
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​Rhodesville

secrets - death - going back home

Ronnie L Richards



Other Novels by Ronnie L Richards

Full Circle: A Life Story

Shadow Comfort

The Mirror, and a Familiar Blue:

a collection of short stories

~ ‘killer on the loose’ ~Series

The Killing Begins

The Killing Continues

The Killing Ends ?

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Rhodesville: secrets - death - going back home

Copyright © 2024 Ronnie L Richards.  All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

https://ronnielrichards.wixsite.com/author

​​Cover Photo: Morris Grocery Store

​​Rhodesville, Alabama​

Courtesy of Ronnie L Richards © 2003



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​​DEDICATION


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to my childhood summer vacations spent in the far northwest corner of Alabama.  Also, I want to give a shout out to family and friends in that part of the world.  

And, to my wife Michelle.  When we married four years ago, she may not have realized she would be sharing me with the characters in this book.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​​Chapter One
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“THIRTY-SIX YEARS AGO”

Death dominated my waking moments.  When death wasn’t on my mind, a secret took over my thoughts.  A secret possibly too big to be kept.  Or if kept, the secret would intertwine with my thoughts of death until they became all consuming.

I sat on the right side of the swing on the front porch of my grandparents' house.  I focused on the early morning summer rain.  I tried desperately to keep my fear, laced with sadness, at bay by avoiding my thoughts.  The chain creaked softly as I swung slowly back and forth in the wood slatted porch swing.  My legs were up on the bench of the swing, crossed in front of me.  I kept the swing going by subconsciously rocking with my upper body.  Traffic on the highway splashed through the tail end of an early morning rain shower.  Our house sat a couple hundred feet from the highway.  The distance and light rain muffled the truck sounds as they threw up clouds of water mist behind them.  I watched without seeing.  My mind was elsewhere.

My grandma came out and sat beside me on the swing, interrupting the swing's smooth motion.  Dressed in a white, sleeveless, button up shirt and blue baggy shorts, she had her long hair pinned up off her neck in anticipation of another hot summer day.  She placed her right hand on my knee.  A cup of coffee occupied her left as it rested on the arm of the swing.  I have lived with my grandparents since my parents were killed in a car crash four days before my third birthday, nine years ago.  I can barely remember my parents.

“I love the smell of these early morning rains.  Everything smells fresh and new,” she said.

“Sugar, why are you so sad?” she asked when I didn’t respond to her comment. “It's your birthday.  Your first day of being twelve.  You are almost a teenager.”

“Sorry grandma, but I keep thinking about Tommy and it just ain't the same without him,” I said.

It was all I could do to hold back tears.  There was something else I kept thinking about, but I didn't dare tell my grandma.  Something that made my stomach turn whenever I thought about it.  Something that often woke me in the middle of the night after invading my dreams, herding them into a recurring nightmare.

She eased herself out of the swing and started toward the screen door, then stopped with her hand on the door handle.

“It was a tragic accident, and we all miss him, sugar,” she said.  She looks out across the yard and up at the morning sky.

“Judging from the break in the clouds, I think the rain is about over.  It looks like it is going to be a beautiful day.  You relax, smell the rain cleansed air, think good thoughts.  Enjoy your birthday, sugar.  I will bring your birthday breakfast out to you in a little while.” 

She stepped through the door and let it bump softly against her backside before moving further into the house.

I resumed swinging.  I watched a truck go by on the highway.  A plume of water flared up behind the truck. I thought of that first day of freedom.  The day after school let out for the summer just two weeks ago.  I closed my eyes, hoping the swing's rhythmic motion would ease my pain.  I squeezed my eyes together.  I fought back tears as I remembered that day.

* * * * *
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“COME ON YOU PUSSY,” Tommy yelled at me as an eighteen-wheeler soaked him with water spray.

We had waited out the morning rain.  It rained nearly every morning in May and June in Rhodesville where we lived.  Stuck about halfway between Florence and Waterloo, Alabama, Rhodesville was just a spot in the road with a half dozen houses, the Rhodesville United Methodist Church, and a grocery store that had only one gas pump with regular on one side of it and ethyl on the other.  We were officially a town, even though the traffic on Waterloo Road didn't have to slow down.  I had read somewhere that a town was not officially a town unless it had a post office.  The post office sat across the road from the grocery store.  The post office closed down in 1907, so maybe we weren't really a town.  Or, does it make us a town if the abandoned post office building still stood?

Tommy headed up the road toward Florence before the last drops of the morning rain had fallen.  We were going to go spend a few days on the Tennessee River somewhere near Florence, or Sheffield.  Sheffield was across the river from Florence.  This was how we planned to get our summer started.  The idea was for both of us to hitch a ride for some or all of the fourteen mile trip.  Once there, we would find a place to camp out on the river.  We were prepared to live off fish and whatever else we could catch.  We chose Florence because we had just finished nine months of riding the school bus the twelve miles to Waterloo, where we went to school.  We were tired of that part of the river.

