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Chapter One
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There was nothing quite like the wind in your face, and your hair blowing in the wind to help you realize what’s important in the world. It was something that had taken Spider a few years to learn but now blacktop therapy was the only kind he supported. He left psychiatrists and councilors to those who it would help and found balance his own way. He insisted on getting at least an hour a week to himself. It was his time to think, to figure out what was going on in the world, to sift the bullshit of modern society from what was really important. 

Spider had been on the road about half an hour, cruising south along the 191 toward West Yellowstone. He planned to hit the BBQ place for lunch then head back to the clubhouse. The ride was longer than he insisted on but not long enough that he thought twice about it. He was a little more than halfway to West Yellowstone, enjoying the wind and the twisting roads when he noticed flashing lights up ahead. As he got closer, he saw it was road construction, not uncommon this time of year when the winters were so hard on the roads. The upside was that they shouldn’t have to wait too long, the downside was that they had to wait. 

Whatever. If the wait got too long to suit him, it was no big deal to turn his bike around and head back to Craven’s Creek. That was part of the beauty of his blacktop therapy. It didn’t matter where he was, as long as he could ride. He pulled up behind the last vehicle in line, braced his feet on the ground, and killed the engine. No point in wasting the gas to idle while they waited. 

Part of the point of his blacktop therapy rides was to disconnect with electronics—well, mostly. He had some music playing in earbuds, but he avoided surfing or screwing around on his phone on these trips, especially while he ate, because he wasn’t stupid enough to try to use his phone while he was riding. So now, even though he wasn’t actively riding, he didn’t pull out his phone. Instead he looked around him, taking in the trees and hills, watched the road crew move around, wondering how long they’d be there and if he should just turn around and call it a day. That’s when cars started coming from the other direction, passing them. It meant he would have a harder time turning, but it also meant that they would probably be moving soon. He could get onboard with that. He sat a little straighter and turned his attention to the front of the line. 

From where Spider sat he could see the long-handled stop sign where it had been shoved into the top of a traffic cone so no one had to stand there holding it, but it could easily be turned when it was time. As he watched, a woman moved from the shade a few feet away, a portable radio in one hand as she approached the sign and spun it so the “slow” was facing them. Spider started his bike and prepared to get moving. They’d just started moving when he felt his bike jerk. His whole body exploded with pain, then the world went dark. 

****
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Something isn’t right were the first words Spider thought. Something was beeping. There was nothing in his room that should be beeping. Had he gotten shitfaced and gone home with some woman? Was it something at her place beeping? He struggled to open his eyes, but they felt gummy and refused to open. Why was he so weak? His throat hurt and it felt like there was something stuck in it, but he couldn’t figure out what or why

The world faded away. 

****
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Spider blinked his eyes open, despite their weighing about ten pounds each, and looked for whatever was beeping. At first nothing made sense. Why were there white ceiling tiles over his bed? He tried to run a hand over his face, but his right arm wouldn’t move, or at least it wouldn’t move much. He tried to look at it, but his head felt even heavier than his eyelids. 

“You’re awake. Don’t move, they’ve got you strapped down because you were fighting all the tubes and wires,” a voice said, one he knew but for some reason, he couldn’t place. “Let me call the nurse and see what they can do.” He felt the weight of someone touching his leg, then it was gone. Soft fingers enfolded his right hand. Taylynn’s face appeared as she leaned over him. 

“You were in an accident, Spider. You’ll be okay. Hold on for a few minutes and we’ll get someone in here to see you,” she said. 

“Okay,” he tried to say, but it came out little more than a croak. 

“Your throat is probably dry. I need to wait until someone says I can give you something to drink. We’re here with you.” She squeezed his hand. He didn’t know what to do, but squeezed her hand back, or at least tried to, he didn’t know if he managed it. 

If Taylynn was there, Raven was too. That was the voice he’d heard. Raven. His President. If Raven was there, he would make sure everything was taken care of. Spider could relax and let him handle everything. 

He could focus on getting over whatever had happened to him. As he lay there, holding on to the hand in his and watching Taylynn, he tried to remember what had happened. How had he gotten here? 

