.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure he understands now.”

“Do you understand?” James turned his red eyes back to me.

“I’m working on it, Dad. I’m working on it.”
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I hung up the phone as soon as Anna Snyder said who she was.

Who in the world calls someone and lays that kind of introduction on them?

“I’m your stepmother.”

I went completely numb when those words came across the line. After I slammed the phone down, I went into the back and tried to compose myself. It’s hard to describe the confusion of hearing that, when I’d never even known my dad. I hadn’t known his name until a few months earlier. And now his wife wanted to call me?

What could have prompted something like that? I mean, it was only nineteen—almost twenty—years after he knocked my mama up. And it wasn’t even him calling. Why?

Had something happened to him?

The thing was, I didn’t want to know. I don’t think I even cared. Whether or not Bradley Snyder was my biological father meant nothing to me.

“Are you okay?” Marcy peeked around the corner. She had stuck around working at Rachel’s, even after the semester started at the community college, and I think something was going on between her and Chef Cho-Cho—which I was completely cool with, because they made a cute couple.

“I... I really don’t know.” I leaned back against my locker and took a deep breath. I had to be okay soon—three tables in the dining area needed tending.

“What happened?” Marcy pushed her glasses up on her nose and came closer. “I saw you answer the phone, then you turned white as a ghost.”

“Ghost,” I scoffed. “Those darn ghosts.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Thanks, Marcy. I’m okay. It was just a strange phone call.” I smoothed my apron and took another deep breath. “Everything’s fine.”

“Oh, good!” She smiled that bright smile the regulars at Rachel’s loved so much.

We coworkers loved it too. Marcy’s bubbly personality kept us going on more than one occasion. Things just go wrong sometimes in the restaurant business, but I never saw anything get Marcy down. That’s why I always looked forward to the shifts I shared with her.

She pulled me in for a hug. “I can answer the phone next time, if you’d like. Just in case that creep calls back.”

“I’d like that. Thank you.”

I kind of wandered through the rest of my shift. Folks came in and out of my section, ordered and ate, then paid and left. Their faces were all blurs to me.

It’s funny how—even though I had no idea what his face looked like—I couldn’t stop thinking about my father. Actually, father isn’t a term I like using, but I guess there’s no other way to describe him. I’d wondered about him from time to time throughout my life, but I was never like those kids on TV who set out to find a long-lost parent.

In my opinion, the guy was a jerk who left Mama to take care of a baby all by herself at a very young age. And he must not have been all that memorable, because Mama had only ever talked about him once. And that was only because I asked.

By the end of my shift, I knew I had to dive a little deeper with Mama. She was on the closing shift that night, but she and Maw Blanch had made a run into town that morning. They’d definitely be back by the time I got home.

“How’s my new daughter-in-law?” Rachel came down the hall from her office as I was putting my apron in my locker.

“A little tired,” I said. “That week of relaxing kind of spoiled me. It’s been a while since I’ve been on my feet this long.”

“Well, it was good to have you back. Marcy, Melanie, and the others all missed you.” She stepped a little closer and raised an eyebrow. “Are you alright? You’ve seemed a little off today.”

I couldn’t blow her off like I had with Marcy. Rachel knew me well enough to tell when something was wrong. Besides, she was family now. My second mom. Honestly, she was probably a better mom than my first one.

“I got the weirdest phone call.” I sat on the stool in front of my locker and massaged my temples for a second. “This lady just calls me out of the blue—at work, of all places—and tells me she’s my stepmother.”

Rachel gasped. “Are you serious? What did you say?”

“Nothing. How do I respond to that? ‘Oh, hey Anna Snyder! How’s ol’ Dad been since he abandoned my mom when she told him she was pregnant?’”

“Snyder?” Rachel’s brows knitted together and she lowered herself in front of me. “As in... Julie Snyder?”

“Yeah. I never told you that was my dad’s last name?”

“No. I had no idea.”

“Ever since Mama told me my dad’s name was Bradley Snyder, I’ve kinda wondered if Julie and I might have been cousins and didn’t even know it.”

“Bradley Snyder?” Rachel put a hand to her mouth. “I remember him. He and James used to run around together when we were teenagers.”

“Wow, really?”

“Yeah, hun. It’s Minera Springs. Everybody knows everybody.” Rachel stared toward her office for a moment, then looked back at me. “But if you and Julie were cousins, you’d have to be distant cousins.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because Bradley didn’t have any brothers or sisters.”
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Physical therapy went about as well as I expected. Or rather, it went about as badly as I expected. James didn’t have any feeling in his legs, and he hadn’t moved them a bit since he was shot. To him, that meant there was no hope. He’d never walk again, so everyone just needed to leave him be and let him come to grips with his new reality.

