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1: Simple Man
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There were a lot of sounds in my ear as I watched them lower my Dad’s coffin into the ground that deceptively sunny afternoon. There was the drone of the minister, reciting the 23rd Psalm as he reverently brought the service to a close. There was the soft, unobtrusive sound of his wife singing a familiar hymn in a low and soothing monotone, like programmed background music to set the mood. People sniffled into their handkerchiefs all around me, while birds played in the tall trees and curious squirrels scrambled nearby.

Most of all, and harder to ignore, was the sniffling of my mother, Violet Riley, as she tried to console my inconsolable sister, Leah, who gasped for breath in between each soft sob. 

I stood strong, like a man should stand next to his vulnerable, grieving family. My chin tilted up, my shoulders squared, and the tears remained unshed behind unfocused hazel eyes.

They were the same color of eyes I inherited from the man we were planting.

I tipped my chin a bit higher as I blurred my vision, to soften the reality of the sad events unfolding around me. I couldn’t risk taking in too much detail of that polished wooden coffin as it lowered slowly into the ground.

It would make Dad’s death all too real. And I wasn’t ready for that yet.

Jackson Riley was only forty-nine when he died six days ago. It was a freak accident on our ranch. He was up on our roof when a stray Texas thunderstorm hit, causing him to lose his footing on our loose and battered shingles and crash right to the ground, snapping his neck like a twig. It was an unfathomable way for a formidable man like my dad to die. He was strong, like the head of the household should be. From his tawny eyes to the powerful line of his jaw, and the muscular expanse of his shoulders, he was a man who had fostered our legacy literally from the ground up. He built our three-bedroom ranch house with his bare hands and cultivated the forty acres it sat upon with respect and integrity.

Even when we hit hard times about eight years back, it was Dad’s strength that kept all our heads above water.

This wasn’t easy to do, given the fact my little sister, Leah, had been born with cystic fibrosis. She was ill from the crib, and in and out of more hospitals than I could count. In her short twelve years, her medical bills had forced Dad to take out multiple mortgages on our property, working nearly twenty-hour days to pull whatever he could from our land to sustain us.

It was why he was out late that day. When a storm blew up from the west, he wasn’t about to turn tail and call it a day until his job was done.

Mother Nature had other ideas. 

In a flash, he was gone without warning. I’d never hear him laugh again. I’d never see those eyes looking back at me like a wise, loving mirror, letting me know that everything was going to be okay.

I heard someone gulp back a sob. It took Leah, grasping my hand in comfort, to realize that the sound had come from me.

I gripped her tiny hand as I stood a little straighter, trying to be the man he had always taught me to be.

I was all they had now. 

I wouldn’t let them down.

I wouldn’t let him down.

That was my vow as I tossed that first fistful of dirt on that shiny, polished coffin.

I watched as the mourners formed an orderly line to offer their helpless condolences. 

“He was such a good man.”

“Never met anyone stronger.”

“Take heart, he is asleep in the Lord. One day, you will see him again in glory.”

Most of their softly spoken words jumbled in my ear. Bees hovered over the floral arrangements, so I concentrated on that sound – nature’s melody. I heard the beat of every wing as they flitted from one flower to the next. 

The circle of life.

Finally, the last mourner had filed past, and my mother struggled to her feet. I grabbed her by the elbow, to lead her to the family car that would take us back to our ranch. The journey home was much different than the journey to the cemetery. All of us realized, acutely, that we were leaving Dad behind.

Mama dropped her head into her hands and wept openly, something she had refused to do in front of our small community. She wanted to be strong for us, and for him. Leah clung to her, her thin, pale arms around Mama’s thickening waist, as she sobbed, too.

I refused to let one teardrop fall. I could hear Dad’s voice in my ear, loud as thunder. “Jonah, you’re the man of the house now. The women need you. Be strong for them.”

It was the way he was raised, and the way every Riley before him was raised. We were Texas men. Southern gentlemen. Men of honor and integrity and strength.

It was my duty to care for my mother and my sister, who needed me every bit as much as they had needed Dad.

So, I locked those sad feelings up tight as I followed Mama out of the limo and toward our modest ranch house. She took over the minute she crossed the threshold, the picture of southern hospitality.  She refused to let anyone wait on her, instead keeping every glass and plate full as they passed around a smorgasbord of southern delicacies, most of which came from her very own kitchen.