The last thing he remembered was leaving the clubhouse to head to West Yellowstone. That couldn’t be right. What had happened that he couldn’t remember? The beeping got faster—he didn’t know where it was coming from but he knew that wasn’t good. He focused on breathing in and out, noticing that his chest felt tight, like those lead covers they put on you for x-rays at the dentist. Why would they put something on his chest? 

“It’s okay, Spider,” the weight came back to his right leg as Raven spoke again. “We’ve got a nurse on her way. We’ll get you taken care of.” His voice was soft and even, his words slow and gentle. Spider recognized the way his president was talking as his way of keeping a tense situation under control. Spider had seen Raven talk more than one man down from whatever ledge he was on, physical or metaphorical, with that voice. If he was using it now, then whatever happened was serious. He didn’t think Spider would handle whatever it was well. 

He held on to the hand in his tighter. He needed to move. He needed to know how bad things were that he was here, and Freud wasn’t taking care of him at the clubhouse. He needed to know what had happened. 

“Good morning, Mr. Crawford. I’m glad to see you awake,” a woman’s voice he didn’t recognize said. He tried to turn his head but found he couldn’t “I’m Kristina. I’ll be your nurse this shift.” 

“What happened?” he tried to whisper, knowing that speaking didn’t work, but hoping this would.

“I’m sure your throat is dry. You can have water, but start with tiny sips. We don’t want to hit your stomach with a lot of weight just yet and a lot of water will do that.” The disembodied voice said, her tone kind. 

Taylynn’s hand pulled from his as she twisted around, then he felt something against his lips. He opened his mouth, then took a small sip of the water. It tasted odd, metallic, but he was glad to get it. 

“What happened?” he said, trying again. 

“You were in an accident,” Raven spoke from out of his line of sight. “From what I’ve been told you were rearended. It pushed you into the car in front of you.” 

Spider blinked. 

“Why can’t I move my head?” 

“They’ve got you in a big foam collar,” Taylynn said. She’d set the cup aside and had come back. She put her hand back in his and smoothed his hair back from his forehead with the other. He watched her more closely, noticing for the first time fine lines and dark shadows around her eyes. 

“How long?” Spider’s voice was barely more than a croak again. He closed his eyes and swallowed a couple of times. 

“What do you mean, brother?” 

“How long have I been here?” 

They didn’t answer right away. Taylynn looked away as if she was checking with someone else before she told him. 

“Five days.” 

“Five days?” 

She pressed her lips together and nodded. 

How had he lost nearly a week? Obviously, he was hurt or he wouldn’t be in the hospital. Or maybe he was here because he’d been unconscious. No. He hurt. He was hurt, but how bad? Five days? It was hard to think, as if the gears he’d always imagined in his brain hadn’t had their oil changed in all of his thirty years, or longer. He knew that wasn’t how brains worked, but it was the mental image he had formed to help him cope. 

What the hell had happened to cost him five days? 

“Can I get these off?” He tried to lift his arm as a woman’s face he didn’t recognize came into view. Her scrub top was light blue with little cats all over it. He assumed she was the Kristina that had introduced herself a moment ago. 

“Now that you’re awake enough to know not to pull at the wires and tubes, we can take them off ... unless you start fighting things again.” He heard the rip of Velcro being pulled apart, then a second. 

“You can move your arms now.” Taylynn’s voice was soft, drawing his attention to her. 

Spider brought both hands up to scrub over his face, then lowered them again. 

“Water?” he looked at Taylynn. He hated being helpless. 

His president’s old lady brought the cup back and placed the straw against his lips. He took a small sip. 

“Thank you,” he said as she turned to set it down. He felt like shit, but he remembered what she’d been like when they’d found her and knew she understood how shitty he felt. Taylynn just smiled and put her hand back in his. Spider looked back to the other side where he could still see Kristina. “What are the chances of sitting up, at least a little?” He hated being flat on his back. He didn’t even sleep this way at home and suspected that might have been part of why he’d fought the wires.

“We can tilt you up but do it slowly. You’re on some strong meds because you’ve got some serious injuries and we don’t want to make them worse.” 

“What about this thing?” he reached the hand Taylynn wasn’t holding up to touch the foam collar around his neck.

“I’ll have to talk to the doctor about that. I sent him a message that you’re awake. He should be in to see you before too long.” She checked a couple of things, hit buttons on the machines around him. 

“The beeping, can we silence that?”

