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From the Journal of Katie McCabe



I can’t believe I finally unpacked my journal. I’ve been lost
without it. So much has happened…where do I start?

Timmy and I got into big trouble. So what’s
new, right? But this time it was really bad. We accidentally burned
down a shed. It was my fault for playing with the matches Tim
brought to light our cigarettes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Daddy
so angry as when I told him I tried smoking. Anyway, I decided to
take off so he could cool down a little. He found me like always
and took me home.

Instead of punishing me or lecturing me
about what happened, Daddy started talking about wanting what was
best for me. That’s when he told me the awful news. He was sick and
had to go into the hospital. I’d have to go live with Uncle
Charley, and my cousins, Matt, Mark, and Sarah. I didn’t know these
people, and now I had to live with them?

I wanted to stay and take care of Daddy. But
I didn’t have any say in the matter. He made me pack and put me on
a bus. I went out of my way to be as unpleasant as possible when I
got to the McCabe homestead. My goal was to get them to send me
home because I was too troublesome.

The first person I met in town was Harvey
Denton, Jr., who is an evil toad of a person. I really can’t say
enough awful things about the creep. Out of the blue, he insulted
my family. First talking badly about Uncle Charley then saying mean
things about Daddy. He crossed the line when he called Daddy weak
for being upset after Mamma died, so I punched him and knocked him
flat. I got into trouble for it, but I’m not sorry I hit him. Sarah
got really mad and I had to spend a whole day doing icky chores.
But if I had to do it all over again, I’d hit him again.

After I decked Harvey, some of the guys
playing football nearby cheered. I was so embarrassed. But because
of that, I met this cute guy named Tom Pike. I think he might like
me.

I saw Tom again at the town picnic and we
had a great time together. When Sarah finally let me leave our
picnic site to have some fun, I hung out with Tom for the rest of
the day. When we were competing in the rowing contest, Harvey and
Emma sabotaged our chance to win by cutting us off. We got even
with them by capsizing their boat. They looked like a couple of
drowned rats.

After Sarah told me it was time to pack
things up to go home, Tom and I had a few more minutes to say
good-bye. At first I thought he might be upset with me because he
didn’t respond to anything I said. But then he kissed me and told
me I made the day special.

I can’t believe it, my first kiss! Wow!!! It
made me feel all tingly inside. It was a fantastic day.

On the way home, Sarah wouldn’t talk to me
and she started crying. I felt helpless because I didn’t know what
to say or do to make her feel better. When Uncle Charley came home,
I got the worst news of all time.

Daddy died. There. I wrote it down and it’s
final. I still don’t want to believe it. I guess I’m not ready to
write about it yet.

When school started, things between Harvey
and me got worse and escalated to the point where Harvey lied and
turned me in for cheating on a test. I didn’t cheat. Nobody except
Mark believed me though. I wanted get Harvey and his prissy
sidekick Emma back for getting me into trouble. So I snuck out of
the house and booby-trapped their lockers. When I did, I found a
note proving they lied when they said I cheated on the test. Next I
went to their houses and sabotaged their bikes.

My attempt at revenge didn’t work out too
well for me because Sarah’s boyfriend, Jim, who happens to be a
deputy sheriff, caught me in the middle of vandalizing Harvey’s
bike. Uncle Charley was furious with me and I ended up in bigger
trouble than I was before. Still, he followed up with the school to
clear my name and got Harvey and Emma suspended.

Harvey and Emma retaliated by kidnapping me
from school, taking me up into the hills and leaving me. As he left
me, Harvey pushed me off a ledge and I nearly drowned in a river.
To make matters worse a storm was coming and I didn’t know how to
get home. I slipped going downhill and broke my ankle, then got bit
by a rattlesnake. It definitely was not one of my better days. I
thought I was going to die out there, all alone.

 


 


 


Reliving the Nightmare

 


Muffled voices
fluttered in and out of my consciousness. I had the feeling of
being underwater and could hear words but couldn’t make them out
when my head broke through the surface. Then I sank back under and
heard nothing again. The water flowed and swirled around until I
found myself in the middle of a river. The river swelled as the
current flowed rapidly past and I couldn’t find the bank. I had to
get to the side and get out or I would drown. Dread filled me.
Nearby, I could still hear talking. The sounds kept buzzing around
my head like a bee. Why didn’t they help me?



***



Suddenly out of the water, ants crawled over my foot and up my leg.
I kicked my foot out to shake them off. Something held my leg down.
An edge of panic crept through my veins, so I kicked harder to get
loose. My heart pounded. I couldn’t get away from the army of ants
crawling over me.

Mamma stroked my hair. “You need to lay
still, Katie.”

With her touch, the tension flowed out of me
and my heart slowed down. Her voice soothed me and the world went
silent once more.

“How is she doing?”

At the sound of Daddy’s voice, I struggled
to open my eyes. They felt swollen shut. I could only open them for
a flash. Daddy stood by the bed, watching over me. My heavy lids
closed and I felt myself sinking into darkness.



***



The ants were back and this time they were biting. My foot felt on
fire and started to throb. The increasingly unbearable pain meant
the bites must be poisonous. Why didn’t Daddy do something? Why did
he let the ants swarm all over biting me?

“The ants!” My voice came out in a whisper.
“Daddy, make them stop.” Mouth so dry, I felt as if I had eaten a
plateful of sand. I tried to swallow but couldn’t.

“Matt, can you get me some water? It’s time
for another pain pill.” Mamma put her arms around me and pulled me
up to a sitting position. “Katie, I need you to open your eyes so
you can take some medicine.”

I finally forced my eyes open, but
everything was out of focus. Confusion set in. Why did she call
Daddy, Matt? His name’s Sam. Everything happened in slow motion as
Mamma handed me the pill and gave me a glass of water. When I put
the pill in my mouth it stuck to my tongue and I had trouble
swallowing it.

The water felt wonderful as it filled my
parched mouth, and my throat no longer felt cracked in half. I kept
opening and closing my eyes trying to clear them. As Mamma took the
glass away, I shook my head in an attempt to get rid of the fuzzy
feeling.

It felt like weights had attached themselves
to my eyes as Mamma settled me back down on the pillow and I lost
the battle of trying to keep them open. “I love you, Mamma.”
Wooziness overcame me and the bed rocked me back to sleep. The pain
in my foot subsided as I lost consciousness once more.



~ ~ ~ ~ ~



As dawn brightened the light through the window, the throbbing in
my foot slowly made me aware of my surroundings again. My eyes
opened easier this time. I glanced to the side of the bed and saw
Sarah asleep in a chair. At the sight of her, the memories from the
night flooded back and hot tears pricked against the back of my
eyelids. Reality had been mingled with dream fantasy. Both of my
parents were dead. It still felt so unfamiliar and unreal.

Sarah, and not Mamma, taking care of me
because my Mamma died before Daddy moved us away from the McCabe
homestead. Strange I would dream she was taking care of me, because
I didn’t remember her at all. Pictures were my only memory of
Mamma, and she and Sarah didn’t look anything alike.

Confusing Matt with Daddy was more
understandable because he looked so much like Daddy. Tall, with
broad shoulders, blonde hair and blue eyes, his presence alone
could comfort me. I still had trouble believing Daddy died. I
didn’t want to believe he would never again be able to hug me and
tell me everything would be okay. He hadn’t even been gone a week
yet. Waking up after thinking he was here with me, felt like losing
him all over again. Tears turned my cheeks into a waterfall.

The dainty flowered wallpaper of Sarah’s and
my room blurred as I stared through my tears. I began to remember
why my foot hurt. Getting back to normal could take quite awhile.
As I moved to try and get more comfortable, Sarah awoke with a
start and her eyes flew open. The first time I had seen her look
less than absolutely gorgeous, and she still made me feel like
chopped liver.

“Katie, what’s wrong? Are you in pain?” She
handed me a tissue to dry my tears.

I answered her with a shake of my head.

“How are you feeling this morning?” She
leaned forward and brushed the hair off my forehead.

“Sore.” I barely croaked the word out.
“Thirsty.”

Sarah jumped up and poured some water from a
pitcher on the dresser.

Draining the glass, I handed it back to
Sarah. “Thanks. Better.”

She refilled the glass so I could sip as
needed.

“So, what happens now?”

“When the doctor’s office is open, we’ll
take you in so he can get X-rays of your foot and set the
bone.”

I rolled my eyes. Didn’t that sound like a
bundle of fun?

“Your fever has broken, so the poison from
the snakebite should be just about out of your system.” Sarah paled
and her green eyes clouded over for a moment. “You frightened me so
much yesterday when I saw those marks on your ankle. I thought we
might lose you.”

I took another sip of water. I didn’t want
to think about how scared I’d been. Lost in the woods with a broken
ankle and a rattlesnake bite was the stuff of nightmares, and I
wanted to forget.

I looked away from Sarah’s gaze. “Did I call
you Mamma last night?” My cheeks colored at the memory, but I
wanted to separate dream from reality.

“Yes. You were in pain and I’d just given
you more pain medicine.”

“Why would I think you were Mamma?”
Embarrassed to have asked the question, I didn’t want to look at
Sarah, but couldn’t stop myself from giving her a quick glance.

She swallowed hard and little tears sprang
into her eyes. “Maybe because with all you’ve been through, anyone
would want their Mamma.” She cleared her throat. “Jim said they’ll
need a statement from you about what happened, so I’ll see if I can
get him to question you here.”

Maybe there were perks to having a cousin
dating a deputy sheriff.

“I know you’re going to have to keep your
foot raised for a while to help reduce the swelling, and it’ll be
easier for you here than at the station.”

I didn’t want to go down there anyway.

“I’ve already called Harriet to tell her I
won’t be in today.”

“Uh, Sarah?” She rolled along with no signs
of stopping. “I need to use the bathroom, so can you please help me
up?”

“I’ll go get the boys. You’re not supposed
to put any weight on your foot and we don’t have crutches for you
yet.”

How embarrassing. Just what every
fourteen-year-old girl wanted. Two guys to carry her to the
bathroom like a baby. Okay, they were my cousins, but still, not
something I wanted.

As the morning progressed, my embarrassment
over being carried to the bathroom was just the beginning. I
couldn’t bathe or get dressed without help. Fortunately, Sarah
helped me with both of those things. I think I would’ve died if
Matt or Mark, or even Uncle Charley had to help me. By the time I
dressed and had breakfast, I felt as if the entire day had already
passed by. If only that were true, because today held the promise
of several things I didn’t want to do.

Thank goodness for sweat pants. They may not
be the most fashionable attire, but when you were on your way to
the doctor’s office to most likely have your ankle put in a cast,
sweat pants were the ideal article of clothing. Plus, they were the
easiest thing to get on over a very painful leg.

Doctor Andrews’ office was in the more
industrial section of town. Thrilled to see this town had a few
buildings over two stories high, I felt more like I had moved to a
metropolis, instead of to another dinky, but slightly larger than
my own, town.

As we pulled into the parking lot, Sarah
reached over and patted my shoulder. “You stay put for a few
moments. I’m going to get something to help us get you inside.” She
hopped out of the truck and went into one of the doors on the
ground floor.

I groaned when she came out a few minutes
later with a wheelchair. I felt like such an invalid because I
couldn’t even walk on my own.

She opened the door of the truck. “I think
the best plan is to let you slide out and stand on your good foot
then you can turn and sit in the chair. I’ll help as much as I
can.” Sarah put her hand on her hip as she gazed at me. “You’ll
have to swing yourself around so you’re sitting sideways on the
seat first.”

