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Part 1

Just Personal
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He stepped off the bus slowly, being careful not to bump his head on the way out, and limped a few feet away just in time to avoid the wall of wind, dust, and gravel that threatened to engulf him as the ancient Greyhound pulled back onto the highway and departed. Welcome home, he thought.

Lincoln Jefferson Reddy was a local legend, a hometown hero, or at least he had been one, once upon a time. As a high school senior, he had been the best defensive end in the entire state of Texas, a state that took its football very seriously. At 6’8” and 325 pounds, he was almost always the biggest player on the field and often the fastest, as well. Dominating the small school ranks, he was heavily recruited by every major program in the country before betraying his state, in the eyes of many, and declaring that he would play football for the University of Oklahoma. Two years and five knee surgeries later, he had returned to Eastlake, his dreams of playing in the NFL long spent. Now, he was coming home again. Maybe for good this time.

He walked the few blocks into town hoping not to be recognized, but knowing that it was hard to hide when you had spent a lifetime standing out. He wore a long black duster that had seemed very cool years ago when he had first bought it. Now, it was faded, threadbare, and torn in several places. The jeans and old boots were generic enough. His hair, shoulder length and dirty blond was tied in a ponytail and hung from the rear of the old ball cap he wore. The aviator shades were also cool once. Now, they were scratched and the chip knocked out of the left lens made them just another cheap accessory.

Everything he owned was stashed in the duffel bag he had slung over one shoulder. As he neared the town’s one main intersection, he moved across the street to avoid the Chevron station, still owned and operated by his father, and passed Sully’s Drive-In, the scene of countless victory celebrations from what seemed a lifetime ago, then he moved off the main street and down toward his old neighborhood. He was hoping not to be seen and the only person he wanted to see was farther down the road. And she probably didn’t want to see him.

He trudged through the streets slowing as he reached the old two-story corner house where he had been raised. What old writer was it that had said you couldn’t go home again? You could, he supposed. You probably just didn’t want to. He used his key on the back door, tossed the bag in his old room, and then crept down the back stairs to the kitchen hoping not to disturb his father in the process. Link had expected to find the house empty, but the ancient, battered Ford pickup had been sitting in the driveway, so he had slipped in as quietly as he could doing his best to avoid the front of the house. The last thing he needed this early in the morning was a confrontation with the old man. He just wanted to spend some time alone, thinking about his mother, here in the house where he had grown up.

It was not hard to do, signs of her were everywhere. He walked over to the counter and began shuffling through the uneven stack of cards spilling out of the old cardboard box that had sat in that exact spot for as long as he could remember. He recognized the old familiar handwriting. Grandma’s Fried Chicken, Sausage and Rice Casserole, Salmon Patties, Easy Bake Chocolate Pie. With each card, he imagined the look, and smell, and taste of each of his mother’s favorite recipes. The little box was crammed with a lifetime of culinary memories and he laughed in remembrance of his mother standing before this very box diligently searching for instructions to some specific dish written in her barely decipherable script.

A voice from behind him interrupted his reverie.

“Your Aunt Julie really wants that Recipe Box.”

He ignored his father’s comment. And his father.

On the counter behind the box was a row of cookbooks, also in disarray. Food stains marked the pages of dishes tried, and notes in the margins recorded the successes and failures of each attempt. Recipes that were truly successful were often torn from the book, folded, and stashed in the prized box.

“Whatta ya think? Should we let her have it?”

He turned to face his father, but he had no interest in conversation. He pushed past him in the doorway and left the room. Behind him, his father continued.

“Lincoln, we have to talk about all this eventually. You know that.”

It was true. At some point, they would have to talk about a lot of things, but it could wait. At least let me bury my mother, he thought. At least, let me say a proper goodbye before I have to deal with you.
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At the little bar behind the car wash, Link crowded into a stained and scarred corner booth with his two best friends in the world, David and Kenny. It was a familiar location for the three who had met long ago in junior high and remained inseparable for most of their lives. Although they had gone their separate ways after high school, in the time since, whenever possible, they came together to celebrate or commiserate depending upon the most current situation. Often in this very spot.

In truth, it was Link who had been the most absent in recent years.

