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drummed my heels against the bale of hay beneath me. “You know, I’ll swear 
it was all my idea.” 
“But, Katie, it was.” Tom reached behind his back and pulled out a flask. 
“Except for this.” 
“Are you getting sly on me, Tommy Wolff?” He never tried anything 

without checking with me first. “What’s in it?” Other than something to get us 
both into trouble. 

He shrugged and leaned back against the side of the shed. “Nothing much. 
Just a little rum to go with the sodas I brought.” He cracked open a can and 
handed it to me. “Drink some out, so I can spice it up for you.” 

Tipping the can back, I swallowed as much as I could in a mouthful—no 
dainty sips for this girl—and gagged. The bubbles flew up my nose, triggering a 
coughing spasm. 

Tommy slapped my back until I caught my breath again. “Are you okay, 
Katie?” 

The urge to sneeze gripped me and I held up an index finger. When it came, 
the sneeze nearly blew me off the hay. 

“Next time, give me more of a warning.” Tommy stuck a finger in his ear 
and jiggled it. “I might be deaf.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “Sorry.” 
“You’re so ladylike.” He snickered. “NASA should hire you for testing sonic 

boom levels.” 
I smacked his shoulder, then passed the soda back to him. “If Daddy finds 

out, he’s gonna blow a gasket.” 
Tom’s grin faded. “You gotta admit, you make things tough for your dad. I 

can hear the news at eleven now.” He rolled into his impression of a TV 
announcer. “Tonight’s feature is on Sheriff Ron McCabe. Honest and upright, 
Sheriff McCabe stands for truth, justice, and the American way, keeping our 
county safe.” 

I
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I groaned. Trust Tommy to work in a comic book reference. 
“But all superheroes have their kryptonite, so let’s explore the secret he’s 

hiding.” He pulled the corners of his mouth as far down as he could. “While Ron 
McCabe upholds the law, his only daughter, Katie, is the biggest troublemaker 
this town has ever seen.” Tom burst into laughter. 

“Stop, already.” I leaned back on the hay and studied the whorls in the 
ramshackle beam and board ceiling. If I had to hear one more time how I’d 
compromised Daddy’s position as sheriff … I turned my head toward Tommy 
and winked. “But you have more fun with me than anyone else.” 

He snatched up the rum and made his eyebrows dance. “Ready for some 
fun?” 

Laughing, I sat up. “What made you think of this?” 
He concentrated on pouring the rum into the can. “If we're going to start 

smoking, we should mark the occasion with a drink.” He doctored his soda and 
set the flask on the pallet flooring. “Anyway, you’re always saying I never come 
up with my own ideas. So, I did.” 

“I’ll say. And what an idea.” I gave him a high five. 
A faint flush of pride colored Tom’s cheeks. Although the afternoon sun 

shone bright, the inside of the shed remained dark. The only light filtered 
through the cracks in the walls. We kept the light off so we didn’t attract any 
attention—not that we would, because a clump of trees screened the shed from 
the house. Even with the lights on and the door open, no one would see us. 
Besides, Mr. Pickford rarely ventured far from the house these days. And since I 
took care of his animals for him, he didn’t have any reason to come out to his 
shed. 

Tom held up his can. “Cheers.” 
I jumped off the hay bale to click cans and knocked the flask over. “Oh, 

Tommy, I’m sorry.” I grabbed it and stood it upright. “I only spilled a little.” I bit 
my lip. If his dad found out, Tommy would catch fire … more for letting it spill 
than for taking it in the first place. 

“Forget it. I should’ve put the cap back on.” He raised his can. “To our 
adventure in smoking.” 

This time we clinked without mishap, and I took a big swig. My first alcohol 
at thirteen—I felt so worldly. Shivers scurried up and down my spine and heat 
warmed my cheeks. 
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Having watched other smokers do it, I smacked the pack of cigarettes on my 
palm and took two out. I stuck one in the corner of my mouth and handed the 
other to Tommy. “Light me.” 

Tom tore out a match. “I'll warn you, my dad smokes strong ones.” He 
struck it and watched it flare. “Here you go.” He dropped the matchbook and 
held the burning flame toward me. 

