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Epigraph




“Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul and sings the tune without the words and never stops at all.” —Emily Dickinson
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Chapter One




Dreams that won't come true ache like broken promises. A heart’s deepest desires adrift in a gust of howling wind—we struggle to grasp them, praying our wishes become reality, but someone always steals them away like a selfish thief. The painful longing bores deeper, yet our bewitching ray of hope never dims. 


      ***The conjoined Banfear triplets bent around a large trash can at the side of the stage and retched. The three identical sisters, Elliana, Bellamona, and Gabriella, took deep, controlled breaths, attempting to banish their overwhelming anxiety. All three were petrified of what was to come.

A pretty, auburn-haired woman in a red dress and white sneakers encouraged them. “You can do this,” she cheered. She pulled the girls away from the garbage bin and ruffled Mona’s shaggy, shoulder-length blonde hair, but improving it was hopeless. “Girls, you’d have a much better chance of making friends if you worked harder on your appearance. Some makeup would cover your acne.” She inspected their outfit and cringed. 

The triplets wore a handmade white T-shirt with three collars and six short sleeves. Each girl had the face of a member of the pop-rock vocal trio, the Bee Gees, on her chest. Gabby was born connected to Mona’s left side, while Ellie was attached to her right. Most people didn’t realize the girls were conjoined until they observed their five-foot-wide shirt up close. Then, it all became clear.

The woman bent closer to the triplets, who stood an inch above five feet. She pulled down on the bizarre garment, attempting to enhance it, but eventually gave up. “I guess this’ll have to do. Ellie, Mona, Gabby, please listen closely.” 

Six amber eyes peered at the former college cheerleader. 

She pointed to the stage. “Walk out there and be courageous and assertive. Fight the fear. Show those kids that the Banfear triplets will be heard.” 

“Okay,” Mona said, her voice trembling.

A television news reporter posed at the edge of the stage in the packed Hollywood High School auditorium. Her short chestnut hair and coral dress shone under the bright lights. A young man positioned himself in front of her, with a video camera mounted on his right shoulder. The kids behind her screamed and waved. A dazzling teenage girl with blonde hair tied in a neat ponytail stood beside the journalist. Her violet pantsuit accentuated her tanned skin, while her perfect teeth were as white as the pricey pearls around her neck. A stern man in a black designer suit that matched his perfectly coiffed hair waited beside her.

The reporter raised her microphone. “This year, the wildly popular TV talent competition, Your Shooting Star, will debut its teen edition. After hundreds of auditions, producers have chosen the top five bands to compete for fame, fortune, and the right to call themselves America’s Teen Shooting Star. One of the contestants, Empress, is composed of students from Hollywood High School. With me at the school’s year-end concert is Twyla-Violet Higgins, the lead singer of Empress, and her father and manager, renowned attorney Edward Higgins. Her band will soon close the show at this annual event. Twyla-Violet, how does it feel to be in one of the five groups chosen to compete on this famous TV show?”

“It’s a supreme honor. Since age four, I’ve dreamed of winning the competition and launching a successful show business career. With the new teen edition, I can begin my march to superstardom sooner.”

Smiling, the reporter paused until the screaming crowd quieted. “Many of our viewers will remember you from the popular Lemon Quench soft drink commercial that catapulted you to instant stardom eight years ago. But just as fast, your career as a child model fizzled. Do you see the televised competition as a chance to stage your big comeback?”

Twyla-Violet bit her tongue and hid her contempt for the ignorant ninnyhammer. “I was eight when I starred in that commercial. I’ve come a long way since then.” She looked into the camera. “Empress will become America’s Teen Shooting Star for 1978.”

The reporter turned her head sharply and peered at the triplets, who were still absorbing the auburn-haired woman’s motivational speech. “Are those the conjoined girls who appeared on The Marsha Gibraltar Show?” Before Twyla-Violet could reply, the journalist hurried away with her cameraman in pursuit of a bigger story. 

If Twyla-Violet’s cold, blue eyes could deep-freeze human tissue, the Banfear triplets would instantly become three conjoined snow girls, never to uglify her beautiful world again. She emitted a guttural squeal of frustration. “Those loser freaks,” she muttered.

“Handle this situation now,” Edward barked at his daughter, and then walked away.

The reporter shoved her mic in Mona’s face. “You’re the Banfear triplets.”

Wide-eyed with fright and intimidated by the camera’s light, she replied, “Yes, ma’am.” 

The reporter moved the mic to the woman standing beside Ellie. “Are you their mother?” 

“I’m Audrey Tanner, the school’s guidance counselor. I’ll also be the band chaperone on the teen edition of Your Shooting Star.” 

The reporter turned back to Mona. “Tell us how your life has been since you appeared on Marsha Gibraltar’s TV show in 1970.”

Mona shrugged. “We’ve grown up like normal kids.”

The journalist shook her head. “But you’re not normal kids—you’re quite special. The world wants to know more about the extraordinary lives of the only conjoined triplets ever documented.”

Ellie looked at the floor. “Our lives aren’t extraordinary.”

“And we’re not special,” Gabby said softly.

Twyla-Violet and her drummer, Brenda, a muscular girl with long red hair, stood behind a drum riser onstage. Three stools were positioned thirteen inches apart behind a small orange drum kit. An orange electric guitar and an orange bass guitar sat on stands in the rear corners of the foot-high platform. Three vocal mics on short boom stands had been placed around the drums. Twyla-Violet turned the pegs on the guitars, detuning them, while Brenda used her tuning key to detune the drums. Three female students, working as stagehands, stood in front of the drum riser and pretended to adjust the mics to hide Twyla-Violet’s treachery from the audience.

The reporter got nosy. “Why haven’t you girls undergone separation surgery after all these years?”

Audrey gave her a cutthroat gesture. “The girls are performing next.”

Annoyed, the journalist and her cameraman walked away.

Audrey broke into a cheer dance, jumping up and down, kicking her legs, and waving imaginary pompoms in her hands. “Go, triplets! Go! Go, triplets! Go! Go, triplets! Go!” 

The embarrassed sisters glanced around them, hoping no one had seen their guidance counselor make a public spectacle of herself on their behalf. 

“Extremely motivating,” Mona lied. 

Four male students pushed a wheeled drum riser holding Empress’s extensive drum set, which sparkled with violet metal flake, and parked it behind the triplets. 

The crowd stomped the floor with loud, synchronized impatience.

Mona pulled her sisters into a U-shaped huddle. “Ignore their laughs and focus on our performance,” she whispered. “We might finally win them over.”

Skeptical, Gabby and Ellie frowned.

Audrey gestured for the girls to go. “You’re on!”

The triplets slipped sideways like a long caterpillar between the wall and Empress’s drum riser. They shuffled onstage to the rear of their equipment, their knees shaking inside blue bell bottoms. 

The stomping died down to nerve-wracking silence. Some kids in the audience snickered at the triplets, while others laughed loudly.

Gabby and Ellie strapped on their guitars and placed the stands on the floor behind the drum riser. Ellie played a left-handed bass so that her headstock wouldn’t be in Mona’s face. The girls stepped carefully onto the rear of the platform and sat on the drum thrones. 