David Fincher had left Eastlake briefly to attend junior college, before returning to join his mother at the small real estate office she had founded. He had happily applied himself to the job until his new wife decided he was not making enough money and encouraged him to quit and pursue other options. He had bounced around town pursuing a variety of career options even beyond the end of his marriage. By that time, his mother had closed her office, he had let his license expire, and he was currently looking for work.

Kenyon Parker, Kenny to his friends, had worked for a local supermarket since high school starting as a bag boy and progressing all the way to an assistant manager position. When Walmart came to town, the small hometown store had struggled for a few months and eventually closed its doors. Kenny refused to work for the company that had driven them out of business and began starting over himself. At the moment, he was an extremely unhappy telemarketer praying for anything else to come along.

With the help of his buddies, Link began drinking away the pain of his day. It was barely noon, but he had never had a problem starting early. He had always been a heavy drinker and his time away from home had done nothing to change him. He had generally abstained during his football playing days, but in the offseason, he usually partied hard, and with his athletic career behind him, he now treated every day the same. Neither of his companions attempted to initiate any conversation until he had consumed the majority of the first pitcher they had ordered and started talking himself.

“So, dear old Dad is already givin’ her stuff away.”

David who still lived at home with his own mother responded first.

“Well, when my dad left, my mom just closed that room off and never touched a thing. If you went in there today, you’d swear he was comin’ home any minute. And it’s been quite a few years.”

Kenny lived with an aunt who had raised him from a very young age.

“That’s not how it happened at our house. Auntie Mabel took everything Daddy owned to the Goodwill the day after he died. And Mama’s stuff went there too. ‘Cept the jewelry. That went to the pawn shop. What didn’t end up in Auntie’s underwear drawer anyway.”

“I just don’t know why he’s got to do any of that now. Can’t we just get through the funeral first?”

David was more sympathetic.

“Cut him some slack, Link. The man just lost his wife. And weren’t they married for like a hundred years?”

“What about me, David? I just lost my mother.”

“I know, man. That’s what I’m sayin’. Both of you are hurtin’ right now. Probably better if you didn’t get into anything until you’ve both had a chance to grieve a little bit and get past the emotional stuff.”

Kenny was nodding and even Link seemed to agree with the sentiments.

“You’re right, but he’s the one who keeps wantin’ to talk about it. And it always turns into a big ugly argument.”

Kenny brought up an important point.

“Yeah, but you guys been fightin’ bout everything for about twenty years now and your mom was always the referee. How y’all gonna have a fair fight now?”

Kenny was the comedian of the group, but lately, Link was not finding any of his comments funny.

“Hey, Kenny, how bout you shut the hell up about my mama?”

“Okay, fine, I know when to shut up.”

“Since when?” David chimed in.

“How bout both of y’all shut up?”

The two friends heeded the suggestion, and for the next several minutes, no one spoke.

Link broke the silence himself.

“So, either of you guys talked to Bobbi Sue?”

Kenny pointed a thumb toward David who answered with reluctance.

“She says she’s comin’ to the services, but she’s bringin’ that dumbass boyfriend of hers. You know, Roy, that little punk from the feed store.”

Kenny laughed out loud and Link shot him a dirty look that made him regret making a sound.

“Why would she do that? Why would she bring him to my mama’s funeral?”

“Oh, they’re a regular couple nowadays. Hangin’ out at Sully’s all the time. Sittin’ in church every Sunday holdin’ hands. I even seen ‘em down at the Walmart getting family pictures taken.”

Throughout David’s discourse, Kenny had been silently gesturing for him to stop, but it took a swift kick under the table to get his attention. By then, it was too late. Their friend Link was quickly reaching a boiling point. He rose to leave and his friends followed him out hoping he was heading home, but fearing he was not.
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Even being mad at her, the one person he wanted most to see was Roberta Sue Tompkins, but he wasn’t sure what kind of a reception he might get. Bobbi Sue was the love of his life and the mother of his child, a daughter he barely knew. His lack of involvement in her life was the primary reason they were not on particularly good terms these days. Nevertheless, he was hurt and hurting and only she could comfort him at times like these. He found the little brick building at the end of the first little cross street down by what used to be the only traffic light in town.

