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A week after my fourteenth birthday my mother, who sold lipsticks, moisturizers, and soaps for Bee Beautiful Cosmetics, submitted the winning entry in the company’s product-naming contest for a new conditioner. Like all of the Bee Beautiful products, it featured honey as a main ingredient. Besides the honey it was chock-full of vitamins and natural herbals and was supposed to tame even the most unruly head of hair. Mama named it “Bee-have!” The president of the company called Mama to give her the good news, and after that she was on her way to the annual Bee Beautiful convention in Las Vegas, all expenses paid.

I went with my daddy and my brother, Zane, to take Mama to the airport. My sister Shyla, a chronic overachiever who had set a goal of becoming the youngest lawyer in Texas, was at the university down in Austin, churning out her prelaw course credits and working as a barista at Jazz-n-Java, a coffeehouse on Sixth Street that Shyla said was interesting as all get-out due to the clientele. On any given night she might be serving double espressos to state senators, local musicians, cross-dressing head cases, or aging hippies who had moved to Austin way back in the 1960s and never left.

“It’s too bad Shyla couldn’t come,” Mama said as we neared the airport. “I miss my girl.”

Mama looked prettier than ever in her Bee Beautiful makeup and a jonquil yellow suit with a sparkling diamond bee pin on the lapel, the prize she’d won the year before for selling more Bee Beautiful products than any other beauty consultant in Texas. And despite missing my sister, Mama seemed all keyed up and thrilled to pieces to be heading off for her prize trip.

“Shyla will be home in a couple of weeks,” Daddy reminded her. We pulled into the short-term parking lot. Daddy parked the car, and he and Zane dragged Mama’s four oversize suitcases to the baggage check-in.

“Jeez, Mom,” Zane complained as the suitcases rumbled and bumped over the walkway, “how come you need so much stuff? You’d think you were going away forever.”

Mama laughed. “Five days is a long time when you need outfits for half a dozen meetings and dinners.”

We got to the baggage check-in. Mama showed her e-ticket receipt and her ID to the attendant, who tagged her bags, handed her a boarding pass, and wished her a good flight.

“Well,” Mama said to us, “I guess this is it.”

Daddy kissed her cheek, being careful not to smear her makeup. “Have fun, Beth. You deserve it.”

“Oh, I’m going to have a fabulous time!” Mama said, pulling Zane close. “Zane, honey, you look after your sister, and don’t drive that car too fast.”

“I won’t.” Zane squirmed away before Mama could kiss him.

She pointed her finger at him, and I recognized the shade of her nail polish. Reckless Rose. It had arrived in the April shipment of Bee Beautiful products along with Tangy Tangerine and Perfectly Peach. “Remember to fasten your seat belt. Every single time, Zane. I mean it.”

“O-kay! I’m not an idiot.”

“I know. But you haven’t been driving all that long. It doesn’t hurt to be reminded.”

She turned to me. “Phoebe darling, I’m just as sorry as I can be to miss the mother-daughter tea, but I promise to make it up to you if it’s the last thing I do.”

Pulling me close, she kissed the top of my head. I leaned into her, closed my eyes, and breathed in the familiar smells of Bee Beautiful perfume and breath mints. If I had known what was about to happen, I’d have held on to that moment a little longer, but I pulled away and said, “Bye, Mama. See you next Saturday.”

Daddy said, “Beth, you’d better go. The security line is getting long, and you don’t want to miss your plane.”

I stood there with Daddy and Zane, smiling and waving until my arm about fell off. Mama stepped onto the escalator and rode up to the departure area, leaving behind nothing but the faint scent of her perfume.

Daddy took Zane and me to lunch at a steak place near the airport, and we drove home to Eden, never dreaming that all our lives were about to be changed forever.

The following Thursday, Mama called and said the big shots at Bee Beautiful wanted her to stay a little longer to talk about a wonderful opportunity, and that she’d be home in another week. When that week stretched into two weeks, Daddy tried to pretend that she’d come rolling into Eden at any moment and everything would go back to normal. But after Mama called again to say she’d accepted a fabulous job in Las Vegas as a national Bee Beautiful spokeswoman, and to please box up her clothes and send them out, he stopped pretending.

