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	Earlier Tonight


	July 4th


	She never knew police cars had such small back seats. Mackenzie’s knees ached from being jammed into the hard plastic that separated her from the cops up-front. There was another black and white leading them around the pretty little streets of her neighborhood. The backseat was empty in the first car. At the stop sign Detective Smith twisted around and glanced through the bulletproof window.


	“We’ll be there soon.”


	Mackenzie already knew that. She knew these streets, this neighborhood. Her father had bought the beach house when she was born, and she spent the last sixteen summers listening to him telling her how lucky she was to spend two whole months on Cape Cod every year.


	What she didn’t know was what would happen when they arrived. She didn’t know who would be there. And she didn’t know what they would find.


	The first car pulled up to the house, but the one Mac rode in stopped across the street. The home was surrounded by a rainbow garden of flowers, though she couldn’t differentiate the colors through the dusky light. The only discernable hue was the red and blue from the police car beacon swirling around and around, illuminating the white beach house, giving it a garish glow. She stared at the sign in front of the picket fence, transfixed.


	“The Douglas Family” was painted in the center, vines and flowers encircling the words. Flickering, a bad home movie. Red, blue, red, blue.


	Both officers got out of the car and hitched up their heavy belts weighed down with metal and bullets. The one who had driven opened Mac’s door—she couldn’t; there were no handles in the back seat—and leaned in.


	“I’ll leave the windows open ’cause it’s hot out, but you wait here while we go see. Got it?”


	She nodded.


	He slammed the door shut.


	The questions she’d been trying to avoid now pounded in her head.


	Could anything be done now? 


	Was it already too late? 


	Could she have done something to stop it?


	And the one she feared most: Was it all her fault?
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	Three Months Ago


	Mackenzie rode the few blocks home from school and stopped in front. She glanced at the house to the left. It was white but had a yellowed shingled roof that always made her think of a slice of bread with mustard smeared on top. On the other side was another big new place, also painted white, with a pale green door. The bread and lettuce house. In the middle was hers. A brown, pseudo colonial, with darker brown trim. Some fancy magazine declared monotones were chic, so of course her father had believed it. Mac thought the three houses looked like a giant sandwich gone wrong.


	She slipped through the kitchen door, closing it with both hands to ensure she didn’t make any noise. The house was bright, with lots of sunshine spilling from enormous, two-story windows. Each room led to the next through wide archways. Light, airy, open. Nothing like the people who lived in it.


	Music was playing, and she peeked from the kitchen through the wide front hallway, and on to the family room. She could hear her father’s deep, muffled talking and the responding little girl giggles from Lily. Made her want to bang the pots and pans around, but if she did, he’d know she was home.


	Mackenzie went to the pantry, and, entering the huge closet, surveyed the rows of staples and canned veggies, lined up like soldiers awaiting inspection. After restacking the cans of tuna so the edges were flush and the labels all faced the same way, she grabbed a box of pasta and walked out. When the water was boiling, she dropped a handful of the spaghetti into the pot. She drizzled some extra virgin olive oil into a frying pan, chopped up three cloves of garlic, and tossed them in. The oil heated up, snaking the fragrance of frying garlic through the house.


	“Kenzie! Kenzie!” Lily shrieked, running into the kitchen holding her blankie in the air like a flag, pigtails bouncing. “When did you get here, Kenzie? Me and Daddy are practicing.” She could not get close enough to her big sister and hopped around Mac as she cooked.


	Mackenzie smiled at her. “Watch out, Brat, you’re going to get burned if you’re too close to the stove.” She stirred the pasta, then dumped small pieces of broccoli in the colander. “You want to get our meatballs?”


	Lily skittered to the fridge and pulled open the heavy freezer door with both hands. She grabbed a Ziploc bag with squiggles scribbled in the white rectangle on the front. “I wrote a label for it so we wouldn’t forget,” she said, handing it to Mackenzie. “I want you to eat mine and I’ll eat yours, okay?”


	“But, Lilybean, how will we tell them apart?” Mackenzie asked as she opened the plastic bag. She smiled to herself as she placed Lily’s collection of lopsided and misshapen hunks of meat next to her perfect spheres and slid the plate into the microwave.


	“I made mine monster size!” Lily said, standing on tiptoe to watch them defrost. She hopped on each foot in time with the dinger as it chimed the last five seconds.


	Mackenzie whistled. “Wow, Lily, you’ve been practicing your hopping, haven’t you? You’ve gotten even better since this morning. I think you need a meatball kiss!”


	Lily’s eyes lit up as she ran over and angled her cheek up expectantly.


	“No, you have to puff your cheeks out like you have monster size meatballs in them, and then we squish our cheeks together. Like this!” Mac bent down, and they both followed her directions perfectly, making ppppthhhh sounds as they did.


	“Hey, where’s my partner? Lil, you leaving me to dance all by myself?” Mackenzie’s father waltzed into the kitchen spinning his imaginary partner but slumped into the breakfast nook chair when he saw he’d lost Lily’s attention.


	“Look, Daddy! Kenzie’s home!”


	“Kenzie, you want to know a surprise? Because guess what? I know something you don’t know! We are practicing something. And it’s very special! And we’re not telling until Mama gets home.”


	Stan Douglas said to Lily, “Come here, Princess. Come sit on Daddy’s lap.”


	When Mackenzie didn’t try to pry it out of her, Lily yelled, “This year I get to go to the dance! Kenzie, did you hear what I said?”


	Mac smiled. “Yes, Lily. You get to go to the dance. How could I miss it? I thought you said they taught you all about inside voices at preschool?” She looked for hot pads to pick up the pot of boiling water.


	Stan acted hurt. “Don’t you want to come and sit with me, Lil? Daddy’s all by his lonesome.” He sniffled.


	Lily went to him and draped her special blankie around his shoulders, patting his back for an impatient second before running back to Mac’s side. “Don’t you think that’s so great? I can go because now I’m old enough because I’m practically going to be in kindergarten next year.” She sizzled around Mackenzie like a drop of water in a hot frying pan.


	Mac used the hot pads to pick up the boiling pots and headed toward the sink.


	“Lily, watch where you’re going!” Stan said.


	“Don’t yell at her. I do have a clue, you know.” Mac poured the water through the colander, cooking the broccoli at the same time. The steam floated up to her face, and she took a deep, hot breath. The pasta fell into the strainer with a plop, blanketing the broccoli. She turned to put the empty pot back on the stove and bumped into her sister. “Lily! Are you okay?”


	Stan smirked. “Told you so.” He squatted, holding his arms out behind him. “Hop on, cowgirl, and I’ll give you the best bucking bronco ride east of the west,” he said. “Let’s go practice some more for the big night.”


	As Mackenzie got out the plates to set the table, her father danced through the front hall with Lily on his feet and called out, “Barb’s flight landed a while ago, but I checked the traffic and it looks clear, so she should be here any second, honey.”


	Mackenzie got another plate out and thought again how lucky Lily was to have a real mom. That makes all the difference. It’s something to be grateful for, at least.


	She reached for another place setting, plus a wine glass for Barb and a beer glass for her father. The Brat would use the old plastic princess cup with the peeling picture of a crown, and Mac put out a water glass for herself and placed her chopsticks on her chair.


	She went back to the kitchen to toss the pasta and broccoli in the garlic oil, and as she ripped a bag of salad open and dumped it in a bowl, Barb walked in the front door.


	“Hi, everyone!” she said as she came into the dining room, dropping her briefcase by the coat rack. Her curls caught the light, and the red highlights lit up her face. Pale freckles dotting her nose like burnt sugar made Barb appear kind of cute-ish, and the fact that she didn’t wear much makeup took off even more years. It was easy to see why a lot of guys would like her. What wasn’t as obvious to Mac was why in the world she would settle for Stan—what could she possibly see in him? It could be his money, but Barb had a good job. Grownups had their weird reasons, she guessed.


	“The traffic up from JFK was—” Barb was saying when Lily ran up and jumped into her mom’s arms, and they spun around in a gigantic squeezie spin.


	Lily’s fingers intertwined behind her mother, and she said, “I’m so big I can reach around you!”


	Right on cue, Barb teased, “You’re not so big. I’m so little!”


	Barb always joked that when she started working she’d tried to save money by shopping in a store that sold business suits in the kid’s department, but she just couldn’t find anything that didn’t have ponies on it. She nuzzled Lily’s neck, then put her down in her chair and took the one beside her.


	“Oh how I missed you, Punkin! How was school today? Why don’t you tell me all about it?”


	“My fourth-grade buddy came to my room today,” Lily said, crawling back off the chair. She spread her blankie on the seat and, after making sure every wrinkle was out, climbed back up. “She read me a story, and I made her a picture.” Barb got up to push in Lily’s chair and raised her hand in a silent wave to Mackenzie.


	When they were all settled at the table, Stan passed the bowl to Barb, but not before helping himself to a huge plateful.


	Mealtimes were the hardest after Mackenzie’s mom died. It seemed like every TV show had families sitting down to dinner together, sharing their thoughts, laughing, and talking over Important Problems.


	Mac didn’t have any Important Problems until her father started his visits. They ate alone every evening, just the two of them, and no one who overheard their conversations would’ve ever suspected a thing.


	He only talked about it when he came into her room. The script never varied. She stopped listening after awhile, but the tape played in her head over and over. She tried to erase it, but it just wouldn’t stop.


	No one could ever love you like I do. 


	You’re my little princess. 


	This is our special club.


	We’re the only members.


	No one else will ever have what we have.


	It’s just for you and me.


	By the time she was six, it felt like it had been going on forever. There was no beginning, and she couldn’t see how it could ever end. He’d come in at bedtime, and she’d listen to his stories about princesses and knights. But being so little, she heard “princesses and nights,” and since she was his princess, she understood: night visits were just part of being a princess. It wasn’t until first grade, when she learned to read, that she realized there was another kind of knight. The kind that saved princesses. When would that kind visit and rescue her?


	She had tried to make it stop at the end of kindergarten, right after the fifth graders had their big spring fundraiser.


	There had been a spaghetti dinner at school. Families were sitting in the cafeteria at tables decorated with white butcher paper, crayoned with red checkerboards, heaping plates of pasta in front of them, served by the fifth grade “waiters.”


	Frankie and her parents had invited Mac along, since her dad had to work late that day. Frankie was in the middle of telling her parents about a bully in their class when Mackenzie realized they were talking about Important Problems.


	“What are you going to do?” Frankie’s dad asked.


	“I could arrest him, Daddy!” Frankie said.


	He smiled and told her only people who broke the law got arrested, and that didn’t usually include five-year-olds. “Well, Mr. B. told us since he’s our principal that means he’s our pal and if we ever had a problem, we could tell him.”


	“I think that’s a great idea, honey,” Frankie’s mom had said.


	The next day at school, Mac saw Mr. B. on her way back from the drinking fountain. He smiled at her, and she decided to tell him everything. He would help her. He would tell Daddy to stop their special club.


	She stood, frozen, in the middle of the empty hallway.


	“Mackenzie? You okay, hon?” Mr. B. asked.


	“I got hurt,” Mac had whispered.


	“You what? Speak up!”


	She took a deep breath. “I got hurt,” she said again.


	“How?” Mr. B. asked, checking Mac’s knees and elbows for scrapes. He wasn’t whispering, and Mackenzie looked around to see if anyone could hear. She wasn’t supposed to tell secrets. It was their special time. Only for Daddy and her. But she didn’t like being in their club. She was working up the courage to tell him everything when he repeated his question.


	Again, Mr. B. asked, “How did you get hurt?”


	Finally, she told him.


	“Daddy!” Mac wailed, and covered her face with her hands.


	Mr. B. tsked, tsked, tsked. “I really don’t think we need to bother your Daddy, Mackenzie. You look fine to me. Now go on back to your classroom.”


	He patted her on the head and left her standing in the hallway.
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	“Don’t you want any pasketti, Kenzie?”


	Mac looked at Lily and said, “Spa.”


	As usual, Lily repeated, “Spa.”


	“Get.”


	“Get,” Lily said.


	“Tee,” Mac finished. “Spa-get-tee.”


	“Pasketti,” Lily said, and frowned.


	“I found a new route back from my clients in Jersey today,” Stan said. “Completely avoided all the rush hour traffic. And guess what else I got today?”


	“Bunions, from so much dance practice?” Mac responded without raising her eyes from her plate.


	“I hate onions,” Lily said, wrinkling her nose. Mac couldn’t help but smile at her sister. Barb burst out laughing.


	Mackenzie pulled the ribbon on the case in her lap and out slid her chopsticks, satisfied to note her father’s chiseled face pinch into a grimace. She retied the bow and placed the case back under her napkin. She then counted out thirty-two strands of pasta as she placed them in a neat pile on her plate and cut one meatball into perfect quarters.


	“Um,” said Barb, wiping her mouth and putting her napkin down. “Isn’t anyone going to ask me how my day was?”


	Lily looked up at her mom. “Yes, Mama! I will! How was your day flying on the airplane two times? How far away is—is—what is that town called again, Mama?”


	“Canada. It’s a whole entire country, sweetheart.” Barb folded her arms and smiled. “I got the promotion!”


	Lily clapped her hands and kneeled on the chair to kiss her mom. Then she burst into tears.


	“Oh, sweetie, what’s wrong? Aren’t you happy Mama’s got a big new job?” Barb said, comforting Lily.


	“But you won’t be here anymore! Who’s gonna take care of me?”


	“I won’t travel much more than I do now. And I’ll be home after school most days. Don’t you remember you’re going to help me decorate my home office?” Barb said. “I’ll only go to Canada sometimes, and Kenzie will be here, and Daddy. You’re going to be a big kindergarten girl next year, and go to school for the whole day!”


	Stan mumbled a congratulations and something about how they could use more income to pay for the higher fees at the country club.


	“Congrats, Barb,” Mac said. “When do you start?”


	Barb nodded her head toward Lily and suggested they talk about something less dramatic for now.


	Stan made a big deal of clearing his throat and said, “As I was trying to tell you before I was interrupted, I got a new name for my collection. There was a little salon in the town where I stopped for gas on my way back. And this one’s a doozy: A Breath of Fresh Hair. I mean, I thought Shear Delight was bad, if only for the sappy factor. But A Breath of Fresh Hair has got to be the worst. I love it.”


	Mackenzie rolled her eyes. “Whoever heard of collecting bad hair salon puns, anyway?”


	Her father frowned. “How about everyone who is a member of Shairpuns.com, that’s who,” he said.


	“You have got to be kidding me,” Mac said. “Why don’t you collect something normal, like stamps, or, hey, I know—better dance moves.”


	He said, “I don’t know what you have against practicing for the dance, honey. Unless you’re jealous. But Lily and I are going to practice just as much as we did when it was your turn.” He took a swig of his beer, the foam collecting on his upper lip. He licked it off and gave Mac a look. “You loved it. You loved the fireworks, and the barbecue, and the whole thing.”


	“I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” Mac said. “I hated that dance, and you know why.”


	Stan shook his head and sighed. “Oh, here we go.” He clenched his fist, then slowly spread his fingers out, his palm down on the table. “Like I’ve told you, I wasn’t the one who lost your dress.”


	“You’re so silly, Kenzie,” Lily said in her best imitation of exasperation. “You can’t hate the Father-Daughter Dance! Everyone in the whole wide world loves it!”


	“Well, I don’t, Lilybean. In fact, I totally hate the Fourth of July.”


	Barb looked up from the meatball she was cutting with her fork. “Really? I mean, I know losing your dress was hard, but what’s to hate about the Fourth of July?”


	Mac shrugged. “I can only take so much fake rah-rah.”


	Lily asked, “What’s ‘fake rah-rah,’ Kenzie?”


	“I said, I wasn’t the one who lost it,” Stan insisted.


	“Yeah, right, Dad.”


	“What is ‘fake rah-rah’?” Lily asked, louder now.


	“Mackenzie,” her father said, putting down his fork and knife. “How many times do I have to say it? The housekeeper must have tossed it when she couldn’t get the stains out. Guess you shouldn’t have dropped your food in your lap. It’s your own fault.”


	Mac knew this argument never ended well, but Lily diverted attention before it went any further.


	“RAH! RAH! RAH! RAH! RAH!” Lily hollered over everyone.


	Mac glanced at Barb, who gave her a you’re-the-one-who-brought-it-up look and kept at her meatball.


	“Okay, Lil, okay! All I meant was that when everyone acts all patriotic the one day of the year it’s because they’re supposed to. Like, why not be that way all the time if you really mean it? If I wasn’t forced to help decorate the stupid clubhouse every year I’d never set foot in there.”


	Lily said, “But when you went to the dance, you were five, like me, right?”


	Mac shrugged.


	Lily looked from her sister to her father and said, “Tell me again the story about when Kenzie was little, Mama.”


	“I bet you can tell it better than I can.”


	Lily sat up straight and took a deep breath. She recited, “You and Daddy worked together and you were friends and he was married to another lady but she got sick and then she went to heaven, but you and Daddy were still friends for a long, long, long, long, long time and then you got married. The end.” Lily slumped back in her chair and panted in her best Academy Award dramatic actress way. “Oh wait!” she cried, sitting up straight again. “And you helped him sometimes with his little girl who was Kenzie and then you moved away and when you came back you saw a big girl in a store who you didn’t know was Kenzie all growed up and when you turned around you saw Daddy and then you fell in love and got married and had me!”


	Stan tousled Lily’s hair. “Nice performance, Princess.”


	Mac raised her eyebrows. “Ten or eleven isn’t grown up, Lily.”


	“You don’t even remember your first Father-Daughter Dance?” Lily asked, her eyes wide. “I’m going to remember mine forever and ever.”


	“All I remember is my dress.” Mac grabbed a broccoli tree. Her father rolled his eyes.


	Unable to resist, Lily added, “What did your dress look like, Kenzie?”


	Giving her father a pointed glare, Mac said, “It was red and white, I can tell you that much. And it was the last gift my mom ever gave me.”


	Stan ignored her last comment. “Let’s see, you must’ve just turned six, because you can’t go unless you’re about to start kindergarten.”


	Barb smiled at Mackenzie. “Maybe you were too young to remember, but I can still see you all dressed up in your finery. Do you remember those dress rehearsals we had, and all the practice fixing your hair beforehand? You made me write out the instructions for your dad on exactly how to do it because I was moving the week before the dance.”


	Mac looked at Barb. She didn’t recall Barb ever taking care of her after her mom died, or fussing over her like that. “You fixed my hair?”


	“Don’t you remember, honey? You said you wanted curly hair like mine, and I groaned because I always hated my curls, and we both flopped over backwards onto the bed and laughed and laughed until we couldn’t breathe. We went to the store and bought a curling iron and made tons of banana curls until you looked like Shirley Temple.”


	Mackenzie was stunned silent. None of this sounded even remotely familiar.


	“Of course,” Barb continued, “you had no idea who Shirley Temple was, so we rented a bunch of her old movies the next weekend. You don’t remember this at all? We made popcorn and your dad got mad because we had just knocked the bowl over and got a grease stain on the sofa. Remember that?”


	Mackenzie shook her head, more to rattle the memories loose than to answer. It didn’t work.


	Barb said, “Actually, I was going to go. I’d just gotten the job and figured I’d just move after the Fourth of July holiday.” She lowered her voice and, imitating her old boss, said, “We don’t celebrate America’s Independence Day. This is Canada. We work on July fourth up here, Barbara. And so will you.” She smiled. “There’s something very satisfying about getting promoted into his old job. Thank goodness they opened the local office.”


	Lily said, “How many dances have you been to, Kenzie?”


	Before Mac could answer, Stan said, “That one was her first and her last. She refused to go again. All because of that stupid dress. And I doubt that was the last gift your mother gave you, by the way.” Stan looked at Mac and shook his head. “Women.”


	Barb took a bite of a meatball, pointed her fork at Mac, and sighed. “Oh, that dress … those ruffled sleeves and big red polka dots. It was so sweet.”


	“What kind of dress am I going to have, Mama?” Lily asked.


	“We’ll get you one as beautiful as your big sister’s.” Turning to Stan, Barb asked, “You’re sure you didn’t store Mackenzie’s somewhere at the beach house?”


	Stan shrugged.


	Barb said to Lily, “Well, maybe we can find one just like it.”


	“Really?” Lily jumped off her seat and ran around the table to Mac. She slung her arms around her shoulders, nuzzling Mackenzie’s cheek. She whispered, “I could be just like you, Kenzie.”


	“You have it way better than me, Lilypie,” Mac whispered back. She gave her a squeeze and pointed her chin toward her own chair so she’d sit before Stan got angry.


	After she settled in again, Lily asked, “Mama, when are we going to the dance? It’s practically almost time, right?” She bounced in her chair, clicking her shoes together under the table.


	“Don’t worry, you’ll get to the Cape in time for the dance, Lily.”


	“When the fireworks are, right? And the band will play at the same time as the booms, and this year I get to stay up late and watch?”


	“Right. The dance is on the Fourth of July.”


	“Actually, I think it may be on the seventh, since Independence Day is that Wednesday,” Stan said.


	Lily scrunched up her nose. “The Fourth of July is on the seventh?”


	Barb explained, “Independence Day is celebrated on the fourth of July. But sometimes, if the fourth lands in the middle of the week, like this year, one town might have their parade the weekend before, and another might have their fireworks—”


	“—or Father-Daughter Dance?”


	“—or Father-Daughter Dance the weekend after. I sure hope I don’t have to work,” Barb added. “If I can, maybe I’ll take the whole week off so you and I can play together and shop around for a dress just like Mac’s old one.”


	“Kenzie, will you come and help me find my dress so I can wear it to my dance and be just like you?”


	Mac looked at her sister sitting across from her. “Believe me, Brat, you do not want to be like me,” she said. “Anyway, that dance sucks, Lily. You’ll hate it.”


	“Mackenzie!” Barb wiped her mouth on her napkin and threw it on the table. “How could you say such a thing?”


	“I’ll handle this, Barbara,” Stan said, turning to his oldest daughter. “Let me assure you, you had a great time. As I recall, you even asked if you could take the music home. You were eating too fast and dropped everything in your lap. It was just a stupid piece of clothing when everything else was perfect, but if that’s what you choose to remember, that is your own fault, not mine.” Stan started eating again, but looked up at Mac and added, “Now finish your dinner.”


	“I’m done. I have homework to do.” Mackenzie cleared her place and went to her room.


	As she finished the conclusion on her English paper, she heard her phone buzzing, and dug it out of her bag. She smiled when she saw the number. “Hi, Grady.”


	“Hey, Mackenz.”


	“When’d you get back from the meet?”


	“Just now. We won. Tight competition, though. I wish you could’ve been there.”


	“Me too,” Mac said, looking in the mirror. She flipped her hair over and brushed it from underneath. “Who was there?”


	“You know. The usual swim fans,” Grady said. “You want to go somewhere?”


	Mac stopped brushing and stood, flipping her hair back like a girl in a shampoo commercial. “Like where?”


	“Why don’t I pick you up, and we can go to the dam? Take the boat out for a little moonlight row?”


	“Sure.” She looked in the mirror, turned sideways, and decided to leave her shirt untucked. “Lily’s going to bed, so don’t honk or anything. Just wait at the corner, okay?”


	“Awesome. I can’t wait to see you,” he said. His voice was low, like he was telling her a secret.


	Mac’s face burned.


	“I’ll be there in five.” They hung up, and after swishing some minty mouthwash, Mac sat at her vanity and slicked cherry gloss over her lips. Without warning, her door opened wide and banged against the wall. She saw her sister’s reflection in the mirror.


	“I’ve told you a million times, Lily. Knock before you come in here.”


	She came in and leaned against Mac’s arm and rested her head on her shoulder. “Kenzie, why can’t I be just like you?” They looked at each other in the mirror.


	Mac scrunched up her nose at her sister’s reflection. Lily scrunched up her nose at Mac’s reflection. Mackenzie stuck out her tongue. Lily did the same. Mac crossed her eyes. Lily tried to copy her but just looked up.


	“I’m sorry I was mean, Brat.” Mac put her arm around Lily’s waist. “But believe me, you don’t want my life. Yours is waaaay better. You have a big sister. I don’t. And you have a mama who loves you.”


	“Mama loves you too, Kenzie.”


	“Whatever. Anyway, I don’t remember much about that old dress anyway. Wouldn’t you want a brand new style?”


	“Well, Daddy said no matter what, we will buy one that fits a princess!”


	“You mean ‘fit for a princess,’ Lil.” Mackenzie stood up and steered her sister out of her room. “Want to know a secret?” she whispered as she clicked the door shut behind them.


	Lily said, “You’re not allowed to tell secrets, Kenzie.”


	“Well, I haven’t told you yet, SillyLily. But don’t tell anyone, okay? I’m going to go out, but that’s our secret, okay?”


	Lily nodded with much more energy than necessary and followed Mac as she headed toward the front door. As she stopped to put her jacket on, Mackenzie could hear her father lecturing Barb in the kitchen.


	“I’m her father. I know what’s best for her.” Barb replied, but Mac couldn’t hear what she said. “It’s not as though you’re her real mother; you can’t love her like I do.”


	Same old, same old.


	Then he flicked on the radio because God forbid they had an actual conversation.


	Lily was tugging on the bottom of her jacket. Mac walked to the front door and opened it, Lily still attached. “But, Kenzie, will you come with me to find a dress just like yours so I can be like you?”


	The whole dance thing was her dad’s idea of showing off at the club, and just the thought of it ticked Mac off so much that she was snapping at Lily. Before she could stop herself, she removed her sister’s hand from her jacket and squatted down to Lily’s level. “Repeat after me: The dance sucks. I will hate it. The dance sucks. I will hate it.” As Mackenzie stood up and walked out the door onto the front step, she glanced over her shoulder at her sister, hoping she wouldn’t see tears.


	But Lil was a tough kid. Instead of crying, she balled up her little fists and stamped her foot. “I will not hate it! Daddy said it’s fun ’cause it’s at the club, and you had fun when you went, and no matter what you say, I know you loved it because Daddy told me and said I’ll love it too.”


	Mac knelt to be at Lily’s eye level. She put her hands on her sister’s shoulders and said, “Repeat after me: I have it good. I don’t want to be like Kenzie. I have it way better.”


	Lily shook her off and stepped back until she was next to the open door. “You don’t know anything!” To Mackenzie’s surprise, Lily slammed the door right in her face before she could say another word.
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	Grady pulled up in his Mustang, and Mac ran down the walk and hopped in. She gave him a quick hello kiss and glanced toward the house. “Hurry up and go.”


	“I thought you said it was okay?”


	“Well, it’s easier to say sorry than give them a chance to say no.”


	Grady pulled away from the curb and headed east toward town and the reservoir beyond. Mackenzie loved how every time he finished shifting gears, his hand automatically went back to holding hers.


	“Grady?” Mac said. He glanced at her and smiled. God, he was gorgeous. Sometimes she couldn’t believe he loved her. Her stomach flipped over. Mackenzie wanted to know who was at his swim meet but didn’t want to come off as one of those naggy jealous girlfriends. But she had to know.


	“So who else was there today?” She said it lightly, like, just making conversation over here, Grady; I actually couldn’t actually care less, Grady. Yep, just curious is all.


	It worked, too, because he responded casually, “You know, the usual people. A couple of guys who want to try out next year, the kid I’m coaching this summer for the town team, my family.”


	She was relieved, though she’d never admit it to him. There were a lot of swim team groupies, and she was happy he hadn’t made any comment about them, which meant he wasn’t paying attention to them.


	He drove through the village, nudging Mac when they went past I Scream Ice Cream. Mac shook her head even though she knew Grady never met a double toasted almond he didn’t like. They’d passed the multicolored row of Victorian buildings that housed the other exclusive shops in town by the time she spoke again.


	“Cool that your dad could come.”


	“Yeah, they had a good time.”


	“They?”


	Grady gave a half-smile. It looked more like he was fighting a painful gas bubble. Mac stared at him, waiting.


	He cleared his throat and said, “Yeah, he brought Julie. This is top secret, but they’re, uh, they’re getting married.”


	Mackenzie waited for him to crack a joke, but none came.


	“Ew,” she said, finally.


	“Nice, Mac.” He shifted gears. This time his hand stayed on the gearshift.


	“Well, it’s just kind of weird, you know, considering the only reason they met was ’cause you went out with Sophie.”


	“So?”


	“So your dad is marrying your ex-girlfriend’s mom. Which means your ex-girlfriend will be sleeping down the hall from you. As your sister. I can just see you all having family dinners together,” Mackenzie laughed, but choked on it, and it came out more like a cough.


	“You don’t have to be jealous, Mac. Soph and I are just friends. And don’t tell anyone, because it’s supposed to be a secret still.”


	She didn’t like how he called her “Soph.” Nobody called Sophie “Soph.” Just like nobody called Mackenzie “Mackenz.” Except Grady.


	They rode the rest of the way in silence. When they got to the reservoir, Grady parked by the side of the road and they walked through the woods to the water’s edge. He untied the line and held the boat steady while Mac climbed in. They pushed off from the shore and glided out a ways before Grady picked up the oars. It was quiet; the earth was dark, but above, it glowed. The crickets were starting up, and birds flew in swoops and turns, silhouetted against the still-light sky.


	The air smelled like the new earth of spring; Grady and Mackenzie both heaved a huge sigh at the same moment. They smiled at each other and the knots in Mac’s stomach relaxed. He loved her. It didn’t matter that Sophie and Grady would be living in the same house. He was totally over Sophie. Anyway, he had broken up with her. Besides, she’d be his sister now. So all bets were off, right?


	If only I could be sure, Mackenzie thought.


	“Grady, stop. Stop!” Mackenzie sat up, tugged at the bottom of her shirt, and tucked it into her jeans. Grady sighed. He rolled onto his back, his arms flung above his head. He groaned. The blanket they’d brought in the boat was spread out on their rocks, the outcropping that crowned the closest island in the reservoir.