“No problem.” She reached up and hit something on the side of the screen that displayed his heart rhythm, heart rate, and more information that he didn’t understand. 

“Thank you.” 

“No problem.” She lifted a wired remote into his view. “There are controls on the bed, but this will be easier for you for a bit. Here are the bed controls, the TV controls, and a button to call for me. If I’m not available, one of the other nurses will come check on you. Let us know if you need anything. I mean anything. You should get as much rest as you can. The more you rest, the better you will heal.” 

Spider nodded as she put the controller in his hand. 

“Is there anything else I can do for you right now?” 

“What happened? How bad is it?” 

Kristina shook her head. 

“I don’t know the details. I only have the instructions on how to care for you. Your doctor will have more answers when he comes to see you.” She smiled at him one more time then stepped out of his line of sight. A moment later the shush of the door opening told him she’d left. 

He didn’t like that answer but he knew he wasn’t going to get a better one, at least not from her. He felt around hitting buttons on the remote at random until something happened. First the TV came on.  

“Need some help?” Raven stepped up to the side of the bed where Kristina had been. 

“Please. I want to sit up some.” 

“Want me to do it for you or put your hand on the button so you can stop it when you’re ready?” 

“Just do it for now. I’ll figure out the controls soon enough.” 

The top of the bed slowly tilted upward. Then the pain got worse. 

“That’s enough,” he said when the bed hit about a forty-five-degree angle. The weight on his chest seemed to be heavier, but he could still breathe, and he could see who else was there. Fletch sat sideways on the bench seat under the window, his legs stretched out in front of him as if he’d been there for a while and he didn’t plan to go anywhere. Seeing his best friend, he didn’t know if he should be grateful or worried. It had to be bad to have pulled Fletch away from Craven’s Creek for this long. He usually couldn’t be gone more than a day or two without planning weeks in advance. Spider thought it was stifling but Fletch just shrugged and said it was the price of being one of only a couple of attorneys in the area. 

“Fuck. It’s got to be bad if you’re here.” 

Fletch pressed his lips together, glanced around the room then focused on Raven as he tilted the top of his head toward the door. 

“Taylynn and I are going to go down to the cafeteria and get some coffee. I need to call Jersey and let everyone at home know you’re awake. Anyone in particular you want me to reach out to or anything you want me to tell someone?” 

Spider started to shake his head but remembered the collar around his neck. “No. Not that I can think of.” 

Raven put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed then released him. Taylynn squeezed his hand, then leaned down and kissed his cheek. 

“So glad to see you awake,” she said before she released his hand. She met her old man at the foot of the bed and together they left. 

Spider waited until the door swung shut to look back to Fletch. 

“Tell me.” 

Fletch sighed, then swung his legs off the bench seat and stood. 

“What’s the last thing you remember?” 

“Leaving the clubhouse for a ride. I was headed to West Yellowstone. Next thing I remember was waking up hurting. I wasn’t awake long, though, then I woke a little bit ago.” 

“I don’t have a lot of information, but from what we’ve been able to find out there was some road construction. Somewhere in there, someone’s accelerator got stuck, they hit the car in front of them, pushing them into the one in front of them and so on. There were more than ten vehicles involved and you had the misfortune of being somewhere in the middle.” Fletch shook his head slowly. “Three people were killed, a dozen more injured. You’re lucky to be alive.” 

Spider blinked a couple times, then a yawn surprised him. Suddenly he was so tired he could barely hold his eyes open. But why? He’d been awake for all of ten, maybe fifteen minutes. How could he be sleepy again already?

“Sleep. You’ve got a lot to heal. I’ll be here when you wake up again,” Fletch said, laying his hand on Spider’s right leg over the thin blanket that covered him. 

Spider wanted to argue. He wanted to tell him that he wanted answers, not sleep, but the darkness overtook him again.

****
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The next time Spider woke, Fletch sat next to his bed while Delilah lay curled in the window seat where Fletch had been before, Hawkeye in a chair not far from his girl. He didn’t say anything but scanned the room and wondered how long he would have to be there. How long this accident would mess with the lives of all the Angels. He reached for the remote, wanting to sit up a little more. The movement must have caught Fletch’s attention because he stood and set one hand on Spider’s shoulder. 

