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Chapter One

 


Summer was something to look forward
to. It meant school was out, and sunny days filled with other
things besides homework, cramming for tests, and the opportunity to
experience as many adventures in three months as possible before
the start of the next school year. Every kid at Lewis County High
spent their entire school year looking forward to that sunny
season, all that is except McKenzie herself.

Since McKenzie Westfall’s mom died
three years ago, every summer she was carted off to Sutton Lake to
spend the summer with her mom’s sister, Aunt Jenny. After
McKenzie’s mom died, plans were mapped out quickly as to who had to
deal with her. McKenzie’s dad worked as a contractor which meant he
spent his summers working out of state, thus leaving her alone. Her
Aunt Jenny needed help running the boat docks at Sutton Lake in the
summer, plus McKenzie would be cared for, or more like supervised.
It was a win-win for everyone, again, except McKenzie.

When her mom was alive, every summer
they spent a week at the Outer Banks. McKenzie loved running over
the dunes to get to the ocean, the sand trailing through her toes,
and the sun beating down on her. But since her mom died, McKenzie
was stuck with a lake instead. The comparison was just another
reminder of what she didn’t have in her life anymore.

McKenzie’s Aunt Jenny was cool. She
always gave McKenzie space and wouldn’t force her into talking
about the loss of her mom. McKenzie’s dad had to work. Her Aunt
Jenny and dad tried doing the best they could and McKenzie knew
that, but even after adding up all those facts, it still didn’t
equate to her mom and how they used to spend their summers when she
was alive.

McKenzie couldn’t complain. She
understood the situation they all found themselves in. Her dad and
Aunt Jenny had their own pain they were dealing with, like
McKenzie, with the loss of her mom. McKenzie’s mom found a lump and
that lump plus one doctor’s visit changed all their lives
forever.

McKenzie was fourteen when they got
the news. And within the year, her mother’s breast cancer had
spread throughout her entire body, suffocating and ravaging the
body of the woman she loved most in the world. McKenzie kept a
picture of her mom with her always to remind her of what she once
looked like.

The cancer had altered her appearance
so drastically, in the end her mother wasn’t recognizable. As much
as McKenzie looked at her picture when she was alive, young, and
healthy, it couldn’t replace that hallow face that haunted
McKenzie. Her mother had suffered. At fourteen, McKenzie knew
it.

Her mother tried to be quiet when the
chemo made her sick, not wanting to scare McKenzie. She remembered
how her mom laughed when she’d pull out clumps of her hair, trying
to calm McKenzie through a mask of laughter. And what McKenzie
remembered most was her mom telling her that this was just a body,
a shell. What mattered most was what was on the inside and no
amount of chemo, or radiation, or sedatives could ever change that.
While her outside may appear frightening, she was still her mother
on the inside.

As McKenzie packed her bags, she
tucked the picture of her mom away. McKenzie would take her with
her, always.

As she zipped up her bag, her dad
walked into her bedroom. He leaned up against the wall. McKenzie
looked over her shoulder at his face. He looked so tired. Not so
much from work, but mentally tired. The two of them never talked
about McKenzie’s mom. Her dad was a man of few words, but they
weren’t needed. They had a silent understanding. They knew of each
other’s pain, that void that exists when one’s wife and mother dies
leaving two people behind trying to feel their way around through
life without her. With McKenzie’s dad, less was more. It just
worked for them. Her mom was the one who had a way with words. Not
McKenzie, not her Dad.

“Ready to go, Kenzie?” her
dad asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever
be.”

They both shuffled their way out of
McKenzie’s bedroom and into her dad’s work truck.

“I’ll call and check in at
least once a week. You have your cell phone, so if you need me, you
know how to reach me,” her dad said.

McKenzie looked over at her dad
momentarily before fixing her gaze out the window. She really
didn’t know how to reach him. Only her mother had, and now for the
fourth summer in a row, McKenzie was being carted off to Sutton
Lake.