Mama liked to cook when she was upset, almost as much as she liked to eat. And she had been doing both almost non-stop for the last six days. As long as her hands were busy, she could forget, momentarily, about her broken heart.

Strangely it reassured me to see her doing what she loved to do best. It gave me hope we could get past the pain and the shock of losing Dad like we did. Things could still be normal. I could still depend on something in this world.

I worried most about Leah, who had fallen ill, again, with another lung infection. I heard her coughing every single night, unable to sleep as she fought through each spell. Though she knew how to treat herself on her own, learning specific techniques to clear her airways, I started helping her night after night, just so she wouldn’t have to go through it alone on top of everything else.

She used to get annoyed whenever I tried to help, but after Dad died, it seemed to bring her comfort that I was sitting on the bed next to her, my hand on her skin, my voice in her ear, as we took each step, and each breath, together.

That was why she didn’t resist at all when, after a bad coughing spell during our reception, I helped her to her room to rest, away from the crowd of mourners filling every corner of our simple home. Seemed like everywhere I went there was someone else, someone new, to share my grief and try to ease my sorrow.

The later it got, the younger my comforters became. And they usually had three things in common: they were female, they were pretty, and they were all girls gunning for the job of becoming the next Mrs. Riley.

I had earned my title as the Most Eligible Bachelor of Williamson County since high school, where I played ball like every good Texas son was supposed to. And I’ll admit that I enjoyed those glory days. I dated well and often, never tying myself down to any one girl, just so I could sow my wild oats while I was still young enough to sow them.

Despite this full dance card, I prided myself on the fact that I had never used anyone. Dad taught me to protect women, and Mama taught me to respect them, so every girl on my arm was treated like a princess. I made no promises for the future and had never uttered the words, “I love you,” to anyone other than my family.

Those three words were a binding commitment in my book. It would take someone incredible to win them from me.

That wasn’t to say that I hadn’t dated some pretty fantastic girls. They were usually smart and ambitious, good Southern girls who could throw a punch as well as cooking a meal. They were taught to mind their parents, worship their God and respect their land. While I loved spending time with them, hanging out with them, holding them, kissing them and even making love to them, there had been no one who made me think, “This is it. She’s the one.”

Mama and Dad had set my standard for love. I wasn’t ready to settle for anything less. 

And I certainly wasn’t ready to whisk some willing female off to my room to fuck away my grief, no matter how many soft, imploring hands touched me, or adoring eyes beseeched me.

I might have done that a few years back, when I was still young and foolish. But I was the man of the house now. I was held to a much higher standard. 

“Are you okay, hon?” Fiona Andrews asked as she placed her hand upon my shoulder, that sympathetic look in her eye. 

“I’m fine,” I assured. I refilled her grandpa’s coffee cup before moving toward the dining room, where I was stopped again.

“You let me know if there is anything I can do, sweetie,” said Vickie Barber, before she offered an unsolicited but emphatic hug.

I nodded and pressed on towards the living room, where six-year-old Mary Ann McCready played the old upright piano for the adults chatting quietly nearby. Her older sister, Missy, was by my side in a flash. “You let me do that. You should sit with your Mama.”

“It’s okay,” I assured with a smile that I was frankly tired of wearing. I was more worn out from the social interaction than I had been from all the emotionally exhausting events of the week. It seemed almost every resident in our town, with its modest population of 503, had darkened our doorway in the past seven days.

I couldn’t even count how many had turned out for the funeral and the reception that followed. Most didn’t leave until the ten o’clock news, which for country folk meant bedtime. 

They all wanted to do whatever they could to ease our burden, either by cooking the meal, serving the food, or cleaning up the mess. These good, salt-of-the-earth people were the only family Leah and I had ever known. They were people from our church and our small town nearly fifty miles north of Austin. Though we didn’t live within any city limits, and hadn’t since I was in grade school, we were always community minded, and as such had established many long-standing friendships. 

We had a support system in place. And I knew we could count on it.

I was up before dawn the next morning. The weight that was on my shoulders made it impossible to sleep, especially when I could hear Leah alternately sobbing and coughing in the room next to mine. Mama was up early too, in the kitchen, her sanctuary, her church, making more food than we’d ever be able to eat. It was as though she worried if she stopped moving even for a second, the grief would finally crash down upon her and cripple her entirely. I gave her a kiss on her head, grabbed a biscuit sandwich, and headed out to the barn.