Mona removed a pair of drumsticks from a bag that hung from the floor tom and mumbled into her mic, “Hello, everyone. We’re the Banfear Triplets.” The teenagers’ cackles grew louder. “We’d like to play ‘Boogie Child’ by our idols, the Bee Gees.” She struck a two-count on her hi-hat.

The triplets kicked into the song, played it as they had done countless times in their garage, and sang like sweet songbirds.

The dulcet tones of their melodious voices surprised the audience. 

A girl in the front row with braces, black pigtails, and a crimson-and-white HHS Math Club T-shirt jumped from her seat and shrieked, “Sing it, sisters!” 

Mona freaked. Her drums sounded like she was hitting a barrel of oil with a baseball bat, but she never flubbed a note singing. Gabby quickly tuned her screeching guitar while she sang the Bee Gees hit in perfect three-part harmony with her sisters. Ellie sang like a pro and adjusted her bass guitar, which sounded like a bowling ball bouncing down a staircase. Mona’s lead vocals were superb, and she played the drums with precision, but the audience howled with laughter at the harsh sound of their out-of-tune instruments. 

Their sole fan—the only one who cared—frowned at her rude classmates while she whistled and cheered, attempting to turn the tide of humiliation drowning the Banfear triplets.

The monitor engineer on stage left, a tall boy with short dark hair, grinned. Twyla-Violet kissed his chiseled, handsome face. He changed the EQ settings on the sound console, causing squealing feedback each time the triplets attempted to sing into their mics. 

The three girls looked at him, pleading for help with their eyes, but kept performing. 

The boy scratched his head and pretended he didn’t understand what was wrong. 

As the ringing in the sound system became more piercing, the kids in the audience put their hands over their ears and winced in pain. 

Twyla-Violet smirked at the pitiful triplets she despised, enjoying their embarrassment. 

Audrey dashed to the monitor console and glared at Twyla-Violet, confident that she was the architect of the sabotage. Twyla-Violet strolled away, grinning gleefully. Audrey pantomimed an angry protest over the loud noise to the sound engineer, who pretended to search for a solution.

Throwing in the towel, Gabby jerked the cable from her guitar. Ellie ripped out her jack plug and slung the guitar cord behind her. Mona threw down her drumsticks and bumped elbows with her sisters, prompting them to stand. Humiliated, Ellie led their sideways leap from the riser. But she ran too fast, yanking on the part of flesh and cartilage that joined her to Mona at their sides. Mona screamed in pain. Gabby grimaced and yelled in agony as Mona jerked her off the platform.

They zipped around the stage curtain like a baby squirrel being chased by a hawk and crashed into the shiny, violet kit belonging to Empress, knocking drums off the riser in every direction. The triplets hit the floor, their guitars clanging beneath them.

Brenda stared at her wrecked drum kit in shock as her face smoldered with anger. 

Twyla-Violet stormed up, towered over the triplets, and screamed, “Look at what you did to our drums, Caterpillar!” 

Terrified, the girls crawled away from the furious bully.

Twyla-Violet planted her violet boot in front of them. “Stupid, ugly Caterpillar!”


      ***Gabby turned their Volkswagen van into the two-lane driveway of their house, two blocks from Hollywood High in Los Angeles. Born as the triplet on the left, she was the only one able to drive. They had bought the vehicle with money they earned working as seamstresses over the past four years. The fifteen-year-old bus was affordable, and the front bench seat fit them comfortably. It was pink and white, resembling the Cadillac once owned by Elvis Presley, the king of rock ’n’ roll, who had died unexpectedly ten months earlier. Papilio Seamstress Services was stenciled in white letters on the pink paint of the front doors. Beneath each logotype was a white logomark of three conjoined butterflies with two forewings and two hind wings. 

Gabby drove past her father’s blue Ford station wagon, always parked in the right lane out front, past the left side of their white ranch house with gray trim to the matching two-car garage in the rear corner of their spacious backyard. At the end of the driveway, she parked alongside a four-foot-high olive-green fence and gate, which extended twenty feet from the corner of the garage to the corner of the house, and then killed the engine. The triplets gazed through the windshield at the garage.

Ellie sighed. “So much for finally winning them over.”

“At least we tried,” Gabby replied.

Mona, the fulcrum in the middle, always in charge, nudged Ellie to exit the vehicle. “Let’s unpack our instruments after we put dinner in the oven.”

The triplets eased out of the front door on the right side onto the concrete driveway. Ellie opened the side door, passed two Bee Gees lunch boxes to her sisters, took the third one, and closed the door. They went through the gate into the backyard. When they entered the rear entrance of the house, an enormous white mass of fur bounded toward them. The Great Pyrenees lost his footing, slid across the green linoleum, and nearly knocked them over. The empty lunch boxes crashed to the floor. The dog erupted into a blissful fit at the sight of his beloved friends. 

“We missed you too, BeeGee,” Mona said.

The girls hugged and kissed the big dog, then followed him to the arched doorway of the den that had been their father’s home office for as long as they could remember. 

Benson sat at his desk reading a thick manuscript on a wooden desktop easel. He tapped away on an IBM Selectric typewriter he had placed in front of it. A photograph of Benson and his triplets as children was placed beside the machine. As handsome as a movie star, Benson had shaggy blond hair and rare amber eyes, two traits he had passed on to his three daughters. A classical guitar made of spruce leaned against his desk, while oak bookcases covered three walls from floor to ceiling. One was filled with Benson’s favorite literature, written in the foreign languages he had mastered. Another contained his cherished classical, jazz, and rock ’n’ roll records. The third shelf was packed with 8mm and Super 8 home movies of his daughters, which he had been shooting since their birth. Bach’s Chaconne from the Partita for Violin, No. 2 revolved on the turntable, filling the den with captivating music.

“Hi, Dad,” the triplets said in unison as they entered behind BeeGee.

Benson looked up from his work. “Papilio, you’re home.”

The girls moved sideways behind their father, each kissing his right cheek. 

Mona observed the manuscript. “Anything new in the world of literary translation?”

“I’m struggling to meet this tough deadline, but I’m enjoying translating this Spanish novel into English. It’s an exciting spy story set during the Spanish-American War but a very long book that also needs editing. It’s a tough dual job.” Benson picked up his guitar and played along to the record. “I’m still miffed I couldn’t attend your concert, but I couldn’t reschedule my meeting at the publisher. The author is only in town from Madrid for a day. And they’re pushing me hard to deliver this manuscript early so I can start on another promising novel they’ve acquired. I’ll be working day and night for the next six and a half weeks. But tell me, Papilio, was your performance brilliant?”

Mona looked at Gabby, then Ellie, and said, “Everyone loved us.”

Benson put down his guitar and jumped from his chair. “I’m so proud of you. As you know, I performed in that concert each year I attended Hollywood High.” He pulled his daughters around him in a half circle and hugged them. “I’d bet your friends are as pleased as I am.”

Ellie nodded. “They took us to Starbright Café, that new place that opened in January, for strawberry milkshakes.”

Gabby smiled up at Benson, who towered over them by a foot. “Fun celebration.” 

Benson released them. “I’m thankful you have so many good friends.”

Mona took a deep breath of hope but braced herself for more disappointment. “Dad, did you have your monthly update call with the private detective? Any news about Mom?”

Benson's smile faded as he sat down. “I spoke to him earlier today. I’m sorry, Papilio, but he hasn’t learned anything new.”