The place had been the home to at least a dozen small businesses in the last decade, but currently, it housed the tiny beauty salon owned and operated by Bobbi Sue. While he had gone off to college chasing his dreams of gridiron glory, she had actually fulfilled a few of her own. After finishing high school, she went on to earn her cosmetology license at the local junior college nearby. In phone calls and letters, she had often talked of the little shop that had originally hired her, part-time, to wash and rinse and maybe someday, cut and style. She had worked hard and when the opportunity came, she had taken over for the previous owner and now ran the business herself.

The bell on the door dinged and she turned as he ducked through the doorway and entered the shop ignoring the horrible smells emanating from the harsh chemicals used to achieve the beauty men routinely took for granted. She didn’t hesitate, but set aside the comb and brush she had been holding, and wrapped her arms around him. It was good to be home.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were comin’ today?”

He didn’t speak, but simply held on, willing himself not to cry. It was good to be home.

When he finally spoke, he only managed two words, “Mama died.”

***
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Growing up, Link had never doubted his mother’s love. When he was a child, she had doted on him, and he had always found her to be his biggest supporter. She was the room mother for his class throughout his elementary days, and once he had taken up football, she never missed a game. While his father was “always busy” or “stuck at work,” it was his mother who had been his ever-present cheerleader from the bleachers.

When Bobbi Sue entered his life, she too had quickly come to love Link’s mother. Raised by a strict father, she had lost her own mother at an early age, and in no time, she had adopted Mrs. Reddy as a surrogate mom. Link knew that Bobbi Sue felt the loss as deeply as did he.
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This was not the first time he had returned to Eastlake. He had come home that first time many years before, his football career cut short by repeated injuries, battered and defeated by the world and carrying the heavy weight of expectations that remained unmet. Bobbi Sue had been his source of comfort then as well. He stuck around long enough to father a child and break her heart, but then he had gone, finding it easier to avoid his problems than to face them, she supposed.

For a long time even after that experience, she had believed that he would come back again for her one day and she would get the happily ever after ending she had dreamed of when they were high school sweethearts. He had always dreamed big, firmly convinced that he would someday star in the NFL, and she had long been swept up in the certainty of their future together until she had finally been forced to accept the reality that sometimes dreams don’t come true. She was still waiting for Link to come to that realization.

She loved him. Then and now. It had never been easy to love him, but she had always done her best. What else could she do? They shared a child and that in itself would always bind them together. He was her family and that would never change. Unfortunately, the rest of her family didn’t always agree. Her daughter? Mostly curious. Her father? Well, that was a whole different story.

Over the years, she and Link had stayed in contact, but as of late, the time between letters and calls had grown longer. She knew where he had been working most recently, and she could count on at least one late-night drunken call every other month or so, but she had long since given up on expecting any kind of steady or meaningful relationship. She had tried long ago to arrange some sort of schedule for visitation with his daughter, but he had resisted. She wondered how much of a part her father had played in that. He and Link had always been at odds.
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For now, she held on tightly, doing her best to provide comfort, knowing he was hurting, already lost without his mother.

Her mind returned to the previous time he had come back to town. He had been hurting then as well. It had certainly not been the way they had pictured their reunion. The plan had always been so simple. Bobbi Sue would finish high school, marry the big lug, and they would find a small apartment near the campus in Oklahoma. Link would finish his final season with the Sooners, get drafted into the NFL, and they would get started on the perfect life she had dreamed about since the day they had met. In the meantime, she had expected him to show up in Eastlake for Thanksgiving and Christmas, at the very least.

She had never imagined that he would get hurt. She had been watching him play for years, and she had seen plenty of injuries on the football field, many of them serious and career-ending, but Link had most often been the cause of the injury, never the recipient. His senior year, not a game went by without some poor soul being carted off the field, an apologetic Link standing nearby.

When he first left for school, he had written often and called every few weeks. After his first knee injury, he had been optimistic that he would return to the field as good as new. Instead, he got hurt even worse. By the second and third surgeries, his enthusiasm was definitely on the decline. When he walked away from his scholarship two operations later, she had barely heard from him in months. He had not even called her when he made it home.

