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To Mama. Thank you.

For everything.

I love you.



Ana to Annabelle, my baby princess.

I love you more than you’ll ever know.
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My Forced Exile into the Land of Hillbillies, or: Proof That God Hates Me

“I’m never going to see you again!” I cry, clutching Maria’s arm in a death grip. I’m making a scene in the middle of LAX, but I don’t care. My whole life is falling apart, and this is my last chance to salvage some of the pieces.

“That’s not true,” Maria says firmly, trying unsuccessfully to disengage herself from my clutches. “Your father will fix this. You have to be strong.”

Be strong? I’m being shipped off to the middle of nowhere and all she can say is “Be strong”? Next she’ll be comforting me with something really helpful, like “When life hands you lemons, make lemonade.”

I let go of her arm and grab a big handful of her shirt. “Please let me stay, please, please, pleeeeease.”

Unfortunately, Maria expected something like this, which is why she brought José, our gardener, along. Even though he devotes most of his life to growing flowers, José is the type of guy you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. He’s massively built, and you can tell he probably got the hideous scar on his left cheek from a knife fight or some other equally scary thing. I’d love to know the whole story, but nobody in their right mind would dare ask him about it. He’s THAT scary.

José steps forward, his face as hard as granite. “No más,” he says forcefully, removing my hands as if they were twigs. “Vas a perder tu vuelo.” José always speaks Spanish, even though Maria says he can speak English fluently. That’s probably true too, because the time I accidentally got the gas and brake pedals mixed up and drove Daddy’s new Mercedes into the wall of the garage, José said “fuck” perfectly, without an accent or anything.

“Last call for Flight 1725 to Little Rock,” a woman’s voice says over the loudspeaker.

José pushes my candy-colored Louis V into my hands and steers me toward the security checkpoint. I look back pitifully at Maria, the only mother I’ve ever known. My biological mother died in a plane crash when I was a baby. She was a really famous fashion model, and her plane went down on the way to a photo shoot in the Bahamas.

That sounds like a made-up story, I know, but it’s totally not. Really. There’s an E! True Hollywood Story about her and everything—“Crystal Kendall: Tragic Beauty.”

Maria says it’s good I was so little when she died because that way I don’t remember her. Maria’s mother died when she was twelve, and it still really bothers her. Sometimes she even wakes up at night calling out for her and saying things in Spanish I can’t understand.

Except the weird thing is that I DO remember my mother. I mean, intellectually, I know that I don’t really remember her, but I’ve spent so much time reading articles about her and looking at her pictures that sometimes it seems like I do. It’s like I’ve constructed this whole imaginary person in my head. Crazy, huh?

“I love you,” I tell Maria, holding back the sobs that are threatening to overtake my body.

“Vamos,” she says, shooing me toward the gate. Tears are rolling down her face, ruining the MAC foundation and blush I picked out for her last week at Saks. I try to go back to her, but José steps in front of me, an impenetrable fortress. I have no choice but to go through the gate.

I hoist my Louis V higher on my shoulder. All right, if I’m going to have to go through with this nightmare, I’m going to do it with dignity. Like the time I had to go to an Orlando Bloom premiere with green hair because I had gone swimming too soon after my highlights. A lot of people would have bailed, but I just put my hair in a messy topknot, threw on a cute little Galliano and some funky earrings, and went with it. It was a risk, but it paid off. Joan Rivers pronounced it “the most fashion-forward look she’d seen all year,” and I even got a tiny pic in Teen Vogue. I mean, surely if I can pull off green hair, I can pull this off.

Lifting my chin, I walk forward through the gate like I own it. Arkansas, here I come. Yee-haw.
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The 411 on Me

Okay, so you’re probably wondering why I’m being exiled from L.A., though if you read the papers, you probably already know a little about my situation. Oh, except I didn’t tell you my name did, I? My bad. I’m West Deschanel, daughter of Jean-Claude Deschanel, the super-successful Hollywood agent who was recently convicted (wrongfully—he was totally framed) of embezzling money from his clients. And instead of just letting him pay a fine (which would have been no big deal because we’re totally rich), the judge sentenced him to FIVE YEARS in prison.