That afternoon I found him sitting on the floor in the middle of their bedroom, Mama’s shoes and skirts, and the fur jacket he’d given her last Christmas, piled around him, looking so bewildered, so full of hurt and loss, that I wanted to cry. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my mother a lot, but ask anybody in Eden and they will tell you I’ve been a daddy’s girl from the get-go. Even Mama herself said that Shyla was her girl but I belonged to Daddy. She said that when I was a baby, I’d sit in my high chair and cry for him after he left for work in the morning. Maybe I could tell even then that I’d grow up to be tall like him and somewhat of a natural on the basketball court. I lost interest in playing in seventh grade and hadn’t gone out for a team since, but I still loved hanging out with Dad and watching his beloved Chicago Bulls on TV. even if they weren’t quite the same after Phil Jackson left to coach the Lakers and Michael Jordan retired to star in commercials for hot dogs and underwear. Basketball was the way we connected; it was the part of Daddy that was all mine.

He patted the floor and motioned me down beside him. “Hey, Feebs.”

“Hey, Daddy.” Ever since my twelfth birthday I’d been trying to train him to stop calling me Feebs and use my real name, but under the circumstances I wasn’t going to correct him.

He picked up Mama’s jacket. “Remember last year? Remember how she pretended to faint when she opened the box on Christmas morning?”

Of course I remembered, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to remember anything.

“She’ll come back,” I said. “Once she gets Las Vegas out of her system.”

“Yeah,” Daddy said, even though he didn’t believe it either. “This spokeswoman job is good for your mother. She’s been feeling sad lately.”

“Lately” was really the two whole years since Shyla had graduated from Eden High and moved to Austin. My sister was nineteen now, and Mama could see her firstborn going out to meet her future, moving farther and farther away. More than once I’d wanted to tell her that me and Zane were still here trying to survive teenhood and needed her more than the überstudent Shyla ever had. But I hadn’t said anything, and now Mama was gone for who knew how long.

I helped Daddy fold Mama’s things, and we got some boxes from the attic and packed everything up. Then he went into his study, where he kept his law journals and casebooks, and shut the door.
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Now it was June. School was out for the summer and Mama was still gone, still running around all over the country teaching other women how easy it was to Bee Beautiful.

There wasn’t much to do in the summer in Eden, Texas. Zane and I planned to spend our vacation driving around in the ten-year-old Ford my daddy the judge had given Zane for his sixteenth birthday, swimming at the lake, and just hanging out while we waited to grow up so our real lives could begin.

Daddy spent most of his time downtown in his courtroom, where he had developed a reputation for sorting out all kinds of disagreements. People said that no matter how complicated and messy a case became, Sumner Trask could think on it and figure out what should be done to make things right. But when his wife went AWOL, leaving him to deal with two teenagers all by himself, he was at a total loss. I guess it’s always easier to fix other people’s problems than your own.

It was a hot Saturday and I was home alone. Daddy was playing golf with a couple of lawyers, and Zane was down at Threadgill’s Garage, supposedly repairing the dents in the Ford, but I suspected it was mostly to hang out with Mr. Threadgill’s daughter, Ginger. She was in Zane’s class at school and had been our neighbor until last year, when her daddy moved them to a house out on the Dallas highway to be closer to the garage. Ginger was a strawberry blonde, not fat, but not thin, either. I guess you’d say she was solid. Zane said she could fix a flat tire without even breaking a sweat and was the only girl he knew who could explain rack and pinion steering, or tell the difference between a socket wrench and a screwdriver.

I made myself a glass of iced tea and took it out to the porch. The full weight of summer in Eden was settling in; cicadas whirred in the trees, the air was heavy and still. Normally I loved summer, but this year, with Mama Lord-knew-where, Shyla consumed with her prelaw summer school classes, and Lauren Braithwaite, who had been my best friend since third grade, living in Atlanta because her dad had taken a new job there, I was left to face the entire summer without anyone who understood what it was like to be a fourteen-year-old girl.

A black car pulled into the driveway of the vacant house next door, where our elderly neighbor, Mrs. Archer, had lived until she broke her hip and had to go stay with her daughter in Houston. Now there was a FOR SALE sign in the weedy yard, and I’d made a habit of checking out the potential buyers. I watched as a real estate saleslady ushered her client up the front steps and unlocked the door. I was ready for something exciting to happen. I hoped that whoever moved into Mrs. Archer’s house would shake things up and change my life.