“That’s not really how it works, Mister Cockerham,” his PT said. “You’re still healing, sir. And you will be for a while.”

“Well, I don’t feel like I’m healing. I feel like a child who can’t even take himself to the bathroom.”

James stared at the ceiling as the PT stretched his legs in every direction, putting them through a full range of motion. After that, he put James into a contraption that suspended him, with braces on his legs that simulated walking. Of course, none of the movement was his, but I guess the point was to reteach his body what it felt like to stand upright and walk again.

James wasn’t impressed. He complained all the way to the car about how it was a waste of time.

“We might as well just stay around Minera Springs and find some work for me,” he said. “Pete isn’t gonna let me stay with him forever, and I’m gonna need to get my own place. I’m sure there’s someone out there who’ll hire a guy in a wheelchair. Aren’t there even laws that say I’m supposed to get equal consideration?”

“I don’t know, James.” I lifted him from his chair and gently slid him into the passenger seat before folding his chair and putting it in the trunk.

“Uh-oh, I’m James again,” he said as I climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Huh?”

“Sometimes you call me Dad. I don’t know if it’s a slip-up or what. But when I’m gettin’ on your nerves, you always call me James. Or... when you remember what a crappy dad I’ve been.”

“Well...” I started the Trans Am, and “One” by Metallica blasted through the speakers. I turned it down to where I could still hear the epic second half and talk to James at the same time. “You’re a little bit on my nerves, James.”

“What did I do?”

“I don’t know, man. I guess I just thought you’d be a little more eager to try to get back on your feet. Even if there’s only a slight chance, there’s still a chance.”

“Didn’t I already tell you, son? Remember?”

I glanced over at him. The once good, strong man who was my father—now just a shadow of that person.

“What are you talking about?”

“I told you that I wasn’t meant to have good things. That includes walking. I’m cursed, son.”

“Oh, baloney.” I pointed a finger in his face. “You just don’t want to work at something. That’s what this is. You don’t want the disappointment of really wanting something and then not getting it. That’s laziness, James.”

“Lazy? Boy, I used to work my tail off for your mama and you boys.”

“That’s different,” I said. “You went to work. You sweated. You sent us checks. But you didn’t work for us. No one ever took me, Wes, or Mama from you. You just didn’t want to work on us. Why not?”

His shoulders slumped.

“I... I don’t know, son. I never saw it like that.”

“Whatever was going on where you were... it was easier than being here with us. You chose the simpler path, and look where your life’s ended up. Now you’ve got another choice. We can cancel the rest of your appointments and find you a job, or you can take the hard road and work on yourself.”

He didn’t say much after that. It wasn’t until we were halfway home that he chuckled softly.

“Did I ever tell you about the time Wes saved your life?”

“He did? No, you never said anything about that.”

James smoothed his beard, then turned the radio down.

“I had to dig up the septic line on the trailer once. It was awful. Some roots had grown through the pipes and I had to replace them. The job took longer than your mama liked, and she was staying on me about it. You were barely walking, and Wes was around four. It was a little before his “pirating” days.

“I was out working on the line one afternoon while your mama was at the diner, so I had you boys in the yard with me.” James shook his head and looked down at his hands. “Next thing I know, I hear you screaming your head off. I thought a snake had bit you or something. I looked up, and neither you nor Wes were in sight. I called out while I ran around frantically.

“Finally, I hear Wes’s sweet little voice. ‘Down here, Daddy!’ You had fallen down into the ditch I’d dug to reach the septic line. You were covered in crap, and there was Wes, holding on to you with one hand and gripping a tree root with the other. He’d been barefoot, and when he jumped down to get you, he cut his heel real bad on a broken piece of PVC pipe. So, not only were you both covered in filth, but he had an open wound soaking in it.”

“I remember that scar,” I said. “I asked him about it once, and he said he didn’t know how he got it.”

“Well, thankfully he didn’t remember the whole story when your mama finally got to the hospital. She’d have skinned me alive if she’d known you two almost drowned in poop.”

“Mama never knew?”

“Nope.” James shook his head. “I wasn’t about to take that butt-chewing.”

“James, if you’re ever in another relationship, it might be a good idea to stop keeping secrets.”

“You make a good point, son.” He stared at me for a moment, then put his hand on mine. “Do you think we could visit Wes’s grave sometime?”

I sighed.

“I tell you what. I’ll take you anytime you want to go. But how about we make a deal?”

“What’s that, son?”

“I want you to promise me that one day you’re going to try to walk from this car to his grave. Can you do that?”
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