Ellie rubbed BeeGee’s back. “Maybe something’s preventing Mom from coming home; she could be seriously ill.”

BeeGee looked from Benson to Papilio as if he could sense their pain.

Benson wrung his hands. “I know you don’t want to hear this, Papilio, but she might have another family by now, which might prevent her from coming home. Did you ever consider that?”

Mona frowned. “She’s still married to you.”

He peered at his daughters. “Children born out of wedlock are common in this day and age.”

Gabby glanced out the window above Benson’s desk. “We can feel her out there.”

Benson sighed in frustration. “You might be feeling a ghost.”

“She’s not dead,” Ellie insisted, becoming upset.

Benson turned back to his typewriter. “I’ve got work to do.”

“We’ll find her,” Mona proclaimed, “one way or another.”


      ***Papilio entered the garage, moving crabwise through the standard door. BeeGee trailed behind them. Their favorite place had enough musical equipment to outfit the Hollywood High School band. The album cover of the Saturday Night Fever soundtrack was propped on the workbench beside a record player. The girls had painted the carpet with red, blue, and yellow squares to resemble the multicolored disco dance floor depicted on it. Quadraphonic speakers hung on chains beside little white spotlights in the room’s four corners. A large mirror ball dangled from the ceiling. Barry, Robin, and Maurice Gibb smiled at the triplets from a large poster on the roll-up door.

“Can’t wait until Your Shooting Star begins on Sunday,” Gabby said.

Ellie chimed in, “One day, after Dr. Greene finally separates us, we can go on the show.”

“Competing would be amazing,” Mona said, “but sometimes I wonder if the surgery will ever happen. I don’t even want to attend our annual physical in four days; the dread of more disappointment is unbearable.” She looked up at the disco ball above them as though it were a crystal ball illuminating the future. “I can see us now on Your Shooting Star, separated and normal like the other girls. Everyone loves us, and no one ever makes fun of us again. Mom sees us on TV, famous and victorious, and is no longer ashamed of us. She’s so proud of us that she finally returns home.”

BeeGee looked at the shiny ball, then at Mona, and snorted loudly.

“Let’s pretend,” Gabby suggested, flicking the switch for the fluorescent lights and flipping up another one.

The four white spotlights beamed at the revolving mirror ball, spinning bright stars around the space. Two red floodlights set the room afire like a disco inferno.

Ellie led them behind the drums they had set up earlier while the chicken roasted in the oven. “Singing always makes us feel better when our hearts are blue.”

Papilio sat on the stools, surrounded by a small but adequate sound system. Mona picked up a pair of sticks from the snare drum and twirled them in her fingers. Gabby and Ellie strapped on their guitars. 

Mona glanced at the Bee Gees poster and told their imaginary audience, “We’re the Banfear Triplets, and we’re proud to perform ‘Night Fever’ on Your Shooting Star.”

Papilio tackled the hit song and sounded tight. They sang in perfect harmony, enjoying the brilliant music of their favorite band, which made their lonely lives worth enduring. Mona played the small drum kit effortlessly, holding down a solid beat. Gabby and Ellie leaned into her and drew passion from their guitars. Their union of three filled the garage with musical magic.

BeeGee, their companion for the past eight years, reared like a stallion and barked in appreciation. The colossal disco dog danced on his hind legs to the music as the bright stars from the mirror ball flew around him like a swarm of fireflies. His 160-pound body glowed red from the fiery disco lights. 

Papilio smiled at him, pleased to make their only friend happy. 

BeeGee stumbled and fell forward onto the drum kit, causing the cymbals and microphones to fall over. The loud popping of mics hitting the floor boomed through the PA system. The girls stopped playing and covered their ears. The dog landed on the snare drum, practically knocking Papilio backward off their stools.

“BeeGee!” the triplets exclaimed in unison. 

Papilio stood and carefully helped him off the drum set. The snare drum fell over, striking the floor with a loud bang. 

BeeGee stepped away from the kit and sat on his haunches in front of the wrecked equipment, refusing to make eye contact with Papilio. The triplets maneuvered around the drums and leaned in front of the dog. BeeGee lowered his head in shame and extended his right paw to Mona. 

She took it and kissed his regal crown. “Don’t worry, big buddy. We’ll always love you, but try not to be so clumsy all the time.” 

BeeGee licked her chin, whimpered, and wagged his tail.

Papilio stood tall, their heads high, and basked in the roaring applause of their fictitious fans. They then joined hands, bowed deeply, rose, and triumphantly held their arms high in their lonely disco. 

The counterfeit glory rushed through Mona like adrenaline. “Thank you for making us your shooting star!”








  
  
Chapter Two




It was late, and Benson had gone to bed exhausted. In the workroom across the hall from their bedroom, Papilio admired three full-body dress forms clothed in exquisite stage costumes. The matching outfits included blue flares and black belts adorned with blue rhinestones. The shirts were made of blue silk satin with pointy collars and round buttons of blue, iridescent mother-of-pearl that shimmered under the soft glow of three photography lights. Personalized fabric labels, made with love, had been sewn inside each garment. The triplets had learned the clothing sizes of the three Gibb brothers from a fan magazine. 

Mona peered through the viewfinder of a Canon 35mm camera mounted on a tripod. She zoomed out wide and focused the lens on the three mannequins. “We can start our professional design portfolio with these pictures.”

Behind Papilio, wooden shelves built by the girls contained fabrics of every popular type and color, as well as spools of matching thread, rolls of pattern paper, and a wide variety of buttons, zippers, and lace. At one end of the room, a worktable was home to three Singer sewing machines and three cushioned stools. Clothing patterns, made for them and their clients, hung from hooks on the white wall. Two garment racks near the door held an array of clothes newly completed for customers. Another table for cutting patterns stood at the room’s other end. Beneath it, BeeGee snored, his furry front leg draped over his favorite soft toy—a sheep named Shelly that Papilio had made for him.

“Where are we mailing these costumes for the Bee Gees?” Gabby asked.

Mona zoomed in on the middle costume and captured the image. “The rock magazine said they’re currently recording at Criteria Studios in Miami.” She clicked another picture. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone working there will give our package to them.”

“We could call the studio,” Ellie suggested, “and tell them to expect an important parcel with new stage costumes for the Bee Gees.”

Gabby smiled. “Good idea.”

Ellie looked at the 1978 calendar on the wall above their sewing machines. “I wonder how long it’ll take for our gifts to arrive.” 

Mona snapped another shot. “We’ll have to ask the nice lady at the post office, but I doubt it’ll take more than a week.”

“Maybe we’ll win the jackpot,” Gabby quipped, beaming. 

“And the Bee Gees will hire us to design outfits for their next world tour,” Ellie finished, grinning wide.

Mona stopped shooting. “If that happened, we could afford to pay a dozen private detectives to scour the country for Mom.”

Ellie’s eyes watered. “Forever we dream.” 

“Forever we dream,” Mona and Gabby repeated.


      ***The faceless woman ran through the moonlit night. An enormous, gray, bat-like creature with the head of a rabid coyote and molten eyes stalked her. She screamed as the shadow of the behemoth grew around her, descending upon her. Three conjoined monarch butterflies with fierce humanoid features plunged toward the dark beast, but the monster was faster than lightning. Hell captured the defenseless woman in its razor-sharp talons and flapped away.

