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    Prologue


    Last night I dreamed of Cedar Key. In my dream, I returned to the vacation home of my childhood by way of State Road 24 and our family’s dark blue ’79 Cadillac Fleetwood Brougham station wagon.


    My father drove.


    The year was 1982. I know, because in the dream, I was twelve.


    My mother—looking remarkably like Princess Diana since she’d had her hair cut and highlighted as the trend demanded—sat on the passenger side of the front bench seat. From where I sat, I had a perfect side view of her. Her head lolled against the headrest; she kept her eyes closed behind large white-framed shades. After a moment, my eyes drifted from her face. I counted the odd-shaped freckles that danced across her tanned shoulders, exposed by a strapless floral sundress. Every so often she took in a deep breath and sighed; even in that, I thought her to be the most magnificent creature.


    Mom was pregnant with my baby sister Ami, though no one knew it at the time. In my dream I knew it, in that ethereal way one has of knowing those kinds of things.


    My sister Jayme-Leigh, whose nose was stuck so far into a book it was a wonder she didn’t just fall right in, rode between our youngest sister, Heather, and me. At the backseat passenger’s window, Heather’s face turned upward toward the afternoon sun to ward off car sickness. She held tight to her Cabbage Patch doll. Her lips were moving in perfect time to the lyrics of the Lionel Ritchie tune playing on the radio; anything to keep from throwing up. I tried to make out the song, but in my dream it was oddly distorted.


    Such is the way of dreams.


    “We’re nearly there, girls,” Dad said, as he always did when we neared the road leading to our waterfront property.


    Mom’s eyes opened on cue. She pulled her shades down to the tip of her pixie nose, turned toward the three of us, and said, “All right, pets. Let’s get our stuff together. No need scrambling when we get there.” She shifted to face the front again, and when her eyes locked with mine, she winked. “Did you bring your camera?” she asked.


    I nodded.


    Soon enough the car rolled up to the house, which was elevated by cypress boards and veiled behind the dripping moss of a dozen ancient live oaks. Dad slid the gearshift to park. Four doors opened simultaneously, and we tumbled out. Within seconds I could taste sweat on my upper lip, could feel it beading in my armpits. Mom went to the back of the car, gently dictating orders of who was to carry what to the house, while Dad, keys rattling between his fingers, took heavy steps toward the front door.


    Heather was the first to ask when we could go swimming. Mom, as she always did, reminded us that suitcases had to be unpacked and groceries put away. We hurried—my sisters and me—as fast as we could at twelve, eleven, and eight, our feet barely skimming the gleaming pine floors as we scampered for our shared bedroom. Suitcases were emptied, closets and drawers were filled, swimsuits were donned, and then, like horses being set free from the barn, we barreled down the narrow z-shaped outdoor staircase. I quickly spied Dad sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs on the cement platform near the water’s edge and raced to reach him first. Hearing my arrival, he turned his handsome face—cast in shades of bronze by the sun, which had begun to dip toward the marshy horizon—and smiled. “There’s nothing like this, Kimberly-Boo,” he said, using the name by which he’d called me my whole life. “Not a place in the world like Cedar Key.”


    I squared my shoulders. “How do I look, Dad?” I asked. “Do you like my new bathing suit? Mom bought it for me at Burdines.”


    Before he could answer, Jayme-Leigh and Heather were with us, both breathing hard. “Why do you always have to do that?” Jayme-Leigh asked me. “You always have to get to Dad first. Like he’s some race you’re trying to win.”


    “I do not,” I said.


    “You do,” she insisted just as Dad said, “Girls, are we going to the city park or are we going to stand here and argue?” The city park was Cedar Key’s public beach area.


    Heather slipped her hand into Dad’s and squinted up at him, her white-blonde ringlets already damp from perspiration. Magically, we were then standing in the Gulf of Mexico, sun shimmering atop its water like crushed diamonds on glass. Seagulls flew overhead, cawing to each other, and Dad sat in a lawn chair along the shoreline. He now wore bathing trunks without a shirt. Bronze skin and chest hair glistened under suntan oil.


    “Dad!” I called out. “Come in the water with me!”


    He answered with a chuckle then pointed to the medical journal he’d been reading. “You play,” he said. “I’ve got some reading to do.”


    “I’m going to stand on my hands underwater,” I said, undeterred. “Watch me, okay?” I physically prepared myself for the balancing act by putting my feet together and arching my spine. “Dad? Okay?”


    Just then the sound of a boat’s motor interrupted my persistence. I turned toward the roar. It was Mr. Granger—Steven’s dad—returning to the nearby dock with another group of tourists on board. Thirteen-year-old Steven stood next to his father. He wore frayed cutoff jeans and a light blue tee with Granger Tours written in large letters displayed in an arc across his chest.


    Seeing me, he waved.


    I waved back, a little too anxiously, though maybe not for a twelve-year-old. In doing so, my foot slipped from the grainy Gulf floor beneath...


    ...and in the early morning hours, in the master bedroom of my Glenmuir Mediterranean-style home, I fell out of bed.
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    The Juvenile and Family Courthouse is cold, no matter the time of year. And it always smells the same, like heartache and justice, wood polish and sweat, leather and lace. The effect it has on me, from the moment I turn down the long stretch of road leading to the white brick building, never changes. My stomach clenches, then flips. I break into a cold sweat. My head spins.


    Today was no different. I pulled my four-year-old white Honda CR-V into the parking area, my eyes scanning for an empty space and, at the same time, my ex-husband’s sparkling new JaguarXJL. Supercharged and gun-metal gray. I was unsure as to whether I hoped he would be there before me or not, but when his car was nowhere in sight, I felt instant relief.


    I parked under the shade of a blooming pink crepe myrtle, turned off the car, took a deep breath, and sighed. “God be with me,” I said out loud. I gave my watch a quick glance. It was nearly 1:30 in the afternoon; our hearing was set for2:00.


    Set for 2:00, but experience told me we could be sitting there for several uncomfortable hours before our case was called. I reached over the console for the short stack of manila folders I brought with me, each one meticulously labeled.


    Divorce Papers


    Child Support


    Correspondence/Charlie and Kids


    Correspondence/Charlie and Me


    Evidence Obtained by C. Jefferson


    A tapping at my window startled me, and I jumped. I turned toward the noise as I pressed my hand against my chest. “Heather!” I let out a breath. “You nearly scared me to death.”


    My younger sister stood bent over at the waist, her pretty face just inches from mine, separated only by the window glass. She smiled, even as her brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”


    I opened the car door. “I am now.” I returned the smile as I swung my legs toward the asphalt. “You’re here.”


    “Where else would I be?” She wrapped me in one of her delicious hugs as soon as I stood. “You’re my big sister and you need someone to be here with you. So, here I am.”


    I hugged back then pulled away. “I can always count on you.”


    Unlike my relationship with Jayme-Leigh, Heather and I shared a bond like that of twins. We understood each other’s needs, sometimes even before we knew them ourselves. And, other than always being right about everything, she was so easy to get along with. Her laughter came effortlessly, her close-set blue eyes sparkling. Always.


    Sometimes a tad too much. I closed my car door. “What are the kids up to?” I opened the back door to retrieve the matching jacket to the flared floral skirt I’d chosen for the hearing.