I mean, come on, that’s a little harsh, don’t you think? It’s not like he was plotting terrorist activities in our basement or anything. And to make it even more awful, he is SO innocent. His slimy accountant Neal totally framed him. I knew from the start that guy was bad news. I mean, who trusts a guy named Neal?

Anyway, with my dad in prison and my mom dead, that left me an orphan, legally speaking. Of course, I was a filthy rich orphan, so it’s not like anyone felt sorry for me or anything. Plus, I still had Maria. Daddy’s lawyer, Luke, drew up the papers to make her my legal guardian, but in a soap opera-ish twist of fate, the day before everything was finalized, a woman with big hair and a Southern accent came into the house all gangbusters and announced that SHE should be my legal guardian, not Maria.

Okay, so technically she buzzed the intercom at the end of the security gate and dropped her little bombshell during lattes and low-fat chocolate chip cookies with Maria, but it’s the same difference. She TOTALLY screwed up my life.

Miss Big Hair turned out to be Sherri Reynolds, my mother’s younger sister, who had come to L.A. to announce that she wanted me to live with her. On a farm. In Arkansas.

Naturally, I freaked out because (A) living on a farm in Arkansas is number nonexistent on my list of cool things to do before I die; and (B) my “Aunt Sherri” is the weirdo who sends me a pair of gloves and a package of Hanes Her Way underwear every year for Christmas.

Need I continue? I mean, B alone is proof the woman is an unfit guardian. I relaxed, though, because Luke PROMISED me there was no way the judge would award custody to anybody but Maria. Except he SO lied, which just proves you can’t trust anyone, even if they work at the biggest law firm in L.A. and wear custom-made Versace.

The judge turned out to be one of those “blood is thicker than water” types who thought it would be good for me to “get to know my roots.” I told her that I pay Andre, my hairdresser, very good money to make sure I don’t know my roots, thank you very much, but she said she didn’t care. Actually, her precise words were “Don’t get cute with me,” but I took that to mean the same thing. Then she proceeded to give me this big, long lecture on how she was tired of all these “entitled” teenagers and how she could send me to some juvenile detention center if I didn’t do what she said.

Um, can you say power trip? It was SO obvious that she’s just one of these cranky middle-aged women who hate anybody younger and prettier than they are. I pointed out to Luke the blatant green monster on her shoulder, but he said that wasn’t a valid legal argument. I assumed he had some other fancy legal maneuver up his sleeve, but no. Mr. nine-hundred-dollars-an-hour was done. And to make matters worse, Luke said she was totally telling the truth about the detention center thing.

So. Here I am on my way to—are you ready for this?—Possum Grape, Arkansas. That’s right, you heard me. Possum Grape. My dear auntie lives in a town named after a rodent and a fruit. And that horrid judge is trying to make me live there too. But I can’t. I won’t. I mean, I know I’m on this plane and everything, but I refuse to be beaten by a woman who wears a black tablecloth to work every day. She may have won the battle, as they say, but this war is FAR from over.

Uh-oh. I’m getting myself worked up and I’m supposed to be trying to cultivate inner peace. I’ve been dabbling in Buddhism, and let me tell you—Buddhists are ALL about inner peace.

I close my eyes and try to focus on my breathing the way I learned in my Buddhist meditation class, but this annoying jingle from a Diet Coke commercial keeps intruding on my thoughts. Great. Now I’m thirsty. I crane my head over the back of my seat and motion to the entirely too perky guy who’s my flight attendant. He bobs happily up the aisle and promises to return in a few seconds with a bottle of Evian.

As I turn back around I accidentally look directly into the gaze of the man sitting next to me. Uh-oh. I cut my eyes away immediately, but it’s already too late. He sticks out his hand. “Hi, I’m Ted,” he says in a low, husky voice he obviously thinks is sexy, but makes me want to gag into my air-sickness bag. First of all, he’s forty-ish, which means he’s the same age as my dad. Second, he’s been openly staring at my breasts ever since we got on the plane. And third, he’s wearing a fake Rolex.

I look at his hand as if it’s the most revolting thing I’ve ever seen and make no move to take it. His smile disappears when he realizes I’m not going to suddenly pull him into the bathroom and make him a member of the Mile High Club. Disgusted, he pulls his hand away and mutters, “Sheesh, I was just trying to be friendly.”