He had reluctantly come back to Eastlake that first time a shell of his former self, both mentally and physically. He was on crutches and he hated it. He hid in his room and rarely left the house. When he did, he traveled by himself and spent hours alone staring out at the lake from the cliffs the high school kids used as a make-out spot. He avoided all contact with former friends, even David and Kenny, and even refused to see Bobbi Sue for several months.  Finally, his mother had begged her to come and see him, and despite his resistance, she began visiting daily.

At first, all she could do was sit with his mother and eat lunch while they watched the soaps and gossiped about the local folk. Link would stick his head out the door and peek around the corner of the living room as he headed for the kitchen or the bathroom depending on his current needs, but mostly he had steadfastly continued to ignore her visits.

His mother had smiled and patted her hand in sympathy, occasionally shaking her head or rolling her eyes at her wayward son.

“He keeps telling me, to tell you not to come, but I told him, this is my house and I can invite whomever I want to come over anytime I like.”

“Well, Mrs. Reddy, I appreciate the invitation. Maybe someday your pig-headed child will decide to come out and enjoy our company.”

Eventually, he did.
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In spite of his grumbling, Bobbi Sue had taken it upon herself to begin his physical rehabilitation. She read the information his mother had shared from his Oklahoma doctors, including a general plan of activities to get him off the crutches and back on his own two feet. She had been shocked to see that he had ballooned up to almost four hundred pounds, a condition that greatly increased the strain on his surgically repaired knee.

Lying around the house and eating junk food all day had taken a toll on the once-great physical specimen that had ruled the athletic fields of Eastlake. His coaches had always marveled at his work ethic and praised him as an example to others. He had loved the weight room and for a man his size, he had even enjoyed running. Truthfully, almost any form of physical activity had always brought him joy. His body was a finely tuned machine and he reveled in its use.

In the beginning, she had struggled just to get him out of the house, and she had barely been able to coax him around the single, short block of his neighborhood, but with a persistence born out of her love for him, she pushed him daily until they were walking from one end of Eastlake to the other. They frequented the back roads, though. He still did not want to be seen and even when the crutches gave way to a walker and finally a stylish cane, he did all he could to stay out of the public eye.

The local paper had published a brief article about him announcing his return. The editor had written a short synopsis of his injury history and his eventual retirement from football. It was tastefully done, and Link appreciated the effort, even though he would have preferred that no one knew he was back in town. It spurred a series of phone calls and visits from well-wishers and he was glad when the newness had worn off and he could fade back into his self-imposed exile.

They made rapid progress. Once he had regained his mobility somewhat, his love for working out had resurfaced, and he began to spend hours in the weight room. The pounds came off quickly, and he began to resemble his old self once more, but Bobbi Sue knew that the hardest part lay ahead. He was beginning to look like the old Link, but on the inside, the man she loved was still broken and in need of healing.

Most difficult to accept was the silence. He had always been loud and boisterous, a big boy who laughed, and talked too much, and became the center of attention within moments of entering any room. Now, he was a huge, brooding presence who sucked the life out of any space he occupied. She did her best to engage him in conversation as often as possible, but his responses were limited to a series of grunts and one-word answers. So, she had carried the burden herself, talking about her dreams and the wonderful life they would share once he had regained his balance.

Although he spoke little, he did communicate in other ways, and soon they were with child. Or at least, she was. She believed his promises wholeheartedly and despite her father’s objections, they began planning a small wedding for the spring. Unfortunately, the groom missed the ceremony. He left behind a long, rambling letter expressing all the thoughts he had kept to himself over the preceding year. All in all, she found it a rather weak excuse for deserting her and their unborn child.

According to his missive, he hated Eastlake and the stares of all the people who felt that he had somehow let them down by not becoming some famous NFL star. He hated that his mother had been forced to care for him like some crippled invalid. Even now, she still waited on him hand and foot. He hated his father for not understanding, for never understanding, for never being the father he needed or wanted. He hated pretty much everyone and everything, except Bobbi Sue. He said he would rather leave than come to hate her as well.
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Back at the bar, the drinking was coming to a close. Kenny was right. Link and his father had been fighting for years and his mother had always been the referee. Without her to intervene, he thought he might actually lose control and take a swing at the man, so he backed down and chose avoidance rather than confrontation. He thought if he ever got physical with his father, he would be crossing a bridge from which he could never come back.