I stood there, looking at the equipment the barn housed, wondering where the hell to start. With a sigh, I headed toward the broken-down tractor and decided I could fix one thing at least. I took the damned thing completely apart, as if to undo all the events that happened the week before. By noon, I sat amidst all the pieces of the tractor that were now strewn across a patch of land in front of the barn, unsure what to do next. I had tinkered with this old tractor dozens of times over the years, starting when I was a mere boy. I was ten years old when Dad first showed me how to fix minor problems. “A man who knows the nuts and bolts of his business relies on no one,” he had said. And I had stared up at him with all the wonder of a child, nodding as if he spoke gospel truth.

Now, as I sat among those scattered parts, I had no clue where to start to put it all back together again. No matter what I tried, it seemed as if one piece was missing.

With a frustrated roar, I tossed some random pieces of metal at the barn door where it hit with a loud bang. That was so viscerally satisfying that I ended up tossing another piece. Then another... and then another... tears pouring down my face as I raged at the world and raged at God.

“Jonah?”

I turned to the feminine voice that had intruded on my breakdown. It was Courtney Adams, one of our neighbors, and my last official “girlfriend.” We had amicably gone our separate ways about a year back, when it became clear she wanted something more serious than I could provide. We stayed friends in the casual, see-you-every-Sunday-at-church kind of way, though she was the first who called me after she heard about Dad’s death.

Unlike so many others, she had stayed off to the sidelines, quietly providing comfort and service without trying to get much attention while doing so. 

We had been friends for years before we dated. I was glad that our aborted romance hadn’t wrecked that. It made it easier to tell her the truth about the sad state in which I found myself. I knew she wouldn’t judge me for it. I wiped any lingering tears away with my sweaty, greasy arm. “No,” I said as I started to gather my mess. “I’m not.”

She said nothing as she joined me, picking up the rest of the pieces. We worked in silence until the area was clean again, all the evidence of my failure removed. I closed the barn and turned to her. “What are you doing here?”

She motioned toward a huge mesquite tree that we had climbed as kids. I could see a picnic lunch was already spread out and waiting. “I thought you could use some sustenance.”

“I’m not hungry,” I muttered. 

“I know,” she said. “But you should eat anyway.”

She offered her hand and I finally relented by taking it. We headed toward the gingham blanket. She sat, opening the brown wicker basket to distribute the contents. I knew from the smell that she had brought out the big guns, her grandmother’s famous fried chicken. It was a recipe that was legend around the county, and Court’s specialty since she was twelve.  She also unpacked a fresh green salad I knew had been made from produce grown directly on their farm. She poured some sweet tea for me as I chowed on a meaty, crispy chicken leg. Grief or no, my frustrating morning had drummed up quite the appetite that roared to life with that first bite.

“Thanks, Court,” I told her. “This was very sweet of you.”

She shrugged. “It’s the least I could do,” she said. She brushed a stray strand of honey-blond hair from her face. After all these years, she was still the prettiest girl in the county. 

“No, really,” I insisted. “It was very thoughtful.”

“You’re going to need more than chicken if you want to fix that old tractor,” she said with a wry grin. “You need another one.”

I nodded. We needed a lot of things. A new roof. A new tiller. New tires on our old truck. We had been making do with what we had for so long, it felt like we’d never catch up. And now that Dad was gone, that put off any new purchases indefinitely. I’d never share that with her, though. Our equipment was old and run down, but my pride was shiny and new. “Nah, I’ll fix it. Gives me something to do.”

She considered me thoughtfully from behind those crystal blue eyes. “I could help,” she finally offered softly.

I shook my head. “You have enough to do on your own farm.”

She took a deep breath and looked down at her plate, which she had barely touched. It occurred to me that she was nervous. For a girl who routinely sang in front of the church, leading a boisterous choir with her own strong voice, this was a new development. She had always gone after what she wanted and had never let anything stand in her way. Up to and including snagging a date with me to the homecoming dance freshman year.

“What is it, Court?”

She exhaled softly as she put the plate back on the blanket. “I was thinking. We’ve known each other a long time, right?”

“Since we moved here,” I agreed.

“We started dating in high school. Everyone just assumed we’d someday marry.”

My stomach dropped. I had a sick feeling where this was headed. “Yeah,” I drawled slowly.