“How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?” 

“I want to sit up more,” Spider said, his dry throat making his voice rough. He reached toward the table extended over the foot of the bed, then winced as something in his chest sent a sharp pain through his entire torso. He grimaced and let his head fall back against the mattress. 

“Tell me when,” Fletch said, hitting the button to lift the head of the bed. 

“When,” Spider said when the pain increased. He wasn’t upright but he was closer, and right now, that mattered. It gave him a better view of what was going on around him, at least. “How long was I out?” 

“A couple hours.”

“Did I miss the doctor? I want someone to tell me all of it.” The stiff foam collar was still on his neck, so if he had, they hadn’t removed it. Maybe they’d been waiting until he woke? 

“No, he usually makes rounds sometime in the next hour or so.” 

“Tell me what you know.” Spider trusted all of the Angels, or he wouldn’t be one of them, but Fletch was his closest friend, both in the club and out of it. 

“Are you sure? It’s a lot. Stop me when it gets to be too much.” 

“Just tell me.” Spider scowled at Fletch, wondering why his friend was so reluctant to tell him. 

“Lots of cuts and bruises, a couple broken ribs. Complex fracture of your left tibia.” Fletch swallowed and looked away. Spider could tell there was more, something his friend didn’t want to tell him. 

“What else?” 

“There was a brain bleed. It resolved itself in a couple of days, but because of the brain bleed they didn’t want to take you into surgery. They also wanted to wait for some of the swelling in your leg to subside before they tried to fix it. The blood thinners needed for the surgery would have made the brain bleed worse. They did what they could for your leg, but by the time they were able to get in to try and fix the break, it had become infected.” 

Spider watched his friend’s face. The way Fletch paused and looked away told him whatever was coming next, it wouldn’t be good. 

“The surgeons did everything they could, but they couldn’t save the leg.” 

No. that couldn’t be right. Spider wiggled the toes on both feet—he could still feel them both. Still not believing Fletch, though not seeing why his buddy would lie, Spider tried to look down at his legs. He shoved at the table extending over his bed, ignoring the sharp pains shooting through his torso. 

Fletch must have realized what he was doing because he moved the table down to the end of the bed, then reached for the blanket that came up to mid chest on Spider. 

“Are you sure you’re ready to see? You’re all bandaged up right now, but I’ll help if you want.” 

“I need to see.” Spider’s chest was tight. He had a hard time getting enough air. He didn’t know if it was the broken ribs or something else and, in the moment, he didn’t care.

Fletch took the edge of the blanket and folded it back, until the bandaged end of Spider’s left leg had been revealed. He laid the blanket he’d just peeled back onto the end of the bed and moved back up to Spider’s side. 

Spider winced and reached for the button to lift his head a bit more. He needed to see and with the fucking collar on, he could barely look down at his lap. He clenched his teeth and ignored the throbbing in his chest as the bed moved him more upright. When he could see better, he stopped the bed and stared at his legs, or what was left of them. 

Something was off about his right leg. 

“What’s that?” he said through clenched teeth. As he waved one hand toward his foot. 

“Oh, sorry. Broken tibia. They said you were pinned between vehicles.” Fletch’s voice sounded as if just the idea of it caused him pain. Spider didn’t look up. Instead, he stared at the bandages where the rest of his left leg used to be. His mouth went dry. He pulled his upper lip between his teeth and bit down as he tried to keep from thinking about what this would mean.

He would never ride a bike again. How could he? That was the foot you shifted with. Without his left foot, he could never get out of first gear. 

“They said there are really good prosthetics now. You’ll need to heal first, but they said they’ll get you set up with one as soon as possible.” 

Spider nodded, hearing his friend but still staring at his leg. He reached for the blanket to cover his legs back up. Healing and getting out of here was first. He would deal with the rest later. 
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Chapter Two
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Jordan Keane’s stomach churned as she followed her father through the halls of Gallatin Regional Hospital. Daddy was there routinely, whether for his own care or for what they were doing now, but she’d never come with him. She stayed behind him and silent as Daddy stopped at the nurses’ station and spoke with someone before he started moving again. He made his way to where the door to room 2806 stood open, and knocked. 

A voice called out from inside, beckoning them in. 