Not wanting to gag, I didn’t inhale all the way on my first puff. I had an 
image to preserve. Tommy struck another match and held it to the end of his 
cigarette. Though he tried not to, he coughed. I took another drag, a little deeper 
this time. I’d ease into smoking, one puff at a time. I snatched the packet Tom 
dropped. 

“It’s interesting how people get engrossed in watching a flame.” I lit a match 
and stared at it while it flickered. Right before it could burn my fingers, I shook 
it out and dropped it. Lighting another, I held it in front of Tom’s eyes. “What 
do you think about?” 

He gazed at it without answering. 
Over the summer, a new Tommy had emerged, and I didn’t know exactly 

how to handle the changes. For instance, he wanted everyone to call him Tom 
instead of Tommy. Try as I might, the old, familiar name slipped off my tongue 
before I could stop it. He’d been my best friend since Daddy and I had moved 
here when I was two, but after he’d turned fourteen, he wanted more, and I 
wasn’t sure I did. Neither of us understood what we were going through. Why 
couldn’t things stay the same? 

“Ouch.” The flame burned me, so I shook it, and flung the match over my 
shoulder. I blew on my fingers then looked into Tommy’s hazel eyes. “So? What 
do you think about when you stare at a flame?” 

Tom stroked his jaw and gave a little half shrug. “I don’t know, I kinda stop 
thinking. It mesmerizes me.” He perched next to me on the hay bale. “Katie, are 
we still going to be friends once I start high school?” 

“Are you kidding? Of course.” I hated the thought of being left behind in 
middle school just because I was a year younger but couldn’t fathom life without 
him. “You’re my best friend, and nothing, not even you going to a different 
school, will change our friendship.” I bumped my shoulder against his. “Don’t be 
ridiculous.” 

Tommy slouched and stared at his sneakers. “But you might make all sorts 
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of new friends and won’t need me to hang out with anymore.” 
Was he nuts? “Hey, look at me.” 
He gave me a sideways glance. 
“New friends? We already know everyone in this podunk place. Any new 

friends I have will want to be friends with you. You’re a great guy, so don’t let 
anyone tell you anything different.” 

Tom straightened, but then his eyes got big. A crackling noise came from 
behind us. Smoke overpowered the smell of the cigarettes. 

I spun around. The dry hay had caught fire and the flames raged. It must’ve 
started from the match I thought had gone out. Grabbing Tommy’s hand, I 
followed my instincts and ran. 

I wanted to get as far away as possible, but Tom stopped and faced the shed. 
What was he doing? “Tommy, come on.” 
He shook his head. “We gotta put it out.” 
“Are you crazy? We’ll get caught.” We didn’t have anything to put it out 

with. But he had a point. If we let it go, it’d destroy more than the shed. Mr. 
Pickford’s entire farm would be at risk, as well as the whole town if it got out of 
control. “How? It’ll burn down before I can get water.” 

Tom threw his hands in the air. “How should I know?” He spun on his heel 
toward me and waved his arms around. “You’re supposed to be the brainy one 
with all the bright ideas.” 

His words were a slap in the face, but I didn’t blame him—his fear bled 
through the anger. My heart was racing, too. What if we couldn’t put the fire 
out? “I’m thinking.” Or trying to. “Call the fire department.” Brilliant. “Say we 
were passing by.” Please, whatever you do, don’t say I set the place on fire. “Find 
a shovel and get back here.” 

I should’ve saved my breath. Tommy dashed off before I finished. Facing the 
burning shed, I took stock. What should I do? 

At least the flames hadn’t burned through the door. I ran to a young tree 
and broke off a long, leafy branch. I placed my hands on the outside of the shed 
door, and the weathered wood still felt cool to the touch. Stepping to the side, I 
balanced on one foot and kicked the door in, then jumped back. When no flames 
shot out, I peered inside. An inferno covered the floor. I beat the blaze closest to 
me. 

Sweating from the intense heat, I smacked the flames in a losing battle. My 
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eyes and throat stung, and I felt like help would never come. After the first branch 
broke, I grabbed another and continued flogging the flames. 