“So, I was just thinking... you know, since things like this make you think about the future and all,” she trailed off, hoping I’d fill in the rest and not force her to say the words out loud.

“Courtney,” I said with a shake of my head. She must have known by the way I used her full name that the conversation wasn’t going her way, because it only made her talk faster. Like a used car salesperson trying to get me into an old Chevy.

“It makes sense,” she said. “We get along great. We have chemistry,” she added, touching my arm with her soft hand. I shuddered despite myself. “Our families have been friends for years. And your family needs us now. What’s the problem?”

“Because you’re talking about marriage, Courtney.”

“Something we’ve talked about before,” she reminded, and I conceded with a nod.

“When we were still in high school,” I expounded. “I think even you can agree it was smarter to wait.”

It had given her a chance to go to college. She still had no idea what she wanted to do with her life, but at least now she could explore her options armed with a degree. 

“We did wait,” she said. She took my hands in hers as she scooted closer. “And I know I’ll never find anyone like you, Jonah. I’ve loved you since I was fourteen years old. I’ll make a good wife. I can work with you side by side in the field. We can rebuild this farm and grow stronger together. We’d be unbeatable.” She caressed my face with her hand. “I’ll even buy you a new tractor.”

I pulled away and rose to my feet. It was the absolute worst thing she could say. “I’m not marrying for a fucking tractor, Courtney.”

She jumped up and chased after me as I headed to the barn. “I’m sorry, Jonah. You know I didn’t mean it that way.”

I spun around to face her. “Then what the hell did you mean?”

Again, she reached for my hands. “I mean I want to help you. I want to help your mom and Leah.” I couldn’t even look at her when she mentioned my sister’s name. “You don’t have to do this alone, honey,” she said as she stepped into my wooden embrace and wrapped her arms around my neck. She felt like heaven in my arms. Her body was so soft and supple, just like a woman should be. When she kissed me, I didn’t resist. 

I couldn’t resist. I didn’t want to resist. It felt good... and I suddenly needed something in my life to feel good. Her mouth opened and my whole body fired to life when I explored the warm recesses of her mouth with my tongue. She moaned and that was all it took for my traitorous body to spring to life between us. With a growl, I lifted her up into my arms and slammed our way into the barn, kicking the door shut behind us. I deposited her on a bale of hay, and she had ripped off her shirt by the time she pulled me down on top of her. 

Courtney had always been an adventurous lover. She was a good girl in church and for her parents, even in school. But in my arms, she had always been a wildcat, ready to do anything I wanted to do from the very first moment we surrendered our virginity to each other when we were barely sixteen. I learned how to be a lover in her arms. She had learned how to please me in every way possible, like she was tailoring herself to be the woman of my dreams. She knew where to touch, where to kiss, what to say, to drive me crazy until we were locked in an embrace, much like we were now.

Her fingers were fast at work unfastening my jeans, loosening the denim so that she could slip her hands in my jeans to cup my ass, pressing me closer while she ground herself against me. Her breath was hot in my ear as she nibbled the sensitive area of my neck until my whole body shuddered. “Fuck me, Jonah,” she pleaded in a soft whimper. My good little Sunday School girl talking dirty against me was all it took. I tore off her jeans and kicked away my own. My dick was rock hard, and she grasped it with her delicate hand. “Now, please, Jonah!”

I was barely coherent with need as I wedged myself in between her creamy white thighs. She was beautiful and naked under me, a willing flower as she opened her legs. I sank myself into her with a grunt. It felt just like coming home, even though we hadn’t been together in four years. She wrapped her ankles around the back of my thighs to urge me on. “Fuck me with that big dick,” she growled as she pulled me down on top of her.

I thrust hard, making her gasp. I was delighted in every inch of her. “You feel so good,” I muttered, and she closed around me like a vice — a warm, wet, velvety vice. Finally, reason began to knock at my brain. “Are you still on birth control?” I murmured against her skin. It was a standard question I should have asked before I ever entered her, but better late than never.

“Does it matter?” she cooed as she caressed my face and squeezed my cock with her body.

For a second, I couldn’t breathe. “Yeah, it matters. I don’t want a baby, Courtney.” Frankly I was surprised she did. She had always been a champion of birth control before, when we were exploring the miracles of sex as horny teenagers. She wanted to go to school. She wanted to be independent, maybe working someday as a teacher. She had plans, and not one of them was becoming a mother too soon. I started to pull out, but she locked her legs behind me.