Yeah, right. I shoot him a look to clue him in that I know he’s full of it. Men like Ted only have one thing on their minds and, trust me, it’s not making friends. I know this because I deal with it a lot. Hollywood is full of older men trying to catch a little action with girls young enough to be their daughters or, in some cases, granddaughters. Or in one really, really disgusting incident, their great-granddaughter, but I don’t want to talk about that or else I’ll really have to use my air-sickness bag.

I used to try to be nice to guys like Ted because I didn’t want to hurt their feelings, but I’ve learned from experience that you can’t give them one iota of encouragement. Zero, zip—not even shake their hand. It’s better to just be a total bitch from the start.

The flight attendant reappears with my water. Ted immediately asks him for a screwdriver, even though it’s, like, nine in the morning. Good. Maybe he’ll keep drinking them and pass out, so he can’t stare at my breasts anymore.

I uncap the water and take a long swallow, then settle back in my seat as I mentally construct an imaginary wall between me and Ted. Okay, where was I? Oh yeah, my breathing. I close my eyes and try to start again, but the same freaking Diet Coke commercial starts playing in my head.

I open my eyes. All right. Maybe I should just forget about my breathing and think positive thoughts instead. Arielle, my life coach, says it’s important to visualize good things happening because it makes them more likely to come true. It really works too, because last month I could NOT find a dress for this super-important charity event (I mean, I went everywhere), so I finally tried visualizing myself finding the perfect outfit, and the very next day I found the most fabulous Chloé dress you ever saw.

So, maybe if I visualize positive things about this whole Arkansas thing, I’ll find another fabulous Chloe dress. Not literally, of course, but you know what I mean. So lets see, good thoughts, good thoughts … I know! I’ll think about what my aunt’s house is going to look like. House stuff is totally fun.

I snuggle farther down in my seat and start mapping it out. It’ll be one of those huge, white Southern mansions, with Greek pillars and a big front porch, sort of like Tara in Gone with the Wind. There’ll be a crystal chandelier in the entryway, and an elegantly curved staircase. For the SHORT time I’m there, I’ll spend lazy afternoons sitting on the front porch exchanging witty banter with my eccentric yet brilliant Southern friends.

We’ll laugh and discuss Mark Twain and Tennessee Williams, and a maid in a crisp black-and-white uniform will bring us mint juleps. I’m not exactly sure what a mint julep has in it (mint obviously), but it sounds yummy, don’t you think? The house will be surrounded by majestic oak trees and fields dotted with sleek horses … my eyes fly open.

Horses! Of course! Why didn’t I think of them earlier? If I’m going to be forced to go to this place, I might as well make the most of it, and I’ve wanted to learn to ride ever since I saw this awesome black-and-white layout of Jacqueline Kennedy and her horse. She looked so refined in these black breeches with a fitted jacket and a smart little whip. I totally want an outfit like that.

Forgetting all about my positive thinking, I lean forward and dig through my bag for my sketchbook. When I finally find it, I have to flip through a ton of pages to find a blank one because I’ve almost completely filled the whole thing up. Designing is my passion—have I mentioned that yet? I’m going to be a famous fashion designer. I used to say I “wanted” to be a famous fashion designer, but Arielle says it’s better to say “I am” so that you eliminate the possibility of failure from your mind. Isn’t she, like, so totally smart?

Anyway, designing is part of the reason why I have to get back to L.A. ASAP. You see, my best friend, Delaney, and I are throwing our annual end-of-summer party in just TWO WEEKS. Our blowout this year is fashion themed, featuring my original designs. We’re going to have a mini fashion show with a catwalk and models and everything. And, more important, Zane Porter is going to be there.

In case you’ve been living under a rock, Zane Porter is the hot, new, straight (gasp!) twenty-something designer who has recently taken L.A. by storm. Pssst. You want to know a little dish? Yours truly is dating him!

Okay, so a string of random club hookups isn’t exactly dating, but we also text each other practically every day. Besides, I wouldn’t want to be with him exclusively or anything. Hello, I’m only sixteen. I’m not about to tie myself down with somebody, even if he did dress Reese Witherspoon for the Oscars.