Tommy thrust a shovel into my hands. “Someone should be here any 
minute.” 

I hurled the branch away and pitched dirt on the flames. Someone better get 
here soon. No matter how rapidly we shoveled, it burned faster than Tommy and 
I could keep up with. My muscles screamed for relief, and I drew an arm across 
my face to keep the sweat from running into my eyes. 

The shed wall caught fire, so I whacked the shovel against it. My lungs 
burned from the smoke, and I coughed with each swing. My stinging eyes gave 
way to blurred vision from the combination of sweat and smoke. My head ached 
and I felt dizzy. 

A siren sounded in the distance. Thank God. My knees buckled and I 
stumbled into the wall. In moments, the volunteer fire department surrounded 
us. They put the fire out in minutes. Thank goodness the whole shed hadn’t 
burned to the ground. 

I jammed the shovel into the topsoil and took a deep breath of the char-
scented air. 

“Katherine Elizabeth McCabe!” 
Daddy. My heart seemed to stop, and I got a sick feeling in the pit of my 

stomach. Tommy and I should’ve made a run for it when the volunteers arrived. 
I stiffened before turning around. 
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eople had followed the volunteer fire department and a crowd had 
gathered near the smoldering shed. Daddy stood, arms folded across his 
khaki uniform, on the outskirts. I inhaled deeply and trudged stiff-legged 

through the mob and stopped in front of him. “Little bit of a fire, wouldn’t you 
say?” 

Daddy frowned and the grooves in his forehead deepened as I approached. 
“What did you do?” 

“I can’t believe you automatically assume I had something to do with the 
fire.” Maybe if I played enough of the injured innocent, he’d believe it. “What 
happened to giving someone the benefit of the doubt?” I cocked my head. “Or 
how about innocent until proven guilty?” 

Placing his hands on his gun belt, he pierced me with a look. “Are you 
through?” 

“All right.” I shot my arms straight out in front of me. “Cuff me and take me 
away.” Maybe I’d be better off in a jail cell. He’d be on the other side of the bars 
and wouldn’t be staring at me with disappointment. And I could take a nap until 
he chilled. 

He pulled me away from the townspeople. Struggling to maintain some 
dignity, I yanked my wrists from his grasp. 

Sparks kindled in his blue eyes. “Keep a civil tongue in your head.” His tight-
leashed anger frayed. “Half the town is congregated, and you’re flaunting how 
little you respect me and my position as sheriff. I’ve had enough.” 

Oops. I’d crossed the line. Avoiding his glare, I stared at the sharp creases 
down the front of his trousers. “I’m sorry.” I mumbled the apology, then steeled 
myself for the questions that were sure to come. 

He took a deep breath and set his square jaw. “How did the fire start?” He 
spoke almost gently, but then restrained anger came through. “And don’t pad 
what happened to make yourself or anyone else look better.” 

He rubbed the area between his eyebrows with his middle two fingers, 

P
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tipping his Stetson back. “And whatever happened, I know Tom was right there 
with you.” 

In other words, don’t alter the facts. I’d say one thing for my dad—he knew 
me well. And he never gave me an inch. “It all started as a kind of experiment.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Tell the story straight.” 
I glanced away. “I wanted to try smoking, and convinced Tommy we’d look 

cool if we learned how.” Daddy’d blow sky high with this one. “So, we met in Mr. 
Pickford’s shed, and when I goofed around with the matches one dropped and 
lit the hay on fire.” 

His silence became ominous. The quieter Daddy got, the more trouble I’d 
be in. I scuffed the toe of my shoe into the dry, weedy grass. “Then, I panicked. I 
should’ve put it out, but I ran instead.” 

If I mentioned the rum, he’d have a heart attack or something. “Everything 
in there was so dry the fire raged out of control in no time.” Would a few tears 
soften him up? 

Not a chance. 
“Tommy and I tried to put the fire out.” I swallowed hard. “I’m sorry.” 
Daddy’s silence deepened as a light breeze ruffled the hair on his forehead. 

