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After the Macy and I finish watching the show, Ben calls her cell, and she heads upstairs. Ten minutes later, he calls me on mine. I inform him everything is going just fine. What she said to him I don’t know. 
“I’ve been thinking about what you told me,” he says, “about the accident and your parents. I’m curious… did they answer Michael’s letter?” 
“Yes. But I never opened it.” I hadn’t wanted to subject myself to more of what took me eighteen years to escape.
“Do you still have it?”
“I don’t know. It could be in Gail’s basement. Or I suppose it could be with some other things I grabbed when I went down there to get some painting supplies.” But I want to know about your parents. Any change with your mom?”
“No. They’re going to bring her out of the coma tomorrow. We’ll know more then.” He went on to say that his dad is lost without her and that he misses me. He promises to call tomorrow after he and his dad meet with the doctor. 
*****
The next morning, I pull in and park behind my studio. I’m home only to change, repack my duffle bag and feed Linus. Today I’m headed one hundred miles southeast to Detroit for a CEU course on personal branding. According to the description, I’ll learn how to help my clients pinpoint who or what they want to be known for and earn credit toward maintaining my certification. 
From there I’ll go back to Ben’s. 
I open the door to my apartment. Clearly happy to see me, Linus circles me, rubbing his body against my legs. His eyes shine with love and happiness. I gather him in my arms and kiss the top of his head. 
If only it were this easy with Macy.
I’m probably saying and doing all the wrong things. Maybe what I once believed is true. Maybe I’m not meant to be anyone’s mother—or stepmother. But that doesn’t have to stop me from trying to build a relationship with Ben’s daughter. 
*****
It’s almost seven o’clock by the time I pull into Ben’s driveway, my arms aching with tension. Snow began to fall halfway between Detroit and here. Not only have I worried about the slippery roads, but I also had the added pressure of an accident or slide-off making it impossible for me to be here—with Macy. 
Perhaps a glimpse into what it must be like for Ben, bearing the responsibility for another person. J33 commenter  Nicely done 
As soon as I get out of the car, I can hear music blaring inside the house. The compassion I’d felt for Ben evaporates. No doubt he’d allowed—this. Another limit not imposed is now my problem to deal with.
Inside, the sound comes from the speakers on his stereo. Fingers plugging my ears, I let go of the right one and give the power button a hard poke. 
Macy peers over the railing of the loft. “Sorry.”
“That can’t be good for you, Macy.”
“You sound like Dad.”
And just like Ben, I change the subject. “He and your Grandpa met with the doctor.”
“I know. He called.”
Unsure of the version he gave, I stop myself from saying any more about her condition. “Did you have a good day?”
“It was okay.” She does not inquire about mine.
“Are you hungry?”
“No, I made a grilled cheese.”
I’m starved. “That sounds good.”
“Oh, I used up the bread. Sorry again.”
“That’s okay. I’ll scrounge something up and buy bread tomorrow.”
My phone chimes with a text. It’s from Ben.
Call me after Macy goes to bed.
When her light goes off, I go into her father’s bedroom and close the door. He answers on the first ring.
“The good news is, she’s still alive and coherent. The bad news is, she needs surgery. It looks like I might be here a while. Sarah’s needed at work, so she’ll be leaving soon. She’s going to ask to go temporarily on days temporarily so she can take over for you with Macy until I return. But her schedule won’t change for another two and a half weeks.”
My stomach tightens and drops. 
I know I’m asking a lot, Kate—”
“I’ll do it.” What choice do I have? I can’t very well make Ben come home when his Mom’s about to have surgery or ask Sarah to quit her job.
“You will? Oh, my God, you’re an angel.”
But when we hang up, I’m not feeling angelic. I’m feeling discouraged. Two and a half more weeks of loud music and awkward conversations. 
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Weird. As I get out of the shower, my phone dings with a text. Eleanor.
Need 2 talk 2 u. B4 school. Call me.
Is she sick? Nothing’s going on with any of her classes that I know of. She had a part in Peter Pan, the school play, but that’s over.
She answers, her voice hissing in a whisper. “There’s a picture going around. Of you… without your top—”
“No!” I lean back against the wall. My throat tightens, and I can barely breathe. The muscles in my chin are shaking uncontrollably—I’m shaking everywhere.  
“It looks like it was taken here in my room.”
“How could he?” I scream into the mirror, at my face all twisted and red and turn away, disgusted by my ugliness. 
“Who’s he? Justin?” Her voice fades.