So, he watched in silence and kept his distance as his father boxed up the woman he had loved for over half his life and moved on. Link had kept the recipe box and a few other personal items, but for the most part, he let his father have his way. It was just easier. He didn’t plan on staying in town anyway, so what difference would it make, he thought.

Where his mother had been supportive, his father had been absent. Link had never fully understood, but he had always known there was a distance between them. When adolescence hit, the indifference became an anger that flared up whenever they came together. The arguments were intense, and Link soon tired of even trying to gain any measure of approval from his father.

His mother insisted that his father loved him, but struggled mightily in his efforts to express that feeling. She prayed continuously for the men in her life, but an uneasy alliance was the best they could manage. Now that she was gone, Link wondered if even that would fade.
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Before the funeral, Bobbi Sue had insisted on giving him a haircut.

“You look like some kind of caveman. And that coat and them shades got to go.”

“What are you tryin’ to say?”

“You look like a bouncer in some seedy nightclub.”

“That’s the vibe I was goin’ for.”

“Well, that ain’t the right vibe for today.”

He knew she was right. He owed it to his mother to present himself in the best possible light. So he packed away his “outlaw” clothes and dug out the only suit he had ever owned, and he allowed Bobbi Sue to give him a trim, but he kept the long hair he had always favored.

Brother Manning preached, and the choir sang several of his mother’s favorite hymns which she had selected ahead of time. It was nice, but Link just wanted it to be over. He hated goodbyes of any kind, especially permanent ones. He sat silently by his father staring at the floor. He would have preferred to have his best friend by his side, but Bobbi Sue didn’t think it would be proper.

Avoiding a confrontation with her new boyfriend Roy had been the hardest part of the ordeal. Seeing the two of them together at the funeral was painful, but he had promised her he would not make a scene. And he kept that promise. Seeing the beautiful child he had fathered for the first time in almost a decade was a different kind of pain altogether.

Jessica Lynn Tompkins was eleven years old and already taller than her mother. Roy clocked in at about 5’7” and she had nearly outgrown him as well. She was slender with blond hair about the same color as her father whom she had only known from old scrapbooks and tales from her mother. She was pretty and carried herself with a bit of a swagger according to David. Bobbi Sue’s father, the Reverend Tompkins, cut him off when he tried to approach her. Obviously, the man still hated him and Link knew that he had given him more than enough reasons.

The Reverend was the primary reason Link had not been able to see Jessie. When he had left the man’s daughter standing at the altar, left her to bear his illegitimate child, he had given away any chance of ever being accepted as a son. He had insisted that Link not be listed on the birth certificate and he had steadfastly refused to allow him near the child. Bobbi Sue had helped Link to slip into the house one time, a Sunday morning while her father was in the pulpit, and he had held the baby for the first and only time. When he found out that Link had been there, he swore he would never again permit him access. Until the funeral, he had followed through on his word.

Jessie peeked out from behind her grandfather and gave Link a hard stare. He couldn’t tell if she was angry, or just curious, but she certainly didn’t seem the least bit intimidated. Bobbi Sue had told him once in a letter that the girl had said she would love to punch him in the face if she ever had the chance. Her mother had tried to tell the girl how much her father loved her, but with her grandfather’s opinion always on her mind, it was hard to convince her that Link was a decent man. At least, that was how Link had always imagined.

He smiled at her and gave a kind of half-wave, but then she was pulled away and he was left standing alone with perhaps his harshest critic. The Reverend’s words caught him by surprise.

“I’m really sorry about your mother, Lincoln. She was a good woman.”

He extended a hand, gave a firm shake, and then moved on to speak to Link’s father.

Bobbi Sue and Roy had whisked Jessie away leaving him standing alone. David and Kenny appeared and together they got him away from the funeral home. He made them stop for a drink on the way to the graveside service and once he had survived that, he was ready for a full evening of alcohol. Only the call from Bobbi Sue gave him reason to hesitate. Jessie wanted to meet him.
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Despite his personal feelings, the Reverend had finally been forced to admit that his daughter was a full-grown adult and he could no longer tell her what to do. He could still tell, but he realized, he could not make her decisions for her. She had always believed that Link should be a part of Jessie’s life, and now, with Roy pressing her for a more serious commitment, she felt the need to resolve the long-standing rift between the girl and the man she had never met but always known as her father.