I gave a grunt of pain as I hit my foot on
the side of the door. The simplest tasks were difficult today. I
got positioned and grabbed Sarah’s shoulder to use her as a support
so I didn’t slide out of the truck too fast. Once I got my right
foot planted on the ground, I leaned against the side of the truck.
Sarah repositioned the chair to make it easier for me to turn on my
heel and sit down. As I sank into the chair, I heaved a sigh of
relief. I hoped once Dr. Andrews put the cast on things might get a
little easier.

Sarah wheeled me into the exam room and
helped me get up on the examining table. Doctor Andrews bustled in
with his white coat flapping, grabbed a stool, and sat. He turned
toward Sarah. “How did she do last night?”

Sarah set her purse down. “She was in quite
a bit of pain and didn’t rest easily, although she did sleep
through most of the night.” She frowned in thought. “Her fever
broke about four-thirty this morning.”

He turned toward me and looked through the
glasses perched on the end of his nose. “You were one lucky little
lady, I’d say.”

“Yeah, right.” Lucky! Breaking an ankle and
getting bit by a rattlesnake is lucky? “I had all the luck in the
world.”

Dr. Andrews caught my sarcasm because he
frowned briefly before continuing. “The snake venom wasn’t very
strong, so the snake must have released most of the venom before it
bit you.”

“How do you know?” Disdain oozed with every
word.

Sarah shot me a quick look.

“If it hadn’t, Sarah would’ve taken you to
the emergency room because your foot would have turned black and
most likely have required multiple surgeries to remove the dead
tissue.” He rubbed his nose. “And potentially you would need
reconstructive surgery as well.”

Dead tissue? Gross! Maybe he had it nailed
on the whole lucky thing.

“If your reaction hadn’t appeared fairly
mild last night, I would never have allowed you to go home after
the shot of antivenin. It would have been straight into the
hospital with you.”

He stood. “Now let me examine this foot of
yours to make sure everything is progressing well. Then we’ll take
some X-rays and see about setting your broken bones, and get you
out of here to do more resting. Now lean back and I’ll pull the
extension out for your legs.”

I leaned back when a beeping noise from the
phone in the room sounded, followed by the receptionist’s voice.
“Doctor Andrews, line one.”

Doctor Andrews picked up the handset on the
wall and listened for a moment. “I’m sorry. I need to take this
call in my office. I’ll be right back.” He hurried from the
room.

Sarah stood and moved toward the table. Her
green eyes bore into mine. “You need to watch your attitude with
Doctor Andrews.”

She barely whispered, but I knew she meant
business.

“He’s the medical professional and you need
to listen to what he says and be polite.” Her lips pressed together
in a thin line. “He opened his offices to see you this morning and
he let you stay home last night instead of putting you in the
hospital, so you need to give him the respect he deserves.”

“You’re right.” Ashamed, I looked down
toward my toes. “I’m sorry.” He’d told me how lucky I’d been, but
stuck in my own little pity party about how bad things were for me,
I couldn’t stand to hear anyone say anything on the bright
side.

Sarah put her hand on my shoulder. “I know
this morning has been difficult and facing getting a cast and
making a statement to the police is not fun. You need to keep
things in perspective and realize it could have been much worse.”
She gave my shoulder a brief squeeze. “You definitely had an angel
watching over you yesterday.”

Could she possibly be right? Did Daddy hear
me when I wanted him so badly to take care of me? More scared
yesterday than I wanted to think about, I was still alive and not
lying somewhere lost in the hills dying a painful death.

Doctor Andrews hurried back into the room.
“I’m so sorry, but I had another patient’s results I needed to hear
so I could prescribe the correct treatment.” He had flipped his
glasses on top of his salt and pepper hair, and the lenses winked
in the overhead lights. “Now let’s take a look at this foot of
yours.”

He gently pulled my pant leg up, put his
glasses back down on the end of his nose, and started probing my
ankle. “Well, you’ll have a couple of scars where the snake got
you, but I’m very happy to say I think that’s all the trouble
you’ll have from the experience.”

What a relief.

“The rest of the ankle is going to take a
little longer to heal. We need to get you down to X-ray so we can
get everything set correctly.”

He held out his hand for me to grab hold,
and he pulled me up to a sitting position.

“Uh, Doctor Andrews? I’m sorry about the way
I sounded earlier.” I could feel my face start to flush. “You’re
right. I’ve been a very lucky girl.”

A smile lit up his pudgy face. “That’s the
way to look at it.” He helped me off the table and back into the
wheelchair. “Once we get your foot set, we’ll get you a pair of
crutches and send you on your way.” He pushed me down the long
hallway and into the X-ray room.

In there I had to get out of the chair and
onto another table. He put the X-ray plates into the table having
marked them with the word ‘Left’ for my foot. I guess they labeled
the plate to make sure they didn’t get the film backward so he
wouldn’t mistakenly set my right foot instead of my left. Like he
would make a mistake anyway. The cold of the X-ray table made my
foot feel chilly. Doctor Andrews laid a heavy thing like a big bib
over me.

He positioned my foot and told me not to
move, then started maneuvering the table so I lay underneath this
big hooded looking thing with large crosshairs on it. He positioned
the cross over my foot and went behind a screen. “Hold it.” I could
hear the whirring noises as he took the picture. He replaced the
plate then repositioned me and took another picture. Finally we
were done and I got off the table, back into the chair and he
wheeled me down the hallway again.

He popped the films on a white backlit board
and turned the light on. “Well, you definitely have luck on your
side. You have a fracture of the lateral malleolus in your ankle,
but it’s still close in alignment, so there is not a lot of
adjustment I need to do.”

Not as bad as it could’ve been then.

“Fortunately, a lot of the swelling has gone
down so we’ll be able to put you in a cast today rather than
splinting it now and putting a cast on later.” He turned the light
off. “So, the big question is what type of cast we should use.”
Sitting back on his stool, he looked at me and his brown eyes
sparkled. “I’m tempted to go with a fiberglass cast because they
are much lighter and breathe a little better.”

Definitely in favor of going with something
light, I mentally crossed my fingers as he continued.

“The plaster cast would make sure your ankle
remains immobile, but it’s heavy and doesn’t wear quite as well.”
Doctor Andrews turned toward Sarah. “I’m going to be a little
conservative with this break. If you can assure me she won’t put
any weight on the ankle, and she’ll keep it immobile until I say
otherwise, I’ll go with the fiberglass. If you think she won’t stay
off her foot, tell me now and we’ll go with plaster.”

My head snapped toward Sarah and I held my
breath waiting to see what she would say. My blue eyes pleaded with
her to say fiberglass.

“Well, Katie? What do you think?” She raised
her eyebrows.

“I promise I’ll follow the doctor’s
instructions to the letter. Please tell him fiberglass.” The words
jumbled together in my rush to get them out.

Sarah grinned. “Well, Doctor Andrews, you
heard her. You have the fine distinction of being the first person
she promised to follow instructions for.”

Doctor Andrews clasped his hands together.
“Should we go with the lime green or the hot pink? Those are the
two colors I have in stock right now.”

I decided on the pink and we were soon done.
At least I got to walk out of the office, with the help of the
crutches I now had. Doctor Andrews warned me one more time as we
were leaving to stay completely off my feet and to only use the
crutches to get from the bedroom to the bathroom and back again
until my next visit.

Getting back into the truck turned out to be
a little more difficult than getting out of it, but we managed. I
wondered where Matt and Mark were. Apparently they had something
they couldn’t miss today, and I didn’t think it had to do with work
because I heard Uncle Charley telling them he would see them after
they were done.

As we drove back to the house, neither Sarah
nor I had much to say. We were turning off the main road onto the
drive when Sarah finally broke the silence. “As soon as I get you
settled, I’ll give Jim a call and ask him to come by the house to
take your statement.” She glanced at me. “That way, you can keep
your promise to Dr. Andrews and stay off your foot.”

I slouched down a little in the seat. I
didn’t want to give a statement. I didn’t want to think about what
happened yesterday and making a statement would make me go through
everything all over again.

Sarah slowed to a stop in front of the house
and looked at me. “Katie, is something the matter?”

I must’ve been scowling. “Nothing’s wrong.”
I looked out the window. White with blue trim, the house looked too
cheerful to be tainted by my bad mood. “I just want to forget about
the whole thing.”

She put her hand on my arm. “I know,
sweetie. Right now, the last thing you want to do is relive the
experience.”

I never wanted to relive the
experience.

“We need to make sure nothing like that ever
happens again, which means telling the police.” She paused for a
moment. “Also, keeping things bottled up inside you isn’t good.
It’ll actually be better for you to get everything out. Kind of
like the snake poison.”

I still didn’t have to like it. I managed to
get out of the truck and into the house on my own. The crutches
were better for getting around without additional help, but were
cumbersome to use. Sarah helped me back into bed and put two
pillows underneath my foot for elevation and a bolster pillow under
my knee to keep it from getting locked up. With the two pillows she
put behind me to lean against while I sat up, I was surrounded by
them. I’d probably have nightmares about being locked up in a
marshmallow factory or something equally stupid. After making sure
I had water within reach, in case I got thirsty, Sarah prepared to
leave the room.

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

I didn’t want to sit here doing nothing but
stare at the four walls. “Would you mind getting my book?” I
pointed to the top of the dresser where I left it.

Sarah crossed the room and picked up the
book. She glanced down at the cover and smiled. “I read this one at
your age, too.” She handed it to me. “I think you’ll really enjoy
it.” She left the room.

I shook my head in disbelief. I’d already
read this book. Didn’t she realize the books I had were the ones I
brought from home? I hadn’t been here long enough to get any new
ones. It’s a good thing I enjoyed rereading books I liked.

I heard Sarah call Jim because she left the
door open, but she didn’t speak loud enough for me to distinguish
the words. The conversation wasn’t long, and soon I heard the phone
being placed back on the stand. I opened the book and got lost in
the story.

The ringing of the phone brought me back to
the present. As soon as Sarah answered the phone, the doorbell
rang. The phone call must’ve been a short one because I heard the
sound of heavier footsteps coming toward the bedroom without
delay.

“Let me make sure Katie’s still awake
first.”

This must be it. The moment I’d been
dreading. Jim probably didn’t want to see me anymore than I wanted
to see him. Could it only be a day and a half ago that he brought
me home in the squad car?

Sarah poked her head around the door. “Jim’s
here.”

I put my book down and waited for the
inevitable. The door opened wide and Jim came in. “Hi.” My hand
flapped a halfhearted welcome.

Jim sat and pulled a notebook and pen out of
his breast pocket. He glanced behind him at Sarah. “Why don’t you
sit down, honey?” He flipped the notebook open. “An adult needs to
be present while Katie is being questioned because of her age.”

Great! Let’s add one more thing to this
ordeal.

He turned back to face me. “I’m going to ask
you about the events yesterday and what led up to them. For the
most part, I’m going to let you tell me what happened in your own
words, with as much detail as you possibly can, and I’ll ask
questions when I need to.”

Sarah grabbed the lap desk she used for
studying and handed it to Jim.

“Thanks.” He put the notebook down on the
lap desk and poised his pen over the page. “Now, why don’t you
start at the beginning?”

The beginning? Where was the beginning of
this whole mess?

“Tell me all the events leading up to the
incident yesterday.”

“All of them?” I stared at Jim for a few
moments and realized I’d never seen him wear anything except his
uniform. “I’d guess I’d have to say the whole thing started the day
after I came to live with Uncle Charley. Mrs. Denton asked Harvey
to show me around town. While we were over by the lake, he insulted
my family and I lost my temper and hit him.”