Be careful what you wish for.
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Another boring Saturday arrived. Daddy got up early to take the Lincoln to Threadgill’s for an oil change. Zane left for a swim meet right after Dad, banging the door on his way out, gunning the Ford’s engine as he pulled onto the street. After they left, I switched on the TV and flipped through the channels while I ate a bowl of Wheat-O’s, but there was nothing on except cartoons and a gloom-and-doom announcer talking about the death of more soldiers in Iraq. I don’t know why the news always has to be so negative. Just once I’d like a day in which nobody gets shot, no kids go missing, and no country starts the morning off by blowing another one to kingdom come.

A delivery truck pulled into our driveway. The driver got out and unloaded a bunch of bright yellow boxes. Mama’s monthly shipment of Bee Beautiful products had arrived. I went out to the porch, signed for them, and carried them into the hall. The sight of those boxes made me miss her so much I could hardly stand it.

I left the Bee Beautiful invoice on her desk in the den. The phone rang and I picked it up. “Hello?”

“Good morning!” said a woman in the relentlessly cheerful voice required of all Bee Beautiful consultants. “I’d like to speak to Beth Trask.”

“Me too,” I said, and hung up.

Just then a commotion started up outside, and I went out to the porch. A moving van had pulled up in front of Mrs. Archer’s house, and right behind it was a baby blue convertible piled high with suitcases.

A pretty, dark-haired woman wearing an enormous pair of sunglasses, pink shorts, a white blouse, and sneakers got out of the car. She ran up to Mrs. Archer’s door, unlocked it, and motioned to the men in the van. They started carrying in furniture: a white sofa, a couple of yellow-and-white-striped chairs, and a coffee table with a glass top that reflected the blazing Texas sun.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” said a honeyed voice that made me jump. I’d been so intent on watching the furniture parade I hadn’t noticed that the woman had crossed the yard and was standing at the bottom of our porch steps. She pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head and smiled up at me. She had a killer tan and eyes the color of violets. She looked so perfect that it was hard not to stare.

“Ma’am?”

She swept one arm toward Mrs. Archer’s porch, which was now buried under a mountain of boxes. “Amazing how much stuff a person accumulates in a lifetime. I don’t need half of it, but I couldn’t bear to throw it out.” She held out her hand. “Beverly Grace.”

“Hi.” I shook hands with the woman with two first names. “Phoebe Trask.”

“Phoebe! What a beautiful name.” She looked past my shoulder. “Is your mother home? I’d like to meet her.”

“She isn’t here.”

“Too bad. I was hoping she could give me some advice on where to shop. I’ve been out of the country for so long I’m out of touch with all things American.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Italy. A little town just outside Florence.” Beverly shaded her eyes and watched the moving men staggering up the porch steps with a stack of flat wooden crates. “Oh, I hope they don’t drop my paintings!”

The men made it inside, and Beverly said, “They hate me.”

“Who, the moving guys?”

She nodded.

“How come?”

“Book cartons,” she said as the men returned to the truck for another load. “There’s nothing heavier than books. I gave away a ton of them before the move, but there were certain ones I couldn’t give up, you know?”

I nodded. Up in my room was a complete set of Nancy Drew and Anne of Green Gables books I hadn’t cracked in years, but I liked knowing they were there in case I ever wanted to. Beverly leaned against the porch railing like she had nothing better to do. The moving men went back and forth, taking in box after box. When the house filled up, they started stacking boxes on the porch.

“You want a soda or something?” I asked.

“A soda would be lovely,” she said. “Thanks.”

I went inside and got two cans of cola, filled our glasses with ice, and took everything outside on one of Mama’s white wicker serving trays. Beverly poured cola into her glass and took a long sip, watching me over the rim of her glass. I smoothed my hair and hoped I didn’t have a milk mustache or a piece of dried cereal stuck to my face. I was dying to know why anybody would give up an exciting life in Italy to move to a nowhere town like Eden, but I didn’t want to be rude.