Like someone had stepped on the tines of a rake, Papilio sprang up from their pillows and screamed, “Mama!”

Footsteps pounded down the hallway. The door opened. Benson turned on the lights. He ran to their bed. “Are you okay, my angels?”

Papilio squinted. “Another nightmare,” they said softly.


      ***The yellow morning sun rose outside their bedroom window. Papilio sat on the edge of the king-size bed and tied their white sneakers. Mona tapped elbows with her sisters, signaling for them to stand. They rose and zipped up their white bell bottoms. Each girl wore a plain white bra bought from the Sears catalog. On each side of Mona, a flesh-covered mass of cartilage joined her to her sisters. The connections were about thirteen inches long and thirteen inches in diameter. They extended from the bottom of Mona’s rib cage and connected to the same places on her sisters. The links were firm, like fire hoses plump with flowing water. Yet they had enough flexibility to allow the girls to snuggle on the couch while reading great novels or screaming through monster movies on late-night TV.

Papilio opened the sliding door of their closet and removed a pink blouse from three coat hangers. Homemade, it had three white collars and six short sleeves, accented with white trim. Carefully, the girls pulled the blouse over their heads and pushed their arms through the sleeves. As soon as they were old enough to talk, the self-taught seamstresses understood that they were doomed to a life of their father’s fashion fiascos unless they learned how to sew.

BeeGee waited patiently at the bedroom door for his girls. 

Drawing and painting supplies were scattered across a round table in the center of the room, with a painting easel next to it. 

The Encyclopedia Britannica strained the bookcase against the right wall. Papilio had read every page. The shelves below it held medical books containing anything related to the separation of conjoined twins, including articles Dr. Greene had written in medical journals about the inoperable Banfear triplets.  

A second bookcase displayed their favorite horror, romance, and fantasy novels, as well as books on astrology and tarot reading. 

A third one held every Bee Gees album released thus far, along with an extensive collection of records from other popular performers, including Diana Ross and the Supremes, Elvis Presley, The Everly Brothers, Fleetwood Mac, Dolly Parton, and Mellow Jaguars. 

The room’s left wall was covered in sketches and paintings of the Bee Gees that Papilio had created. 

From a long table underneath the picture wall, Ellie picked up the newspaper their father had read after eating the breakfast of bacon, scrambled eggs, melon, avocado, and toast they had made for him earlier. “Horoscope time,” she said, eagerly opening it. “‘New friends could be made today, Aries. Keys to important puzzles may surface. Love floats in the spring breeze, and dreams could come true.’”

Mona smiled. “Sounds like a groovy day ahead.”

“I dig it,” Gabby agreed.

Ellie dropped the paper on the table and frowned at Mona. “I don’t want to go to school. After our performance yesterday, we’ll be a laughingstock.”

Mona looked across the room at their reflection in three full-length mirrors mounted beside the bathroom door. “As much as I love learning, I never want to go back to that school.” 

“So tired of being the butt of everyone’s jokes,” Gabby said.

“We could easily pass the test to skip the last two years of high school and go straight to college,” Ellie pointed out.

“Slam dunk,” Gabby said.

Mona asked Gabby, “Should we play hooky today?”

“Definitely.”

Mona gestured at the phone on the table. “Make the call.”

Gabby pulled the phone closer to her. Her lips moved without making a sound, practicing what she would say. She hit the speakerphone button, and the dial tone sounded. Gabby reduced the volume a few notches so their father wouldn’t hear the conversation, then pressed seven numbers on the keypad. She cleared her throat and listened to the line ring, waiting for an answer.

“Hollywood High School administrative office,” a female voice said.

Gabby jolted. In a perfect impersonation of her father, she said, “Hello. This is Benson Banfear.”

“How are you, sir?”

“I’m fine, thank you, but I wish I could say the same for my daughters Bellamona, Elliana, and Gabriella. They’ve come down with a spring bug. I’ll have to keep them home today.”

“All three of them?”

Gabby rolled her eyes. “Yes, ma’am. They’re conjoined, as you may know. When one gets sick, all three get sick. When one stays home, they must all stay home.”

The sound of a file cabinet door opening and papers ruffling rattled through the small speaker. “They sure have missed a lot of days this year.”

Their father’s bedroom door slammed shut down the hallway. The girls froze with fear.

“Hello. Mr. Banfear. Are you there?”

Their father’s footsteps walking back to his office grew distant.

Gabby leaned them closer to the phone and said in her voice, “My girls—”

Gobsmacked, Mona threw up her hands.

Gabby faked a cough. “Excuse me, ma’am,” she said in her father’s voice. “I may have caught the same bug.” She regained her composure. “My girls are prone to illness because of how they were born, but they’ve always had perfect grades. And they won’t miss anything but foolishness on the last day of school.”

“Please mail us a signed sick note for their file, Mr. Banfear. It can’t wait until school resumes in three months.”

“Not a problem. Have a wonderful summer.” Gabby pressed the speakerphone button, ending the call.

“That’s one valuable talent,” Ellie said.

Gabby blew the fingernails on her left hand, rubbed them on her blouse, and grinned with pride. “I should go on the Johnny Carson show.”

Mona looked to her right at Ellie. “You should forge the sick note now.”

Ellie grabbed a pad and pen from the table’s drawer, wrote a short lie, and forged their father’s signature at the bottom. 

“You’ve gotten good at that,” Mona praised her.

Ellie removed a stamped envelope from the drawer, already addressed to the school from their father. She folded the letter, stuffed it inside, licked the gum seal, and closed it.

Mona snatched the envelope and put it in her pants pocket. “Let’s get those costumes for the Bee Gees and get out of here before Dad wonders why we haven’t left for school. We’ll take the package and the sick note to the post office before heading over to Mrs. Lopez’s house. She won’t mind us coming early and won’t think to ask why we’re not in school.”


      ***Before sending the neatly packed box of stage costumes on a first-class journey to sunny Florida, with all of their hopes and dreams included, Papilio kissed it for good luck, hoping, by some miracle, their gifts would make it into their heroes’ hands.

Mrs. Lopez was an elderly, longtime customer who had discovered Papilio Seamstress Services four years earlier when she saw their flyer posted in her local dry cleaner’s. When the triplets arrived at her one-story courtyard apartment building on their pink triple bicycle, the woman was immediately impressed by the determined young girls. Benson had taught his daughters to weld the three bikes together and install a storage box in the back, proudly displaying the new company logo they had designed. When they rode through their neighborhood, the triplets always caused a stir with the lookie-loos.

Papilio sat on the three stools in the back of their van, parked in front of Mrs. Lopez’s apartment building on La Brea Avenue. The windows and the side door were open, providing airflow through the vehicle on the hot spring day. The middle and rear bench seats had been removed and stored in the back corner of their garage. Two rows of wooden shelving, which reached the windows behind them, were stuffed with various fabrics and other necessary seamstress supplies.

Papilio had bolted their mother’s old Singer treadle sewing machine to the floor behind the driver’s seat. Benson told them that the antique gadget had originally belonged to their late grandmother. When Liz became pregnant, he fished it out of the garage for her to make clothes for the baby growing inside her—little did they know what was coming. It was one of the few stories Benson had ever told Papilio about their mother, and the deep pain was evident in his eyes.