Okay, so I’d gotten into trouble for hitting
him, but he deserved getting punched in the mouth, and I still
wasn’t sorry I did it. “Then Harvey told me to order what I wanted
at the malt shop after making sure I didn’t have any money to pay
for anything, and then stuck me with the check.”

I shot a look over at Sarah, who frowned. I
never told her how he set me up.

“When we got back to the shop and Sarah saw
his face, Harvey lied about how it happened and tried to blame Tom
Pike and his friends.” Harvey didn’t want to admit he’d been decked
by a girl in front of three of the school’s football players. I
thought for a moment.

“I guess we had the next conflict during the
boat races at the town picnic. Harvey and Emma ambushed Tom and I
while we competed in the race. They cut us off and their boat ended
up capsizing.” Of course, they capsized after I rocked the boat and
caused Emma to go overboard. What a sweet memory.

“After they couldn’t get back into their
boat, they tried to climb into ours and as we tried to get away
from them, I accidentally hit Emma in the face with the oar.”

Sarah’s eyebrows rose. Matt must not have
filled her in. She didn’t say anything though. I reached for my
glass of water. All the talking made my throat dry and I had barely
started.

“On the first day of school, in Miss Phelps
class, Emma and I got detention because she told me I needed to
stay away from her. Then I guess I kind of insulted her and she
started to get mad and then Miss Phelps walked up.” Getting
detention didn’t bother me because it put a blotch on little Miss
Perfect’s record. “In the class I have with Harvey, he passed out
the books and slammed one down on my hand, so I picked it up and
hit him back with it.” I got into trouble and he got off
scot-free.

So far, my statement was going easily. The
difficult part would hit soon. “Next, Harvey and Emma told the vice
principal I cheated on a test and put a copy of the test master in
my locker, so I got suspended from school for the rest of the day.”
I squirmed a little, and looked directly into Jim’s eyes.

“Do I really need to tell you the next
part?” Since I actually broke the law, I didn’t want to incriminate
myself in my statement. Jim knew all about what happened because he
caught me red-handed in the process of dismantling Harvey’s
bike.

He rubbed his jaw. “I think we can leave the
vandalism out of the statement and focus on finding the proof that
Harvey and Emma were the ones who planted the test master on
you.”

Sarah’s shoulders dropped a little as the
tension left her, so she must have been concerned about that part
of the statement too.

“Okay. I knew they put the test master in my
locker because I found a note from Harvey asking Emma if she’d been
able to get it.” Whew. One hurdle passed. “The following day Uncle
Charley contacted the school and gave them the note. Both Harvey
and Emma were called out of class to the vice principal’s office.”
Now we were getting down to the rough part.

“In my last class, the teacher let us go
early since the storm was coming in. I hurried so I could cover as
much ground as possible before the rain started. My bike lock gave
me some trouble because grease got on the dial. While I tried to
get the lock cleaned off and open, someone came up behind me and
blindfolded me.”

I stopped. I really didn’t want to keep
going. I wanted to bury the memory of what happened next and forget
it. The afternoon light filtered through the flowered curtains, and
I could see dust motes dancing in the beam.

“Katie.” Jim’s voice softly penetrated my
thoughts. “What happened next?”

Looking down at the blankets, I ran a hand
through my blonde hair. “I tried to stand up.” My voice started to
crack, so I stopped and cleared my throat. “A pair of hands pushed
me back down and they stuffed something in my mouth and gagged me.”
All of a sudden I could feel the rough texture of the cloth on my
tongue and I wanted to retch. “I tried to stand up again and two
pairs of hands shoved me back down.”

I swallowed hard, my voice barely above a
whisper, as I continued. “While I was down on the ground they tied
my hands behind my back, and then pulled me to my feet.” I took
another sip of water. “They started prodding me from behind, and I
tripped and fell.” I could hear my voice rising as I continued. “I
tried to fight them by kicking at them, but with two of them and
one of me, I just couldn’t…” My voice began to break again.

Sarah crossed the room and sat next to me on
the side of the bed. I took a shuddering breath. Sarah took my hand
and held it in hers.

“I recognized Emma’s voice when I kicked
her.” I felt calmer with Sarah by my side and my voice sounded a
little more normal. “They yanked me back up and continued to push
me forward until I ran into the side of a horse.” Running into the
horse felt like I ran into a wall. “When he told me to get on the
horse, I recognized Harvey’s voice.”

“How…?”

Jim stopped her. “Sarah, please don’t
interrupt.”

I closed my eyes for a moment. “Harvey and
Emma each grabbed a leg, and they pushed me into the side of the
horse and upward until I straddled the horse on my stomach.” They
nearly didn’t stop pushing in time and I could have gone over the
other side head first. “Harvey climbed behind me and rode up into
the hills.”

A terrible journey followed because every
time the horse jerked forward, I would bounce up and thud back
down. My stomach heaved with all the lurching. Petrified about what
would happen when we stopped, I felt like I had a boulder in my
stomach. If Emma had been there, she might have shown some common
sense and stopped things from going quite so far. She wouldn’t want
to lose her goody-two shoes reputation. Harvey was a loose cannon.
I didn’t know when, or even if, he’d stop.

Completely lost in thought, I jumped when
Jim spoke. “Katie, how did you know it was Harvey up on the horse
with you?”

Because he’s a creep. I cast my mind back.
“The person who climbed on behind me wheezed as we were going up
the hill, and Harvey wheezes and Emma doesn’t.”

He gave me a sharp glance and his voice came
across sharper. “The wind blew pretty hard in the afternoon
yesterday and your head hung over the side of the horse. How did
you hear wheezing over the wind and the sounds of the horse making
its way through the brush?”

Sarah bristled at Jim’s tone while I tried
to remember how I knew about the wheezing.

A shudder ran through my entire body as I
unearthed the memory. “At one point Harvey leaned forward to urge
the horse on, and his chest pressed against my back. I could feel
the rumble of his breathing.”

Jim nodded and made another note in his
book. “What happened when Harvey stopped the horse?”

“He pushed me by the shoulders to make me
slide off.” Agitated, I had trouble catching my breath. “I tried to
slow my descent, but since I couldn’t hold on to anything I kept
sliding faster and faster. When I hit the ground, my feet were on a
ledge and I fell backward into a river.”

Sarah patted my hand and then stroked it
gently.

“The riverbed was so slick I couldn’t get my
feet under me and with the gag in, I panicked and thought I was
going to drown.” A lump started forming in my throat. I swallowed
hard to try to get rid of it. “Once when my head broke through the
water, I could hear Harvey laughing.”

A flame ignited in my chest and all the
anger I was too scared to feel yesterday came rushing in. “He
laughed at me as I was drowning!” I wanted to run to his house and
beat him to a bloody pulp. I could feel my face getting red and my
head felt like exploding.

Sarah put her arm around my shoulders and
gave them a squeeze. “If you need to take a break, Katie, just let
me know.”

Jim nodded. “You’re doing a great job,
Katie. You take all the time you need.”

I ran a hand over my face and closed my eyes
for a moment. “I’m okay.” Maybe if I kept telling myself that, I’d
believe it. The tension in my head subsided and I felt like I could
continue. I wanted to get this statement over and done with.

“I crawled to the bank and pulled myself out
of the river. As I flopped on the bank, barely out of the water, I
could hear the beat of the hooves getting fainter because Harvey
left me, bound, gagged, and blindfolded.” I abruptly stopped
talking to get my emotions under control again. I wanted to
strangle the lousy creep. “After I managed to get my hands free, I
untied myself.”

I didn’t trust myself to say more. I
remembered the terrified struggle, yanking at the ropes binding my
hands until they loosened enough to get them off. Then the frantic
tussle to get the gag and blindfold off, and vomiting the water I
swallowed to get it out of my system. Bile rose in my throat. “I
didn’t know where I was or how to get home.”

Another sip of water helped to calm me down
a little more. “It was already raining, and storm clouds covered
the sun, so I couldn’t get a directional bearing. I started walking
down the slope, figuring eventually I would come to a house so I
could call Sarah.”

During my statement, I slowly slid down and
now rested on my spine. I pulled myself up into a more comfortable
position. “As I walked along, I stepped in a hole covered by twigs
and broke my ankle.” I wiggled my toes which were peeping out of
the cast to make sure I still could. “The ground was slippery
because of the rain, and I tried to keep my balance with a
makeshift crutch from a tree branch, but I skidded on the wet brush
and fell again and scared a rattlesnake, which bit me.”

I couldn’t bring myself to share with Jim
how I felt then. More scared than I could say, I thought I would
die out there, lost and all alone. I could feel the blood drain
from my face as I continued. “I bled the bite and tied it off and
kept walking until I found a house and someone to help me.”

“Jim, I think she’s done.” Sarah crossed the
room and opened the door.

Thank goodness. Relief flooded through me
and I felt weak.

Jim put his notebook away and propped the
lap desk against the bed. His gray eyes gazed straight into my blue
ones. “I know that was very difficult, Katie. Thank you for being
straightforward with your statement and telling it very clearly.”
He stood up and patted my shoulder. “You did a great job. Now get
some rest and let that foot of yours heal.”

He strode to the door and left the room, and
Sarah quickly followed. I could hear the murmur of their voices as
Sarah walked Jim to the front door.

 


 


 


Out of Sarah’s Past

 


I must have fallen
asleep sitting up, because the next thing I knew my eyes opened.
The light shining through the window had the quality of the
afternoon sun. Still groggy, it was hard to believe this morning I
had a cast put on my ankle and made a statement to the police. This
morning felt like days ago, and yesterday like the distant
past.

I looked across the room where Sarah leaned
against some pillows, scribbling in a notebook while she referenced
the textbook propped open beside her. Uncle Charley must have stock
in a pillow factory because I had so many with me, I didn’t see how
there were any left in the house. With her head bowed, Sarah
concentrated so hard on her studies she didn’t notice I was awake.
She wore an oversized collared shirt, which opened in the front to
reveal a tank top and shorts. I watched her for a moment as one
curly tendril escaped from where it had been tucked behind her ear
and brushed against her cheek.

She glanced over at me, smiled and put her
pen down. “Did you have a good rest?”

I shrugged. “I guess so.” At least I slept
better than I had last night. “I don’t think I’m quite as sore as I
was earlier.”

She closed her book and got up. “Is there
anything I can get for you?” Grabbing the empty water pitcher from
the top of the dresser, she crossed to the bedroom door. “A fresh
glass of ice water? Anything to eat?”

“Water’d be nice.” My mouth felt as if I’d
slept with a bunch of cotton in it. “I don’t need anything else,
now.” I guess the pain medication dried out my mouth.

Sarah nodded. “Be right back.”

While waiting for Sarah to return, I gazed
at the room we shared. A nice enough looking room, with the
matching bedspreads and flowered wallpaper pattern, but I would get
tired of looking at these four walls, and nothing else, very
quickly. I forgot to ask Dr. Andrews how long I had to stay in bed.
I’d go stir crazy if I had to stay in here for too long.

Sarah poured a fresh glass of ice water and
handed it to me. “Here you go.”

The first sip tasted like heaven. I couldn’t
get over how good water tasted. I usually liked a little flavor in
anything I drank. I drained the glass and Sarah gave me a refill. I
set the glass on the nightstand as she put the pitcher back on the
dresser.

Sarah sat in the chair next to my bed.
“Katie, honey.” She patted my hand. “I want you to know I
understand you have been through a terrible experience, and if you
ever need to talk, I am here for you.”

I shook my head. “I want to forget it ever
happened.” I closed my eyes. “Telling the whole thing to Jim was
bad enough.”