She glanced around the hall then followed Daddy into the room. She stayed behind him and kept her mouth shut. She was just there because Daddy had asked her, not because she had anything to share with the man he was there to see. 

“Hi, I’m Clint Keene,” Daddy said as he stepped close to the bed and shook the hand of the man lying there. “This is my daughter, Jordon.” 

“I’m Spider, that’s Fletch.” The patient motioned to another man sitting in a chair not far from the bed. She watched as Spider’s gaze skimmed both of them, then came back to their faces. “Can I ask why you’re here? A doctor wouldn’t have his daughter with him, and not a single doctor or nurse I’ve seen in the last couple days wore jeans and boots.” 

One corner of Daddy’s mouth quirked up. 

“You’re fast—that’s good. It will either help or hinder you, but which one depends on you. To answer your question, I’m a volunteer. I come in and talk to people who have ... certain circumstances.” 

Spider scowled. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Let me tell you a story,” Dad shifted his stance slightly in a move she recognized as his getting ready to stand still for several minutes. She wanted to get him a chair and tell him to have a seat, but she knew better. He wouldn’t take it and she knew him well enough to realize he likely had a reason. 

“When I was a young man, I chased the rodeo. I thought I was invincible. I rode anything that would stand still long enough for me to climb on its back. Bareback, saddle bronc, bulls, if it was dangerous, I was into it.” 

Jordon knew the story. She hadn’t heard Daddy tell it quite like this, but she knew it. 

“I was a decent rider, and I made a good amount of money. And the more I made, the more invincible I was convinced I was.” 

The man introduced as Fletch frowned.

“What did you say your name is again?” Fletch spoke up. 

Daddy repeated his name.

“I remember you. I was a huge fan. I was watching when you were hurt.” 

“Half of Texas was watching when I got hurt,” Daddy said with a wry smile. “Anyway,” he turned back to Spider, “I was riding in Cheyenne one night. I drew a bull named Wild Demon. He’d made a habit out of hurtin’ men, but I thought I could be the one to master him.” Daddy shook his head. “Back then I had plenty of guts, but not enough judgement. I got on Wild Demon’s back and they popped the gate. Demon blew out of the gate like the devil himself was on his tail, then he doubled back on himself. Threw me off like a horse swattin’ at a fly, but that wasn’t the end of it. Demon was a mean one—he was determined to make me pay for thinking I could ride him.” 

“Didn’t he step on you, then gore you?” Fletch asked, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. 

Daddy nodded. “He did. Snapped my femur in half when he stomped my ass, then as I was struggling to get up and catch an arm of the pickup man, he caught me in the same leg with a horn.” Daddy used one hand on his thigh to show where the bull’s horn had gone into the skin. No one could see it, but she knew he wasn’t actually touching his leg, but rather the socket on his prosthetic. 

“That ride ended your rodeo career, didn’t it?” Fletch asked again. 

Daddy nodded slowly. “It did, and for a while I thought my life was over. But Jordon is just the oldest of my kids. At the time I only had one more. She was five, but her brother Ty wasn’t quite a year old. I looked at the two of them and knew I had to do better. I had something to live for. People who were counting on me.” 

“What does this have to do with me?” Spider asked, a crease forming between his brows. 

Jordon turned her attention to him, taking in more than that he was just the one Daddy had come to see, for the first time. Spider was a good-looking man, despite the pale look of someone in the hospital with a serious injury. He had dark hair that looked like he’d shoved a hand through it more than a few times, and a shaggy overgrown scruff of a beard that left her wondering if he always kept a few days’ growth or if he hadn’t been able to shave since his injury. Not that she would ask, but she couldn’t help the direction her thoughts took. 

Instead of answering Spider, Daddy turned to Fletch. 

“Do you remember what happened after that ride?” 

The man in the chair tilted his head to one side as his eyes lost focus for a moment. Jordon couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking. Before she could ask or even figure out how to word it, Fletch blinked and focused on Daddy again, understanding clear on his face. 

“Seems like I remember hearing that you lost that leg. The one Wild Demon stomped on.” 

Daddy nodded, a smile spreading slowly across his face. 

“You remember right.” 

“You’re full of shit. You’re telling me you lost your leg twenty years ago but you’re standing there on both legs.” Spider sounded pissed. And if he really thought they were lying to him, Jordon couldn’t blame him. 

