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CHAPTER ONE
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I’ve heard the human bite can generate 265 pounds of force, which is a drop in the bucket compared with what a lion can do, but it’s still plenty enough to make my jaw burn as I watch Uncle Gus heave Dad from his wheelchair. It’s not that I mean to clench my jaws, it just kind of happens when I see scary, unnatural stuff. And nothing’s as unnatural as seeing your Dad get handled like a rag doll. 

Uncle Gus groans with the effort of dead-lifting 170 pounds, while Mom yanks the wheelchair out of the way so he can ease Dad onto the bed. That’s why we’re here in Washington instead of back home in Oregon. Even Mom and I working together can’t do what Uncle Gus now does several times a day. 

I start to tug a sheet over Dad’s skinny legs but he waves me away. “No, Rylee, I’m cooking as it is.”

I jerk my hand back. “Okay, sorry, sorry.” 

“Drop the blinds,” Dad says. “Maybe that’ll help.”  

Mom nibbles her lip. It leaves the slightest smear of pink pearl lipstick on her teeth. “Are you sure, Mike? It’s so pretty outside, wouldn’t you rather have the light?”

“I’m sure,” Dad snaps.

Uncle Gus raises his eyebrows at Mom and she offers a soft nod in reply. “Okie-doke,” he says, allowing the mini-blinds to clatter down. “How’s that, bro?” 

“Better,” Dad says. 

But it’s not better. It’s like he’s decided to slink off into some dark, gloomy cave. And in all my twelve years, I’ve never seen Dad slink off from anything. It makes my heart feel like it’s being squashed. I grab the TV remote and offer it to Dad. “Seahawks are playing.” 

“Not now,” he says. “I just wanna rest.”

The worst part is, I can’t tell if he’s turning down the game itself, or watching it with me. I drop the remote on his bedside table. “Well . . . in case you want it later,” I say, before escaping out the sliding glass door to the back yard. 

The hot rush of sunshine is like a welcome hug, but I still have a crushy, cold sweat sensation on the inside. A school nurse once told me that even though anxiety doesn’t feel good, it’s a temporary and normal response to stress. But I’m not so sure my body’s normal. It’s great at amping up, but real lousy at calming down. I’m wishing I had a squeezie ball right now, but Mom doesn’t know I’m using them again, so I drop down on the porch steps and take several deep breaths instead. 

Compared to Oregon’s salty moisture the air here in Cayuse is as dry and raspy as sandpaper. It leaves a roughness on the back of my throat, my hands, and on my lips. At least it makes the fruit trees happy. Cayuse is called the fruit bowl of the nation, and Uncle Gus says the air smells like whatever crop is being harvested. Last month, he says the whole valley smelled like a ripe peach. Now that it’s late September, the air smells like a Concord grape—sweet on the inside, lip puckery on the out.

Coco naps in the shade of the garden shed, her pudgy paws stacked on top of each other. “Hey, girl,” I call over the roar of the air conditioner, and she bounds up like I’ve shaken a bowl of kibble in her ear. 

She scrambles into my lap and I kiss the white stripe running down her stubby, wrinkled muzzle before she soaks my chin with sloppy kisses. Then she plunks her head down against my collarbone like she thinks I’m the best, most trustworthy person in the whole world. I’m not. Not even close. But Coco’s trust is so true and wonderful I quit breathing in hopes she won’t move. About ten heartbeats later the patio door slides open and her tail starts drumming. I fake scowl at Uncle Gus. “Aww, man, you woke her up.” 

Coco wiggles out of my arms and takes a zigzag lap around the yard. Then she comes back and wedges herself between me and the neglected wooden ramp Uncle Gus built for Dad. Dad’s wheelchair has rolled across it exactly once in the three weeks we’ve been here—the first day, when Uncle Gus pushed him from the car to the house. Since then he’s hidden indoors, tucked inside his own shell like the little turtles Molly and I used to play with at Talache slough. And even though it’s not fair to be upset with him over something not his fault, I still am. He should come outside. It would make him feel better. 