	“Jesus, Mac. You’re going to give me blue balls. Can’t we at least do something? I don’t know one other guy whose girlfriend won’t at least go down on him.”


	“Don’t be gross.” Mackenzie buttoned her shirt to the top until it looked like she was wearing a turtleneck. “I just can’t. I just … I just … can’t.”


	Grady sighed again. “Mackenz, we’ve been going out for what? Almost six months already? That’s a record. It was okay in the beginning, but c’mon. Now you’re just not being fair.”


	“How am I being unfair? Just because I don’t want to do that with you?”


	“But don’t I have any rights? You look so beautiful, your hair, your long legs … do you have to be so hot?” Grady rolled over onto his stomach and pressed into the rock. He groaned again. “It’s just so frustrating.”


	“I’m sorry, Grady, but …”


	He sat up and put two fingers against her lips. He brushed her hair out of her eyes and stroked her head. “No, it’s okay. I love you, Mackenz, I do. You’re just so tempting.”


	He stood up and started gathering their things. “I’ll take care of things when I get home.”


	Mackenzie shoved his shoulder and said, “Ew. Do not even go there!”


	“Hey. A guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do.”


	Mac hung her jacket on the hook next to the front door and went through the unlit hall toward her room.


	“Mackenzie?” Her father called from the den. His voice echoed in the quiet house.


	“Yeah?” She paused.


	“Please come here, sweetheart.”


	She went and leaned against the door. The den had always been his domain, and was decorated as though he were the only one who lived in the house. Even during the daytime it was dark, filled with leather furniture and brass lamps with green glass shades. There was one window, but he’d put his chair between it and the desk, so he always faced the door. Like a guard dog, he never missed anyone walking by. Bookshelves lined the walls on either side of the room, and on them were dozens of photos of him and Mac when she was little, before he married Barb. There were pictures of him with Barb and Lily too, but Mac never seemed to be around when they took those. It was like his before family and his after family.


	Once, when Frankie came over, she had joked about how lucky Mac was that there were no embarrassing pictures of her, documenting the worst of the awkward years, post-cuteness.


	The next time she went over, Mackenzie noticed how Frankie’s mom and dad had taken a picture of each of their kids every year on the first day of school and hung them in chronological order on the wall along the stairs. As you climbed to the second floor, it was almost like watching the kids grow up. They had framed wedding photos on the big piano in the living room, along with other extended family photos.


	Her dad was at his desk, staring at something on the laptop in front of him. The only illumination in the room came from the glowing monitor, making his face look ghoulish.


	“What?”


	“Where were you?”


	You rock, Lily! You kept my secret! she thought. “Nowhere.”


	“You mean you evaporated for the last two hours and were floating within the atmosphere?” he said, his tone even, which instantly put Mac on alert. She wondered if she was misreading the situation. Was that supposed to be one of his stupid jokes?


	“I was with a friend. I finished my paper, so what’s the big deal?” She knew enough not to mention Grady. Her father didn’t like her to go out with boys.


	“Which friend? Dante?”


	“Yeah,” she said, nailing the correct answer. “It was Dante.”


	Stan closed his computer, and Mac couldn’t see his face in the sudden darkness.


	“Next time make sure you ask first.”


	She didn’t want to get into a tug-of-war because she’d never win. Finish and be done as soon as possible had always been her best exit plan. “Sorry,” she said. Why was he letting her off the hook just like that? He was acting so totally weird.


	“Hmmm?” He was back looking at his laptop.


	“I said sorry, Dad.”


	Then she remembered the packet for her bike trip. “Listen, I have to give you the forms. You need to fill them out.”


	“Hmmm?” He was lost in the work he was doing.


	“Dad! My bike trip this summer! The forms have to be filled out or I won’t be allowed to go.”


	“Of course you’re allowed to go. I said you could, didn’t I?” Stan looked up and smiled.


	Mackenzie walked around the desk and stood behind him. She looked over his shoulder to see what was so distracting. It was the site for their country club on the Cape. The page for the annual Father-Daughter Dance shimmered with animated fireworks. Geez, this was unbelievable. The thing wasn’t until after she left on her trip, but he was all “The dance! The dance!”


	Stan clicked on a link and up popped a photo from the archives. A little girl beamed up at her daddy as he twirled her around the dance floor in her beautiful polka-dotted party dress.


	Stan chuckled. “Look, honey. I never saw this shot before. You were so cute! And there’s the dress. Too bad you ruined it.” Stan paused, lost in a time when Mackenzie didn’t go out with boys and only had eyes for her daddy. “God, it brings back such memories. Maybe we did store it at the beach house?”


	She looked more closely at the photo on the laptop. She remembered the dress being red and white, but not the way it looked in the picture. She recalled her dad telling her she put too much ketchup on her hot dog, and then dropping the whole thing in her lap. She remembered crying about the dress being ruined, but when Barb had described it at dinner, there had been no mental image of anything close to a frilly polka-dotted dress. She felt like she was in an alternate universe, or that Twilight Zone show her dad watched, where her reality isn’t the same as the rest of the world’s. Like, she’s standing in the pouring rain, freezing her butt off, and everyone else is saying, ‘What’re you talking about? The sun is shining and it’s hot as hell out here.’


	Mackenzie shuddered.


	“You cold, sweetie?” Stan rubbed Mackenzie’s arm, but she flinched and snapped awake, making her way back around the desk.


	“What’s your problem?” he asked, folding his arms across his chest. He leaned back in his chair and stared at her.


	Mac sighed and looked down at her feet. “Is it okay if I sleep at Frankie’s this weekend?” When her father muttered his approval, Mackenzie headed toward the door and said over her shoulder, “I’ll leave the forms by the front door on your briefcase.”


	She had almost made her escape when Mac barely heard her father issue his warning. “Say another word to your sister about that dance, and you’re going to be a very unhappy girl.”
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	Mackenzie slammed the door shut and bounded up to the front of the classroom. She heaved a bulging backpack off her shoulder and dumped it on a front row desk. Three textbooks and the two full liter bottles of water that Mac always carried, but never drank, slid out. Banging on the desk with her fist, she announced, “I move that the Bike Geek meeting come to order.”


	Charlie leapt up from his seat and picked up the bottles, one in each hand. “What’s the deal, Skater?” he asked Mackenzie as he curled them like weights. “Aren’t you buff enough?”


	She turned to face him, eye to eye. They were the same height, but with opposite coloring; Mac’s straight white blond hair hit her chin at the same spot Charlie’s blue-black curls met his. His dark, almost black eyes twinkled, laughing at her, while her cornflower blues gave nothing away. She wouldn’t let him get to her. He folded his arms in an effort to make his shoulders appear broader than hers, but carrying around two liters of water every day does work its wonders, and she inhaled and matched him.


	Mac took the bottles and shoved them back in her pack. She blew her bangs off her forehead and, ignoring Charlie’s question, sat on the desk and counted everyone who was there. “Dante, don’t start the minutes of the meeting until Otis gets here, okay? He’s on his way. We need to go over my application to get certified, and he forgot the papers.”


	“Why would anyone ever go to some bike mechanic boot camp to learn something you already know how to do?” Charlie said. “It’s a waste of time.”


	“Hey, you’re the one who wants to work at the shop,” Mac answered. “Get serious about getting your license and maybe Otis will get serious about hiring you. Besides, with my license, I’ll be able to earn big cake doing race mechanics.”


	“I can’t even apply to get into the workshop if I don’t have the hours at a shop, and if he won’t let me work there how can I get the hours…” Charlie waved her off with his hand. “I might as well forget it. It’s a vicious cycle.”


	The girl slouching in a back row seat guffawed.


	“What, Frankie?” Charlie looked back at her. She twirled a long dreadlock around her neck, covering both the dashes tattooed there as well as the words “cut on the dotted line” inked beneath them.


	She said, “Dude, why don’t you open your own shop? You can call it The Vicious Cycle.”


	He squinted at her for a split second before turning to face the front to loudly ignore her. “Can we just start the meeting? It’s already 3:45, and I want time to ride to Hudson and back before dinner.” Charlie was doing his best imitation of politeness. Frankie snorted.


	Charlie turned to her and frowned. “What now, Frankie? You don’t think I can?”


	“Depends how late you eat dinner,” she said.


	“How are you going to get to Vermont and back wearing those baggies, Charlie?” Dante teased, “Isn’t it like riding with a parachute brake?” Dante had no problem wearing spandex.


	“Just ’cause I don’t wear that road rider crap doesn’t mean I’m not for real.” Charlie blew a kiss to Dante. “However, for you, the spandex is probably a perk.”


	“If you were serious, dude, you’d at least shave. You’re dragging air with those bush legs you got,” Frankie said.


	“It’s too queer,” said Charlie. “No offense, Dante.”


	“I’ll take it as a compliment, darling,” Dante said, blowing a kiss back at Charlie.


	Frankie heaved a huge sigh and shushed everyone. “Mac, since we can’t start before Otis gets here, why don’t you tell us about the bike?” She gestured for Mac to move on.


	Mackenzie couldn’t conceal her excitement. She curled one ankle around the other, twirled them apart, and did it again. “Okay, so, he took my measurements—”


	“Lucky guy.” Charlie didn’t even bother to feign courtesy, and made a big show as he checked out Mac’s face, sketched down her chest and then her long legs as she crisscrossed them beneath her.


	Frankie glared and shook her head. No one understood how Mackenzie was able to ignore Charlie whenever he pulled this crap, but actually, she wasn’t. For her, it didn’t even exist. If he went there, Mac just erased him just like she erased anything unpleasant. Why focus on the negative? You couldn’t get anywhere doing that, anyway.


	Frankie hissed, “Watch the drool, Chaz. Go on, Skater, tell it.”


	Mac continued, “He took my shoe size, shoulder width, checked my hams and hip flexibility—”


	“Like I said, lucky guy.”


	“—and asked about any injuries and stuff like that. There were form questions about how I ride, if I take hills standing, and riding goals and stuff, but Otis and I have skimmed enough blacktop for him to know my style.”


	Dante asked, “How long till you get it?”


	“Well, I still have to pay for it, but even with my pro discount I’m short. O’s helping me out, so I’ll owe him hours.” She sighed, but it was a satisfied sound. “A lot of hours.”


	“Not that many,” Otis said as he hurried in and waved his hellos. “Your time at the workshop counts—and once you’re certified, it’ll be worth it to have you as my race mechanic.”


	“Yes!” Mac fisted the air and smiled. “Hey, O, I thought MaToya was coming?”


	“She hit a snag on a big term paper. She’ll be here next meeting.” He settled himself in the back row and started to shuffle through a stack of papers on the desk in front him.


	“But Ma’s definitely coming on the trip with us?”


	“That’s the plan.”


	“Aw, c’mon, O,” Charlie said. “We don’t need no stinkin’ babysitter.”


	Without looking up from the papers, Otis said, “If I’m your van support, you need MaToya on the road with you for safety reasons. Not to mention school sanctioning and all that stuff. Besides, she’s been on every trip since we started this club. She knows the ride.”


	Mac added, “Plus, Ma’s the best mechanic I’ve seen, and she’ll be able to give me some good pointers before I hit the workshop.”


	“I can fix my own bike, thank you very much,” Charlie said.


	“As long as you keep your hands off mine.”


	“Your what?” Charlie leered. “Oh, you mean you won’t share your RoadCap?” He stuck out his lower lip and pretended to cry.


	“Darling, if I worked as many extra hours to pay for a custom-built bike, I wouldn’t let you even look at it,” Dante said.


	Mackenzie rummaged through her backpack and grabbed a notebook. Opening it, she glanced at her notes and said, “Okay, we have, like, three—”


	“Wait, wait,” Charlie said. “You’ve worked extra hours?” Turning to the back of the room, he said to Otis, “I thought you said you couldn’t hire anyone else?”


	“Charlie, I told you. Mac’s going for her mechanic’s license, making her eligible to be on my race team, and in exchange she gets her RoadCap,” Otis explained. “Besides, there’ve been plenty of times she’s gone above and beyond at the shop.”


	“I didn’t know blow jobs were considered above and beyond,” Charlie muttered under his breath.


	Frankie whispered, “Dude, you are such an asshole, you know that?”


	“Whatever.”


	“Is there anything you don’t whine about?” Frankie looked over Charlie’s mismatched outfit. “Though I might start whining too if I got caught wearing a kit as dorked out as that.”


	“Yeah, dude, how can you wear your mountain bike shorts with the Geek shammy, and what is on your feet?” They all leaned over to check out Charlie’s socks.


	“At least I’m consistent,” he said, stretching his legs out and making no effort to hide what he was wearing.


	Dante said, “Scandalous. Mixing kits from three different clubs? Have you no shame?”


	Charlie licked the tip of his thumb and touched the blue sock, then the orange one, and made a sizzling sound.


	Frankie said, “You wish.”


	Otis looked up from his puzzle of papers and clapped his hands. “C’mon, people. Stop fooling around. You have a lot to cover.”


	They went over the bike-a-thon treasury and set a date to present the Westchester Children’s Hospital with the money they had raised, and agreed new trikes for the littlest patients were the best way to start indoctrinating future riders.


	“Hey, can we talk about the killer pothole I hit yesterday? I almost tacoed my wheels,” Frankie said.


	Mackenzie sighed. “What’s the point? The costs—”


	“Yeah,” Frankie continued. “We ought to hit the town meeting or whatever, and get them to deal with the side streets. They’re, like, completely lame. I mean, after what happened to me.” She rubbed her knee.


	“Charlie, can’t you talk to your dad about it?” Frankie asked. “If he’s on the town council, we should at least have an ‘in’ or something.”


	“Yeah, talk to your dad for us,” Dante agreed.


	“Talk? To my father?” Charlie said. “What a concept!”


	“Nice, real nice,” someone mumbled.


	“Gee, thanks for the help, Chaz,” Frankie said. “Why am I not surprised?”


	“As I was saying,” Mac said, shooting Charlie a look to shut him up, “it’s a money thing. It’s no news the town’s going to spend the budget on the streets where the hottest businesses are.”


	It went on like that for a while, everyone moaning, as usual, about how riders aren’t respected, and if the mayor were a cyclist, the streets would be perfection.


	Otis brought his fingers to his mouth and gave a crisp whistle. “We leave the Friday after school is over, so we’re talking June 29th. Between now and then, I want you riding at least thirty-five miles a day, midweek, and fifty to sixty on weekends. It’s a long way to Vermont, and just because the snow’s gone doesn’t mean the mountains have left too. Mac, you’ve been leading the group rides once a week, right? Well, I want you to schedule at least one, maybe two more a week now. You guys are going to be kickin’ it.”


	Charlie snapped his fingers. “No prob, O.”


	Otis shot him a doubtful smile. “Do the thirty-five every day, Charlie, understand me? Dante and Frankie, your permission forms aren’t complete. Mac, your dad didn’t send yours in at all. Here’s another packet, in case it got lost in the mail.”


	Mackenzie took the packet from Otis and flipped through the thick wad of papers, silently cursing her father. Fat chance, lost in the mail. He knew she was going. He’d been promising for six years.


	“… I repeat, no forms, no trip. Are we clear, people?” Frankie, Dante, and Mac grunted a chorus of yeses. “One last thing,” Otis said, reaching into a box at his feet. He held up a bright red shammy in one hand and a pair of spandex bike shorts in the other. “The new kits came in!”


	Everyone rushed to the back of the room and grabbed their proper sizes. After the meeting, Dante and Mac walked through the breezeways up to the main building. Everyone joked that some architect from California must’ve designed the school, since you had to walk outside every time you changed classes. There were five different buildings, all connected by breezeways, as though the town of Wheaton never went below fifty degrees. If it rained, kids got wet. If it snowed, you either took your coat with you from class to class, or, if you were a macho football player type, froze your butt off as you ran from building to building.


	Frankie caught up to them as they got their bikes from the rack in front of the school. She leaned over, hands on knees, massaging a still-red scar. “Dudes, I gotta get in shape if I want a slide ride.”


	Mac commiserated with a wince.


	“I have a feeling we’re gonna be baked no matter what,” Dante said.


	Frankie straightened and started untangling her bike from the lock. “Hey, I was doing forty a day, but after I popped my knee …”


	Dante grimaced, looking at her scars. “You’d think that’d be the one pothole they’d fix, considering the gravity tattoos you collected on that crash.”


	Mackenzie said, “There’s still time to get in shape. And your knee’s pretty good now, Franks.”


	Frankie flexed her leg and said, “Yeah, it’s good. I just have to get my endurance back. I’m cranking with Charlie to Hudson later, even if he is an asshole. Actually, the more assholic he is, the more motivated I am to leave him in the dust.”


	“Front or back, and are we doing our ride now or later?” Mac asked.


	“Front. I don’t want to abuse my tires going the back way. I just tuned up. And yeah, let’s do the ride now. Let’s just dump our books at my house first since it’s closer.” Frankie hopped on her bike and took off, stuffing her dreads under her helmet as she rolled.


	They peddled down the street that led from the school to the main part of town. It was a pretty ride, curling around the winding streets of the little community, past the carefully tended gardens and lawns.


	Before Mac’s family moved there, Wheaton had been mocked as the slum of Barclay, the rich hamlet nearby. But it had become a wealthy place in its own right, with up-and-coming moneymakers like her dad moving there, planting McMansions wherever a small lot was still available.


	It was early spring, and the buds were starting to pop. It had rained, and Mac took a deep breath, inhaling the satisfying freshly soaked smell of wet blacktop.


	“Man, you are this close to owning an RC,” Frankie said, holding her finger and thumb two inches apart. “I am so totally jealous.” She switched gears to make it up a hill. “It’s just amazing. You’re really going to have a RoadCap.”


	Mac switched down too and stood up to get some muscle going. It felt good to feel her thighs working it. She loved going uphill, visualizing her quads bunching up and hardening, then stretching out as she pressed the pedal down again. Keeping the cadence constant always soothed her. It made her feel like a machine, powerful and beyond human frailty. She smiled to herself.


	“Otis said after today, there’re two more fittings,” she said.


	“And you’re still not letting your dad chip in?”


	“It wouldn’t be mine if he paid for it.”


	“You’re crazy. Man, if my dad said he’d buy me a custom-built bike, I’d jump at it,” Frankie said for the hundredth time.


	Once again, Mac fleetingly thought about telling Frankie the real reason she wouldn’t take anything from her dad, but why go there? In any case, when Mac mounted her RC it would be on her terms. She’d never take his money. Mackenzie smiled, remembering that it was only after he married Barb that she even had anything to save.


	Barb’s first act as “mom” was to insist Mac get an allowance. Mackenzie remembered the argument because she’d never heard anyone stand up to her father before. It had never occurred to her that it could be done.


	“She’s almost eleven years old, Stan,” Barb had argued. “The kid needs to learn the value of a dollar.”


	Stan had pointed at Barb’s growing belly and said, “Oh, like you know the value of a dollar, with what you’re spending on decorating a nursery for that?”


	But Mac had started collecting an allowance that weekend.


	In the five years since, Mackenzie’s lack of monetary generosity had become legendary, and she’d been nicknamed Skater … as in cheapskate. Everyone knew if you were so much as a nickel short for a soda, you didn’t ask Mac. Anything else, and she’s right there. But money? Every Bike Geek knew Mackenzie Douglas had been saving for a sweeter ride than any of them dreamed of, so her nickname was more of a badge of honor than insult. Even from Charlie.


	If her dad got humiliated, that was just icing. The more embarrassed he was that people might think he couldn’t afford it, the more determined she became to save every dime on her own.


	The girls sat up straight as they headed down the other side of the hill, the last on their way back to Frankie’s, and raised fists to the sky, giving their customary whoop of joy. The wind shushed through the vents in their helmets and was the only sound above the lubricated whirr of their bikes as they sped down.


	At the bottom they stopped at the red light, and Mac took her helmet off, shook out her hair, damp with sweat, and readjusted the strap.


	As she hooked it back on, Frankie asked, “What does Barb say?”


	“She’s all like, ‘If it were up to me, I’d make you put that money toward college.’”


	“And he still wants you to spend it on a car?” Frankie asked.


	“Even said he’d pay for the insurance.” They made a left onto the next street, coasting until they got to Frankie’s house, and slowed down.


	“Do you think we’re the only teenagers on the planet who’d rather have a bicycle than a car?” Frankie asked, setting her bike against the garage. She saw her mom through the window and waved.


	Mackenzie grunted. “Nah. There are at least three other kids in the club who’d do the same.”


	“Ha, yeah. Totally.” Frankie led the way through the back door and into the kitchen. The girls grabbed two apples and a bag of Lay’s and went upstairs.


	When they got to Frankie’s room, Mac ripped open the chips and said, “I cannot be within a 1.2 mile vicinity of a potato chip. I told Barb to stop buying them. If I’m going to ride from here to Vermont and back, I have to get in shape.”


	Frankie shook her head. “You’re not starting this again?”


	“What?”


	“You’re a human lung. You barely breathe while everyone else is gasping.”


	“Still,” Mac said.


	“Shut up! You are perfect. Charlie was practically flooding his desk he was drooling so much. Though, I gotta say, I think he’s looking more buff than during the winter.”


	“Who can tell with those baggy clothes he wears?” Mac said. “And anyway, it’s good for a woman to be in shape. If she’s strong, then no one can take advantage of her.” She peered into the bag of chips and breathed in their scent.


	Frankie put her hand out. “You planning on sharing those?” But Mac wasn’t done appreciating their delectable fragrance. Frankie crossed her arms and sighed. “Well, still, he was looking at you like you were candy and he had a big ol’ sweet tooth. How could you not notice how many guys eye you everywhere you go?”


	“I only care about Grady eyeing me.” Mackenzie counted out nine chips and handed the bag to Frankie. She pulled a long, embroidered case out of her backpack and untied the red ribbon that held it closed. Folding back the flaps, she slid out two dark wooden chopsticks and added, “As long as his eyes only go where I want them to, that is.” Mackenzie tweezered the first potato chip, brought it to her mouth, and nibbled on the edge.


	Frankie flopped down on her stomach and grabbed out a handful of chips. “Get out. You still haven’t lost all willpower to the famous Grady charm?”


	“Whatever.”


	“Whatever? I’m your best friend. What does ‘whatever’ mean? C’mon, spill.” Frankie flipped over, causing a potato chip landslide.


	“Me spill? You should talk!” Mac said. “Oh, crap—is your clock right? I was supposed to get home and make dinner. The Brat gets really cranky if she doesn’t eat by half-past too early.”


	Frankie said, “Did my mom tell you she bumped into Barb and Lily the other day? She wouldn’t shut up about how Lily is exactly like you when you were her age. She said it was like seeing you in two different time continuums.”


	“Yeah, well, the good news is, she’s nothing like me. But it was kind of cute … the other day she’d snatched an old picture from my room, taken when I was little, and I walked into her room, and she was making it whisper to a picture of her at the same age, like we were telling secrets to each other at a playdate or something.”


	“I’d love to meet my four-year-old self. I’d say, ‘At your fifth birthday party, when you find a marble on the kitchen floor, whatever you do, do not stick it up your nose.’”
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	Mac closed her history textbook and rubbed her eyes. She’d promised to have a cuddle with Lil and wondered if she was still awake. She got up from the kitchen table and stuffed everything into her pack and went to check on her sister. She peeked into Lily’s room, but it was too dark to see, even with the hallway light streaming in. She walked closer to the bed, but Lily wasn’t in it. When Mac went to her own room, she found her sister cuddled up with her blankie, fast asleep.


	“Again, Lilybean?” Mac whispered. She quietly got ready for bed and then slipped under the covers. Lily moaned in her sleep, and Mackenzie put her arms around her and pulled her close, murmuring to her.


	“Kenzie?”


	“Do you have another big sister I don’t know about?”


	Lily gave a sleepy laugh.


	Mac asked her, “Don’t you like your own room anymore?”


	“I like yours better. Please can I stay? I promise I won’t kick you like last night.”


	“Or the night before?” But Mac put both arms around Lily and held her tight, and they both fell asleep without another word.


	“C’mon, we have got to get some zees.” Frankie reached over and turned the clock toward her. “Groan, sob, and gasp. It’s two o’clock in the morning, Mac. How are we gonna to do thirty miles tomorrow?”


	Mackenzie looked up at Frankie’s ceiling from her traditional sleepover spot on the trundle. “Thirty? Doncha mean sixty?”


	“You know,” Frankie said, “there is such a thing as overdoing it. You can get too strong.”


	“Funny, Franks. We’ll catch up on our sleep in the morning, skip breakfast.”


	“You’re the one who always tells the club to eat right so we don’t bonk out.”


	“True … but we’ll be so hungry we’ll forget about being tired, and we’ll crank to get a bite at The Stand. By then we’ll be halfway done and can come home.” She curled her hands under her hair at the back of her neck and flipped it up, making it fall over her pillow above her head.


	Frankie leaned over the edge of the bed and looked down at Mackenzie. “You look like you’re scared stiff, with your hair standing on end. Make a face like you’re scared, Mac.”


	Instead, Mackenzie stuck out her tongue. “Is it a plan? Shoot, I forgot. I have to stop home and give Lily her new kiss. I promised.”


	“Okay, fine. And yeah,” Frankie said. “We’re good. But I’m turning the light off now, or we’re going to want to sleep until after dinner, and I hate riding in the dark, all those potholes waiting to bite my butt.”


	“Wait here,” Mac said the next morning as she and Frankie stood outside her house. “I think they’re all out doing errands, but just in case, I’ll sneak in, dump my backpack, and be right back.”


	“In case?”


	“You know, the usual. Do chores, blah, blah, blah. I just don’t want anyone to see me.”


	Frankie folded her arms and raised her eyebrows.


	“What?” Mac said.


	“You shouldn’t worry about being seen, since you’re practically camouflaged in that kit. Love the subtle shade of fire engine red.”


	Mackenzie looked down at her Bike Geeks shammy and shorts. “Heh, heh. Well, I’ll just be extra quiet then.”


	Mac peeked in the window, opened the kitchen door, and stuck her head in, checking to see if anyone was around. A few moments later, Mac burst out the front door, her eyes filled with tears, fighting to spill.


	Mackenzie brushed past Frankie and said, “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.” When Frankie didn’t move fast enough, Mac yelled, “Hurry up!”


	Stan appeared in the doorway as the girls got to their bikes. “I warned you, young lady. You don’t like dances? Well say goodbye to the Spring Fling!”


	Frankie hesitated. Mackenzie took a running leap and mounted her bike while it was moving. She sped away as he slammed the door shut. Frankie grabbed up the helmet Mac had left on the grass and raced after her.


	Mackenzie finally slowed after turning down the next street. She stopped, waiting for Frankie. “Thanks,” she said as she accepted her helmet and snapped it into place. “Let’s crank.”


	“Wait a second, Mac—” Frankie said, catching her breath. “What the hell happened back there? You’re grounded for Spring Fling? Grady’s going to be so pissed.”


	“Can we just ride, Franks?”


	Frankie sighed but got on her bike and started peddling, making Mac catch up with her for once.


	They rode hard, with Mac quickly pulling ahead to lead the way. Pounding her body, owning the pain, gave Mackenzie strength. She rocketed through the ride, not thinking, not hearing anything, even when Frankie hollered to stop at The Stand. Mac powered on.


	When she finally stopped, Mackenzie propped her bike near the side of the road as a signal to Frankie. She knew she’d pick up their food and meet her at their usual rest stop. At this hour The Stand would be deserted, and the kid at the counter wouldn’t have to make Frankie wait for long.


	Mac climbed the apple tree at the top of the hill, thinking escape, escape … She almost laughed at herself. What was she thinking, she’d get to the top of the tree and jump into the clouds? She couldn’t breathe and took ragged breaths, making herself dizzy.


	Peeking between the leaves, she saw Frankie roll up and watched her scan the hill, catching a glimpse of Mac’s crimson kit in the apple tree.


	The tree was in full bloom, and the fragrance was heartbreaking, as though it were warning everyone to enjoy it, as it planned to only sweeten the air for a fleeting springtime moment.


	“Mac!” Frankie called, trekking up the hill. She stood under the tree, looking up into its branches. They were filled with the white and barely pink petals of the blossoms.


	In her bright red clothes, she was like a giant wound in the center of the tree.


	“You okay?”


	Mackenzie shuddered but nodded. She climbed down and sat on her haunches at the base of the trunk. She hung her head and finally slid down onto her butt, her legs sticking straight out in front of her like a little kid.


	“God. He’s such a freak,” she said, not expecting a response. Frankie didn’t provide one. “Now he’s always dancing with Lily. We have to practice, he says. Like he needs practice.”


	Frankie said, “Maybe Lily wants to practice.”


	“A six-year-old should not be forced to go to a dance.”


	“Six? Shoot, did I miss her birthday?”


	Mackenzie reached into the zippered pocket of her hydration pack and pulled out her embroidered case. She turned to look at Frankie, who’d taken their food out of the paper bag and was arranging it like a picnic on her lap. “Yeah, five. I meant five. Whatever.”


	Frankie took a bite of her food. “Why shouldn’t she go? It sounds like a fun thing.”


	Mac frowned. “It’s not.”


	“Oh, you are harsh.” Frankie elbowed her. “Did you go?”


	“The only thing I remember is dropping my food and ruining my dress. It was a long time ago.”


	Frankie played with her napkin, peeling the two-ply pieces apart. “Was it around the time your mom died?”


	“No, she died before that. Before I turned five.” Mackenzie reached over and took her four slices of turkey, half a wheat bagel, and the baggie with apple slices covered with cinnamon and sugar. “I like how they do this,” Mac said, holding up a piece between her chopsticks.


	“Mmm, me too.”


	“Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s like we learned in science when we did that chapter on psychology. Because I ruined the dress my mom gave me, maybe I, like, didn’t want to remember,” Mackenzie said, using her chopsticks as pointers, as though Frankie could see what she was seeing. “We went shopping because she knew she was sick. I remember hearing them talking about it one night when they thought I was asleep. The dress was huge on me, but she promised it would fit the next year, when it came time. I remember … I couldn’t figure out why we couldn’t just wait…”


	“Wow.”