    “Swim practice. It never ends, even when school is out.” She tossed her head. Her white-blonde curls, which refused to be tamed, even when clipped at the back of her head, shimmered in the harsh Florida sunlight. “But don’t worry about the time; now that Toni and Tyler are old enough to drive, my role as Mommy is dwindling.”


    We walked toward the courthouse. “What does that mean?” I asked.


    Heather shrugged. “Nothing.” I thought I detected a choking in her voice. “Just that with the twins at seventeen and Lenny at fifteen, there’s not much they need from me these days.”


    “Other than cooking their meals, washing their clothes, picking up after them, making sure they’re home by curfew ... other than that?”


    Heather looped her arm with mine. “You’ll know soon enough, Kimberly-Boo,” she said. “Chase is fourteen already, and with Cody being—what?—eleven, pretty soon the three of you will be ships passing in the night.”


    We ascended the courthouse steps as I said, “But doesn’t this give you more time with Andre?”


    My sister snorted, an annoying habit she’s had her whole life. “He’s always so busy putting in those long hours at the drugstore ... at least that’s where he says he is.”


    My brother-in-law Andre has worked as a pharmacist for CVS “since it was Eckerd,” as he puts it. While I was sure it was true his hours were demanding, I was equally as positive some of his time spent away from home was to avoid a sometimes overly clinging wife. “I’m sure he is exactly where he says he is,” I said just as we reached the double glass doors, which I opened for us.


    Heather stepped in ahead of me. Viewing her from the back—and her dressed in a floral sundress, odd-shaped freckles splayed across her shoulders—I was reminded of the dream I’d had the night before. I felt an emptiness fall from the middle of my throat to my stomach, missing Mom again more than I thought possible.


    Of all us girls—Jayme-Leigh, Heather, Ami, and me—Heather looked the most like Mom. We all had Mom’s square jaw, china-doll lips, and blonde hair. Ami had more of Dad’s oval face and dark features. In recent years, Jayme-Leigh had taken to dying her hair auburn because—she said recently during a family dinner—as a pediatrician, she was taken more seriously.


    That comment caused me to frown. After all, I’m not only blonde, I’m an educated schoolteacher.


    “So what does that make me?” Heather had asked across the great length of my mother’s dining room table with our father at the head and our stepmother sitting properly at the other end. Quiet and reserved, Anise closed her eyes and shook her head so slightly I wondered if anyone other than me even noticed it.


    Baited for a fight, Jayme-Leigh merely blinked and raised her brow. “Exactly what you are, Heather. A homemaker. And before you start something, I’m not belittling your role within your family.” She looked over at Andre, whose broccoli-filled fork was suspended between his plate and his O-shaped mouth. “I’m sure Andre and the kids would be lost without you.”


    “Why is it,” Heather now said as she dropped her purse onto the belt of the security scanner, “that I always feel the family is trying to convince me of Andre’s undying loyalty or my children’s need for me?” At the direction of the pretty but stoic-faced police officer on the other side of the metal detector, she walked forward.


    I gave a smile to the officer standing at the head of the x-ray scanner as I dropped my purse, my jacket, and my files onto the conveyor belt. “How are you today?” I asked him.


    “Good,” he said, not smiling. “And you?”


    “Good, thank you.” I gave a glance to the officer sitting at the monitor. He looked to be all of twenty-one. Dedicated, his eyes never left the screen.


    I followed my sister’s steps through the metal detector. It went off.


    “Step back through, ma’am,” the officer on the other side of the metal detector said. Her face continued to reflect her no-nonsense attitude.


    My shoulders drooped, but I dutifully went back through. The officer at the head of the belt said, “It may be your shoes.”


    I looked down at the black linen strapped wedge sandals I’d worn in hopes of looking a little less like a teacher and a little more like a serious mother. Whatever that meant. I slipped off the shoes, placed them in a small tray on the conveyor belt, and stepped back through. This time I didn’t set off any alarms.


    Minutes later, Heather and I sat side by side on a hard bench near Hearing Room102S. From our position, which I had purposefully chosen, we had a perfect view of the front door. My body temperature had already started to drop; I eased my arms into my jacket just as the front door swung open, letting in a blast of hot air and blinding sunshine ... and Charlie. All six-foot-three of him.


    “Well, there he is,” Heather said under her breath. “Mr. Suave and Sophisticated himself.”


    I watched numbly as he casually dipped his tanned hands into the pockets of his khaki chinos. Ralph Lauren, I’d wager. He swore by Ralph Lauren. He drew out the contents and placed them in a bowl on the conveyor belt. His wallet and brown leather belt followed. All the while he conversed with the same officer I’d briefly chatted with earlier. To look at them, one would have thought them old chums. Yet I knew the chances were slim they’d ever seen each other outside of this courthouse.


    Charlie stepped through the metal detector but not before sharing a chuckle with both the officer at the head of the conveyor and the one viewing the monitor. Even the stoic-faced officer on the other side seemed to be in on the little joke.


    I absentmindedly chewed on my bottom lip. Beside me, Heather was adding her two cents, but I couldn’t make out a single word she said.


    The metal detector sounded in alarm.


    Charlie smiled, only one side of his mouth going up as he looked down at the officer who I could see was smiling up at him.


    “My gosh, he’s a charmer,” Heather said.


    This I heard. Like I needed to.


    “I know.”


    “Even gray hair looks good on him.”


    “More silver than gray.”


    “What did he do, have one of those tans you paint on?”


    I started to laugh, then muffled it. Charlie returned through the detector, removed a large gold link bracelet previously hidden by a starched long-sleeved white shirt. This time the alarm didn’t go off.


    “Who wears long sleeves in this heat?” Heather said.


    I looked at my arms cloaked by my jacket. “He knows how cold it can get in here.” I glanced at her bare shoulders. “You’ll be freezing before you leave here.”


    She shook her head. “I’m never cold. I think I’m going through the change already.”


    I didn’t comment. I couldn’t. I could only stare at the man I’d once pledged my life and undying love to. He slid his belt through the loops of his pants, adjusted the waist along his narrow hips.


    Oh, Lord ... why does he still have to look so good to me?


    “Would you stop staring at him?” Heather chided. “You act like a timid sophomore ogling the senior quarterback.”


    I pulled my eyes away from Charlie and to my sister. She was right. I was acting like a schoolgirl. “I could shoot him for looking so good,” I said.


    “How much weight would you say he’s lost?” Her eyes followed him as he walked to the other side of the narrow waiting area.


    “Twenty-three pounds exactly.” I looked at Heather, who had turned her attention to me. “I know because he told Cody, who made it a big point to tell me.”


    Heather pulled her eyes away from mine and back to Charlie. “Not to say that he couldn’t have stood to lose a few pounds. Your good cooking had fattened him up. Nothing wrong with that...” Her voice trailed in the mix of courthouse chatter. “I thought you told me you didn’t need an attorney for this.”


    “We don’t,” I said. “We’re just seeing a general magistrate.”


    “Then who is Charlie talking with? Isn’t that his attorney?”


    I swung my head around to face the other side of the room. Sure enough, Charlie’s ruthless attorney stood next to him with his wheeled catalogue case at his feet. “Alex Jansen,” I whispered. I looked at Heather. “My attorney said this was going to be easy. All I had to do was express to the G.M. what the children have told me, show some of Charlie’s emails between him and the kids and him and me, present the evidence of the private detective I hired, and ask that his visitation this summer come with stipulations.”


    “Stipulations? Personally, I’d ask that the court never let him see them again.”