“Why not? What could be so horrible about having a baby with me? Marrying me? Don’t you love me, Jonah?”

I sighed. My cock withered inside of her. “I never thought I’d see the day you’d turn into the kind of stupid girls you hate.”

Her face fell and her legs loosened their grip, allowing me to pull away. I snatched my jeans and started to dress. There were tears in her eyes. I had to look away.

“I guess that answers my question,” she said softly as she fetched her clothes.

It only made me feel worse. “Look, Courtney,” I started but she wouldn’t even look at me. “I do care about you,” I said. “Too much to rush into anything we might regret later.”

She tucked in her shirt and fastened her jeans before she dared look at me. “I guess that’s the difference between you and me, Jonah. I wouldn’t regret marrying you.”

She stalked from the barn, slamming the door behind her.

I slid down onto a bale of hay. I didn’t return to the house until after sunset. Mama was just putting dinner onto the table. I noted the plate of fried chicken I instantly knew had come from Courtney’s kitchen. The mashed potatoes, country gravy and fried okra were Mama’s addition to the dinner. The plate of sliced white bread and dish of green onions were Dad’s contribution, passed down from his dad and his grandpa before him. 

It was a fine family supper, blended from all the people and traditions we loved. It didn’t escape my notice how Court’s chicken fit perfectly among the rest. 

I said nothing as I sank down into a chair. Mama scooped some mashed potatoes onto my plate. “Hard day, sweetie?”

I nodded. “Tried to fix that old tractor. Just made it worse.”

She nodded as she took her place. 

“Where’s Leah?” 

“She wasn’t feeling good,” she told me as she smoothed a napkin onto her lap. “I gave her supper early and put her to bed.”

I nodded. “She’s not getting better, is she?”

“She has her good days and her bad days,” Mama dismissed with a shrug of her shoulder. I knew she didn’t want to worry me.

But the less she said, the more worrying I did.

“Did Courtney ever catch up with you?” she asked. 

I nodded. “She brought me lunch.”

“She’s a sweet girl,” Mama said. “Your Dad sure loved her.” Her voice caught on unshed tears. She hopped up and grabbed a pitcher of tea to refill glasses that were still full.

We ate in silence, both of us weighed down by our thoughts. Finally, after my plate was empty and Mama was spooning some homemade peach cobbler in a bowl for me, I asked, “Mama, how did you know Dad was the one?”

A ghost of a smile crossed her face as she sat back down in her chair, with a small portion of cobbler for herself. “That is the big question of life, isn’t it?” she mused. “I think on some level I knew the minute we met. I went out to a club with some friends, not expecting anything other than just having a good time with the people I already knew and loved. And then I saw him dancing with some other girl on the dance floor. He was spinning her around with such authority, like a man in charge. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.” Her voice trailed off as she reminisced. “He was handsome, but there were a lot of handsome men there. There was just something about him. Something magical. Like he knew a secret, and I just really wanted to know what it was. I was star-struck from the minute our eyes locked.”

“So, you always knew?”

“My heart did,” she corrected. “That made every decision I made afterwards easier. I began to weigh each option of with him or without him. And from that moment on, I never wanted anything without him.”

I nodded but said nothing. 

“You haven’t found that person yet, have you, Jonah?”

Our eyes met. “Of course, I have.” Her eyes widened. “You and Leah,” I said with a smile full of cobbler and she tossed her napkin at me.

“Terrible boy. Terrible, wonderful, amazing boy.”

Despite her loving words, I couldn’t help but notice the bags under her eyes and the lines in her face. She sighed as she began to gather the dinnerware. I jumped up, ready to help. “Let me take care of this.” 

She shook her head. I knew she was busying herself to keep herself from dwelling on anything. Just like the funeral and reception, I knew that her busy hands meant she was still finding a way to cope.

But late at night, every night since Dad died, I had heard her weep softly from the empty bed they had shared. She had a lot on her shoulders now, and maybe just like me and that old, stupid tractor, she just didn’t know where to start.

I didn’t really start to worry until Mama called me into the den before she washed one dish. She sat at Dad’s desk in the corner, staring helplessly at a stack of envelopes.

“What’s wrong, Mama?”

She gave me that smile, the one that had always warmed my heart and made me feel safe, secure and loved. Right then, however, I felt anything but. “We need to talk, Jonah.”