	“Yeah.”


	They ate the rest of their food in silence and washed everything down with their energy drinks.


	When they were done, and Frankie had balled up their trash into the paper bag and stuffed it into her pack, they rolled down the hill like little kids until they got to the bottom.


	“Oh, I’m going to spew!” Mackenzie said, flopping onto her back in the soft cushion of new grass. It smelled fresh and sweet, though that could’ve been the apple blossoms. Frankie rolled onto her stomach and took a wide blade of grass between her thumbs and, bringing it to her lips, blew a loud farting noise.


	Mac said, “You should join the school band.”


	“I’m pretty sure we’re supposed to be doing our weekend ride all at once, Mac.”


	“Yeah, I know. I guess staying up till God-knows-when wasn’t the greatest idea.”


	“God doesn’t have to know when—when was two a.m. and you would not stop talking about Grady. Grady this and Grady that. You can lose sleep over the guy, but I’m losing sleep over him and I’m not even his girlfriend.”


	Mackenzie elbowed Frankie, but she was smiling. “I can’t help it if I’m madly in love. Every time I see him, or think about him, or hear his name, I feel … like, I don’t know … like—”


	“Like butterflies. I get it,” Frankie said.


	“More like weight-lifting Amazonian uber moths.”


	“Isn’t it so weird how just thinking something can make your body react like that?”


	Mackenzie remembered the times that thinking something gave her a physical response, but she couldn’t bring herself to confide in Frankie about it. Every night she heard her door creak open, and as she thought of what was about to happen, her belly would tighten; but it wasn’t the fluttering of butterflies. More like poisonous spiders. Rattling snakes. Stinging scorpions. She learned how to get away from them, though. She ignored them all by escaping. Off she flew on a flying bicycle, where they never caught up with her. The faster she pedaled, the farther away she felt.


	But no matter how fast or high she flew, she could never get far enough away to escape her father when he made his night visits.
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	“Whose car is that?” Stan demanded, coming in the front door. “Mackenzie?” He hollered so loudly Mac could hear him from her room. She tiptoed down the stairs and stood just beyond their sight line and listened, hoping he’d go into his den before she left.


	“She’s getting ready to go out, Stan. Did you pick up my prescription?” Barb asked.


	Mac heard the crackle of the thin white pharmacy bag and the rattle of pills as he tossed it onto the coffee table. “Sweet dreams.” Mackenzie peeked into the hallway and saw him walk to the front window and pull the curtain aside. As Barb went to retrieve the bag, he added, while still looking out the window, “The pharmacist said these are stronger and you should be careful or you’ll turn into Sleeping Beauty.”


	Lily said, “I know that story, Daddy! I read it in school today!”


	“You did, Princess? But I bet she didn’t take pills to go to sleep, huh?”


	“Oh, Daddy, you’re so silly. She took a apple.”


	He was still staring at Grady’s car parked in front of their house. “Mackenzie!” he yelled over his shoulder. “Who does that car belong to?”


	Lily ran to her daddy, crawled between his legs, and then stood up in front of him to get a good look out the window, too. “Yeah,” she piped up. “Who is that guy?”


	Stan looked down at Lily for a second and then squinted back out at the car. “There’s a guy in there? You can see that, Lil? I have got to get glasses.”


	Mackenzie walked into the front hall. “What did you do with my black jacket?” she asked Barb. “It was right here on the rack.”


	“Oh, sorry, honey, I took it to the cleaners. It was looking a bit ragged. Why don’t you wear the pink one?”


	“You don’t hafta wear a jacket ’cause it’s too warm,” Lily chimed in. “I didn’t wear mine at recess today. You wanna wear mine, Kenzie? You can if you wanna.”


	“Thanks, Brat, but I doubt it would fit me,” Mac said. “Barb, I hate the pink one.”


	“Well, it’s all you’ve got right now.”


	“Thanks to you,” Mackenzie said.


	Barb’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “Excuse me? I do you a favor and—”


	“Barbara, I’ll handle this. Take Lily into the other room,” Stan said. When Barb hesitated, he added, “Now.”


	“Where do you think you’re going, anyway?” he said, once they were alone. It was more of a statement than a question.


	“Out. I don’t have any homework left, and in fact, I’m ahead on my science project.”


	“And who is that guy?” Stan demanded.


	“He’s just a friend.”


	“Dante again?” He looked out the window. “I don’t know any gay boys with ’69 Mustangs. You sure he’s a gay?”


	Mac blew her bangs off her forehead.


	“If you let me buy you a car,” he continued, craning for a better look, “you wouldn’t need a boy to drive you anywhere. Anyway, I could’ve given you a ride. Why don’t you ever ask me to drive you anywhere?”


	She didn’t want to stay in the house a second longer than absolutely necessary, but she needed him to let her go. She had avoided telling Grady about being grounded for Spring Fling because she wanted to get him to the reservoir. Going on the boat relaxed him, and he’d be more likely to forgive her for messing things up.


	Maybe they could even plan something alone. Who needed to go to a stupid dance anyway? She gestured toward where Lily had gone and in her sweetest voice said, “You need to be here. You told Lily you’d give her more dance lessons.” As she reached for the door, her father put his hand on it, preventing her escape.


	“What now, Dad?”


	Flipping his wallet open, he said, “Don’t you, ah, ‘Geeks,’ grab a bite after? You need some money?” He reached toward her and tucked a twenty into the front pocket of her jeans. “I can buy my girl some fries, can’t I?” He leaned in to kiss her, but she reeled her head back and pretended to sneeze.


	“Better not get to close. I might have something.” She shoved her hand into her pocket, curling her fingers around the money.


	“Now, c’mon, Mackenzie. I know you’re not too old for a goodbye kiss,” Stan said, and stepped closer and gave her a chaste kiss on the forehead.


	When he saw her roll her eyes, he said, “You know, I wish we could just skip this whole teenage phase.”


	“Yeah,” Mac said, “like that’s my big problem.”


	Barb walked back in and said, “Mackenzie, why don’t you—”


	Stan cut her off. “Barbara, let me handle this, why don’t you?”


	“But, Stan,” Barb started to say, until he put his hand in front of her face, palm out, like a cop stopping traffic.


	“Do you mind?” Silence. “I thought not.” Turning back to Mac, he continued, “You do want my permission to go out, am I correct? Not to mention that ridiculous trip you insist on leaving your family for?”


	Mackenzie stared at the floor but nodded. “Then start acting like the good girl I know you can be.” He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead again. “Remember, no one can love you as much as I do, sweetheart.”


	Mackenzie mumbled a thanks, and left. When she was almost to the car, she pulled her hand out of her pocket, opened her fist, and let the bill fly with the wind. Let someone else spend her father’s blood money.


	Grady was fiddling with the radio dial when she got in the car.


	“Are you insane? I told you never to pick me up right in front of my house. My dad almost didn’t let me open the door, let alone go out.”


	“Geez, sorry.” Grady flipped off the radio and started the engine. Right away Mac was sorry she’d snapped at him, and reached for his hand. He glanced over at her and forgave her with one of his prizewinning Grady smiles. He drove to the reservoir and got a cooler out of the trunk.


	“What’s in there?” Mac reached for the lid but snapped her hand back when Grady swatted it away.


	“Oh, just a little surprise,” he said, grinning.


	“You’re sure being Mr. Mystery.” Mackenzie watched him as he rowed. Lily had been right; it was a warm night, and Grady wore a short-sleeved shirt. His arms bulged every time he pulled back on the oars, and the shadows got caught in the muscles. He knew she was staring at him, and the next time he stretched forward to take a stroke, he stuck his fingers out straight, and as he pulled the oars back, raked his fingertips along Mac’s thighs, sending electric bolts into her groin. She almost groaned aloud. She shivered and zipped her jacket up to her neck.


	They got to their rock and spread out the blanket. Grady opened the cooler, taking out some crackers and a bottle of champagne.


	“Where’d you get that?”


	“I snatched it from my dad’s wine cellar. Well, it’s not really a cellar, more like a refrigerated cabinet, but half the time he forgets what’s in there. He’ll never miss it.”


	Mackenzie gave him a doubtful look and took off her jacket. It already felt like summer; a breeze lifted the scent of the fresh water and brought it to her, like a gift. It smelled warm. She reached into the cooler for a little glass container and held it up in the moonlight, trying to read the label. “What’s this?”


	“Caviar. The real kind—not that cheap stuff they put on sushi. You’re supposed to eat it on special occasions,” Grady said, opening the lid. He took a tiny spoon and placed a small mound of the stuff onto a cracker. “Ever had it?” he asked, examining the shining black beads.


	“I don’t do any kind of sushi. Have you?”


	“No, but it’s supposed to be classy.”


	“Then who am I to argue? Should be delish. Go ahead, you try it first.”


	Grady raised the cracker to his mouth, popped the whole thing in, and stood arms akimbo, as though he’d just performed an act of heroism.


	“Mmm,” he said with his mouth full, and gave a thumb’s up. He handed a caviar-piled cracker to Mackenzie. Following Grady’s example, she put the whole thing into her mouth and started chewing. Almost instantly she made a face.


	“Ugh. This stuff is disgusting!” She jumped up and ran a few feet away and spat it all into the bushes. “It tastes like fish!” She heard the pop of the cork and accepted a Styrofoam cup filled with champagne as she sat back down. She couldn’t get rid of the taste, even after downing the whole cup. “How can you like that stuff?” She swished with a refill of champagne.


	Grady gulped his drink too, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I hated it. But I didn’t want to be the only one with fish breath.”


	“Why, you …!” Mackenzie pounced, trying to pummel him, or at least tickle him to death. He feigned helplessness in the face of her punishment and they wrestled, laughing. She could feel her love for him float up like a balloon licked by the wind, rising, rising, until she feared it would fly away, beyond her reach.


	Grady, exacting his revenge, rolled her onto her back and, grabbing her hands, pinned them over her head. “Now try to tickle me, Evil One,” he taunted. Holding her wrists with his right hand, he wiggled the fingers of his left, slowly lowering it, hovering just above the most ticklish spot on her stomach. Mac wriggled and laughed under him, anticipating the tickling, dreading it, and loving his attention.


	The champagne had made them both so giddy that before they knew it, their goofing around managed to wind up with Grady on top of her. The sound of their breathlessness broke the silence. He leaned in, placing his mouth on hers, his lips warm, nibbling, insistent.


	The more she felt his excitement growing, the higher the balloon flew. He rolled onto his back, pulling her on top of him. They kissed. Grady groaned.


	Mackenzie tossed her hair back; a gust of wind pushed it further off her face, reminding her to breathe. Obediently, she took great gulps of air, feeling both excited and sick to her stomach.


	Just go with it. Do it. Can’t you be like everyone else and just hook up? It’s no big deal. 


	But the queasiness grew, and she gingerly slipped off Grady and pulled into herself as she settled on the rock.


	“Hey, come here.” He reached for her, trying to bring her back, trying to pretend the moment wasn’t broken.


	“I have to tell you something.”


	Grady sat up and drew his knees up to his chest, mirroring Mac’s posture, making it obvious he knew the moment was not only broken but completely shattered. He combed his fingers through his hair. “What.”


	“We can’t go to Spring Fling.”


	Grady leaned his elbows on his knees and he looked out at the water, his face tight. “You mean you can’t go.”


	“I can’t help it that my father is such an ass!”


	“You know, Mac, this is getting so old. Every single event in the past six months—oh, happy anniversary, by the way; that was why I brought the special picnic, in case you were wondering—has occurred with everyone but us. There’s always something getting in the way of our having a good time together.”


	Mac stood up. “If I could wish on a star and have a different father, believe me, I would!”


	“It’s not just him.”


	Mackenzie folded her arms in front of her, trying to protect her heart against whatever he was about to say. “What do you mean, it’s not just him?”


	“You never want to do anything. We make out, and then you give some kind of excuse to get out of the situation.” Grady started rolling up the blanket and put the cups and crackers back in the cooler.


	Mac zipped the stupid pink jacket all the way up and hugged herself tighter. “I have a choice, don’t I? Grady? C’mon, don’t be mad.” She reached her hand out to him. He turned his back and picked up the little container of caviar.


	“Grady?”


	He didn’t turn around, and facing the lake, flung the caviar into the water. It skipped along the surface four times and sank.
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	Mackenzie was sitting in the school cafeteria and saw Frankie walk in, looking for her. Mac looked down, hoping she wouldn’t find her in the crowd. Over the last three weeks it had become obvious that Frankie just didn’t understand what a broken heart felt like.


	Mac just wanted to avoid more of her nagging and not have to explain every little thing. No such luck.


	“I see you’re sitting with your new best friends: chocolate, grease, and sugar,” Frankie said as she dumped her backpack on the floor. When Mac didn’t reply, Frankie leaned over the table and placed both hands on Mackenzie’s shoulders. “Dude, I am attempting to make contact with the alien who has taken over the body and soul of Mackenzie Douglas. Are you in there, Alien One?”


	Mackenzie looked up, her eyes glazed and tired. If she could explain to Frankie how out of control she felt when she and Grady were going over the edge … like she was falling through space … like she was going to hit the pavement and splatter, maybe Frankie would understand.


	But how could Frankie understand if I don’t get it myself?


	Mac barely had enough energy to ignore it, let alone explain it aloud to her best friend.


	Her skin had turned a dull shade of grey, interrupted by patches of florid zits. Her hair hung in greasy clumps. She shook her head. “I can’t, Franks.” She stuffed a handful of chips into her mouth. She barely chewed them before reaching for the brownie on the paper plate in front of her.


	Frankie said, “You’ve certainly covered all my favorite food groups … fried, sugared, and uh, fried.” She fingered a bag of Fritos. “Your chopsticks still on vacation? I ask again, who are you, and what’ve you done with Mac?”


	No response, no smile. “How ’bout Skater?”


	“Cut it out, Frankie. I just need time to deal.” Or, if she ignored it long enough, maybe it would just go away.


	“Time? How long since you ate anything green?”


	“I had some green M&M’s for breakfast this morning.”


	“Oh, wait! That sounds familiar … was that a joke?” Frankie sighed and leaned forward. “Mac, at the risk of sounding like my mother, you need some veggies. You have to keep up your training. How’re you going to manage the trip?”


	Mackenzie stopped eating and looked at Frankie like she’d never heard of the trip, then shoved another bite in her mouth and looked down again.


	Frankie said, “C’mon, you’re not surprised that that’s all he wanted, right? And if that’s the case, who needs him anyway?”


	“I thought he was different. And I did believe he loved me. And if he loved me, why couldn’t he just wait?”


	Frankie asked, “You know what he’s thinking. If you loved him, why couldn’t you just blow him?”


	“What was that?” Charlie said as he put his tray down next to Mac’s. “Sounds like an interesting conversation if you ask me.”


	“No one did,” Frankie said. She waved at him. “Buh-bye, now.”


	Instead of leaving, he turned to Mackenzie and surveyed her lunch. “Oh yeah, I can see you’re way over that goofball swimmer. It’s so sad about your RC though. You’re going to crush that fine instrument under that big butt you’re growing.”


	“You are such an asshole, Charlie. Anyone ever tell you that?” Frankie reached over and pushed his lunch away.


	Charlie hooked his finger over the edge of the tray and pulled it back. “Actually, Dad says it every day, right after he kisses me good morning.” Turning back to Mac, he said, “You know, if you don’t want the bike, I’m happy to take it off your hands. I’ll still fit on it.”


	“Yeah, ’cause you’re a shrimp,” Frankie said.


	“I may be slight, but it’s all muscle, baby.” He pulled the fabric of his sleeve tight and flexed. “So how about it, Skater? Want to sell me the RC? You obviously have lost your joy dee viver.”


	Mackenzie looked at Charlie. “What are you talking about?”


	“Sell me your bike when it comes in so you don’t lose your deposit. C’mon, I’ll take it off your hands for, say, $700 cash.”


	Mackenzie smiled.


	Frankie said, “That’s less than the deposit, you idiot. But thanks, Charlie—hard to believe that you’d be the first person to get Mac to smile in three weeks.”


	As Mac and Frankie walked away from the table, Charlie called after them. “Hey, Mac! I’m still the size you used to be—I’ll fit on that ride. Remember, I’ve got the cash if you eat the trash!”


	Mackenzie lay in bed staring at the ceiling. Just the thought of extracting herself from the covers exhausted her, and she heaved a deep sigh. She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to deal. Finally, she dragged herself out of bed and sat on the edge, shoulders slumped. Tugged at the bottom of her tank top, but it just rode up again. Tried to comb her fingers through her hair, but when she hit the first tangle, gave up.


	I’ll look like Frankie with the dreads, I keep this up, she thought. She leaned down to the pile of clothes on the floor and picked up the jeans she’d worn all week, lacking the energy to care about clean laundry. Holding her breath, Mac snapped the top button. She looked at the makeup and perfume scattered across the vanity and ran her finger along the top of a compact. A line appeared in the dust.


	She pulled a frayed long-sleeved tee over her head, tucked the stray strands of hair behind her ears, and went to the kitchen for some breakfast. Barb was still in her robe and was yawning as she poured herself a cup of coffee.


	“Hey, honey. You want some?” Without waiting for an answer, she pulled out a second mug and filled it. She reached into the fridge for the nonfat nondairy creamer and handed it to Mac.


	Mac took it and put it back in the refrigerator without a word, grabbed the carton of cream, and tilted into her coffee until it was a pale shade of beige. Or a dark shade of white.


	Barb stood motionless, her mouth open in surprise as Mac next went for the sugar bowl and dumped in three heaping tablespoons. “Cream? And sugar? Apparently, I’ve been working longer hours than I thought. Since when do you ingest anything white?”


	“Do you mind?” Mac took a long, deep gulp. “How late did you get in last night anyway? You look like crap.”


	“Boy, Mac, which side of the bed did you fall out of this morning?” Barb said, obviously containing her anger. “You want to try again?”


	“Sorry. You look tired is all I meant.”


	Barb sat at the kitchen table and unfolded the paper with a snap. “It was too late, and I shouldn’t have taken my pill, but I was afraid I wouldn’t get any sleep at all if I didn’t. I swear,” she said, smoothing out the deep crease in the center section. “This job would be perfect if it weren’t for all the stress.”


	Lily bounced into the kitchen, awake the moment her eyes shot open. “Look! I’m just like Tigger! Because I’m bouncing. Tiggers bounce. Did you know that, Kenzie?” She bounced right into Mac, making her spill coffee on her shirt.


	“Jesus, Lily! Do you have to be so unbelievably obnoxious first thing in the morning?” She was sorry she snapped at her sister the minute she did it. Before she could apologize, Barb leapt from her chair and scooped Lily into her arms.


	“Get it together, Mac.”


	Barb sat back down, Lily on her lap, her head buried in her mother’s neck. She wasn’t used to Mac losing it on her, and she clung to her mother like a baby koala who just saw a growling dingo. Barb stroked her back, all the while patting and cooing. She didn’t look up from their cuddle fest but managed to wave her hand in the direction of the corner desk. “And take that envelope over there. It was leaning against the front door when I got in.”


	Mac went and picked it up. Turning it over, she saw the RoadCap logo and under it, Frankie’s handwriting.


	This ought to get rid of that alien … see you soon … xxxooo F.


	Mackenzie sloshed back the drops still left in her cup and said, “I gotta go.”
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	“So? Did you get it?” Frankie asked as she glided up and dismounted at the bike rack. Mac was bent over double, and Frankie watched as she tried to mate the key on the lanyard around her neck with the lock securing her wheels. “You know, that works better if you take it off first.”


	Mac said, “Get what?”


	Frankie made a noise that fused frustration and excitement, and threw up her hands. “The envelope! Did you get the envelope I left for you?”


	Dante rode up and popped his front wheel off to lock it up with his frame. “Dudette, Charlie’s gonna see you bending over like that and consider it an invitation.”


	Mac straightened, her face flushed. She started to say, “If he ever—” but stopped as Charlie rolled up right then, dressed in his stupid baggies and a shammy from some mountain bike club.


	“Hello, ladies, and I mean that in the most respectful way, Dante.” Charlie locked his bike next to theirs.


	“Kiss, kiss, lover!” Dante blew him a couple of air kisses, which Charlie dutifully ignored.


	Charlie continued, “You want to do another ride up to Hudson, Frankie?”


	“Depends if you’re ready for more humiliation, Chaz,” she answered. She looked over her shoulder at Mac and tilted her head toward Charlie. “We were going to do a dawn ride yesterday, but he was a no-show. Apparently he’s not yet able to clear the trail logs. Or maybe your shoelace got wrapped around your crank and you fell?”


	“I got no problem with my crank,” Charlie said, leering. As he reached to pop off his front wheel, his sleeves pulled back, revealing fresh bruises on his arms.


	“You get some decent road rash to go along with those?” Dante asked. “At least you got the brain bucket goin’ on,” he said, knocking on his helmet. “You wouldn’t want an even more messed up noggin.”


	Charlie jerked his head away and scowled at him, but Dante was unfazed.


	He said, “I’ve got a fresh tube of Brave Soldier if you promise not to use it all.” He held up the ointment and waggled it in the air.


	Frankie said, “I wish that stuff could’ve repaired the inside of my knee like it did the outside.”


	Charlie waved them off and struck a pose like a veteran’s statue. Quoting the Brave Soldier website, he said, “My wounds are the price paid for adventure or for victory!”


	“Well, I hope you’re having some of the adventure, ’cause it looks like those baby heads claimed victory.”


	“Baby heads?” Mac asked.


	Frankie patted her back and smiled. “See? There are purists left in the world. You are a true roadie, Mac.”


	“Baby heads,” Charlie said. “The rocks in the trail the size of, you know, a baby’s head. And I am clearing them. Usually.”


	Dante made a face. “I don’t know why you bother with the trails if it’s so brutal.”


	Charlie slung his backpack over his shoulder and winced. “It may be rough, but I only get cardio on the road. The trail’s great for wind sprints and skills.”


	“You better keep working on those skills then, dude,” Frankie said, pointing to Charlie’s latest injuries. “And you better not let Otis see those. It’s obvious you didn’t get them riding pavement, and then he’ll know the trails are keeping you from your road miles. The ones he assigned to get you ready for our road trip.”


	Mac didn’t even have the energy it would take to care about any of this. She just felt monotone. No thoughts. No interior monologue questioning it. Just a flatline of apathy. She shook her head to clear it. “I gotta get to class.”


	Frankie trotted a few steps and caught up. “What?”


	Mac barely looked up. It was nothing she wanted to talk about. “It’s only … I don’t know. Just … why bother?”


	“What are you saying? The trip? The one you’ve been talking about for six freaking years? Your dad is finally letting you leave the house and now you’re all like, ‘Why bother?’ Did you even open the envelope?”


	“No.” Mac was too exhausted with everything to gather enough curiosity to look at it.


	Frankie growled in frustration. “Mackenzie! When are you going to open it?”


	Mac stopped in the hall outside the main office and shifted her backpack to her other shoulder. “You obviously want to tell me, so just say it so I can get to class.”


	Frankie sighed and shook her head. “For weeks you’ve been wallowing in all this self-pity, and when I try to do something that might make you happy, what do you do? Ignore it. If you want to know, open the damn envelope.” She stalked off down the hallway.


	For the first time since they were little, Frankie and Mackenzie stopped talking. Days turned into weeks, and Mac still refused to open the envelope.


	Mackenzie began to think of it almost as another person, mocking her, propped on her dresser as it was, taunting her. She willfully ignored it. She was stronger. She would win.


	Lying in her bed after school one afternoon, she grunted as she stared at it, realizing she was having conversations in her head with a freaking envelope. She heard Lily’s footsteps stomping down the hallway and come to a stop outside Mac’s bedroom door. Mackenzie rolled over and lay with her back to the door, staring at the wall, when Lily tiptoed into her room. Mackenzie closed her eyes, hoping Lily would get bored and leave.


	“Kenzie? Why are you always in bed from now on?” Lily asked as she crawled over Mackenzie’s limp body and tumbled to the other side. She scooched and wriggled for a bit, finding a comfortable position to face her sister.


	Mac just moaned and kept her eyes shut.


	Lily raised her little hands and pressed them to each side of Mackenzie’s face. “Kenzie? Are you in there?”


	Mac heard her sister’s question and marveled at how it echoed Frankie’s weeks ago when she tried to get rid of the alien that had apparently taken over her body. Mac opened her eyes and looked at Lily.


	“Peas?” Mac asked. Lily flipped around so her back was against Mac’s stomach.


	“In a pod,” Lily answered.


	Her sister always fit so perfectly in her arms, and the minute she was cuddled up, they both sighed. Mackenzie buried her face in Lily’s hair.


	“I’m sorry about this morning, Brat. I was super mean.” She’d yelled at her again for some stupid thing. Mac had felt guilty all day.


	Lily grumped, “Yeah.”


	“Super duper mean,” Mac said. “I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”


	Lily grumped again and then shrugged her shoulders, and Mac knew she had.


	“What kind of kiss?” Mackenzie asked. Lily was still facing the other way, but Mac could tell she had gotten a smile out of her. “Come on, what kind?”


	Lily twisted around and looked up at her big sister with a grin on her face. “Ummmmmm … how about … a elephant kiss!”


	Mac buried her face into Lily’s neck and blew giant raspberries against her skin. Lily howled with laughter. She clambered out of the bed and ran out of the room still giggling, but Mackenzie stayed where she was and continued staring at the envelope.


	She couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t touched it, hadn’t wanted to touch it, but there it sat on her dresser, propped between the only two framed photos she owned. One was a shot of Mac on her favorite tricycle, her mom leaning down into the frame, and the other was taken on her seventh birthday, the day she rode her first two-wheeler. She lay on her bed, looking at her toothless smile, remembering.


	As soon as her father had clicked the camera, Mac fell, bloodying her knee. She hadn’t cried. She never did. Her dad was freaking out, running around trying to find the first aid kit, while Mac sat on the curb, watching the blood drip down her leg. She had been mesmerized, and remembered wondering, over those bright crimson tears, my knee is crying blood. As she sat there, calmly watching the droplets drizzle from her wound, it seemed odd that blood would be the same color every time it came out. It should change colors, she thought, depending on why you were losing it.


	Mac’s eyes drifted up to a gold medal dangling from a wide red ribbon. It hung from a nail in the wall above her dresser. Grady had given it to her after he’d won his first swim meet. She got off the bed and took it down, wrapping the ribbon around her hand. She rubbed her fingers over the embossed lettering as she looked back at the photo.


	Her father had finally found the first aid kit and tended to her wounds.


	“Does it hurt?” he’d asked.


	Now, as she stood holding Grady’s medal, looking at the photo, she snorted. Does it hurt? 


	She hadn’t answered. She hadn’t known how to answer. It hurt, but who cared? She ignored it. She’d been through worse, and if she could ignore that, what was a skinned knee? If you paid attention to pain, you had to live with it, and she didn’t want to do that.


	Grady wanted her to hook up with him. She hadn’t been allowed to say no to her father, but she sure as hell had a choice with Grady. And if he loved her, he wouldn’t force her. He wouldn’t expect her to do anything she didn’t want to do.


	Her heart still ached, but Mac had to admit that Frankie was right. She had wallowed enough and didn’t need any reminders. If he were only in love with her so he could get some, then their whole relationship was bogus … just like the one she had with her father. If he really loved her, he wouldn’t make her do those things.


	Mac held her hand over the little tin trash can next to her dresser and let the ribbon unwind off her hand. The medal dangled from its leash, swinging slowly, like a pendulum on an old clock. Time to move on, it seemed to say. She dropped it, satisfied by the loud clunk it made.
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	The next day, as Mackenzie sat in her usual spot at lunch, Frankie walked by, and Mac caught her eye.


	“Thanks, Frankie,” Mac said, tapping an envelope that sat on the table. It had a logo of a bike-riding knight in shining armor. “Want to sit?”


	Frankie shrugged and put her backpack on the seat.


	“Thanks for trying to make me feel better. I just needed time, I guess.”


	“That, and an almost $8,000 bike,” Frankie commented, looking at the opened envelope.


	“Well, with my pro discount it’ll only be an approximately $4,500 bike.”


	Frankie smiled as she eyed Mac’s lunch of four plain turkey slices, dry salad, and bottled water. “Looks like you’re back. Not that I missed your freak sticks,” she said, nodding at Mackenzie’s chopsticks.


	“Well, I do need some damage control if I want to make it to Vermont and back, don’t I?” she said, pulling a ream of paper out of the envelope. “You’ve got to see this! You want to help me build it up after school? It’s at the shop.”


	Frankie rolled her eyes. “You are so beyond. How do you think I got that in the first place?” She picked up the specs. “Oh man, nice. You were so right to get Campy components … sweet.”


	“Campy sucks.”


	Both girls turned to see Charlie drop his tray on the table and grab up the spec sheet.


	“No one asked you,” Frankie said, snatching it back and waving goodbye to him. “See ya.”


	Charlie took the sheet back and sat. “This isn’t a private table.” Turning to Mac, he asked, “You saved for six years and you wasted your bucks on Campy, Skater?”


	Mackenzie grabbed back the specs and said, “Shimano’s more disposable. I didn’t want something that light.”


	Charlie scoffed and snatched them again, holding the packet of pages above his head. “You’re insane. Shimano’s so nice because it’s light. You’re spending that kind of cake and you got stuck with that old world crap.”


	Dante dropped his tray on the table and sat down next to Mac.


	“Dude, don’t you know what the pro mechanics call Shimano?” Frankie asked.


	Dante sang out, “Shit, man, NO!”


	Frankie smiled and said slowly, as though speaking to a small child or an idiot, “Because of the cheap construction and the fact that most pro teams avoid it at all costs. Besides, how does anyone with hands smaller than a shovel reach those Shimano levers? The handlebars are freakin’ huge.”


