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I really thought thirteen would be the year that changed my life.


People—grown-ups—put a lot of emphasis on thirteen.


It’s the first actual teen year, which I guess could have some weighty significance, but it’s also pretty universally acknowledged to be an unlucky number. Black cats. Broken mirrors. The number thirteen. All things people are taught to stay away from. I mean, half the buildings in Los Angeles don’t even have a floor thirteen. The elevator jumps from twelve to fourteen, like we’re all supposed to think that’s going to save us from something. Like luck—good luck or bad luck—can be tricked with something as easy as misnumbering the floors of a building.


Like we all don’t know that fourteen is really just thirteen in disguise.


Which is why, on the morning of my fourteenth birthday, I felt two things simultaneously: a light, floaty relief to no longer be thirteen, an age that had brought me nothing but the start of my period and the separation of my parents, and a slightly chest-crushing realization that fourteen was probably just going to be an extension of thirteen. Like the fourteenth floor in tall buildings, I was still as unlucky as I’d ever been.


My father, Everett Bell, didn’t believe in luck. He’d owned a series of black cats growing up, all with cutesy, twirly names that belied their true superstitious nature: Mitsy, Buttons, Periwinkle, Fluffy. (How many cats did your family go through? I’d asked him once, and smiling, he’d pretended to count on his fingers but didn’t actually answer the question.) He’d broken enough mirrors (and plates and cups and mugs) to fill a small garage with bad omens. And I regarded one of his biggest vices as always, always opening the umbrella indoors before plunging out the front door into whatever pathetic rainstorm LA had conjured up in an attempt to stay relevant with meteorologists.


My mother, Miriam Bell, was luck-neutral. If she spilled salt onto the kitchen table as we sat down to our breakfast of omelets or quiche, she might lick a finger and touch it to the jagged crystals, pressing it to her tongue so as not to contribute to food waste, but she had never once thrown it over her shoulder. She only sometimes remembered to say bless you after a sneeze. If I wasn’t looking where I was going and accidentally stepped underneath an open, leaning ladder, she might look up at it momentarily, as if contemplating its origin story, but then she’d shrug, and we’d continue walking as I’d mentally try to calculate how many extra years of bad luck I’d added to my tab.


Me, Anna Lucia Bell, I did believe in luck. It was bad luck that filled up the toilet bowl with blood the morning I’d turned thirteen, leaving me peering between my legs in a fuzzy, early-morning panic, knowing there was something normal about what I was seeing but unable to put a name to it until I walked into the kitchen and my mother saw my sheet-white face and took me by the hand and pulled me back down the hall to the bathroom and handed me a box of sanitary napkins. (And you’re sure it will stay where it’s supposed to stay? I’d asked, anxiety thrumming through my veins in a not-unfamiliar way. And Miriam had smiled and taken one out of its wrapping and said, That’s what these flaps are for. They call them wings. I know it’s silly. I’ll show you how to use a tampon tonight.)


Now, a year later, I knew better how to track the monthly bloodletting, how to watch my body for signs of its coming, how to lessen the chances that I’d be caught unprepared, scrambling around for something absorbent to shove into my underwear.


Now, a year later, I understood that the only difference between thirteen and fourteen is the acceptance that nothing is really different at all.


I opened my eyes to the same pale purple walls (a color I picked out when I was seven and so far had both gotten sick of and grown fond of again in a steady rhythm of every six months or so). I rolled over in the same bed. I had the same body, only an inch or so taller. I had the same brown hair. The same brown eyes plucked from my father’s head and replicated in mine. The same house, although Everett Bell had packed up (most of) his things and moved into a smaller house, a rental, just a few streets away. The same smell of pancakes—my birthday pancakes, with chocolate chips and bananas, an order that hadn’t changed since even before I’d picked out the paint color—wafting underneath my closed door, drifting into my dreams before I’d even opened my eyes.


Yes, fourteen was here, and so far, everything appeared exactly the same.


I rolled over in bed again and opened my eyes, staring straight up at the popcorn ceiling. A half dozen glow-in-the-dark stars still clung resolutely to its surface. Occasionally, one would fall on me as I was sleeping, and I would wake up in a panic, positive the spider war had started, swiping blindly at miniature enemies that had chosen me as their first human conquest.


I took a deep breath. How many breaths had I taken since midnight? How many breaths as a fourteen-year-old girl?


I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and typed:


How many breaths does the average person take in a year?


Eight and a half million.


I’d taken eight and a half million breaths as a thirteen-year-old, and pretty much every one of them had sucked.


