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For all of us,
who wish to be loved just as we are.
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I desire the things which will destroy me in the end.


SYLVIA PLATH




Chapter One


Who in their right mind thought it would be a good idea to put our family portrait on my dad’s Senate campaign postcard? Why is my face covered by the address label? Shouldn’t it be on the other side of the postcard?


I grimace as I peel away the label, imagining what it would be like to find these five people grinning like idiots in my mailbox. I mean, if I wasn’t me, and I didn’t know the truth about these people.


Us, that is.


Do people actually see us as Dad’s “package deal”? He says that when people vote for him, they’re getting the “whole package.”


What does that even mean, anyway?


I hold up the postcard to the light, as if being able to see through it would change the way I see us. But the colors are too dark, and, anyway, a photo can’t tell the whole story. No one who gets one of these stupid postcards has any idea who we really are.


I toss the postcard onto my father’s desk and stare at the address label stuck to the end of my finger. Package deal, my fat butt.


My dad, Reese, played college ball for the UT Longhorns. He was a linebacker then, but he’s an investment banker now, and he’s running for the U.S. Senate. My mom, Sonya, used to teach fourth grade, and she was Miss Texas twenty-two years ago.


My oh-so-perfect-in-every-way older sister, Rachel, is about to leave for college (pause here to praise Jesus), and my little sister, Drew, like Rachel, looks like a carbon copy of Mom. They’re all overly concerned with what they look like, I guess because they like what they see when they look in the mirror.


Sadly, I did not escape Dad’s Incredible Hulk–like genes or his weight problem. My mom, sisters, and the mirror do a fantastic job of reminding me that I am The Fat Girl.


As if I could ever forget.


Last week, Drew took a break from admiring herself in the full-length mirror at the end of the hall when she noticed that I was eating ice cream in front of the TV. She flipped her hair back over her shoulder like Mom does, and sounded like Mini-Mom, too: “Do you know how many calories are in that? Where, exactly, do you think it will look best on you?”


As Drew turned back to the mirror, she dropped her hair brush. Lucky for her, she bent to pick it up at the exact moment that I rocketed the bowl through the air—Slam!—a direct hit to my arch nemesis, the mirror! That sucker broke into about a hundred pieces, and about the time that Drew recovered enough to start bawling, the frame fell off the wall.


Totally worth losing my iPhone. Totally.
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Sometimes I hear the old lady campaign volunteers whisper about how good-looking my dad is—like, he’s in his late forties, but anybody can still see the UT Austin football star he once was. He’s unmistakably my father, but the qualities that make Dad attractive even though he’s a big guy are the same ones that make me consider myself genetically doomed.


When a women’s magazine profiled the Senate candidates’ wives, the reporter and photographer came to our house to take some photos. They were about to leave when the reporter said, “Sonya, would you mind just one more photo? We’d like to have one of you and the children.”


Drew called me out of my room. I stepped into the living room, and the photographer took me by the elbow and guided me right back out. “Sorry, this one’s of immediate family only.”


Drew giggled and said, “Colby’s my sister, too, silly!”


We took the pic and as the reporter was wrapping up the interview, Mom leaned in and said, “Um, your people can Photoshop Colby, right? Make her look a little more like she belongs with us…?”


Sure enough, when the article ran, I still didn’t look like I could be the spawn of a former Miss Texas, but I also didn’t look like the person I see in the mirror.


Too bad that the person in charge of Dad’s campaign postcards stuck with reality instead of Photoshop.
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Rachel appears in Dad’s campaign office doorway. “Colby, what’re you doing? Let me sit at Dad’s desk. The Young Conservatives choir just arrived. You need to go get ready.” She doesn’t look up from texting on her phone as she moves toward me.


I don’t budge from the chair. “I don’t feel like singing today. I’m not going.”


Rachel sighs. “Yes, you are. You know Mrs. Hamlet will pop a blood vessel if you’re not in place for the national anthem. Move it.”


“I still think it sucks that you don’t have to sing anymore. You’re not leaving for college until Saturday.” I align the address label vertically over Rachel’s image, leaving only her spindly legs visible on the postcard. I rub it, trying to smooth the edges.