	“What’s this, Charlie?” Dante said, eyeing a huge black and blue mark on his stomach where his shirt rode up. He poked it with his finger, making him flinch and lower his arms. “You are such a spaz. If you can’t clear the logs, why don’t you just stick to the road?”


	“Yeah,” Frankie said. “Where the real riders are, anyway?”


	As he and Frankie got up to leave, Dante playfully smacked Charlie’s back, then, as Charlie actually winced, said, “I do not know why you put yourself through those baby heads, baby boy.”


	“At least I’ll be in better shape than you,” Charlie said as he tossed the specs to Mac. He tugged the bottom of his shirt and held it down. Turning to Mac, he said, “You’re just a Euro snob. If I had the money, I’d get Shimano with those Mavic Arsis wheels. Those carbon spokes make it so high-end and sexy…” Looking at Mackenzie’s lunch, he added, “So does this mean you’re not going to sell me your bike?”


	“You have no soul, Charlie,” Frankie said as she got up from the table, tray in hand. “That’s why you’d never get Campy. You ride Shimano and you’re rattling down the road on white bread.” She flicked her hand at him and left to dump her garbage.


	“Yeah,” Mac said, “and I’ll be cranking on focaccia. Besides, I thought you wouldn’t want Campy, so why would you buy my bike anyhow?”


	“You can keep your focaccia or whatever. I’m saving up for Shimano, and then we’ll see what’s what.”


	“You’re saving up? How much you got so far?” This was the first Mackenzie had heard this news. She thought Charlie was all about the mountain biking. Except, she conceded, then why would he bother going on the Vermont trip?


	He pulled out a little black notebook with dark blue trim and fanned the pages in front of Mac’s face. He covered the balance with his thumb, but she could see he’d scribbled in a long list of numbers—deposits, she assumed. “I have enough for a down payment,” he bragged. “Well, almost enough.” He blushed when Mac smiled. “Okay, half that. So I’m not as big a cheapskate as you, and it takes me longer to save.”


	“Maybe you just don’t want it as much. I am desperate to have this bike, Charlie. You have to be.”


	“You have no idea,” Charlie said, and walked away from the table.


	It was gorgeous, and Mac couldn’t stop staring at it.


	“It is completely stunning,” Otis said. “I may have to give you a raise or you’re never going to work that beauty off.” Mackenzie didn’t respond. Otis snapped his fingers until she managed to break her gaze from the RoadCap she and Frankie had just finished building up. “I have to go. You guys can lock up after you pick out your pedals and stuff.” He winked at Frankie, well aware that Mac had decided on every detail months before.


	“Okay,” Mackenzie said. “Thanks for staying late, O.”


	After he left and they finished up the last details on the RC, Frankie said, “I better get home.” She began putting the tools away. “Geez, Mac, you’re looking at that sled like it’s your new best friend.” She smiled. “Should I be jealous?”


	“Of course,” Mac said, grinning. She walked around the RC, in her own world. She lowered her voice, imitating one of those cheesy, overly dramatic commercials, and said, “It is no mere bicycle. This is your trusty steed. Your means of … escape.”


	“We’re only going to Vermont.” Frankie snorted. “And by the way, we have to come back.”


	Not if I had my way. Except for Lily. She’s worth coming home to. “Too bad, huh?” she said aloud. “If we could bottle that ride-zen we’d be rolling in it.”


	“Totally.”


	They straightened up the back of the shop, turned off the lights, and locked the door, leaving Mac’s old bike inside. She’d pick it up another day.


	“Geez, it’s pitch black out here,” Frankie said. “Tell Otis to fix the light, would you?” They strapped on their helmets and were about to take off when they heard gravel crunching behind them in the dark. They whirled around.


	“Who’s there?” Frankie asked, squinting into the darkness. The girls looked at each other. “Say something!” Frankie called out.


	“I am the ghost of crappy components!” “Charlie!”


	Frankie said, “Like I always say, you are such an asshole.”


	“It’s my best quality,” he replied, approaching the RC. He whistled, soft and low. It was an appreciative gesture, Mac knew, but there was a longing under it that made her skin crawl.


	“It’s your only quality, Charlie,” Frankie said.


	“Like I haven’t heard that before?”


	He stretched his hand out to stroke the seat, but Mackenzie jerked it out of his reach. It weighed so little that when she twisted it away from him, he got knocked in the shin with the gear wheel. “You can look, but you better not touch,” she said.


	Charlie grimaced and rubbed his leg. “I hear that’s your motto, Mackenzie.”


	Frankie got on her bike and adjusted her helmet. “C’mon, Mac, let’s go.”


	Mac gestured for Frankie to wait. “What’s that supposed to mean, Charlie?”


	He strolled toward his bike, still unable to tear his eyes away from the RoadCap. “When you tease a guy, it’s just not fair, Skater.”


	“Hey, you want to touch an RC, find another, because you’re not getting your hands on mine,” Mackenzie said.


	Charlie laughed, but there was nothing nice in it. “Yep, that’s exactly what I heard. When a guy can’t get his hands on yours, he has to find another.” His cackle was swallowed up in the darkness as he rode away.


	Mackenzie stood in the same spot, her eyes darting about, trying to follow her ricocheting thoughts. “What’s he talking about, Frankie?” But she knew. And even though she thought she’d moved on, it still hurt, knowing Grady was seeing someone else.
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	Frankie had her hand on Mac’s arm. They stood straddling their bikes outside the Douglases’ house. Stan kept pulling the curtains back every few seconds, and it gave Mackenzie the impression that the house was winking at her.


	“Are you sure you’re going to be all right, Mac?”


	She nodded and wheeled her bicycle into the garage. Frankie wasn’t convinced, though, and followed her. In slow motion, Mac locked the RC to the workbench in the back next to the extra fridge. “Do you think what Charlie was saying is true? Maybe it’s not, you know? Maybe he was just being his usual jerk self.”


	“Mackenzie, you knew Grady would go out with someone else at some point, right?”


	“I guess,” Mac said. “But I wasn’t thinking that far ahead.” But Mac knew that wasn’t true. She hadn’t wanted to face it, as usual.


	“Maybe it’s not true,” Frankie offered.


	“Whatever. I don’t care,” Mac lied. She turned off the garage light and pulled the door shut. They crossed the grass to the concrete steps just outside the kitchen. They could see Stan through the window, trying to peer out into the darkness.


	The door opened, and a rectangle of light hit the side yard where they stood talking. Both girls squinted. “Hi, Mr. Douglas,” Frankie said before turning and giving Mac a quick hug. “We leave in two weeks. On our trusty steeds. To make our escape … just focus on that,” she whispered.


	“I’d think you’d have more bounce in your step now that you have your precious bike,” Stan said, as Mac brushed past him and into the kitchen. “And by the way, thanks so much. After a hard day at work, I do like to have my dinner waiting, you know.”


	“So tell your wife.”


	“My wife is working late, so it’s up to you.” Mac barely heard him as he blathered on about how they were a family, and a family is supposed to be a partnership, and partners need to do the dance together. When one leads, the other follows, and if …


	“Are you talking about that stupid dance again?” Mac interrupted, miserable thoughts of Grady scattering.


	“Aw, honey, you’re not jealous, are you?” Stan asked. He reached out to stroke her cheek, but Mackenzie’s head snapped back like a rubber band pulled too tight.


	“Do. Not. Touch. Me.” she said through clenched teeth. “Ever.”


	“I just don’t know what your problem is, Mackenzie.”


	“You are my problem.”


	“And I can be a bigger one, unless you’ve changed your mind about going on this trip of yours?” He folded his arms and turned his back on her. “If you want me to sign those forms, you’d better stop talking trash about the dance. Especially to your sister.”


	When Mackenzie didn’t respond, her father stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind him.


	“Okay, people, quiet down!” Otis yelled, clapping his hands. He wasn’t having much luck getting their attention. The excitement buzzed through the room. “You guys are like mosquitoes at a nudist colony, but we have to get down to business.”


	Frankie looked up from the bike mag she and Dante were looking at. “That’s a grim image, O.”


	Dante tapped a spread on the latest road gear and said, “Check this out, Frankala. This is so you. You’d be zinging it in this kit.”


	Frankie leaned over to get a better look and whistled. “I would. Can I have that page?”


	Dante tore it out with a loud rip. Elsewhere at the Geeks meeting, kids were going over lists of stuff they were taking on the trip and sharing printouts from websites that showed cool places to stop on the way to Vermont. Maps were open, covering the empty desks in the back like tablecloths.


	Everyone jumped when the door slammed, and all heads turned to see who’d walked in. Otis smiled. “Finally, a way to grab your attention. For you newer members who haven’t met her, this is MaToya, co-founder of our beloved club.”


	If Otis thought MaToya’s entrance would quiet the room, he was dead wrong. Chairs scraped back as kids jumped up to greet her with shouts of “Ma!” and “How’s college?” and “Don’t let Otis take us the easy route, Ma…”


	MaToya grinned, her dark eyes shining, lighting up her whole face. Her smile grew when Mac caught her eye. Ma said her hellos to everyone and waited until the cluster of kids scattered back to their seats. Mac sat on the big teacher’s desk at the front of the room and jumped off when MaToya was close enough to hug.


	As everyone settled for the meeting, Mackenzie remembered back to when Ma was a senior, worried about the Bike Geeks falling apart once she left for school. One day that spring, Mac had taken a long ride, and while on a break at The Stand, heard the counter guy say to a customer, “So how’s school going, Ma?”


	Mac had only been in seventh grade, but she knew who MaToya was. When the older girl came out and settled herself on a stump seat to eat, they started talking bikes. Ma had been so impressed with Mac’s knowledge she’d convinced Otis to unofficially hire her at the shop. For that, Ma would always have a special place in Mackenzie’s heart.


	“You look great,” MaToya said, squeezing her arm. “Can you talk later?” When Mac nodded, Ma said, “Good. We can catch up and nail down some details about the trip.”


	Mackenzie sat in the front row with the rest of the Geeks, and Ma took her place at the big desk. The room went silent.


	“I’m glad to see you all here, and so pumped about the trip. I’ve got some updates for you.” She pulled a red folder out of the messenger bag next to her. “First day of the trip, which is June 29th, you are off the hook. We’ll meet here in the parking lot and load up all our stuff under the bus, making sure you guys don’t bring more than you’re supposed to. We will be very strict about this. Then we’ll rack the bikes on the trailer and head up to Providence. We’re there one night, and the next day we rock.” There were general, low-key whoops and clapping.


	“We have reservations at hostels between here and Vermont and a few days’ stay at a surprise location over the Fourth of July holiday,” she continued. “However, despite the fact that I started making arrangements months ago, many hostels were filled, so we do, in fact, have to bring camping gear.” Her look stopped the groans. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about. It’s not as though you have to carry anything!” Looking toward the back of the room, MaToya asked, “Otis, should we tell these babies how we had to carry packs and saddlebags on our first trip?”


	“Saddlebags?” Charlie scoffed. “No van support?”


	“No van support,” MaToya said, and turned to the blackboard behind the desk. The sound of the chalk clicking against the slate filled the room as everyone waited.


	Charlie whispered to Dante, “Must be how she got that white streak in her hair.”


	“No, I’ve had that since I met you, Charles,” Ma said without turning around. A couple of kids smirked as Charlie sank deeper into his seat.


	“Okay,” MaToya said, brushing the chalk dust off her hands. “You guys must follow these guidelines, or you will be miserable, and I know this because I will make it so.”


	From the back of the room, Otis added, “Worse, I’ll toss your stuff in the closest can and then wave goodbye when your parents come to pick you up.”


	MaToya pointed to the board and continued. “When in doubt, leave it out. All you need are two or three pairs of shammies, your dopp kit, two jerseys, socks—oh, and when was the last time you cleaned out your hydration pack? We’ll have gels and bars, or whatever energy boosts you prefer, but your reservoir needs to hold at least 70 ounces of water. I know you won’t forget your tools and flat repair kit. No mooching. You’ll be checking your spare every day.”


	After going over the rest of the updates, talking about some of their stopping points and routes, MaToya handed out thick envelopes with the itinerary. “Since you won’t be allowed to bring any electronics with you, our contact info is on the first page for your folks, right under the hostel numbers and addresses.”


	Frankie raised her hand, and Ma nodded in her direction. “What if we need to make a call?”


	“Like I said, if it’s an emergency, you can use one of our cells,” MaToya said, pointing to herself and Otis. “We’re leaving the modern world behind. Get this straight: no cells, game units, iAnythings, or whatever else needs an outlet to charge up.”


	Otis said, “Did we mention we were traveling light?”


	“And anyway, last time I did this trip, the only time I got a signal was the day I left,” MaToya added.


	“What are the hostels like? Do we eat there or go out? Is it like a bed and breakfast?” Dante asked.


	“Uh, no, Dante,” Ma said, trying not to smile. “They’re not B&Bs, but they’re serviceable. Usually there’s a communal kitchen where we can store and prepare our meals. Since we’re going as a group, linens and towels are provided. You’ll sleep in bunk beds for the most part, and in separate dorm-style rooms. If you want to know anything else after going through your packets, email me or save it till our next meeting.”


	Otis added, “And everyone, the next meeting is the last before the trip, so make sure you write down any questions that you or your parents have so we can address everything prior to departure. Remember to let your folks know they have to be at that meeting, which is why we’re having it at seven p.m. rather than after school.


	“Sign my yearbook?”


	Mackenzie looked up to see Dante and Frankie waving three blue hardcover books in front of her face. “Ooh! You picked up mine too! Thanks, guys. Here, sign mine.”


	Frankie hunched over Dante’s book as she penned her inscription. “I can’t believe it’s the last day already.”


	“I know. Which means we’re almost outta here.”


	Before they knew it, it was time for the last Bike Geeks meeting, and Mac was on the floor of Frankie’s room, surrounded by piles of potential trip gear. Every free surface was covered. The room looked like someone was about to have a huge yard sale.


	“I really wanted to be packed before tonight,” Frankie said, tossing a PJ top on her reject pile. “We’re only supposed to take two or three shammies? If we don’t get a chance to wash our stuff more than once a week, I’m going to have such a pong.” Frankie raised her left arm above her head and took a dramatic whiff of her armpit. “But I smell like roses now.”


	“Uh-huh,” Mac mumbled, her mind elsewhere. She counted out fives pairs of socks and underwear. “I can’t believe I haven’t seen Grady once since we broke up. I mean, I saw his car in the pharmacy parking lot, but when I went in—”


	“You went in?” Frankie interrupted. “Were you looking for trouble? Mac, the last few weeks you’ve been doing so great. You’re in shape for the trip, and I haven’t heard you moan about Grady at all.”


	“Just because I haven’t moaned about him doesn’t mean I’m 100% Grady-free.” Mackenzie made a neat pile of her stuff and began slipping it into her pack.


	Frustrated, Frankie blew out her cheeks. “You’re about to leave on the trip you’ve been waiting for since you were eleven or twelve. On the bike you’ve saved for since forever. You said you were over him.” After pausing a second, Frankie asked, “What happened when you went into the pharmacy, anyway?”


	Mackenzie was pulling her pack on, testing the weight. “Even if we have to hike into the campsites, this won’t be bad to carry.” She walked around, stepping over the various piles of Frankie’s clothes and gear.


	“So what happened?”


	“He wasn’t there. But Sophie was. I guess Grady lends his precious Mustang now, as long as it’s just to family.”


	“Sophie? Ex-Sophie, you mean?”


	Mac stopped parading around the room and turned to Frankie. “Oh, I never told you, did I? Grady said it was this big secret, and then you and I weren’t talking, and I forgot to tell you.”


	Frankie was sitting on the floor holding three different pairs of bike shorts. She threw one at Mac’s head and said, “C’mon, what?”


	“Oh,” said Mac, edging the pack off her back. “His dad is marrying Sophie’s mom. So Sophie, his ex-girlfriend, mind you, will be his sister. How gross is that?” Mackenzie blushed and turned away.


	“Yeah. It’s pretty weird, I guess. Hey, I never got any lunch and I’m starved. I want to grab something before we have to leave.” Then, looking at the clock next to her bed, Frankie gasped. “Mac! The meeting!”


	Both girls ran down the stairs two at a time, leapt out the door and hopped on their bikes. They strapped their helmets on as they pedaled, hands-free. Mac yelled over the traffic, “Your folks are meeting us there straight from work?”


	Frankie turned her head halfway, letting the wind catch her words and carry them back to Mac. “Yep! Yours?”


	“Unfortunately!” Mac yelled back.


	They whooshed into the Geek room just as Frankie was downing the last bite of the energy bar she’d found in her pack as they rushed out the door. Otis motioned them to sit, and they perched on the wide windowsills in the back. Mac scanned the crowded room for her father and was relieved to see the completed forms on the desk in front of him. She didn’t know why it’d been so hard for her to hold her tongue about the dance. Who cared? But every time Lily had brought it up, she’d kept her promise and didn’t say another word against it.


	Why shouldn’t Lily have fun? Mac thought, staring at her father. Thanks to Barb, she has a totally different relationship with Dad, so maybe she’ll actually like going.


	Mackenzie tried to pay attention to what Otis and MaToya were saying about the trip, but it was all lists and other info they’d already gotten in previous Geek meetings. She only had to wait a little longer before she could go off to Vermont and forget all about everything and lose all track of time. No calendars, no watches, and no way for anyone to call and get to her. Sounded like heaven.


	Mackenzie sighed. If she wouldn’t miss Lily so much, she might even think of a way to stay gone and never go back home.
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	“Hello?”


	“Mac?”


	“Hey, Dante, what’s up?” Mackenzie held the phone between her shoulder and ear so she could continue clipping her nails. Click, click, click. The tiny white crescents fell into the trash. “You all ready for tomorrow?”


	“Baby, you know it!” Dante shushed someone in the background. “Mac, why don’t you join us? C’mon.”


	“I already told you I want to be fresh in the morning and don’t want to stay up late.” Mackenzie’s stomach growled. Barb was cooking dinner—the first time since her promotion—and the whole house smelled buttery.


	“We’ll just get a quick bite and split,” Dante said, and then to whoever was with him, “Shh! I will!”


	“Who’s that, D? You will what?”


	Dante whispered into the phone, “Can’t you just meet us here? It’s supposed to be a surprise, so just show up for a little bit and then you can go get your beauty rest.” His voice sounded hollow, and Mac knew he must have been cupping his hand over the phone. In a normal, but slightly too loud voice he said, “Okay, so you’ll come? Great. See you in a few.”


	Mac put the phone back down and frowned. A minute later it rang again.


	“Sorry, baby, we’re at my house. Be here or be square. Or be there and be—oh, you know what I mean,” Dante said, then whispered, “And don’t forget to act surprised,” and hung up again.


	Mackenzie ran to her room and pulled on her a pale blue sweater, tossed her hair back and forth a few times to fluff it, and went into the kitchen. “Barb? I’m running over to Dante’s, okay?”


	Barb was in the middle of pouring a cup of cream into a pot of melting butter. “Sure thing. You’re dad’s flight was canceled so it’s just us tonight anyway. But really, shouldn’t you get to bed early?” Then she turned and smiled at Mackenzie. “I guess you’re old enough to know what’s best for yourself. You’ll be on your own for the trip, and I won’t be able to mother you then, will I?”


	Mac smiled back. It was funny that Barb’s perspective was that she mothered her, period. When Mackenzie thought of Barb, she didn’t think, or feel, “Mom.” After all, she didn’t marry her dad until Mac was eleven, although she had always been grateful, since it was after he had a wife that her dad stopped his visits.


	But apparently Barb felt motherly toward her, which had never occurred to Mackenzie. For the first time, Mac considered what it must’ve been like for Barb to get married, suddenly become the stepmother of someone else’s preteen, and then have your own real daughter. It must be hard to be the parent of a kid who wasn’t yours. Maybe she even felt guilty because she loved Lily and not her. But mothering her? It was an entirely new way to look at their relationship. Like leaving your own house and looking in the window instead of looking out.


	Seeing the concoction on the stove, Mackenzie smiled and said, “Yeah, and judging from the health food you’re cooking up for tonight, maybe I’ll grab a quick bite with them, while I’m at it.”


	When Mac got to Dante’s, she heard hushed yelling and rushed movement as she rang the bell. Dante opened the door before she lifted her finger from the button. He had a big goofy grin on his face. He mouthed, “Act surprised!”


	“SURPRISE!” Frankie jumped out of the hall closet just as Charlie walked in from the kitchen eating a piece of cake.


	“Yeah, surprise,” he said through a mouthful.


	“Uch!” Frankie made a disgusted sound and frowned. “Charlie, you are like, be-yond.”


	Dante turned to see what the fuss was about. “That’s not even your cake.”


	Charlie managed to look slightly sorry. “I couldn’t help it. I was starving. She took too long to get here.”


	Mac was surprised. She never expected this.


	“It’s no biggie,” Dante said, guiding her into the kitchen. “Just a small party. Teensy, actually. Itsy bitsy.”


	“Like the spider,” Charlie said. Dante stuck his tongue at him. Charlie harrumphed back and peeked out the window. “Well, turns out it might be slightly larger than bitsy,” he said. “I kind of mentioned it to a couple of people.”


	Dante looked horrified. “You what? This is just for us. You’re barely here on a pass, Charlie. Besides, my parents are gone.”


	Charlie gave him a look that said that’s the whole point.


	The doorbell rang. Charlie went to answer it, but Dante planted his outstretched hand in the middle of Charlie’s chest and stopped him mid-stride. “My house.”


	It was two girls from the middle school. They giggled when Dante opened the door. “We heard there was a big party here tonight,” one girl said.


	“You heard wrong,” Dante replied, and closed the door. Turning to Charlie, he said, “Tell the same thing to every person that rings that bell, you hear me? Frankie and I are going upstairs to give Mac the thing.” He glared at Charlie, daring him to ruin that surprise, too.


	The three of them started making their way up to Dante’s room. He lived in a big Victorian farmhouse that had a finished attic. Dante had taken it over for his room, and it was the perfect hideaway, even though it was four steep flights up.


	Winded, Frankie said, “No wonder you’ve got such excellent endurance. I should’ve come here and run these stairs to get in shape for the trip.”


	“I know, but it’s totally worth it. I can blast my music and never get ‘turn down that noise!’”


	Frankie snorted. “I have no idea what that would be like. Dude, I can’t listen to anything without them doing this,” she said, twisting her hand as though it were turning an invisible knob. She cranked the imaginary dial around and around until she stopped, held it in front of her, and said, “Oops. I broke it off.”


	The last flight of stairs led to a small sitting room. “This is awesome, D,” Frankie said, looking around. “Whoa, you have your own living room. Do you, like, sleep in here?”


	Dante pointed to a door behind a column in the back of the room. “That’s my bedroom. This,” he said with a sweep of his arm, “is where I entertain my guests.”


	Frankie smiled and turned to Dante, and gave him a little shoulder shove. “You are too school for cool, D.”


	They sat on the purple shag rug and leaned against the little sofa he’d lugged up there from the Salvation Army and reupholstered with duct tape.


	In front of them was a mini pillow fort. Three green pillows leaned on each other in teepee fashion, and an old teddy bear lay face down over the top. With a great flourish, Dante whipped away the bear to reveal a brown cardboard shipping box. Frankie handed the gift to Mac. She squinted at the tiny words written all over it.


	“Frankie, this is you, right? You’re the only one I know with handwriting in, like, a size six font.”


	“Yeah, well,” Frankie said, “we all wrote it, I’m just the one who took the dictation.”


	Mac read aloud, “To our fearless, fearsome leader, Mackenzie ‘Skater’ Douglas—thanks for kicking our butts. This trip will be beyond awesome.” Mac squinted to read the last line because someone had scribbled over it. “Even though … even though Chaz is coming too? Is that what that says?” Frankie explained that Charlie had seen it and tried to cross it out.


	“Open it,” Frankie said. “I want to go down and have a piece of that cake before Charlie eats any more of it. It’s shaped—well, it was shaped like a bike. I think he ate the entire rear wheel.”


	Mac took a pen off the coffee table and popped the tape that held the carton closed. When she lifted the flaps of the box, she gasped. It was the helmet she’d wanted but couldn’t afford after spending every last dime on her RC. Her old helmet was okay, but it didn’t match her new wheels.


	“You guys, this is amazing. Thank you so, so much.” She took it out of the box and, after adjusting the straps, put it on. She walked around the room like a model. “I love it. How’s it look?”


	“Brava! That color is so you,” Dante said, and lifted his hands to applaud Mac while she took exaggerated bows.


	“I guess I should go downstairs and thank Charlie. It is from him, too, right?”


	As they got to the landing on the second floor, they heard the music. Nearing the ground floor, they couldn’t hear anything else, and it was so crowded it was almost impossible to move off the stairs. Dante was furious and dug through the crush, looking for Charlie. The girls tried to follow, but there were so many people blocking their way they just stayed where they were, checking out the scene from over the banister. Someone yelled, “Diet Coke?” and handed Frankie two red plastic cups. She handed one to Mac, who took a sip and made a face.


	“What?” Frankie hollered over the music.


	“It’s not just Coke.” Mac sniffed the cup.


	Frankie sniffed hers. And took a sip. “What is that, rum? Oh my God, Dante is going to freak!”


	“When are his parents getting home?” 


	“You mean from France? They thought Dante was leaving today and couldn’t change their flight.”


	Mac looked down at her drink. I deserve to loosen up a little. Have a good time. Do I always have to be so uptight? I’m going to do exactly that: loosen up and have a good time, just like a normal teenager. She held her breath and downed the entire cup.


	The rum made a beeline through Mac’s empty stomach, straight to her head. Fifteen minutes later, rushing home to get a good night’s sleep didn’t seem so urgent. After all, they were on the bus to Providence the first day anyway. She didn’t have to be ready to ride until the day after tomorrow.


	Charlie shoved his way up the stairs and appeared in front of Mac and Frankie. He said, “Hide me—Dante’s on a rampage!” and tunneled through the crowd to cower on the other side of them.


	“How could you?” Mac yelled over the music. “You do realize this house will have to be clean before we leave?”


	“And dude? You’re helping or you’ll wish you weren’t stuck on a trip with all of us, because we will so rag your ass,” Frankie added.


	“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving a hand at them, and then stopped, mid-air, and stared at the front door. “Whoa.”


	Mac followed Charlie’s gaze. There was Grady, walking into the party. With Sophie. She stood in front of him in a low-cut, skintight top, laughing at something he had just whispered to her. Grady guided her through the crowd, a protective hand on her shoulder.


	“Now why would Grady want to be Sophie’s boyfriend when he could have a much classier piece like you?” Charlie glanced at Mackenzie, who hadn’t taken her eyes off the couple. “Oh, right,” he said, “you can look but you better not touch. Guess he wanted to touch, huh?”


	Mac hadn’t moved, and stood frozen, watching them tilt their heads toward each other and laugh again at some shared secret.


	“You heard about the wedding?” they heard someone say behind them.


	Frankie looked at Mac. “Guess the secret’s not so secret.”


	“Yeah, right, they’re getting married,” Charlie said.


	Frankie poked him in the ribs and Charlie flinched. “Not them, dork. Their parents. Everyone knows.”


	“Their parents are getting married?” Charlie asked.


	“I guess everyone doesn’t know,” Frankie answered.


	Mac finally broke out of her trance. “He’s not being boyfriend-ish, he’s being brotherly.”


	Charlie scoffed. “Uh, right, Mac. Brotherly.”


	From the landing they had a bird’s-eye view as Grady and Sophie made their way through the crowd and passed below the staircase. They watched as Grady slipped his hand from Sophie’s shoulder down to her rear and gave her a little squeeze. Sophie jumped and slapped Grady’s hand away, batting her eyes at him, smiling.


	“Gee, I don’t know, Skater. I never show my sister any of that ass-grabbing-while-at-a-party action. On the other hand, if I were screwing my sister, maybe I would.”
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	“Let us in, Mac!” Frankie and Dante called, pounding on the bathroom door.


	Mackenzie’s head throbbed in time with every blow. Maybe I should lean against something else, then. But she couldn’t move. She doubted she was even capable of getting up to turn the knob at this point.


	She heard Dante’s voice. “If she hasn’t opened it by now, I doubt she’s going to.”


	Mac groaned when Frankie hollered through the crack, “Dude, you don’t open up right now, we’re going to stop Charlie from his maid duties and have him take this thing right off the hinges.” Mac could imagine Dante’s worried look when she heard Frankie add, “It’s no biggie. My parents have done it to my door tons of times.”


	After a few minutes the lock clicked, the knob turned, and Mackenzie stumbled out. She was damp with sweat, her skin felt flushed, and she grimaced as she got whiffs of her own stank breath. Frankie waved her hand in front of her face as a foul odor wafted out of the room. She sidled by Mac and started the water running down the sink.


	“I don’t think all the chunks are going to rinse down this drain,” Frankie said, holding her nose. “I thought you said you skipped dinner?”


	“Gross, Frank,” Dante said.


	“I’m just saying.”


	After the bathroom was cleaned up and Dante found a new toothbrush in the linen closet for Mac to use, they made their way to the kitchen. Mackenzie sat down with a thud and started hiccupping. “I feel like my pummach was stumped.” She belched. “Uh, my stomach was pumped. Those Coke rummies really go right to your headache. I mean, head.”


	Dante rolled his eyes. “No, you do mean headache, girlie girl.”


	The three of them sat at the kitchen table while Dante bossed Charlie around, directing him to wipe this or sweep that. Charlie obeyed, but not without complaining every time he came through with a full garbage bag. He tossed the latest one onto the growing pile; it clattered with the sound of bottles and cans clanking together.


	“Uh, uh, uh,” Dante said, waggling his finger back and forth. “You crawl right into that bag, Chazzie, and separate those recyclables. We wouldn’t want to destroy our precious earth before it’s absolutely necessary.”


	Mackenzie laid her head on the table, her arms hanging at her sides. She moaned. “How could he do that to her?”


	From behind the gigantic pile of garbage bags, Charlie said, “Because she’s hot…”


	“Shut UP,” Dante and Frankie yelled at once.