After a few moments, I squirmed. 
He pressed his lips into a flat line. “You need to apologize to Mr. Pickford …” 
My favorite thing to do in the world. 
His eyes narrowed. “… and tell him you will pay for the damages.” 
There went my savings. I’d probably have to work off the balance until I 

graduated from high school. 
He sighed. “I have to file the report. Then I’ll be home.” 
And I’ll be history. 
Daddy grabbed his Stetson by the crown and took it off. His blond hair, cut 

short on the sides and longer on top, was streaked with sweat. “Then we’ll sit 
down and talk this whole thing out.” 

Translation, he’d talk, and I’d watch him pace and wave his arms around. 
“Now get going.” He gave me a swat and set the hat back on his head. “I want 

to get finished as soon as possible.” 
After I apologized to Mr. Pickford and promised to pay for the damages, I 

slogged across the field. I’d never been in more trouble in my life. 
Running footsteps pounded behind me. “Katie, wait up.” 
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I stopped to let Tom reach me. 
“What’s the verdict? I saw your dad with you.” 
Who hadn’t? “I won’t be able to do anything for a while.” The biggest 

understatement of the summer. “I’m supposed to go straight home.” Part of the 
punishment was the waiting in agony to find out how much trouble I’d be in. 

I gave Tommy the once-over. He looked as grubby as I felt. “Why do we 
always get caught?” 

He shrugged. “Our kind of luck, I guess. Is your dad going to file a report?” 
I nodded. “He has to. Destruction of property is heavy duty, even for us.” 
Tommy slouched. “My old man’s gonna love this one. He’ll hit the roof, but 

the only thing he’ll care about is who’s paying for it.” 
“Don’t worry. It’s coming out of my pocket.” I glanced around. “Look, I’ve 

got to get going or my dad will give me an extra ration for disobedience.” One of 
his watchwords. “I’ll give you a call when I can.” 

Before going into the house, I dusted off my pants and took off my shoes. 
My clothes were loaded with grime from the fire. I tiptoed across the threshold 
and into my room. With any luck, I hadn’t spread any ash through the house as 
I moved. I grabbed a change of clothes and went into the bathroom. Not only 
was soot streaked across my face, but my blonde hair had been darkened a few 
shades. 

The shower felt wonderful. As I scrubbed the ash off, the water at my feet 
turned black. The tension flowed out of me as I washed my hair. But my thoughts 
kept floating back to the fire, like I’d forgotten something. A nagging unease 
crept through my veins. I closed my eyes, tilted my head back, and rinsed the suds 
out of my hair. 

“Oh, no.” I snapped my head forward. “The flask.” Neither of us had 
grabbed it before running out of the shed. Daddy wouldn’t overlook it for a 
second. I was in more trouble than I’d bargained for. 

My stomach churned. Daddy would either ground me until I turned 
eighteen or send me off to boarding school. I glanced at the clock. He’d be home 
any minute. 

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no.” I threw on my clothes and raked a brush 
through my hair, ripping at the tangles. 

A tiny voice at the back of my brain told me to take off. Not forever, just 
until his anger subsided a bit. No time to waste, I grabbed a knapsack from the 
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hall closet, and ran to my room. If I stuck around too long, I wouldn’t have a good 
enough head start. I’d made the mistake last time of not leaving soon enough, 
and I didn’t want to repeat it. 

After throwing a few clothes and some food in the bag, I took my money out 
of the shoebox in the closet and ran out the door. 

The town was so small it didn’t take long to come to the edge. Flat, open 
country surrounded the town for miles, and it contained no place to hide. If I 
stuck close to the road, he’d catch me for sure. I had to cross the whole territory 
before Daddy started searching. 

My side ached after running for an hour and my lungs burned with every 
breath. Each step felt like it’d be my last, but I had to keep going. Still a long way 
from any hope of a hiding place, I couldn’t afford to slow down. The sun sank in 
the sky, which happened to be the only thing in my favor. 

Half an hour later, the sun dipped below the horizon and twilight deepened. 
The heat of the day cooled. I slowed to a walk, not able to run any longer. 
Marathons were never going to be my thing. I’d covered a lot of distance, though, 
but I needed to make it to another town—it didn’t matter where. 