McKenzie knew her dad making small
talk was his way of trying to put back together their relationship.
Nothing was the same without her mother, even the small talk
between her and her dad felt meaningless.

“Who’ll be running the
snack bar this year? You or Dylan?” her dad asked.

Dylan. It was bad enough
that riding down Rt. 19 South made McKenzie feel the finality of
her summer plans, but her dad just had to
bring him up.

“It’ll probably be me this
year. I got to run the boat docks and rentals last year so I’m sure
Aunt Jenny will figure it is only fair to alternate years,”
McKenzie said, cringing inwardly at the thought of being chased
after by Dylan for yet another year.

Dylan Blake was the kid that lived
down the road from her Aunt Jenny. He lived with his grandfather
after his mom left him years ago never to be heard from again. And
his dad, McKenzie thought she’d heard her Aunt Jenny talking once
about Dylan’s father bailing on his mother once he found out she
was pregnant.

Dylan Blake with his acne, his braces,
and glasses too big for his face … McKenzie sighed to herself. It
was bad enough to be stuck at the lake all summer long watching
other teenagers come and go with their friends, having fun, renting
pontoon boats, swimming, but it was even worse having Dylan Blake
glued to your side the entire time you were watching others your
own age having the time of their life while yours passed you
by.

He was relentless in his pursuit of
her. Dylan would find excuses to come up to Aunt Jenny’s after work
or he would find out where McKenzie was going to be on their one
day off, and he’d show up. McKenzie didn’t really have it in her to
be mean, but Dylan had pushed her to it. Their last night together
running the boat docks and snack bar, she’d finally broke it to him
in a language he could understand.

McKenzie thought back to that last
night. Dylan’s face melted. He’d gone from geeky-go-lucky to
miserable in 2.5 seconds. McKenzie struggled to remember the exact
words she’d said to him, but his face, like her mother’s, she
couldn’t forget.

He’d caught her off guard, snapping a
picture of her while she was closing up the office.

“That’s the one! That’s
the picture I’ll look at every night before I go to bed,” Dylan
said, smiling down at his iPhone then smiling up at her.

“Oh my God, Dylan! When
will you finally get it? There is no us,” McKenzie said, throwing
down her white hand towel and waving a hand back and forth between
them. “There will never be an ‘us.’ I’m leaving tomorrow morning
when my dad comes to get me. I’m going back to LCHS. We won’t see
each other for another year, and even that might not be long enough
for me. Don’t you get it? The only reason I come here summer after
summer is because my dad makes me. I don’t come here every summer
and work because I want to hang out with you. I have to be here! I
don’t want to be here. And I especially don’t want to be here with
you!”

McKenzie had been caught up in the
moment, acting out her frustrations. Dylan had caught her at a bad
time. There was something about wiping off the counters, glancing
at the picture her Aunt Jenny kept beside the register of her and
her mother, the last remnants of a summer breeze wafting through
the screen window that reminded McKenzie of her mom, reminded her
that she was dead. And Dylan walked in on that private moment, and
McKenzie hadn’t been in the mood to be nice.

But then his face. The way his smile
dropped, the hurt that flashed in his eyes even through his too big
glasses, instantly McKenzie felt bad. But the words were already
out of her mouth and the look on Dylan’s face that night told
McKenzie her words had been completely digested by Dylan’s
ears.

He didn’t say anything. Dylan simply
tucked his iPhone in his back pocket and walked out the
door.

McKenzie felt her dad’s gaze on her.
It turned her thoughts back to the present. This was going to be a
long summer.


Chapter Two

 


McKenzie watched from her Aunt Jenny’s
kitchen window as her dad and Aunt Jenny talked for all of five
minutes before he put the truck in gear and drove off. Five minutes
was a record for him. But she guessed five minutes was at least the
minimal accepted time frame for two adults to catch up on
co-parenting a teenager when they hadn’t really talked the rest of
the year. McKenzie’s dad and Aunt Jenny got along just fine, again,
he just wasn’t a man of many words.