    My mouth gaped. “I’m not trying to keep him from his children, Heather,” I said. “I’m simply asking the court to remind him that he should keep his partying to the times when the kids aren’t with him. He’s setting a bad example of adulthood. One we promised we’d never set for the boys.” Of course, we’d promised a whole lot of other things Charlie had conveniently forgotten.


    Heather opened her mouth in rebuttal, then closed it. Her attention shifted to the doors again. “What is she doing here?” she said when she found her voice.


    I looked over. Anise was stepping up to the security conveyor.


    “She volunteered,” I said, keeping my eyes on the forty-nine-year-old gentle beauty who’d captured our father’s heart. Their marriage had done as much to shake the core of our family as our mother’s passing only a few months before their nuptials. “I couldn’t hurt her feelings and say no.”


    “I could have.” Heather’s shoulders squared, and she pressed them against the wall behind her.


    When Anise spotted us, she smiled, then cut her eyes over to where Charlie stood watching her. Almost imperceptibly, she held up a finger as if to ask us to wait one minute, then stepped to our right, walking toward Charlie and Mr. Jansen.


    Heather sighed so loudly I expected the front doors to blow open from the inside out.


    “Shhhh,” I said.


    “What does she think she’s doing?”


    The question was rhetorical. Anise was not the kind of person to draw lines in the sand. Family was family, no matter what. Charlie, in Anise’s way of thinking, was the father of two of her step-grandchildren.


    Her grandchildren. Neither Chase nor Cody remembered my mother, their biological grandmother. Anise had bestowed as much love on my sons as she did everyone she came into contact with. While Heather would never fully forgive Dad for his hasty marriage to Anise, I couldn’t fault him. Her gentleness was, in many ways, an exact replica of Mom’s. And, while Mom had been a stunning beauty, Anise’s loveliness was earthy.


    I watched now as Anise reached Charlie. He cupped his hands around her upper arms; she rested hers under his elbows. They exchanged the briefest of hugs, a kiss on the cheek, then drew back. I watched as they spoke ... as Alex Jansen looked on, concern flashing across the sharp features of his face. But then Anise turned to Alex, extended her hand in introduction, and I smiled in spite of myself as the shadow from his face lifted. He, too, now smiled easily. His shoulders fell in defenselessness.


    Heather continued to grunt.


    “Heather, hush.” I looked at her. “I don’t need any problems here.” I could sense more than see Anise coming toward me, so I turned to greet her with a smile I knew she’d return. She moved like a ballet dancer, feet shod in flat slippers, the hem of her full olive green linen skirt flowing along her calves. She wore a long-sleeved, pin-striped cotton blouse barely visible behind an oversized shawl. A gold collar pin winked in the filtered sunlight.


    When she reached us, I stood. Heather remained seated.


    Anise hugged me in the same manner as she had Charlie. She whispered, “You look marvelous. Strong and sure of yourself.”


    I stepped back as Anise peered around me. “Heather,” she said. “Hello.”


    “Hi, Anise.” At that Heather stood. “I have to find the little girls’ room.” She looked around as if she actually needed to go. “Any idea where it is?”


    I sighed. “It’s exactly where it was the last time you were here, Heather,” I said. I nodded toward Charlie. “It’s that door just past where Charlie and Mr. Jansen are standing.”


    Heather swiveled toward me as she took her first steps. “I guess I’ll have to make nice talk with Charlie.” Her dramatic flare was almost comical.


    When she was no longer in earshot, Anise said, “I’ve blown it with her again.”


    I returned to my seat, and she took Heather’s place. “Don’t worry about her.”


    “I’ve tried so hard to be her friend but...” Anise raised her delicate hands, then dropped them back into her lap. They lay cupped together as though one supported the other.


    “I know.” It was all I knew to say. At forty-nine—only eight years older than me, and twelve years older than Heather—she certainly could have been one of our peers. While I do admit to having been shocked by Dad’s sudden marriage, I wanted him happy. While two emotions conflicted within me, I eventually allowed the latter to win. Heather had not. Jayme-Leigh remained much too wrapped up in her own life to share any opinions. Although, I reasoned, her pediatric practice was in Dad’s office. She had more reason to stay neutral than the rest of us. Ami, the baby, was in her mid-teens when Mom died. Anise became the healing balm she needed, filling every gap Mom left behind. Back then, Ami was showing extraordinary talent as a ballet dancer. Anise—though not nearly as gifted—had spent the better part of her childhood in a dance studio. This gave them a common ground on which to build a lasting foundation.


    The heavy double doors leading to the courtroom opened. A commanding bailiff stood in the gap, clipboard in hand. “Klein,” he bellowed. “Anyone here for Klein? We’re ready to get started.” Then he looked around at the mass of others waiting for their legal fate as a handful of people walked slowly toward the courtroom. “Be with the rest of you shortly. Just sit tight.”


    I blew a pent-up breath from the deepest part of my lungs. My chest actually hurt.


    “Are you all right?” Anise’s hand came to rest on mine. “You’re trembling.”


    “Yeah,” I answered. “It’s just that...” I looked at my hands and then to Anise. “Yesterday I received papers that Charlie is countersuing me.”


    Anise’s face showed concern. “For what?”


    “Spring break.”


    “You mean, them not going to his place?”


    I nodded as I pressed my lips together. “If Charlie asks for that time back, that will mean him getting the kids five weeks instead of four.” I closed my eyes and tried to imagine. My sons. Away from me for thirty-five long days. Twenty-eight days was bad enough.


    Anise patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Just tell the truth about what happened.”


    But I couldn’t help myself. Unwillingly, I allowed my eyes to trail the length of the room, along the pattern of the marble floor, to Charlie’s polished shoes. I raised my eyes up the height of him, focusing briefly on the narrowing of his hips and waist, knowing with a wife’s familiarity the once-before and now-again rock hard abs beneath the crisp white shirt. When my eyes found his face, I jumped. He was looking directly at me.


    But his eyes held not one of the emotions of the kind and loving man I’d married. These were the cold, distant eyes of the man I had divorced.
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    It was nearly 4:00 before our name was called.


    “Tucker,” the bailiff bellowed.


    I sucked in my breath as I always did in these moments, then reached for my files and purse I’d placed on the bench beside me. Father, be with me, I prayed. But no matter what happens, I trust you.


    We walked into what had become a familiar place. The red carpet, the maple furniture. The high ceilings, the stark white walls. The blinds at the windows, blocking the outside sunshine. The general magistrate’s “bench” where large books and stacks of papers and files were scattered in disarray. The polished but worn spectator benches behind the petitioner and respondent’s tables, which were separated by a podium.


    It had become almost too familiar.


    Two judicial assistants and two police officers were in place, waiting to begin. Being the first to enter, I walked to the far table, placed my files on it, and looked for the general magistrate. I had asked for G.M. Lane. She always played fair in her courtroom by keeping calm control over cases—family cases and those involving children being the worse for rages or outbursts of violence—and she was a mother. The other times I’d had to come before her—both concerning Charlie’s failure to pay his child support in a timely fashion—she had cautioned us about our attitudes toward each other. She reminded us that we were both parents to our wonderful sons. She told me how lucky I was to receive any child support at all, then warned Charlie about playing the “oops-I-forgot” game.


    “I won’t play those games with you, Mr. Tucker,” she had said, expressing her ruling in a thick Caribbean brogue. Her honey brown skin looked radiant under the fluorescent lighting, and the rows of braids shimmied as she spoke.