An uneasy feeling made me turn around. The far-off beam of a flashlight 
swung across the field. Daddy. I fell to the ground and lay still. Would the tall 
grass be enough to hide me? If I ran, he’d see the movement and catch me in 
minutes. My heart raced and my breathing took on a raspy tone. The hay-like 
smell of the dry brush tickled my throat and my nose twitched. Don’t sneeze. At 
the thought, the tickling sensation worsened. 

A footstep sounded to my left. Holding my breath, I closed my eyes, willing 
Daddy to pass by. 

The flashlight beam on my face shattered my hope. 
“Get up, Katie.” He put his hand out to help me. “Let’s go home.” 
No yelling? No lecture? I must be in worse trouble than I’d imagined. If 

Daddy were talking, he’d at least be blowing off some steam. We walked back to 
where he’d parked the car and he drove us home in silence. 

“Daddy?” 
He held up his hand. “Wait until we get back to the house.” 
Great. Suffer in silence. He must be furious. When we pulled into the drive, 

the car barely stopped before I got out and ran straight into my bedroom. 
Plopping on my bed, I snatched up my teddy bear, Rupert, from his place on the 
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pillow and hugged him tight. I’d never done anything this bad before in my life. 
I stroked his fur. “What am I gonna do, Rupert?” 

The front door closed, and Daddy called me from the living room. “Katie, 
please come out here.” 

I stuck my hands in my pockets and shuffled toward Daddy. “I thought 
you’d want me in my room.” Where punishment was usually given. 

Daddy stood in the middle of the room in his I-mean-business stance. Back 
ramrod straight, feet apart, hands at resting on his gun belt. “Sit down. We have 
a lot to talk about.” 

Dumbfounded, I sat on the couch. I might have pushed him too far. Guilt 
caused my chest to tighten. 

He rubbed his temple as if to ward off a headache. “I’ve been thinking a lot 
about what’s best for you.” 

Uh-oh. That didn’t sound good. 
“I’ve done my best, Katie.” He sat in his leather armchair. “But I don’t think 

it’s enough anymore.” Pain clouded his blue eyes. 
A hard knot formed in my stomach as I stared at the floor.  
He sagged against the chair and his shoulders slumped. “You must think so 

too, otherwise you wouldn’t have run off.” 
“Daddy, it’s not you.” A heavy feeling blanketed me. “I don’t know what’s 

wrong with me.” My emotions were all over the place lately. 
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Why did you run off?” 
To avoid some hassle. “I don’t know.” 
Daddy waited for me to continue. 
“You were angry.” I bit my lower lip. “I’d have come home after you cooled 

off.” 
He bowed his head. “I always wanted us to be able to talk things out. But if 

you’re afraid of me …” 
“I’m not afraid.” The knot in my stomach burned. “I did something wrong.” 

And didn’t want to own up. “Sometimes I feel so restless I don’t know what to 
do.” 

Daddy looked up. “In other words, you’re not happy at home.” 
My body snapped against the couch back and I blinked. “What? No.” I 

pressed a hand against my stomach. “It’s this godforsaken hole of a place we live 
in.” 
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Daddy’s face turned into a thundercloud. “I don’t like to hear you talk that 
way.” 

I hung my head and my cheeks burned. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” When would I 
learn to keep my mouth shut? “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life where 
the biggest news of the week is which way the wind is blowing the fumes from 
the Farleys’ outhouse.” 

I stood and paced around the room. “I feel like I’m under a microscope. 
You’re the sheriff, so everybody watches everything I do.” My chest tightened as 
I felt the walls closing in. “And I can’t breathe. I want to see more of the world 
than what’s right here.” 

My words were met with silence. They seemed to hover, vibrating, in the 
middle of the room. 

Daddy stared at the rust and gold area rug beneath his feet. Then he sighed 
and straightened, and the lines from his nose to the corners of his mouth 
deepened as if they had been etched in stone. “Giving you a broader experience is 
one of the reasons I’m sending you to live with your uncle Charlie.”
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stopped pacing and my mouth dropped open. Feeling like I’d had the wind 
knocked out of me, I struggled to catch my breath. Daddy couldn’t be serious. 
He’d never send me to live with an uncle I’d never met. Would he? A scream 

built inside me, and I wanted to lash out. “Uncle Charlie? Which one is he?” I 
knew full well who Uncle Charlie was, despite my feigned ignorance. “I can’t 
keep them straight.” 