	Mac moaned again. “He shouldn’t do that to his own flesh and blood. It’s unnatural. It’s incestuous.”


	“Dude, it’s weird, but it’s not like they’re actually related,” Frankie said.


	Dante stroked Mackenzie’s head. “I think all those mixed drinks got you mixed up.”


	“Yeah, you’ll feel better tomorrow,” Frankie said. “Well, maybe not tomorrow. But definitely the day after.”


	Mackenzie lifted her head from the table and leaned it on her hand. “No. It’s totally gross, I’m telling you. He’s in the same family. Family shouldn’t do that kind of … those kinds of … it’s disgusting.” Her eyes wobbled in their sockets, and she asked, “Why is the room spinning?”


	Dante said, “It’s not like they grew up in the same house or anything. And anyway, Grady and Sophie were an item—”


	“Oh, is that how their parents met?” Charlie interrupted as he came back in from another trash delivery.


	“SHUT UP!”


	Miffed, he added, “As long as you’re not blood-related, all bets are off, I say.”


	Dante shushed him. “You don’t get to say. You just get to clean this house.” He waved him off and said, “Be gone!”


	Mac said, “If I were stronger, I would’ve been able to stop it.” She shook her head. “I’m going to have to kill him.”


	And then she passed out.


	Mac felt very heavy and very light. She felt her body lean forward as Frankie bent over and slipped the key from under the fake rock by the back door. She heard her tell someone to hold her. It must be Dante. Usually she liked his cologne, but her stomach wasn’t doing too good.


	The door opened and Mac was half-dragged, half-carried into the house.


	“I don’t think anyone heard anything, do you?” Frankie whispered.


	Dante shook his head. “Nah.”


	The lights went on. Mac groaned; her eyelids felt as thin as tissue paper.


	“Can I change my answer?” Dante asked.


	They tried to shield their eyes, but Mac started to slip to the floor. Squinting, they saw Barb leaning against the kitchen doorway in her bathrobe and slippers, her arms folded.


	“What happened to your ‘quick bite’?”


	Mackenzie’s chin rested on her chest, her head lolling. Her hair flopped down like fringe on a nightshade. She tried to lift her head so she could tell Barb something funny … Biting isn’t nice. No, that’s not funny. What was it again?


	Mac hoped she didn’t reek of rum and vomit and briefly squinted through her lashes just in time to catch Frankie exchange a look with Dante. As toasted as she was, she knew what that look meant. What if I get grounded and can’t go on the trip because of this?


	It seemed like Barb read their minds. “Mr. Douglas is coming in on the red-eye and is meeting us at the bus …” she looked at the clock “… in a couple of hours. I might as well put on a pot,” she said as she started fixing the coffee. “Mackenzie has about ninety minutes to sleep. Go pour this girl into bed, then you two come back here and tell me what happened.”


	Mac said, “What do you mean? Nothing happened,” but it came out more like “Whasshmeanhappnd?”


	Barb said, “I know you don’t drink so something must’ve happened.”


	Mac felt her sister before she heard her.


	“Kenzie?” Lily whispered. Mackenzie didn’t answer, hoping Lily would quietly disappear.


	No such luck. Lily placed a hand on each of Mac’s cheeks and leaned down until she was nose to nose with her big sister. Mac sighed.


	“Ew! You are too stinky!” Lily gave up her effort at a quiet awakening and loudly announced that she needed to come down to the kitchen right away. Mac’s head throbbed, and it wasn’t until she was halfway down the hall that she remembered her trip began today.


	The kitchen was a mess. From the looks of things, someone had devoured half a dozen scrambled eggs, a bunch of juicy, browned sausages, and whole wheat toast slathered with melted butter and raspberry jam. Mac’s stomach lurched.


	“Okay,” Barb said, standing. “Your friends left about an hour or so ago. They told me everything I needed to know, and I’ve come to this conclusion. We’ll keep this our little secret. You have been punished enough—or rather, will be by the time this day is half over, Mackenzie. The worst of it is still to come. Lucky you don’t have to ride until tomorrow.” She shook her head.


	Lily bounced into the kitchen and gave her mom a big kiss hello. “Kenzie smells very bad, Mama. She’s leaving today, right?”


	“Yep, that’s right, Punkin,” Barb said, glancing at Mac standing half comatose by the coffeemaker. “In fact, the two of you need to go get dressed. We don’t want to be late to the bus!”
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	By the time Mac was dressed and in the car, she’d had enough coffee to motor down the Amazon and collect her own beans. She touched Barb’s arm as she took a turn. “Please,” Mackenzie whispered, “just a little slower around the curves.”


	As they pulled into the school parking lot, they could see they were the last to arrive. Mac heaved herself out of the car and stood, holding onto the door for support. “Barb?”


	“Hmmm?”


	“How long is everything going to stay all spinny?”


	“Still? Oh, honey, how much did you drink?” Barb took the pack out of the trunk and handed it to Mac, who started toward the bus. Lily bounced along next to her big sister, elbows sticking out at right angles as she held both hands in an airtight grip over her mouth. Mackenzie had promised her an extra special surprise present when she got back from the trip if she stopped talking, since Lily’s inside voice exceeded everyone else’s outside-at-a-football-game volume.


	Lily started making muffled squealing noises and ran off, and Mac turned to see their father walking toward Barb.


	Most of the parents were there hovering and giving last minute advice while kids loaded their packs under the bus and bikes onto the trailer behind the van.


	Mackenzie slipped her pack off and bent over to set it on the pile under the bus, making sure not to move too quickly. Then a sound pierced her eardrums, giving her the distinct impression that her head had exploded.


	“Oh, oops, sorry, Mac. Didn’t mean to whistle that loud, but when you bend over like that, it’s hard to resist,” Charlie said. “Guess you had a rough night, huh?”


	Mackenzie lifted her hands to her head and was surprised to find it still in one piece. “You were there?” she croaked.


	Charlie raised his eyebrows and whistled again, sending another piercing pain straight through Mac’s brain from one ear to the other.


	“Where’s your bike?”


	“Trailered,” Mackenzie said. “In a hard pack.”


	“Oh, I wondered if you’d put that fine piece of machinery in the rack.” Charlie said. “Remember, if you get sick of riding that baby, I’m at your service…”


	Mackenzie grunted and waved him off. Her head thrummed, and she felt like there were little needles sticking into it from all angles. Even though she wore sunglasses, she squinted and concentrated hard on getting from point A to point B without having to turn her head too fast. She had no idea how she was going to survive a noisy bus full of excited Bike Geeks.


	Barb was talking to MaToya. Mackenzie hobbled over and waited as they finished up.


	Ma turned to Mac and smiled. “Don’t worry. It won’t last forever,” she said as she walked toward Frankie and her folks.


	Mac frowned and turned to Barb and whispered, “You told Ma?”


	Barb walked her a few steps away, toward the car, and said, “Mackenzie, have you looked in the mirror today? I think she figured it out on her own.” She glanced back at her husband, who seemed oblivious to everything except Lily. She reached out and cupped Mac’s chin in her hand. “You take care of yourself on this trip, okay? No more worries about this boy. We’ll see you in six weeks, and I bet you’ll have forgotten all about him by then, though I certainly hope it’s a lot sooner than that!”


	Mac peeked around Barb and caught snatches of the conversation between her dad and Lily. Over by the grassy median, Mac’s father looked up from Lily and gave a wave. Lily looked unhappy, and Mac knew she was upset about being separated for so long. They’d never been apart for more than a night or so, and Lily had been acting up ever since Mac explained about her trip.


	But the date of the dance was getting closer and that would be a good distraction for Lil. Even though Mac was sure her dad threw her dress away years before, she’d figured she’d cheer Lily up if she could actually find it so she could wear it. But after she’d gone through the top shelves of her closet and every other nook, cranny, and box, no polka dots were to be found.


	Like a tugboat steering an ocean liner, Lily took her father’s hand and dragged him to where Mackenzie stood. Watching them approach, she felt that familiar irritation and finally accepted the fact that maybe she actually was jealous. Not of Lily taking her father’s attention, though. She snorted when she realized she was jealous of her father taking Lily’s affection away from her.


	Lily dropped her father’s hand and stood back, staring at the ground. Mac could tell she was trying to put off saying her goodbyes. Stan patted Mac’s back and mumbled something about having a good time and climbed into the passenger seat of Barb’s car.


	Mackenzie kept reminding herself that this trip wouldn’t come between her and Lily. After all, she was the one who took care of her sister. Protected her from the bully down the street and the monsters under her bed. When Lily ran to her when nightmares chased, Mackenzie was the one who curled around her little sister like a cocoon.


	Mac crouched down, opened her arms, and waited until Lily finally sailed into them, burying her head in Mackenzie’s shoulder. Mac whispered, “What kind of kiss?”


	Lily pinched her lips together with her fingers and shook her head. She refused to look into Mac’s eyes.


	“What do you mean, no kiss? Of course we need a kiss! Okay, Lilybean. I’ll tell you. I’m going to give you a six-week kiss. Do you know what a six-week kiss is?” Lily shook her head again, her eyes still on the ground. “It’s a kiss that lasts six whole weeks.” Mackenzie gently kissed Lily’s left cheek, barely dusting it with her lips.


	Lily turned away and walked to the car and leaned against the door, still stubbornly examining the dirt at her feet.


	Barb hugged her and started to turn toward the car, but Mackenzie realized she needed to tell Barb one last thing.


	“What is it, honey? Did you forget something?” Barb asked, motioning to Lily that she’d be right there. Stan called to Lily to climb into her car seat.


	“Yes,” Mac said, glancing at the car to make sure her father couldn’t hear them. “I forgot to say thanks.” She lifted her eyes to meet Barb’s.


	“Don’t be silly. What are mothers for?” Barb waved her off and started to go to the car. Mac followed.


	“No, seriously. Thanks for helping me this morning, and for not grounding me, and…” she looked into the car where her father was talking to Lily “… for not telling Dad.”


	“Well, your dad has a tendency to be a bit overprotective when it comes to you,” Barb said.


	Mac frowned. “Overprotective isn’t what I’d call it.”


	“Oh yes,” Barb insisted. “I remember when your mom passed away. He was a wreck, he was so worried over you. If he had to work nights, and I was babysitting, he’d always come home first to make sure everything was all set before going back to the office.”


	“Geez, Barb, I don’t even remember you sitting for me,” Mac said, feeling the same Twilight Zone thing she had when looking at her picture at the dance on her father’s computer.


	“Well, you were usually put to bed before I got there. He was so afraid I’d let you drown in the bathtub or not know how to give you the exact right kind of cuddle before tucking you in that he made sure all that was done before he left.”


	“He wouldn’t let you do that stuff?”


	Barb chewed on her bottom lip. “Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far. He felt guilty, I think. You’d lost your mom, and he probably thought he was the only one able to care for you and love you the right way.”


	Mac said, “Well, you’re right about that.”


	“See? I knew it.”


	But she didn’t see. She didn’t understand what Mackenzie meant; how could she? Something else was nagging at the back of Mac’s brain, but it was like dropping a ball under a dresser and stretching, stretching for it, but it was just beyond arm’s length. And then, once your fingertips finally made contact, it inched away even further. Mac couldn’t get her mind to make contact with this idea and it just kept rolling away, out of reach.


	“You have a great trip, and we’ll see you when you get home.”


	Lily knocked on the window. Barb made the “okay” sign with her finger and thumb and waited while Mac opened the door and kissed Lily on her hands. Lily finally looked at Mackenzie and threw her arms around her neck.


	“That’s a new kiss, huh, Lilybean? A finger kiss, we’ll call it,” Mac told her. Then she promised she would write her real letters so when she checked the mailbox there would be mail waiting for her. When she stood up and closed the door, Barb pulled Mac close for a goodbye hug, taking her by surprise. She patted her back then, without another word, drove off. Lily opened the window and waved goodbye with both hands, still keeping her quiet promise.


	“You okay?”


	Mac turned to find Frankie and Dante by her side. “Oh yeah, I just caught a bit of dust,” she said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve.


	“I think she meant are you okay after last night?” Dante said, and shot a smile at Frankie.


	“Oh, right,” Mackenzie said, rubbing her temple. “Thanks for everything—Barb told me you guys brought me home. I have no recollection of anything after coming downstairs. Did the place get cleaned up, D?”


	“Yeah, but I still made Charlie give me money for a cleaning service. My neighbor’ll let them in later today.” Dante fished around in his pocket and pulled out a little cellophane package.


	When she saw what he was holding, Mackenzie smiled. “Oh, man, Dante. You’re saving me again! Right now, earplugs are the best gift you could give me.”


	By the time all the parents had driven off, the gear loaded, and the bikes secured, Mac was feeling a little better. Excitement ricocheted through the bus. Even the driver was happy to go, and let out a holler as they pulled out of the lot. And Otis, following in the van, started honking like crazy.


	As they got onto the highway, Charlie turned around in his seat and kneeled, hanging over the high back in order to face Mac. “So, you seem like you recovered pretty fast,” he said, wearing his usual smirk.


	“Why, thank you, Charlie. I have,” Mackenzie said, smiling, determined not to let him ruin the first moments of her long-anticipated trip. She scooched down in her seat, folded her arms, and shut her eyes.


	But Charlie didn’t let that spoil his fun. “Really? I would’ve thought finding out that the love of your life is doing his old girlfriend—uh, I mean, new sister—would give you the freaks. Hmmm. Guess I was wrong.”






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Fourteen

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	Mackenzie didn’t move. Or blink. Or breathe. She refused to respond to Charlie. From behind closed eyes, Mackenzie was replaying everything that happened the night before, the memories now as clear as if she were watching TV. She saw Grady and Sophie walk in, Grady’s hand resting on her shoulder as though he possessed her. Then it slipped down to her waist and below.


	Mac squeezed her eyes tighter, but the vision of the two of them walking past wouldn’t fade. She realized she was still holding the earplugs and put them in. Through them she could hear muffled talking and laughter and the excited murmuring of the kids settling down for the long ride. She concentrated on the muted sounds, willing the painful vision to fade.


	She took out her old flying bicycle and pedaled higher and higher into the sky until she floated away, safe. Finally, Mackenzie took a deep breath and fell asleep.


	But she was back at the party, standing on the stairs, looking at Dante’s front door. Everyone was there, and she and Frankie were laughing. She wanted to leave, but there were too many people and she couldn’t move. Someone handed her a red plastic cup overflowing with bubble bath. She looked in the cup, and then at the person who gave it to her. It was Barb.


	“I wish I could help you, Mackenzie, but it’s not like I’m your real mom,” she said, and melted into the crowd.


	Mac looked at the door, and in walked her father. He had a little girl in his arms, and at first, Mackenzie thought it was Lily, her hands still covering her mouth. But she was wearing a dress with ruffled sleeves and big pink and red polka dots, and Mac realized she was looking at herself.


	An old song started to play and people began dancing. She watched her hands fly from her mouth to cover her ears as she shook her head. Mackenzie couldn’t understand why she was so upset. She strained to hear the song, but it was muted, as though honey filled her ears. Just as Mac realized what it was, the music started stuttering and someone threw a mirror against the wall, shattering it. A large shard flew by in slow motion, and Mackenzie thought she got a glimpse of her reflection, but it was Lily staring back at her.


	Her dad walked past the stairs, still carrying her young self, and Mac could see his hand slip from her shoulder, but she couldn’t tell where it had gone. Something moved under the dress. One of the red polka dots pulsed and grew and began dripping onto the floor, staining the carpet a bright scarlet. Her little hands remained over her ears, but she began singing, “Fly away, fly away!” over and over.


	Mackenzie’s hands flew up to grab herself away from Stan, and she jolted awake with a gasp. She looked around, but it was a moment before realizing she was on the bus headed toward Providence. She closed her eyes again, but the dream haunted her thoughts. Better to let it disintegrate the way dreams do, Mac thought, and refocused her attention to the trip. She opened her eyes.


	“How long was I out?” she asked Frankie, who was examining a map draped over her lap.


	“The whole time,” Frankie said. “Are you okay?”


	“Yeah,” Mac said, and shuddered. “I had a weird dream. I’ve already forgotten it, though. Wait a sec—the whole time? You mean we’re almost there?” Mac looked out the window and slipped her sunglasses onto the top of her head. She was relieved the throbbing pain was almost all gone, and the sun didn’t hurt her eyes anymore. “What’s the plan?”


	Frankie folded the map and gazed out the window over Mac’s shoulder. “Everyone’s splitting up after we dump our stuff at the hostel. Some are going to a place near the Dunkin’ Donuts Center and—”


	Charlie flipped around in his seat and leaned over the back. “What do you mean, the Dunkin’ Donuts Center? I am so there!”


	Frankie shoved his seat and said, “You are such a moron. It’s not like they make the donuts there, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


	“Maybe they have lots of prototypes for people to vote on,” Charlie said.


	Frankie turned to Mackenzie and said, “What’s that stupid rule that says we have to admit anyone and everyone into the Bike Geeks? Think we can get it changed for next year?”


	Charlie whimpered, following it up with a rude hand gesture before turning around again.


	Soon the bus was pulling into a parking area, and the driver was hollering for everyone to get off and get out. Mac, Frankie, and Dante stepped down and, after grabbing their packs, got their bikes and walked around to the back of the hostel.


	Mac tried to focus on the chatter, but the creepy feeling she’d gotten from the dream wasn’t going away, and she was missing Lily, and it’s not like Grady was totally out of her thoughts, especially after seeing them last night.


	I thought you weren’t supposed to remember stuff after a night of drinking?


	Ma was already talking to the hostel manager, who had been in the middle of planting yellow, purple and scarlet pansies in the white boxes that sat under every window in the building. She was going on about the history of the place, and Ma smiled at Mac and shrugged her shoulders as she passed. As soon as the girls locked their bikes up in the garage, they found the girls’ dorm.


	Mac hopped up onto a top bunk, and Frankie took the bottom and, as though choreographed, they flung themselves down onto the mattresses and sighed in unison.


	“This trip is going to be so awesome,” Frankie said. She bent her knees and put her feet on the springs of the bed above her and bounced a little. She pulled an old iPod out of her pocket and started scrolling through her playlists.


	“Hey,” Mac said, “you weren’t supposed to bring that!”


	“Yeah, I took my brother’s. It’s from, like, the year after they came out or something. In case I lose it. Jealous?” Frankie smiled and continued to scroll, the light clickety-clicks audible in the cavernous room. She threw her head back and groaned. “I forgot to update the songs. Do you have any idea how bad his taste is? He likes oldies.”


	Mac snorted. “Oh, yeah. I’m so jealous of your oldies. Beyond.”


	“Well, at least it’s something.”


	“But how’re you going to charge it? And keep it from MaToya?”


	“I found this rippin’ battery pack online. It’s got, like, fifteen hours of charge time in it.”


	“That won’t last long,” Mac said. Frankie dug into her pack on the floor and pulled out a couple of spares. “I’m like a Boy Scout. I come prepared.”


	Mac chuckled. “Well, at least Ma said nothing about battery packs.”


	Frankie clicked her teeth and shot Mackenzie with her thumb and forefinger. “You got it, sistah!”


	After a day of sightseeing, everyone was ready to eat an early dinner and hit the sack. MaToya and Otis had put together a chore schedule, and the first night’s chefs were Dante and Charlie. They were hard at work when everyone else came into the dining area. Frankie and Mac started to set the table with the hostel’s flatware, and MaToya and a couple of the other kids got out glasses and beverages.


	“What did you get to drink, O?” Charlie asked over his shoulder as he chopped carrots for a salad.


	“We have juices, regular milk, soymilk—the vanilla kind—and water,” Otis replied, getting the drinks out.


	“What? No soda?” Charlie sounded personally insulted.


	“That stuff is poison, Charlie,” Ma said, pouring a glass of soymilk. “You’re going to need every cell in your body working at max capacity. No way it’s going to do that fueled on soda.”


	“There’s some chocolate syrup on the common shelf in the fridge if you want to add that,” Frankie suggested. The girls had decided they were going to kill Charlie with kindness, since they were all stuck on this trip together, like it or not.


	“Yuck” was all he said in response.


	The dinner conversation lingered over the route for the next day. They were slurping up spaghetti and meatballs, which reminded Mackenzie of home. She was surprised to feel a sudden pang of homesickness shiver through her, especially since it was Barb she was thinking about.


	Mackenzie was trying to consider her more in “mother mode” and even though it was a foreign feeling, it wasn’t a bad one. In fact, she could feel the knots in her shoulders relax whenever she considered a mother-daughter type relationship with Barb. It would be nice to have someone on her side, for once. Not that Barb stood a chance, because when it came to any discussion about Mackenzie, Stan did the talking.


	According to her father, Barb couldn’t even enter the parenting competition, because she was simply not in the running. He’d even once told his wife, “You’re not on our team.” Mac grimaced, remembering all the times he’d put an end to any conversation by cutting Barb off, interrupting her, or just walking out of the room.


	What Barb had said in her dream came back. “I’m not your real mom.” Had Stan ever even allowed her to feel like her mom?


	Mackenzie pushed a strand of pasta around her plate with her chopsticks, making a spaghetti nest for her meatball. A memory popped into her head, something she’d forgotten until now. It was a couple of months after the wedding, the same day as the allowance coup.


	Barb had been showing Mackenzie how to make her secret recipe meatballs, and Mac was really enjoying the lesson. They were elbow deep in chopped meat, smushing together diced garlic and onions and laughing over gross-out jokes. When Barb’s hand accidentally brushed Mac’s in the bowl, she’d intertwined their burger-covered fingers and said, “You know, anytime you’re ready, you can call me ‘Mom.’”


	Stan had come in and said to Barb, “Why are you wasting your time teaching her that crap? She’s been making my dinner for years.”


	Barb had stopped, looked at Mackenzie, and said, “You already know how to cook?”


	At the time, Mac thought Barb had looked hurt, like she had been tricked. But now, remembering Barb was sort of offering to be her mom at that exact moment, Mac wondered if that look could’ve been one of disappointment. After all, they’d been in the middle of a mother-daughter type activity, and it had been ruined since Mac didn’t really need it. Or perhaps Barb felt bad that she had taken over as family chef without considering Mac might’ve liked doing it. If only Barb had known how relieved Mackenzie was to have someone else take over the job of Wife.


	But at the time, Mac thought she’d hurt Barb and couldn’t bring herself to call her anything for the first six months they lived as a family. Then Lily came along, and Mac felt even less like Barb’s daughter once she had a real one of her own, and that was the end of it.


	“So, what about it, Mac?” Charlie was asking.


	“What? I missed that. Sorry.”


	“Can I just take one little test drive? I swear I’ll be careful,” he said. He actually sounded sincere. Mac was surprised he was aware that tone existed.


	“Look, Charlie, I just got it—”


	Charlie cut her off. “Fine. Never mind. I just wanted to take it up the street and back, for Christ’s sake.”


	“Look, I’m sorry, but—”


	“Forget about it,” he said, and got up to start cleaning the dinner mess. He banged the pots and pans around like an angry toddler, making way more noise than necessary.


	Dante got up to clear the table. “For a guy who’s been nothing but nasty to her since forever, I’m surprised you have the nerve to even ask that question.” Their backs were to the group, but the water gushing from the faucet did nothing to mask their conversation. The kitchen was part of the open dining area, and Frankie and Mac sat at the table finishing their meals.


	“How could I resist? Have you seen that ride? Soooo sweet.”


	Dante dried the skillet Charlie passed to him. “You know nothing about sweet. How about ‘you catch more flies with honey’?”


	“You calling me honey, honey?” Charlie batted his eyes and handed Dante another pot to dry.


	Mac and Frankie looked at each other and sighed.


	“I’m telling you to be sweet to Mac, and you’ll have a better chance of getting a ride on that bike,” Dante said.


	“Why are you trying to help me?”


	Frankie leaned back and looked over her shoulder. “Maybe he’s not,” she said. “Maybe he’s trying to help Mackenzie by getting you off her back.”


	Dante sighed. “Never mind. I don’t know what I was thinking. I must’ve forgotten who I was talking to.” Charlie kissed the air, and Dante left him, signaling to the girls that he was done trying to help, and letting Charlie finish cleaning up alone.


	As scheduled, everyone met in the common room after dinner, bringing mugs of tea and coffee. They gathered in a circle with Otis behind them, perched on a worktable in the corner. Frankie draped herself over the arm of a scruffy overstuffed armchair, and Dante flopped into the seat and slumped spread eagle.


	“Uch! I am going to have such dishpan hands, I tell you,” he announced.


	“Drama queen. I’m the one who washed everything—you only dried,” said Charlie.


	“Don’t worry, boys,” Frankie told them, “I have a lovely gardenia-scented skin cream, and if you’re both really, really nice, I’ll let you have a little dab.”


	When MaToya brought out a large platter of her famous homemade chocolate chip cookies, everyone leaned forward and grabbed a few. Once they were busy munching, she said, “I know you’re excited about starting tomorrow, but I want you to get a good night’s rest. We’re starting small, going only about fifty miles on average for the next three days, so with your training, it should be a piece of cake.” Indignant calls of “We’re not wussies!” rang out, and Ma had to tamp down the air with her hands until all was quiet again. “We’re not going far, and even though it won’t be as hilly as later, we’re going to be cookin’ it. Wheels up at six a.m.”


	MaToya said, “And if we’re on the road by six o’clock, I’m getting the girls up at five, and O will wake the guys. Get dressed, get the gear on the van, and eat. Then we leave, got it?” Ma looked at Mac and said, “Okay, prez, your turn.”


	“Yes,” Mackenzie said, standing. “I have one last announcement. Tomorrow Ma will lead, and I’ll bring up the rear for our first day. Frankie, you’ll partner with me, so don’t get too far ahead. You’ll need to circle back if you do, and I know they’d rather that didn’t happen.” She thumbed over to Otis and Ma. “We’ll alternate daily, like I told you before. Remember what we said at the last meeting: we stick together, and no one takes any detours. See you bright and early!”


	After everyone stopped groaning about the ungodly wake-up time, they went up to their dorms and hit the sack early.


	The next morning, as they were all strapping on helmets and clipping in, Otis started the van and rolled down the window. “Ma, considering we have a load of sleep-deprived teenagers here, I think you can consider yourself on schedule. I’ll see you at the break,” he called and, waving goodbye out the window, pulled away.


	MaToya looked at her watch and winced. She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled an ear-piercing shriek. “People! It’s six twenty! We are out of here!”


	Mac hollered, “And remember, shiny side up, rubber side down—no wipeouts on our first day!”


	Charlie was balancing on his bike just behind Frankie and Mackenzie. He watched as Mac balanced on the RC, one foot on the ground to steady herself, and she adjusted her helmet. “Hey, Skater,” he said, eyeing her. “Good thing you’re bringing up the rear, since you have such a nice ass.”


	Frankie rolled her eyes and yelled, as she pushed off, “You should bring up the rear because you are an ass!”
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	Mackenzie was dying to put on some speed, but she was the anchor and knew Ma was counting on her. If anyone fell or got a flat, she’d need to be there. She could see Frankie up in the distance, not too far off.


	Mac got into her zone, pedaling to the rhythm of the wheels on the pavement, the ruts in the road, and the cars going by. The bike felt like air underneath her. Or, rather, like it was part of her. Even if she wasn’t going full tilt, she was flying, connected to the earth by a thin strip of rubber, a well-oiled machine, and her power. She was stronger physically than she’d ever been. Now if she could only get as strong mentally, maybe she’d be able to stop thinking about Grady. Her mind kept going back to him. Back to them. It was like picking a scab—painful, yet impossible to resist.


	How could he sleep with Sophie? She was almost family, even if they didn’t grow up together. By law Sophie would be his sister. Psychologically, it was family.


	Mackenzie shuddered so hard her front tire wobbled. She struggled to regain her balance, positive she was about to do a major face-plant. For a split second, Mac was sure she had narrowly escaped injury. She knew she was wrong as soon as she and her bike parted ways.


	As she rolled across the pavement she thought, Wow, I’m glad we did that Take a Dive Day. Instead of instinctively guarding against the fall with her hands and then breaking a wrist or two, she tucked and rolled, just like the Geeks had practiced. Mackenzie reached for the whistle around her neck and blew hard to signal Frankie that she’d fallen. She pulled a couple of pebbles out of her shoulder, which seemed to have taken the worst of the hit.


	Mackenzie sat on the edge of the road examining her injuries. As she watched fat droplets of blood ooze from her knee, Mac finally connected with the idea that had rolled under the bureau into the darkness beyond her grasp; all her turmoil had nothing to do with Grady. Or Sophie. Or the two of them as a couple.


	Mackenzie couldn’t remember when it started, but she must’ve been little because every time her father placed his gigantic, hairy hand over hers, it disappeared. She’d thought, I want the rest of me to disappear, too. Mac cried and tried to push him off her. He’d said no one could love her like he did and that they were the only two members of a special club. It’s what he always told her. He’d flicked her little hand away as though he were brushing a gnat off his sleeve. They were alone now. Just the two of them against the world. No one would understand what a special love they had, he cooed. It was only for the two of them: him and his princess.


	Mackenzie always knew she wasn’t strong enough to stop him. But sometime early on, she also realized the one thing he couldn’t control was her mind. That’s when she learned to peddle off into the sky on her flying bicycle. She got so good at pretending it was almost as though she wasn’t even in the bed with him. More like she was watching someone else.


	He stopped saying that stuff about their private club after a while. He didn’t need to calm her anymore, because she wasn’t there. She was flying away.


	In fact, throughout her life, Mackenzie had become very good at not paying attention to anything about the subject. She banished it from her mind, and she’d managed to avoid all that crap on TV about kids getting touched or abused, or raped. It wasn’t easy, since all the crime dramas did some sick episode on child porn, every “serious” news magazine did a series where they caught pedophiles, and what seemed like each morning, the news-ertainment shows had a panel of expert doctors with solemn faces explaining how parents could keep their kids safe.