While they worked, Papilio sang “Jive Talkin’” a cappella. Mona pedaled fast on the treadle with both feet, sending the machine’s needle bobbing up and down. Gabby and Ellie helped guide the hem of a blue dress under it. Mona felt a pop, and suddenly the device stopped working. 

“Fudge!” she exclaimed, followed by a deep sigh. With the back of her hand, she wiped the sweat from her brow.

They leaned backward on the stools and peered under the machine. 

“Belt snapped,” Gabby reported.

Ellie asked Mona, “Should we install an electric sewing machine in the van?”

“Then we’d need to worry about connecting to power unless we decided to spend our dwindling savings on an inverter and batteries. We can buy another belt. Save more, spend less.” Mona took the dress off the sewing machine and instructed Ellie, “Thread a needle, and we’ll finish it by hand.”

Ellie gazed up and pointed at the two-story office building across the street. “Maybe our horoscope’s coming true.”

Papilio stared stupefied through the windows.

Two workers attached a sizable gray sign to the building’s creamy white facade. Thick gold letters on the signage announced the new offices of Doran Investigative Services. 

“Let’s finish this job,” Mona said. “It’s time we got a personal monthly update from Mr. Doran. We’re old enough now to speak to him ourselves.”


      ***The nameplate on the private detective’s walnut desk was engraved in gold. Gunther Doran looked impressive in his expensive, black jacket, and crisp, white shirt. His gray tie, secured with a gold, shiny clip, matched his neatly trimmed hair and mustache. A former LAPD detective, Gunther had spent twenty years on the job before retiring and becoming a licensed private investigator. After finding the missing teenage daughter of a famous Hollywood movie producer and bringing her home safe and sound, Doran Investigative Services quickly became the preferred agency for the rich and famous.

Papilio sat tense and rigid on a walnut loveseat with tan upholstery, which Gunther had moved in front of his desk for them.

“Mr. Doran, have you cracked any big cases lately?” Mona asked.

“Please call me Gun. And I have cracked some big cases lately, but to protect my clients’ privacy, I can’t speak about them.”

“We understand,” Gabby said, in awe of him, hoping he’d finally locate their mother.

“When you’re working big cases,” Ellie inquired, “do you use special operatives like they do on Charlie’s Angels?”

Gun smiled and nodded. “I employ many operatives, but none of them are as beautiful as Farrah Fawcett.”

The triplets exchanged glances, laughed, and relaxed. 

“While you were waiting, my secretary, Connie, dug through my old files and found your mother’s case.” Gun lifted a thin file folder from his desk. “After reading my notes, I can’t tell you more than what I told your father sixteen years ago.” 

The girls formed expressions of profound confusion.

“Something wrong?” Gun asked.

Mona looked at the report in Gun’s hand, then at him, and asked, “Are you telling us you haven’t spoken to our father, Benson Banfear, in sixteen years?”

“Did you believe otherwise?”

Ellie’s amber eyes grew sad. “You haven’t been giving him monthly updates all this time?”

Gun shook his head as his shoulders slumped.

“Hasn’t he been paying you for sixteen years to find our mother?” Gabby asked.

The private eye could tell something was amiss. “Has your father become extremely wealthy?” 

“Dad once mentioned the life insurance he received when his parents were killed in a car crash coming home from their twentieth-anniversary dinner,” Mona revealed. “But he never said how much it was.”

“Even with a substantial discount, it wouldn’t have been enough to keep me working the case this long. And if I hadn’t found your mother in sixteen years, she’s unfindable.”

Mona looked around the room, attempting to understand it all. “We feel like naive fools. For some reason, our father’s been lying to us. Could you please tell us what’s in that report?”

He opened his desk drawer. “I’m not at liberty to—”

“Please,” Mona begged.

When Gun saw the pain in their eyes, he opened the folder and scanned his report as he spoke. “I traced Elizabeth Caitlin Banfear, maiden name Byrne, to New York City. She flew alone from Los Angeles on a TWA flight on Sunday, October 14, 1962. Oddly enough, she didn’t check a suitcase. I found the taxi driver who took her to the Hotel Chelsea in Manhattan, an establishment popular with writers, actors, and musicians. He said she only carried a large purse and barely spoke during the fifty-minute trip from Idlewild Airport. Elizabeth stayed at the Chelsea for two weeks before checking out, and then her trail went cold.”

“How could she just vanish after she left that hotel?” Mona asked.

Gun closed the folder and put it down. “Any number of reasons, some of which aren’t good.”

Mona peered at the report. “We’re not children. Please be frank with us.”

He nodded. “People are harder to find when they don’t want to be found. Elizabeth may have changed her name or appearance for that reason.” He paused and looked at each of them. “You seem like nice girls. I don’t want to upset you, but if your family hires me again to find her, you should prepare yourselves for what I might uncover.”

“Dad thinks Mom might have another family,” Gabby admitted, her voice cracking.

Gun sat back in his chair. “Or Elizabeth could be deceased. If her death was by foul play, the body disposed of, and no one’s looking for her—”

Ellie shook her head fast. “Without proof, we refuse to believe she’s dead.”

Gun gave a faint smile, knowing from his vast experience that missing persons cases often end in deep sorrow. “I hope she’s alive and well. Any new information you could give me?”

Mona frowned. “Our father has always maintained that you’ve never unearthed any information about our mother’s whereabouts but continue to search for her. Why would she leave LA abruptly with only the clothes on her back? It makes no sense. Dad won’t speak her name unless we ask questions—and his answers are always short and vague. We know little about their brief life together.”

“Are there other family members who could provide information?” Gun asked.

“Our parents are our only living relatives,” Mona revealed. “Dad told us that much.”

“We know our mom’s from Tucson, Arizona,” Ellie added, “but we’ve never even seen a picture of her. Dad said he lost the photos he once had.” 

Gabby pointed at the door leading to the waiting room. “For all we know, your secretary’s our mother. Did the police ever discover anything more?”

“My friends and former colleagues at the LAPD deemed the case a runaway wife situation and removed it from their heavy caseload.” 

The triplets shook their heads in disbelief.

He opened the folder, removed a Polaroid picture from a paper clip, and handed it to Mona. “That’s all your father gave me. You may keep it.”

Papilio gasped and peered thunderstruck at the photo. 

Elizabeth knelt in the green grass of their backyard next to a large pile of multicolored beach pebbles. She was barefoot, wore pink shorts and a white T-shirt, and her long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail. She wore gloves and held a garden trowel.

“It’s so old and faded,” Ellie said, choking back tears, “you can barely see her face.”

“I’m sorry,” Gun apologized. “I wish I had more for you.”

“It’s more than what we had,” Gabby said, her eyes glued to the photo.

Mona examined it closer. “She’s planting our butterfly garden.”

“Look,” Ellie said, pointing to the upper right corner of the photo, “that’s us in the background.” 

The newborn triplets, wearing only diapers, crawled on a pink beach blanket under a green sunshade.

Mona put the picture in her brown leather hippie handbag, which had a peace symbol embossed on the side and had once belonged to their mother. “When did you stop searching for her?” 

“Right after the clues dried up in New York. I could’ve kept looking, but your father asked me to stop.”

Ellie put her hands on her head. “Why?” 

“You’d have to ask him.”

A wave of sadness washed over Gabby’s face. “You might’ve found her.”