“I know, sweetie.”

I opened my eyes and looked at Sarah.

“The problem is by bottling it up inside of
you it’ll fester and get worse. So, when memories are starting to
bother you, I want you to share them, and get them out. Otherwise,
Harvey wins.”

“Okay.” I couldn’t let that lowlife worm
win. “I’m just not ready to talk everything out, now.”

Sarah nodded. “I understand. So, how’s this
for a change of topic?” She paused for a moment. “I notice you’ve
made friends with Tom Pike.”

I could feel a blush start to spread across
my face. “Yeah.” Sarah hit on the one topic I wanted to talk about
less than what happened yesterday. My answer barely came out in a
mumble. “We’re friends.” I wriggled my shoulders in discomfort. I
didn’t want to talk about this with family. How embarrassing.

“He called just as Jim arrived.”

Tom called? And she’s just now telling
me?

A mischievous grin crossed Sarah’s face.
“Don’t you want to know what he had to say?” One eyebrow
arched.

I could feel my face get even redder.
Shrugging to make it look like I didn’t care, I nodded. “I guess
so.”

Sarah started laughing.

My face felt so hot it was ready to
ignite.

“Oh, Katie. I’m sorry. It’s so funny
watching you try to be nonchalant about Tom.” She tried to get her
laughter under control. “I can tell you like him.” She shook her
head. “I don’t know how you managed to fall for someone so quickly.
You’ve only been here for a week.”

I started falling for him the day we met.
“Well, it just kind of happened.” My face started to cool. “He’s
been nice to me since I got here, and he’s one of the few friends I
have so far.”

“From what I know about him, Tom is a good
guy.” She finally stopped laughing. “He asked about how you were,
and wanted to let us know if you had to miss any school, he’d be
more than happy to bring your homework to you.”

Great. I rolled my eyes. Break your ankle
and you still had to do homework.

“You know it’s important to keep up with
your schoolwork.”

Just when I thought I had a built in reason
to take a break from school.

“You don’t want to get too far behind and
have to make it all up after you go back.”

True. Not that school was awful, but
honestly, some of the classes were not very exciting. Oh well, at
least I’d have something to do while not being able to move
around.

“Being on crutches will be enough to deal
with.”

“Don’t remind me. Something else not to look
forward to.” Actually, I didn’t have anything to look forward to. I
sighed.

“Oh, stop.” She grabbed one of the pillows
and fluffed it up. “Crutches won’t be that bad.”

Like she should talk, she still had the use
of both of her legs.

“I’m sure Tom will help you get to all your
classes.” She winked. “You won’t even have to ask him to help.” A
smirk crossed her face. “In fact, I’m sure he volunteered to bring
your class assignments to the house so he would have a chance to
see you every day.”

Maybe I did have something to look forward
to. Against my will, a small smile flitted across my face. “Do you
think he likes me, then?” The question came out before I could stop
it. I wanted to bite off my tongue.

Sarah’s smirk got bigger. “No doubt about
it. Did I tell you he called when we were worried you had run
off?”

I nodded.

“If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t have checked
to see if your bike was still at school, let alone call us to find
out whether you were all right.” Her face sobered. “Which leads me
to our next topic of conversation.”

She brushed the bangs out of her eyes. “I
know you like Tom and Tom likes you, but you’re fourteen.”

Okay, she covered what we had been talking
about. Nothing new there. “So?” My upper lip curled.

“Now, don’t start.” Sarah briefly frowned
and her eyes narrowed. “This is not easy for me.”

Like I should bend over backward to make
things easier for her? Give me a break.

“I’m happy you’ve already found such a good
friend. And I like Tom. I think he’s a good guy.”

Here it came. “But…?”

She sighed. “Yes, there is a but.
You’re only fourteen, and in this family it means you’re not old
enough to date.”

My heart skipped a beat. “So, what does that
mean?”

“Well, for starters, you’re not allowed to
go out with Tom unless other people are with you. You have to be in
a group.” She thought for a moment. “And group doesn’t mean double
dating either.”

Shoot. I thought I might have a loophole
there. Tom knew enough people to come up with another couple to
hang out with, who would sometimes give us a little space. My
thoughts must have shown on my face because Sarah started shaking
her head.

“Katie, a little advice.”

Meaning she’d give me an order disguised as
advice. Something all adults were guilty of, even my Daddy.

“Don’t refer to Tom as your boyfriend.”

“Why not?”

“Let me finish.” Her tone became sharp. “And
don’t try to figure out a way to date until you have
permission.”

Tom wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. She
said it herself, he’s a good guy and he cared about me. I turned my
head away from her gaze.

“Katie, I’m serious.”

Slowly turning my head back, I scowled. Why
were we having this conversation? Making my first friend should’ve
been a good thing, instead, I felt like she was making a federal
case out of it. Tom hadn’t even asked me out on a date yet.



“I’m telling you this from experience. Uncle
Charley won’t let you date until you’re sixteen.”

“What?” I almost shrieked. “But that’s so…
so…” I searched for the right word. “…anachronistic.” That was it.
Tom would be off to college by then.

She gave a wry smile. “Uncle Charley is very
old-fashioned and he doesn’t care whether the entire rest of the
world plays by different rules.”

“That’s not fair! Can’t he trust me?”

Sarah gave a short laugh and shook her head.
“Uncle Charley is more concerned with not being able to trust the
boy in question. Although, with you, he may be more cautious
because he might think you’re a little wild.” She paused. “Plus,
the boys are very protective. Mark especially.”

Unexpectedly, it hit me. Sarah spoke from
personal experience. Definitely a story there and I wanted to hear
it. I looked up at her and smiled. “So? Are you going to dish or
what?”

“It’s not anything, really.”

“Oh, come on. You’re still irritated,
so it has to be something.” I waited for a moment. “Come on. I let
you tease me about Tom. Don’t leave me hanging.”

“Well, all right.” She resettled herself in
the chair. “My freshman year in high school, just like you now, I
had a crush on Jim, but he didn’t know who I was.” She bit her lip
as her thoughts went back in time.



~ ~ ~ ~ ~



“Come on, McCabe. Quit holdin’ up the line.”

Startled, Sarah spun around to see who had
such a low, gravelly sounding voice. Rusty Hightower! It felt like
every time she turned around lately, Rusty was there.

“Get lost, Rusty.”

He stood with his arms crossed, tapping his
foot.

“I’ll be finished in a minute.” Sarah
motioned with her arm. “Or you could go ahead of me.”

He reached out and snatched her tray. “Here,
let me help you.” He grabbed a couple of sandwiches and some fruit
and strode up to the cashier. He glanced back at her. “Are you
comin’ or what?”

Feeling a bit idiotic standing in the middle
of the lunch line without a tray, Sarah slowly followed Rusty to a
table. The heels of his black biker boots rang out as he walked
with a swagger toward an empty table. She felt like half the people
at the lunch tables were staring at them.

Straddling the bench, he sat down. “If you
move any slower, lunch’ll be over ‘fore you get one bite.”

A spark ignited Sarah’s eyes and she stomped
to the table and yanked up her tray. “I’m not eating with a
jerk.”

Rusty reached out and grabbed her arm. “Now,
don’t be that way.” He let her go. “I paid for your lunch, the
least you could do is eat with me.” He tilted his head to one side.
“I promise I’ll behave.”

Sarah rolled her eyes in exasperation and
sat. “Oh, all right!”

Rusty gave her a crooked smile. “Now that’s
better. How come you’re in the lunch line anyway, McCabe? I thought
you always packed a gourmet lunch.”

Sarah snapped back. “It’s not gourmet! I
just didn’t have a chance to make our lunches today.” They had been
up way too late last night celebrating Uncle Teddy’s imminent
departure to the Ukraine with the Peace Corps, and she’d overslept.
Teddy was so excited to be going to the Ukraine to teach English as
a second language, and he stayed at Uncle Charley’s until
midnight.

Jim Baines walked past their table with his
lunch in hand and paused to look for a place to sit. Sarah couldn’t
help staring at him. The front of his blue collared polo shirt
clung to his body and hinted at the definition of his chest below.
The sunlight shining through the dirty cafeteria windows caught the
blonde highlights of his wavy, sandy-brown hair.

She kept hoping he would at least look in
her direction, but as he turned his head, he looked through her as
if she wasn’t there. Then he saw a couple of his buddies on the
other side of the room and went to join them. Sarah quietly
groaned.

“Come off it, McCabe, he doesn’t know you
exist, so you’re wasting your time.”

“Look, Hightower!” Sarah realized her voice
had risen and lowered it so no one else could hear. “Maybe you
could try calling me by my first name, every once in a while.”

He cocked his head to one side. “You know,
you’re kinda cute when you get mad.”

Sarah felt her face burning even brighter as
she blushed. She didn’t know what to say. Was he trying to say she
was cute, or was he teasing her again? “Thank you.” Before the
words were out of her mouth, she wished she could pull them
back.

“Now that’s more like it.” Rusty grinned and
his dark eyes glinted. “See, we can get along together. You just
need to relax a bit.”

As Sarah turned to face him, she realized
Rusty wasn’t a bad looking guy. He had handsome, chiseled features
stopping just short of being craggy, dark-brown hair, and a summer
tan that hadn’t yet faded. His brown eyes matched his hair, and
they had a somewhat soulful air about them. He noticed her checking
him out. She blushed again and dropped her eyes to stare at her
sandwich.

“So? What’s the verdict? Do I pass?”

Why did he always have to make fun of
her?

“You can look at me, Sarah.” Suddenly his
voice, low and gentle, had a tenderness to it. “It’s okay.”

Sarah slowly raised her head to look into
his eyes.

“That wasn’t so hard now, was it?” He
grabbed his sandwich and took a big bite. “If you don’t eat
somethin’, you’ll be hungry in class.” He stuffed the food into one
cheek, and had a big bulge on one side.

Sarah picked up her sandwich and took a
small bite. Better than she expected for cafeteria food. The
cafeteria always had such a distinctive smell, no one could mistake
it for anything else. She never considered the food could possibly
be decent. The smell of cooked cabbage lingered permanently in the
air, when cabbage hadn’t been served for a week.

She looked back at Rusty, as he opened a bag
of chips. The one word that came to mind when you looked at Rusty
was big. Tall, with broad shoulders, not overweight at all, he
simply gave the impression of being massive. His hands, which
dwarfed the sandwich he held, were huge. Dressed in a concert
T-shirt from some obscure rock band, he wore blue jeans, and had
his never-leave-home-without-it black leather jacket complete with
biker patches.

Sarah desperately searched for something to
say. Voices were rising and falling like waves on the sand. Trays
clattered to the tabletops and benches squeaked as people moved
from table to table. It felt like they were the only two eating in
silence and she felt awkward. Rusty on the other hand looked
completely at ease and ate his lunch with obvious enjoyment.

“What kind of motorcycle do you have?”

His eyes lit up as he licked a speck of
mustard from the corner of his mouth. “Not much for small talk, are
you McCabe? Shouldn’t you have started with the weather?”

Grabbing her tray, Sarah started to get
up.

“I’m sorry, Sarah. Please don’t go.”

She slowly sank back down. He did actually
sound sorry.

He cleared his throat. “I have a Harley Fat
Boy. It’s a great bike.” He looked away and crumpled his sandwich
wrapper. “Maybe you’d like to go for a ride with me sometime.” He
gave Sarah a sideways glance. “You don’t have to answer now. Just
think about it.”

She nodded. “How long…” The bell signaling
the end of lunch rang. Waves of relief coursed through Sarah. She
didn’t realize how tightly wound she had become trying to think of
things to say. She stood and picked up the remains of her lunch.
“Thanks for lunch, Rusty.”