In the kitchen, Miriam was wearing her apron, the red-and-white-striped one that made her look like some sort of vintage magazine advertisement for kitchen appliances. Underneath it, she wore a sleepshirt that fell to her knees and dingy slippers that had once been pink and were now a fuzzy sort of brown. Her hair was clipped up on the top of her head, and it was messy, like she’d slept on it. She had pancake batter on her cheek. My mother was an excellent cook, but she was a messy cook, and the food got absolutely everywhere, like on her cheek, splattered on the top of the stove like a crime scene, even once, memorably, when she’d forgotten to put the top on the food processor, on the ceiling and overhead light fixture. My father called her a walking kitchen disaster. Miriam called herself inventive with a spatula.


I sat down at the kitchen table, and only when she heard the chair legs scrape against the tile floor did she realize I was there—she gave a little squeal and ran over to hug me, probably getting pancake batter all over my pajamas. She smelled like cinnamon—her secret pancake ingredient—and she held the hug for a beat too long. When she pulled away, her eyes were misty, and I groaned before I could help myself.


“Mom—”


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said, fanning her face with two flattened hands. “I just—gosh, Anna, can’t you pause for one freaking second?”


“If you’re asking me to pause time, trust me, I’ve tried,” I said. I moved my hands urgently, flipping fingers against thumb in the way of the middle sister from Charmed, but nothing happened.


She caught both of my hands in both of hers and squeezed my fingers hard. Her eyes were big and wet, but to her credit, she didn’t actually start crying. Miriam was quick to tear up but excellent at not actually letting herself cry. I never cried. Everett Bell cried at basically every movie he saw, most TV shows, and certain commercials, like the ones about grandparents and life insurance and, sometimes, new cars.


“My beautiful fourteen-year-old,” she said.


“Mom, geez.”


“I’m so freaking proud to be your mom, kid.”


“You’re about to be so freaking proud of burning the pancakes.”


She jumped at that, dropped my hands, and flew back to the frying pan, flipping a pair of pretty black pancakes. “They’ll taste fine with syrup,” she called over her shoulder. I had a tiny sip of her coffee, decided I still hated coffee, and leaned back to wait for my first meal as a newly minted fourteen-year-old.


“Fourteen is a meaningless age,” I said, leaning on one elbow. “Thirteen is the first teen year. Fifteen you can be a lifeguard. Sixteen you can drive.”


“You want to be a lifeguard?”


“If I did, I’d have to wait a year.”


“You always get pouty on your birthday.”


“I do not.”


“You do. It usually burns off by lunchtime.”


She got two plates from the cabinet and transferred the pancakes from skillet to plate with a neat flick of her wrist. One of them landed on the counter. She picked it up with two fingers, then yelped and stuck them into her mouth.


It was June 10. School had been out for two weeks. In the fall, I’d be a freshman. I was one of the youngest in my grade. All my friends were turning fifteen in a few months. They could be lifeguards if they wanted.


Mom set the plates on the table and sat down across from me. She dumped a sizable amount of syrup on her pancakes, then handed me the bottle. “So you want to be a lifeguard,” she said.


“Not necessarily.”


She took a bite of pancake, chewed thoughtfully, then pointed her fork at me. “You can work in a nursery. That’s what fourteen-year-olds can do.”


“With babies?”


“Not that kind of nursery, silly. A flower nursery.”


“A flower nursery?”


“Like Dover Succulents.”


“You want me to get a job at Dover Succulents?”


“I don’t want you to do anything. Except what makes you happy.”


“I already have a job.”


“I know. And don’t get me wrong, Anna, I’d love it if you stayed at the bookstore forever. But maybe it’s time for a change, to branch out.…” She paused, smiled, and added, “Leaf the bookstore. Fertilize a new dream.”


“Okay, okay,” I said. “I get it.”


“I’m just saying. The world is your oyster.”


Bell’s Books. The bookstore my parents had owned since I was one, the bookstore I had been raised in, learning to walk next to bright-red copies of Beloved, cutting my teeth on a dingy paperback of Pride and Prejudice. I’d been helping them after school since I was eleven and could competently recommend One Hundred Years of Solitude to guests wanting something “a little magical,” and now that it was summer, I was there almost every day, sometimes working, sometimes wandering around, sometimes lying down in the back room, amid boxes of unsorted books, breathing in their particular smell of must and ink and pages.


Miriam always said: The right book at the right time can change your life.


Pretty much everyone in our small, touristy, beachside town, at one point or another, had had a book recommended to them by Miriam.


If they were smart, they bought it on the spot.


If they weren’t smart, my mother would somehow procure their address, wrap the book in brown paper, and have me drop it off at the post office.


We’d wait a few days, maybe a week, maybe two weeks, and then inevitably the door of Bell’s Books would open and we’d look up and there would be so-and-so, my mother’s latest victim, clutching said book to their chest with tears welling up in their eyes, sniffling about how they’d just finished it and walked all the way to 219 Olive Street to tell my mother that she was right and they should have listened to her in the first place.


Miriam always smiled. Always took their hand or put her palm on their shoulder. Always nodded and said, “We all take different times to arrive at the same conclusions.”