They arrived at Sully’s Drive-In and sat outside at one of the old wooden picnic tables. Bobbi Sue had stayed in the car, at Jessie’s request. She walked over and sat opposite him.

“I’m Jessie.”

“Hi, Jessie. It’s really good to meet you.”

She looked him over with a critical eye.

“Are you drunk?”

He was shocked at her bluntness.

“No, I ain’t drunk. Why would you say that?”

“PawPaw says you’re always drunk.”

“Well, that’s not true. And don’t believe everything he says about me.”

“He says you’re an alcoholic and Mama says that too.”

“Where is your mama?”

“I told her to stay in the car. I wanted it to just be us.”

She stared at him intently, then continued.

“I got a question for you.”

She looked him in the eye and again, he was impressed by how little she seemed intimidated by him. His size alone gave most people pause, and he thought that meeting your father for the first time ever would certainly cause most folks to be a little unsure.

“So, what do you wanna know?”

“Why ain’t you my daddy?”

He was surprised and somewhat upset by her question, and he responded louder than he meant.

“I am your daddy!”

“Mama says you’re my biological father, but that don’t make you my daddy.”

He took a deep breath and calmed himself, speaking softer.

“I guess that makes sense.”

“Roy says you’re just a sperm donor.”

The anger and volume returned.

“Well, Roy’s just a piece of crap, so it don’t matter what he thinks. Or says.”

“So, you didn’t answer the question. Why aren’t you my daddy?”

He looked across at the strong-willed child before him. Truthfully, it was Link who felt intimidated. It was a new feeling for him.

“I don’t know, Jessie. I really don’t know how to answer that.”

She got up to leave.

“Well, when you figure it out, let me know.”

And she walked away.
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He found Bobbi Sue at her salon early the next afternoon. He had drunk his lunch with Kenny and David working himself up to the confrontation.

“Why’d you tell that girl I wasn’t her Daddy?”

Bobbi Sue smiled broadly.

“That girl? You kinda answered your own question there, pal.”

Link was still smarting from the question posed by his only child.

“I am her Daddy!”

“Sorry, honey, but you ain’t never been a Daddy to her. My Daddy is the only father figure she’s ever known. Lord knows you weren’t around.”

He ignored the “Amen” murmured by one of the ladies sitting under a nearby hair dryer, and continued.

“And you let Roy tell her I was nothin’ but a sperm donor?”

Bobbi Sue and several customers giggled.

Link was both outraged and outnumbered.

“That ain’t funny! Why would he say somethin’ like that to a twelve-year-old girl?”

“Eleven.”

“Fine, eleven-year-old girl.”

“I’m sorry, Link, but I’ve just always tried to be honest with her. Maybe you should try that. Now get on out of here. I’m workin’.”

He stomped off, still furious.
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Angry or not, he couldn’t stay away. He still loved her, and he felt the need to test her feelings for him. And for Roy. In the week that followed, he went by the beauty shop on several occasions to see her, but Bobbi Sue wasted no time in kicking him out, with some variation on her usual goodbye.

"Get on out of here. I ain't got time to mess with you. I'm workin’."

"Fine, smells bad in here anyway."

She shoved him out the door with a grin.

"Come by the house if you want to see me."

A few days later, he did just that.

The door was answered by her father. The Reverend did not appear glad to see him. He blocked the doorway with his slight frame and raised himself to his full height, which was considerably less than his visitor. Link knew better than to so much as grin.

"May I help you, young man?"

Link went with his most serious tone.

"Yes sir, is Bobbi Sue here?"

"She is."

He offered nothing else. He always makes me work for it, Link thought.

"Well, can I see her?"

"You have eyes don't you?"

He had played this game before, but he was a bit rusty.

"Yes sir, may I see her?"

"That'll be up to her."

"Would you ask her, please?"

He turned and walked inside leaving the door ajar.

Probably testing me some more, he thought. Wants me to come in so he can yell at me and tell me I wasn't invited in
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