I sat obediently in the chair across from the desk. She held up the envelopes in her hand. “These are our financial obligations. The mortgages on the house. Leah’s medical bills. Dad’s final expenses. I won’t lie, honey. It’s not pretty.”

I nodded. I didn’t expect it to be.

She held up a smaller stack. “This is what we can expect from Dad’s life insurance policy and from his social security.” Her eyes met mine. “It’s not going to be enough. Not by half.”

My stomach sank. I briefly thought about Courtney and her offer, but I knew I’d never be happy settling into a marriage for practicality. There had to be another way. “What can I do?”

She smiled. “I love your enthusiasm, sweetheart. But unfortunately, one person won’t get us out of this particular fix. We need to partner together, you and me.”

My brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

She sighed. “I mean I have to get a job, too.” She sat back in the chair. “Dad didn’t want anyone to know it, but there’s very little value left in our land. Even if we sell it now, it will only pay off what we’ve borrowed against it, if we’re lucky. It won’t help with Leah’s medical bills, past or future.” 

We heard Leah coughing down the hall. Both of us knew that her even having a future depended on the kind of care we could provide.

She picked up another envelope. “This is a job offer from Austin. I took a chance with an old boss of mine, someone I worked with a few years before we moved out this way, and it turns out he has a position open. It’s not a lot of money, but the benefits are good.”

I stood and walked away from the desk. What she was proposing was unthinkable. “Mama,” I said with a shake of my head.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Jonah. It’s either this or we apply for welfare.” Her voice lowered. “You know full well that your Dad would turn over in his grave.”

I sent her a stern glance. “You think it is any better with you working at some factory?” It made Courtney’s offer a little more inviting. I’d never let my mom do hard labor to take care of us. Ever.

She stood and rounded the desk before approaching me. “There’s nothing wrong with an honest day’s work, Jonah. Your Dad knew that. Mr. Bivens said there might even be an opening for you. It’s the best chance we’ve got.”

I shook my head. “We can’t lose this land, Mama. Dad worked too hard.”

I had been there, watching him break his back from the time I was ten. I was out in the fields by the time I was twelve. This was our land. It was in our blood. I’d marry every girl in the whole damned county if I had to.

She wiped away another tear. It broke my heart to see her cry. “I know. But he would want us to do whatever we could for Leah. In the end this is just dirt and wood and cement. What’s really important is the three of us staying together and staying healthy and well. If your Dad had realized that, maybe he would be with us right now.”

I turned away. My words were soft, because I didn’t want to add to her burden. But it needed to be said. “If this land meant nothing, then Dad’s death meant nothing. He was working as hard as he was so we could have it all.”

Her hands clasped mine. “And we already do,” she said just as softly as me. “Tell me you see that, Jonah.”

Again, we heard Leah coughing, stronger and more unrelentingly. “I’ve got it,” I said before lumbering down the darkened hallway to my sister’s sunny yellow room. It had been painted to replicate the outside world she had loved so much. Since she had been sick so much in her childhood, she wasn’t able to enjoy the outdoors as much as she wanted. Dad brought a little bit of sunshine indoors for her, hoping it would boost her spirits and keep her well. I rushed to her side as she hacked and sputtered. “I’m here,” I said softly, and her bloodshot eyes met mine. She couldn’t say a word but conveyed her gratitude with the squeeze of my hand, holding tight until the spell passed.

“Sing to me,” she finally croaked, and of course I complied. How could I not? Her eyes were as clear as a blue summer day, and her long brown hair tangled in two pigtails, resting on her sweaty nightgown stained with sputum. She was like a stained-glass window, scratched and cracked, but beautiful and priceless. Wordlessly I reached under her bed and fetched my guitar. It was the most logical place to keep it, considering I never sang or played anywhere else.

Leah was my audience of one.

I picked one I knew she would love. Somewhere Over the Rainbow had been a sentimental favorite for my little sister from the first time she watched The Wizard of Oz. She was three when she first became enchanted with wizards and cowardly lions and flying monkeys, and I had sung that song to her every week since.

She leaned against her propped pillows as I sang softly. I knew she wanted to join in so badly, but she could barely breathe, much less whisper. She mouthed the words as I lent her my voice. After the last note faded, her hand touched mine.

“Love you,” her voice strangled to say before trailing off. Instead, she made a heart with her hands and gave me a brave smile. The littlest Riley, the strongest fighter of us all.