Aunt Jenny sauntered in through the
door.

“Hey, Kenzie,” she said.
“You hungry?”

“Yeah, food sounds
good.”

McKenzie gazed at her Aunt Jenny while
she ordered pizza. Her dark hair, cut up to her shoulders, reminded
her so much of her mother. Her Aunt Jenny was the older of the two,
but McKenzie could see traces of her mother in her Aunt Jenny. It
hurt. Everything hurt. Her mother being gone, her father gone since
her mother died, working at this damned lake her grandfather had
left to his two daughters.

McKenzie would be eighteen soon
enough. She had one year of high school left and then she would go
to the one place she’d been happiest in her life. McKenzie was
going to move to the Outer Banks in North Carolina. Corolla had
been her and her mother’s favorite beach town. She’d work for one
of the wild horse companies, taking tourists to see the beautiful
mustangs that washed up on the shores centuries ago. Maybe she’d
attend college in Elizabeth City during the off season. One thing
was for sure, she’d leave Sutton Lake, Lewis County, and West
Virginia behind her.

The pizza guy arrived and shortly
after McKenzie and her Aunt Jenny were scarfing down delicious
slices of pepperoni pizza.

“The lake officially opens
tomorrow. You excited? We got some new stuff scheduled this year.
I’ve planned an end of the summer season dance, DJ and
all.”

McKenzie enjoyed her pizza and ate
silently while she listened to her aunt go on and on about all the
festivities this season that Sutton Lake would hold. McKenzie
occasionally gave a smile, and nod of the head like she was engaged
and engrossed in what her aunt was rambling on about. But her
thoughts were far away.

“Oh, and Dylan will be
running the boat rentals this year. That okay with you?” Aunt Jenny
asked.

“Sure, yeah. That’s cool,”
McKenzie answered. She figured it would be that way which sucked
because working the snack bar meant you had to deal with more
people. At least the office only required random folks renting a
boat which entailed dealing with them for only a few minutes versus
working at the snack bar which stayed consistent from the time the
lake opened until it closed.

This summer was going to suck so bad.
McKenzie had to deal with everybody plus at some point face
Dylan.

Feigning sleepiness, McKenzie
yawned.

“I think I’m going to call
it a night so I can be ready for the big opening tomorrow. Is that
okay with you?” McKenzie asked.

“Of course, honey,” Aunt
Jenny said. “You know where your room is. I’ll see you bright and
early in the morning.”

Along with inheriting the lake,
McKenzie’s mom and aunt inherited the house they’d grown up in. So
naturally Aunt Jenny always had McKenzie stay in her mom’s old
room.

As McKenzie turned down her mom’s
faded quilt she thought about how she was surrounded by all her
mother’s things. McKenzie stayed in her old room, and her mother
was everywhere she turned at the lake. Everything always reminded
her of her mother. But all those things her mother touched meant
nothing, because the woman who touched them was gone.


Chapter Three

 


McKenzie woke to the screeching of her
alarm clock. It, like everything in this room, was old, so the
sound was extra annoying. Slamming the buzzer off, McKenzie
stretched in bed and finally managed to get up.

After a hot shower, McKenzie met her
Aunt Jenny in the kitchen where she had a hot cup of coffee with
half-and-half in it, just the way McKenzie liked it. There were
some perks to having a cool aunt. Her parents would never let her
have coffee, but Aunt Jenny felt she was old enough to handle the
caffeine buzz.

Handing McKenzie her to-go cup, Aunt
Jenny said, “7 a.m. Right on time. We should get there an hour
before opening, leaving us plenty of time to get things up and
running. I already went there yesterday and loaded up the snack bar
from the delivery truck.”

Grabbing her backpack from the
counter, McKenzie followed her aunt out the door while listening to
her ramble on about last minute details of opening the lake for the
season.