    I looked forward to seeing her again. Just knowing she was sitting in front of us would calm me, I knew.


    Charlie was taking his place, and his attorney beside him. I looked over my shoulder to see Anise and Heather sitting together but not close. Anise’s eyes were closed, and I knew she was praying. My stepmother lived her faith quietly, but there had never been any doubt of its strength within her.


    A side door opened—the door leading to the general magistrate’s office—and I turned my attention to the front with a smile. But instead of the expected G.M. Lane, G.M. McPherson stepped out.


    I bit my bottom lip and sucked it into my mouth. This was not good.


    I looked over at Charlie, who gloated as he peered back at me. He knew as well as I did that McPherson always sided with the fathers.


    One of the young judicial assistants, dressed Florida casual, stood as the general magistrate sat, robes billowing around his paunchy frame. “Stand for the oath, please,” she said.


    Charlie and I stood.


    “Please raise your right hand...” She waited as we complied. “Do you solemnly swear or affirm that the testimony you shall give will be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”


    The words were spoken rapidly, but we knew what they were. What they meant.


    “I do,” I said, hearing Charlie say the same beside me.


    “Go ahead and be seated, please,” Mr. McPherson said. “I’m sure you are both aware that Ms. Lane was to be on the bench this afternoon. She’s been called away on a family emergency, and I have been asked to sit in on her cases.” He smiled—a Cheshire cat grin cutting into fleshy cheeks—while I groaned inwardly. “I hope you don’t mind.”


    “Not at all, sir,” Charlie said.


    I remained silent. I trust you, Lord.


    Mr. McPherson looked down at the papers before him. “This is a case of Kimberly Claybourne Tucker versus Charles Samuel Tucker, case number one-zero-zero-zero-fourteen-sixty-seven.” He looked up. “Mr. Jansen, are you here to represent Mr. Tucker?”


    “I’m here if he needs me, sir.”


    His eyes shifted to me. “And you are without representation, Ms. Tucker?”


    “I...” I cleared my throat. “I was told I wouldn’t need representation.”


    My voice scarcely sounded like my own.


    His eyes widened. “All right, then.” Another look at the paperwork before him and he continued, “This matter of contempt was filed by the petitioner, Ms. Tucker, on May 13th...” I tried to hear the words, each one, and to not focus on Charlie sitting so close to me, smelling like expensive department store cologne, looking better than he had in years. Why did this man, who’d hurt me so bad, have such an effect on me? Still.


    Stop it, Kim.


    I blinked, determined. “...notice was sent to Mr. Tucker...” The words of the general magistrate jarred me back into the courtroom. I blinked toward Mr. McPherson, who looked at Charlie. “...and he is present.” He shuffled the papers of our file together, clasped his hands, and continued. “The parties have been sworn. Ms. Tucker, you may proceed.”


    I glimpsed at the files I’d placed on my table. “Your honor,” I said, “the defendant and I divorced a little over a year ago. Since that time I have had to come back to this courtroom three times because Cha—Mr. Tucker got behind on the ordered child support.”


    “Your honor,” Mr. Jansen said. I turned to see him shift in his seat. “The issue of child support is not why we are here this afternoon and is not relevant.”


    “He’s right, Ms. Tucker. Unless you brought that issue up in the contempt forms, you’ll have to stay away from that topic.”


    I felt my cheeks flame. “Yes, sir.” I cleared my throat. “The reason I’m here today is that my husband is awarded four weeks of the children’s summer break, beginning May 31st of this year. In our divorce papers—which I have here—we were ordered that if we—Charlie or I—started dating other people, we would not do anything in front of the children that would be deemed improper.” I extended a copy of our divorce settlement to the bailiff, who in turn handed it to Mr. McPherson.


    “All right,” he said. I was silent as he took a moment to study the paperwork. “Continue.”


    “Recently,” I continued, pulling a paper from the file marked Evidence Obtained by C. Jefferson, “our oldest son came home from a weekend visit, telling me—”


    “Hearsay,” Mr. Jansen barked.


    “Don’t tell me what someone else has said, Ms. Tucker,” Mr. McPherson warned.


    My shoulders slumped. “What if I have proof?”


    “What kind of proof?”


    I slipped the folder Correspondence/Charlie and Kids out from under the file marked Correspondence/Charlie and Me. “I have an email between Chase—our son—and his father.”


    “Your honor,” Mr. Jansen said. “I’d like to see that, please.”


    Mr. McPherson looked at Mr. Jansen so fast, his jowls quivered. “When I’m done, Mr. Jansen.”


    I handed the copy of Chase and Charlie’s correspondence to the bailiff.


    “As you can see, our son emailed his father voicing his concern about his father’s extracurricular activities while he and his brother are with their dad. He told his father he was uncomfortable seeing his father with one girl during one weekend visit and another girl the next.”


    I heard Charlie snort.


    How dare he?


    “He also voiced his concern that his father often goes out during their weekend visits, leaving the boys with his parents—their grandparents—and that he doesn’t return until the early hours the next day.”


    Mr. Jansen, who had been passed the email, interrupted. “Your honor...”


    “Hold on, Mr. Jansen. When you are talking—if you are talking—I won’t allow her to disrupt you.” He looked at me again. “Go ahead, please.”


    I pulled another piece of paper from my files. “This is an email from my ex-husband to Chase, expressing his concern that our son feels that he can dictate to him what he can or cannot do as an adult.”


    “I can appreciate that,” the general magistrate said.


    I paused, then reached into a new file as the bailiff returned the correspondence between Charlie and Chase. “This is an email to Mr. Tucker from me,” I said, “in which I tell him that Chase had come to me about the emails he and his father had exchanged. In this email”—the bailiff took the paper from my extended hand—“I remind Charlie—Mr. Tucker—that our divorce agreement states we are not to do anything in front of the children—”


    “Yes, yes,” Mr. McPherson cut in. “You mentioned this. Ms. Tucker, tell me, what do you deem improper? Because from where I’m sitting, simply dating doesn’t seem improper.”


    It was a question I had not expected. “Well ... I ... I think that when the boys—Chase and Cody—are with their father, he can forgo his little ... escapades.”


    Charlie moved beside me. “Oh, come on...”


    I turned in time to see Mr. Jansen place a hand on Charlie’s arm. Client looked at attorney, who shook his head, demanding compliance.


    Mr. McPherson said, “Mr. Jansen...”


    “It’s okay, sir. My client apologizes.”


    Mr. McPherson turned his attention back to me. “Is that what you are here to ask, Ms. Tucker?” He held up one of the papers I’d handed to his bailiff. “I have a very vague order here in a divorce decree. What is an escapade to one is nothing more than a date to another. Do you see the problem I have with this?”


    I straightened my back. “Yes, your honor, but don’t you think some things are obvious?”


    “Like what, Ms. Tucker? The boys are going to their grandparents’ while your ex-husband is out on a date. Is there anything I need to know about your ex-in-laws? Are they dangerous criminals?”


    Charlie’s parents were Ozzie and Harriett. Ward and June. Jim and Margaret. Good Christian people—owners of a landscape design nursery—who had worked hard to rear a decent family and who didn’t deserve anything negative even being hinted about them. I’d not previously discussed any of this with them. I felt that—with Charlie being their son—their allegiance would naturally fall to him.


    “Of course not,” I said.