He gave a short nod. “Anytime.” He gave a
half wave and turned to leave. “See you ‘round, McCabe.”

Sarah watched him cross the cafeteria. Had
Rusty asked her out? He hadn’t said anything directly, just offhand
and casual. Maybe he was afraid she’d say no. Thoughts still on
Rusty, Sarah slowly left the cafeteria in the opposite
direction.

“What were you doing with Rusty
Hightower?”

Sarah jumped. “Mark!” Her hand flew to her
chest. “I didn’t see you there.” Closing her eyes, she took a
moment to calm herself. “I think you just took a year off my
life.”

“Quit being so dramatic.” He glared at her.
“So, are you going to tell me what you were doing with Hightower,
or what?”

“What did it look like?” Disgusted, Sarah
brushed past Mark through the cafeteria door. “We were eating
lunch. What’s it to you anyway?”

Mark shoved his hands in his pockets as he
followed her. “You shouldn’t be hanging out with him.”

“You can’t tell me what to do or who to hang
out with.” Sarah’s eyes kindled with anger.

“I’m older than you.” Mark pointed his
forefinger at her. “And I know Rusty better than you do.”

“Well, cousin…” Sarah laid as much
stress on the word as she could. “…I don’t think it’s any of your
business. And if we don’t get moving, we’ll be late for class.”

The afternoon passed quickly and Sarah kept
noticing Rusty as she passed between classes. He caught her looking
once and made a big production of stopping to wave at her. As Sarah
tried to ignore him and pretend her face wasn’t on fire, Matt
passed and looked first at Rusty, then at her with a puzzled
expression on his face.

While the boys were out doing some of their
farm chores, Sarah puttered in the kitchen getting dinner ready.
Uncle Charley would be home in about half an hour and she wanted
dinner started so she could finish her homework.

Mark slammed the front door as he came into
the house. He glanced at her as he passed with an angry look on his
face, but didn’t say anything. He must still be mad at her for
something that wasn’t any of his business to start with. Sarah
slammed the oven door in irritation. She usually enjoyed being in
the kitchen. Her annoyance with Mark spoiled her satisfaction,
though.

Matt came through the door next. He pulled
off his work gloves and shoved them in his back pocket. His face
glistened with a light sheen of sweat which also darkened his
blonde roots. He walked into the kitchen and leaned up against the
fridge.

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Sarah?”

Still aggravated by Mark’s anger, she
answered more sharply than she meant to. “As long as you stay out
of my way while I’m getting things ready.”

He nodded. “About Rusty Hightower…”

“Not you too!” Whipping around, she pointed
the potholder at him. “What did Mark tell you?”

Matt looked confused. “Mark didn’t say
anything, why?”

Great! Now she’d have to explain the whole
lunchtime thing.

As she hesitated, Matt gave a shake of his
head. “Never mind. I just wanted to let you know Rusty isn’t
exactly the best guy and you should be careful.” He gave another
shrug. “That’s all.”

“I can take care of myself, Matt.” Inwardly
Sarah winced. She didn’t mean to sound so witchy.

“Hey.” Matt held up his hands in surrender.
“I’m trying to keep you from getting hurt. I’ve known Rusty a long
time, and he’s a troublemaker, plain and simple.” He lowered his
hands and shoved one in his front pocket. “His older brothers have
both been in trouble with the police, and from what I hear Rusty
should’ve been taken in too.”

“Even so, what difference does that make?”
Sarah pulled the dinner dishes out of the cupboard and started
putting them on the table. “You’re acting like Rusty and I are
somehow involved.” She turned toward Matt and shook her
head. “We’ve seen each other passing between classes a few times
and I ate lunch with him today. Not exactly a red-hot relationship.
Should I spit on him when he says hi?”

She pushed angrily past Matt to get the
silverware. Pulling the knives out of the drawer she turned to face
Matt again and shook the knives at him. “There’s nothing going on
between us. Period.” Her jaw thrust forward. “Satisfied?”

Sidestepping the knife points, he nodded as
he clapped his hand on her shoulder. His deep blue eyes gazed into
hers with concern. “Just be careful.”

 


 


 


Overprotective Cousins

 


I leaned forward
with my mouth hanging slightly open. “Oooh, you liked the bad
boys.” A big grin spread across my face. “What other secrets have
you been keeping from me?”

Sarah shook her finger at me. “Do you want
to hear this or not?”

I quickly nodded.

“Well, believe it or not, Rusty had a way of
making me feel special, even though he teased me all the time.”
Sarah’s face took on a dreamy expression as she thought about the
past. “He was sweet, but I think I’m the only one he showed that
side of himself to.” She smoothed the tails of her overshirt. “He
started walking me to all my classes and insisted on carrying my
books, and we started eating lunch together every day out in the
quad.”

A smile stole across my face. It sounded a
lot like Tom and me. I liked knowing he was around. And I had
someone to spend breaks and lunch with.



~ ~ ~ ~ ~



“So, what did chef McCabe bring today? Cordon bleu? Or did you
finally bring something the common man would eat?”

Though he wore sunglasses, Sarah could tell
Rusty’s eyes would have that familiar mocking expression to them.
“It’s a simple Cobb salad and an apple.” She rolled her eyes
heavenward. “I don’t know why you insist I bring a gourmet lunch. I
bring a sack lunch like everyone else.”

Rusty shook his head. “McCabe, you don’t
bring a sack lunch like anyone else I’ve ever known. If you were to
look in most lunch bags here, do you know what you’d find?” He
pulled a sandwich out of his bag. “Bologna. And if you’re lucky it
might have a little mustard. Or maybe a P-B-J, or tuna fish.” He
wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Something thrown between two pieces
of dry, more than day-old bread, pretending to be lunch.”

Embarrassed, she gave a half shrug. “I don’t
think of my lunches as anything special.”

“I’ve been watching what Matt and Mark have
been eating for a couple of years now, and let me tell you, I’d
trade with them any day of the week. When they bring a sandwich,
you can smell the fresh home-baked bread.” He took a bite out of
his sandwich and made a face. “When they told me their younger
cousin made their lunches every day, I couldn’t believe it.”

Sarah squinted into the weak sunshine
peeking through the clouds. “I don’t know what to say. I like to
cook.” She glanced at his sunglasses. She wondered why Rusty always
wore them, even when the day wasn’t very bright, like today. “It’s
part of my contribution to our family. Matt and Mark have their
jobs to do, this is one of mine.”

Rusty grabbed his lunch bag again and put
his face into the opening, pretending to look deep inside. “Wait a
sec. I do have something different in here.” He pulled out a yellow
thorn-less rose and handed it to her. “Something to brighten your
day, the way you brighten mine.”

“Oh, Rusty. How sweet.” Sarah couldn’t
believe he actually brought her a rose. “And so thoughtful.”

“Shhh.” Rusty leaned in close and spoke in a
whisper. “You’re going to ruin my bad reputation.” He flipped his
dark-brown hair back. “So, how about I take you home from school
today?”

Sarah felt a flutter in her chest. “That’s
so nice of you, but I have to go to the library this afternoon to
do some research for a paper.” The first time he asked to spend
time with her after school, and she had to turn him down.

“How about I take you to the library and
when you’re ready, I’ll take you home.” He wiggled his eyebrows at
her. “So what do you think?”

“I…I don’t know what to say?” Sarah
stammered a little because she felt so flustered.

“Just say, yes.” He clasped his hands
together like he was praying. “Pleeeasssse?”

Sarah laughed. “All right, then. Yes.”

Rusty clenched his fist and pulled his arm
back sharply. “Yes! You made my day, McCabe.”

Sarah pushed him on the shoulder. “Quit
clowning around.”

He exaggerated a frown. “I’m sorry. Can’t a
guy be happy ‘cause his girl said yes?”

Sarah’s heart skipped a beat. He called her
his girl. A warm feeling started to spread throughout her body and
she couldn’t keep from smiling.

“And who can blame me? The most gorgeous
girl on campus just said I could spend some time with her.”

“Stop, Rusty. You’re going to make me
blush.”

“Hate to break it to you McCabe, but I
already did.” He grinned and stood. “Come on, I’ll walk you to your
next class.”

He grabbed her books and held his hand out
to help her up. They passed Jim Baines as they walked toward class
and Sarah didn’t give him a second thought. She held her rose and
enjoyed the feel of Rusty’s strong arm at her waist as they walked
along.

Classes flew by and before she knew it, the
final bell rang, and Sarah was ready to go to the library. As she
walked outside the building of her last class she saw Rusty sitting
on the wall of the planter, kicking his heels against it waiting
for her. When he saw her, he jumped up.

“’Bout time, McCabe. You ready for the
library?”

Sarah nodded and noticed he had a helmet in
his hands. “That’s not your helmet.”

“Have you been checkin’ out my stuff?” He
grinned and shook his head. “I brought it for you. I can’t take you
on the bike unless you have a helmet on.”

“We’re going on your bike?” Sarah’s voice
rose in surprise.

Rusty nodded. “With the library being all
the way across town, I figured it’d be the fastest way to get
there. And I don’t want to get stopped by the cops ‘cause you’re
not wearin’ a helmet.” Rusty flipped his sunglasses up. “’Sides, I
promised you a bike ride a while ago, ‘member?”

Sarah’s eyes shone as she nodded. “Let me
get the books I have to take home then I’m ready to go.”

When she had the books, Rusty grabbed her
backpack and took off toward the parking lot. Sarah had to take a
step and a half to Rusty’s one to keep up with his long stride. The
bike gleamed as the sunlight bounced off the chrome.

Rusty looked at his bike with pride. “Well,
what do you think?”

“What a beauty. It’s such a pretty blue.”
Sarah started to put the helmet on.

“Aw c’mon, McCabe, don’t girl up my bike!”
He reached over and fixed her straps so the helmet was securely on.
He used a high pitched tone to mimic her. “It’s such a pretty
blue.” A look of disgust crossed his face. “It’s a Harley for
cryin’ out loud. They’re not supposed to look pretty, they’re
supposed to look mean.” He grunted. “Hoo-ah!”

The helmet wiggled a bit as she shook her
head. “Oh, get over yourself already, Hightower.”

She gave a little squeak when he grabbed her
by the waist. He lifted her like she didn’t weigh more than a sack
of potatoes, and set her on the top seat. Sarah could see his bicep
flex through the sleeve of his leather jacket, and bemused, she
wondered how it would feel to have his arms wrapped around her.

He straddled the bike and turned back to
look at her. “Hold on tight. I don’t want you fallin’ off.”

Sarah felt a thrill of excitement when he
started the bike and revved it. Soon they whizzed along the street.
With the exhilaration of the wind in her face, Sarah could feel a
laugh bubbling up inside her. Hands tightly clasped around Rusty’s
waist, her hair flew out behind the helmet like a flag whipping in
the wind. Sarah was disappointed when they arrived at the library
because she didn’t want the ride to end. Rusty couldn’t help
showing off by zooming around the parking lot before finally
halting the bike close to the library entrance.

He hopped off and lifted Sarah down. “So
what did you think?” He took his helmet off and hung it on the
handlebar.

“Fantastic.” She pulled her helmet off and
hung it next to his. “What a rush.” Smoothing her hair, she’d worry
about trying to get the knots out later. “Thanks.”

Rusty’s eyes twinkled. “No probs, McCabe.
Now, let’s go get this research thing done.” He turned toward the
library.

“You’re going with me?” She somehow didn’t
associate Rusty with libraries.