Uncle Gus lowers himself onto the step beside me. “Hey, there, Private, how goes the battle?”

I give him a playful punch to the shoulder. “At this moment, sir, I’m afraid the outcome is uncertain.” 

He smiles and drapes a heavy arm around me. “Yep, I know what you mean.” He’s dressed in his blues from the fire station and smells like a burnt marshmallow. Dad always used to smell like that too, like warmth and safety. Now he reeks of alcohol wipes and metal like a hospital. I try hard not to wrinkle my nose around him because I know it’s rude and might hurt his feelings, but sometimes I catch myself too late.

The tinny roar of a crowd seeps through the open slider. Dad’s watching the game after all. My nose stings, and I talk fast so I don’t cry. “Hey, Uncle Gus, do you have a blender? I need to make Dad one of my famous banana smoothies.” 

He drags a thumb over his moustache, looking embarrassed. “Afraid I don’t. Smoothies sound . . . awfully healthy.” 

I grin. “You can make unhealthy things with a blender too, y’know? Milk shakes, cake batter, all kinds of bad for you stuff.” 

He brightens. “Oh, well in that case.”

A blue butterfly flits around the daisies at the edge of the yard, folding and unfolding its wings like it’s just learning to use them. Something about its fragile beauty makes me sad again. “Sure wish Dad would come out here.”

“He will,” Uncle Gus says. “I’ll have him out here mowing my dandelions in no time.”

His words startle me a little because they bring to mind such a clear picture of Dad doing that very thing. We’re back in Oregon, and Dad’s wearing black running shorts, bobbing his head to the beat of the music from his earbuds as he plows down the crop of dandelions Mom’s upset about. 

When I was little, I used to cry when their happy yellow faces disappeared under the angry growl of the mower. But one day Dad whispered in my ear not to worry, that dandelions possessed hidden powers that enabled them to come back bigger and stronger after they were mowed. Just watch and I’d see. So I did watch, and he was right. Two days later they were back—bigger, stronger, and happy as ever. That’s when dandelions became my favorite flower. When I’m scared to do something, I tell myself I have hidden powers too. Sometimes it helps. 

I tip my head against Uncle Gus’s shoulder. “Do you think Dad will ever be the same again?”

He doesn’t sigh out loud, but I feel his shoulders rise and collapse a few seconds later. “Not the same, no. But he’ll still be your dad, and he’ll still love you. We have to give him time.” 

I know it’s supposed to comfort me, but it’s the same frustrating bologna the doctors keep feeding us. Don’t expect too much too soon. Losing your mobility is similar to any other tragic loss. Each patient has to work through the grieving process at his own pace. Yada, Yada, Yada. The only person they ever talk about is Dad. But Mom and I are grieving too. Dad still has us, but we don’t have him. Not the same him, anyway. How come the doctors never talk about us? 

My chest muscles are squeezing hard again, and I reach over to pet Coco until they loosen a little. She raises her head and pulls her lips back over her top teeth.

“Whoa,” Uncle Gus says.

I giggle. “It’s okay, she’s just smiling.” And I’m tickled he doesn’t know this, because I love that she smiles only for me. 

He cocks an eyebrow. “Goofy dog. I’m afraid nobody’s gonna claim the little mutt. We haven’t gotten any calls from the poster at the firehouse.” 

I pop upright with sweaty palms. I’ve been preparing for this conversation for the past week, but now that it’s suddenly here I’m not ready. “What are you gonna do with her?” 

“Take her to the shelter, I guess. I should’ve made Hernando take her home, he’s the one who brought her in to the firehouse.”

“He doesn’t want her?” 

“His kid’s got allergies.”

“Oh.” I gaze into Coco’s chocolate eyes and get all quivery with panic. “Well, you better wait a little longer. Somebody might still claim her.” 

“Yeah, I guess a few more days won’t hurt.”