	But what if the parent being warned was the one who was endangering the kid? What if you did that stuff but convinced yourself you weren’t doing anything wrong? Her dad acted like nothing had ever happened. It made her feel like she’d imagined it all. And she went along with it by becoming very good at ignoring anything unpleasant.


	So was it really her fault? All those years—could they have been avoided if she had done something about it? If she hadn’t gotten lost in the clouds? Maybe if she’d paid attention she could have made someone else pay attention? Like old Mr. B? Even now, when she didn’t like what was happening, she’d just “go away,” like when Charlie made his comments, she simply wiped him off her radar. What if getting strong mentally could only happen if she paid attention? But it was so much easier to turn away.


	“You okay?” Frankie said as she rolled up.


	Mackenzie blinked a few times, coming back to the present. She hoisted herself up with help from Frankie’s outstretched hand and tested her muscles, checking for any tears, or worse. “Yeah, I think I got lucky.”


	Frankie winced when she saw the RoadCap lying in the grass. Mackenzie held her breath as she raised it up and took a visual inventory. “Really lucky,” she said, noting nothing worse than a clump of grass in the chain.


	“Someone’s watching over you, dude,” Frankie said. “Youch, though, you did get some nice road rash. And your kit’s torn.”


	Mac looked down at her shoulder. “Yeah, but the bike’s okay. I’ll get some Brave Soldier on it later. Let’s go catch up to everyone.”


	Mackenzie tried to concentrate only on the road. Beads of sweat trickled down her back between her shoulder blades. She was achy from the fall and carefully rode hands-free to crack her knuckles. They always got sore clenching the handlebars. She leaned back down and forced her hands to relax, resting on just her palms. She stretched her neck, tucking her chin to her chest and caught sight of her legs pumping the pedals. They were strong and smoothly muscled, and she watched them churning the gears, around, around, around, and raced into the wind.


	I’m here on my trip. On my bike. I have not disappeared.


	Mac looked up in time to see Frankie dip over the rise of the next small hill. She heard snatches of her voice here and there, accompanying the songs on her smuggled contraband. Mackenzie shook her head as she considered the heat Frankie’d get if Ma caught her plugging her ears, unable to hear traffic. Even so, Mac wished she had some music to drown her thoughts.


	So what if the Grady/Sophie crap brought all this back up? Hashing it over wasn’t going to change anything. Besides, who cared? It was over. And done. So done. Was facing it going to change what had happened? No.


	It all blurred together like one long nightmare. She couldn’t remember the first night, second, or fiftieth, but she sure as hell remembered the last.


	There’d been a lot of frenzy, what with Barb moving in, getting ready for the wedding, and everything seemed very fast and exciting. It was the day they were going dress shopping for Mac. She remembered being worried they wouldn’t have enough time, since Barb had to catch a plane to Canada that afternoon in order to finish up some stuff, like shipping the last of her boxes and packing up her office there.


	They’d picked a fantastic outfit, and Mac went into the dressing room to try it on. She was just about to take off her shirt when she heard the saleslady on the other side of the curtain asking Barb if her daughter had the right bra.


	Barb had gotten flustered and answered, “Daughter? Oh, she’s—wait, bra?”


	Mac crossed her arms over her chest and avoiding the mirror, stared at the dressing room curtain.


	“Hon,” she heard the saleslady say to Barb, “she needs a strapless bra with that dress. And she obviously can’t go without.”


	In the dressing room, Mackenzie felt her face get hot. She didn’t move, but her gaze shifted toward the mirror. She squinted at her reflection, not wanting to look. Opening her eyes, she saw a girl she hadn’t seen, hadn’t wanted to see, for a long time.


	She was dressed in one of the many baggy shirts she always wore. But it wasn’t as baggy as it used to be. The sleeves were suddenly too short. Her wrists peeked out the ends and the buttons puckered open. How had she not noticed?


	Mac examined herself from head to toe. Her pants were too short, her feet were like huge floppy puppy feet and her toes were scrunched into the tips of her shoes.


	A bump in the road reminded Mackenzie of the fresh pain in her hands. But that was nothing compared to what she’d put up with as a kid. Why’d she put up with it? Did she think she deserved it? If she’d been more pissed off, maybe it would’ve stopped. She remembered never looking in the mirror when she was a kid. She didn’t want to see. It was more of that avoidance she was so good at. But that night, the one when Barb left town, she’d made a change then, hadn’t she?


	They ended up buying Mackenzie a bunch of bras, including a special strapless one for the wedding. Barb kept apologizing to Mac that, what with all the pre-wedding and mid-moving flurry, she hadn’t even seen how much she’d grown. They spent so much time getting her new shoes, and some jeans and tops, that by the time they got home, the taxi was there, waiting to take Barb to the airport.


	She dumped their shopping bags, grabbed her suitcase, and ran to the cab. As Mackenzie stood in the door, waving goodbye, her father came to stand next to her. It was the first night since Barb had moved in that she and her father were alone. Mac had almost managed to forget about his visits, and went rigid when she felt his hand on her shoulder. He waved to Barb, too, and then they had dinner.


	Later, lying in the dark, she heard the creak of her door opening. He started as he always did, touching her in one fluid movement, making it almost as though it were an accident. He stroked her hair, her neck, and down. But this time, he just kissed her on the forehead and said, “Goodnight, honey,” and left.


	He never made another visit. For months, she couldn’t fall asleep, waiting for her door to make that creaking sound announcing his arrival. Then Mac realized why. Once he had a wife to do that to, he didn’t need her like that. Their special club was over. It wasn’t necessary any more.


	But just in case, Mackenzie had asked her gym teacher how a person could build big muscles. If he came back, she had vowed, I’ll be strong enough to fight.


	That weekend she started saving for her RoadCap.
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	“Who wants some GU?” Otis called out over the bodies lying in the grass around his feet. He held up a cardboard box filled with energy bars and gels. He shook the container, but it made no sound. Sighing, he tucked it under his arm and dug out a handful, waving it in the air. “C’mon, people, you need to fuel your bodies!”


	Charlie said, “I’ll take a couple of those bars, O.”


	“You just drank a bottle of Enduro-Liquid,” Mac said. “How many times have I told you—separate your sports drinks and energy foods, and that should keep you in the right carbs-per-hour range.”


	“So wait an hour before you scarf this,” Otis said, tossing a bar to Charlie. “And drink your water.”


	Charlie said, “When I’m kickin’ down, it’s after I’m done and washed up that I’m ready to eat a horse. Or a cow. Maybe just a couple of burgers.”


	Frankie rolled over on her side toward Dante, who was sprawled next to her on the grass. “Did you hear that, D? Charlie washes!”


	Charlie flicked his finger at Frankie and turned his back. MaToya said to him, “The thing is, Charlie, when you ride at home, it’s after school, or on the weekend. On this tour you’re doing the long haul, and even though we have rest days built in, it’s still way more than even your training sked. You need to listen to your body or you’ll bonk.” She tossed him a gel packet. “Trust me on this one, Charlie. Hey, I didn’t steer you wrong on the gear, and now look how stylin’ you are with your matching kit … and so fine looking!”


	Frankie snorted. “Considering Bike Haven is sponsoring the trip, he had to wear the store kit!”


	“Yeah, lucky for him he found matching baggies,” Dante said.


	Charlie looked over his shoulder at Dante and Frankie. “Don’t you ladies have anything to talk about other than my shorts?” Turning to Mac, he said, “Hey, Skater, how’s the ride?”


	Mackenzie was leaning against a tree, her head back, eyes closed. She was lost in thought, mulling over the dream she’d had on the bus, and Grady, her father, and her flying bike. It’d all gotten mixed up together and swirled around her brain, weaving in and out between questions that had no answers.


	“Did you say something?”


	“Fine. Be that way. I was just curious.”


	“No, seriously, I wasn’t paying attention,” Mac said. “What did you say to me?”


	Charlie sighed, trying to decide whether to attempt conversation. “I just wanted to know how the RC is on the road.”


	“Forget it. We’ve been through this.” Mac leaned her head back on the tree and retreated into her thoughts.


	“I wasn’t angling, Mac. I really want to know if you feel a difference.”


	Mackenzie opened her eyes and studied Charlie. She didn’t trust him, but since she and Frankie had made the kindness pact, decided to answer. “The difference is huge. I feel like I’m riding on air. The only weight I’m carrying is my own. It’s like … there’s no metal under me, nothing to drag me down. It’s like,” she paused, “it’s like I’m flying.” She looked down, realizing what she was describing. Even though Charlie wouldn’t know that, she blushed.


	“Cool. That’s so totally cool.” Charlie said, walking away.


	Frankie frowned and looked at Dante and Mac. Mac shrugged and whispered, “Maybe it’s working?”


	Dante asked, “What’s working?”


	Frankie said, lowering her voice, “We’re going to be so nice to him, even he’ll notice when he starts acting assholic again and will regulate his assholicness.”


	“Uh, what?” Dante asked.


	Frankie scooched closer. “Mac was talking to Charlie as though he were human, and he acted exactly like a real person. Freakish.”


	Soon they were on the road again, with Dante riding just in front of Mac. MaToya had mapped out a route curling around pretty back roads; they were pedaling past fields with little white farmhouses surrounded by picket fences. Charming, dilapidated barns dotted the countryside; cows soon outnumbered the few cars that passed.


	They were alone on a deserted section of road, and Dante slowed down a bit, allowing Mac to catch up so they could ride side by side. The silence was punctuated only by Frankie’s wild off-key yodeling along with her music. Every once and awhile, Dante rode freehand behind Frankie, his fingers plugging his ears just to make Mac laugh.


	“If we’re lucky, maybe those battery packs won’t last her as long as she thinks,” Dante said.


	After a relaxed lunch by a lake MaToya had found on her last tour, they continued, with directions to bear left when they saw a giant billboard puncturing the view. It was impossible to miss, with a gargantuan green tent painted on it and a three-foot-tall red arrow pointing in the direction of the campgrounds.


	As everyone off-loaded their gear from the van and set up camp, Frankie, Mac and Dante started getting dinner together.


	Frankie said, taking a big pot out of the van, “I totally blew a non-drive rear spoke today.”


	Dante said, “Of course. It’s always the rear wheel, right?”


	“Everything cool?” Mac asked.


	“Yeah, Ma’s looking it over and said she’d tune me up while I’m on KP with you guys tonight. What’re we making, anyway?”


	They stood around the picnic table, pulling out all the staples Otis and MaToya had stocked in big plastic bins. There were dried onions and garlic, baggies filled with colorful red, yellow, and green spices and herbs, milk powder, dried fruits, vegetables, and even shrimp. There were seven different kinds of pastas, rice and wheat. And what felt like a luxury: a cooler with butter and cream, as well as a few other perishables.


	Mac rubbed her hands together. “Did Otis mention any menu we’re supposed to follow, or can we make whatever we want?”


	Dante and Frankie looked at each other, their eyes wide. Frankie said, “Dude, if you have an idea, consider us your sous-chefs.”


	“What’s a Sue chef?” Dante asked. “Is that any relation to a boy named Sue?”


	“You are so weird, D,” Frankie said, giving his shoulder a shove.


	Mac tossed him the container of dried onions. “It’s French for the people who help the head chef.”


	Dante said, “Hey, check this out!” He held up the container of dried onions and pointed to the brand name on the label.


	“Mackenzie’s? What are they, your personal onions, Mac?” Frankie asked.


	Mac grunted. “I think we’ll have to use them just because.”


	After what felt like an eternity to every starving biker who hovered and checked and questioned when dinner would be ready, a feast was served.


	“C’mon, you beasts, the grub is on!” Dante yelled, while everyone rushed him and got in line.


	He handed each Geek a plate and then doled out the salad. Frankie spooned big steaming piles of rice next to that, and then on down the line, Mackenzie ladled her concoction onto the rice. Finally everyone was served, and they dug in.


	“I don’t know if I’m starving or you are a cooking genius, but this is amazing, Mackenzie!” MaToya blurted out between groans of appreciation. Everyone “mmmed” and “yummed” their agreement through full mouths. “What is it? I don’t remember buying anything that would make a meal this good.”


	“It’s kind of like paella. You know, the Spanish thing? Usually it has ham and chicken and seafood in it. I used some of those freeze-dried veggies you got and a chicken stock cube, bacon bits, tomato paste—”


	“I didn’t know you could cook like this!” Otis interrupted.


	Mac shrugged. “I always made dinner before my dad remarried. Still do, lots of times. He likes his meal on the table when he gets home from work.”


	Charlie looked like he was about to lick the plate clean. “If it were left to me, it’d be mac and cheese out of a box every night.” He stopped mopping up the juices with his bread and said, “Ha, get it? Mac and cheese?” He looked around the table at the faces staring him down. “Okay, whatever.”


	Mackenzie rolled her eyes. But she scooped out a little more for Charlie and everyone else who wanted another helping. She said, “Actually, after enough boxed dinners you get bored—or hungry—enough to figure out how to cook something decent. Anyway, it’s not very hard. You just have to mind-taste it.”


	“Huh?”


	“Yeah, you know, just imagine tasting it.”


	“Dude, I can imagine eating this, but no way can I imagine making it, and I watched you do it,” Frankie said between bites.


	“What do you mean, use your imagination?” Dante asked.


	“If you know what something tastes like, imagine that, and then think about what would go with it.” They all looked at her, faces blank. She tried to think of an example. “Okay, take plain old marinara sauce. Nothing in it. Just tomatoes. Now try to mind-taste what it would be if you added a little freshly crushed garlic. Now imagine you put in too much garlic. Pretty soon you’ll be mind-tasting different kinds of things and getting new ideas.”


	Charlie nodded. “I am mind-tasting your bike right now.” He closed his eyes. “I’m getting a new idea about taking it out for a spin…” He opened his eyes and saw Mac frowning. “Kidding! I’m only kidding.”


	“I see,” Dante said. Triumphant, Mackenzie pointed to him as proof her method worked. But then he added, “I see I’ll never get past boxed macaroni and cheese.”


	By the time they finished cleaning up, it was dark, and Mac and Frankie were grateful they’d already pitched their tent. They slid into their sleeping bags and groaned, relieved to be horizontal.


	“If I’m this tired now, how’s it going to be when we really start cranking?” Frankie moaned. “At least my knee’s doing okay. I was worried it would start popping on me or something.”


	“Frankie, you’re yelling,” Mac told her. She rolled over and nudged Frankie. “Turn off your iPod. I can hear it!”


	The tinny beat of the song escaped Frankie’s earplugs and hung over Mackenzie like a toxic fog. She couldn’t puzzle out the words, but she could hear a haunting organ solo and some guitar strums, making her belly suddenly tighten. She sat up and, reaching over to Frankie, yanked out her ear buds.


	“Hey!”


	“Turn it off. We’re going to sleep,” Mackenzie said.


	She couldn’t tell what song it was, but it reminded her of the dream she’d had on the bus on the way to Providence. It stuck to her like cobwebs and made her skin crawl.
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	The group got up early, ripped down, and hit the road. Ma and Otis handed out the day’s route and map as Mac addressed everyone.


	“Remember, people,” she said before they left, “the traffic can get pretty fast on this road. And even though the wide shoulder is a decent cushion, never forget you’re at a disadvantage on a bike. Sounds obvious, but tell that to the drivers who view us as criminals just for riding on their road. We’re leaving early, so maybe we’ll catch a break on the traffic.”


	Dante was anchor, so the girls rode just ahead to keep him company. After the morning break they edged out of the most populated part of the state and were happy to roll over miles of uncrowded, beautiful asphalt. They passed white clapboard New England churches with gurgling streams running alongside. Through the woods they spied remains of ancient moss-covered walls and an occasional house foundation with just the chimney left standing.


	Mackenzie had managed to keep her mind clear during the morning ride. She concentrated on the sun warming her back and arms and the breeze cooling her down. It was the kind of weather that could make you giddy, but she didn’t want to feel anything. Just ride, she repeated to herself any time a stray thought crept in.


	By the time they all met up for lunch she was ready for some outside distraction.


	“Hey, Franks, I’m going to check out that store at the end of the block. Maybe I can find something for Lily. You want to come?”


	Frankie and Dante followed, and they all headed into the little shop. The bells over the door tinkled as they walked in.


	The lady behind the counter had her back turned and was trying to get a stuffed teddy bear to balance on the shelf above her. He was wearing a red tee shirt that read, “I can’t BEAR to leave New England!”


	The woman called over her shoulder, “Be right with you!”


	The store wasn’t as small as it seemed from the outside. There were long aisles that branched off, each leading to a different category of product. There were old-fashioned soaps and remedies toward the left, and Frankie walked down that row, picking up and sniffing different containers. Dante went toward the right, where there was a room completely dedicated to hats. Mac saw Dante put on a beanie with a kind of helicopter blade on top.


	The woman who’d been setting up the teddy bear came up behind Mackenzie. “How can I help you?” she asked.


	Mac turned and smiled at the woman. She was tiny with a short, boyish haircut that reminded Mackenzie of Barb. “I’m looking for a gift for my little sister. She’s going to be six.”


	After asking way more questions than Mac had expected, the woman finally pointed her to the back of the store, where a display stood that stopped her short. It was a whole medieval village populated with little handmade dolls. Mackenzie stared at it, remembering.


	She had wanted to disappear when her father came to her at night. She learned how to ride away on her flying bicycle, at first envisioning herself in her footie PJs, but that wasn’t protection enough. Soon, she imagined wearing a suit of armor like the knights in all those princess books her father bought for her. She never thought about being the princess, ever. Mac didn’t want to be the person who needed rescuing. She wanted to be the rescuer.


	Now she stood, looking at the figurines. Each one was painted with delicate, detailed accuracy. Surrounding a castle, complete with turrets and drawbridge, there was a doll villager in a horse-driven hay wagon, doll maidens roaming the cobblestone streets next to oxen, and doll children playing. Inside the castle Mac could see jousting doll knights and the doll royalty they served.


	She plucked the princess from the tower and stared at it in the palm of her hand, and smiled. Lucky Lily. She reached over and grabbed up one of the knights in her other hand. She brought them to the register and paid for them.


	“Am I wrapping them both?”


	“Just the princess, please,” Mac told the woman as she zipped the little knight into the pocket in the back of her shammy.


	The saleslady prattled on about local attractions as she wrapped the princess for Lily in a purple box with lots of red, pink, and orange ribbons, which she curled so they spilled over the edge of the box like a multicolored waterfall.


	Mackenzie fingered the ribbon as she waited outside for Dante and the girls to finish up, and tried to grasp another thought that had rolled out of her reach. Just as she was about to connect with it, Dante exited the shop waving his new beanie in the air, and it was gone. She sighed and pushed whatever it was back to the corners of her mind, tucked the little box into her pack in the van and went to eat her lunch.


	By the end of the day, Mackenzie was as exhausted from trying not to think as she was from the ride. They arrived at their destination, a house right in front of a lake, where Otis was already waiting in the van.


	Ma disappeared for a couple of minutes, then trotted back down the walk jangling a ring with lots of keys attached.


	“What’s going on?” Charlie asked.


	“Where are we staying, Ma? I thought we were at a hostel tonight?”


	MaToya and Otis grinned at each other. “I know we only just started, but this was the only available time we could stay here,” Ma said.


	Murmurs rolled through the small group. Ma continued, “The house belongs to the family of one of my roommates at UVM. They own all this land, down to the lake, where there’re a bunch of cottages farther down the property. That’s where we’ll be staying. They usually rent them out over the Fourth, but an entire family reunion cancelled at the last minute, and she just let me know. So we’ll kick it here for Independence Day.”


	Mac whispered to Frankie, “Geez, I forgot all about the holiday.”


	“You would.” Frankie knitted her eyebrows together and looked at Mackenzie.


	Mac made a big cheerleading gesture like she was holding pom-poms and then forced a gigantic smile. “Rah-rah America.” No wonder I blanked it, Mac thought. The fakey patriotism wasn’t the only reason she’d always hated the Fourth of July. Barb and her Dad loved spending time at the beach house, and she was stuck going to the stupid club for a massive barbecue and boring conversation. And worse, having to help decorate for the annual Father-Daughter Dance, because even though she never went, all the members’ kids put it on.


	She should relax, though, since this year she was off the hook. Nothing like a bike trip to get out of your responsibilities! Yet she still felt uncomfortable somehow. The snakes were slithering around in her stomach, and once again she had that niggling, unfinished-business feeling—like when she’d taken an apple out of the fridge and had forgotten all about it, leaving it somewhere after only one or two bites. She knew there was something around needing her attention but just couldn’t put her finger on it. She ran her fingers through her hair and decided once again to push thoughts of Grady, Sophie, and her father out of her mind.


	After they dumped their stuff in the cabins, Mac, Dante, and Frankie walked through a wooded path to the lake. As they got closer, Frankie broke into a run, whooping it up, and kept going until she stopped and crouched down near the water’s edge a couple hundred feet from them.


	Dante whistled when they came through the thicket, seeing the lake glistening in the late afternoon sunlight. “Ma said there are over two hundred lakes around here. There’s tons of stuff to do, too. We could get a kayak or take one of those boat cruise tours. Oh! I know—you guys want to go strawberry picking tomorrow before the fireworks?” He leaned down and chose the perfect rock for skipping across the still surface of the lake. “Even though I still say it doesn’t seem right to have fireworks the day before July Fourth.”


	“What are you going to do? There are actually people who have to work the day after.”


	“Suckers.”


	Frankie was still sitting on her haunches, and they watched as she plugged into her music.


	“I can’t believe she hasn’t been busted yet.”


	They walked closer and could hear her singing to herself as she picked up and examined different stones, and then tossed them back into the icy water where they landed with a plop. Her voice drifted toward them. It was the same song she had been listening to in the tent. Mac recognized it now. It was a remake of an old song. In a flat, tuneless voice, Frankie sang:


	If you can fly away, fly away,


	Little princess,


	Dream a dream with any scene,


	My little princess …


	Before she could think or stop herself, Mackenzie turned and threw up in a bush. Frankie and Dante rushed over to her. Frankie put her hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay? What happened?”


	“Maybe you ate something weird,” Dante suggested.


	Mac wiped her mouth as best she could and waved them off. She went down to where the tiny waves lapped at the shore and washed her mouth out with a handful of lake water. “I hope this stuff is clean!” she said, trying to refocus their attention. But they were worried about her and weren’t to be distracted.


	“C’mon, let’s walk you up to the cabin. You can take a shower and maybe get a nap in before dinner,” Frankie said.


	Dante folded his arms and shook his head at her. “What are we going to do with you, girlie girl? Our leader’s not allowed to get sick on us. Lucky for you we’re here a couple of days, so you can rest up and get better.”


	Mac’s stomach didn’t feel any better after she showered. The snakes were back, and they’d brought along the scorpions and spiders. Her friends had left her to rest, pulling the curtains and leaving her in semi-darkness. They all thought she was coming down with something. And she was.


	Memories.


	My little princess.


	The song played over and over in her mind. Mackenzie could see it all now: her father holding her in his arms, twirling them around the dance floor. She wore the dress her mom had given her. The special party dress covered in red polka dots. Mac rubbed her arms as she remembered the puffy sleeves with the tight elastic that made her arms itch.


	But she hadn’t cared about that. It was her magical night, the one her mama had told her about. That’s why she’d gotten the dress then, because she knew she wouldn’t be around to buy it for her when it was time to go to the dance. But Mackenzie had grown more than her mother could’ve predicted, and the sleeves were too tight. The dress was a little too small all over. But Mama had picked it out, it was the last gift she’d given Mac before dying, and Mackenzie refused to wear anything else.


	It was her magical night, and she wore her special princess dress and she felt like a for-real princess. Daddy said it was her royal ball, and he let her sit on his lap to watch the fireworks after. She snuggled in his arms, and he hugged her as the explosions crashed and boomed overhead. Splitting into a million sparkly diamonds, just like on a princess crown.


	She remembered watching the explosions. Swinging her legs as she sat on her father’s lap. The dress rode up. It was too short, and she was tugging at the hem. She went over it in her mind again.


	Tugging the hem.


	The fireworks.


	Sitting on his lap.


	When had she gotten the food on her dress? Had she ruined it?


	No. She hadn’t. 


	But was it her fault, what happened next?






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Eighteen

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	When her father had pulled her dress over her head that night, he’d kissed the band of red marks that encircled her upper arms where the sleeves had pinched. He moved away from her arms but kept kissing her. Not like a father is supposed to kiss his daughter. But she didn’t know that then. Not for sure. Mac never saw her father kiss anyone this way, so ha ha he likes me best, she’d thought.


	Mackenzie jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom to vomit again.


	How could I have let him do that?


	But I was so young. When you’re that little you don’t know. Should I have known?


	After, her father had gone to sleep in his own room. Deep into the night she had lain in bed, awake and shivering.


	But not crying. She couldn’t let herself cry. What if he heard her and came back?


	She had wanted to go back in time, to the before time. Before it happened. To when Mama had her try the dress on, when it still fit her and looked so pretty. To before, when it was new and not crumpled in a wrinkled heap on the floor. She wanted to go back and parade around in her beautiful princess dress, modeling it in front of her mom’s sick bed. Go back to when it fit her and she was little. She wanted to be little again. She had crawled out of bed and picked the dress up off the floor, trying to smooth out the wrinkles. She started to put the dress on again all by herself, but got tangled up. Instead, all she could do was hug it tight, wrapping her whole body around it.


	Finally, Mackenzie remembered the first time. She remembered all the blood. Her dress got ruined that night, but it wasn’t because she dropped her food in her lap.


	She remembered the Father-Daughter Dance.


	She had been barely six.


	Mackenzie felt the bile rise, but she swallowed hard and didn’t allow herself to get sick again. Getting sick was for weaklings. For victims. She was a survivor, strong now. So what if she couldn’t rescue herself when she was little? She was six freakin’ years old, for crying out loud. She couldn’t have. And anyway, if you count a 35-pound girl banging her fists against a big hairy 190-pound man, then at least she’d put up a fight.


	What if Barb hadn’t moved away before the dance? Maybe they would’ve married sooner, and he never would’ve begun their “special club.” What if he hadn’t helped her out of her dress that night? Would he have started up with her anyway? Or did it just happen to happen?


	No, if that were the case, it wouldn’t have continued. But it did end. As soon as he married Barb.


	Thank God for Barb.


	He got himself a wife and did her instead. Plus, maybe he was scared Barb would catch him doing that. But why would he be scared of her? She was hardly bigger than a kid herself. And anyway, if he didn’t want to get caught, he would’ve just made his visits when Barb was out of town. And, Mackenzie reminded herself, it was exactly then, the first time Barb left them alone after their engagement, that it ended. It ended that same night she got her wedding outfit. So wait. Why didn’t he go on that night? She was out of town then.


	Did it end? Or did he stop?


	He stopped. But why? What was different about that time, that night?


	He was getting married, okay, but he wasn’t married yet. Barb was gone so it wasn’t as though he could get caught, not that he thought he was doing anything wrong. He came in to her room and started up with her, as usual. Then he kissed her goodnight and left.


	He stopped.


	Why?


	Maybe there was a better question. And Mackenzie knew what it was.


	Maybe the better question was why did he stop when he did? He’d stopped when he touched her chest. That couldn’t be it, could it? She grew breasts and, TA-DA, it’s over? But that would mean it was never because he got married. That would mean he only liked her when she was little.


	Thank God for Barb? More like, thank God for breasts, she thought.


	Mac laughed. She laughed until she was wheezing and tears rolled down her cheeks. The wheezing became hiccupping, and the hiccupping became sobs.


	The tears kept coming, and for the first time since she was six years old, Mackenzie let them.


	She awoke with a start and squinted against the bright sunshine spilling into the room.


	“Oh, dude, I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”


	Mac shielded her eyes, trying to see who was talking to her. It was Frankie. “No, it’s okay,” she croaked. Her voice was ragged and she felt as though every drop of water had been squeezed from her body. Her mouth was so dry it clicked when she spoke.


	“What time is it, anyway? Where is everyone?”


	“We just ate lunch. There’s a sandwich saved for you, but we’re all about to head to this farm where you can pick your own strawberries. Charlie’s being an asshole again, making lame jokes to Dante about fruit and whatnot. Like that’s original.” She shook her head. “We’re thinking about losing him in the strawberry fields.” She pulled her hand out of her pack, palming the forbidden iPod. “You coming?”


	“No, you guys go ahead. I think I’ll rest up. Hey, Franks?” Mac wasn’t sure she wanted to do this, but she was starting to think that the only way to be as strong as possible was to deal. She’d avoided it for so long, and maybe if she had dealt with it, she could’ve moved on sooner. Or she could’ve stopped it. The least she could do for herself was face what happened.


	“You mind if I borrow your iPod? I won’t kill the battery, I promise.”


	Frankie looked at the player in her hand, then back at Mackenzie, still sitting on the edge of the bed. “Yeah, why not? MaToya’s coming, so I couldn’t use it there anyway.” Before she let the screen door slam behind her, she added, “Besides, D wants me to be a part of the group and to, like, talk. What is that about?”


	Mackenzie lay back down, scrunching the pillow under her head for support. She shoved her shampoo, toothpaste, and other stuff to the side and put on the headset.


	Clickety, clickety went the scroll wheel as she thumbed through Frankie’s playlists. She took a deep breath and pressed the button when she got to the song she was looking for.


	The guitar strummed sadly with the organ accompanying, matched and comfortable, like a pair of old shoes. No rushing. Just together, shuffling across the dance floor. Then the singing began, questioning, pleading; Mackenzie swallowed and remembered.


	If you can fly away, fly away …


	The music was so evocative; she could practically smell the barbecue. They’d been sitting on the patio, the scent of burgers and hotdogs making her stomach growl. Mackenzie refused to eat, scared she might spill something on her beautiful party dress.


	“Is my princess hungry?” her father had asked. “Is that your stomach making all that noise, or is the drummer giving us a beat to dance to?”


	She had giggled, loving his attention. His friend Barb had just moved away, and Mackenzie finally had him all to herself again.