    Mr. McPherson turned to Charlie. “Mr. Tucker, are you bringing women into your home, exposing your sons to any type of sexual conduct or misconduct?”


    I looked at Charlie, who was looking straight at me. Without batting an eyelash he said, “Of course not.” He returned his gaze to the G.M. “Your honor, I love my sons.” He swallowed. “You mentioned my folks. They’re good people. They’ve worked hard to build a family business and to rear three sons who work equally as hard. They taught us Christian values, and I want to pass those along to my boys just as they did to my brothers and me.”


    I furrowed my brow then opened the final file on my table. Facing Mr. McPherson, I said, “Sir, not to take away from his parents—who are fine people—but I have hired a private investigator who reports that Mr. Tucker goes out a lot, drinking in different bars, leaving with different women...” I opened my mouth to continue but nothing more came out.


    “Ms. Tucker,” the G.M. said, “could it be that you still have feelings for your ex-husband and what this is really about is that while you don’t want him, you don’t want anyone else to, either?”


    Again, I fell silent, stunned. Tears stung my eyes. I tried to focus on Charlie, then Mr. McPherson, and then Charlie again. “No, sir,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Any feelings ... any love ... I ever had for Charlie died when he told me he was having an affair.” I swallowed again. “The day I begged for counseling and he asked for a divorce.”
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    “Ms. Tucker,” Mr. McPherson droned, “allow me to stop you and tell you what I think.”


    I immediately became silent.


    “What I think we have here is jealousy in its pure and simple form.”


    I opened my mouth to protest, but the G.M. raised his hand to stop me. “Don’t say anything else, Ms. Tucker. I have the floor now.” He looked at the papers before him again and then back at me and Charlie. “The two of you are adults—at least I presume you are—and you are the loving parents—which is obvious—of two fine boys. Ms. Tucker, your husband asked for a divorce, which you clearly did not want.” He tapped the papers. “But it seems you didn’t get your way on that. So now you want control over your ex-husband’s whereabouts. What he does and who he does it with. Should I presume you haven’t dated since the divorce?”


    My face grew hot. I blinked and willed myself not to cry. Date? Who had time to date with a full-time teaching job, two active sons, a large home to keep up, family who demanded so much time. If weekdays were about work and the boys, weekends were about the house, family, and church. Besides, every male I knew was a pal of Charlie’s; none of them were about to ask me out. “No, I haven’t dated anyone,” I answered.


    “Well ... I think your boys will be just fine with their father during his visitation with them.” He looked at Charlie. “But, Mr. Tucker, I should warn you; these boys are obviously old enough to spill the beans on you and old enough to be molded by what you do. Remember that you do have influence over the character they’ll develop in this life. Make your time with them about them, okay?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You understand what I’m getting at?”


    “Absolutely, sir.” Charlie’s voice didn’t quiver at all. I dared to look at him again. His jaw was firmly set.


    “Your honor,” Mr. Jansen interrupted, “we’d like to bring up the matter of the countersuit.”


    The general magistrate looked from Mr. Jansen to his bailiff, who reached over the expanse of the desk and pointed. Mr. McPherson’s eyes followed the bailiff’s finger, then he picked up a fresh sheet of paper. “What is this about?” He sounded exasperated; I hoped that would be to my benefit.


    “If I may,” Charlie began, “my ex-wife managed to keep the boys from me during this past spring break vacation. I’m asking that the week I lost be tacked on to my time with my sons during summer break.”


    Mr. McPherson looked at me. “What do you have to say about this?”


    I placed my hands on the table and leaned forward. “Our sons told their father they didn’t want to go with him for the week. They had an opportunity to go with my father and stepmother to Cedar Key—they have a house there—and when they asked their dad, he okayed it.”


    “Mr. Tucker?”


    “That’s not entirely true, your honor. The boys talked to me about it, but I never said it was okay. If they told their mother that, then I guess I’ll have to have a little talk with my sons.”


    “Charlie,” I blurted.


    “Ms. Tucker...”


    From behind me I heard Anise’s gentle shushing, like a mother calming her child.


    I quieted my mouth and my heart as best I could.


    “Mr. Tucker, what happened after you realized your sons would not be joining you for the week?”


    Charlie leaned forward and rested his forearms against the table before him. “I called my ex-wife a number of times...”


    I opened my mouth to protest but refrained.


    “I drove past the house, but I didn’t see my wife’s car. I even tried to call Chase on his cell phone, but it always went straight to voice mail. Of course, once I found out that he was in Cedar Key it made sense. Cell service isn’t always good there.”


    “Your honor, my ex-husband most assuredly did tell our sons that they could go. Our sons are not liars, and I resent the implication that they are.”


    “Ms. Tucker, I think we both know that children will tell tall tales to get what they want.”


    “Not my sons.”


    “Spoken like a true mother. Now, what about Mr. Tucker’s implication that he tried to call you?”


    “If he did, my phone never rang. Well, I mean my phone rang, but I have caller ID, and I didn’t see any evidence of him calling the house.”


    “I called your cell,” Charlie said.


    I looked at him and then back to the general magistrate. “Or my cell phone.”


    “It was always off. You can’t say your phone registers calls when it’s off. Your phone is just like mine, remember? And I know mine doesn’t.”


    “Then why didn’t you leave a message? Or call the house?”


    “Ms. Tucker...”


    “I’m sorry, sir. This is the kind of thing he is notorious for doing.”


    Charlie chuckled quietly beside me. “Notorious...”


    “Mr. Tucker, keep your comments to yourself, please.”


    I turned back to see Charlie’s reaction. Mr. Jansen’s look warned Charlie to be quiet. Charlie nodded.


    “Now, Mr. Tucker, what do you say to this?”


    Charlie raised his hands, then dropped them. “I’m sorry, your honor. I didn’t leave a message because I was married to my wife for sixteen years—my ex-wife, excuse me—and I know her.” He looked at me, then quietly added, “Probably better than she knows herself. She turns off her phone so she can say there was no communication thereby keeping herself innocent in all this.”


    I shook my head. I knew this tactic and I knew it well. He attempted to show the G.M. his tender side. That he loved me. Or had loved me very much at one time. As I had loved him.


    “As for the house, like I said, I drove by and didn’t see her car in the driveway so I assumed she was with the boys and her parents.”


    “My car...” I started to say to Charlie, then turned to the front. “My car was in the garage, your honor.”


    “Mr. Tucker?”


    Again Charlie raised his hands and dropped them. “We always parked in the driveway.”


    “Before the divorce, yes. After, no. With Mr. Tucker’s stuff gone—which took up every square foot of space in the garage—I am now able to park in the garage.”


    “All right,” Mr. McPherson said. “I’m ready to rule on this. Mr. Tucker, would you like to make up the time you lost?”


    “I would, sir.”


    “All right, then. Ms. Tucker, I am ruling on behalf of Mr. Tucker on this issue.”


    I felt my heart sink to my stomach, my legs turn to rubber.


    “Mr. Tucker, when does your summer visitation begin?”


    “Next Monday, your honor.”


    “Then let the record show we are extending his four weeks to five beginning next Monday, May 31st, and concluding...” He looked at his assistant.


    “Five weeks is Monday the 5th of July.”


    Mr. McPherson looked at Charlie. “Bring them home on Sunday evening, typically?”


    “Yes, sir, 6:00. But that’s the fourth and a holiday.”