Beverly rattled the ice in her glass and, like she could read my mind, said, “I was born in Fort Worth and lived there until I was ten. When my daddy died, my mother and I moved to Georgia to live with my grandparents. After college I worked in New York for a while and then moved to Italy.” She smiled. “When it was time to come home, I just felt like Texas was where I belonged.”

“How come you picked Eden?” I asked.

Just then the van driver waved a stack of yellow papers and yelled, “Hey, lady! We’re all done here.”

Beverly handed me her glass and stood. “Will you excuse me, Phoebe? I need to write these guys a check. But I’d love to meet your mom later.”

“Sure,” I said. “Later.”

She ran back across the yard just as Daddy drove up and got out of the car. “Hi, hon. New neighbors?”

“Her name is Beverly Grace.”

Daddy watched Beverly take her purse from her car, then lean over the hood to write a check. Her silver pen flashed in the light. She said something to the van driver, and he laughed. Maybe I should have seen trouble coming then, from the way Daddy’s eyes followed her as she walked back to the house, but I didn’t.

Beverly went inside, and Daddy unlocked the trunk of his car. “Help me with these groceries.”

We carried everything in and later boiled hot dogs for lunch. After we ate, Daddy poured himself another glass of tea and switched on the TV. The Texas Rangers were playing an afternoon game; it was the top of the sixth inning, and they were up five runs to four. He scooted over to make room for me on the couch, but I never was much of a baseball fan because the game unfolds so slowly. I loved the quicker pace of basketball, where one fast break, one jump shot at the buzzer, can spell the difference between a loss and a win.

“Where’s your brother?” he asked, fiddling with the remote.

“Swim meet at the Y.”

“That’s right. I forgot.”

Which pretty much summed up my father’s relationship with his only son. With Shyla, Daddy talked law and her plans for law school until I thought I’d die of boredom, but at least he talked to her. With me it was mostly about basketball or what was happening at school, but he and Zane hardly ever talked, except when Zane asked for permission to go somewhere or needed to borrow gas money. I felt bad for my brother, squeezed in the middle between Shyla and me. Shyla got to have our parents’ undivided attention until she started preschool, and I got more than my share because I was the youngest, but Zane never had the chance to be the center of attention for very long. He was only twenty-two months old when I came along and took over as the baby of the family. He could have hated me for that, but instead we became best buddies. Mama would pack up our favorite toys and take us to the park or the swimming pool, and we’d play for hours, inventing our own games or building forts and castles with Zane’s blocks. We hardly ever fought, although one day he got mad at me and beheaded my favorite doll, and I retaliated by flushing his goldfish down the toilet. Mania made us apologize to each other and sent us to our rooms for the whole afternoon. But being separated was such torture we climbed out our bedroom windows and sat on the roof playing “I spy” until Daddy got home from the courthouse and talked us down.

Now, with Daddy engrossed in the Rangers game, I poured myself some more tea and went out to the porch. Beverly came out and started dragging boxes into the house. She waved me over. “Phoebe. How would you like to earn ten bucks?”

“Sure.”

“Help me with these book cartons.”

We dragged the cartons into the living room, which still held a faint smell of Mrs. Archer, a combination of mothballs and peppermint. A couple of hours later, Beverly shoved the last carton into the entry hall and dusted off her hands.

I looked around. Considering that she’d just moved in, the house was really tidy. In the living room the white sofa and yellow-striped chairs were arranged around the fireplace. Empty bookshelves sat against the wall. A bouquet of silk flowers and several silver picture frames were grouped on the coffee table. A bunch of flattened moving cartons leaned against the far wall.

“I just cannot abide clutter,” Beverly drawled. “I can’t write a word until everything is unpacked and put away. The sooner these boxes disappear, the sooner I can get back to work on my book.”

I’d never met a writer before. I’d always pictured writers as pale, messy looking, and bleary eyed from staying up all night smoking French cigarettes and writing poetry nobody understood. But Beverly Grace looked amazing, even after a day of carrying boxes and unpacking crates.

“What’s it about?” I asked.

“Mileva Einstein,” Beverly said. “The genius behind the genius. Hardly anyone realizes what a huge part she played in working out the theory of relativity. People give Albert all the credit. It’s time someone told her side of the story.”

“Anybody home?” Daddy called from the porch.

“In here!” Beverly yelled. “The door’s open!”