This was a very nice way of saying, “Yes, duh, you should have.”


I’d seen Miriam recommend Wuthering Heights to the leather-clad leader of a biker gang rolling through town. I’d seen that same biker come back a month later with a fresh Heathcliff tattoo and red-rimmed eyes from crying.


I’d seen Miriam hand a tattered copy of The Road to a young, new father with eyes wide and unfocused from lack of sleep. I’d witnessed him return two days later, holding his baby with a new sense of purpose, a new protectiveness and pride that honestly made me roll my eyes a little (somewhere he couldn’t see).


“I like the bookstore, though,” I said, and it was the truth, even though (and this was something I knew Miriam considered a personal failing on her part) I had never understood the appeal of books. I read them on occasion, of course, mostly when forced to by school, and I knew their summaries because Mom herself had a disconcerting habit of reading aloud, her clear, large voice filling up the store like a familiar audiobook. And not to mention the actual audiobooks, which she loaded her phone with, playing them in the car whenever we pulled out of the driveway, regardless of whether we were going a few minutes down the street or a few hours into the mountains. Snippets of books followed me around my life like ghosts. I could recite the first lines of every Virginia Woolf novel (not to mention the last lines and quite a few of the ones in the middle), though I’d read none of them myself.


Mom smiled sadly. She sort of played around with her fork for a second, then laid it on the side of her plate. “I have a few things to tell you,” she said in the exact same tone she used when she and Dad sat me down in the living room to tell me he was moving out and they were getting a capital-D-Divorce. My stomach turned uncomfortably, and I set my own fork down on my plate.


“Okay…”


“Your father and I have been discussing things—” (So far this was exactly like the capital-D-Divorce conversation, like, verbatim.) “And we’ve decided it’s time to close the bookstore.”


If I hadn’t already put my fork down, I would absolutely have dropped it now. I kind of wished I were still holding it, because the clatter it would have made when it hit my plate would’ve been a very dramatic punctuation to what she had just said. As it was, there was only silence, and the silence was incredibly unsatisfying.


“You’re whatting the what?” I asked.


“It’s time, my love. We’ll finish out the summer and close the doors at the end of August. It’s just not bringing in as much money as it used to, and frankly, with the overhead and the expenses, well… It’s barely breaking even.”


The bookstore. My childhood. My nursery (baby, not plants). The smell. The ink. The words. The cramped bathroom with the door you had to hold shut. The time I fell off a step stool and smashed my nose against a copy of Valley of the Dolls. Miriam’s book recommendations. Miriam’s insistence: The right book at the right time can change your life. All of it. Gone. Donezo. Finished.


“Anna? Can you say something?”


But I couldn’t say anything, because how could I say what I actually wanted to say, which was, You can’t close the bookstore, because you’ve never recommended a book to me; a book has never changed my life, and I need that, I need you to do that, I need that to happen!


“Well,” she continued, still smiling sadly, biting her lower lip in a way that meant, I knew, that her heart was breaking. “I’m sorry, Anna. But I have a bit of good news, too.”


I made myself look interested; I made myself fix an expression on my face that I thought might give off some small sense of hope. I made myself say: “Okay?”


“We’re going to go away for a little bit. A nice vacation. Just the two of us. Well, your father will come for a week or so, but mostly just us two. What do you think?”


“A vacation? To where?”


“The East Coast. My aunt’s cottage, by the sea. Remember?”


I’d been there once when I was six. My great-aunt had died just a few months ago, but at her insistence, there had been no funeral.


“I used to spend every summer at that cottage,” Mom continued. “And she’s left it to me. In her will. I just thought… what a nice opportunity. To get away from everything.”


“And the bookstore?”


“Your father will look after it. When he comes to join us, we’ll have Luke take over for a week. I think this will be good for us. It’s been a tumultuous year for you, Anna. And for me. It might be nice to have a change of pace.”


A change of pace. Right now, my pace was: reeling. What might my pace be on the East Coast?


“When do we leave?” I asked.


“Tomorrow night. Red-eye.”


I nodded. I felt… I didn’t know how I felt. A little numb. A little sad. A little anxious. A little crampy.


“Thanks for breakfast, Mom,” I said, because honestly, I didn’t know what else to say.


She stabbed a piece of pancake with her fork. I did the same. We toasted across the table, clicking forks, pancake against pancake, a thin line of syrup dripping slowly to the table below.


“Happy birthday, Anna.”


“I really thought thirteen would be the year that changed my life.”


“Every year changes your life,” she replied solemnly. “Although it can be hard to see, at first. Hindsight is twenty-twenty. I think you’re an exceptional kid.”


We took our bites at the same time, and the chewing provided a welcome bit of silence.


Then—a warm dampness between my upper thighs.


