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To my Heavenly Father,

for covering me, guiding me, and carrying me through every season of my life—even the ones I didn’t understand at the time.

To my family,

whose love was loud, loyal, complicated, and unwavering. Thank you for the laughter, the lessons, the discipline, the protection, and the memories that shaped me.

To my grandmother even though you’re not with all of us today your lessons have given me so much strength to keep pushing forward, your words and all the great memories has faded away like time and tears. Thank you 

To everyone who encouraged me to push on. 

When life shifted, when loss hurt deep, and when giving up felt easier than going forward.

Your words, prayers, and presence mattered more than you know.

This book is for all of you.
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Some roads raise you.

FM 1096 in Boling, Texas, raised us.

This story is about three siblings who grew up surrounded by family—cousins, aunties, uncles, classmates—living so close that love, laughter, and conflict spilled freely up and down the street. It’s about mornings filled with gospel music and gravel driveways, afternoons full of sports, scraped knees, and neighborhood adventures, and nights where the sound of Friday night football floated through open windows and across front porches.

At the center of it all was family—imperfect, protective, loud, faithful, and deeply connected. With a mother and stepfather leading the church as First Lady and Pastor, expectations were high, eyes were always watching, and lessons were learned both inside and outside the sanctuary. The siblings learned early how to stand up for each other, how to fight when respect was crossed, and how to love even when life changed suddenly.

The 1096 Gang is a story of growing up, growing apart, and finding your way back home. It’s about laughter in the kitchen, arguments in the hallway, loyalty in the streets, and grief that arrives quietly even when the magnolia trees are still blooming.

Most of all, it’s a story about how love—rooted in family, faith, and community—can carry you through every chapter of life.

Welcome to FM 1096. This is our story.
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Chapter One

Morning on 1096
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Morning on FM 1096 never needed an alarm clock.

The day always announced itself the same way—with sound.

A pickup truck rumbled past before the sun fully woke up, tires chewing through gravel like they had somewhere important to be even if nobody else did. A few seconds later, the familiar creak of the screen door at Big Mama Louise’s house next door broke the quiet, followed by the soft clink of a metal spoon tapping the side of her coffee cup. That sound was law. If Big Mama was up, everybody else needed to be moving.

Inside the house, the smell of bacon grease warming in the skillet mixed with coffee strong enough to raise spirits and dead relatives. The radio sat on the kitchen counter, gospel humming low—just enough to remind you who ran this house and what kind of family this was.

“Don’t make me call y’all again,” Mama Carmen’s voice traveled down the hallway, steady and firm. No yelling. She never yelled. She didn’t need to.

At the dining table sat Aaliyah Johnson, the oldest. Shoes on. Backpack zipped. Hair pulled back neat enough to last the whole school day. She had been up for a while, helping Big Mama earlier, then slipping back over to her mama’s house like it was second nature—which it was. She moved like someone who already knew the rhythm of responsibility, even if she didn’t have words for it yet.

Down the hall, chaos was already brewing.

“I told you I was wearing my black shorts, Jaylen!” Jada Johnson snapped, standing barefoot in the doorway with her toothbrush clenched between her teeth. Her braids hit right at her shoulders, swinging every time she moved. No bows. No frills. Tomboy through and through.

“You wore those yesterday!” Jaylen shot back from the bed, digging through a pile of clothes like the shorts might magically appear if he got mad enough.

“That don’t mean nothing!”

“It mean you stink!”

“I don’t stink!”

“You smell like outside and yesterday!”

Aaliyah didn’t even look up from the table.

“Y’all got five minutes before Mama come down here,” she said calmly. “And you already know what that mean.”

Silence.

Not peace—but silence.

Jaylen came stomping into the kitchen moments later, shoes untied, shirt wrinkled, backpack dragging. Jada followed, already pulling her sneakers on as she walked, jaw set like she had more to say but knew better.

Mama Carmen stood at the stove, fully dressed—skirt pressed, blouse crisp, hair pulled back tight. First Lady before breakfast. Always. She flipped the bacon without turning around.

Their stepdad, Pastor Raymond Johnson, sat at the end of the table with the paper folded just so, glasses perched low on his nose, tie draped over the chair like it was waiting its turn.

“Morning,” he said, eyes scanning the room.

“Morning, Dad,” Aaliyah answered.

Jaylen and Jada mumbled something halfway respectful.

Mama Carmen stopped flipping the bacon.

“Try that again.”

“Good morning,” they said together.

“That’s better.”

Breakfast was loud, even when nobody tried to be.

Plates scraped. Cereal boxes slammed shut. Somebody spilled milk and immediately blamed somebody else. The radio shifted from gospel to the morning sports update, talking about last night’s game like it mattered as much as what was happening in that kitchen.

“You staying with Big Mama today?” Mama asked Aaliyah.

“Yes ma’am,” Aaliyah said. “She said she need help folding clothes and picking peas.”

Mama nodded. “Good. And don’t let her do too much.”

Aaliyah almost smiled. Almost.

Outside, Big Mama Louise’s house sat right next door, close enough that the families moved between them without knocking. Two magnolia trees bloomed proudly in the front yard, petals scattered across the grass like they’d been placed there on purpose. Farther back, standing tall and unbothered, was the big pecan tree, older than most of the stories people told about it.

That porch had raised half the family.

On Fridays, you could hear the football game clear as day from there—announcer’s voice drifting through the open air, crowd roaring every time the Bulldogs scored. Sometimes cousins yelled the score before the radio even caught up.

The twins grabbed their bags and ran outside, racing down the steps.

“I’m sitting by the window!” Jaylen yelled.

“No you not!” Jada shot back. “You sat there yesterday!”