Anyway, Zane has no idea I’m a designer too, but I’m going to surprise him at the party. And once he sees how talented I am, he’ll totally want to take me on as his intern next summer. That’s why getting back to L.A. in time for the party is SO important. Being Zane’s intern next summer is a crucial step in my plan to debut at New York Fashion Week when I’m nineteen.

I know what you’re thinking: Why am I in such a hurry when I have my whole life ahead of me? Frank, my therapist, recently told me it’s because I’m secretly scared I’ll die young like my mother, so I’m trying to cram everything in just in case. And my only response to that is … hello? He’s just now figuring this out? I have a therapist, a life coach, AND a Buddhist meditation teacher. Do I seem like somebody who is just coasting through their teenage years?

Anyway, a lot of people think I’m going to go into modeling or acting because of Daddy’s connections and my looks, but I’m so over the whole actress/model thing. All of Daddy’s girlfriends are actresses/models and they are SO lame. The only things they talk about are their trainers and their stupid auditions.

And even though Daddy hasn’t been in a single long-term relationship since my mom died, they all think they’re going to marry him and be the next Mrs. Jean-Claude Deschanel. That is so not going to happen. Daddy says he won’t ever marry again because my mother was the love of his life, and nothing could compare to that. Isn’t that so romantic and tragic? It’s just like Kate Winslet and Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic—except for the whole sinking ocean liner thing.

I work diligently on my new sketches until the vibration of the plane’s engines makes it hard to keep my eyes open. We didn’t have time to stop at Starbucks for my usual caffeine fix, so I’m operating on less steam than usual.

Tucking my sketchpad and pencil back in my bag, I lean back against the seat and close my eyes. I feel a lot better about everything after all my positive thinking. I mean, after all, how bad can Arkansas be?


3
Tara: The White-Trash Version

The is not happening to me, this is not happening to me, this is not happening to me…. I close my eyes and repeat this mantra over and over again, but when I peek through my lashes (which are lusciously thick, thanks to the two coats of Chanel mascara I applied before de-boarding), the awful people are still standing in front of me.

And by awful, I mean completely, totally, and appallingly deficient in all the important categories: grooming, fashion, and cosmetic dentistry.

Sherri comes toward me, her hair even bigger than in L.A., her arms outstretched. “Welcome home, Caroline!” she squeals, crushing me to her chest. I cringe and not just because she’s wearing some sort of hideous perfume.

First of all, Caroline is my middle name and I don’t go by it, so I have no idea why she’s calling me that. Second, this place is NOT my home, and I don’t care to be welcomed to it like some sort of prodigal daughter or something.

“Thanks for picking me up,” I gasp when she finally lets go of me.

C’mon, you didn’t think I was going to do the whole spoiled, sulky teenager thing, did you? I’d like to, of course, but I have to extricate myself from this situation, and, as the saying goes, you get more flies with honey. I mean, mint juleps and curving staircases are great and all, but I’m getting out of this place.

Sherri smiles at me, revealing the reason teeth whitener was invented. “Of course we came to pick you up, hon. You’re family.” She turns and motions to the people behind her. “Y’all come on up here so I can introduce you to Caroline.”

Why is she calling me that? I wonder as the people shuffle forward reluctantly. Actually, there aren’t as many of them as I first thought, just a man and two kids, a boy about my age, and a little girl who’s probably six or seven. Sherri’s family, I assume. I know she has a couple of kids, because that was another reason why the judge said it would be good for me to live here. She said having pseudo-siblings would be an “enriching” experience. Whatever. I could have just gotten a dog.

I put on my best fake smile, hoping they hadn’t noticed my horrified expression when I first saw them. By rights I shouldn’t be worried about hurting their feelings since Sherri isn’t worried about RUINING MY LIFE, but I can’t help it. My upbringing won’t allow me to be openly rude. Damn Maria. If only she’d been inattentive and uncaring like all my friends’ nannies instead of smothering me with love and drilling good manners into my head, I could totally be channeling Naomi Campbell right now.

“This is your uncle Joe,” Sherri says, pulling on the man’s arm until she’s maneuvered him in front of me.

Uncle Joe? I don’t even know this guy. Does she really expect me to call him that? Does she expect me to call her Aunt Sherri too?