Daddy leaned forward enough to grab a handful of the denim of his jeans just below the knee and pulled. The hem of that leg lifted several inches before it cleared the top of his boot to reveal the shaft of his prosthetic. Jordan knew what he was doing so she kept her eyes on Spider. She knew he was why Daddy was here and why he was doing this. Daddy had been doing this since she was small. She’d known he came to the hospital to talk to people who’d had to have an amputation, even if she’d never been present while he did. 

Spider’s eyes widened. He reached one hand toward his leg but stopped before he touched it. She could see from the shape of the blanket over his lap he was reaching for the leg that was no longer there.

“I’m not going to lie to you. When it happened, I thought my life was over. I fell into a depression. I started drinking, heavily,” Daddy said. Jordon knew he wouldn’t look away from the other man. That he would meet his gaze and let who he was talking to see all the pain and regret in his expression. “I made mistakes, a lot of them. I’m not here to keep you from making them, from doing what you think you need to.” 

“Then why are you here?” Spider said, his voice snide, as if he thought Daddy was there out of pity. 

“I’m here to show you that your life’s not over. That it will take some adjustments, but you can learn to live a normal life again,” 

“Like you did? Are you telling me you got back on a bull and won the championship?” Spider’s voice had turned from snide to sarcastic. 

Jordon didn’t have to look at her father to know his expression had morphed into a small wry smile. He released the fabric of his jeans and shook the leg, trying to knock the fabric back into place around his boot. But it only fell to the boot top, not around it. Jordon bent to one knee and tugged his jeans back down where they belonged. 

“No, I’m not. And if I knew then what I know now, I wouldn’t have gotten on the back of Wild Demon. Not because of the injury but because since then I’ve learned how stupid and selfish I was. I was ignoring my wife, my kids, to chase a dream. A dream that nearly got me killed.” He used one hand to ruffle her hair. “Thanks, sweetheart.” He gave her a small smile before turning his attention back to the man on the bed as Jordon stood.

“What I’m trying to tell you is that you can have a life. I don’t have all the details, but I do know it was a motorcycle accident that caused your injury. I am telling you that you can ride again. I’m not saying it will be easy. It will take determination, persistence, and a lot of effort, but it can be done, if you set your mind to it.” Daddy stepped closer to the bed. He didn’t reach for the man or touch him but he set a card on the table that extended over the foot of the bed. “I want to help. But you have to be ready to do the work. You have to be willing to accept help. Give me a call when you’re ready. This is my number.”

Daddy backed away from the bed, still facing the man, then turned and looked at Jordon. He tilted his head toward the door in a gesture she knew meant he was ready to go. She left the room, waiting in the hall for Daddy then following him back out to the truck. 

“Is that what you do when you go see new amputees? Is that always how it goes?” she asked once he’d started the truck and backed out of the parking space. 

“More or less. It’s a little different every time. Most of the time no one remembers the accident or cares, but it happens.” 

“Do you think he’ll call?” Jordon watched her father’s face, wondering what he was thinking.

“You never can tell. I’ve had people I was sure would call who never did, and some that I thought would never call who did. It’s more about what’s inside them. Their outlook on life, their personal determination, and so much more, than anything I could ever say.” 

“Then why do you do it? Why take the time or go through the expense to do this?” She knew he did this at every hospital within a six-hour drive. It wasn’t often but he made these visits a few times a year.

Daddy stopped the truck at an intersection and waited for an oncoming car to pass. He turned toward her, a smile curving his lips as he watched her for a moment before turning his attention back to the road. 

“I’m paying it forward. When I was in his spot, someone came and did the same thing for me. I was sitting in a hospital bed, sure my life was over, when a stranger came in and showed me what was possible.” He stopped again at the stop sign before pulling out onto the street. “If he hadn’t come to me then, I don’t know that I would be here now. I don’t know that I’d have made it a year after losing my leg.” 

She wanted to say something. To tell him that wasn’t true. But what if he was right? She’d been a child, and a small one at that. She had no clue what he’d gone through, either physically or mentally, that they didn’t let her and Lane see. Not that Lane would have understood any more than she did, if he even remembered any of it. He was several years younger, and she didn’t remember much from before Daddy had lost his leg or the time right after.
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