The gravel driveway crunched beneath their feet, dust kicking up behind them. Across the road, their cousins were already gathering—Marcus, Tre, and Big Reggie, who was chunky and proud of it, leaning against the fence laughing like school was optional.

“Y’all late!” Marcus yelled.

“We not!” Jaylen yelled laying back without effort.

Mama Carmen stepped onto the porch.

“Y’all better not embarrass this family today.”

“Yes ma’am,” they all shouted.

Aaliyah stepped outside last, pausing just long enough to breathe it all in.

The air smelled like dew, coffee, bacon grease, and country mornings.

Big Mama Louise sat in her chair, robe tied tight, coffee cup steady in her hand, watching FM 1096 like she always had.

“You ready, baby?” she asked Aaliyah.

“Yes ma’am,” Aaliyah said, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

“Good,” Big Mama smiled. “We got a full day.”

The bus groaned to a stop at the end of the road. Cousins piled on, laughter spilling out before the doors even closed.

Jaylen and Jada climbed aboard, still fussing, still inseparable even when they acted like they weren’t.

Aaliyah watched until the bus disappeared down FM 1096, dust settling slow behind it.

She didn’t know it yet—but mornings like this were shaping her.

All of them.

The noise.

The love.

The fighting.

The protection.

The way family lived close enough to argue daily and still show up every time it mattered.

This was the 1096 Gang.

And this was only the beginning.
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Chapter Two

Down the Road and Into the Day
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FM 1096 didn’t end at the edge of the yard—it stretched straight into the kids’ lives, pulling them forward whether they were ready or not.

The bus ride alone was a whole world. The seats were cracked and warm, smelling like vinyl, dust, and somebody’s leftover chips from the day before. Windows rattled when the bus hit bumps, and every stop added another cousin, classmate, or neighbor who already knew your business before you even sat down.

Jaylen slid into a seat halfway back, tossing his backpack under his legs like he owned the place. Jada dropped in beside him, legs sprawled, elbows wide, claiming space without apology. Marcus leaned over the seat in front of them, grinning.

“Y’all mama already mad today?” Marcus asked.

“Nah,” Jaylen said. “She just talking.”

Jada snorted. “That mean she mad.”

Big Reggie climbed on at the next stop, breathing a little heavy, lunchbox swinging.

“Man, why this bus always hot?” he complained.

“Because you taking up all the air,” Jada shot back.

Reggie laughed, unbothered. “That’s what happens when you built solid.”

The bus rolled past fields and fences, past houses where somebody’s auntie lived, somebody’s cousin stayed, or somebody’s grandma watched out the window like she was keeping score. Everybody knew everybody, and if you didn’t, you would by lunch.

School sat just far enough away to feel like freedom and close enough to still feel like home.

Aaliyah didn’t ride the bus that day. She walked back across the grass to Big Mama Louise’s house, screen door creaking behind her, stepping into a kitchen that smelled like starch, soap, and hot grease. Big Mama already had clothes piled high on the table, folded halfway, television humming low with the morning talk show.

“Sit down and eat,” Big Mama said without looking up. “Then we’ll finish these clothes.”

“Yes ma’am,” Aaliyah answered, sliding into the chair she’d sat in her whole life.

From Big Mama’s porch, you could see everything. The road. The houses. The way life moved slow and fast at the same time. Neighbors passed and waved. Somebody hollered a name. Somebody laughed loud enough to carry.

At school, the twins split off into their worlds like they always did.

Jaylen headed toward the gym, basketball tucked under his arm, already thinking about practice. He loved the echo of the ball against the floor, the squeak of sneakers, the way the score felt like proof you mattered. He kept track of every game like it was written on his skin—wins, losses, points, who missed the shot, who made it.

Jada went the other way, cutting across the grass toward the field where some of the girls were already tossing a football around. She wasn’t trying to impress anybody. She just liked the feel of movement, the smack of the ball against her hands, the way she could outrun most of the boys if she felt like it.

“Bet you can’t catch me,” she called out.

“Try me,” somebody yelled back.

They laughed, ran, fell, brushed themselves off like it didn’t matter.

By lunchtime, stories had already formed. Somebody had disrespected somebody’s cousin. Somebody said something sideways about a Johnson. That didn’t sit right.

“You say that again,” Jaylen said, stepping forward, voice low.

“What?” the boy asked, backing up just a little.

Marcus slid in beside Jaylen. Reggie moved behind him. No words needed.

The boy shook his head. “Man, I ain’t mean nothing.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jada said, arms crossed.

They walked away together, hearts pounding, pride intact.

Back on FM 1096, Aaliyah finished folding clothes just as Big Mama turned the radio up a notch. A familiar voice floated through the air—play-by-play from last night’s game, score called out like it was sacred.

“Twenty-four to seventeen,” Big Mama said, nodding. “Bulldogs held it down.”

Aaliyah smiled. She could already hear it—Friday nights, windows open, radios on, cheers drifting across the road like a promise.

When the bus finally groaned back down FM 1096 that afternoon, dust rising behind it, the twins hopped off laughing, arguing, replaying every moment of the day like it mattered—because it did.

Mama Carmen stood on the porch watching, arms crossed, eyes sharp.

“How was school?” she asked.

“Good,” they answered together.

She raised an eyebrow. “That mean I’m gonna hear something later?”

“No ma’am,” Jaylen said quick.

Jada stayed quiet. Too quiet.

Mama looked at her. “Uh-huh.”

Across the yard, cousins gathered again, bikes leaned against fences, somebody bouncing a ball, somebody else planning something they probably shouldn’t.

Aaliyah stepped out of Big Mama’s house just in time to see it all come together—the food, the laughter, the movement.

FM 1096 didn’t just raise kids.

It raised bonds.

And every single one of them was learning what it meant to belong to something bigger than themselves.
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