West Virginia summers were beautiful
and at the beginning of June it wasn’t too hot yet. McKenzie saw
the familiar wooden arrow pointing to Sutton Lake, and shortly
thereafter, they were pulling down toward the boat docks. Aunt
Jenny parked her Subaru Outback and jumped out. Taking a deep
breath, McKenzie followed suit. Almost three months of this and
then she would be home free. She had to find a way to get by, some
kind of coping mechanism. She’d endured this for the last three
summers of her life, surely she could manage one more.

McKenzie walked behind Aunt Jenny.
They both came to a halt outside the office doors. McKenzie watched
Aunt Jenny fumble through her oversized Vera Bradley purse for the
office keys.

“Ah-ha! There they are,”
she said, dragging out the same key chain McKenzie remembered her
grandfather using when she was little.

Everything was so dated. Some people
couldn’t handle change, or maybe it was that they were okay with
things remaining the same and it was McKenzie who longed for
something different.

“Dylan should be here in
the next half hour or so,” Aunt Jenny said.

Great. Dylan. It was going to be
awkward. McKenzie mentally sighed. She made up her mind to tackle
it head-on. Maybe she should apologize to Dylan for all the things
she’d said to him last summer. They were going to be working
together for nearly three months anyway, and those summer months
were going to be ice-cold if McKenzie didn’t try to make some kind
of amends with him. But how? McKenzie bit the inside of her jaw,
thinking of subtle ways to apologize to Dylan. She wanted to let
him know they would only ever be friends, and somehow repair the
damage she’d done when from the corner of her gaze she noticed a
black Jetta pulling down towards them.

Who was that? It was still too early
for people to start pouring in. They didn’t technically open for
another hour.

McKenzie heard the click of the door
opening, and turned her attention back to Aunt Jenny opening the
office. McKenzie trailed in behind her.

Flicking on the air conditioning, her
Aunt Jenny plugged in the register.

“Will you go and make sure
the freezer, soda, and nacho machine are working and ready to
go?”

“Sure.”

Walking through the office to the
adjoining door, McKenzie flicked on the lights to the snack bar.
Plugging in the neon open sign, she sauntered over to the nacho
machine, turned it on, and waited for it to heat up. She opened the
sliding pay-through window and glanced at the boy walking through
the office door.

Who was that?

She didn’t recognize him, but seeing
him walk through the office gave McKenzie the impression he was
either extremely comfortable with himself or he knew her Aunt
Jenny. Did she hire extra help this season and forget to mention it
to McKenzie?

McKenzie quietly made her way to the
office door, cracking it open just enough to catch a view of this
boy. Her Aunt Jenny’s back was to her, but McKenzie had a clear
view of the boy. She felt like a creeper and found herself
completely mesmerized with him. There was something about the way
he held himself, the way his shoulders rolled with easy laughter.
The reflection of the sun caught in his hair, those elements held
McKenzie’s attention.

She heard her Aunt Jenny laughing at
him, and McKenzie was transfixed by his gorgeous white smile. The
curve of his mouth was sincere, warm, and inviting. His eyes were a
soft shade of blue, and his dark hair tousled around as though he’d
been driving with his window down. He wore loose swimming shorts,
and McKenzie could see broad shoulders underneath his white
T-shirt, leading her to believe that coupled with his broad
shoulders and narrow waistline, there was definitely a nice set of
abs that shirt was concealing. 

“Here’s the inventory list
of boats, and numbers. Would you mind checking for accuracy and
then reporting back?” Aunt Jenny asked.

McKenzie strained to listen, so much
so that she fell through the door. Busted, she tried to recover
herself as gracefully as she could, standing up straight and acting
like she intended to walk through the door versus falling through
the door.

The boy instantly gazed at her.
McKenzie felt herself grow hot under his stare, but there was
something ice cold in his glance. Flicking his gaze back to Aunt
Jenny as though he hadn’t noticed McKenzie fall through the door,
he took the clipboard and sauntered out the door.

Odd.

“Who was that?” McKenzie
asked, her gaze following him until he was no longer in
view.