I glance at my phone to see if we’re still connected. The word tits flashes in front of me in an incoming text. My eyes squeeze shut, and I slide down the wall onto the floor. “I’m not going to school.” 
I hang up the phone. 
My life is over.
Ding. Another text.
My sobs break only when I take in air. Salty drops fall from my chin onto my towel.  I hear my sounds J33 commenter  Can you rephrase without the I hear? Make it more visceral? , raw and hollow in my bathroom. The leopard print shower curtain looks out of place. It belonged to a silly girl who no longer exists. Not me. 
Kate will hear me, but I don’t care. What difference does it make who sees me cry when everyone is seeing so much more? My nakedness. My stupidity.  
Ding. Ding.
How could Justin do this to me? Ihatehim. Ihatehim. Ihatehim J33 commenter  Not working for me with out spacing . 
Ding.
I press my forehead against the wall and my hands over my ears. People make you love them, then they take from you. Justin stole something no one can see. My trust. 
I have nothing left.
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My hair nearly dry, I shut off the blow dryer. 
A scream comes from upstairs. Adrenalin surges through me, and I run out of the bathroom, through Ben’s bedroom to the foot of the stairs. I glance at the front door. It’s shut and remains locked. Nothing looks out of place.
Macy’s bathroom door is closed. A strip of light shines beneath. She’s crying. Wailing. Sounds of a heart breaking. Had something happened to Ben—or his mom? I got back into his bedroom and check my phone. Nothing.
I run up the stairs and rap on the door. “Macy?”
Her moans are indecipherable. I twist the knob, and the door opens. 
Towel wound around her, she sits on the floor, her back against the wall, her face in her hands. Her hair is dripping wet. I grab another towel from the rack and gently start to dry it. Her cries deepen. 
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
She drops her hands.
Her brown eyes are puffy and pink and distraught, the lashes stuck together in tiny clumps. She covers her mouth as if to hold in her grief, but the pain comes out anyway in heaving moans. 
I take her in my arms, and I cry with her. How can I not? Her whole body is shaking. Her pain like an open wound. 
Her despair tells me that she has lost someone or something precious to her. 
The beat of my heart slows with dread. Had something happened to Ben? I reach for her phone, and she buries her face in her hands. 
Texts fill her screen. I swipe up and down. Beneath the names, the first two lines of the messages appear. Most are vulgar. I tap on Tiffani’s. 
A chill slides over me as an image of Macy and her naked breasts emerges. The position of her freckled arm tells me it’s a selfie.  
Tiffani’s handiwork appears beneath the picture. 
Scanki hore.
My adrenaline surges, my pulse races, and my ears pound with rage. She couldn’t even spell it right.
It would be so much worse if something had happened to Ben, but right now, for Macy, the circulation of her naked selfie is catastrophic.  
Her face contorts. Her tone pleads. “Please don’t tell my dad.” 
“I can’t promise you that, but I won’t tell him now, and not without talking to you first.”
Brick by brick, her walls come tumbling down.
The secrets spill out of her. Her crush on Justin. Seeing him and Tiffani kissing, the drinking. Reacting to an impulse to get his attention by taking the picture. Texting it to him.  
She’d told no one and avoided Justin since except for a text in which she’d asked him to delete it. At first, she’d braced herself for the possibility of the picture landing in the wrong hands. Her world exploding. But for weeks, nothing happened.  
Until today. 
As soon as we would wipe her tears away, a fresh stream would burst forth and sobs would wrack her body.
Ding.
Another text. What the—? The message is not one Macy should see, so I delete it. School has started. The adolescent bullies should be otherwise occupied. 
Shit. Her social media accounts are likely buzzing too, with more offensive comments.  
“Give me your passwords for Facebook, Twitter, Instagram—whatever you’re on.”
 “Why?”
“I’m going to deactivate them. Temporarily. Don’t worry. I won’t read anything.”
She gives them to me, her trust and vulnerability infusing me with tenderness and triggering something more. Like a lioness with her cub, I resolve to protect her. 
I deactivate the accounts and turn off the phone. 
Tentatively, at first, I stroke Macy’s head, her hair now partially dry. She’s still in her towel, I’m in my bathrobe.
“What do you say we get dressed and get out of here?”
Macy gives me a wary look. “And go where? Not school?”
“Definitely not school. How about my place?” I get up from the floor, her phone still in my hand. “You want this back?”
Macy stands. “Maybe you could keep it for a while?”
“Will do.” 
“Thanks.” The words come out as a yelp, fresh tears fall. She walks into my arms, and I close them around her. She rests her head against my shoulder. 
“It’s going to be okay, Macy. I swear.”