	Her dad brought over two hotdogs. Leaning way over the table to protect her precious dress, she gobbled hers the minute he set it down.


	Mac thought it was really neat that the paper plates had flags printed on them and said she would be all ready for kindergarten because she already knew the Pledge of Allegiance. She recited it through her full mouth, making her father laugh.


	Little princess, 


	Dream a dream with any scene,


	My little princess.


	As soon as they finished eating, a sudden wind caught their plates and spun them into the air where they flew like real flags. It also brought the smoke to where they were sitting, and Mackenzie coughed, so her father took her in, and they started to dance to this song. Mac remembered thinking it was funny because the man was singing about his little princess, and that’s what her daddy called her, too.


	After the fireworks, they went home, but Mac was too excited to sleep, so her father said they could have an extra long cuddle once he helped her into her PJs.


	You can go anywhere you want to go


	Above the rain, beyond the snow,


	Below the sea, just come with me,


	And we can be our own royalty,


	My little princess.


	She didn’t need to hear the rest and powered off the iPod. Mackenzie didn’t move for a very long time. She lay on her bed, one arm under her head, the other resting over her stomach, looking into the distance.


	For ten years she couldn’t remember that first time. Now she remembered it as clearly as if it’d been last night. And tomorrow night The Brat would be going to her first Father-Daughter Dance. Thank God Lily got to have a carefree childhood, and was spared the nightmare Mac had endured. It was almost like they had different fathers. Lily was blessed that she’d be able to remember the dance and have them be good memories. Happy ones.


	She snorted and shook her head as she remembered thinking thank God for breasts. What if she hadn’t developed until later? Or if she’d been flat-chested? Her father would’ve kept on her, she felt sure.


	“Yeah, but I bet he’ll stop now!”


	Mackenzie was jolted out of her thoughts. She was stiff from being in the same position for so long, and stretched her arms and legs. She heard Frankie’s voice again, closer now. “I said Charlie’ll have to stop now, Dante!”


	“Yeah, we showed him, D! See you at dinner!” Frankie clomped in, slamming the screen door. “Sorry, Mac.” She added, “Dude, you are in the exact same position you were when I left. Are you feeling any better?”


	“Yeah, fine,” Mackenzie assured her. “How was the picking? Where are all the berries?”


	“Charlie kept up with these stupid fruit jokes, so we took, like, all of our buckets and dumped them on his head,” Frankie said.


	Frankie grinned. “We saved a few, but I doubt Charlie will want any. I think he’s had enough to last him awhile.”


	After everyone got cleaned up, they had dinner and dessert, sharing a meager helping of strawberries with whipped cream. Charlie ate without saying one word. When MaToya and Otis went off to plan the next day’s activities, he grabbed the whipped cream can and sprayed it straight into his mouth.


	“Gross,” Frankie said.


	Dante just scoffed and turned away. Mac got up to clear the table.


	By the time they all traipsed down to the lake to watch the fireworks, Charlie looked as though he was ready for some payback, but still, he didn’t say a word.


	Everyone spread towels down and settled in on the private dock in front of the main house. Dante sat and let his legs dangle over the water, while Frankie lay down near the edge and used his lap for a pillow.


	Mackenzie was on all fours trying to smooth out her towel as Charlie passed her on the way to the end of the dock. He crouched down and began to crawl toward Frankie, silent as an evening breeze. She turned her head at the last minute and said, “Not even close, dude.”


	Charlie acted all innocent but crawled away and, turning around, came head to head with Mac. “We look like a couple of dogs about to sniff some interesting places,” he joked. His eyes wandered down from her face to her V-neck tee and he said, “I think I just got my own private fireworks show. Thanks, Skater.”


	Mackenzie slapped her hand to the loose cotton fabric, closing the gap, destroying his view. Her face burned. “Frankie’s right. You are a total asshole, Charlie. Don’t talk to me anymore,” Mackenzie hissed, and lay down on her towel. Despite his attempt to humiliate her, she felt good. All this time she thought of herself as strong, but pretending everything away wasn’t a show of strength. If her back was turned because she was running in the other direction, she wasn’t facing her problems, and the only way to get past them, she was sure now, was to deal—head on.


	That might not have been the first time he trashed her, but it’s going to be the last, Mac thought. Fuck that victim shit.


	The first explosions blossomed in the sky, but Mac was barely aware of the show. Her memories were creating more questions than answers.


	Why did her father bother to marry Barb? More to the point, why would Barb marry him? They had been co-workers and friends when Mac was little, but they had never seemed like they were in love. Did they even have a relationship at all? They must’ve at some point, though, since they managed to conceive The Brat.


	She’s going to love that present I got her for keeping quiet. But I have to remember to get something for her birthday, too. She smiled, thinking about how Barb always teased Lily that she was always in a rush, even to join the world early by two whole months.


	It was hard to believe she was already going to be six. Mac remembered making Lily’s baby blanket on her mother’s old sewing machine and wrapping it around her the day she was born. Lily still carried that ratty old thing with her everywhere. Mac wondered if she’d have to leave it at home when it was time to go to kindergarten.


	Wait—six? Mackenzie tapped her fingers on the dock, counting the months from the wedding.


	I am such an idiot … the rushed plan to wed, Lily’s “early” birth … Barb had gotten pregnant, and that’s when her father decided to actually do the right thing?


	Poor Barb. She could’ve done a lot better than Stan. Mac could see how a guy would think Barb was attractive, even though she was pretty old. Not standard beautiful; cute was more like it. Almost boyish, fitting into those kid-sized clothes. When she bought Mac those bras, it was embarrassing, but Barb had tried to make her feel more comfortable, making lame jokes about how Mackenzie should be happy she didn’t take after her.


	Barb was pretty small up top, Mac thought, so Lily might grow up to be the same.


	Mackenzie sat up so fast she got dizzy. She looked around, not seeing the fireworks, or the lake, or her friends. There was another question she hadn’t asked herself. She didn’t even want to now but had to, knowing Lily could be alone with him at this very minute.


	Why not Lily?


	Mac lay back down on her towel. The situation was totally different. Probably nothing would happen. For one thing, her father always said it was just for them. It was a club with only two members. He made that very clear. He’d never do that with anyone else. He wouldn’t do that to her Lily.


	And anyway, Lily’s mom was alive. Mackenzie’s mother had died, so it was not the same thing at all. Barb would protect Lily. That’s what mothers do. She wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Right?


	But what if Barb didn’t know? What if Barb wasn’t there?
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	No, it wouldn’t happen. Barb’s maternal instincts would be on alert, right? If Mackenzie’s mom had lived, she would have protected her, Mac was positive. Of course, she had been positive that her elementary school principal would save her, and that her father had stopped his visits because he had a wife to do that to, and she’d been wrong about that.


	What if he did try it again, with Lily? Tomorrow was the Fourth of July. What if he started on Lily after the dance the way he did with her? He could even be planning on it. Was Barb going to be there? She would never miss it. But what if she had to work? Because Canada didn’t celebrate the same holidays—Mac definitely knew that.


	Mackenzie racked her brain trying to call up the conversations about their travel plans and Barb’s new job. Did she have to work that day? Or now that she had her boss’s old position, could she skip? No, she was going to meet them later and have time to play with Lily.


	Wait. Had her father talked about “special time” with Lily? No, he wouldn’t. That had been his code only the two of them shared. And anyway, Barb would be there … or was she flying to the Cape after work? But since mothers don’t go to the dance, she really didn’t even have to be there until the following day. But Mac felt certain Barb wouldn’t miss Lily’s big first dance at the club.


	She thought about Barb telling her that Stan had been “overprotective.” But that had just been her father organizing his abuse, keeping Mac and Barb apart as much as possible when she came to babysit. Even after they married, all Stan did was remind Barb that she was not Mackenzie’s mother and to not get between him and his daughter.


	She might have been able to help Mackenzie, if she had known.


	Her father was able to drive a wedge between them, but Mac was convinced that Barb, as Lily’s real mom, would make sure Lily was safe. Maybe when the Geeks returned, she and Barb would even have a chance at something like a real mother-daughter relationship.


	Mackenzie considered her options. From her trip, what could she do? Call? And say what? Hi, Barb. How’re things? By the way, Dad raped me for half a dozen years, so make sure you don’t let him be alone with Lily.


	Would Barb even believe her? It’s not like Mac had any proof. She thought about leaving, but there was no way she could ride the hundreds of miles home before they left for the Cape. She’d have to fly in order to get there by lunchtime, and she didn’t have the funds to buy last-minute airfare to New York. All her money went into the bike and the trip.


	So what could she do? Maybe he wouldn’t touch her.


	But what if he did?


	Why not Lily?


	How could she have never thought of that? What was wrong with her? Was she so selfish and self-absorbed with her own escape plan that she didn’t want Lily to get in her way?


	It’s our special club, with just two members.


	How many times had her father drilled her on that? But why would I believe him? 


	Of course she’d believe her father. No matter what he did, he had been her only parent. It never occurred to her that Lily was in danger; otherwise, she never would’ve left her alone with him. She had believed him.


	He’d isolated her by calling it their club. He made her dependent on him. If they were the only two members, no one else would, or could understand, right? Mac just assumed he’d never do that with … no, to anyone else.


	But now she did wonder, would he? Mackenzie gasped aloud when a horrific thought popped into her mind.


	Why wait until the dance?


	Just because that was her first time, that doesn’t mean it would happen that way again. What if he’d already started on Lily? Mackenzie felt a horrible lurching in her stomach. After everything she’d been through, knowing what a monster he was, if she had left Lily and he was already going to her in the night, how would she ever forgive herself?


	No. He wouldn’t have. She couldn’t believe that she would’ve been so blind to it.


	But you were, weren’t you?


	Because Mackenzie suddenly saw it all in her mind. There was no ignoring this. She had to face it. It wasn’t just about her.


	She could see Lily, so tiny, all curled up in Mac’s big bed. Was she there to escape their father? She could see Lily around Stan, always appeasing him, trying to please him, to agree with him.


	And she could hear Lily, unaware of what she was asking, begging over and over to be just like Mackenzie. Mac remembered the night Lily had slammed the door on her.


	Mac had told her, “Repeat after me: I have it good. I don’t want to be like Kenzie. I have it way better.” And what had Lily answered?


	“You don’t know anything!”


	Mac knew one thing. Lily could keep a secret. The only five-year-old who knew how to do that was one who had been forced to.


	Mackenzie had been looking forward to this trip, saving to buy her bike for years. Over a third of her life, all she could think about was escaping, flying away on a real bike.


	No, she admitted, not flying. Fleeing. She was the only one who could stop him. She was the only one who knew. Running from him and what he’d done wasn’t going to help rescue anyone. Not herself, and definitely not Lily.
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	Mackenzie poked Charlie in the ribs. “Charlie,” she whispered.


	He grinned one of his smug told-you-so smirks. “I thought you said never to talk to you. But I knew you couldn’t resist me.”


	“How much would you pay me for my bike?”


	Charlie frowned. “I don’t think I heard you. What?”


	Mac pursed her lips. “I need to talk to you. Meet me back down here after lights out.”


	He treated Mac to another self-satisfied smile with a wink thrown in. “Finally.”


	“Don’t get any ideas or I’ll kick your ass.”


	“Oh, I get it. You’re the tough girl now. What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”


	Mackenzie folded her arms. “You want the bike or don’t you?”


	Dante had snuck over to their cabin, and he and Frankie wouldn’t stop whispering in the dark until finally Mackenzie told them she was feeling sick again. “I’m going down and crash in that empty cabin by the lake, so don’t worry about me if I sleep in, okay?”


	A duet of “Sorry!” and then, “Feel better! Jinx!”


	Mac got her pack together and said, “You guys are such dweebs. I’m outta here.”


	“See ya, Mac,” they said, then looked at each other and shrieked.


	Mackenzie almost thanked them since they had created the perfect cover for her plan.


	If Charlie would go along.


	Instead of heading toward the empty cabin, she carried her bike down to the docks, hoping Charlie had waited. He had.


	“Did I hear you right?”


	“How much?” Mac asked.


	“What’s the trick?”


	They sat at the end of the dock. Charlie leaned on a corner piling and Mac took the other one and faced him. Not for the first time, Mackenzie noted how similar they were. They both sat with one leg bent at the knee, dangling over the water, the other stretched out straight on the dock. They mirrored one another, and it occurred to Mac that if they weren’t the same size, her custom bike wouldn’t fit him, and her plan would never work. It still might not.


	“No trick,” she said. “But there is a condition.”


	“I knew it couldn’t be that easy.”


	“You can’t tell anyone I sold it to you until the day after tomorrow.”


	Charlie raised his eyebrows. “They’re idiots, Skater, but doncha think they might just notice you riding my bike, and me burning the road on yours?”


	“No.”


	“What do you mean, ‘no’?”


	“They won’t see it because you’re not going to ride my bike, Charlie.”


	“Why wouldn’t I ride it if I’ve just paid, um, $1,000 for it?”


	Now it was Mackenzie’s turn to scoff. “Right. Like I’d ever sell it to you for a grand. It costs like eight times that.”


	“Not with your pro discount. Besides, you want to sell it, so you must be desperate. Why, I don’t know, but my mama didn’t raise no butthead. Though my dad might argue that.”


	Mackenzie said, “Before we discuss anything to do with price, you have to first agree to my conditions.”


	“Well,” Charlie replied, curious, “explain them, then. I’m not ‘signing’ anything until I know what I’m agreeing to.”


	Mac laid it all out for him, and for once, Charlie just listened without any of his usual smartass remarks.


	“You’re going to come down with something really bad. You have to act sick until the day after tomorrow—maybe say you caught it from me. I’m going to put a note on my door saying I got sick again during the night and please don’t wake me. I already set it up so that Frankie and Dante think I want to sleep in. The cabins are empty until the weekend, Ma said, and since everyone wants to hang another day, I think they’ll wait it out until we’re both better. Since you’re alone in your own cabin, you can hide my bike there. By the time you guys leave, you’ll be able to ride the RC.”


	“What do you mean, ‘when you guys leave’? Aren’t you coming?”


	Mackenzie didn’t want to tell him anything he didn’t have to know but she didn’t see any way around it. “I have a problem at home.” She took a deep breath and added, “Uh, with my father.”


	“My father is my problem,” Charlie said. “I can’t imagine anything that could make me want to go home early. Or on time. Or, come to think of it, ever.”


	“I have to go back. Something’s come up I need to deal with.” She picked at a splintered piece of the dock. “You have no idea, Charlie,” Mac said.


	He choked out an unkind laugh. “I have no idea? That’s a good one.”


	“Glad you think it’s so funny.”


	Charlie said, “Want to hear something even funnier?” He paused so long Mac wondered if he’d continue. “Ever hear the one about the expert cyclist who’s always ‘falling’ off his bike?”


	Mackenzie started to laugh at his ego—expert cyclist?—but stopped just short because she was seeing him almost as though she’d never looked at him before. In the dark she could see the outline of his clothes. He had gotten the right gear for the trip, but he was still wearing stuff that covered him up. No tanks for Charlie. No short bike pants that might show off his muscular legs.


	“Geez, Charlie. Why don’t you tell someone?”


	“I thought I just did.”


	As soon as she said, “Someone who can help you,” Mackenzie realized how stupid that was. She’d told someone who was supposed to help her, and nothing happened. Whether he hadn’t believed her or just didn’t get it didn’t matter. If she’d gotten Mr. B. to listen back then, maybe Lily would’ve been safe.


	Charlie looked out into the darkness. He swung his dangling leg back and forth over the water, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. “My dad’s an esteemed member of the golf club. He’s on the town council, the school board, and an all-around Good Guy. Good Guys don’t beat the shit out of their kids. Everyone knows that. He’s a Good Guy. Who’s going to believe me? I’m the asshole, remember?”


	They were silent, listening to the slurping of the gentle lake ripples against the pier. It seemed inconsistent with their conversation.


	“I believe you.”


	Charlie pulled his eyes away from the nothingness of the dark lake and looked at Mac.


	“Thanks.” He cleared his throat. “Okay, so you have some crap at home too, huh? It’s always something, ain’t it?” They shared a small appreciative laugh, finding nothing funny. Charlie said, “Anyway, you’re going to hide in the other cabin and wait till we leave?”


	“No, I gotta get going right away. The sign on the door will keep them away for awhile, and by the time they find out I’m gone, everything will be taken care of, and my, uh, Barb, can call them to say I’m okay.”


	“What about my bike?” Charlie asked.


	“Do whatever you want with it. I just need the money to get back.”


	“I have my debit card and some emergency cash. But Skater, as much as I want it, do you really need to sell the bike?”


	“I need the money to get home. What else am I going to do?”


	“Borrow my money.”


	She looked at him, a small smile on her face. “I thought you said you were the asshole?”


	“Actually,” Charlie pointed out, “that’s what you said. Okay, and my dad has said it a few hundred times. But seriously, that’s your RoadCap you’re talking about.”


	“I know. But it’s what I have to do. So you can have it for $3,500.”


	“No way!”


	Mackenzie stood up and put her hands on her hips. “No way? You were just about to give me the money.”


	“Lend. Not give,” Charlie said, standing to face her. “If I’m buying it, I still want the best deal I can get.”


	“Take it or leave it,” Mac said. She had to have that money. If she made a good deal, she might still have enough left over to buy one of the ready-made RCs when this was all over.


	“Two grand, that’s my final offer.”


	“Twenty-five.”


	“Twenty-two,” Charlie said, and stuck out his hand to shake.


	Mac hesitated. “Call it $2,350 and we’re done. And don’t forget you’re getting a brand-new RoadCap for less than half retail, plus keeping your old bike.”


	“You have to get the last word in, don’t you?”


	Mackenzie smiled.


	“Okay,” Charlie said, “it’s a deal.”


	Mackenzie set off with her backpack, grateful to MaToya for enforcing the pack light rule. But seriously? Whoever heard of a world without cell phones? A mile down the road she found what must be the last pay phone on the planet. Thank God she had seen it the day they rode in.


	She leafed through what was left of the yellow pages hanging from a metal rod under a shelf beneath the phone. She got the number for the Lakeside Taxi Company and dialed.


	“Yyyyellow?” a man’s voice chirped. Mac thought he seemed pretty cheery for eleven thirty at night.


	“Hi. I’d like to get a taxi to the closest airport, please?” Mackenzie said, trying to sound older and more mature.


	“When?”


	“Now.”


	“Now? There aren’t any flights at three in the a.m., and that’s as soon as you’ll get to the nearest airport. Is this some kind of joke?” the man asked.


	Mackenzie’s belly did a familiar flip. She had to get to Lily right now. Before another night passed. She couldn’t bear the thought that she might have to live through one more visit because of her. And then another question hit her.


	If she herself hadn’t even known, hadn’t seen the signs, how could Barb possibly know? Mac thought again about how Lily behaved with Stan. She stuck close to him. She treated him almost as though he were the child, patting his shoulder when he pouted or acted like she had rejected him. God, their father was a freak. She had to get home, and she had to get home now.


	“No, no, sir! I have an emergency, and I have to get to New York right away. I need to be at the airport to catch whatever the earliest flight is. Can I get a ride? Please?”


	“It’s gonna cost you. That’s a three-hour trip, plus my guy’s gotta come back solo …” The dispatcher mumbled to himself as he did the calculations. “It’ll be three hundred bucks.” When Mac was silent, he added, “Not including tip.”


	Mackenzie sighed. “I have no choice.” She gave him the address and exited the phone booth, and sat down on the railing that divided the road from the woods. It was quiet, nothing but tree frogs and crickets to keep her company. There was a light breeze and she could smell the clean scent of the lake. Mac thought about Lily and how she was never scared of the dark. She knew there were worse things.


	Soon, two headlights lit up the road, and a car stopped in front of her. The driver rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “Cab, right?”


	“That’s me.”


	“Hop in. You need help with that pack?” he asked, making no move to get out of the car.


	Charlie had given her all his cash and his debit card, but only after she promised to FedEx it right back and delete his PIN from her memory until he could change it. They’d decided she should stop at an ATM on the way to the airport before it turned midnight, and also at the airport because then she could withdraw whatever she needed. Plus, she could hide the first wad of cash in the privacy of the cab.


	As soon as they pulled away from the ATM, and she’d stashed the bills in various pockets of her pack, Mackenzie settled in for the long ride, wishing she could sleep but knowing she was too tense. Her eyes drifted to the dashboard, where the driver had his cabbie license on display in a tattered plastic sleeve. Attached by an oversized paper clip was a new school photo of a little girl just older than Lily, with a smile big enough to show off several gaps.


	Mac opened her pack and took out the gift she’d gotten for Lily, the little box with the cascading ribbons. She turned the box around and around in her hands, then pulled the longest ribbon, untying the bunch. Inside the box, nestled in pink tissue paper, lay the little princess.


	Lily was his Princess now, and he treated her like his special girl, just as he had Mac when she was that age. Lily handled it differently than Mac had. Mackenzie had been quiet with him; she tried to shut it out, to ignore the bad stuff. Lily was always trying to soothe him.


	But it didn’t work, did it, Lily? He kept on coming in at night, didn’t he?


	Mackenzie didn’t know how she was going to live with herself, knowing she had not been there to protect Lily. Her father was doing the same thing to her baby sister that he’d done to her. Why wouldn’t he? It’s what he does.


	How could she not have seen it? Of course her father had been making his night visits with Lily. Of course he had. And where had she been? Planning her own escape.


	A tear splashed onto the face of the plastic princess. Mac swiped at her eyes. No! I will not let him win. I may not have been there for you before, Brat, but I am here now. I won’t ignore this, I promise. And we will face it together.


	“Is that your little girl?” Mac asked the driver.


	He touched his finger to the grinning gap-toothed girl. “Yes, she is very smart, too,” he said. He started talking about his daughter and the school play she had been in. His voice was quiet and soothing, but Mackenzie couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying.


	She was at a party and couldn’t leave. She stood on the stairs watching Dante’s front door. Then Barb was there, handing her a water bottle with the RoadCap logo on it.


	“I never knew,” Barb said, and before Mackenzie could answer, she was gone.


	Mac looked at the door, and in walked her father, carrying Lily, her hands covering her mouth. She was wearing a dress with ruffled sleeves and big red polka dots. How did he get his hands on her? Mac had locked her in the cabin by the lake. How had he found her?


	Suddenly, Barb was back. “Oh, you found your dress, Mackenzie.”


	Mac looked down and saw she was wearing a suit of armor. She tried to take a step toward her father, but the metal was heavy, and her legs wouldn’t budge. She started to reach for Lily as her father walked past, but she wasn’t strong enough to lift her arms. She was encased in the armor and couldn’t move.


	Lily looked at Mackenzie and began singing.


	My little princess,


	You can go anywhere you want to go


	Above the rain, beyond the snow,


	Below the sea, just come with me,


	And we can be our own royalty.


	Her dad walked past the stairs, still carrying Lily, and smiled straight at Mac. He said, “You’re not my princess. You’re a knight. Maybe we could have one more knight visit.”


	Lily’s dress began to bleed. The polka dots exploded like fireworks, and a million red dots dropped like tears, flooding the floor. Mackenzie tried to reach for Lily, but her fingers only grazed the dress. With all her might, she stretched out to her, using every ounce of strength to lift her arms. After what felt like hours, blinded by sweat, she grabbed Lily and hugged her. She opened her eyes to look at her sister but instead found herself shivering and naked, trying to wash the bloody dress clean of its awful memories.


	“Miss? Hello? Wake up. We’re here,” the taxi driver said.


	Mac opened her eyes and sat up. She was still holding Lily’s gift, the box splayed open in her lap. She tied the ribbons back up.


	“I don’t have enough money for a decent tip, but please, give this to your little girl, okay?” Mac tossed the box into the front seat where he caught it with one hand. He gave her a halfhearted wave with it like he knew a kid wasn’t good for a tip anyway.


	As he drove off, Mackenzie realized she didn’t even know which airport he’d taken her to. She looked up and saw a big sign for Burlington International. Mac prayed she’d be able to get home in time.


	The place was already awake with people streaming in, and she made her way to the door and went straight to the closest ticket counter and got in line. How could there already be a line at this hour?


	The dream she’d had in the cab bubbled to the surface, and for the first time, Mackenzie wondered how she was going to “save” Lily. What would she do when she walked into the house? Tell Barb what her father had done to her all those years? Kidnap Lily? Confront him? As hard as it was to believe, she suspected he didn’t really think he’d done anything that bad. He always said he was the only one who could love her right. Could he actually fool himself that much? And if he didn’t believe he’d done anything bad, how could she get anyone else to believe it? Why would they accept the word of a teenage girl over a town leader? A respected businessman?


	She couldn’t prove her accusation. Mackenzie thought of Charlie. At least he had evidence. He had fresh proof almost every day. He should tell. I’d go with him, Mac thought. Ironically, she couldn’t want proof, because that would mean he’d gotten to Lily at that very moment, while Mac was on her way home.


	Mac shifted her pack to her other shoulder and peeked around the guy in front of her. They hadn’t moved an inch. The lady at the front wouldn’t shut up. What was she talking about anyway? How cute her dog was? Let’s GO, people. Then Mac remembered it was Independence Day weekend. The news was always filled with reports about how packed the airports and highways were at this time of year. What if she couldn’t get a flight? What if her father had left early to avoid the traffic jams?


	No, she’d get there. They were not leaving until lunchtime at the earliest, she was sure of it. Dad wouldn’t hit the road before then, since he’s always trying to find the best route with the least traffic. “After lunch, people will already be at the beach and enjoying their independence,” he always said, thinking he was the funniest guy on earth. “Their independence from work, that is,” he’d finish, laughing his ass off. Same stupid joke every year.


	She would get there in time, and she’d figure out what to do when she arrived. She was too tired and too scared to figure anything more than the next step in getting home. Mackenzie would find an airline that would take her home. She had to.
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	The woman behind the counter at Blue Skies Airline looked as though she’d been up for hours, even though it was only just after seven a.m. Her hair was pulled into a neat bun at the nape of her neck, and her uniform was starched and wrinkle-free. She pecked at the keyboard in front of her like an impatient bird gobbling every available breakfast breadcrumb.


	Mackenzie prayed this last airline would have something available. The woman looked up at Mac after examining her screen and said, “I’m sorry, but that first flight and every one after is completely booked.”


	“You have got to be kidding me?” Mac gasped, more to herself than the lady. “What am I going to do?” She glanced up and realized the agent was going to think she was a big pain in her butt and shoo her along. Mackenzie cleared her throat and stood up straight. “Look, there’s an emergency at home and I really have to get there. Please, isn’t there some single seat, somewhere?”


	The agent’s expression softened a bit and she checked her screen once more, clicking and waiting, and clicking some more. Without looking up said, “You understand, it’s a holiday.” She continued clicking her keys and added, “Everyone has their own little emergencies.” She looked up at Mac, her perfect eyebrows raised, probably thinking that everything was urgent when you’re a teenager.


	Mac tried to look serious and mature, despite the fact that she hadn’t showered in what felt like weeks and was wearing her kit shammy that had BIKE GEEKS emblazoned across the chest. “I do understand that, yes,” she replied. She wanted to scream at the woman.


	The clerk seemed satisfied and looked back at her computer. “There is one seat left on the second flight out, at nine o’clock this morning. However,” she paused and clicked more keys, “it’s in business class.”


	“How much is that ticket?”


	“That would be $970.” When she saw all the color go out of Mackenzie’s face, she added, “But that’s including all airport taxes and fees.” When Mac still didn’t respond, the agent said, “I suggest you make a decision. Since this is the last seat available, it could be snapped up at another counter.” She tapped her long, manicured nail on the edge of the keyboard. “Or online. At any minute.”


	Tap tap tap.


	Of course she’d spend almost $1,000 on a plane ticket to save Lily.


	How could she not?


	Mackenzie paid the woman and went through security and on to her gate. Her stomach rumbled, but since she was worried about her budget, she limited herself to an orange, looking longingly at the $7 croissant behind the glass at the food stand.


	Her hands still smelled like citrus by the time her flight was called. She got in line and waited while the passengers ahead of her boarded. It was a small plane, and they were taking everyone’s carry-on luggage and loading it below. Mac got worried, since she had wads of cash hidden all over her pack. If they took it, how was she going to fish out all the money without everyone seeing?


	She stepped up, and before she handed her ticket to the attendant, the woman said, “I’m sorry, miss, you’ll have to—” she stopped as she read the ticket. “Why don’t you give me that pack and I’ll put it in the closet right up front?”


	Going Business Class clearly had its perks, Mac decided. She settled in the second row and fell asleep before the plane left the ground. Mackenzie didn’t wake up until all the passengers had disembarked and the flight attendant was shaking her shoulder. She rose up from the depths of a deep, deep sleep. She did not want to wake up and face her day.


	Mac slogged through the airport, holiday travelers rushing past her in both directions, trying to get to the nearest beach or pool, and fast. She understood why after she left the air-conditioned sanctuary of the terminal. As the automatic double doors opened, a whoosh of hot air hit her, and she felt like she’d walked into a solid wall.


	Plodding over to the taxi stand, she glanced at the bus waiting to leave for Westchester County and the giant sign that announced the cheap $42 fare and the millions of stops it’d make. Mac looked away. She needed to get home as fast as possible and couldn’t risk getting there after they’d left for the Cape. She got into an air-conditioned cab and sighed with relief. It seemed everyone must’ve gotten to their barbecues or beach spots early, because the Whitestone Bridge was clear. The parkway traffic wasn’t too bad either, and they made it to Wheaton in record time. Ninety minutes after deplaning, the cab left Mackenzie standing in front of her house, wondering how the hell she was going to save Lily.


	She went to the front door and turned the knob. Locked. She walked to the kitchen entrance, but that was locked too. Leaning down to the fake rock that hid the spare key, she could feel her heart pounding. She was scared, but she also realized it was a different kind of fear.