Mona hung her purse over her left shoulder. “Mr. Doran… Gun, how much would it cost to find her?”

“It’s tough to say how much time it would take, but my rate is thirty dollars an hour.”

Their sad, amber eyes opened as wide as a camera lens at full aperture. 

“Holy mackerel,” Ellie responded. “You must be good.”

“I have a large staff and many operating expenses. I’d also require a six-hundred-dollar retainer to begin.”

Mona shook her head. “Sorry, but we can’t afford that right now. We recently invested in a work van to expand our seamstress business. Is there a payment plan we—”

“There are cheaper private detectives in Los Angeles.”

“No,” Mona refused. “We want the best. And you’ve already worked the case before.”

Gun grabbed a business card from the holder on his desk, wrote something on the back, and handed it to her. “I could give you that discount to help you.”

She read the amount. “We appreciate this, but we’re not a charity case. We always work hard and earn our keep. And we believe in paying a person their fair wage. You won’t get their best otherwise. Thank you, but we’ll get the money somehow.”

“Hold on. Who’s hiring me, you or your father?”

“We don’t want him to know about this meeting,” Ellie said. 

Gabby twisted her hands nervously. “At least not until we discover why he’s lied to us our entire lives.”

“It’s against the law for me to sign a contract with minors.”

Mona thought for a moment. “What if we paid you in cash? No receipt, no contract. You give us verbal updates in person, leaving no paper trail. Could we please do that?”

Gun put the folder in his desk drawer. “My father died of a heart attack when I was six. When I was nine, a hit-and-run driver killed my mother, and I grew up in foster homes. The police never found the person who crashed into her car—most likely a drunk driver. That’s why I became a police officer and then a private investigator. I’ll never stop searching for the driver of that car. I understand your plight.”

“We’re sorry about your parents,” Mona said softly.

“We all have a past to put to rest.” Gun scratched his forehead. “All right, I’ll work for you off the books, but if you tell anyone about it, I’ll have no choice but to call you liars and cease my investigation.”

“You have our promise,” Mona assured him, nudging her sisters to stand. “Thanks for meeting us without an appointment.”

Gun stood. “We’ve met before.” 

The triplets formed puzzled faces. 

“When I met your father years ago, I was still working out of my apartment. Initially, we spoke at your house; the second and final time was on the phone. He had a huge crib in his office. You were beautiful babies, but I saw a deep longing in your eyes.” 

The girls cracked half smiles.

“You were seated in your crib, propped against large, pink pillows, and stared at the front door as if waiting for your mother to return.” 

Mona wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. 

“I’d never seen a man that scared and in as much pain as Benson. It was pretty hard on him back then and probably still is, no matter how much he tries to hide it. He lost his parents, and then his wife left him. That’s more suffering than most men can endure.” Gun walked around the desk to Papilio. “Try to understand that he’s most likely using pain management when he doesn’t want to talk about your mother. I’ve often found that when someone who ran away for a long time finally returns, a lot of heartache comes back with them. Stories don’t often match up, and there’s not always a Hollywood happy ending.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mona said. “We’ll get your retainer as soon as possible.”








  
  
Chapter Three




The offices of the Los Angeles Times bustled with activity. The atmosphere was hectic as workers rushed to meet the publication’s deadline. Energized by their meeting with Gunther, Papilio hurried to the advertising sales desk, determined to earn the money to hire him. 

Mona saw the customer being served, slowed their pace, and muttered to her sisters, “We must be cursed.”

Twyla-Violet Higgins slapped her palms on the counter. “Lady, how many times must I repeat myself? Put that full-page ad in the front of the entertainment section, not buried in the back, or I’ll never buy space in this rag again!” She accepted change from the besieged woman, shoved the money into the front pocket of her tight Calvin Klein jeans, and turned around, almost crashing into Papilio. “For crying out loud! Everywhere I turn lately, you’re spoiling the beauty of my world!”

“Sorry,” Mona said, not making eye contact. 

Ellie apologized to the floor. “Didn’t mean to upset you again.”

“Skipping school, Caterpillar?”

“Unwell today,” Gabby replied.

“Pfft. Who could tell? You look like roadkill every day.” Twyla-Violet stormed away, shoved the glass door open, and blew out of the building like a Texas tornado.

Reeling from the mean girl’s latest verbal assault, Papilio stepped up to the counter. 

A middle-aged Hispanic lady in a green dress sat behind it. She touched the gold cross around her neck and smiled at them, her eyes hoping for kindness. “How may I help you?”

Mona pulled one of their seamstress flyers out of her purse and unfolded it. “We want to place an ad in the LA Times, please.”

“Classifieds? Personals?”

Mona handed her the slip of paper with the details written on the back. “It’s an ad offering seamstress services.”

The woman nodded. “Classifieds.” 

“We’d like to run it for a month,” Mona said, “and see if it produces any new customers.”

As she pecked on a typewriter, the lady read the information aloud: “‘Call Papilio Seamstress Services for all your clothing needs, including alterations, repairs, and custom designs. Our new mobile sewing room will come to you. Please call 213-555-3337 to book an immediate appointment.’” 

On the counter beside her was a mock-up of a full-page ad. A flashy logo—a crown above the word “Empress”—was on top. In bold letters, the words “YOUR SHOOTING STAR CONTESTANTS” appeared across the bottom. In the middle was a professional band photo. Twyla-Violet wore a chic violet dress. A tiara, glittering with fake violet sapphires and white diamonds, sat majestically in her lustrous blonde hair. Her head was raised, her nose upturned, and she looked down upon the readers as if they were fortunate to view Her Majesty, Twyla-Violet Higgins, the Empress of Rock ’n’ Roll. Her four band members, Brenda, Tara, Candy, and Michelle stood behind her. There was no mistaking the star of that rock group.

The lady returned the paper to Mona. “Any other ads to place?”

Mona glanced at Gabby and asked, “Should we spend a little extra and place an ad in the personals?”

Gabby nodded. “Good idea.”

Mona turned her head to Ellie, who replied, “Worth a try.”

“Is the newspaper on sale in New York City?” Mona asked the lady.

“Many of the big newsstands there carry it.”

Mona picked up a pen from the counter. As she wrote on the flyer in the space below the seamstress ad, she muttered the words, “To Elizabeth Caitlin Byrne-Banfear. We love you, Mom. Please come home to us. Papilio.”

The woman’s face betrayed how her heart broke for the triplets.


      ***Gabby parked behind Starbright Café, a small building across from Hollywood High School, on the corner of Sunset Boulevard and North Mansfield Avenue. Ellie grabbed the canvas newspaper delivery bag at her feet, opened her door, and began their careful slide out of the van. Heads down, they crept around the building to the diner’s side entrance.

Mona pointed at the corner opposite them. “Unbelievable.” 

Four workers toiled to complete a gigantic billboard version of the full-page ad that Twyla-Violet had placed in the newspaper. Her likeness in a sparkling tiara was taller than their two-story high school. 

“Gargantuan billboards and full-page ads,” Mona said. “Her father must be spending a fortune.”

“Spoiled rotten,” Gabby scoffed.

Ellie adjusted the newspaper bag on her right shoulder. “She’ll win Your Shooting Star just like she wins the school talent show each Christmas. She’s unbeatable.”