I gather a big breath for courage and then slap my knee like I’ve just solved one of the world’s great riddles. “Or . . . wait,” I say. “I’ve got it. You could keep her yourself.”

Uncle Gus snorts. “Keep her? I don’t have time for a dog.”

“I do. I could help take care of her.” 

“Whoa now, hold on Rylee. Dogs are a lot of work. And I think you’ve got a pretty full plate already, going to school and helping your mom.”

My throat starts to narrow and I pinch the underside of my leg as a distraction. He’s right, of course. Mom does depend on me way more now than before Dad’s accident. But I could never be too busy for Coco. She’s the best squeezie ball ever invented. Even in daytime she keeps me grounded. But I need her most at night, when thoughts of Molly barrel through my mind like a freight train, and the guilt threatens to derail me. But when I hug Coco close enough to feel her warm little puffs of breath on my cheek, and the way her heartbeat pats my arm, somehow I manage to stay on track. 

Even if I tried to explain, Uncle Gus wouldn’t get it. He’s the most stable person I know. I’d sound ridiculous. I’d probably cry. No, this is one of those times that calls for some good, old-fashioned begging, no matter how pathetic and babyish it might make me sound. I meet him eye to eye. “I really want to keep her,” I say. “Please, please, please.” 

Uncle Gus is six feet tall and stocky, but he jerks back with a scaredy-cat expression. “But your mom doesn’t even like dogs.”

His face makes me want to laugh, but this is too serious of a situation so I rein it in. “Sure she does,” I say. “Just not little dogs, like the yappy Poms she grew up with.” 

“Um . . . I still think that’s something you’d need to run past your parents.” 

I shrug. “Why? It’s your house. Besides, I already named her.” 

“You did?”

“Yeah, Coco, because her eyes are the color of hot chocolate. Check ‘em out. It’s perfect, right?”

He grimaces. “Hey, kiddo, gimme a break here, because the last thing I want is to tell you no. But I’m not sure your ...”

My insides are jumping and popping like a fried egg, and I have an overwhelming urge to move. I grab one of Uncle Gus’s meaty hands with both of mine and raise it to my forehead like some helpless damsel in desperate need of rescue. I’ve been around firefighters all my life. I know that most of them are suckers for people in need. “Just wait. Here’s the thing, okay? If you let me keep her, I promise to teach her something useful to a fireman.”

My own words surprise me so much I drop Uncle Gus’s hand. Finding a way to get Dad back into firefighting is pretty much all I’ve thought about since his accident. But it’s a deep, closely guarded secret. And I can’t believe how close I just came to blurting it out. 

Uncle Gus is waiting, the corners of his eyes crinkled. “No kidding? I’m listening.”

I recover fast and do my best to look smug. “Um . . . okay, so I don’t know right at this moment what that might be, but she’s smart, she could learn anything. Look at her.”

Coco jumps to her feet and bows low, her butt swaying in the air, like being stared at is an invitation to some new game. We both laugh. “Not sure I’m seeing smart,” Uncle Gus says. “All I see is goofy.”

“Trust me,” I say. “I’ll come up with something good, I swear.”

“Something useful to a fireman, huh?”

“Yes,” I say. “Plus, I’ll feed her and take care of her and pick up her poop, and do whatever else she needs. Pleeeeease, Uncle Gus.”

He slaps his forehead. “Aye-Yai-Yai.” 

“Sounds like a yes to me.” I hold out my fist, and he studies it for a few seconds before bumping it with his own. 

“Okay,” he says, “tell you what. We’ll try it for a few weeks. But if your folks have any problem with it then she’s gonna have to go to the shelter. Fair enough?” 

I punch the air. “Yessssss! Thank you.”

His pager buzzes and he grabs it off his belt loop as he stands. “Gotta get back to the station. Later, gator.”