Daddy came in and handed Beverly a glass of iced tea. “I thought you might be thirsty.”

“I am way beyond thirst,” Beverly said. “My mouth is so dry I couldn’t make spit if my hair was on fire.”

Daddy laughed, and I realized what a long time it had been since I’d heard that sound. “I’m Sumner Trask, Phoebe’s father.”

“Judge Trask!” she cried. “It’s such an honor to meet you. I wrote a piece for the International Times about a case you decided last year. Harmon v. Harmon? Very interesting.” She held out her hand. “Beverly Grace.”

It was the first time in all my fourteen years of life that I had ever seen my daddy blush. “Thank you. That case presented a unique set of legal considerations. I enjoyed the challenge.”

Beverly drained her glass. “Oh, that tastes so good. Real Southern iced tea like my Georgia grandmother used to make.”

Daddy looked pleased. “The secret is in the sweetener. I use simple syrup instead of granulated sugar.”

“That must be it,” Beverly said. “You’ll have to give me the recipe, although I am not much of a cook.”

“It’s just water, sugar, and fresh mint,” I told her. I was getting mad at Beverly for flirting with my father. And mad at Daddy for letting her flattery get to him. “It isn’t hard.”

If Beverly sensed my feelings, she didn’t let on. She smiled and handed Daddy her empty glass. “Thanks. I was saying to Phoebe earlier today that I hope to meet your wife soon. I think it’s important to know one’s neighbors, don’t you?”

“Beth has been traveling quite a bit lately. We don’t see nearly enough of her these days, do we, Feebs?”

When I didn’t say anything, Beverly fished a ten out of her purse and handed it to me. “Thanks for helping me out, Phoebe. Maybe you could come back tomorrow and help me organize my books.”

“We’d be happy to,” Daddy said. He stood there holding her lipstick-smudged glass and grinning like he’d just won the Texas lottery.

I glared at him. “I thought you were watching the ball game.”

“Rangers won.”

He turned to Beverly. “Since your kitchen isn’t unpacked yet, why don’t you come over for breakfast in the morning?”

“That’s very nice of you, but I couldn’t,” Beverly said. “It’s too much of an imposition.”

“Daddy,” I began, “if she doesn’t want to come—”

“No trouble at all!” Daddy said in his courtroom voice, which settled everything from arson cases to where to go for dinner. “I make pancakes on Sundays. Come at eight.”

“All right,” Beverly said. “But only if you let me bring something.”

“We’re out of orange juice,” I said.

“Phoebe!” Daddy said.

“Well, we are. You forgot to buy any today.”

Beverly laughed. “I’m going shopping anyway. I’ll pick some up.”

“We’d better go,” Daddy said. “See you tomorrow, Beverly.”

Beverly stood at the door and watched us cross the yard to our house. When we got to the porch, Daddy turned around and waved. She waved back.

And that was how it began.
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The next morning a muffled whine, interspersed with thumping sounds, woke me. At first I thought it was Zane messing around in his room, but then it hit me. Daddy was running the vacuum cleaner. I squinted at the clock on the dresser. It was only a few minutes after six, and the judge was into major housecleaning. Well, the house could use a sprucing up.

Not that we lived like those animal hoarders you see on the TV news where the cops go in after somebody dies and find millions of cats and years’ worth of tin cans and newspapers stacked up everywhere. Daddy said we were clean enough to be safe, and dirty enough to be comfortable. But since Mama left, we’d let things slide a little. We didn’t polish the furniture every week the way she had, and we waited until the sink was full of plates and cereal bowls before loading the dishwasher.

Zane’s room had been declared a toxic waste area even before Mama left, and as for me, I didn’t make my bed every day even when she was around, unless she forced me to. It’s such a huge waste of time, since you’re just going to mess it up again a few hours later.

The vacuum cleaner noise died with a long, final whine just as Zane tapped on my door. Three short taps, the code we’d invented almost as soon as we learned to talk. “Come on in!” I said. “I’m awake.”

Zane, barefoot and bare chested, came in and made himself at home on my beanbag chair. He stretched out his legs and raked the hair out of his eyes, and I was struck all over again with how cute my big brother was. It could have made him arrogant, but Zane wore his good looks in an offhand way that made him seem almost shy. He had lots of female friends, people like Ginger Threadgill and Caroline Harte, whose twin brother, Will, managed the swim team, and all the dates he wanted, but he didn’t really have a serious girlfriend. He yawned and said, “What’s with the judge?”