McKenzie looked over to Aunt Jenny.
She watched her aunt’s brows gather as though in
confusion.

“Well?” McKenzie asked
impatiently. “Did you hire a new guy?”

“No, honey.” Aunt Jenny
laughed at her as though she’d said the silliest thing in the
world. “That’s Dylan.” 


Chapter Four

 


An entire week had gone by
with no words shared between Dylan and McKenzie. It was now Sunday
and McKenzie thanked anyone who was listening. The lake closed on
Sundays, so it was her only day off. She’d always looked forward to
Sundays during seasons past and this year was no different.
What was different was that on Sundays McKenzie did anything that
didn’t include having to go to the lake, and yet here she was on
her only day off, and her feet were taking her there.

The walk was nice. It gave her time to
think. She thought about Dylan, that last night they worked
together last season and then she thought about the ice cold
awkward first week of work together this year. If he was mad, hurt,
any of the above, he didn’t show it. Matter of fact, Dylan didn’t
say anything at all. He acted as though McKenzie didn’t exist. She
would glance around her station at him, and he’d never look her
way. At the end of the day, he’d clean his area up, tell Aunt Jenny
goodnight and then leave without uttering a single work to
McKenzie. Is that how she’d treated him? Was this
payback?

And how shallow was she for thinking
he was the hottest thing she’d ever seen now? Had one year made
that much of a difference? In her eyes, if McKenzie were being
honest, it did. Her thoughts reflected back to the pre-hot Dylan
she knew. He was the epitome of teenage-boy-geekiness with acne so
bad Proactive couldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole, and it didn’t
help his case any that he looked through glasses so big, they
resembled telescopes more than actual glasses. But he was sweet.
He’d always been sweet. Somewhere along the course of a year, Dylan
had gained weight, lost the glasses, braces, acne, and filled out
big enough to be a high school linebacker. And McKenzie was sure
now Dylan was looking through a new set of eyes.

McKenzie walked down to the dock that
swimmers were allowed to jump off. Sliding out of her Sketcher
flip-flops, she sat and dangled her feet over the edge. She enjoyed
the water touching her toes. Closing her eyes, she let the sun
bathe her face.

“Got room for one more?” a
deep voice asked.

McKenzie’s eyes flew open but the sun
momentarily blinded her. After squinting to see who it was,
McKenzie opened her mouth in shock and then quickly shut
it.

She watched silently as Dylan lowered
himself down beside her. The sun hit his hair in such a way
McKenzie felt her breath hitch in her throat. How had he turned
into such a hottie? McKenzie instantly felt ashamed of
herself.

She turned her gaze back to the water
and said in as calm a voice as she could muster, “Sure.”

“Your only day off and
this is how you spend it?” he said. McKenzie liked the sound of his
voice. It was deep yet soothing.

“I guess so,” she
answered, shrugging her shoulders.

“Listen, there’s something
we need to get out of the way. It’s going to be a long summer
otherwise and I think it’s safe to say we’ve both changed. At least
I have,” Dylan said.

McKenzie’s heartbeat picked up pace.
Oh God! He was going there, back to that night. Before seeing now
hot Dylan, McKenzie was going to tackle the subject herself, but
there was something intimidating about him presently that made
McKenzie feel as uncomfortable as she was sure she deserved. And it
made her feel rotten that she felt confident she could approach him
before when he was going through his awkward teenage phase, versus
his now hot, underwear-model-looking self.

McKenzie was finally wearing the other
shoe, and she didn’t like how it fit at all.

She flicked her gaze over to his,
trying to mask the anxiety she felt clawing at her from the
inside.

“Okay,” she croaked
out.

“Listen, we have to work
together and I think we should call a truce.”

“I’m listening,” McKenzie
said.

“We’re both going to be
seniors this year and I want this summer to be as fun as it can be,
and we’re both going to be working here and it would be nice if we
could be friends again,” Dylan said.

“Friends?”

“Yes, friends.”