“Why not? How else am I supposed to know
when you’re done?” He reached out, put his arms around her
shoulders, and gently pulled her forward. “I promised I’d take you
home.”

As they climbed the steps of the library,
Rusty’s hand dropped to the small of her back, and Sarah felt the
slight pressure as he guided her up the steps. After gathering all
the books necessary to do her paper, they picked a table and Sarah
pulled a pack of note cards out of her backpack. Rusty straddled a
chair on the opposite side of the table and folded his arms on the
desktop. She laid the rose on the table between them.

As she worked, Sarah glanced up from time to
time. Every time she looked at him, Rusty smiled as he watched her
with a tender expression on his face. Finally, she did some neck
rolls to stretch the kinks out and decided it was time for a little
break.

“What’re you thinking about Rusty?”

He propped his head in his hand as he
continued to gaze at her. “I’m tryin’ to figure out how I got to be
so lucky.”

“What do you mean?”

“Of all the guys at school you could spend
time with, you’re with me, the guy most people think is a total
screw up.”

As Sarah started to open her mouth, he held
up his hand. “Let me finish.” The chair creaked loudly as he
shifted his weight. “You’ve never held any of my past against me.
It’s like you expect me to be a decent, caring guy, so with you I
am. I can’t explain it.” He reached across the table and took her
hand. “I really like you, Sarah. And somehow, by liking you, I’m a
better person.”

“I like you too, Rusty.” A blush slowly
crept up Sarah’s throat.

“See? It’s things like that.” He smiled.
“When something touches your heart, you blush.” With his free hand,
he gently touched her cheek. “You don’t judge me, and I know you
won’t ridicule me for showing a softer side. Everyone else expects
me to be the bully.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
Mark’s loud voice cut through the library, jarring the whispered
silence.

Sarah jumped and pulled her hand back.

“This seat taken?” Mark spun a chair around
backward and sat. The vein along his jaw pulsed.

Sarah whispered forcefully because several
of the library patrons looked in their direction. “Keep your voice
down or we’ll get thrown out.” Continuing to whisper, she made the
words as flat and devoid of emotion as she could. “What’re you
doing here, Mark?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” Still
exuding anger, Mark lowered his voice.

Sarah pointed to the stack of books. “I’m
doing a research paper.”

“Sure didn’t look like you were doing much
research when I came up.” Mark’s words dripped with contempt.

“For crying out loud! I just took a break.”
Sarah quickly lost her patience. “And it’s none of your business.”
She practically spat the words at him.

Mark ignored Sarah. “And what are you
doing in a library, Hightower?” His hands curled into fists.

Rusty glanced in Mark’s direction out of the
corner of his eyes. “Last time I checked, this was a public
library, and I have as much right to be here as you do.” He kept
his tone even and his voice low.

Proud of Rusty for not reaching out and
swatting Mark to the ground, Sarah flashed him a quick look of
support. She wouldn’t have blamed Rusty for taking a swing at Mark.
She wanted to herself.

“Look, Mark. I have to finish up so I can
get home and get our dinner ready.” She grabbed a book and cracked
it open. “Break time is over, so you can leave now.” She gave him a
pointed glare.

Mark slowly stood and deliberately put the
chair back. “I’ll see you at home.”

Sarah knew he’d have a lot more to say once
she got home, but she didn’t care. She had a few words for Mark
herself. Glancing up at Rusty, she reached out and patted his hand.
“I’m so sorry, Rusty. My cousin is a little out of control.”

Rusty shook his head. “You don’t have
anything to be sorry for.” He waited patiently for her to finish,
but the earlier mood had been broken.

Mark’s interruption had sucked the fun out
of the afternoon and the trip from the library to home wasn’t as
exciting as the earlier ride had been. For the first time since
moving in with Uncle Charley, she didn’t want to go home.

A little distant, and not saying a word,
Rusty navigated the motorcycle through the streets at an almost
pedestrian pace. Upset because her own cousin had pigeon-holed
Rusty as a bad guy without getting to know him, Sarah didn’t know
how to make things better with Rusty. Once they pulled up to the
house, Rusty lifted her off the bike.

Sarah took off the helmet and handed it to
him. “Thanks again for the ride, Rusty.”

He mustered a halfhearted smile. “My
pleasure, McCabe. See you ‘round school.” He revved the bike and
pulled a brief wheelie as he sped away from the house.

Sarah stared after him until the night
swallowed him. Saddened by his departure, she thought she should’ve
been able to say something, or do something to smooth things over.
Rusty looked so depressed after Mark left and she didn’t know what
to do or say to get him to tell her what was wrong. Other than Mark
being a jerk.

When she opened the door, Mark stood in the
living room, obviously waiting for her. “Don’t even start, Mark!
I’ve got too much to do, and I’m not talking to you.” She brushed
past him to put her things away in her bedroom. She grabbed a comb
and raked through her hair trying to get the knots out. Next time
she rode with Rusty on the bike, she’d make sure she braided her
hair first.

Tilting her head to one side as she combed
the tangles out, Sarah saw Mark glaring at her from the hall. In
two strides, she reached the door. “You have no right to judge
Rusty and me. You’re not in charge of me.” She slammed the door on
him. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

“I thought you weren’t talking to me.” Mark
yelled through the closed door and banged on it with both
fists.

Uncle Charley came home, and Sarah put
dinner on the table. Mark didn’t say anything during dinner, but
kept shooting surly looks at her. After dinner dishes were done,
Sarah sat down in her usual chair.

Uncle Charley looked at each of them in
turn. “The tension in this house is so thick I could cut it with a
knife. What on earth is going on?” As everyone started to talk at
once, Uncle Charley held up both hands. “Hold on. One at a
time.”

Sarah looked at Mark who glared back at
her.

“Mark, you look like you have something on
your mind. So let’s hear it.”

“Sarah’s going out with Rusty Hightower.”
Mark spat the words out and started pacing.

Sarah couldn’t believe he blurted it out
that way.

Uncle Charley looked intently at her.
“Sarah? You know you’re not to date until you’re sixteen. So what’s
going on?”

Sarah tried to calm herself. “I’m not
dating, Uncle Charley.” She looked at Mark with daggers in her
eyes. “Rusty and I are friends and he has been walking me to
classes and we’ve had a few lunches together.” She ignored Mark’s
snort of disgust. “And today, he took me to the library so I could
have more time to work on my research project.”

Uncle Charley nodded. “All right. Next time
you have to use the library, have Matt take you.”

“But Uncle Charley…”

“Sarah!” His tone was stern. “There’s a
liability issue, and I don’t want you riding in a car with anyone
under eighteen, except for family.”

Chastened, Sarah hung her head. “Yes, Uncle
Charley.”

Mark stopped pacing. “Aren’t you going to
tell her she can’t see Rusty anymore?”

Uncle Charley rubbed his jaw. “Well, Mark, I
trust Sarah has told me the truth, and I don’t see anything wrong
with having a boy walk her to classes or for her to have lunch with
him.”

“But Dad! Rusty Hightower is scum!”

“No he isn’t!” Sarah shrieked at Mark.

“Enough.” Uncle Charley looked at Matt.
“Well, son? Do you have anything to add?”

Matt tugged on his earlobe. “Well, Rusty
doesn’t have the best reputation.”

Sarah’s heart sank.

“And I think she should be careful. But so
far, he’s treated her with respect.”

She cut a look at Matt.

“I’ve been watching out for you.”

Her jaw dropped.

“Exactly what I would expect, Matt.” Uncle
Charley gave him a brief smile. “So, just to make sure we are
clear.” He pointed at Mark. “You are not to interfere with Sarah
and Rusty during school. If he is walking her to classes or eating
lunch with her, you leave them alone.”

Mark scowled.

“And you…” Uncle Charley pointed at Sarah.
“…are not to go on any dates with Rusty. Any time spent with him
away from school needs my permission first, and I’ll need to know
the names of everyone who will be there.” He lowered his hand. “And
if you need to do any research at the library, you will tell Matt
and he will drive you there and home.” He looked at each of them in
turn. “Any questions?”

No one said anything.

“Good. Now finish any homework you have and
call it a night.”

The next morning dawned cloudy and a little
gloomy. Sarah hurried out of the house so she didn’t have to see
Mark. She still hadn’t forgiven him.

She waited for Rusty at the planter wall
where they usually met before he walked her to her first class, but
he never showed. Leaving it until the last possible moment, Sarah
had to run to get to her first class in time. Maybe Rusty didn’t
come to school today. She hadn’t seen his motorcycle when she’d
arrived.

During first break, she walked out toward
the parking lot and scanned the cars. The motorcycle was there.
Although it looked darker blue with the cloud cover, she recognized
his Harley. Her heart fell to the pit of her stomach.

Classes dragged by until lunchtime. With
each passing moment, Sarah became more determined to find Rusty. He
was avoiding her and she was going to find out why, even if it
meant discovering he didn’t like her anymore.

She spent most of the lunch hour looking for
him and finally tracked him down behind the gym, puffing on a
cigarette. When he saw her, he quickly threw the cigarette down and
crushed the butt with the toe of his boot. He shoved his hands in
the pockets of his leather jacket and leaned up against the wall of
the gym.

“So, what brings you out here to loser
territory, McCabe?”

Sarah decided to match his aggressive tone.
“Looking for you, Hightower.” She cocked her head to one side and
looked up at him. “So what gives?”

He shrugged and looked away. “Whadda ya
mean?”

She reached out and touched his arm. “I want
to know why you’re avoiding me.”

He glanced down at her and swallowed hard.
“I’m not.”

“Rusty! Don’t lie to me.”

His face turned red at her accusation.

“You’ve been walking me to every class for
the past two weeks and all of a sudden I can’t find you unless I
hunt you down? If that’s not avoidance, I don’t know what is.” She
paused for a moment. “I think I deserve an explanation.”

“Sarah…” The class bell rang. “Crap!” The
word exploded out of his mouth and he kicked the gym wall. “We’ll
have to talk about this later. You need to go.”

“Will you meet me after my last class?”

He nodded.

Sarah could hardly wait for classes to be
finished. Rusty looked miserable earlier and she feared she caused
his pain. When the bell finally rang signaling the end of her last
class, she hurried out of the building. Rusty sat on the planter
wall, as he’d promised.

He looked up as she approached. “Hey.”

“Thanks for showing, Rusty.” Sarah sat next
to him. “Now, what’s going on?”

He looked down at his feet for a couple of
moments before speaking. “Yesterday at the library, I realized how
impossible this is.” Quiet and devoid of his usual mocking tone,
Sarah had to strain to hear him. “Even though I am a better person
when I’m with you, no one else sees that, or will let me be that
better person.” He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “I could
see it in your cousin’s face. He was trying to protect you from
me.”

Sarah laid her hand on his arm. “Rusty, I
don’t need to be protected from you.”

He turned his head to the side to flash her
a rueful smile before staring back down at his feet. “He did the
right thing to try and protect you, Sarah. I’ve done a lot of
things I’m not proud of, and I guess I was foolin’ myself that I
could ever have a relationship with a girl like you.”

Tears filled Sarah’s eyes. She could feel
his pain and it went straight through her heart. “Rusty, why are
you giving up on yourself? I haven’t.”

He turned his head again to look at her and
tears pricked his eyes, ready to spill over. “You don’t
understand.” He threw his head back and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “Your cousins had a little chat with me in the parking lot
this morning and told me to back off and leave you alone.”

For the first time, he looked straight into
her face.

“Don’t you see? Your family doesn’t want me
to have anything to do with you.” He shook his head. “You’re so
much better than I deserve, this wouldn’t work anyway, so I might
as well call it quits now.”