My first reaction is no way, but then I remember the fly and honey thing. I sigh inwardly. All right, all right. I’ll call them Aunt and Uncle. I’ll call them anything they want if it’ll help me get back to L.A.

I force myself to act enthusiastic. “Hi, Uncle Joe,” I say brightly, sticking out my hand. I have to crane my neck to look him in the face because he is really, really tall, probably about six feet four. He’s also really, really thin, and his face is severely sun damaged. Haven’t these people ever heard of skin cancer? I have the urge to offer him some of my moisturizer with SPF, but I resist the temptation, considering we just met, like, two seconds ago.

We shake, and he mumbles something unintelligible before dropping my hand really quickly like he’s afraid I have a communicable disease or something.

Next up is Clint, Joe and Sherri’s son. Physically, he appears to be about my age, but fashion-wise he looks like a ten-year-old whose mom got him dressed that morning. His light blue, short-sleeved, button-up shirt is neatly tucked into his high-waisted blue jeans, which are secured by a braided leather belt and creased so sharply, they’re probably dangerous. That’s right, CREASED. I can practically see Sherri standing over them with a steaming iron. To make matters worse, he’s also a little pudgy and has his hair buzzed to his scalp as if he recently signed up for the military.

I finger my cell phone inside my purse, tempted. Carson Kressley’s number is in my address book, and if anybody ever needed a professional makeover, it’s this guy. I know Queer Eye got canceled and all, but maybe they’d consider doing a reunion show. But again, there’s that whole met-two-seconds-ago thing, so I guess arranging a makeover by famous homosexuals would be a little bit presumptuous.

Appearance aside, though, he’s still around my age, so surely we’ll have something in common, right?

I give him my best smile. “Hey, Clint. How are you?”

Displaying the same winning charm as his father, Clint stares at the floor with his hands crammed in his pockets.

“Say hello, Clinty,” Sherri says, prodding him.

Clinty? OMG. Forget Carson Kressley. This guy is beyond help.

“Hey” he mutters, never lifting his eyes from the top of his seriously ugly boots.

Ouch. Strike two. The famous Deschanel charm apparently has no power south of the Mason-Dixon Line.

I naturally assume the little girl will be strike three, but when Sherri introduces Glint’s little sister, Dakota, she immediately plasters herself to my side.

“I like your necklace,” she says breathlessly, staring at the gold and diamond locket Daddy gave me right before his trial started. It has the word PRINCESS inscribed on the front of it because that’s what Daddy calls me. When he gave it to me, he told me that no matter what happened, the locket would always remind me that I’m his Princess. Isn’t that SO sweet? I never take it off, even when it doesn’t go with what I’m wearing.

“Thank you,” I say, smiling down at her. Finally, somebody who can speak more than one word (and give compliments, no less). Dakota is obviously an aberration from the rest of her family because not only does she display basic social etiquette, she’s also cute. She’s delicate and small-boned, with sandy blond pigtails and a smattering of freckles across her nose. I wonder if she was adopted.

“Did it cost a lot of money?” Dakota says in the next breath. “’Cause my mom says your dad used to be filthy rich until Satan caught up with him and punished him for—”

Sherri clamps her hand over Dakota’s mouth, muffling the rest of her words. “Kids have such active imaginations, don’t they?” she asks me over the top of Dakota’s head, giving a little self-conscious laugh.

Yeah, right. I’m fairly certain Dakota didn’t come up with that little scenario while she was conjuring up imaginary friends. Out loud, I merely reply breezily, “Oh, you know what they say—out of the mouths of babes.”

Sherri smiles and lets go of Dakota’s mouth. “Exactly.” She looks around at Joe. “Don’t you think we’d better get going, hon? I’m sure Caroline is just chompin’ at the bit to see her new home.”

Yep, that’s me, chompin’ at the bit. WTF? I think about taking advantage of the transition from airport to car to mention that my name is West, not Caroline, but then I decide to just let it wait. I’m tired, and there’ll be time to bring it up later. Right now, I’m just looking forward to a long bath and a nap. Then, when I’m refreshed, I can assess the situation and decide what my next step should be in Project Return to L.A. With any luck, I’ll be out of here so quick, it won’t matter what they call me.