Mona gazed at the towering billboard in awe. “And that thing’s to make sure no one forgets it.”

“We should do our business,” Gabby said, “and scram before Miss Tanner sees us.”

Ellie opened the door, and they slipped through it, aslant but fluid.

Mona surveyed the restaurant in wonder. “I can see why this place is so popular.” 

At the back of the room, tables and chairs were placed in front of a small stage with a sound system. Windows on each side washed the performance area in warm yellow sunlight. A dozen adults ate in peace before school let out, when the café would suddenly fill with chattering, hungry teenagers. The walls were decked with colorful paintings, black-and-white sketches, photographs, and poetry. 

Papilio approached the counter. The display case held cookies, brownies, cupcakes, and pies. The aroma of burgers wafted from the grill, while fries sizzled in the deep fryer. 

A woman with short blonde hair and big green eyes sang “Nights on Broadway” at the soda fountain. 

Papilio joined her, softly singing the chorus.

The woman stopped, turned, and grinned at the triplets. “What a pretty picture.”

Papilio returned her welcoming smile. 

“Vivian’s my name.”

“I’m Mona.” She motioned to her left. “This is Gabby.” She nodded to her right. “And that’s Ellie. You have a stunning voice, ma’am.”

“Why, thank you, Mona. How can I help you?”

Ellie pulled a paper from the newspaper delivery bag. “May we please post a flyer advertising our seamstress business?”

Vivian walked around the end of the counter. “Follow me.” She led Papilio to a corkboard above the condiment station. “You can post it right here on my bulletin board.” 

Ellie handed the flyer and four pushpins to Mona, who attached it to the board. 

Another posted advertisement caught Mona’s eye. 

The circular's headline read, “Boogie Children: A Tribute to the Bee Gees,” promoting the band that was playing there that evening. 

“Far out!” Mona blurted. “The Bee Gees are the greatest band in the world.”

Vivian’s green eyes lit up. “We have something in common.”

Gabby rubbed her palms together. “Can’t wait to see Boogie Children on Your Shooting Star.”

“They sound great on the show’s TV commercial,” Ellie added.

“I’m proud to say the four band members are my sons,” Vivian said, “and the singer is their longtime friend. They’re the most popular Bee Gees tribute band in Arizona. My boys have been living there with their father. But now that school’s out, they moved here a week ago to live with me. Their concert this evening is a live rehearsal before round one of the competition on Sunday. Are you coming to the show?”

“We’d love to,” Mona said, “but we’re trying to save money.” She looked at the stage again. “How much are the tickets?”

“Mona, I don’t charge admission.”

“We’ve never seen a band play live before,” Mona admitted.

“You must see them play,” Vivian insisted. “Come to the show this evening, and I’ll introduce you to all of them.”

Mona looked around the café, quickly changing the subject. “Vivian, who created all the artwork on the walls?”

“Some of it was created by my sons, some by students from the high school. Why haven’t I seen you in here with the other kids?” 

Their smiles disappeared like dirty water down the drain. 

Gabby and Ellie looked at Mona, who confessed, “We’re not good at making friends.”

Vivian stared at them for a moment and then frowned. “Every mother possesses a sixth sense. Nobody will bother you in this café. If they do, they’ll be banned for good. I don’t tolerate bullying here. We have terrific food and entertainment, but most importantly, positive vibes.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Gabby said.

Vivian pointed to the stage. “All summer, we have Open Mic Afternoon from noon to five every day. Any kid can get on that stage and perform music, recite poetry, read excerpts from a story they’ve written, or present photographs and art they’ve created. Everyone’s extremely supportive.”

“We draw and paint,” Ellie said, “and we’re a vocal trio like the Bee Gees, but we usually only perform for our family.”

“You should sing a song one afternoon. You have lovely voices.”

Mona gazed at the stage, remembering the school concert and its humiliating conclusion. “Our business takes up most of our time, but we might come this evening.”


      ***Friday evening was always a bummer for Papilio. Girls their age were out on dates with handsome boys, hanging out at the shopping mall with friends, cruising Hollywood Boulevard in customized vans while listening to cool music, or attending fabulous beach parties in Venice. But the triplets always stayed home. They altered clothes for customers, worked hard to grow their business, and studied arduously to maintain the excellent grades that their philomath father had always expected of them. Fear of the usual snickering and snide comments from gawkers made Papilio reluctant, but they yearned to attend the Boogie Children concert that evening. 

Look, everyone, it’s a disco caterpillar! 

Only after Mona reminded Gabby and Ellie that Vivian wouldn’t tolerate bullying at Starbright Café did the girls finally agree to hurl caution to the hurricane and attend their first concert. Gradually, excitement overcame dread.

After tossing an Italian salad, toasting garlic bread, and baking a cheesy beef lasagna for their father (a thick corner piece had BeeGee’s name on it), the girls quickly dressed to make it to Boogie Children’s five o’clock performance. Since Vivian had promised to introduce Papilio to the band after the show, the triplets carefully chose their outfit. They selected red sandals and a strapless red dress they had made but never had the guts to wear. Although it was pretty and fell two inches above their knees, it still looked like a car cover on them. Red wasn’t exactly the best color for blending into the background, but they agreed it was a night to be daring. A touch of cherry-red lipstick made Papilio look mature. They tried to do something with their unmanageable hair but ran out of time and gave up.


      ***Benson opened the front door.

The woman on the porch said, “Good evening, Mr. Banfear. I’m Audrey Tanner, the guidance counselor at Hollywood High.”

He became alarmed. “Has something happened to my girls?”

BeeGee peeked around Benson’s right hip and stepped out onto the porch.

“Are they not here?” She slid her left hand over the dog’s head and scratched his neck.

“Papilio got dressed up and mentioned that they were going to see friends; they left about thirty minutes ago.”

Audrey expressed relief. “I'm glad they’re feeling better. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d check on them since you called them out sick this morning.” 

Benson frowned. “What?”

“After what happened at school yesterday, I understand how they must feel.”

Benson gestured at two ivory wicker chairs near the swing where Papilio liked to sway and read their favorite novels. “Please have a seat.”

Unaccustomed to guests, BeeGee plopped onto the porch in front of them and watched Audrey. 

Benson gazed out at his manicured front lawn and sighed. “I didn’t call them out sick today.” 

Papilio always got bored quickly, sometimes resulting in harmless but annoying shenanigans, like when they poured a gallon of pink food coloring into the swimming pool. Benson would never forget the time when he walked into the backyard and saw Papilio and BeeGee splashing in rose-colored water, both dyed bright pink. Although the time and effort it took to drain and clean the pool had upset him, he knew his daughters did those things to shut out their painful pining for their mother. Idle time usually led to trouble, but, as far as he knew, the triplets had always been honest with him. 

He turned to Audrey. “What happened at school yesterday?”

She winced, realizing Benson had no idea what she was talking about. “Did they not tell you about the concert?”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “They told me that their performance was a big success, and they celebrated with their friends afterward. Is that not true?”

“I’ve grown quite fond of your girls, and I want to help them as much as I—”

“Please tell me the truth.”

“Their performance was a success… until it was sabotaged. The saboteur was likely Twyla-Violet Higgins, a fellow student who enjoys harassing them.”

Benson frowned. “I know who she is, but Papilio has never mentioned anyone bullying them.” 