Stunned, Sarah couldn’t move for a moment.
Then she abruptly stood. “They had no right to say anything to
you!” She grabbed her backpack. “This is not up to them. I can see
whoever I want to.” She gently touched Rusty’s face. “I want to
talk to you tomorrow, so don’t try hiding from me. I have to go
now.”

Sarah ran all the way home, getting angrier
with every step. She burst through the front door. “Matt! Mark!”
Yelling as she went through the whole house looking for them, Sarah
felt angrier than she had ever been in her life. She threw her
backpack like a shot put across the living room, where it landed on
the couch, then tore out toward the barn. Matt walked from the
direction of the chicken coop and Mark was coming out of the
barn.

“Arghh!” Sarah screamed. She couldn’t speak,
she was so mad. Reaching Matt first, she slapped him soundly across
the cheek. She turned and caught Mark across the face. “You had no
right!”

She pulled her hand back to strike out again
and Matt caught her arm.

“Let me go!”

“Not if you’re going to hit us again. What
has gotten into you?”

She yanked her arm from his grasp. “You had
no right to say anything to Rusty. Uncle Charley told you to butt
out.” Sarah heard the shriek in her voice, but she couldn’t help
herself.

“Now, hold on.”

“No, you hold on. I’m telling you one last
time. Butt – out – of – my – life.”

Her eyes narrowed and she slapped them each
again. With tears welling up in her eyes, she tore back toward the
house. Mark caught up and grabbed her arm. She swung around to face
him.

“We’re trying to protect you from scumbags,
like Rusty. You’re a stupid innocent girl who can’t tell a good guy
from a bad one.” Mark glared at her. “If you want us to butt out, I
guess you’ll learn how badly you can get burned when you play with
fire.”

Sarah started to sob. “Just leave me
alone!”

“With pleasure.” Mark shook his head with
disgust and walked away.

 


 


 


Whiskey Kisses

 


“How could they?”
The thought that the boys could do such a thing staggered me. What
if they did the same thing to me? I didn’t know if I’d survive the
humiliation of it all. I never would have guessed they had this big
rift in their past. Sarah got along so well with Matt and Mark
now.

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. They’re
overprotective.” Sarah leaned forward as if to tell me a secret.
“The worst hadn’t happened. At least in the school parking lot they
were just talking to him.” She sat back in her chair and folded her
arms across her chest.

That was bad enough. “They did worse? So go
on.” I didn’t want her to stop her story now.

Sarah sighed. “Well, the boys were right, in
one way. Rusty had a bad past. He showed me a side of himself
different than the persona he put on for everyone else. He thought
I deserved better, and he believed he couldn’t have a relationship
with me because of our differences.”

She paused for a moment as if to marshal her
thoughts.



~ ~ ~ ~ ~



Sarah could hardly wait for classes to be over. She saw Rusty first
thing in the morning, but he didn’t want to talk and said he’d see
her after school. She knew she’d have a lot of catching up to do
over the weekend with her schoolwork because she kept thinking
about Rusty instead of listening to her teachers.

When she got out of her last class, she saw
Rusty pacing back and forth in front of the planter. As soon as he
saw her, he took her backpack and grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’m going to walk you home and we can talk
on the way.”

Sarah hesitated because she remembered she
wasn’t supposed to go anywhere with Rusty on her own. Suddenly, she
didn’t care. Still angry with the boys for interfering in her life,
Sarah decided Rusty could walk her home if he wanted.

“I want to get out of here.” Rusty strode
off like a man on a mission and Sarah had difficulty keeping
up.

After practically running beside him, Sarah
stopped. “Rusty, my legs aren’t as long as yours, could you slow
down a bit?”

He looked down at her. “Sorry.” Slowing his
pace, he bit his bottom lip and glanced at her again. “I really
like you, Sarah.”

“And I like you, Rusty.” Sarah didn’t know
where he was going with this. He seemed different. Tense and
something else Sarah couldn’t define.

“You’ve gotta lot of spunk and fire, and I
like that.” He slipped his arm around her waist. “And you’re a good
person.”

Sarah became ultra conscious of his arm as
it molded to her waist. A little thrill went through her as they
walked down the path.

As they reached the copse along the side of
the road, Rusty paused for a moment. “Can we stop and talk?”

Sarah shrugged. “Sure.”

He took her hand again and led her into the
woods. They hadn’t gone very far when he stopped and leaned against
a tree. He put her backpack down, grabbed her other hand and pulled
her in close. As he exhaled, a vaguely familiar sweet-and-sour odor
carried to her on his breath.

As Rusty gazed down at her, Sarah noticed
how he clenched his jaw. His jaw muscle pulsed up and down as if he
tried to keep some strong emotion back. His eyes would dart away
then focus back on her face.

He brought her in closer, he dropped her
hands and his arms encircled her waist. Sarah felt a flutter in her
chest. Was she about to have her first kiss? Maybe he wanted to
kiss her and didn’t know how to lead up to it. Could that be why
Rusty seemed so different?

Sarah looked up at Rusty’s face. He gave her
his crooked little grin. “Has anyone told you that you’re
beautiful, McCabe?” He leaned his face down to hers and kissed her
cheek.

Sarah could feel herself blushing. He held
her even tighter. “You are so beautiful, I just can’t help
myself.”

The next kiss landed on her mouth. And that
kiss became the next, which melted into the next. Sarah lost track.
The next thing she knew his tongue darted into her mouth. What a
strange sensation. Not unpleasant. She guessed this must be ‘French
kissing’.

As she responded to Rusty’s kisses, he began
to kiss her with a different intensity. No longer gentle or
tentative, the kisses became impassioned and Rusty’s hands started
moving around. Alarm bells went off in Sarah’s head. She didn’t
want to move this fast. His fingers brushed across her breast.

“Rusty, no.” Her voice muffled, she tried to
push against his chest to give herself a little more room, but he
had her in such a tight grip, she couldn’t move.

In a flash, the memory of the time Bobby
Gunderson came into the store burst into Sarah’s consciousness. He
walked unsteadily and backed her into one of the shelves. She
remembered the revulsion that swept through her when he called her
a pretty little girl and the relief when her Daddy came and grabbed
him by the arm and took him to the front of the store. Later she
heard Daddy telling Mamma, Bobby’d had a bit too much whiskey.
Rusty’s breath smelled the same as Bobby’s had all those years
ago.

“Rusty!” She struggled to pull back from
him.

He pulled his head back for a moment.
“What’s the matter?” He let go and ran his hands through her hair.
“You liked it a minute ago.” He stroked her cheek. “I just want to
kiss you. I’ll behave and keep my hands to myself. Okay?”

As she gazed into his eyes, Sarah couldn’t
help herself. She nodded. He pulled her close and leaned in kissing
her again. After a few moments the tension which had built up in
Sarah drained away because Rusty kept his word. He cupped her face
with his palm. Then his hand slid down the side of her neck and
came to a rest. As his hand relaxed, his fingers slipped inside the
neck of her blouse and trailed down her back.

Sarah turned her face away from his, and
twisted in his grip. “Rusty, I said no!”

As she pulled away from him, his hand caught
in her shirt and she heard the fabric of her blouse rip and buttons
popped off. Appalled, she turned to look at him.

Rusty’s expression changed to one of horror.
“Sarah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Too late she realized he’d kept his promise,
his hands were just so big. She’d overreacted.

Sarah heard twigs cracking and her head
whipped toward the road. Matt and Mark came crashing through the
brush. “She told you no, Hightower.” Matt grabbed Rusty’s arm and
bent it behind his back.

Sarah had never seen him so furious. She
gathered the front of her blouse to close up the gap caused by the
missing buttons. “Wait! You don’t understand.”

“Sarah, get on home.” Matt barked out the
order.

“But Rusty didn’t…”

“Now!”

As Sarah turned to go, her eyes met
Mark’s.

“Don’t worry, Sarah. We’re going to teach
Rusty here a few manners. He’ll know how to treat a lady in the
future.” He tossed his head in the direction of home. “Now
get.”

As Sarah slowly walked back toward the road,
she could hear Matt talking to Rusty and Mark chiming in, but Rusty
mumbled in response. Why didn’t he tell them what happened? It was
as much her fault that her blouse got ripped as Rusty’s.

The sound of talking stopped and she could
hear the thud of a fist hitting a body and the resulting grunt.
Horrified, she stopped. Again she heard the thud followed by the
grunt. Turning around, she swiftly covered the distance back to the
clearing. The boys’ backs were to her, so they didn’t see her
return. Rusty looked straight into her eyes. As she took a step
forward, he shook his head.

He didn’t want her to intervene. How could
she stand idly by? Just then Mark connected with Rusty’s face and
his head snapped back and hit the tree. He didn’t fight back. When
his head came forward, she saw blood run from his forehead and drip
off his chin.

Sickened, Sarah turned away and her eyes
flooded with tears. She ran home, sobbing the whole way. As soon as
she stormed into the house, she tore off her blouse and threw it
away. She’d never be able to wear it again. The memories would be
too strong.

She ran into the bathroom and started the
shower. Standing under the hot cascading water, she didn’t move
until the sobbing stopped. She’d never seen anything so horrible in
her life. She thought she would carry the picture of Rusty’s
bloodied face with her for all eternity. How would she be able to
face him at school? He probably hated her now.

After the spasm of tears abated, she turned
off the water and stepped out of the shower. She couldn’t blame
Matt and Mark for their response because they obviously heard her
telling Rusty to stop, and when they crashed into the clearing her
blouse was ripped. It must have looked awful.

She changed and dried her hair. The boys
were in the living room waiting for her when she came out.

“Are you all right, Sarah?” Matt held out
his arms.

She ran straight into them and he hugged her
tight. “I’ve had better days.” The tears welled up in her eyes
again.

Matt stroked her hair. “Things’ll be all
right now.”

She pulled away from him. All of a sudden,
she didn’t feel comfortable with his hands on her.

“Rusty’ll never bother you again.” Mark
started patting her on the back.

Sarah flinched and took a step away. The
memory of Rusty’s bloody face flashed before her. “It wasn’t all
Rusty’s fault.” Sarah had to try and make them understand.

Matt looked into her eyes. “We don’t have
time to get into this now. Dad’ll be home any minute.”

Panic tore through Sarah’s heart. “What’re
you going to tell him?”

Mark reached out and wiped the tears from
her face. “We handled the situation, so there’s nothing to
say.”

“Really?”

Matt nodded.

Sarah felt weak with relief. She didn’t want
Uncle Charley to find out what happened because then he might think
he had to get involved, and the situation was already too messed
up. And he’d be disappointed in her. She’d never directly disobeyed
him before.

Uncle Charley had to know something
happened, because no one had anything to say during dinner. Sarah’s
eyes looked like puffballs from all the crying she’d done. But he
didn’t ask.

Dreading school the next morning, Sarah
slowly dressed and left at the last possible moment to get to
school on time. She saw Rusty across the campus and she could tell
he had some raw patches on his face and a black eye. Her stomach
twisted with guilt. She didn’t get a chance to talk to him because
by lunchtime a rumor spread that he’d been expelled.

She tracked Mark down. “What happened?”

Mark knew right away what she meant. “I
heard he came to school drunk and started playing with a knife in
his first period class. He spread his hand out on the desk and was
driving the knife between his fingers. He started slow then kept
getting faster and faster.”

Stunned, Sarah held her breath as Mark
continued.

“When the teacher asked for the knife, he
laughed and threw it up to the front of the room where it stuck in
the wall.”