I spend the next three hours trapped inside a red minivan with a luggage rack, listening to country music while Sherri calls my attention to all the fascinating landmarks—“There’s a brand-new Wal-Mart Super Center right there.”

I’m actually grateful when I finally spot a wooden sign welcoming visitors and residents to Possum Grape, “Your Dream Hometown” (I’m not even going to comment on that last part). Per Sherri’s instructions, Joe steers the minivan through the main part of the town so I can have a “tour.” She obviously thinks seeing the town will make me excited, but instead it just makes me even more depressed. I mean, it’s not that it’s small—Beverly Hills is only six square miles—there’s just nothing here. I see, like, a grocery store and a McDonald’s. And a few gas stations.

How can people live in a place like this? I wonder as we pass a roadside stand offering GRANNY’S HOMEMADE BARBECUE. There are no Starbucks, no boutiques, no restaurants. No wonder my mom moved to California when she was only seventeen.

“Our house isn’t very far from here,” Sherri tells me once I’ve seen everything. “We’re almost there.”

Thank God, I think silently. Except it turns out “almost there” doesn’t mean the same thing in Arkansas as it does in California because twenty minutes later we’re STILL driving. And although I’m not sure how it happened, we’re somehow on a dirt road. I didn’t even know the United States still had dirt roads. I thought they were all paved over when the pioneer people traded their covered wagons in for cars.

After five more minutes, we FINALLY turn into a gravel driveway with a rusty black mailbox marked REYNOLDS, Joe and Sherri’s last name.

The first thing that pops into my mind when I see my new home is that Arielle lied to me. That whole positive visualization thing is a load of crap. Instead of Tara, Sherri and Joe’s house looks more like … well, I don’t even have a frame of reference for comparison. We don’t have structures like the thing I’m looking at in Beverly Hills. So much for all my positive concentration on the plane. My Chloé dress was obviously a fluke.

“Well, what do you think?” Sherri says expectantly, as Joe maneuvers the minivan down the two, long ruts I assume are supposed to be a driveway and parks a few feet away from the crumbling front porch. Horror-stricken, I gaze up at the giant monstrosity looming over me. It’s now official: I’m definitely in hell.

“It’s, uh, very … peaceful,” I stumble, unable to come up with anything better. I consider myself somewhat of an expert at spinning white lies (my dad works in Hollywood, after all), but Sherri and Joe’s house is beyond even my capability for false flattery.

Fortunately, though, Sherri doesn’t seem to notice. She nods vigorously, agreeing with me. “That’s exactly why we bought this place. We just can’t stand having neighbors right on top of us.” She pats Joe on the shoulder. “Right, hon?”

Joe grunts, which I’m starting to think is his only method of communication, though I did see him give a macho wave to a couple of trucks we passed back on the main highway. Well, it wasn’t a wave, actually. He just sort of lifted his index finger off the steering wheel for a couple of seconds.

“Of course, I’m sure it’s nothing compared to what you’re used to,” Sherri adds. I glance at her sharply to see if she’s being bitchy, but her expression is bland.

“What are you used to?” Dakota asks me, clearly fascinated. She sucks in a breath. “Did you live in a mansion?”

The question catches me off guard, and once again I falter for the appropriate response. I mean, now is probably not the best time to mention that I grew up in a ten-million-dollar home modeled after a famous castle in Italy. “It was just a house,” I say lightly, hoping Dakota will cease and desist. Of course I have no such luck.

“But what kind of house?” she persists. “Was it like the mansion Annie lives in when she leaves the orphanage and goes to live with Daddy Warbucks? Did you have servants and a helicopter and—”

“Hush up,” Joe orders Dakota sharply.

The van immediately falls silent. So he CAN talk! It’s obviously a rare event, though, because even Clint looks up from the Game Boy he’s been playing for the past three hours. I made a couple of futile attempts to engage him in small talk at the start of the trip, but he made it clear he wasn’t interested in conversing with me, or basically even acknowledging that I’m alive.

Dakota shuts up even though it’s obvious she’s dying to ask me a few hundred thousand more questions.

Joe unbuckles his seat belt, which is apparently the signal that it’s okay to get out of the van, because that’s what everybody does.
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