I caught up with Tommy and we began our journey east.  The sun began to work its way through the clouds.  With the sun's encouragement, the temperature jumped a good ten degrees.  Because of the increase in heat and humidity, both of us had a good sweat worked up in no time.

“Danged, I'm sure glad I got that soakin',” Tommy said. “You look like you is hot.”

By the time Tommy had made that observation, the rain had dried on his clothes.  He was just as sweaty as I was.  Before I could say anything about it, we heard tires crunch on the gravel shoulder of the road behind us.  We turned to see Reverend Charles pull his old Dodge pickup to a halt.

“You boys want a ride?” he asked after sticking his head out of the driver's side window.

“Sure do, Reverend,” Tommy said as he tossed his bedroll in the back and climbed over the tailgate to get in.

“Where you fellas headed?” Reverend Charles asked.

“We're going to go camping on the river to celebrate the beginning of summer.  Thought we'd try someplace along Florence or maybe Sheffield” I said, stopping at his window to explain.

“Well, I'm going into Florence for my weekly supply run.  I can drop you off wherever you need.”

“Thanks,” I said.  I tossed my bedroll in on top of Tommy and climbed in over the side of the pickup's bed by stepping up on the tire.

As soon as I was seated, the reverend spun tires.  Gravel was thrown up against the underside of the pickup as he lurched back out onto the highway.  The pinging of the gravel didn't slow Tommy down any as he started talking about our adventure ahead.  Tommy was always talking, almost always about some big adventure or some way to get rich.  I usually tuned him out pretty quickly.  Which didn't matter to Tommy, he was perfectly happy carrying both sides of a conversation.

I listened to Tommy's chatter and wondered how he could be so cheerful all the time.  His dad, a semi-pro football player for Birmingham, worked construction building giant hydroelectric plants and was rarely home.  When he was home, he was tough on Tommy.  Tommy’s dad was a very strict disciplinarian when it came to Tommy.  He was a softy when it came to Tommy’s little sisters.  Tommy’s mom was a candy striper at the hospital in Florence.  Tommy was usually left in charge of his three younger sisters.  I was surprised his mom was going to let him be gone for several days because he was their only babysitter.

“Tommy,” I said, trying to interrupt his nonstop conversation with no one in particular.  He looked over at me but kept talking.

“...and I told her we would be gone for a week, maybe ten days,” he said.

“Tommy.” I tried again. “What's your mom going to do with your sisters while we are gone?”

“Oh, didn't I tell you?  I thought I told you.  She quit the hospital for the summer.  Dad's never home. He sends the bulk of his paycheck every two weeks, and she doesn't have to work.  So, she decided to take the summer off.  Now, we can stay out as long as we want.  What do you think?  Can we stay for a week or two?  Hey, maybe three.”

“I...”

“It's a shame Ricky couldn't come, he sure could have used a break from that old man of his.  Don't you think?”

“I...”

“I know you don't have a job.  So do you think your grandma will care if we stay out for two or three weeks?”

“I...”

“Maybe we could stay out a whole month.  That would be cool.  Do you think we could survive a whole month in the wild?”

I leaned back against the back of the cab and closed my eyes, content Tommy would talk nonstop the twenty minutes to Florence.

“Maybe we could spend the summer on the river...”

* * * * *
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“HERE’S YOUR BREAKFAST, sugar.”

My grandma’s voice brought me forward to where I sat swinging on the front porch on my birthday.

“Oh, thank you grandma.  It looks really good,” I said.

“You are welcome, sugar.  You enjoy your breakfast.  Now that the rain has stopped, I am going to walk over to Pearl’s and visit for a while over coffee,” grandma said.

Aunt Pearl, grandma’s sister, was really my great aunt.  She lived at the highway end of our driveway.  Her house was on the east side of our drive.  Old man Potter lived on the west side of our drive.  Old man Potter, who looked to be a hundred years old, was rumored to make moonshine and sell it out of his house.  At least that is what the kids at school said about him.  Since I rarely saw anyone at his house, I figured he must not make much of a living selling shine.

Aunt Pearl met grandma at the end of our driveway, a coffee cup in each hand.  She handed one to grandma when she got there.

“Happy birthday nephew,” Aunt Pearl yelled as she raised her cup in salute.

“Thank you, Aunt Pearl,” I yelled.  I saluted back by raising my glass of orange juice.