I filled Zane in on everything he’d missed the day before, including Daddy’s obvious infatuation with Beverly Grace and the fact that she was coming to breakfast.

“Well,” Zane said, standing up. “I guess I’ll go hang out at Will’s place. I’m not up to making small talk with some boring writer person.”

“What happened at the swim meet? Did you cream the competition?”

He grinned. “I won both my individual events. The team came in second overall.”

“That’s great! Did you tell Dad?”

“He wouldn’t care,” Zane said, shrugging. “Plus he was already in bed when I got home last night. It’s no big deal. These summer meets are just to keep us in shape for next season.” He ruffled my hair. “But thanks for asking.” He turned to go, then said, “Hey. You want to ride out to the lake with me later? I’m meeting Ginger and a couple of guys from the team.”

“Sure! That would be great.”

“Okay, then. Later.”

He opened my door just as Daddy came up the stairs wearing a faded Texas Longhorns T-shirt, a pair of plaid Bermuda shorts, and one of Mama’s aprons, a white one with yellow cupcakes printed all over it.

“Interesting fashion statement, Dad,” Zane said. “Martha Stewart meets Homer Simpson.”

“Glad you approve,” Daddy said. “I need your help getting some serving platters out of the garage, son. They’re in that blue plastic bin next to the Christmas decorations.” He glanced at his gold watch, a present from Mama a few years back. “Look at the time! Let’s get a move on.” He peered at me. “You, too, sunshine. Beverly will be here soon, and there’s still a lot to do.”

“Whoa,” Zane said. “Slow down, Judge. She’s just a neighbor, and you’re a married man.”

Zane said it like he was joking, but I could tell that my brother was dead serious. I found myself in silent agreement. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see that my father and Beverly Grace were attracted to each other. And even though I figured the chances of Mama’s coming home anytime soon were roughly a million to one, I still hoped it would happen before Daddy gave up waiting for her and moved on.

“I’m just being neighborly, Zane,” Daddy said. “I hardly need a lecture from you. Go get those platters, okay? And Feebs, please set the table. I’m going to hit the shower.”

Zane rolled his eyes as I said, “Okay.”

“And use the good dishes. Not the ones with the roosters on them. They’re chipped.”

He headed for his bathroom, and Zane shook his head. “God. Why is he acting so weird?”

“I guess he misses having a grown-up around.” We headed downstairs. “Maybe Dad and Beverly will hate each other after they get to know each other better.”

Zane frowned. “I don’t think so. Not after the way you said she fawned all over him about that big case he decided last year. It sounds to me like she’s starstruck.”

“Oooooh, Judge Trask,” I mimicked. “It’s such an honor to meet you!”

“Please,” Zane said, heading for the garage. “I haven’t had my breakfast vet.”

In the kitchen I got the step stool from the pantry and took Mama’s blue-and-white plates from the top shelf of the china cabinet. By the time I had set the table in the dining room, Daddy was out of the shower and dressed in a pair of pressed jeans, his favorite brown cowboy boots, and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He put the coffee on and measured the pancake flour, whistling to himself. I poured maple syrup into Mama’s cut-glass pitcher and left it in the microwave to be heated at the last minute.

Zane came in with two white serving plates. “I thought I’d never find them,” he said. “They weren’t where you said, Dad.” He set them on the counter. “There you go. I’m out of here.”

Daddy paused in his preparations and said, “I’d like you to eat with us and meet Beverly. It’s the polite thing to do.”

“I have plans,” Zane said, grabbing a banana off the counter. “Big day at the swim meet yesterday, in case you’re interested.”

Daddy cracked an egg into his mixing bowl and took the milk from the fridge. “Of course I’m interested! How did it go?”

“I won,” my brother said, heading for the stairs.

Daddy said, “Get dressed, son. And wear something nice. I don’t want you looking like a street urchin in front of our new neighbor.”

Zane whirled around. “I told you, Dad. I’m splitting.”

Daddy set his spatula down. “You do not have my permission to leave.”