“Don’t you think Mrs. Pendergrass and her crew of Dad’s groupies put those stickers where they did for a reason?” Rachel whips the postcard away from me and tosses it atop the others in the box on the floor. “They’re trying to attract voters, not repel them. Now heave yourself out of that chair and go put on your tent.”


I imagine the suffocating heaviness of the American flag–sequined choir robe in the midsummer heat, and I nearly scream.


I jerk Rachel’s phone out of her hands as she settles into Dad’s chair before I’ve even cleared it completely.


“People think you’re sooo sweet. If they knew the real you…” I tap Photos on the phone screen. Rachel lunges for my hand. I jerk it away and knock over Dad’s tall mug of coffee. It pours onto his desk pad calendar and spills over the edge of the desk onto Rachel’s skirt.


“You idiot! Look what you’ve done!” She bolts from the chair and yanks the phone away. “I’ll be so glad to get away from you. You’re an embarrassment to all of us.”


“Run to the bathroom and grab some paper towels, will you?” I’m frantically moving stacks of papers, books, and Dad’s knickknacks from the growing coffee puddle, and a framed photo of us on our spring break hiking trip sails off the side of the desk onto the floor. “Shit!” I look up at Rachel. “Please? Help me? I mean, this is partly your fault, you’re the one who…”


She shakes her head and smiles smugly. “Nope. I was never here. I don’t know a thing. You’re on your own.” She squares her shoulders and wrings the coffee from the hem of her skirt, then rotates the skirt on her waist so that the stain is in the back. Unflappable, just like always. “I’m going to the rally now. Hear that, Colby? The music’s started. You’re late.”


I grab a box of tissues from the bookcase and sop up most of the coffee. I sing the first few words of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” as if I’m where I’m supposed to be: sandwiched behind super weird Candy Geary, who never seems to shut up, and in front of super stinky Ronald Maynard, who smells like canned cat food. He wears a Friskies-scented cloud the way some guys wear Axe body spray. But I can’t do so much as make a face, because I have to be nice to everybody. It’s part of being Reese Denton’s daughter.


I shove the coffee-soaked wads into the empty tissue box, toss it in the trash, and look around for another box, but my eye catches on the campaign postcard and my big fat face staring back at me from the center of my otherwise perfect family. Was it true? Did Mrs. Pendergrass purposely place the address labels on the wrong side just so that she could cover my face? I thought that she and all the other geezers liked me. I lean down to the box on the floor, pull out a handful of postcards off the top of the pile, and quickly thumb through them.


Rachel wasn’t kidding. Every one of the postcards is identical. I swallow hard and dump the remaining postcards onto the floor, then spread them out with my toe. I plop back into Dad’s chair and nearly fall backward. I throw myself forward; my stomach clenches, and I remember Dad’s snack stash in his lower left desk drawer.


Seconds later, I’m ripping the foil off one Ding Dong after another. I think I’ll only eat one more; I don’t even taste the chocolate-covered cupcakes as they go down. I plunge my hand to the bottom of the wastebasket and bury the wrappers beneath the trash. I’m kind of surprised when the box is empty; I stomp it flat with my foot and shove it to the bottom of the trash, too…Maybe Dad’ll think he already ate them all.


I can’t leave the evidence here. Dad eats too much, too, but he has no problem with lecturing me about the importance of appearance to voters. “It’s not just me who’s running for Senate, Colby. It’s all of us. If you were a boy, people would assume you play football, like I did. What do you think they assume when they see you?”


If Mom finds out about the cupcake raid, she’ll give me her disappointed look and say, “What you eat in private, you wear in public.”


As soon as I feel less queasy, I’ll take the bag to the dumpster. Seeing what I’ve done makes me feel even fatter. I just won’t eat anything else today. It won’t be that hard.


I sigh heavily at the coffee-saturated calendar. The month of July is ruined; at least it’s almost over. I tear off the page and see Dad’s handwriting on the first Saturday in August: Move Rachel to school. The page is too wet to add Praise Jesus! under his words. I lift the pages one by one to see how far into autumn the coffee soaked. By Election Day in November, the pages are perfect again. I lift the desk pad and flutter the calendar pages to make them dry faster, and I notice initials and codes, like LW 400.5. Strange. There are names of banks and long numbers, too.