“That would be nice,”
McKenzie said. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, besides I have
a girlfriend now.”

Suddenly McKenzie felt her heart
constrict a little.

“Girlfriend? That’s
great,” McKenzie mechanically spit out.

“Yeah, she is great,”
Dylan said, his boyish grin suddenly looking like the cutest thing
McKenzie had ever seen.

McKenzie watched Dylan stretch his
legs out and stand up. Looking down at her he said, “So, yeah.
Friends. Right?”

“Right.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,”
Dylan said.

“See you tomorrow,”
McKenzie said. She watched him walk off until he was out of
sight.

McKenzie trailed her brown-blond hair
through her fingers, suddenly feeling self-conscious. After, she
wrapped her arms around her skinny waist, and found her gaze
trailing down to her small breasts. Dylan had always made her feel
like the most beautiful girl in the world. But in the course of
five minutes, he’d reduced her to feeling terrible about
herself.

No. It wasn’t Dylan. He’d done nothing
wrong. It was all on McKenzie. She’d never given him the time of
day, and now like a princess had found the frog, somewhere along
the way, that princess kissed Dylan and over the course of a year
he’d turned into a real Prince Charming and now McKenzie felt like
the evil witch. She’d never felt like a villain before, but looking
at her reflection in the lake, she felt that’s exactly who she was
staring down at.

McKenzie had some regrets in her life.
She regretted not spending more time with her mom, she regretted
not looking at the ocean more when she’d had the chance all the
summers she’d spent there with her mom, and now thinking about
those soft blue eyes, McKenzie regretted how mean she’d been to
Dylan.

For the first time in her life,
thinking about what her mom said about her outer appearance not
changing who she was on the inside, McKenzie felt like the ugliest
person in the world.


Chapter Five

 


After that Sunday at the dock,
McKenzie made up her mind to take Dylan up on his truce. She would
never speak about that night again, and they would work together.
As friends. Another week had gone by, and somehow she pulled it
off. They’d even managed to help each other out here and there. She
would fill in for him when he needed a break, and not being as busy
as she with the snack bar, Dylan gave her several breaks. Probably
more than she’d given him.

Things were going smoothly. That was
until the girlfriend showed up. McKenzie was serving up some nachos
when a strikingly pretty brunette strolled up to the office
window.

“That’ll be four dollars
and fifty cents,” McKenzie said to the mom who was fending off her
two boys.

The woman paid, and with no one else
in line, McKenzie’s full attention landed on the brunette talking
to Dylan. She caught them laughing together and watched as the girl
tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. McKenzie took full
note of how well the string bikini looked on the girl. She was
perfect. Her sun kissed skin, her smile probably the work of
thousands of dollars’ worth of orthodontic work, because no one’s
smile was that perfect, and her damn body was cut fine enough to be
a Seventeen magazine model. She was everything McKenzie wasn’t. In
comparison, McKenzie always hated her hair. She thought it was
stringy and usually kept it secured in a ponytail on top her head.
She was too skinny, breasts boarding on flat.

Ugh … McKenzie had never given too
much thought about her appearance because she’d never had a reason
to care. Not until the perfect brunette leaned over the counter and
planted a kiss square on Dylan’s lips. And in that moment, McKenzie
felt something else rise up in her: jealousy.


Chapter Six

 


Somehow the month of June seemed to
fly by. McKenzie, Aunt Jenny, and Dylan had run Sutton Lake
effortlessly. Aunt Jenny’s new and improved activity schedule had
reeled in some nice profits. McKenzie was glad. While it seemed
like her Aunt Jenny was making money hand over fist, McKenzie’s dad
explained to her long ago, that the money her Aunt Jenny made had
to last her all year. So McKenzie got it now.