I can hardly wait to get a hold of Justin.
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One second is all it took to make a mistake that ruined my life.
Why did I think that Justin would delete that picture? Just because I asked him too? I never should’ve trusted him. 
Now I’m trusting Kate. Is that a mistake too?
I have no choice. It’s either that or run away. But where would I go? Even iIf I could figure out a way to get to New York, Mom wouldn’t want me there. Aunt Sarah is in Florida with Dad. 
It’s for the best that Dad is gone. If he knew… he’d be so disappointed. Worse, he’d be ashamed to have me for a daughter. For that, I hate myself—even more than I hate Justin.  
Riding with Kate in her car reminds me of when Mom lived with us, and she’d sometimes take me on outings.   J33 commenter  Not sure this fits here? Maybe indicate how that makes her feel related to her hurt? 
Kate parks behind her studio, and we go through a back door that leads to a tiny room with a table and chairs, a small refrigerator, and not much else.
“This is where you live?”
“My apartment’s upstairs.” 
We walk through a larger room with a long counter and desk. I follow Kate up the stairs. It’s like I’m outside of my body because I can’t feel anything. I’m hollow inside. J33 commenter  Nice 
Kate opens a door, and a huge orange cat looks up at me. It meows. Not a regular meow, like Dayla’s, this cat’s has more than two syllables and his mouth wiggles like he’s imitating a person. He rubs hard against my legs, and for a millisecond, I forget my life is ruined. I get down on the floor and bury my face in his thick coat, my eyes stinging with more tears. How can I have more tears?
“You told me his name, but I forgot.” My words come out muffled by his orange fur. 
“Linus. He likes you.”
“I like him too.” Slowly, I raise my head, brush the cat hair from my face, and gaze around Kate’s apartment. Multicolored rugs, a blue chair, flowered curtains, a painting on the wall, ceramic birds on her TV cabinet—there’s color everywhere. It’s like I’d imagine... a foreign country or something. Further from home. From Justin. From school. 
School. “Did you call the school?”
“No, but I will. They might want to talk to your dad, though.”
My heartbeat slows, then speeds up. How could I explain?—then I remember. “Dad gave them a note that says I’ll be in your care. Until further notice, or something like that.”
“I’ll call right now.” She picks up her cell and types with her pointer finger, like Dad does, like old people do.
“What will you say?”
“I don’t know. That you’re not feeling well, I guess.”
“Make it sound serious because I’m not going back.”
“It’s too soon to think about that.” 
Next thing I know, she’s talking quietly on the phone. Not wanting to hear what’s she’s saying, I wander away from her voice, into a bedroom. Linus follows and jumps up onto a fleece blanket that’s folded at the end of the bed.   
“That’s his spot,” Kate says as she slides her phone into her back pocket.
“What’d they say?”
“Just like you thought, they had my name down. It went fine.”
“So this is your bedroom?”
“Yep.”
She leads me through a kitchen with flowered placemats on a red table and rainbow assortments of magnets on the fridge and dishes behind glass cabinets.
“Everything is so… colorful.”
“I grew up in a place that had little color, so I surround myself with it now. I find it helps keep my spirits up.” She smiles and gently touches my shoulder. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room. It’s pretty small.”
Windows line an entire wall. Against another wall sits a twin bed, covered with a quilt. An easel stands in the corner. Next to it, little containers of paint sit on a table. Had Kate painted the picture hanging in the living room? Maybe I’ll ask her later.  
I toss my duffel and backpack on the floor and plant myself on the edge of the bed. Linus jumps up next to me. He’s following me everywhere. I guess Kate’s right. He must like me.
“Let’s get something to eat.” Kate’s hand is warm on my back, she steers me into the kitchen. 
It’s nice, being touched like that by someone other than Dad, Aunt Sarah, or Grandma and Grandpa McCarthy—when I get to see them. I hope Grandma will be okay. I also hope I get to see her again soon, but only if she doesn’t find out what I did. Otherwise, I’d be too embarrassed. 
“I’m really not hungry.”
“I’m not surprised. But you need to eat so you can keep up your metabolism.”
“Huh?” I really don’t give a shit about my metabolism right now, but I want to know what she means.
“If you don’t give your body food regularly, it’ll hold onto it when you do. It’s like feeding a fire with wood to keep it burning.” Her eyes meet mine, and she tilts her head and smiles. A real smile. Like she cares about me. “How about a little bit of oatmeal? Three bites, and I promise not to ask for more.”
“Deal.” Before, I used to think Dad liked her because she was pretty and probably puts out, but I guess he could have other reasons too. 