Bad luck or biology or a little bit of both—I got up to find a tampon.
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There were a few things about my mother that did not make sense.


The book thing was one of them, sure: her ability to sell Shakespeare to an uninterested middle schooler or Judy Blume to a distracted father.


But there were other things, too.


Her eyes, the impossible shade of lavender at dawn.


The way she knew—before opening it, before even touching it—whether a used book would have an inscription on the inside cover or title page. It was her true passion: finding books addressed to other people. A copy of Little Women to Jenny, love Mom. A copy of Beowulf to Mikey, who loves monsters. A copy of The Secret History to Amanda, I hope this book changes your life like it changed mine.


She loved finding these books that had once belonged to other people. The really good ones she kept on a special shelf in her bedroom. The others she’d resell in Bell’s Books.


Bell’s Books.


Another thing about my mother that did not make sense.


It was as much an extension of her as I was, so much so that I often referred to it as my sibling and didn’t think I was that far off from the truth.


A bookstore that, while fairly unassuming and generic from the outside, held as many impossibilities as its owner.


In this small town, people had been known to go into Bell’s Books on a Monday and emerge on a Wednesday evening, newly versed in Chaucer and speaking only in Middle English for a full month straight.


In this small town, people who had frequented Bell’s Books every week for their entire lives suddenly found themselves in an aisle of the store they had never before seen, an aisle with bookcases that stretched upward into a ceiling so far away that it could hardly be seen through the clouds that gathered at the topmost shelves.


In this small town, my mother moved like a shadow in the corner of your eye, sticking close to the edges of your periphery, her nose often hidden behind the cover of a book so she didn’t have to answer direct questions like “Is this store bigger on the inside than it has any right to be according to the laws of physics?” and “I swear last week you didn’t have an American history section, but I just got lost for an hour in a labyrinth of books about the Civil War—what gives?”


Because she generally liked books more than people, my mother rarely walked from point A to point B without one, some broken hardcover or dog-eared paperback she’d probably read already, some of them three, four, five times, enough so that she could recite them without the burden of pages.


“But I like the smell,” she’d say, and breathe deeply: the scent of paper, of ink, of dozens of years being passed from hand to hand to hand until they ended up in our store.


Which was why it was impossible to me, impossible, that we’d sell the bookstore.


Which was why I sat on the toilet, my pancakes getting cold, my stomach cramping uncomfortably, and cried. Even though I never cried, I cried now, balling up toilet paper and burying my eyes in a big pillow of it, letting the tears flow down my cheeks.


I know, I know—I’ve already admitted that I don’t really like books.


And my mother loved me in the fierce, powerful way of mothers everywhere, since the dawn of time, but I also knew without a smidge of doubt: that was the one thing she would change about me. She would wiggle her nose and I’d suddenly be Matilda, carrying around stacks of books, eating words like honey, letting them drip down my chin.


But my not liking books didn’t mean I wanted the bookstore to close. No, no, I wanted the exact opposite. I wanted to live in the bookstore. I wanted to never, ever leave it.


Trust me. I wished I liked books. I wished I was more like my mother in basically every way. I wished I had her lavender eyes or her thick, long hair or her one-dimpled cheek (the left), just something to mark me as hers. But alas, I was my father’s child through and through: lank, frizzy hair, unextraordinary nonlavender eyes, flat chest, and undimpled cheeks.


A knock at the bathroom door. “Sweetie,” she said, her voice gentle and soothing. “Are you okay in there?”


“I’m bleeding to death,” I said, which was true.


“You sound sort of sniffly,” she replied. “Why don’t you come out here and finish your pancakes?”


“I don’t want to sell the bookstore.”


“I know, honey.”


“Can’t we do something?”


“It’s just time to let it go. Your father’s doing so well with his new business, he doesn’t have as much time as he used to. And you know the bookstore was always my thing, anyway.”


My father’s new business was a tattoo parlor he’d opened up in town. His waiting list had quickly filled up to a year, with tons of famous people scrambling for an appointment. He was super talented, covered head to toe in tattoos, and basically the second-coolest person I knew (after my mom).


I got up from the toilet, flushed, washed my hands, and opened the door.


“Oh, kiddo,” Mom said, wrapping her arms around me. “I’m sorry I told you on your birthday. To be honest… I’ve been putting it off. But since we’re leaving tomorrow, I thought it could be kind of a good news, bad news thing.”


“It’s okay. I get it.”


“What do you want to do today? Anything in the world.”


“Let’s go say goodbye to the beach. If we’re going to spend all this time on the East Coast, I want to make sure the West Coast knows we’re going to miss it.”


She kissed the top of my head. “I’m so happy you were born. And born to me! All the wombs in the world and you chose mine.”


“When you put it that way—”


“It’s romantic?”


“A little gross, actually.”


“All romantic things are a little gross.” She let go of me and started walking back to the kitchen. “Do you want to invite Jennica?”