    “Then we’ll make it Monday the 5th at 6:00. And Mr. Tucker, I do not want to hear that you spent these weeks with women while your boys spent time with your parents. Spend the time with your sons, you hear me? This time is precious, and believe me, it’ll be over soon enough.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Ms. Tucker, I take it you won’t try anything to keep him from his sons.”


    I started to protest. I’d not done that ... ever. But to say so would only be spouting words into the air. I merely shook my head.


    “Court is dismissed then. You are free to leave.”
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    Forty minutes after my being sworn in, Heather, Anise, and I stood by Anise’s car—a glacier pearl Nissan Murano—staring at one another as though in shock. I pretended not to notice when Charlie and Mr. Jansen walked across the parking lot, Charlie strutting like a peacock to his car, which he’d parked right next to mine. I kept my eyes focused on a crepe myrtle, though peripherally I could see all I needed to. I heard the chirp-chirp of the car’s alarm system being deactivated and the car door click open.


    “Tell my sons I’ll call them later tonight,” he called out.


    I turned my face from the sound of his voice, my chin to my shoulder. “Oh, God,” I whispered to the asphalt below my feet. “How could this have happened?”


    Heather cleared her throat, and I looked at her just in time to hear Charlie’s car purring to life. “What?” I asked, the word barely making it past the knot in my throat.


    She looked down at her watch. “I hate to commiserate and run, but I’ve got to get back home before the kids do and...”


    I looked at her hands. They trembled.


    I nodded. “I understand. Thank you for being here.” My voice cracked over my last words.


    My sister wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “It’s going to be all right, you hear me? We’ll spend the entire five weeks pampering ourselves. We’ll go shopping and we’ll lunch together. We’ll lay out by my pool every day and we’ll get manis and pedis once a week.” She drew back, cupped my face in her still shaking fingers, and said, “And for one whole week we’ll go to the beach. My treat.” Then she blushed. “Well, mine and Andre’s.”


    I nodded. Bless her for this, even though I knew it would never happen. Not all of it anyway.


    “Okay, then.” She leaned over and kissed the side of my mouth. “I love you. You know that, right?”


    I nodded again. Then she turned, said a brisk “good-bye” to Anise, and was on her way.


    I collapsed against the Murano. “What am I going to do?” I asked as the sobs overtook me.


    Anise immediately took the place Heather had occupied earlier. In the arms of my sister I felt loved, but in Anise’s I felt safe. “You will begin by coming to the house for dinner tonight.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t, Anise. I can’t.”


    Anise took me by my shoulders and shook them ever so gently. “Yes, you can. Your father insists upon it.” The way she said “insists” made it sound more a command than a kind invitation.


    “When did he say that?” I asked between tears.


    “Earlier today. He said that no matter what happened today, he wanted you and the boys to come to dinner.” She kissed the side of my head. “And so you shall.” She linked her arm with mine then escorted me to my car. “Where are the boys?”


    “Home, I presume. Unless they went to a friend’s to play.” My chest heaved several times. “Oh, Anise, how am I going to tell them?”


    We’d reached the car then, and she pressed me against it as if to let go would be the worst possible thing to do. “Tell them what, Kimberly? That they’ll be spending time with their father this summer?” Her gray eyes stared firmly into mine. “Charlie may not be thinking clearly, but he won’t hurt them. Not physically, anyway. You talk with them before they go and be sure to speak with them after. Any emotional damage you’ll just have to deal with. That sounds awful, but it’s the way of it.” She sighed. “Kim, you’ve raised them well. They’re good boys. You’ll see. They’ll be fine.” She smiled. “Besides, give Charlie enough rope, and he’ll hang himself.”


    I blinked the final tears away from my eyes. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, if he is as much of a playboy as I suspect he is, then he’ll soon grow tired of two boys underfoot.”


    I gave a half-smile. “True.”


    “I think the judge in there was pretty direct in his order that he spend five whole weeks with Chase and Cody. Now, who do you think will be more anxious for them to come home? You or him?”


    And with that, I giggled, though my heart was shattering into a million fragmented pieces.
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    One thing I would say on Charlie’s behalf: he’d given me remarkable sons. They were very much the image of their father, in stature and in coloring, though Cody’s hair was streaked with blond, like mine. Over the years family members had teased, saying, “If you hadn’t carried them, we’d be surprised to hear they were yours at all.”


    But they were mine. They were my heart. My reason for getting up in the morning, for going to work every day, for coming home at night. They were my reason for breathing, especially since their father had left our—at one time—perfect family.


    Thinking of them, and thinking back over the sixteen years of my marriage, I wondered—I wondered again—what I had done wrong. Where I’d failed as a wife to Charlie.


    It had all been so idyllic. We’d met at the Christmas party of a mutual friend my junior year of college. At six-three, Charlie towered over nearly everyone else in the festive and warm room. I’d noticed him immediately, and he was equally drawn to me. Or so it seemed at the time. We wondered how we could have not met each other until then, but thanked God that he’d brought us to each other when he did. During that Christmas break we were nearly inseparable. No matter where we went, our dates were spent talking. Talking about everything. I shared things that were from the deepest parts of myself. He did the same. By the time I’d returned to college, we’d met each other’s families and decided to be exclusive.


    At Easter, Charlie—already employed by his family business—snuck a simple one-carat diamond ring into one of the plastic eggs in the basket my mother had sentimentally placed at the foot of my bed while I slept. The next morning, Charlie joined us for breakfast before services so he’d be with me as I explored the treasures snuggled in the Easter grass. He grinned as he pointed to first one egg and then another. “What’s in that one, Miss Boo?” he’d ask, using the name that always earned him a smile. “What about this one?” until finally he pointed to the egg holding the ring.


    With the opening of a plastic egg, we were engaged. And then, that year when the church was decorated spectacularly for Christmas, my father escorted me down the long aisle of the First United Methodist Church where, with me in a gown fit for a princess and the two of us surrounded by family and friends, we’d pledged our lives, our love, and our loyalty, each to the other. For a lifetime.


    Or so I thought.
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    My sons were waiting at the door leading from the garage and into the house. Their faces were expectant ... and handsome. Our golden retriever, Max, stood between them. I opened the car door and climbed out, deciding to leave the files where they were for the time being.


    “Well?” Chase said.


    I forced a smile as I walked toward them. “Let’s go inside, okay?”


    Cody looked pensive. “Does that mean you lost?”


    As if my heart could break more than it already had, it fractured one more time. I placed my hands on their shoulders and turned them toward the inside of the house. “All I want to do right now is get out of these shoes. We’ll talk in my room. Deal?”


    Both boys hung their heads as we rounded the corner of the hallway leading to the in-law suite and then came into the foyer. Our footsteps and Max’s pawsteps echoed on the polished oak flooring and up to the high ceiling. With me between my sons, we took the stairs one at a time. “What did you two get into while I was gone?”


    “I went to Jared’s for a while.” I looked at my son. At fourteen, Chase was beginning to show signs of manhood. Fuzz on his chin and over his lips. A deepening in his voice. Hair in the pit of his arms.


    “And what about you, Cody?” I ruffled the soft, straight hair that crowned his head like a halo.


    He shrugged. “Read mostly.”


    “Good book?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Do you want to tell me about it?”


    “Not really,” he answered with a shrug.