And just like that, all the tears I had withheld all day threatened to crash down my cheeks in some unyielding tsunami of grief. I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before I escaped down the hall. I barely made it inside my room before the sorrow knocked me to my knees.

I knelt there on that hardwood floor, rocking back and forth like a child, as I wept for my family and my home.

I didn’t know where we would go from there, and suddenly I was frightened. I felt untethered, like a kite that had slipped from the strong fingers keeping it anchored and secure, swept away on a breeze heading to places unknown. Where was I going to go? What was I going to do? How could I leave the only real home I had ever known? 

How could I change the only code I had ever lived by? Was that worth marriage to someone I wasn’t sure was ‘the one’? Did I really have to compromise my heart for my honor? 

I needed my Dad more than I had ever needed him in my life, yet his wise voice had been silenced.

It was the greatest injustice of my life, so I allowed a brief pity party for one in the darkened shadow of my childhood room. I didn’t rise to my feet until the grief was spent, purged like a toxin.

I staggered to my bed, landing with a bounce on the springy mattress, before rolling onto my back. I stared out my bedroom window at the tall mesquite tree that stood like a sentry just outside. 

My heart ached and my stomach tied itself into a knot.

No, I didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t know what I would do, especially since leaving my only home seemed inevitable.

But I was a Riley, born and bred. I would have to find a way to be there for my family, to stay strong for my mother and determined for my sister. 

I would make my Dad’s life count for something, even if we didn’t own a scrap of the land he had nurtured. This house. That tree. Even the fucking roof he’d died trying to repair.

As long as I drew breath, my Dad lived on in me. I was cut from the same cloth. It was my duty to live the life of greatness he had been denied. 

I was barely twenty-four, but suddenly I knew that I became a man the day I buried my father.

The time for hijinks was over. No more romancing all the pretty girls or getting rowdy with my friends. No more following the path that someone else set.

My family’s future was on me now. And I had twenty-four years of learning from my father, to know what he would have wanted me to do in his stead. 

So, I would do as Jackson Riley had done. I’d give anything to protect the women I loved, the two I knew, beyond all doubt, I couldn’t live one day without.

I swore then and there the devil himself couldn’t stand in my way.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2: Take the Long Way Home
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It took six weeks for us to tie up loose ends and bid a final farewell to our land. The day I stood on our property for the last time was just as painful a goodbye as leaving Dad behind in the cemetery. I knew it was true for Mama and Leah as well, who clung to each other as they cried. A moving van had already been jam-packed with all the belongings we had left in the world, which wasn’t much after the auction.

It turned out that the sale of our property wouldn’t cover what we still owed, so we had to piecemeal everything over a scant few weeks. We sold the farm equipment first, because we wouldn’t need it in a two-bedroom apartment in the city. We sold the livestock, but at about half the cost of what it was worth. The neighboring farms benefited from our losses. Courtney didn’t accompany her folks to our auction who, to their credit, energized the bidding so we could get a little more bang for our buck.

But things had been tough all over. The Adams still had two kids in college and Old Mr. McCready was raising his daughter’s kids. He barely had enough to pay for his own ranch-hands. As much as everyone wanted to give us a fair asking price, they were simply unable.

Then we sold the furniture we couldn’t take with us. It seemed pointless to put it in storage. So, all the pieces handed down throughout the years were sold at the bare minimum, including my grandma’s piano. By the end, we had enough to pay off our mortgages, but the creditors for everything else were still circling above like the vultures they were.

By the week of our move, Mama couldn’t even handle the disappointment anymore. I was in charge of overseeing each and every transaction, to get as much money as I could out of them. Since I didn’t have her emotional attachment, it seemed the most logical choice.

But it still hurt. Every time I saw a piece of our furniture hoisted onto the flatbed of some buyer’s truck; I saw a bit more of my childhood sold to the lowest bidder.

However, I couldn’t afford to be sentimental. I summoned Jackson Riley with every handshake hello, determined to be as pragmatic as my father was.

By the time we were reduced to the bare minimum of what we were taking with us, I wondered what good it had done him in the end. 

I kept their old brass bed for Mama and Leah to share once we settled in the city. I sold the old pine armoire in my sister’s room but kept the rocking chair. I sold our appliances, since those were already provided in our new apartment. Mama couldn’t watch as they carried away her grandmother’s antique stove, with its enamel finish she had restored so lovingly, to replicate her memories of cooking in her Granny’s kitchen.