“No, that’s okay. She’s busy today.”


As far as my mother was concerned, Jennica was my best friend. I’d met her only a few years ago, when she’d moved to our town from San Diego. We’d been in homeroom together, and she’d been wearing a shirt from a band I loved. We hit it off right away.


But now…


I didn’t know.


Things had gone… wrong. We’d started fighting over little things, like what movie to see on a Sunday afternoon or whose house to sleep over at on a Friday night.


And then Lara Biltmore showed up last year and ruined everything.


Lara was new in town, super pretty, super cool, and Jennica had introduced herself to her right away.


“When I was new in town, you were the only person who talked to me,” Jennica had explained. “It’s hard to move somewhere halfway through the school year. This is the nice thing to do.”


It was hard to argue with that logic, even though I didn’t love the idea of Jennica making a new friend. I was basically her only friend, and if I was honest with myself… I kind of liked it that way. And I just had a bad feeling about Lara in general.


And, as it turned out, I was right.


Because within two months, Jennica wasn’t speaking to me, and she and Lara were doing everything together.


But I didn’t want to tell my mom that. She was friends with Jennica’s mom, Amber. I would be mortified if she mentioned something to her.


So—I went on pretending. Pretending we were still friends. Pretending nothing was wrong. Pretending everything was fine.


More bad luck of the thirteen-year variety.


It was an eight-minute walk to the beach from our house, and usually we took the route that led us past the bookstore, but not today. Today, Mom took us on a gently roundabout journey, claiming she wanted to grab a coffee from a little café on the same street as Bell’s Books, only three blocks down. I waited outside as she went to get it, standing on the very edge of the sidewalk to see as far down the street as I could.


Olive Street was a six-block stretch of little shops and restaurants and cafés and, of course, our bookstore—which wouldn’t be our bookstore much longer. I could just about see the green awning that hung over its front door. A few blocks past it was my dad’s new tattoo parlor, Lucia Ink, although I couldn’t quite see it from here. It was a cool shop, with all matte gold counters and framed tattoo art crowding every inch of wall space. One day I wanted to get a tattoo from my dad, although I had no clue what. Maybe the number thirteen, right over my heart. Or a black cat with its tail winding around my wrist. Or a broken mirror, pointy shards of glass collecting in a shiny heap on my rib cage.


You get the idea.


Miriam came out with her coffee and a plus-one in the form of Suzanne Bridges, the woman who owned Walk or Run, the shoe store where Josh worked. I’d known Josh forever; we’d met in swim class when we were just toddlers. He’d been the best swimmer since he was in diapers, and now he went to meets all over the state. He was honestly more like a brother than a friend.


When Suzanne and my mom got closer, I could see that Suzanne had tears in her eyes. I tuned in to their conversation just as Suzanne said, “… don’t know how you do it, Miriam. I hate scary stories, but I swear, that book just changed my life.”


There was that phrase again, that phrase I’d heard a hundred million times in the past exactly fourteen years: changed my life.


“What book?” I asked.


“The Stand,” my mom said with a wink.


“Stephen King, I mean, Stephen King! Who would have thought?” Suzanne continued, hardly even seeing me. “Miriam, how did you ever guess that? I just feel like he opened me up and peeked right into my brain, you know?”


“That’s what a good book will do, Suz,” Miriam said, winking again (my mom loved winking).


“You’re not kidding, Miriam,” Suzanne said. She blinked and looked around, glancing down the street and up at the sky and down at the sidewalk, like, I swear, she was seeing the world for the very first time. “I better get to the shop. Hi, Anna.”


“Tell Josh I said hi,” I called after her because she had already turned and was heading away from us, her footsteps light and airy, like she was walking on clouds or a trampoline or, perhaps, a trampoline made out of clouds. Miriam stood looking after her for a moment, a strange, happy smile on her face, then she ruffled my hair, took a sip of her coffee, and started walking again.


“Come on,” she said.


“Mom, you can’t sell the bookstore,” I replied, jogging to catch up with her.


“Let’s just enjoy the morning, okay?” she said, fixing her sunglasses over her eyes.


I wanted to fight with her, to press the issue, but something in her voice made me stop. I shoved my hands into my pockets to give them something to do and followed her west until the pavement gave way to sand and the sand gave way to water. I slipped off my shoes and let the cold rush of it soak the bottom of my shorts.


Behind me, Miriam sank to a seat and wiggled her butt a little, making herself comfortable.


I often thought of her like that—Miriam—in moments when it was starkly obvious that she wasn’t just my mother, she was a real live human who’d been alive for twenty-eight years before she even knew me. In moments when she ceased being my mother (just for a second or two) and became something like a stranger, a creature whose innermost thoughts I couldn’t even begin to guess.


I think I picked this up from my father, who often called her Miriam, like he was still, after all these years, pleasantly surprised he had the good fortune to have met her.