I watched as grandma and Aunt Pearl disappeared around the front of Pearl’s house.  I assumed they were headed to the front porch to sit in the rocker glider chairs that sat beside each other.  The chairs were separated by a small glass table.  The table had a couple insulated coasters on it.  Knowing my grandma and aunt, they would hold their cups while they visited, occasionally resting them on the wooden arms of the chairs.  I doubted the coasters and the table would get used much during grandma’s visit.

I turned my attention to the chocolate chip pancakes with eggs and bacon my grandma had prepared for my birthday breakfast.

“Happy birthday young man,” Old man Potter said in that loud voice people who were hard of hearing often used.

I just about choked on a mouth full of pancake.  He had walked up to the front of the porch without me seeing him.  I guess that is a testament to my delicious breakfast that I did not see him walk up.

“Thank you, Mr. Potter,” I said.

"How old are you gettin’ to be?" He asked.  His words were a little hard to understand because his bottom lip was packed with snuff.  I did not understand why anyone would want to suck on finely ground, dried tobacco.  My grandpa also used snuff.  I guess it is an old man thing.  I did not like the way it made my grandpa’s breath smell.

"I am twelve.”

“Sorry young man.  You are going to have to speak up. I am a little bit hard of hearing,” Mr. Potter said in that loud voice of his.

“I said I am twelve,” I said, louder this time.

"Well now, you are practically a growed man," Mr. Potter said. “You have yourself a good day young man.”

Before I could reply, old man Potter turned, spat a long stream of snuff juice in the grass, and walked away.  He may be a hundred years old or so, but he certainly got around like someone much younger.  He did not even need a cane.  I supposed, as fast as he walked, a cane would only slow him down.

I watched him walk away and smiled.  Maybe today will be a good day.  It has started out that way.

Then I thought about Tommy and how he would not be around to help me celebrate.  Suddenly, I felt like I wanted to cry.  Maybe today wouldn’t be that good...
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“PRESENT DAY”

I pulled my car into the abandoned drive.  Weeds and grass poked their way through cracked asphalt.  The late afternoon sun drew their attention toward it.  I looked through the windshield at the shadowed opening where once a door had stood.  Barred windows on either side of the doorway smiled with jagged teeth of broken glass.  Above the door and windows, across the whitewashed front of the cinder block building, black lettering had once announced the place to be Morris Grocery.  The hand-painted lettering had either faded completely, or it had been painted over.  I sat for a moment.  I took in the abandoned, rundown building that had once been a family run store.  I wondered briefly what had become of the Morris family.

I got out of the car and stretched.  It had been a long, two day drive from Boston.  As I stretched, I looked closer at the abandoned grocery store.  Four threaded bolts, rusty and bent, stuck up from a crumbling concrete base.  They were the only things remaining where a gas pump had once stood.  I shook my head.  I couldn't believe I let my wife Shelly talk me into coming back here for my high school's thirtieth class reunion.  I had not been back in over twenty years.  Not since my grandma had died, just eight months after burying my grandpa.  After the death of my grandma, I had no family left in the area and saw no reason to come back.  At least, not until Shelly retrieved the class reunion invitation from our trash can.  I tossed it away, thinking I would be able to pretend I did not get an invite to the reunion.  I really had no desire to go.

I stepped through the open doorway of the grocery store.  I stopped just inside and waited for my eyes to adjust to the murky interior.  The first thing I noticed was the damp, musty smell of moldy, crumbling walls.  Next, I noticed the emptiness of the building.  At least it appeared empty at first glance.  Closer observation, after my eyes adjusted to the shadowy interior, revealed the place was not empty.

The last time I had been in the store, it had been crowded with shelves stocked to overflowing with grocery items.  A live minnow tank, with its aeration hose bubbling away, had sat along the back wall.  The minnow tank was gone now.  The barren wooden shelves had been knocked over.  Bare wires dangled from the ceiling where once fluorescent light fixtures had hung.  An old Nehi chest cooler, now empty and lidless, sat left of the doorway under one of the broken windows.

The old Nehi chest brought memories flooding back.  This was where the idea had formed.  The idea that would ultimately lead to the death of one of my closest friends.  I walked up to the chest.  The chest was empty.  I had hoped that maybe an old bottle or two of tonic would still be inside.  I caught myself thinking tonic, instead of coke.  Tonic was how Bostonians, where I had lived since college, referred to soft drinks.  Even so, being back home in Alabama, tonic did not feel right.  I mentally corrected myself.  In doing so, I realized that the local term ‘coke’ was a much more comfortable way to think of soft drinks.  After all, I grew up calling them cokes, regardless of the brand and flavor of the soft drinks.

I dug a coke bottle cap out of the bottle cap catcher mounted on the side of the case, just below the opener.  I looked at the bottle cap and could not quite make out the faded name of the drink on top of the rusted steel cap.  I held it up to the light coming in through the window.  The extra light helped my forty-seven year old eyes read ‘Chocolate Soldier’ as the name of the soft drink painted on top of the cap.