	She wasn’t scared for herself, or what her father could do to her. And she knew she’d fucking kill him if she found him with Lily. She wasn’t scared about that at all.


	She was terrified that she hadn’t been paying attention, and she was the reason he had gotten to Lily. She could have so easily prevented it! How self-involved and selfish would she have to be to not even notice her father visiting Lily’s room at night? There’s just no way she would’ve ever let that happen to Lily. Was there still a chance she was wrong?


	Mackenzie slid the key into the door, her stomach flipping over and over. She took a deep, steadying breath, squared her shoulders, and walked in.


	“Hello?” she called, dropping her pack on the floor. “Anyone home?”


	No answer. The house felt empty, closed up, with everything put away and shut down. Mackenzie felt her stomach lurch again. They couldn’t have left yet. Not yet. Please, no. 


	Trotting back out the kitchen door, she cupped her hands around her eyes and peered in through the garage window. It was empty.


	Mac felt her panic build. She tried to convince herself they hadn’t left. They probably just went to the market, loading up for the ride. 


	She punched in the code on the keypad and rocked from side to side as the giant door took its time opening. She rushed to the cabinets where they stored all the summer gear. One by one, she flung the doors wide to find the goggles and fins missing. The beach toys were gone. The towels had been cleared out.


	Her trot became a run as she rocketed back into the house and took the stairs two at a time, frantically looking in all the bedrooms for any sign that they hadn’t left. Mackenzie scanned Lily’s room and stopped at her bed.


	The Brat went nowhere without her ratty old blankie. The spot she kept it was empty. Mac went downstairs, her mind whirling. She would have to get to the Cape. Before that night. Before Lily’s bedtime.


	She ran to her room and pulled her top dresser drawer open so fast it almost came off the roller and fell to the floor. Her phone was buried at the bottom under her socks. Dead. She grabbed her charger and ran back downstairs trying to figure out how she could possibly get herself to Cape Cod.


	By bike? Her old one wasn’t ready for a long trip, and besides, it was way too far to ride, particularly by nightfall. Train? She rushed to the phone and called Amtrak, but the trains only went as far as Boston, and then she’d still have to find a way out to the Cape. And forget about the bus. It would never get her there in time.


	Mac checked her phone. Plugged in, there was enough juice to make a call. At least she could try to call Barb. Maybe at least see if she was with Lily and not in Canada. But just as Mac almost pressed the send key, she realized if she didn’t reach Barb, she couldn’t leave a message—that would only worry Barb more. And then she’d see the missed call and wonder what was going on. She knew Mackenzie didn’t have her phone on the trip with her. Mac would just have to get to the Cape and then call or wait to find out if Barb was there or not. She couldn’t even try to call her until she was at least closer.


	She sat down on the floor and dragged her pack over. The skin on the backs of her hands scraped as she quickly dug in and out of all the mesh pockets, zippered compartments and hiding places she’d stashed all the money. She counted what was left and got out the phone book and dialed the local cab company.


	“Chello?” The man who answered sounded as though he were clearing his throat instead of greeting a caller.


	“Is this the Westchester Cab Company?” Mackenzie asked.


	“Jes. Meh I help you?”


	“I need a cab to go to Cape Cod.”


	“Kep Cot? Where dis is?”


	“In Massachusetts. You know, Cape Cod?” Mackenzie’s patience was threadbare.


	“Ah, different state,” the man said. “Then we do it by mile. Two dollar, fifty cent for a mile.”


	Mackenzie threw her head back and closed her eyes. It was definitely over 250 miles to their beach house. She went to the pantry to see what she could scrounge together for the long drive.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Twenty-Two

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	Turned out Harry, her latest cabbie, was a roadie too, and Mac was distracted enough not to keep checking the time. Two and a half hours later, Harry and Mackenzie had talked about cycling until they had covered every ride they’d taken, every bike they’d owned, the Tour de France, and the latest doping scandals. He distracted her rising panic when they hit pockets of holiday traffic as they passed through New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island and, finally, into Massachusetts.


	Her whole life, whenever they drove out to the Cape, Mackenzie searched for the familiar markers signaling the finish line to the seemingly endless ride. It was always a relief knowing she was about to be released from the prison that was her father’s car.


	Now, as they passed the billboard for the Massachusetts Maritime Academy, four miles before the Bourne Bridge, it felt more like a danger sign. She still had no idea what she was going to do when she got to the house.


	They swirled around the traffic circle that leads to Route 6, and Harry saw the same Dunkin’ Donuts where her father always stopped for a bathroom break.


	“I know you’re in a rush, but I gotta make a pit stop.” Harry asked. “I’ll get us some Munchkins, too. My treat!”


	He pulled off the roundabout and parked. As she waited for him to pay for the donuts, Mac’s mind wandered to Charlie, when they were still on the bus, and recalled how excited he got about going to the Dunkin’ Donuts Center in Providence. It seemed so long ago. So much of what she felt and thought had changed since then. She didn’t even consider Charlie an asshole anymore, she realized. And if he did act like a jerk sometimes, who wouldn’t, getting beaten every day? It occurred to her that if she believed him, maybe someone would believe her, too. But who could she tell? What if Barb wasn’t there? What if she had to face her father alone? What if he was with Lily?


	They filled up on coffee and donut holes as they drove, whizzing past the scrubby pines toward the Sagamore Bridge and Mid-Cape Highway. When she saw the big green exit sign for Brewster/Chatham, she knew they were getting closer, and Mackenzie felt the donuts in her stomach weld together.


	She still had no plan, and though it wasn’t dark yet, Mac knew she had to figure this out sooner than later.


	Finally, they got to her exit. By the time they pulled up to the house the sun was almost gone. Golden beach time, her dad called it, when he and Barb would be breaking out the plastic cups and wine.


	If they were here.


	If Barb were here.


	“Could you wait and just make sure I get in okay, Harry?”


	“Not a problem. It’s not like I’m dying to get back on the road on the Fourth of July. Take your time,” he said.


	Once again, Mackenzie stood in front of her house, this time smelling the sea breeze coming from down the sandy lane. A sign with a mermaid with a cartoon bubble announcing, “The Douglas Family,” hung on the fence right in the middle, advertising a normal, happy home. The whimsy and scrolling vines proved it; the flowers punctuated their joy.


	She opened the latch on the fence and headed up the walk. The grass was lush, and the garden around the front had been weeded. She squinted against the bright white of the house. The front door had gotten a fresh coat of red, and it coordinated perfectly with the roses growing up the porch posts. It looked so pristine.


	She reached for the knob, knowing it wouldn’t be locked, and opened it, peering into the cool dimness. “Hello?” she said. Clearing her throat, she raised her voice and called out, “Hello? Anyone home?”


	No answer.


	She kept her pack on. She wasn’t ready to part with it just yet. It gave her stability, like ballast on a boat. She walked toward the kitchen but stopped mid-stride at the door to the basement. She looked at it, her head cocked, trying to remember something. Her shoulders shook, and goose bumps rolled from the back of her neck down her arms.


	It was the dream from the cab in Vermont. It came back to her now, materializing in front of her eyes, as though she were watching a movie. Mac just stood there staring into space, actually seeing the past in her mind’s eye.


	She was trying to wash the dress. Definitely dream logic, right? Because … little kids don’t wash clothes. They’re not coordinated enough. They don’t even know there’s a special soap to use. Plus, they should be playing and having fun. Not … trying to get blood stains out of a dress.


	The air squeezed her, like it had weight. She reached for the handle to the basement door, and even though it was hot outside, the knob felt cool in her hand as she turned it. It was muggy though, and the door stuck as she tried to open it. She yanked, and the rack attached to the other side clattered with all the spray cans and cleaning supplies stored there. She switched on the light at the top of the stairs. She hadn’t ever been down there before. Had she? She couldn’t remember. The darkness was lit to a yellow dinginess, yet she felt like it was where she needed to be. It was right. Not scary.


	Mackenzie grabbed hold of the banister and went down the wooden stairs, her feet making a hollow clopping sound as she descended, like the pendulum of an old grandfather clock. But with every step, Mac was going back in time, remembering there had been another visit. Her first visit to the basement.


	By the time she’d gone down five steps, the temperature dropped by ten degrees and the musty basement smell reached her nostrils. It reminded her of pennies. Or the coppery smell of blood.


	At the bottom, she pivoted, her left hand still gripping the banister, and turned to face the back wall. In the dimness, Mac could see the washer and dryer. Side by side, now chipped and rusted, reminding her of two old loyal sentinels, guarding her past.


	In slow motion, Mackenzie walked toward them. This was what she’d been trying to ignore. To get away from and forget. But it was part of her. It was like trying to run away from your arms or your legs.


	If you can fly away, fly away,


	Little princess. 


	Dream a dream with any scene,


	My little princess.


	You can go anywhere you want to go,


	Above the rain, beyond the snow,


	Below the sea, just come with me,


	And we can be our own royalty,


	My little princess.


	She couldn’t fly away, ignore what happened, ride fast enough, or pedal hard enough. And now, she didn’t want to. Staring at the washer, she remembered. Mackenzie knew why this felt so familiar. She knew why she needed to be here. She knew what she had to do.


	That night. The dress. She had wanted to fix it. If she could fix it, to make it clean again, the way it was when her mother gave it to her, maybe she could make everything the way it had been. It could go back to being the way it was.


	She always saw the housekeeper coming up from the basement with a basket of clothes that looked brand new, all folded and clean, so neatly stacked they could’ve been merchandise in a clothing store. Mackenzie would make everything brand new again like the perfectly folded clean clothes. If she made it like new maybe even her mama could come back like when she gave her the dress—the last thing she had ever given her.


	So after awhile, she got out of her bed, put on her footie PJs, and came down to the basement. She hadn’t been scared. What could scare her in a basement? She had already seen the monster.


	But the night of the Father-Daughter Dance, after his visit, when she got there she found two machines, not just one. She stood in front of them, trying to figure out which made everything new and clean and perfect. She didn’t know! She couldn’t see on top and there was nothing to climb on. She had stood there for a long time. But she was so little and couldn’t figure out what to do.


	Now, Mackenzie stood in the same spot, knowing exactly what she had to do. Sliding her pack off her shoulders, she let it drop to the tile floor. Bracing herself for what she was about to face, she leaned both hands on the machine, hung her head, and took a deep breath. You can do this. You’ve been through worse. You’re a kickass survivor. 


	A pump or battery or something turned itself on, making a loud grinding noise, and Mackenzie jumped. She stood still until her breath was even and steady again, then she crouched down, her right hand on the front of the first machine for balance. It was dark, she couldn’t see anything, and didn’t know what she would find. Would there be anything there to find? Would it help her at all? And if it did help, what would happen?


	She wiped her left hand on her shirt and reached behind the machine, but yanked it back when her entire arm got caught in a tickly, creepy net of old spiderwebs.


	She shuddered and peeled them off. Mac grabbed the machine for balance again. Once more, she stretched way back, groping the pipes and drain and other lines that led in and out, sluicing the water away. This time, she felt something else. It was wedged between two pipes. A small, bunched-up piece of cloth. She shimmied it free, pulled it out, and looked at it. Mackenzie no longer felt like she was in a parallel universe. Carefully, she tucked it into the front pocket of her pack, ran upstairs, and out of the house, slamming the big red door behind her.


	She climbed back into the taxi. “Harry, could you please take me one more place?”


	“Sure, kid, where to?”


	“The police station.”
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	Mackenzie walked up the stairs to the police department and pulled the heavy door open. She passed the big grey bin imploring people to dispose of their prescription medications properly, and eyed the wanted posters in the hallway, wondering what the people did to get pinned up onto this particular bulletin board. Mac imagined a photo of her father there and hugged the filthy dress closer, like a shield. She followed the instructions on a little sign that said “Ring to be admitted” and waited. Beyond the glass doors, officers attended to business behind a high counter, protected from prying eyes by a smoked glass window.


	The buzzer sounded, and as she walked in, the window slid open to reveal an officer holding a desk phone. He held his hand over the mouthpiece and said, “I’ll be right with you.”


	The counter was so high there was room for another bulletin board below it decorated with crinkled and torn flyers. One was missing the top left corner. But they were all calling out to victims of crimes. “Network of Hope,” one promised. “Know a Family in Need?” another asked. The biggest was a blue poster with a purple headline that read “Crime Victims Can Get Help.”


	“May I help you?”


	Mackenzie looked from the blue poster back up at the officer behind the window and swallowed, surprised by the sudden tears filling her eyes. It seemed so clear now. She reached into the front pocket of her backpack and felt the toy knight. She took it out and gripped it in her free hand while she dipped back into her pack and withdrew what appeared to be a filthy red and grey polka-dotted rag. She placed it up on the counter between them. Some of the polka dots looked more like dried blood.


	The cop asked, “What’s that, miss?”


	“Evidence,” Mac answered.


	“Evidence?” he repeated, and looked more closely at Mackenzie. “Has a crime been committed?”


	“Yes,” she said, holding on to the knight. “I need to report a rape.”
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	He turned away from Mac and said something to another cop behind the window. The door to the waiting area opened, and a woman officer came out holding a plastic bag with her dress in it.


	“I’m Detective Billie Smith. Let’s go into an office where we can take your statement in private.”


	They walked down a short, darkened hallway, Mac a few paces behind, her eyes glued to the bag. “EVIDENCE” was stamped in huge red letters on the side, somehow making Mac’s actions very real, and very terrifying. She couldn’t look away. If she did, she wouldn’t believe this was happening. And she might freeze.


	Things she hadn’t even considered started bubbling to the top of her mind. What if Lily had to testify? How could she even go through that? What if her father went to jail and they were left with no money? What if Barb wouldn’t let her live with them because of what she’d done? Or hadn’t done? She hadn’t protected Lily. She should’ve told sooner. Of all people, she should have known.


	But she couldn’t freeze. She was done looking away, ignoring the past. She’d wasted too much time already. In fact, she had to make this happen faster. Every minute Lily was with him was one minute too long. One minute he could be doing … whatever he wanted. Every minute Lily was with him was on Mac.


	After going through the formalities of getting all of Mackenzie’s data, like name, address, date of birth, and writing down everything as slowly as humanly possible, Detective Smith finally asked, “Okay. When did this rape occur?”


	Mackenzie shook her head and blew out a burst of air. “Look, mine happened a long time ago, but my sis—”


	“Oh. Well, there is a statute of limitations. Why don’t you tell me your story? Just start at the beginning. You can tell me everything from start to finish. Do you mind if I record it so I get everything right?”


	It had already been twenty-five minutes since the cab had dropped her off. It was starting to get dark. Who cares when her birthday is? Let’s just grab up Lily before he does anything!


	“Look, my sister is in danger. He’s going to do it to her, too! Please just go get her, and I can tell you everything after! You’re wasting time! Please!” Mac was aware her voice was rising, and she was starting to lose it, but she couldn’t bear it if anything happened to Lily today. Now.


	“Our main goal is to keep you and your sister safe,” the officer said. “But you still haven’t told me who you’re accusing, or what happened. I want to do this fast too, but I still need to make sure we do this right. We don’t want the accused to get away, get away with it, or disappear with your sister. So let’s start with who. Who are you accusing?”


	“Stan Douglas.”


	The cop started to write in the form in the little box and then stopped and looked up at Mac. “Stan Douglas? The guy who donated all the money to the beach restoration?”


	“Yes.”


	“And the Police Benevolent Association?”


	“Yes.”


	“And … who is Stan Douglas to you and your sister?”


	“He’s our father.”


	Mackenzie watched the officer’s professional training kick in as she tried to mask her reaction but knew the look she saw under the surface was the one she’d be seeing as the news spread. Her father was known here and at home. She didn’t care. As long as she could get Lily away, that’s all that mattered. She saw the expression soften, and the cop said, “Hon, where is your sister now?”


	“She’s at the Father-Daughter Dance with him at the club. Please, we have to get her away! Now!” Thoughts of the barbecued hot dogs, and the special dress Lily got, and her own ruined polka-dotted dress sitting on the desk encased in protective plastic were too much. Mackenzie stood. Pacing back and forth in the little room, she started babbling. “You don’t understand, he’ll hurt her, and my stepmom isn’t home, or she’s coming back from a trip or I don’t know when she’s coming back, and I tried to call her but she’d freak if I left a message because I’m not even supposed to be back from my trip, and she could be home now or maybe not now or later, but Lily’s in danger and we have to go get her or—”


	Officer Smith was handing her tissues with one hand while dialing her phone with the other. Mac blew her nose and wiped the tears away as she listened to her say, “Yeah, that’s him. Uh-huh,” and, “Thanks, just keep an eye on them.” She hung up and turned to Mac.


	“That was my partner. Your sister is safe and seems to be having a nice time at the dance. We need to be careful here. I don’t want to tip your dad off just yet. My partner’s there with his little girl, too, he knows your dad from the PBA, and he won’t let him out of his sight until we get there. Now that we’ve bought a little time to get our ducks in a row, we can make sure you and your sister never have to go through this again, okay?”


	After Mac finished giving her statement, they got hold of the woman on call at the child services department they shared with the small town next door. Because of the holiday, she wouldn’t be available for a couple of hours, so it was decided they’d head back to the house to see if Barb had returned yet, and bring her back to the station. They’d have Barb go to the dance and get Lily, saying she wanted to see her in her dress. While Barb took Lily to primp in the ladies room, Stan would be arrested and taken in. But first they had to see if Barb was even home.


	Mackenzie never knew police cars had such small back seats, and her knees ached from being jammed into the hard plastic that separated her from the cops up front.


	“You wait here while we go see. Got it?” The two cops got out of the cruiser and slammed their doors shut.


	The questions pounded, but she was pretty sure she already knew the answers.


	Could anything be done now? 


	Doubtful.


	Was it already too late?


	Probably.


	Could she have done something to stop it? 


	Absolutely.


	And the one she feared most: Was it all her fault?


	Yes.
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	Mackenzie watched from the car as the officers approached the house and rang the bell. The light from inside suddenly flooded the front step as the door opened. Mac could see Barb’s small silhouette turn toward her as the cops gestured to the patrol car where she was sitting. Mackenzie heard her make some sort of sound—she wasn’t quite sure what it was, but it didn’t sound good. Before they could stop her, Barb darted across the street and ran straight toward Mac, who sunk back into the seat as far as she could.


	Barb was crying and was fighting to get the door open. “It’s not right! Why didn’t you tell me? My baby! My baby! It’s not right!”


	Mac was pressed against the opposite door now. The glimmer of hope that she’d finally have a mom evaporated as she watched Barb.


	Barb didn’t believe her. Of course she didn’t believe her. How could Mac be right? She must be wrong. It’s ridiculous. What kind of freak would do that to his own daughter? No one would believe her. Plus, she knew Barb blamed her. She would hate her now, and why wouldn’t she? Why hadn’t she told? She could’ve saved her sister. What had she been thinking?


	And now Mac had a bigger problem: How could she save Lily if Barb didn’t believe her? And where would she live? And what would happen to Lily, because for sure her father would get away with it. He’s the big businessman who gives tons of money to the police. Maybe she could take Lily and they could run. Run away someplace far where no one knew them and—


	The cop from the first car had jumped out of his cruiser and was running toward Mac. She could see the other two cops running toward her also as Barb struggled to open the door. They were hollering at her to stop, and Barb just kept sobbing, “My baby! My baby! It’s not right!”


	Then Mackenzie heard more screaming, and it was a full four seconds before she realized she was the one doing it. It was the shrill scream of terror that hadn’t escaped all the times her father came into her room. She screamed, terrified for Lily, for herself, for the frustration that she couldn’t just go get her sister and beat the shit out of her father. It was a scream of fury, and hatred for what he put her through, and her failure to protect her sister.


	Barb got the door open just as all three officers reached the car. They hung back as she crawled in and wrapped her arms around Mackenzie and rocked her. She rocked and rocked until Mac couldn’t scream any more and just tears were left.


	The whole time Barb just kept whispering, “My baby … my poor baby … my sweet baby …”


	
		 




	-


	Four Months Later


	Mac stopped unpacking what seemed like the hundredth moving box and stared out the window. She wasn’t used to buildings with flat roofs, but since it didn’t really snow in Santa Fe too much, they didn’t need the steep angled ones she grew up with on the East Coast. She switched her focus from outside the window to the window itself, where Lily had used seven long pieces of Scotch tape to stick yet another picture of a Thanksgiving turkey she had made from her handprint.


	Her first day at her new school, she’d shown a girl in her kindergarten room how to draw it. That night, in the middle of dinner, the doorbell rang. It was a neighbor holding a cake, welcoming them to the building. It turned out it was Lily’s new friend, Jenna, and her mom. They stayed for coffee and dessert, and the girls explained in long detail how your thumb makes the neck and head of the turkey and how your fingers make the feathers.


	There was a lot of giggling. It all seemed so normal.


	Ding! 


	“If that’s Charlie texting you again, just thank the boy and be done with it already!” Barb called from her room as she folded up a carton and tossed it into the growing pile.


	Mac looked out her own door straight through to Barb’s across the hall. To get to their single bathroom, Mac hung a left out of the bedroom she shared with Lily and walked five paces. The kitchen and living room were ten paces in the other direction. It was a teeny, tiny apartment.


	A teeny, tiny, safe apartment.


	Mac answered, “We had a deal.”


	“Look at it this way: we’ll have more room in this apartment if you’d unpack it!” Barb didn’t have to explain was “it” was. “It” had arrived three weeks earlier, the day they’d moved in. “It” was the huge unopened container that held Mac’s RoadCap, with Charlie’s name and return address in the corner.


	Mac looked down at his text. As usual all it said was Just take it.


	“He’d be in the hospital—or worse—by now if you hadn’t stood by him, Mackenzie. It’s his way of thanking you. Let him do that.”


	Mac texted back: only if u come out n visit


	Charlie: for u anything


	Mac: who is this?


	Charlie: v. funy funny


	Mac: seriously


	Charlie: seriously


	Mac: ok then TY. guess i shd unpack it then!


	Charlie: u better start riding or i’ll lv u in the dust—gotta go—talk soon


	“Guess I’m going to be finding out about some of these bike trails around here, Barb.” It made her smile when she heard Barb sigh a relieved “Finally!” under her breath. She knew Barb had a special spot in her heart for Charlie. She had gotten to know him pretty well, considering all the time he spent at their house in the months since the night of the dance—that’s what they always called it. Just “the night of the dance.”


	Apparently Charlie had put on an Academy Award–winning performance and held up the trip long enough that no one even realized Mac had left until Barb called them. Otis and Ma didn’t know the circumstances, of course, and were mortified at being so duped, despite Barb assuring them that the kids felt they had no other choice. Otis and Ma felt they had no choice and arranged to have Charlie’s father come to pick him up.


	Mac was in a bubble in the days after her father was arrested the night of the dance. Barb wouldn’t let her or Lily out of her sight, and that was just fine with all of them. They closed up the beach house and returned home, shuttling back and forth to child services, the police, and the lawyers. Mac was so busy and distracted with Lily and all the adults hovering around them she didn’t want any contact with the outside world. All her friends were still on the trip, so she had put it out of her mind. It was like her only reality was here and now, and Lily, and Barb, and being safe. Finally.


	Mackenzie hibernated.


	She kept Lily close too, and on the second day home, they were lying on their backs in Mac’s bed.


	“Peas?” Mac asked. Lily flipped around so her back was against Mac’s stomach.


	“In a pod,” Lily answered.


	They cuddled like that for a while, not saying anything.


	If Lily were facing her she didn’t think she would’ve been able to hold it together. Mac had to swallow a few times before she could speak. “I have a new kiss for you, Lily.”


	“What kind is it?”


	“It’s a very sad kind.” Tears rolled down the side of Mackenzie face and into her pillow. Her voice cracked as she told her sister, “It’s an ‘I’m sorry’ kiss, Lilybean. I’m sorry what Daddy did to you. I’m sorry I wasn’t there sooner. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”


	They lay like that a little until Lily turned over and faced Mac. “So can I have the ‘I’m sorry’ kiss?” she said, making Mac smile between her sobs.


	Mac reached over her head to the shelf and took the knight and handed it to Lily.


	“What is that?” Lily had asked.


	“A knight.”


	“Like in the books with the princesses.”


	“Right. But knights’re strong, Lil. This one’s for you.” Lily ran her finger over the little molded plastic helmet. They fell asleep in each other’s arms, the knight between them, like a guard keeping them safe.


	Except Charlie hadn’t been safe. When Otis and Ma called for him to get picked up, his dad came to get him. They stayed at a local hotel that night, but instead of going home in his dad’s car the next morning, he went home in an ambulance.


	For the rest of the summer Mac kept up her schedule, this time with Charlie in tow, shuttling back and forth between child services, the police and the lawyers, the court, and bringing Charlie to physical therapy. And to their Kids in Crisis group. Which they felt obligated to mock in private, but knew they needed more than food, or water, or air. Barb looked at Charlie like a hero, because without his help, Mac wouldn’t have been able to get home to save Lily. Charlie had never been admired so much by anyone, so he sheepishly enjoyed the attention, especially the chocolate chip cookies Barb was always baking for him. He could do no wrong under their roof.


	When the local news covered the trial, Charlie stood by Mac through the worst of it, along with Frankie and the rest of the Geeks when they got back. And Mac was there for him, too.


	Leaving Charlie was the second-hardest thing Mac ever had to do.


	“We’re not making an entire turkey are we, Barb?” She only had to raise her voice a little bit for her to hear her. Another advantage to a teeny, tiny apartment. “I don’t think I can take eating leftovers until Valentine’s Day.”


	Barb looked up from the pile of clothing she was unpacking and smiled at Mac through the open doors. Lily was on the floor drawing turkey after turkey.


	“Actually, we were invited next door.”


	Lily looked up from her turkeys. “To Jenna’s house? Are we going there, Mama?” After Lily had shown Jenna how to draw “hand turkeys,” she became Lily’s self-appointed expert on all things Santa Fe, explaining everything in a very patient, authoritative way, like the guide who’d volunteered at the museum one decade too many. But Mac could tell they were both loving their “assigned” roles and was happy Lily had already made a best friend. Mac was thankful for that—so what better place to spend Thanksgiving?


	Barb said, “Do you guys want to? It could be a fun night.”


	Just as Mac was about to answer, Lily jumped up, her body stiff, eyes wide.


	“Where’s my knight? I can’t find my knight!”


	Barb and Mackenzie looked at each other just as Lily let out a bloodcurdling scream. She and Barb were by Lily’s side in an instant.


	“Kenzie!” Lily cried, “I can’t find her!”


	“She’s here,” Mac whispered, wrapping her arms around her sister. Barb and Mackenzie made sure they always knew where the knight was after Lily’s first few episodes. Their therapist had told them different kids react in different ways, and was helping them help Lily. Helping them help each other. Barb handed the knight to Mac.


	“See? Don’t worry, Lilybean. She’s here.”


	But Lily didn’t seem to hear her. She pushed Mac away and ran to an open carton in the living room that was almost the same size as she was, and began shaking it.


	“Where is she? Where is she? WHERE IS SHE?” Blindly screaming and shaking, tears streaming down her face. Mac gently pried her fingers from the box, and scooped Lily up, still hysterical, tears running down both their faces now, Mac whispering to her the whole time. They sat on the floor, surrounded by half-opened moving boxes, rocking and crying, just like Barb had in the patrol car, until all that was left were Lily’s hiccups.


	Mac kept rocking her until Barb gave her the “okay” signal with her finger and thumb, but for them, it was actually their sign for sleeping, because Lily’s eyes had closed.


	“You should’ve gotten two of those. One for yourself, too. You faced the worst, and you survived,” Barb told Mac. “I made you something.” She disappeared for a minute and came back with a large flat box and sat down on the floor next to Mackenzie. “You don’t have to look at it if you don’t want to. You don’t even need to keep it. I made one for Lily, too, for when she’s older.”


	Barb took Lily out of Mackenzie’s arms and sat with her on the floor, leaning against a big, unopened carton. Mac lifted the lid of the box Barb had just handed her. Inside was a scrapbook. On the first page there was a photo of Barb with a voice bubble cut from yellow construction paper. In it she’d written, “You’re my hero.”


	Mac’s eyes filled with tears. She hung her head, and the tears fell on the book.


	Barb whispered, “You are.”


	Mackenzie turned the page. Barb had pasted the news articles that had appeared in both the Cape Times and the Wheaton Gazette. There were the photos of her father being led from the courthouse, in handcuffs, trying to hide his face. But there was no hiding. Everyone knew who he was and what he had done.


	Because Mackenzie had told them.


	The lawyer said that convictions in sexual abuse cases were hard to get, but between the DNA on her old dress and her testimony, he was convinced to plead guilty. Not only was the “younger sister,” as the article referred to Lily, spared from testifying, but she would be an adult before Stan Douglas got out of prison.


	Mac turned the page, but there was nothing there.


	“Your past is what it is, sweetheart. But your future isn’t set yet. It will be what you make it.”


	Mac brushed her hand over the blank pages and looked forward to filling them.


	“But to move forward, you have to forgive yourself,” Barb said.


	Mac had no idea how to do that.


	Like so many times in the past few months, though, Barb sensed what she was thinking.


	“I know you think you’re strong enough to deal on your own. But we all need Dr. Newman … she knows what she’s talking about. So say it.” When Mac didn’t answer, Barb insisted, “Tell me. Whose fault was it?”


	“His. He chose to do it. I’m just a kid. It wasn’t my fault.” Mac repeated the words she found so hard to accept. She knew it in her head, but her heart would take a lot longer to believe it.


	“If you can’t forgive yourself, how will I ever forgive myself?” Barb frowned, and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m an adult and had no idea. What’s my excuse?” She looked up and pinched the bridge of her nose, refusing to let the tears fall. “No. I won’t let him make me feel like the bad guy.”


	Mac put the scrapbook aside and rested her hand on Barb’s. “He chose to behave that way.”


	Barb nodded. “He’s the freak, as you like to say.”


	They smiled at each other. They were small, but still smiles.
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