I turned to look at her again; she’d pulled a book of poetry out of her purse and was reading it. Coleridge. When she saw me watching her, she cleared her throat and read:




“From his brimstone bed at the break of day


A walking the devil is gone,


To visit his snug little farm the earth


And see how his stock goes on.”





“Dark,” I said. “Are you saying the devil walks among us?”


“I’m saying that Coleridge thought the devil walked among us.”


“But probably that was just the opiates speaking.”


“Maybe they’re one and the same,” she said, and shrugged.


And she went back to her book, and I knew enough to know I’d lost her again, at least for a little while.
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My father came over for dinner every Friday night, and my mother set out the good silverware and lit candles and put on music, just like she was trying to win him back, which she wasn’t, and so it got a little confusing.


Eleven months ago, my parents sat me down in our little living room and held hands on the love seat across from me, and honest to goodness, I thought they were about to tell me they were having another kid and I was trying to figure out how I felt about having a sibling so much younger than me when Miriam said—


“We got married so young, Anna.”


And my father said—


“But we wouldn’t change anything.”


“Not a thing,” my mother echoed. “But we just think—”


“It’s time we—”


“Took a step back.”


“A step away.”


My parents were the kind of parents who finished the thoughts that the other one started. They were the kind of parents who held hands when they told their only child they were separating. They were the kind of parents who had never once in my entire life gotten into an argument more serious than whether to have Thai or Indian or Italian for dinner.


Maybe it would have been easier if they had.


The transition from living with both of my parents, together, to living with both of my parents, apart, had been as seamless as possible. My father moved his things out so gradually that a month after the announcement, his guitars still hung on our living room wall.


“I think I’ll leave this one,” he said when he finally packed up the others. “So I can play it whenever I’m here.”


The three of us agreed on equal custody; my father came over every Friday for a family dinner, and I bounced between the two houses on no fixed schedule at all, trying to make things equal but not worried if it didn’t always end up that way.


The house my father had moved into was smaller, a two-bedroom ranch four streets over.


Where Miriam was a mystery wrapped in ink-stained clothes, my father was an open book. The only thing that didn’t make sense about him was how he sometimes put mustard on his eggs and salt in his coffee.


Everybody loved Everett Bell, who was generous and outgoing and just the right amount of dad jokes mixed with seriousness. He was a musician, a tattooist, and a terrible cook. He’d met Miriam (née Forrest) when he was a teenager, and they’d had me fourteen years later, at twenty-eight.


“You still want lasagna, right?” my mother asked as we walked home from the beach. She was sipping the last dregs of her latte, which must have been cold by then. She could nurse a coffee for hours. She could sip a glass for wine for an entire night. “For your birthday dinner?”


“Yeah, that sounds great,” I replied.


She’d prepared the lasagna the night before. When we got home, she put it in the oven, then opened the sliding doors to peek into the backyard.


“Is it too hot to eat outside? I think it’s cooled off a little,” she said.


“I think it’s fine.”


“Do you still love each other?” I had asked Miriam after the big separation announcement, after my father had gone to the backyard with a glass of wine, to give us time to be alone.


“Oh, Anna,” she’d said, and stroked my hair and kissed my temple. “I will never love another man the way I love your father. Look what he gave me. He gave me you.”


Which, of course, was the exact almost right thing to say, besides the even righter thing to say, which was, You’re right, and we’re being foolish, and of course we’re staying together.


Everett Bell knocked on the front door at seven exactly and let himself in while he was still knocking. He was whistling what sounded like some Pink Floyd song and carrying a bottle of wine. When he saw me, he stopped whistling and flashed his customary Everett Bell smile, the kind that was a secret meant only for you to decipher.


I thought of him like that—Everett Bell—for the same reason I often thought of my mother as slightly-almost-not-my-mother. As slightly almost a stranger, albeit one whose face I knew as well as I knew my own.


“Everett, another?” my mother said incredulously, because the right sleeve of my father’s jacket was rolled up, revealing a fresh tattoo, because my father got tattoos the way normal people got a new shirt or pair of shoes.


“Look, Miriam, you’ll love it,” he said, and placed his arm in hers. “It’s your favorite quote from The Odyssey.”


My mother read aloud: “My name is Nobody,” and then she laughed, dropped my father’s arm, and hit him playfully. “You’re a strange man, Nobody, and pretty soon you’re going to be more ink than skin.”


It was true; my father was covered in tattoos. They were mostly things from his favorite books: the dragon Tolkien drew in The Hobbit, the tiny Dawn Treader from the Chronicles of Narnia, a quote from The Color Purple about time.


“Sure smells good in here!” Everett Bell said before scooping me into a hug big enough so anyone watching would have thought he hadn’t seen me in months, when in reality he popped into Bell’s Books yesterday on his lunch break and spent half an hour helping me organize the sales table. “How’s my little birthday Worm?”