I offer a mock salute and wait for the slider to close before collapsing against the steps. I’m lightheaded and weak, but I manage to drag Coco onto my lap and squeeze her tight. “OMG, Coco! Do you get what just happened here? I saved you from the shelter. Now it’s your turn to help save me, okay? We have to convince Dad he can still be a fireman. Think we can do it, girl?”

Coco flattens her ears and wiggles all over. And even though I know I should be thrilled, my heart is racing and my teeth are chattery with fear, because she has absolutely no idea I’m asking the impossible. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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I cart Coco back inside and over to Dad’s bed. He’s watching a rerun of L.A. Firefighters, but he flips the channel like he doesn’t want me to know. It shatters a little piece of my heart that he doesn’t want to share it with me anymore. I used to get such a kick out of watching each episode with him, listening to him analyze which parts were real and which ones were pure Hollywood. I clear my throat. “What happened to the Seahawks?”

He swats the air. “It was a lame game.”

“Oh. Well, guess what, Dad? Nobody claimed Coco so Uncle Gus decided to keep her. Isn’t that the best thing since whipped cream?” I rock back and forth as Dad turns cool eyes on Coco. But then he smiles and says, “Not sure I’d go that far, but she’s cute enough. Looks like she’s got a lot of beagle in her.” 

“I think so too. But her face is kind of wrinkly like a pug. I think she may be a puggle.” I giggle as I say it, because who can say puggle with a straight face? 

“Mmm,” Dad says. “I can’t picture Gus having time for a dog.”

“Yeah, well, I offered to help with her. I don’t mind.”

He takes her from my arms and rubs her ears. “Hey, pup. What are you good for, huh? Probably not much.” Coco gnaws his knuckle and he picks up his rubber hand grip and offers it to her instead. 

I wince and glance over my shoulder, expecting Mom to swoop in and remind us about how much everything costs. “Um ... aren’t you supposed to be using that for therapy?”

“Aw, it’s worthless,” Dad says. “Let her chew it up.” 

“I’m gonna teach her to do stuff,” I say. “What do you think I should start with?”

“Teach her not to pee in the house.”

I giggle again, which is the most Dad has made me laugh in weeks. “She already knows that.”

“What kind of stuff then?”

I consider my words. Dad seems a little more like himself for the moment. Would it be okay to share just a little of my plan? “Something to help a fireman. Got any good ideas?” 

Dad frowns. Then he raises his blue eyes to mine, and it’s a little like peeking through the window of an abandoned home that used to be full and happy. “Better ask your uncle,” he says. “He’s the only fireman in the family now.”

My heart seizes a little, and part of me wants to blurt out that I’m going to fix everything for him, I’ve got it all figured out. But I know better, because the truth is, I really don’t have anything figured out ... not yet, anyway. “Don’t say that Dad. You’ll always be a fireman.”

He closes his eyes briefly before giving me a tight-lipped smile, and I see I’ve lost him again. “Take your pup, Rylee. She’s hurting my stomach.” 

“Oh, okay, sorry.” I scoop Coco into my arms and twist the hand grip until she lets go. I should just leave, but I have to try one more time. “Do you wanna play a game or something? Scrabble, maybe?” 

Dad clears his throat. “Maybe later, okay? Think I’ll watch TV for now.” 

“Sure,” I say, and try to smile even though it’s the last thing I feel like doing. “But keep thinking about what I can teach Coco, okay?” 

“Will do,” he says, flatly, and it’s clear I’m dismissed. 

I head down the hall and try to prepare myself for the really scary part—telling Mom about Coco. She could ruin everything. But there’s no sense procrastinating, because the longer I wait, the sicker my stomach will get. I follow the mumble of Mom’s voice to the closed door of her bedroom. It only takes a moment of eavesdropping to learn she’s on the phone with some insurance person, and I know not to interrupt. I hover for a few more seconds until Coco distracts me with a grumbly snort. 

“What, silly girl?” I say, glancing down, and she flattens her ears and licks her lips like she’s apologizing for the interruption. I move across the hallway to my bedroom. Uncle Gus’s weight bench and treadmill are shoved
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