To celebrate a successful June, Aunt
Jenny asked McKenzie and Dylan to let her take both of them out as
a treat. McKenzie held her breath waiting for Dylan to answer. She
wasn’t about to answer first. She didn’t want to look like an idiot
if he’d had plans mapped out with his brunette bombshell. McKenzie
had since learned her name, Abigail, but she refused to call her
that. At least to herself. To Dylan’s face, she acknowledged her as
politely as she could muster which was enough to not let on to
Dylan that she was jealous.

“Sure. Sounds like fun,”
Dylan answered, a cool smile forming on his lips.

“Yeah, that sounds nice,”
McKenzie chimed in only after Dylan answered.

“Great. So, let’s go home,
clean up, and meet me at Coldwater, at the resort let’s say around
seven?” Aunt Jenny glanced down to her watch and then back to
Dylan.

“Coldwater? Isn’t that the
competition?” Dylan said, a coy smile in place.

“It’s okay to cheat every
now and then, right?” Aunt Jenny said, patting him on the arm.
“Plus they serve a bit more than nachos and hotdogs.”

Suddenly, McKenzie and Dylan’s gaze
flew to one another. McKenzie felt herself blush and then glanced
away.

“Yeah,” Dylan said.
McKenzie could hear the humor in his voice.

“Great. We’ll meet you
then,” Aunt Jenny said.

As soon as McKenzie and Aunt Jenny
pulled into her driveway, McKenzie ran into the house and jumped
into the shower.

After showering quickly, McKenzie ran
into her room and shuffled through her clothes. Pillaging through
her outfits, McKenzie let out a groan and flopped down on the
bed.

“Everything okay?” her
Aunt Jenny asked through the doorway.

“I didn’t really bring
anything nice to wear,” McKenzie said, staring up at the ceiling in
defeat.

“Well it’s not formal,
more like casual. Surely you have something else besides shorts and
tank tops?” Aunt Jenny said unhitching herself from the doorway and
walking into the room.

“Not really,” McKenzie
said.

“Well, that’s okay. Let’s
see what we can muster up,” Aunt Jenny said. McKenzie gazed back at
her optimistic aunt who winked at her.

She watched her walk over to the
closet.

“What are you
doing?”

“Going through your mom’s
clothes. She always looked so beautiful. You two are about the same
size now. We can find something in here that’s not too old
fashioned,” Aunt Jenny said, opening the door with a
creak.

“Mom’s
clothes?”

“Yes. They’re just hanging
in here gathering dust. She’d want you to wear them,” Aunt Jenny
said over her shoulder.

“I don’t know ….” McKenzie
trailed off, unsure about wearing her mom’s clothes until she
watched Aunt Jenny pull out the prettiest little black dress
McKenzie ever beheld.

“Well, what do you think?”
Aunt Jenny asked, holding out the dress for McKenzie to
inspect.

McKenzie slowly pushed herself up off
the bed and like she was beckoned, she found herself being pulled
toward the dress. It looked magical and when McKenzie tried it on,
she was sure it was enchanted.

Looking at herself in the full length
mirror, she stared in awe at how the dress somehow transformed her.
It fit perfectly. The neckline was cut just right, enough to show
off McKenzie’s bronze tan but not so much she was falling out of
the dress. Her hips actually looked full instead of narrow and
scrawny. The trim was made of black satin and came to right above
her knees.

“You look beautiful,” her
Aunt Jenny said from behind her. “Let me add just one little
touch.”

McKenzie continued to stare at the
girl in the mirror when she noticed her Aunt Jenny walk up from
behind her.

“Here. This will tie it
all together,” she said. “Pull your hair up.”

McKenzie brushed her hair to the side
as her Aunt Jenny placed a strand of pearls against her
neck.

“These belonged to your
mother and now, it’s time they belong to you.”

McKenzie felt emotional looking at her
reflection, wearing her mother’s dress, her mother’s
pearls.

“Your mother would be so
proud of you,” Aunt Jenny said, dashing a tear from her
eye.

And McKenzie could feel them well up
in her eyes, too. She turned to face her Aunt Jenny and she felt a
different set of emotions: gratitude.

She hugged her tightly.