I toss the calendar atop the postcards and my eye catches on the damaged picture frame on the floor. I gingerly lift the frame and slide the broken glass into the wastebasket, then sit back in Dad’s chair and carefully remove the spring break hiking trip pic that we took just before Dad broke his collarbone and we had to cut short our vacation. When I see another photo beneath it, taped to the frame’s cardboard backing, it’s as if all the blood rushes from my body and pools in my feet.


It’s a picture of my dad.


And he’s kissing a lady. I mean, he’s really kissing her, and it looks like he was holding the camera to take the picture.


But it’s not my mom. This lady has brown hair, and, anyway, I’ve never seen him kiss Mom that way. It’s as if the photo burns my fingers; I throw it down and stumble back, knocking over my dad’s chair. My heart’s pounding in my ears and it feels like my chest is going to explode. I realize I’m holding my breath and I let it go, but it comes out really loud like a sob and I clap my hand over my mouth, then run to the doorway and look down the hall to make sure no one is there. I tiptoe back to the desk, retrieve the photo, and stare at it. Do I know her? Dad’s wearing the sling from when he broke his collarbone. So…this was taken a few months ago.


I hear voices in the hallway. A door opens…footsteps…my dad’s campaign manager, Patrick, is calling the staff together. I look around for somewhere to put the photo. I peel it off the cardboard backing and slide it down the front of my dress, into my bra.


I’m frozen, and the bookcases that line the office are closing in. I feel like a stranger looking for the first time at the framed photos lining Dad’s office in chronological order. My parents’ wedding photo…the two of them with Rachel…and me…then Drew came along. Every election season, we’ve had a family photo taken: a visual representation of Dad’s “family values” platform.


I’ve been standing on stages and waving at crowds ever since I can remember, starting with Dad’s campaign for the local school board. Then came the race for city councilman, and a year after that, state representative. My father has been trying to get everybody to love him ever since he was in middle school: A framed photo of him as eighth grade student council president hangs on the wall in his study, just above his Eagle Scout badge.
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I go to the door, close and lock it, then pull the photo from my bra. Who is this woman? I plop into the desk chair, carefully lift the coffee-drenched calendar onto my lap, and go through the pages one by one, looking for the woman’s name, but except for Rachel’s on moving day, there’s just the mysterious initials, names of banks, and numbers.


I turn on Dad’s computer, but it’s password protected. I frantically go through his desk drawers, study the books on his shelf, and even look behind the paintings and framed photos on the wall. I don’t know why her name would be behind Dad’s framed photo of him and George W. Bush when they met at a hardware store in Dallas, but I’m not exactly in my right mind.


I hear people cheering outside. Dad’s campaign theme song—it’s called “I Can’t Hold Back,” by this ’80s band called Survivor—is blasting, so the rally must be wrapping up. I slide the photo back into my bra, then run my hands around the rim of my mouth just in case there’s any crumbs there. My tongue is greasy, my teeth taste terrible, and I wish I had some gum.


I place the broken picture frame in the center of the calendar, awkwardly bend and fold it over as if I’m wrapping a gift, crease it, and shove it on top of the trash.


I scoop the postcards back into their box and straighten Dad’s desk so that it looks normal. He’ll notice if the spring break photo is out of the frame, so I pull the snack stash drawer all the way out, place the pic under the metal sliding mechanism, and close the drawer.


Then I upright Dad’s chair, move to the doorway, and try to see his office as anyone else would: anyone who hadn’t, of course, just seen my father—“the family man”—with his tongue down some stranger’s throat.


I tie off the trash bag and head to the dumpster with it. I keep my head down and hope that no one recognizes me—but without a big white address label over my face, what are the odds?
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I sneak away from the dumpster like a rat, tiptoe in through the back door of the building, and move to a window near the stage outside. I part the blinds ever-so-slightly to spy on my parents. My father stands at the top of the platform steps, shaking hands with people and smiling. Mom’s at his side, just like always.