This had been Tommy's favorite drink. It was his idea on the last day of school so many years ago that would ultimately lead to his demise.

* * * * *
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“WHAT DO YOU SAY GUYS?” Tommy asked as he popped the cap off his bottle of Chocolate Soldier.

I shuffled through the bottles in the coke case looking for a grape Nehi.  We had just been dropped off by the school bus in front of the only store in Rhodesville.  We had been on the bus for over an hour as it made its way from Waterloo, where we went to school.  Now, we were ready to officially begin our summer vacation.

“I think it's a great idea,” Ricky said as he popped the cap off what I began to believe was the last Grape Nehi.

Ricky, Tommy, and I were classmates from Rhodesville.  We had just finished the sixth grade at Waterloo’s middle school.  Ricky was actually a year older than Tommy and me.  He was in the same grade because he had been held back a year.  As he liked to put it, he was a two year veteran of the first grade.  Ricky was quick to laugh and make fun of things, as was Tommy.  The difference being, Tommy was a natural comedian.  Ricky used jokes and laughter to cover up how rough he had it at home.  His dad was a mean son-of-a-bitch, even by Southern standards.  Ricky often came to school with his backside so severely beaten he could not sit through most of the hour-long bus ride.

I pulled an Orange Crush out of the case and held it up to the bright window, willing its silhouette to change to a Grape Nehi.  After discovering I still had an Orange Crush in my hand when I brought it back down, I uncapped it.  I had a long, thirsty drink.  I felt the satisfying burn of the cold, heavily carbonated orange drink.

“Shouldn't be a problem with my grandma,” I said. “When do you want to do this?”

“Do you think it will be a problem with your girllll-friend, Lexxx-ie?” Tommy asked.  He made kissy faces at me.

I could feel my face turn red.  It felt like I had developed a fever.  Before I could answer, Rickie chimed in.

“Do you think Lexxx-ie will miss you?”

I smacked both of them in the shoulder.

“Come on guys.  You know Lexie ain’t my girlfriend.” I said.

“Only because you are too chicken to let her know you liii-ke her,” Ricky said.

“Yes, too ch-ch-chicken,” Tommy said, squawking like a chicken.

“Lay off.  I ain't afraid of Lexie.  It’s just, I don’t have time for no girl,” I said.  Then, I smiled really big. “But if I did, it would be Lexie.”

“If you had the time and the guts to ask her out, you mean.” Ricky said.

“I want to do it now.  I want to get this camping trip started,” Tommy said.  He was always the most impatient of the three of us.  “But I guess I can wait until in the morning.”

“I ain't sure my daddy will let me go,” Ricky said.  He stared fixedly at his grape Nehi.  “He says I'm big enough to work the fields full time.  I am going to have to start tomorrow.”

Tears welled up in Ricky's eyes.  Tommy and I looked away.  Ricky had confided in me that he did not know if he would be able to go to school next year.  He told me his dad was putting pressure on him to work full time.  The family was very poor.  His dad told him he needed another full-time hand if they were ever going to get out of the shack they lived in.  It did not seem to matter to him that Ricky's best chance of escaping a similar fate was to get an education.  Ricky wasn't the smartest in our class.  But he was the hardest worker when it came to his studies.

Tommy turned up his Chocolate Soldier and drained the bottom half of the ten ounce bottle in one long, continuous drink.  That was the reason I didn't care for Chocolate Soldiers.  They were not carbonated which made it too easy to gulp them right down.  I took a sip of my over-carbonated orange drink.  I enjoyed the carbonation caused burning feeling crawling its way up through my nose.  I liked to work my way slowly through my drinks.

* * * * *
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THINKING ABOUT TOMMY and that fateful summer, I could feel my anxiety start to ramp up.  That all too familiar feeling of heavy dread began to creep out of the shadows of my mind.  I walked out of the abandoned grocery store into the bright sunlight, determined to place my thoughts elsewhere.  Holding my hand up above my eyes to block the sun, I looked west.  Across Lauderdale County Road 189, the street that ran along the west side of the abandoned grocery store, sat my grandparents' former home.  The house where I grew up.  The house was actually a couple hundred yards west of CR189 and sat another couple hundred yards north of Waterloo Road (Lauderdale County Road 14) which the house faced.  The house was empty, but still appeared to be in good repair.  I had not been back to check on it in twenty years.  The house backed up against an alley.  The Rhodesville Methodist Church, which faced CR 189, was across the alley.  A small cemetery sat behind the church.

My grandparents and my parents were buried in that cemetery.  I found it strange, and a little sad, that my grandparents lived their entire married lives literally a stone's throw from where they are now spending eternity.
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