The youngest of seven brothers, Daddy had told me stories about them over 
the years. McCabes stood tall, did the right thing, helped others in need before 
thinking of themselves, and were kind, gentle, moral, and spiritual leaders 
wherever they went. All the brothers except for Charlie had scattered from the 
town where they had grown up, spreading their reputation far and wide. 

Daddy sighed. “Charlie’s my eldest brother. I’ve talked about him before.” 
He drummed his fingers on his knee. “You need to be looked after better.” 

I crossed my arms. “Don’t tell me you’ve been listening to those idiots who 
think you don’t take care of me.” Some of the church ladies thought Daddy 
should resign as sheriff to look after me. But they kept voting him back into 
office, which made no sense. 

He held his hands out in a stop gesture. “Simmer down.” Daddy stared 
straight at me—no hint of a smile, not even a twinkle in his eye. “While you know 
I don’t agree with them for the most part, lately I’m beginning to think they may 
have a point. Let’s take this afternoon as a prime example. Accidentally burning 
down a shed because you’re experimenting with cigarettes and alcohol might 
make some people argue you need a little firmer parental control.” 

He knows. My knees went weak, and I flopped on the couch feeling as if I’d 
been hit in the stomach. 

“Yes, I found the flask.” He stood and rubbed the grooves in his forehead. 
“Katie, I don’t know what to do with you anymore. I tried to raise you with a 
good, upright background, and you seem to be rejecting everything I ever taught 
you.” He bit his lip. “Maybe a different atmosphere will be better for you.” 

I
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I felt like crying. “I’ll change. Don’t send me away.” 
He shook his head. “There are things I can’t give you. And I’m not talking 

about material things.” 
But I didn’t need anything more. I stared through the living room window 

into the night, searching for a star to wish on. Anything to get Daddy off this 
track of wanting to send me away. 

“My little girl is growing up, and you need a woman role model. If Marie 
were still alive, things would be different.” His voice got kind of choky sounding, 
the way it did whenever he talked about Mama. 

Perplexed, I pulled my gaze away from the window. “But I thought Aunt 
Liza died in the same accident as Mama.” 

Daddy’s face went blank, and his eyes had a frozen look about them. “She 
did.” 

When I was a baby, another driver hit her and Aunt Liza during a storm and 
they crashed into a tree, killing them both. Daddy had moved us hundreds of 
miles away to this little town in the middle of nowhere after she died. “Did Uncle 
Charlie get remarried?” 

“No. My brother Shane’s girl, Sarah, lives there.” A wistful smile crossed his 
face. “She’s been living with Charlie for several years now.” 

I suppressed an eye roll. Good for her. 
He hesitated for a moment and patted his breast pocket. “She’ll be a good 

influence on you.” 
How did he know? He hadn’t seen her since we’d moved eleven years ago. 

“Let me stay, Daddy. I’ll behave. Honest.” 
“You sure changed your mind in a hurry. An hour ago, you were running 

away. You couldn’t wait to get out of here.” 
I stood and walked over to the picture of us on the mantle. Daddy had been 

giving me a piggyback ride, my cheek laid next to his, both smiling and happy. 
“That’s different.” My voice had a harsh edge to it as I choked back tears. Crying 
meant weakness, and I didn’t want to be weak in front of him. Not now. 

I took a slow, deep breath and traced the wooden frame with my finger. “I 
only wanted to give you a chance to get over your anger.” My control became 
firmer as I continued to rub the picture frame. I faced Daddy. “There wasn’t 
anything to do, and I wanted to try something different.” 