The most unfortunate nickname. The bookworm who doesn’t read.


“It’s lasagna,” my mother said, proud of herself, retreating back into the kitchen to check on it.


“I’m good, Dad,” I said. I took the wine bottle from him. “I’ll go open this.”


I went into the kitchen. Miriam was pulling the lasagna out of the oven. She had spaghetti sauce on the very tip of her nose, such a neat circle of it that it looked like she’d put it there on purpose.


“You smell this?” she asked. “God, I can cook. No matter what happens, Anna, we’ve got that going for us.”


“Sure, Mom.” I grabbed a dish towel and wiped her nose, then I found a corkscrew and followed her onto the patio. She placed the lasagna on a set of trivets on the picnic table. My dad took a big whiff, and I opened the bottle of wine and poured them each a glass.


“You know, the screw part of the corkscrew is called the worm,” Everett said, a fun fact he had told me probably no fewer than four hundred times. “So my little Worm is using a worm.” He laughed at his own joke and Miriam smiled along with him, and I just felt sad and disconnected, because nothing made sense, because these two weirdos not being together anymore was the opposite of making sense. Then Everett Bell gestured at the table, at the two of us, at the whole scene spread in front of him, and said, in another Everett-ism, “What’s wrong with this?”


Absolutely nothing, I wanted to say, which was exactly the answer he was searching for, but I didn’t, because there’s something to be said for keeping one’s cards close to the table.


“Happy birthday dinner. Fourteen, Everett. Can you believe it?” Mom asked, taking her seat and lifting her wineglass for a toast.


“I cannot believe it. Our daughter is still in diapers. Our daughter still calls the elbow a belbow. Our daughter—”


“You’re making her blush,” Miriam said happily. Everett picked up his own wineglass, I held my water, and we all clinked glasses.


“Miriam, this smells delicious,” Dad said.


“This wine is excellent,” Mom replied.


“Yeah, my water is great, too,” I added.


Dad procured a small glass from somewhere—seriously, where had he been hiding that?—and poured me the most teensiest sip of wine.


Mom raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything.


I had a taste.


“That’s worse than coffee,” I said, sliding the glass away from me.


“We’re safe for now,” Dad said, and winked at Mom. (Another thing they had in common: winking. They both winked all the time—incessantly—a shared language of eyelashes and lids.)


Then Miriam dished out plates of lasagna, and for a while we didn’t talk. After we’d satisfied the first pangs of hunger, the conversation landed on the trip, and I realized with a jolt of surprise… we’d be on a plane in just about twenty-four hours. And we were going, as it turned out, for two full months.


“Two months?” I repeated incredulously.


“Did I not mention that?” Mom said.


“That’s a long time,” I said.


“Oh, you’re going to have a blast. A blast!” Dad exclaimed. “I’m so excited to come and visit you guys. I’ll be there in about a month.”


I took a sip of my water. I was kind of conflicted, because two months was a very long time, but on the other hand, what did I have to do here that was so important? Literally nothing.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my parents exchange a look, then my dad cleared his throat purposefully and said, “Are you gonna take your guitar with you?”


“Oh!” I said, remembering. “I got my first callus.”


I held my left hand out to my father, who inspected the tips of my fingers with an expression that could only be described as gleeful.


“Worm! You’ve been banging the old ax?”


Dad translation: playing the guitar he’d given me.


“Yeah, a bit.”


“That’s great!” He leaped up from the table, ran into the living room, and grabbed the guitar from the wall. He pushed it eagerly into my hands. “Show me what you got!”


I put my left hand on the strings and made a G chord. I gave it one good strum, and you would have thought I’d casually composed a symphony the way my dad clapped and my mother set her chin in her hands and beamed.


“That’s amazing, Worm!”


“Dad, I played one chord,” I said. I took a deep breath and flexed my fingers, and then I played what I’d been working on that week. Just a simple four-chord progression: G–E minor–C–D. There was a melody in my head that went along with it, but I was definitely not ready to share that yet, so I just played the four chords a couple of times, then ended with a silly flourish of my wrist.


I thought Dad might actually get up and hug me.


“Well, excuse me while I call the Los Angeles Philharmonic,” he said. “That was excellent.”


“I haven’t heard you practice at all!” Mom said, equally impressed.


Whatever you said about my parents, you couldn’t call them unsupportive.


“I’m gonna bring it on vacation,” I said, carefully setting the guitar on the bench next to me. “Maybe when you get there, we can jam.”


“Oh my god, she said jam. Miriam, she’s a real musician.” Dad lowered his voice and whispered, in a true tone of victory, “I won.”


He was mostly kidding, of course, but there was a vein of truth to it; I think secretly my parents both hoped I would gravitate to their chosen passions. Books or music, music or books.