Sarah sat down and buried her face in her
hands. She knew he had done that on purpose to get tossed out. She
hoped he wouldn’t be facing any charges.

It was her fault.



~ ~ ~ ~ ~



“Wow! I can’t believe you went through all of that.”

Sarah gazed straight into my eyes. “Katie,
that’s not where things ended.”

How much more could there be?

Sarah opened a dresser drawer and took out a
piece of paper, worn with age and nearly falling apart at the
creases. “A couple of months after Rusty got expelled I found this
in my locker.”

She handed me the piece of paper. I looked
up to make sure it was okay for me to read it. She nodded and I
carefully unfolded the yellowing paper.



Dear Sarah,

 


Don’t ask me how I managed to get this into
your locker when I’ve been banned from the campus. Some things you
just don’t want to know. I had to get this note to you to explain
what happened because I don’t want you blaming yourself, and I know
you, McCabe. You will.

On top of everything going on with you, my
brothers were pressuring me to be their wheel man on a knockoff
they were planning. Before spending time with you, I’d have done it
– no questions asked. So, take the credit for keeping me from
making that particular mistake. If I’d done what they asked, I’d
have ended up in jail. Maybe not immediately, but one day soon.
When I told my brothers no, they didn’t take it well, and I had to
leave home.

I want you to know I never meant to hurt
you. I care for you as much as I have ever cared for anyone in my
life. You treated me better than anyone else ever has, and better
than I deserved. You believed in me when I couldn’t believe in
myself.

I meant to break things off with you and
tell you I couldn’t see you anymore. Every time I looked into your
eyes, I couldn’t find the words. I didn’t want to break up with
you, but I had to get you to understand how different we are and
how things wouldn’t work out between us.

I had a couple shots of whiskey to help
build up courage for what I had to do, but you were so beautiful I
couldn’t help myself. I just wanted to kiss you. I lost the battle
with self-control and couldn’t get the words out I meant to say.
I’m sorry I pressured you. I have no defense except to say that you
are too beautiful for your own good. The whiskey didn’t help
either.

Don’t blame your cousins. They did the right
thing. If you were my cousin and I had to look after you, I’d have
beaten me up for having the nerve to look at you. And you have to
admit, when they came on us in the clearing, things did look bad.
You won’t convince them I’m not a bad guy, so don’t waste your
time. I am a bad guy, but somehow not with you. I did deliberately
get myself kicked out (I knew you’d know) because the situation was
a dead end and I would never convince you otherwise.

I’ve joined the marines and will be off to
basic next week. I am doing this to become the person I was with
you. I learned I need to respect myself and you are the one who
taught me that. Maybe one day, when I have become the person you
believed me to be, I can come back and see you some time. I’m sure
you’ll be married and raising some hellish brood by then.

Quit bawling, McCabe. You lose some of your
cuteness with puffy eyes. Don’t disappoint me. Stay the same
trusting person who brings out the best in people, even when they
don’t want you to. You will always be the most beautiful girl I
have ever known.

 


Rusty



The tears were streaming down my face by the time I reached the
end. “Did you ever hear from him again?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. I will one
day, I’m sure.” She jerked her head toward the books on her bed.
“That’s the reason I decided to become a juvenile social worker.
Rusty had as big an impact on me, as I hope I had on him.”

“Did you ever tell Matt and Mark about
this?” I held up the paper.

“No. They would have seen it as some sort of
devious ploy.” She gave a short laugh. “I didn’t mean to tell you
the whole story either. But once I got started, I couldn’t
stop.”

I shook my head. “I still can’t believe you
had to go through all of that.”

“Oh, things didn’t stop there for me.” Sarah
frowned in remembrance. “Because the story spread and grew of how
Matt and Mark beat up a guy who wanted to date me, no one wanted to
take the chance.”

“Oh.” That would be a bit of a problem.

“Any time I became interested in someone,
Mark always wanted to have a little chat with him to make sure he
treated me with the utmost respect. Even Jim.”

My jaw dropped. “Even Jim? How did Jim
convince Mark he was okay?”

Sarah grinned. “When Mark started in with
his spiel about how I was to be treated with the respect he would
show his mother, Jim looked at him and told him of course, every
woman deserves to be treated like a princess and he planned to
treat me like a queen. Then he thanked Mark for taking such good
care of me. It’s hard to argue with someone who agrees with
you.”

She patted my hand. “What this means for you
is Mark will do the same with you…and he is no longer around the
same age, so he’ll probably scare the poor kid in question to
death. If he thinks Tom is your friend and not your boyfriend,
he’ll be fine. Once he thinks otherwise, things could get a little
rough.”

That stopped me in my tracks. “Point taken.”
I bit my bottom lip. “What does he think now?”

“Right now he thinks Tom’s a friend who is
watching out for you. So he’ll want Tom to be around you, like a
kind of guard.”

I thought for a moment. “So how come you’re
telling me all this?” I thought she would be more likely to tell me
I couldn’t be Tom’s girlfriend, instead of warning me not to let
Mark know. Of course, Tom hadn’t actually asked me to be his
girlfriend yet. Maybe I read something into the situation that
wasn’t there.

“Because while I’m glad the boys care and
did their best to be there for me with the Rusty situation, I
didn’t like the rest of it.” She paused in thought for a moment.
“And to be honest, I don’t know that the whole Rusty situation
would have gotten so out of hand if I wasn’t so mad at them for
butting in. Plus, who knows, maybe Rusty wouldn’t have acted like
he did, if they hadn’t been pushing him as well.”

When Sarah got angry with Matt and Mark, her
moment of rebellion was to let someone walk her home from school.
Not really all that horrible. I couldn’t imagine what I’d have
done.

“And Tom is not Rusty. I think he’s a good
guy, and might be a good influence on you, so I don’t see any harm
with you hanging out at school together, or doing things with a
group of other kids.” She laughed. “Don’t let my good opinion of
Tom dissuade you from being friends with him.”

The front door slammed. “The boys must be
home. I’ll be right back.” Sarah quickly got up and closed the door
behind her as she left.

You could definitely tell when Mark came
home, he was so noisy. His excitement came through clearly as his
rapid-fire words rose in pitch. Although he spoke loudly, with the
door closed I couldn’t understand the words. How annoying.

Being isolated in the bedroom was getting
really old, really fast. I liked to spend time alone once in a
while, just me and my thoughts, with no one bothering me. Not
having control over when I’d be alone or not irritated me. When I
wanted to have some alone time at home, I’d go for a walk by the
river, or climb my favorite tree and just be for a while. I spent
my alone time outdoors, not indoors cooped up in a strange bedroom
with a strange family.

I tried to read my book, but couldn’t get
back into the story. I kept reading the same paragraph over and
over as I got distracted by the sound of voices in the other room.
My mind kept going back to what Sarah had told me about what
happened with Rusty. She really opened up and I realized there were
a lot more facets to Sarah than I thought there were. Since she
shared some of her painful past with me, I felt closer to her than
before, but she left before I could tell her thanks.

I wondered what would’ve happened if Matt
and Mark didn’t show up when they did. Sarah continued to surprise
me the more I got to know her. Maybe we were more alike than I
thought possible, ‘cause it sounded like she had a bit of a
rebellious streak in her as well.

Still dumbfounded she didn’t object to my
growing relationship with Tom, I began to understand why I hadn’t
said anything to anyone in the family. Instincts must have kicked
in. Fear I would be told I couldn’t see him kept me quiet. And it
turns out I was right. Except I figured Sarah would be telling me
she didn’t want me to see him either.

Sarah came back into the room with a tray
table. “I don’t think you should eat at the dinner table yet. Maybe
tomorrow.”

Terrific. More isolation.

“After we eat dinner, we’ll bring you out
and you can sit on the couch with your foot up.” She set the tray
table down in front of me and ruffled my hair. “We don’t want you
to get too bored.” She gave my shoulder a light tap. “Knowing you,
if we leave you in here too long by yourself, the next thing we
know you’ll be riding a bull somewhere to add a little excitement
to your life.”

Laughing, she left me alone again. Not
feeling hungry, I didn’t want to eat. I guess it had something to
do with all the medications and what I’d been through in the past
twenty-four hours. I picked at my meal and ate a little, but
couldn’t eat very much. Before long, I pushed the tray as far away
from me as I could. I hated feeling so helpless. I couldn’t get rid
of a stupid tray table without help.

This was all Harvey’s fault. Paying him back
would be the sweetest moment of my life. I just had to come up with
something to do to him that wouldn’t get me into trouble. I felt a
twinge of guilt as I remembered I agreed to let Uncle Charley
handle the situation. Was the nod of a head binding agreement? It’s
not as if I actually said I wouldn’t do anything.

Splitting hairs and I knew it. I couldn’t
let the creep get away with what he did and not exact some revenge,
could I? I’d have to be careful and plan it out. Frustration surged
as I realized until I could get around on my own I wouldn’t be able
to do anything. But that wouldn’t stop me from scheming.

Fortunately, Sarah came back before too long
and Matt trailed behind her. As she picked up the tray table, Matt
stood by the side of the bed with his hands on his hips. “I’m going
to carry you out to the family room. Are you ready?”

More ready than I could say, I threw the
covers back to swing my legs around. “You bet.”

“Hold on a sec. Let me do the work. That’s
why I’m here.” He gently lifted my lame left leg and using pressure
on my shoulder, swung me around until I faced him. “Now, I’m going
to help you up. Stand on your good leg, and don’t even think about
putting your other foot on the ground.”

Sarah must have been coaching him.

He squatted down. “Put your hands on my
shoulders and hang on.” He grabbed me behind the knees with one arm
and put the other behind my back and stood up. He carried me like I
didn’t weigh a thing. Sarah grabbed some pillows and followed
us.

Uncle Charley smiled at me as we came into
the family room. “I’m sorry I didn’t come in to see you before
dinner. I ran a little late today.”

Matt set me down carefully on the sofa and
Sarah propped my leg up and covered me with a quilt. Sitting down
in his chair, Uncle Charley turned toward me.

“I understand from Sarah you did well today
with the difficult things you had to face.” He settled back in the
chair as everyone else sat down. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here
while Jim took your statement, but I did talk to him after he
finished and he said you did a good job. He may have to ask you
some more questions later and we’ll cross that bridge if we have
to.”

I didn’t want to answer any more
questions.

“Just so you know, I’ve already had a talk
with both Matt and Mark and have told them under no circumstances
are they to retaliate in any way against Harvey.” Mark started to
open his mouth, but Uncle Charley held up his hand and Mark closed
it again.

“If the boys did anything to Harvey, they
could go to jail for assault against a child, and they would have
no defense in the eyes of the law.”

I didn’t want them to go to jail because of
that skunk. If anyone should go to jail, it should be Harvey.

“We are going to pursue this through the
proper channels and take things one step at a time.” A fleeting
smile crossed his face. “If I didn’t have it on good authority you
had made a promise to stay off that foot of yours, I’d be having
the same conversation with you I had with the boys.”

I cut a glance at Sarah and she shrugged. I
guess nothing I said or did was considered private.

“I brought you something I think might
help.” He picked up a couple of walkie-talkie radios from the end
table next to his chair and tossed one to me and one to Sarah.
“This way you don’t have to feel quite so alone and if you need
some help with something, you can reach Sarah without having to
yell the house down.” He nodded at Sarah. “You can accomplish what
you need to do without feeling guilty about leaving Katie on her
own.”

“What about when everyone is at work?
Shouldn’t I have a cell phone?” I had been wondering what would
happen then because I knew Sarah had taken off today, but I
couldn’t expect her to stop working on account of me. And maybe I
could get a cell phone out of the deal.
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