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Macy ate three bites and, as promised, I don’t press for more. As I run water to soak the pan, it occurs to me I’d driven us here without any concern of a possible car accident. My only concern was for Macy. Barely a five-minute drive and under unique circumstances, but still. I’d call that progress. 
I turn off the faucet and leave the pan to soak. “Why don’t we go down to my studio?” 
Without complaint and almost robotically, she follows me downstairs. My goal is to distract her from what happened this morning and help strengthen her sense of self. She will need that strength come Monday when she returns to school. 
“Why don’t you sit there, at the counter, and I’ll show you some of what goes on here.” 
Macy glances at her reflection and immediately lowers her eyes. “Ugh.” 
I wheel my desk chair over to her. “Look again, and let me tell you what I see.”
Slowly, she lifts her gaze to the mirror. 
I touch her hair. “See how your hair has dried in soft waves that frame your face. Naturally. Not a stitch of makeup and your skin is flawless.”
“Freakishly freckled, you mean.”
“My best friend has freckles. So does that young lady that was in all the Harry Potter movies.”
“Emma Watson. She’s pretty.”
“No prettier than you. I bet lots of girls would give anything to have your skin. I used to get pimples just on my nose. My face would be clear, and my nose would have a half dozen tiny pimples.” 
Leaning closer to the mirror, I examine my reflection. What was up with my hormones? “Geez, I have two right now.”
“Let me see.” 
A quarter swivel in the chair, and Macy examines my skin. She stifles a snicker. “Three.”
“Three?” I repeat in mock horror. “Enough about me. Let’s get back to you. Look at those eyes.”
“They’re brown.”
“Milk chocolate with caramel nuggets that shine like diamonds.”
“Right.” Macy rolls her eyes, but her lips curve into a half-smile.  
My mind set on turning it into a full-out grin, I lift the smallest white cape off the peg by the door. “Put this on.”
“Why?”
“You’ll see.” My eyes lock onto hers. “Trust me.”
She stands, slips on the cape, and fastens it around her neck. 
“Now sit.”
She sits. Though my heart goes out to this subdued Macy, I find myself looking forward to the return of the sassy version. I drape swatches of fabric over my arm, from ivory to golden brown. Colors I’m certain will look good on her. I’m not doing this to prove the difference color choice can make. Unlike my appointments with customers, I will not drape Macy in anything that won’t suit her. My only aim is to make her feel better about herself.
I start with peach. The colors of one of the bracelets I’d given her and a top I’d seen her wear. “Look how that makes your skin glow. Even your eyes look different. Warmer.”
She makes a noise in her throat which I take as agreement, and makes a similar noise after I drape her in olive. Now for camel.
“I don’t like that color.”
“Why?”
“It’s not pretty.”
“What if you wore a skirt that color with, say, an aqua top?” I drape aqua over the camel to give her an idea of how amazing they’d look together—on her.
“I don’t wear skirts much. Maybe corduroys,” she concedes.
“Corduroys, then.” 
“Is this what Dad did when he came here, that time?”
“Pretty much.”
She gives me a shadow of a smile. “I can’t imagine. He must’ve really liked you.”
“I liked him too. It just took me a while to admit it to myself. Can I ask why you color your hair?”
“Duh. Because it’s red.” Her gaze meets mine in the mirror, and her eyes widen with a hint of an apology. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay. Your tone lacked its usual you’re-so-stupid.”
She bursts out laughing, for a moment forgetting this morning. Then remembering, and clamping her lips together. 
I could almost feel my heart stretch and constrict with hers. If only I could bear the hurt for her.
“Is your natural color the same as your eyebrows?”
“Pretty much.”
“Sort of a coppery red then? Just a shade or two darker than your strawberry blonde. Lots of women pay money to have hair that color. Think how good it would look with this shade of green.” I drape her in a swatch of fabric that reminds me of green apples.
“I don’t like looking… different.”
“So you want to look like someone else—instead of you?”
“Why shouldn’t I color my hair? Everyone else does.”
I need to choose my words carefully, or she’ll stop listening. “To stand out. Not to blend in. You know, that might be a way for you to show your classmates how little you care about what they think. Get your hair dyed to your natural color. Go back to school as Badass Macy who just felt like getting her hair done.”
Macy grins. “I can’t believe you said ‘badass.’”
With an air of drama, I put my fingers to my mouth. “Don’t tell your dad.”
But Ben finding out I’d uttered an objectionable word is nothing compared to him learning that I have agreed—for now—to keep Macy’s secret.