“Pretty soon I’ll have my first tattoo!” I joked.


They instantly cooled.


“When you’re eighteen,” Dad said.


“When you’re forty,” Mom countered.


“Unless you mean temporary tattoo,” Dad added. “In which case, knock yourself out.”


“I’ll be eighteen in four years,” I said, and Mom’s eyes grew so wide I thought her eyelids were going to get stuck. Dad took an exaggeratedly big sip of wine and then choked on it.


“Pause,” Mom said, clicking an imaginary remote. “Pause. Everett, it’s not… It’s not working.”


“One birthday at a time, Worm,” Dad said, putting his hand over his heart. Then he reached across the table and took my mom’s hand and squeezed it and held it for just a second or two.


In those moments—Dad tearing up a little from choking on his wine, Mom pretending to pause me like a movie, the two of them holding hands across the table even though they had been separated for eleven months—it became glaringly curious: Why hadn’t Miriam and Everett Bell actually gotten a divorce yet? I knew California had a mandatory six-month waiting period once you filed the paperwork, and I knew divorces could take much longer than that if they actually got complicated, but these were two of the least complicated separated people I had ever encountered. And forget the waiting period—they hadn’t even filed the paperwork yet. Josh’s parents were divorced, and I remembered his talking about how they couldn’t wait to file the paperwork, to get everything over and done with.


I’d asked Miriam about it six months ago, after my father had lugged the last cardboard box full of his things out to his truck.


“Have you filed the paperwork yet?”


“Hmm?” she’d asked, distracted, wandering around the house with a dustrag, attacking any flat surface she came across.


“For the divorce. Have you filed the paperwork?”


She stopped then, turned around quickly, peered at me from over the top of a pair of reading glasses she seemed to only remember to wear when she wasn’t actually reading. “Oh, Anna. That’s nothing you need to worry about. Okay?”


“But I’m just wondering. Josh said it was this big thing. His dad had to send a lawyer to give the papers to his mom.”


“It won’t be like that for us,” she insisted.


“So you’ve filed them already?”


She placed the dustrag down on an end table and took my chin in her hand. “Are you feeling overwhelmed, Anna? We’re trying to do everything right.”


“I was just wondering.”


She took a deep breath. “No. We haven’t filed the paperwork. There’s no big rush. I expect we will soon.”


But as Everett Bell removed his hand from Miriam’s now and winked at her before returning to his lasagna, I couldn’t help wondering… why the wait? Wasn’t the most obvious answer that they just didn’t want to get divorced?


Dad had another bite or two of food before he made a noise in the back of his throat and threw his hands up. “I almost forgot!”


He removed a small, sloppily wrapped present from the inside pocket of his jacket (Everett Bell wore an old green utility jacket even when it was boiling hot outside) and handed it to me.


“Happy birthday, Worm,” he said, winking.


“Are we doing presents?” Mom asked. “Let me get mine.”


She pushed up from the table and went back into the house as I took the box from my dad and shook it gently.


“Open it, open it,” he said, bouncing up and down in his seat. My dad loved giving presents.


I tore off the wrapping now, revealing a plain cardboard box inside. I removed the lid and gasped. There, sitting on a cotton pillow, was a little gold ring with a milky-white stone. I picked up the ring, and as I brought it closer to my face, I swear the colors in the stone shifted. I saw baby blue, pink, green, a whole rainbow of colors that kept changing as I tilted the stone in different directions.


“Did you know June has three birthstones to choose from?” Dad said. “That’s one of them. Moonstone. I thought it was the prettiest.”


“Dad, this is so beautiful,” I said. I slipped it onto the middle finger of my right hand. It fit perfectly.


“Do you like it?”


“Are you kidding me? I love it!”


“I thought it was about time you had a nice piece of jewelry, Worm,” he said. I looked up at him, and he was beaming; I threw myself across the table, diving into his arms for a hug.


“Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


Mom came back, smiling when she saw us. “Your dad was so excited to give you that, Anna.”


I settled back in my seat, barely able to tear my eyes away from how pretty the ring was.


“I love it,” I said.


“I knew you would,” Mom replied. “That’s why I let him have all the glory this year.” She placed a neatly wrapped stack of book-shaped presents in front of me. “I got you your summer reading books.”


I managed not to groan as I picked up the books and held them to my chest. “I’ll cherish them forever,” I said.


Miriam smiled and had a sip of her wine. “I had the better gift last year,” she said with a wink.


She was right—last year she had given me tickets to see one of my favorite musicians in concert. Dad had given me a lava lamp.


But also last year my parents had still been together, the bookstore had been thriving, and Jennica and I were still friends.


This year… well. The ring really was beautiful.


But I’d take a hundred more lava lamps if it meant a bad-luck reversal.


I’d take a hundred more lava lamps if it meant I could go back to the way things were.
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