Daddy frowned. “Boredom doesn’t excuse your actions. You’ve got a good 
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brain in that head of yours, and lately you haven’t been using it.” 
“I never said boredom was an excuse.” I hated when he put words into my 

mouth. “And I did use my brain.” 
“Really? Let’s take a look at the results.” 
“I know what happened.” My anger smoldered. “I didn’t think I’d burn the 

shed down. It was an accident.” 
He threw up his hands. “Exactly what I’m telling you. You’re not thinking 

through the consequences.” He slapped the back of his hand on his outstretched 
palm. “You are a McCabe and you’ve got to start acting like one. For once, take 
responsibility. I can’t do it for you.” 

Something in me snapped. “I never asked to be a McCabe and I wish to God 
I was never born one.” Life certainly would’ve been easier. “It isn’t fair I have to 
be a certain way because of my last name.” I wanted to hurt Daddy, so I pointed 
at the ceiling. “Someone up there screwed up when they sent me to this family.” 

“Enough, Katherine.” Daddy spoke softly, but his tone was anything but. 
I slumped against the mantle. “You don’t understand. I’m never allowed to 

just be Katie. On top of being a McCabe, you’re the sheriff, so no matter what I 
do, I’m measured by a standard I can’t live up to.” 

The overwhelming emotion of the moment choked me. I swallowed hard as 
I stared at the floor. “I don’t want to leave you, Daddy.” I loved him too much. 
“I’ll even try to be like a McCabe if it will make you love me enough to keep me 
here.” 

Daddy’s eyes softened and a tremor ran across his cheek. He reached out, 
took my hands gently in his, and pulled me closer to him. “Sweetheart, it’s 
because I love you—more than I have words for—I want you to live with your 
uncle Charlie.” 

Tears welled in my eyes. “I can’t believe you don’t want me anymore.” 
He hugged me close and stroked my hair. “I do want you. This has been the 

hardest decision I’ve ever had to make.” 
When he released me, he took my hands again. The skin around his eyes 

bunched as if he were in pain. 
“I need you to listen …” He broke off and his mouth turned down. “This is 

so hard for me to say.” 
My knee rapidly bounced and try as I might, I couldn’t keep still. 
“Your behavior isn’t the real reason I’m sending you to live with Charlie.” 



R a i n  F a l l i n g  o n  E m b e r s  
 

~ 15 ~ 

My heart stopped. I didn’t want to hear anymore. 
“I haven’t been feeling well, so I went to the doctor last week, and he sent 

some blood tests for analysis. He gave me the results today and they aren’t good.” 
He took a deep breath. “The doc needs to put me through a bunch more tests, 
and I’ll have to spend some time in the hospital. I need someone to look after you 
while I’m going through all of this, because I won’t be able to.” A single tear rolled 
down his cheek. “Please trust me. This is the best for you.” 

I pulled my hands from his grasp and took a step back. “But if you’re sick, I 
should be with you. I can take care of you.” This couldn’t be happening. 

His lips trembled as he pressed them tightly together. 
Tears spilled over, and I grabbed him and buried my head in his chest. 

“Couldn’t I go for a visit instead then, until you’re better?” 
“The tests are only the beginning, and it’s going to take time. School starts 

soon, and I want you enrolled.” 
I pulled away from Daddy and plopped down on the couch. 
“Sulking won’t do you any good. Charlie suggested you go live with him over 

a month ago. He thought it’d be a good idea for you to get settled in before school 
started, but I didn’t want to let go of you yet.” 

“You’ve known for over a month you were going to send me away, and you 
didn’t tell me? How could you?” A lump formed in my throat and I bit my lower 
lip. The secrecy might be the worst hurt of all. 

He knelt in front of me. “Let me explain. Your uncle suggested the move 
when I talked to him about how wild you’ve been getting, but I told him no. 
Charlie told me to think about it.” He brushed the bangs away from my eyes. “As 
I felt worse and worse the summer, Charlie told me the offer was still there to 
give me a chance to get back on my feet.” 

I can’t handle this. Daddy can’t be that sick. Can he? 
Daddy stroked my cheek. “I couldn’t face letting you go. But after the 

preliminary test results, I had to face it. I need to know you are being taken care 
of by someone who loves you, so I can concentrate on getting better for both of 
us.” 

We argued back and forth. Or I should say, I argued, and Daddy stayed calm, 
but didn’t budge an inch. 