“I’ve never thanked you
for putting up with me, my moodiness. I’ve never thanked you for
being there since my mom’s been gone. I love you, Aunt
Jenny.”

“Oh honey, I love you
too,” she said, clinging to her tightly. “And you don’t have to
thank me. You’re all I have left and if you’re all mine for the
summer only, I’ll take it.”

“Ready?” Aunt Jenny asked,
pulling apart from McKenzie holding her at arm’s length.

“Yep,”

Sliding into the car, Aunt Jenny and
McKenzie set off down Rt. 19 toward Coldwater. McKenzie was
fighting her nerves when she heard Aunt Jenny’s cell phone go
off.

“Let me pull off and take
this. It could be something about the lake,” Aunt Jenny
said.

Pulling over and putting the car in
park, Aunt Jenny answered the phone.

“Is everything okay?”
McKenzie heard Aunt Jenny say into the phone.

“Oh, okay. Sure. No
problem. That should be fine. Okay. I’ll see you there in about
five minutes.”

Aunt Jenny pushed the end button and
pulled back out onto the road.

“Is everything cool?”
McKenzie asked.

“Oh, yeah. It was nothing
to worry about. Dylan is right behind us. I would’ve offered to
pick him up, but you teenagers. Once you get your driver’s license,
that’s all you want to do. Drive, drive, drive. Trust me, the
novelty wears off quick,” Aunt Jenny said.

McKenzie smiled at her as they pulled
up to the check-in booth.

“Hi. We’re going up to the
restaurant.”

The boy stamped a parking pass and
handed it to Aunt Jenny through the window.

Tucking it into place on the rearview
mirror, Aunt Jenny drove up to the resort and parked the Subaru
Outback.

“Let’s go on up and grab
our table. Dylan should be pulling in anytime now,” Aunt Jenny
said.

Stepping out of the car, McKenzie
thought that was a good plan. That way she could be seated and have
time to swallow down her nerves before he got there.

They walked through the sliding glass
doors and trailed down the spiraling steps toward Coldwater. Once
there, Aunt Jenny walked up to the hostess, McKenzie right behind
her.

“Hi. I called ahead for
reservations. It should be under the last name Harris.”

McKenzie watched as the hostess pulled
up her reservation screen. The hostess glanced down and then back
up to Aunt Jenny. “Reservations at seven for Harris for a party of
four?”

McKenzie’s heart sunk as her gaze
snapped toward the couple walking through the door.

As McKenzie watched Dylan and Abigail
waltz through the entrance, she vaguely heard her aunt answer,
“Yes. That’s correct. Ah, there they are now.”


Chapter Seven

 


McKenzie had put on the performance of
her life. She managed to choke down prime rib and ahi tuna, which
under normal circumstances she would’ve enjoyed. But watching
Abigail cling to Dylan made the food tasted less than
favorable.

Every time Abigail laughed at one of
Dylan’s jokes, or looked at him through ridiculously long
eyelashes, McKenzie wanted to take her fork and stab her, and it
was those feelings that made McKenzie ashamed of
herself.

Dylan had given her three good summers
to wake up and see what was right under her nose the entire time
and she’d been too wrapped up feeling sorry for herself to give him
the time of day. And now McKenzie could see with her own two eyes
that Dylan had moved on. McKenzie didn’t have to look any further
than to the gorgeous brunette clinging on to his every
word.

McKenzie leaned forward, and
accidently dropped her fork against her plate making a loud
clanking noise. Everyone’s gaze landed on her.

“Everything okay?” Aunt
Jenny asked.

“Oh, yeah. I think I’m
going to hit the dessert bar,” McKenzie said.

Scooting out from the table, McKenzie
stood and made her way to the dessert table. Looking at the variety
of gourmet cheesecakes and chocolate fondue, maybe McKenzie would
see if Aunt Jenny would let her stay here and eat herself into a
coma.

While deliberating over the turtle
cheesecake or the white chocolate blackberry cheesecake, McKenzie
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