    We stepped from the curving staircase and sank into the plush carpet leading to the bedrooms and the room Charlie once used as a home office. An entire year and a few months since he left and I’d done nothing more than close its door. Anise insisted we turn it into a room where the boys could gather with their friends—especially as they got older, she said—but I wasn’t sure I wanted a bunch of teenagers that close to our bedroom.


    My bedroom. The master suite I’d once shared in passion with my husband. Ex-husband.


    My sons followed me into the room I’d redecorated after Charlie’s departure. Before, it had been a reflection of our lives together. Now, it was a picture of my attempt at independence. I sold the mahogany bedroom set Charlie picked out for us and replaced it with a contemporary taupe upholstered platform bed with matching dark-wood retro furniture. I pulled up the carpet and had hardwood floors laid. The only accessories were milk glass; the only framed artwork for the walls was 16-by-20 framed black-and-whites of my sons—taken by my mother at the house in Cedar Key when Chase was a toddler and Cody a newborn.


    Those pictures would stay with me forever; they were her last gift to me.


    My sons ran to the bed and plopped on top of it while Max found his place at the foot of the bed. He curled around himself once before plopping to the floor with a sigh. “I’ll be right back,” I said, then slipped into the dressing room. Minutes later I was wrapped in an ankle-length cotton robe tied off at the waist. I joined the boys in the middle of the bed and tucked my feet up under me.


    “Okay,” I said with a sigh. “Cody, there’s no winning or losing with this.”


    “What does that mean?” he asked.


    “It means that you boys will spend five weeks with your father this summer—”


    “Five?” Chase was quick to realize an extra week had been added. “How did that happen?”


    I wasn’t about to tell my sons that their father lied in court, that the extra week was because of the spring break fiasco. If they found out, it would be from Charlie. “Well, I told the judge everything we’ve talked about ... about how Dad dates when you’d rather he be hanging out with you guys,” I answered. “And the judge—who is very smart—told your dad to behave and to enjoy his time with you.” I closed my eyes. They burned from the stress of the day. “I’m sure,” I said, opening them again, “your father has learned his lesson and will be more attentive to you from now on.”


    “Like before?” Cody asked. “When we all lived here as a family?”


    “Yes,” I said. I leaned over and kissed his soft cheek. “Like before.”


    Chase’s shoulders slumped. “We’ll never be a family ... it’ll never be like it was before.”


    I sat up straight. “That’s not true, Chase. Your dad will always be your father. And I will always be your mother. And you and Cody will always be brothers. That makes us a family.”


    Cody’s bottom lip trembled. “But what if Dad marries one of those girls he’s always going out with? What if they have babies?”


    I cupped his chin in my hand. “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Quite honestly, it was all I knew to say. The idea of Charlie remarrying never occurred to me.


    Chase, who was more man than boy, it seemed, slid off the bed and faced me. “So, what’s the plan?”


    “Well,” I said, joining him. I extended my hand to Cody. “First, Mom is going to take a bath.”


    “Get that courtroom smell off ya?” my youngest asked.


    I touched the tip of his nose with my finger. “Yes. In the meantime, you boys go wash up. We’re going to Pop’s and Nana’s for dinner.”


    “Cool,” Cody exclaimed.


    Chase crossed his arms. “Mom, you know what I mean. When do we have to go to Dad’s?”


    “You get to go to your father’s on Monday. You’ll be back the 5th of July.”


    I watched his face as he calculated the days. Resigned, he said, “Let’s go, Code.”


    “’Kay.” Cody’s shoulders slumped as he trudged toward my bedroom door. He was halfway to his room by the time Chase reached the hallway.


    “Chase?” I called after him.


    He turned, placed his hand on the door frame, and said, “Yeah, Mom?”


    I walked the distance separating us. “Listen. The judge said that Dad isn’t supposed to spend his five weeks with other women, leaving you guys with your grandparents. In other words, Dad has to be present and active in these five weeks. I figure he’ll have you at work with him during the days, but the nights belong to you and Cody, you hear me?”


    He nodded.


    “I want you to promise me that you’ll call me every chance you get. Let me know everything is going as it should, okay?”


    Chase smiled as though he’d been chosen top man for a secret mission. “Got it, Mom.”


    The knot in my throat grew a little larger. “I love you, son.”


    With that, he slipped his arms around my waist—my son, who is as tall as me—and whispered, “I love you too.”


    [image: ]



    Anise’s meals were healthy. Fresh vegetables—deliciously prepared with proper seasoning—were practically the centerpiece of the dinner table. In the years since she married Dad, I’d never seen anything but poultry and fish on the meat platter.


    And never fried.


    For some reason, despite being typical boys, my sons loved eating Anise’s food. If I prepared the same dishes, they would balk, but in Anise’s kitchen a freshly snapped string bean was like shoestring fries. So, as soon as we arrived, they bounded toward the kitchen to see what needed to be done in final preparation.


    I, on the other hand, went to my father’s den, where I knew he’d be, where he’d always gone after a long day of taking care of everyone else’s children. For the hour between his arriving home and the dinner meal, Dad stayed secluded in the masculine warmth of his own cave. Mom used to say he was decompressing. Heather joked that he was decomposing. I just counted the minutes until he emerged so I could feel his arms around me, his masculine strength blending with the feminine love Mom brought into every room she ever graced with her presence.


    I tapped on the rich wood of the six-paneled door as I swallowed hard. “Dad?”


    My father’s baritone voice called out, “Come in.”


    I cracked the door open and peeked in. Dad sat in his favorite easy chair, legs stretched out with his stocking feet crossed at the ankles and resting on the ottoman. His reading glasses were perched on his nose. A medical journal was spread loosely by the fingertips of his hands. The years had barely touched him. Even now, with the evening sunlight streaming in from the window beside him, he looked more sixty than seventy.


    He gave me his best “I heard all about it” look. I tucked my chin to my chest and slipped inside, closed the door, and leaned against it.


    “Hey, Boo,” he said. “Come sit.”


    I looked up to see him push the ottoman an inch or two forward before placing his feet on the floor.


    I did as I was told.


    “Anise told me what happened.”


    I kept my eyes on my hands. “It was brutal, Dad.”


    “She also said Charlie lied to the judge.”


    I looked up at my father. “I don’t want the boys to know.”


    Dad leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees. “Not telling them is the right thing to do.”


    I felt a couple of tears slip down my cheeks. “What I don’t understand is why Charlie is so angry with me. What did I do wrong? I was a good wife. A good mother.” As perfect as you’ve always expected me to be. As I’ve always expected of myself.


    “I’m sure you were, Kimberly.”


    My tears fell faster. Dad pulled a handkerchief out of the back pocket of his pants and said, “There, now...”


    “Dad.” I took the handkerchief and wiped my nose. “Can you tell me something?”


    My dad’s soft blue eyes looked like sapphires in the room’s light.


    “Why do they do it, Dad? Why do men stray?”


    The natural tan of his skin flushed. “Kim...”


    “I’m not saying you would know from experience. But men talk, don’t they? Like they do in high school? And these days, middle school? You know, locker room gossip.”


    Dad smiled at me. “I’m not sure men gossip, Kim. Exaggerate, yes. Gossip, no.”


    I wiped my nose again. “You know what I mean,” I said with a half smile.