“Why not? You barely even notice when I’m around, unless it’s to criticize me for something.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is true! You never have trouble talking to Shyla, or even Phoebe, but you don’t say more than five words to me unless it’s to issue some edict or remind me of how I’ve disappointed you.”

“I’m not disappointed. I just want you to—”

“Let him go, Daddy,” I said quickly. “He can meet Beverly later.”

Daddy held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Fine, Zane. Go.”

Zane ran upstairs. Five minutes later he was out the door, his car rumbling down the street. Daddy pulled the pancake griddle out of the cabinet and stated the obvious: “I don’t understand that boy at all.”

Once, after Zane and Daddy had had a particularly loud fight, I asked Shyla why Daddy seemed so mad at our brother all the time, and Shyla said it was because Daddy had counted on his only son following in his footsteps, first as a basketball star and then into the law. But Zane had picked swimming as his sport of choice and was more interested in crankcases than court cases. Shyla said Daddy felt rejected and that was why he hardly ever went to Zane’s meets. And to be honest, Zane knew which buttons to push to send Daddy over the edge, and sometimes he said stuff he didn’t really mean just to irritate the judge. Still, I admired Zane for having the guts not to give in to Daddy’s expectations and to map out his own plan for his life.

The Sunday edition of the Eden Daily Enterprise thumped onto the sidewalk. I went out to retrieve it and glanced over at Beverly’s. A stack of flattened boxes was piled on her porch. Two side windows were curtained with pink flowered sheets. The convertible was gone.

I took the paper inside, dropped it onto the just-polished coffee table in the living room, and headed for the shower. I dug through my closet for something clean to wear and came up with a pair of navy shorts and a white T-shirt. I finger-combed my hair into place and dabbed on some lip gloss just as the doorbell rang.

Daddy opened the door and Beverly breezed in. “Good morning!”

“Hey, Feebs!” Daddy yelled as if I were completely deaf and couldn’t hear the doorbell. “Beverly’s here!”

I went downstairs.

“Hi, Phoebe,” Beverly said. “Don’t you look cute as a button!” She handed Daddy a carton of OJ, then gave me a flat blue box done up in miles of white satin ribbon. “I brought you a present.”

“Why?” The word slipped out before I could stop it. I caught Daddy’s frown and hastily added, “Thank you!”

“It’s from Tiffany’s,” Beverly said, “the one in the old movie.”

Shyla and I had seen Breakfast at Tiffany’s one winter during Movie Classics Week at the Eden Theater, so I knew Tiffany’s was an expensive store. I ran my fingers over the satin bow.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Beverly asked.

I untied the ribbon and lifted the lid off the box. Inside was a tiny gold seashell suspended from a delicate chain. It was so gorgeous I went speechless.

Beverly said, “In ancient times people collected seashells as a way to prove they had traveled to faraway places. Now they’re symbolic of all kinds of journeys.”

Daddy peered over my shoulder. “It’s beautiful, Beverly, but you didn’t have to bring a present.”

“But I wanted to.” Beverly took the necklace from its cotton nest and unfastened the clasp. I turned around, bent my knees, and held my hair off my neck so she could fasten it. “I first saw this necklace a couple of years ago and loved it so much that I bought a few to keep on hand for special people.”

I wondered how I could possibly mean anything to her, since we’d just met, but I managed another “Thank you,” and we moved into the kitchen. While Daddy poured batter onto the pancake griddle, I stole a glance at my reflection in the glass door of the china cabinet. The gold shell at my throat winked in the light coming through the window. I’d never before owned anything that made me feel so elegant.

Daddy flipped pancakes and stacked them onto one platter, the bacon onto another. I heated the syrup in the microwave. Beverly poured the coffee and orange juice, moving around our kitchen like she belonged there. We carried everything to the dining room, which we usually used only for Christmas and Thanksgiving. Daddy held Beverly’s chair, and we sat down. To a stranger passing by we would have looked like an ordinary family sitting down to Sunday-morning breakfast: father, mother, daughter. Picture perfect. Except that the wrong woman was sitting in my mother’s needlepoint chair, sipping coffee from of one of her best china cups.

Beverly studied the oversize family portrait hanging on the wall behind Daddy’s chair, the one we’d had taken at the beach the summer Shyla graduated from high school.
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