Ironically, it fetched a better price than many of our other pieces, which carried as much sentiment as they did history.

What we didn’t sell we ended up donating to the First Baptist Church and to Goodwill. It was our last-ditch effort to keep our load light as we bid farewell to country life.

Mama asked me to sing at church our last Sunday in attendance, but I politely declined. That honor went to Courtney, which made the goodbye to our congregation even more strained. Instead, I sang to Mama and to Leah by the river cutting through our land. Despite all we had lost, and were leaving behind, I sang It’s a Wonderful World. At first my Louie Armstrong impersonation made them laugh. But the longer they sat together, holding each other, looking out over the pasture in the quiet light of day, the song took on a whole new meaning. By the end, they were in tears. 

Hell, even I got a little misty. 

We packed up the pickup truck and pointed our car south towards Austin. The radio was playing, but none of us spoke. Mile after mile slipped away beneath us, as did rural living. Pretty soon the traffic got heavier, the buildings got bigger and by that evening, we were turning off the freeway overpass towards our new apartment.

It was even smaller with our belongings stuffed in every available nook and cranny. I unpacked, while Mama kept herself busy putting things away and hanging homey touches on the wall. We ordered pizza to be delivered, because now we could do that, and worked all the way through till nearly midnight to settle in. I had a separate room, with my double bed, one nightstand and a dresser, but it still felt like I was packed tight like a sardine.

I glanced over at my phone, which had a text alert. It was from Courtney. “Good luck in Austin, Jonah. I hope you finally find what you are looking for.”

I texted back, “Thanks. You, too.”

I had barely sent it when she responded. “I already did. And I’ll always be waiting if you ever change your mind. Love, C.”

I sighed as I put the phone back on the nightstand and turned out the light.

I was up by dawn, dressed and ready to meet with my Mama’s boss to get an entry-level position at the factory where she was going to work. It turned out to be a formality. Mr. Bivens hired me on the strength of my mother’s reputation as a former employee, which put extra pressure on me not to let either of them down. For the next week I was up early and went to bed late, sometimes falling onto the mattress fully clothed, every muscle aching from overuse. Mama was hard at work in the office, whereas I was on the factory floor, learning each station to find the right fit for my particular skillset.

It wasn’t as though I couldn’t do the work; it was that I found it tedious. I performed the same task again and again, whether it was lifting products off and on trucks, moving plastic and metal parts along the assembly line or simply opening up the gate for workers and visitors. It seemed wherever they put me, the more I hated it. For a guy to come from the great outdoors, who breathed fresh country air while doing diverse tasks, being stuck in a gray building doing one thing over and over again was redundant and boring.

By the time my first Friday rolled around, I was ready to clock out and enjoy Austin a little on my first real weekend as an official resident. 

Since Austin was the nearest metropolitan area, I had visited the “big city” quite a bit in my earlier, crazier days. It was where my parents took me on my twenty-first birthday, to show me their world before they settled down and moved to the country. After that, I made the trip almost every single month.

If you loved live music, you found your way to Austin. The annual music festival, SXSW, became almost a religious pilgrimage every year. That all came to a halt a few years ago, when Dad needed my help at home, and there wasn’t any real money to make the trips. 

If I was forced to live in Austin, by God, I was going to get something out of it.

I cashed my first paycheck and headed to Sixth Street.

Though I was dog-tired, the lively crowd around me energized me. I walked in the first club I came to, ordered a beer and scoped out the dance floor. There were dozens of pretty girls, some even dancing with each other. It wasn’t unheard of in my not-so-distant glory days that I would sidle up to them, hit on both and take them back to my motel for a night of fun. From the way some of the girls were staring at me, I knew I could easily pick up a companion or two for the evening. But where would we go? I could hardly justify the cost of a motel, especially when I was taking enough chances paying for high-dollar bar tabs and cover charges as it was. 

I gave the girls a mock salute before I moseyed on to the next club. I didn’t stop till I found a place that played live music. An older woman with teased, jet-black hair greeted me at the entrance. “You’re just in time, sugar,” she said with a grin. “We have some new talent taking the stage tonight. You don’t want to miss it.”

I nodded my head in her direction. “Thank you, Ma’am,” I said.

“Ma’am,” she howled. “The name is Gaynell. Gaynell Hollis.” She
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