Audrey sighed. “They prefer to handle Twyla-Violet and the other teasers themselves.”

Benson put his elbows on his knees, lowered his head, and rubbed his temples, attempting to ward off an oncoming migraine. “Did their friends take them out for milkshakes afterward?”

“Have any of their friends ever come here?” Audrey asked.

He shook his head. “They don’t want to explain why their mother’s never here, so they tell their friends I work from home and can’t be disturbed by visitors.”

“They don’t have any friends,” Audrey said softly.

Benson looked at her with greater worry. 

“The girls confided in me that their mother disappeared when they were infants and asked me not to share that information with anyone.”

“Liz didn’t disappear,” Benson insisted. “She abandoned us.”

“Abandonment can be a source of great shame for children... and adults.”

Benson glared at her. “My girls have nothing to be ashamed of, but it’s unsettling to learn they’ve been lying to me all this time.”

“From what I’ve gleaned from our many conversations, being abandoned is why they have low self-esteem. I've explained that they shouldn't allow their mother's poor decision to define their identity, but I don't believe they're hearing me. The girls think that their mother left them because she was ashamed of their appearance.”

Benson clenched his fists. “There’s nothing wrong with how they look!”

Audrey showed her palms. “I agree, but their self-image isn’t positive. They isolate so that they don’t have to answer painful questions.” She petted BeeGee, who licked her hand. “I’ve always encouraged them to participate in activities and attempt to make friends, but it’s been a constant struggle. After months of encouraging them to perform, I practically had to push them on stage yesterday. Have you considered sending them to a therapist or a psychiatrist?”

Benson scowled at her. “I would never trust my children with those quacks and their awful drugs.”

Audrey backed away from the topic. “I understand.”

“My girls are smart, talented, kind, and generous. Anyone would be lucky to have them as friends.”

Audrey nodded. “I’ve wanted to speak to you about my concerns in the past, but the girls begged me not to. They mentioned that you work long hours and don’t want to trouble you. They worry excessively about being a burden to you. But after what happened yesterday, I had to speak with you.”

Benson pushed his shaggy, blond hair back from his forehead. “They could never be a burden. My children are everything to me. I couldn’t be prouder of them. And while I’m deeply disturbed by their lies, I understand why they’re telling them. Still, that behavior can’t go on.”

“I’ve been doing all I can to help them during their first two years at our school,” Audrey said, “and I’ll continue to watch out for them.”

“I appreciate that, Miss Tanner.”

“I don’t want them to feel like I’ve betrayed their trust, but I must do my job.” 

“I’ll talk to them and make sure they understand that.”

“Goodbye, Mr. Banfear.” Audrey went to her red Ford Pinto and drove away.

Benson rubbed BeeGee’s head. “Old buddy, sometimes I wonder if I should remarry and give Papilio a mother, but would they ever accept her? Miss Tanner sure is pretty, and she’s not wearing a ring. Should I ask her out on my first date in seventeen years?”

BeeGee whined.

“After I think about this situation some more, I’ll confront Papilio about it tomorrow. Let’s get back to work.”


      ***Papilio hid like wallflowers in the back of Starbright Café, shy but having the time of their lives. The tables and chairs in the center of the room had been stacked in the corner beside them.

Strings of white Christmas lights shone above the stage like a low-budget concert lighting system. A Starbright Café neon sign glowed in white cursive letters on the wall behind the band. Three dozen kids danced to Boogie Children performing “I Started a Joke,” enjoying the talented rock band that would soon compete on Your Shooting Star.

Three of the musicians were dressed strangely for a Bee Gees tribute band. Brian, the pint-size drummer, wore a holey Sex Pistols T-shirt. The tips on his spiked blond hair were dyed red. Robbie, the bass player, wore black army boots and a green fatigue jacket over a black-and-orange San Francisco Bay Bombers roller derby T-shirt. He sang decent background vocals through a fluffy, blond mane that made him look like the Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz. Jason, the little rhythm guitarist who doubled on keyboards, wore a black Star Wars T-shirt and a Darth Vader Halloween mask. The gifted lead singer, Tony Redford, dressed in bell bottoms and a blue tank top, resembled a teenage Robert Plant and possessed almost as much charisma. Michael, the flashy lead guitarist, sported a red T-shirt and faded bell bottoms. He was also a capable backup vocalist and skillfully sang harmonies with his younger brother, Robbie. He had curly, brown hair down to his shoulders and the electric swagger of a rock star. Despite their odd, mismatched appearance, Boogie Children was a tight band that knew how to play.

“Boogie Children are so groovy!” Mona shouted over the music to her sisters. “Their singer’s fantastic, and the lead guitarist is a stone-cold fox!” 

“He looks like that hot new guitar player from Pasadena,” Ellie yelled, “Eddie Van… something!”

“Van Halen!” Gabby shouted over the music, playing fast air guitar with a whammy bar.

Papilio swayed and sang along to the song. Only a few people did double takes, but none were rude. Starbright Café was already beginning to feel like home.

Led by Twyla-Violet, Empress entered the diner, dressed like they were performing that night, forever seeking attention. Twyla-Violet found a light bulb, stood under it, and made it her limelight.

When Papilio spotted them, their festive mood soured. 

Twyla-Violet smirked at them and yelled to Brenda, her drummer, “Caterpillar looks like a giant cherry bomb!” 

Brenda bent over laughing, her red hair hanging down. Tara, Empress’s tall, brunette guitarist; Candy, the skinny, black-haired bass player; and Michelle, the band's tiny keyboardist with an auburn pixie cut, also howled with laughter. They were more mean girls who did whatever Twyla-Violet demanded to remain in her band and good graces.

“Ignore them!” Mona shouted to Gabby. “Don’t let them spoil our wonderful evening!” she yelled over the music to Ellie.

A man and woman encased in colorful polyester clothing burst into the café behind Empress. They strode to the counter, where Vivian accepted food orders. The woman stopped and spoke loudly in Vivian’s ear, but the man continued, storming faster toward the band. He ran up three steps and onto the stage during the song. Before the group knew what was happening, he grabbed the singer by the back of his belt and jerked him away from the mic stand. The crowd heard his painful yelp through the PA. One by one, the band members stopped playing. The angry couple dragged Tony Redford out of the café by his earlobes.

Vivian rushed to the side of the stage. Michael bent down, and she whispered into his ear. He shook his head, and she returned to the counter. After Michael spoke to his brothers, Brian threw his drumsticks to the floor in disgust. Robbie and Jason took off their guitars and put them on stands.

The teenagers in the café watched the band, wondering what had happened. 

Michael walked to his vocal mic. “Hello, everyone. I’m Michael Thompson. Unfortunately our singer has a... family emergency. Sorry, but the show’s over.”

The audience frowned and booed. 

“No way,” Gabby lamented.

Ellie pouted. “Our first night out’s been ruined.”

Mona grabbed their hands. “Miss Tanner always says we have to be courageous and assertive. Let’s talk to Michael.” 

Gabby ran them edgewise through the crowd in a curved path to the stage. Papilio jumped up and down, waving at Michael with six hands, attempting to get his attention. 

“Hey, Michael!” Mona shouted. “Over here!” 

He blinked twice and peered at the curious girls bobbing in a big, red dress as wide as their silver drum set. Michael shook his head and packed his guitars. 
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