    Dad cracked his knuckles, first on one hand, then the other. His shoulders were hunched, making his face look rounder, his cheeks rosier. “Boo, if you were my son, I’d answer you one way. A little more locker room talk, since you brought that up. But you are my daughter, and I’m just not sure how to answer this question. I can’t imagine anything you did to cause Charlie to stray much less to give up on your marriage.” He shook his head. “Your mother—God rest her soul—and I didn’t always see eye-to-eye, and sometimes we fought like enemies rather than lovers, but I could have never walked out on our marriage.” He looked away. His eyes shifted back and forth as though he were pondering something. When he looked back at me, he added, “Not for any reason.”


    I glanced out the window. When the house had been built, two years after my parents’ marriage, Dad’s den window provided an angular view of the street we lived on. Within a month, he’d planted a long row of sago palms that kept the view tropical without blocking the sunlight. Now, with an afternoon storm threatening to come as it always did this time of year, I watched their fronds shimmy in the warm breeze.


    “I know you’re thinking about a lot,” Dad said. “And I want to add one more thing.”


    I turned back to him. “What’s that?”


    He stood, walked over to the antique rolltop desk against the opposite wall, and pulled open a drawer. When he returned to the chair he dangled a key from between his index and middle finger.


    Not just any key, a house key.


    Not just any house, the one on Florida’s west coast.


    “What’s this?” I asked, knowing the answer full well.


    “I want you to go to Cedar Key while the boys are with Charlie.”


    I stood. “What? Go to Cedar ... why would I go to Cedar Key?”


    A tap on the door brought Dad to his feet and me to swirl around to face Anise as she stuck her head in. “Dinner is almost ... oh. I see you’ve told her already.”


    She walked in, leaving the door ajar, and crossed the room to my father. Like butter over hot toast, she slipped her arms around his waist, bringing her body close to his. He kissed her temple and said, “I only got as far as telling her I’d like for her to go.”


    I stepped away from the two of them and over to the bookcase where my father’s priceless collection of first editions was displayed in alphabetical order, according to author. “You’d like me to go? But why? I haven’t been to the house in years. Not since...” I couldn’t finish it. Couldn’t say it.


    “Your mother died.”


    I nodded.


    The kids had gone with their grandparents, but not me. There was too much of Mom there. Too many memories. Too many of her photographs.


    The one thing Mom and I shared—that none of her other daughters were interested in—was photography. When she was a child, it had been the connection between her and her father, a professional photographer. The only thing they had in common, she told me. Mom made sure that was not the case with us.


    When I was eight years old, she’d slipped a Kodak 110 in my Christmas stocking along with a package of cube-shaped flashbulbs. While the relationship between the camera and me was somewhat disastrous (I kept cutting off the very thing I was trying to photograph), Mom said I had “the eye for photography.” By the time I was twelve, I was shooting with a basic .35mm, and by age fifteen I had a case full of lenses, filters, and a bulk loader for rolling my own film. While my friends participated in a variety of sports, I stood on the sidelines and photographed them. I became the official photographer for any and all high school events, which made me feel satisfied, as though I’d participated in them. Volunteering to photograph my senior prom allowed me to say no to any guy who asked me to be his date. Mom finally demanded that I at least allow my cousin—who was a year younger than me—to escort me because “no young lady should ever go to a dance unescorted.”


    It was their effort. Not to make sure I went to the prom with a date but that I continue to move forward after that past summer in Cedar Key.


    And Steven.


    “Dad,” I said, breathless. “I’m just not sure I...”


    Dad crossed his arms as Anise’s arm fell from around his waist. She said, “I’ll stall dinner.”


    She left the room.


    “Tell me something, Boo.” His voice was firm but kind. “What’s keeping you from the beach house? You always loved it there when you were a kid.”


    I shook my head. “When I was a kid, yes. But really, Dad. I’m a grown woman now. What in the world would I do there all by myself, day in and day out? It’s not like I’m a teenager killing time with Rosa or Heather.”


    Or Steven.


    “Good point, but what do you plan to do in Glenmuir? What do you have planned for the long weeks the boys are with their father?”


    “Well ...” I said, pacing a few steps along the bookcase. “I thought I’d read.”


    “You can read in Cedar Key.”


    “And I thought I’d work on my lesson plans for next year.”


    “You can do that in Cedar Key too.”


    “Heather and I have talked about doing some girl things ... you know, like manis and pedis and shopping trips.”


    My father raised a brow.


    “Dad, why is it so important to you that I go to the coast?”


    Dad looked at his feet and sighed. “Do you remember Eliana?”


    “Of course I do.” I smiled at the thought of the housekeeper and her raven-haired daughter. “Remember when Rosa and I pretended we were sisters as though there wasn’t a difference to be found?”


    Dad’s eyes met mine. “There wasn’t. I always taught you girls never to look down on anyone because of their station in life.”


    “And we haven’t. Well, maybe not all of us...”


    Dad grimaced. “Jayme-Leigh. If that girl weren’t so smart and such a good doctor, I’d swear she wasn’t mine.” He chuckled as though only to himself.


    I smiled at him. “So, back to Eliana.”


    “She passed away recently.”


    “Oh, Dad. I didn’t know...”


    “Rosa called. Her mother still went to the property every week to clean it—did you know that?”


    “No.”


    “I’ve paid her year-round whether we were there or not. A house has a way of getting dusty and moldy when its owner isn’t around.”


    I forced a smile. “So then? Why do you want me to leave mine?”


    “I need to hire someone else now. I want you to take care of it for me.”


    I blinked. “But you and Anise go for part of the summer. Why not do it then?”


    “There are some things I need to take care of here before I can go.”


    “What kind of things?”


    “Work related, Kimberly. Not for you to worry about.”


    “If they are work related, why not let Jayme-Leigh take care of them?”


    He shook his head. “These are things I have to handle, Kim.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Look, sweetheart. I need you to do this for me, okay?” He sighed. “I’ve always been able to rely on you, haven’t I?”


    “Of course but ...” I put my fists on my hips. “This really has nothing to do with Eliana, does it? It has more to do with getting me to Cedar Key. Away from here.”


    “Let’s face it, Boo. Remember last year when the boys spent part of their summer with Charlie? You were like a caged animal. You drove us all a little crazy and yourself even more.”


    That much was true.


    “And it’s only going to be worse this year,” he said.


    “And you think that by doing this little thing for you—finding a replacement for Eliana—I won’t worry about my sons?”


    Dad shook his head. “Oh no. You’ll still worry, but...” He winked at me. “Have you forgotten the magic of Cedar Key?”


    I took several deep breaths, thought about the question, and answered it honestly within my own heart before answering my father. “Yes, Dad. I have.” I looked at my sandaled feet, wiggled my toes. “But I haven’t forgotten that summer. Have you?”


    “No, Boo. I haven’t forgotten. But maybe it’s time to build some new memories.” When I didn’t answer, he added, “If the house goes too long without someone to keep it up, no telling what it’ll look like by the time Anise and I get there in July.” He sighed for added drama.


    “It won’t be that bad.” We stared at each other until my resolve broke. “Okay, Dad. I’ll go to Cedar Key; I’ll find a replacement for Eliana. But then I’m coming straight home.”


    Dad chuckled as he wrapped an arm around my shoulder and steered me toward the door and dinner. “Promise me one thing, Boo.”


    “What’s that?”


    “That if you want to stay, you will.”


    I stopped long enough to kiss his cheek. “I promise, Dad. But I won’t want to stay, so don’t be disappointed.”


    Dad smiled. “We’ll see. Like I said, there’s magic along the marshes of Cedar Key. You just need to be reminded.”
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