“You’d better get packed. We have to get to the bus stop. And you’re going, 
whether I put you on the bus kicking and screaming or not.” 
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When Daddy got a certain tone in his voice, and his jaw looked like it’d been 
carved in granite, it was useless to put up a fight. 

My packing consisted of throwing some clothes into an old, battered 
suitcase. Do I need anything else? In my room I had very few things, but an 
overabundance of one. Books. My bookcase bulged with them. I’d put shelves on 
the walls to hold them, and even then, they overflowed. I had to take some books 
with me, in case Uncle Charlie didn’t have any I liked. I quickly pulled down five 
favorites, put them in the suitcase, and closed the lid. 

I stomped into the next room dragging my suitcase behind. I wasn’t 
sentimental but looking around the room brought a lump to my throat. My gaze 
slid over the worn, faded couch where Daddy and I spent many hours together, 
the fireplace where we’d toasted bag after bag of marshmallows, and the plaques 
Daddy earned from the town. Everything looked worn, perhaps a little shabby, 
nothing new or shiny, but homey and loved. 

I stopped scanning the room when my gaze landed on Daddy sitting in his 
chair with his eyes closed. His face was gray and wrinkled, and a shock ran 
through my body. Had I done that to him? Was it his illness? Why hadn’t I 
noticed it sooner? 

When younger, I used to think God must look exactly like my daddy; big, 
tall, blond, with a twinkle in his eyes, and a smile on his face. His very presence 
seemed to make trouble disappear. Daddy could do any and everything. Daddy 
was my hero, stronger than Hercules, mightier than Superman, yet more gentle 
and kind than all the superheroes put together. In my eyes, Greek mythological 
gods lacked sparkle next to him. 

I wished I could turn back the clock to when I was young enough to climb 
into his lap. He’d hug me and suddenly whatever had been wrong would be 
washed away. He wouldn’t be so worn and gray. But I couldn’t alter time. Why 
had I spent so much time arguing with him instead of holding him tight and 
telling him how much I loved him? 

The sky grew misty gray with the arrival of dawn, and it was time to leave. 
When Daddy drove me to the bus station, the silence between us hung as heavy 
as a steel anchor. Neither one of us said anything until the bus rolled in. 

Daddy broke the silence first. “Do you have everything?” 
I nodded. 
“Here’s your ticket.” He held it out to me. “Have Charlie give me a call when 
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you get there.” The bus horn honked. “This is goodbye for now. Be good. I’ll 
come to your uncle’s as soon as all my tests are done, to check on how you’re 
doing.” He hugged me tight. 

I twisted out of his grasp, grabbed my bag, and stalked on to the bus without 
a word. I wanted to run into his arms, cling to him, and never let go. I wanted 
him to tell me everything was going to be okay. If I waited any longer, it would’ve 
been too hard to leave. My throat constricted so tightly I couldn’t speak. Besides, 
white-hot anger burned inside me and nearly drowned out the fear. How could 
I have so many emotions flooding through me at the same time? 

As soon as I found my seat, the bus pulled out of the station. Miserable, I 
stared out the window until Daddy became a tiny speck on the horizon. 

The bus rattled and bumped its way down the road, the seats creaked, and 
the sides seemed to groan more with every mile. The windows didn’t stay shut, 
so my mouth felt as dry as cotton from the dust pouring in, and the heat of the 
day made the bus feel like the inside of an oven. My eyes felt gritty and burned 
from the dust and I was cranky from lack of sleep. 

At least I had the seat to myself. No one would chatter away and interrupt 
my thoughts through the long ride. What a sight I must have been for the other 
passengers, my arms folded, a scowl for an expression, and my long, blonde hair 
hanging in my face. I crouched low and thrust my knees against the seat back in 
front of me. I didn’t want to make this trip and didn’t care what anyone else 
thought about me either. 

How could Daddy send me away, especially when he was sick? What if he 
doesn’t get better? I didn’t even want to think about the possibility. He had to 
get better, he just had to. 

The motion of the bus, along with my sleepless night, soon lulled me to 
sleep. 