“I Can’t Hold Back” starts up again. Dad grabs Mom by the wrist, pulls her into an embrace, then whirls her away. It’s supposed to look spontaneous, but they do this to end every rally. Dad says it’s a positive picture for voters to leave with, and, besides, it’s an easy “out” from having to keep talking to people. They end the dance with a kiss, then he and Mom wave at the crowd and descend the steps. Just like always.
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Rachel and her two best friends from The Young Conservatives catch me being a peeping Tom. I jump when she speaks. “The coast is clear, Colby. I told Mrs. Hamlet that you have a raging case of mono, and that’s why you didn’t show up to sing.”


I noisily release the blinds and spin back to her, my mouth gaping open. “You did what?”


She strikes a thoughtful pose: eyes to the ceiling and an index finger to her chin. “Wait a minute; no, I didn’t say that, after all. See, mononucleosis is the kissing disease, so no one would ever believe that you could catch it.” Her friends laugh, and they high-five each other.


I roll my eyes. “For your information, that is a myth. Anyone can catch mono.”


She mocks, “Anyone can catch mono,” then strides to the desk my mom always uses when she’s in the office. “Where’s Mom’s purse?… Oh, never mind. I found it.” She pulls the Coach handbag out of a drawer, dumps the contents on the desk, and pulls some cash from Mom’s billfold.


I fold my arms over my chest. The photo’s sticky against my skin; I’m sweating so much that I wonder if the image will stay on later, like a rub-on tattoo. I’m tempted to lift it off my skin so that it won’t, but I’m afraid Rachel will notice. “Does Mom know you’re going through her stuff?”


Rachel glances at the other girls, and they smirk in unison. “Just tell her I needed twenty bucks. Chris has his mom’s Suburban. We’re going to a late lunch and a movie. I’ll be home by ten.”


“I want to go, too.” I stand. Maybe I can get Rachel alone and show her the picture. Maybe she’ll explain it away and tell me how stupid I am to ever think that Dad would cheat on Mom. I sure hope so.


“I want to go, too,” Rachel mocks. She gives me the You’re an embarrassment to all of us look. I get it. I know I don’t fit; she doesn’t have to remind me all the time. “No freshmen.”


“But school’s about to start. I’m a sophomore now—”


“It’s only for graduates. It’s our last Young Conservatives outing before we all leave for college.” She shoves the billfold back in Mom’s purse, gives me a withering glance, and gestures to her friends. “Let’s go this way.” She leads them to the side exit.
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The building’s empty except for Dad, Mom, and Patrick. My little sister, Drew, and Mrs. Pendergrass’s grandson, Bobby, are on the plywood stage outside, putting on an imaginary concert for the volunteers who are folding up the chairs in the parking lot.


The sugar and fat I consumed in record time have me woozy enough, but stir in the discovery that Dad’s cheating on Mom, and I’m positive I’m going to puke. I grab my iPod and stretch out on the sofa in the media center (it’s just the room with a sofa and TV). Maybe if I lie really still, I won’t throw up.


I’m between songs when I hear what sounds like arguing; I press Off and tiptoe just inside the doorway to try to hear what’s going on. I lean forward and when I do, the photo of Dad and that lady pokes out the top of my bra. I push it back into place and peek around the corner into Patrick’s office. Mom’s nodding and smiling—but it’s the smile of hers that looks like a dog baring its teeth.


Mom does that: She nods and smiles even when she thinks the person speaking is full of shit, and I can tell by the way she’s arching her eyebrows that Patrick falls into that category.


Patrick Osmer has sweat pouring down his face. He grabs Dad by the biceps and pleads, “Reese, it’s me, okay? If there’s something you need to tell me—even if it’s bad news—you need to let me know so that I can do as much damage control as possible. While you and Sonya were doing the meet-and-greet, some F.B.I. guys cornered me and told me that the campaign finance auditor contacted them. There’s discrepancies, Reese. Big ones. I’m telling you, those agents aren’t fooling around.”


“Patrick, you’re getting all worked up for nothing. Those guys aren’t real agents; it’s something my illustrious opponent is pulling to try to psych us out. They probably had a video camera and recorded the whole thing.”


Patrick shakes his head violently, and his voice sounds tight when he speaks. “They knew details about our campaign that the other side couldn’t.”


Dad bites off each word: “Then. The. Auditor. Must. Have. Made. A. Mistake. Period.” He turns to Mom and says loudly, “Are you about ready to blow this Popsicle stand, honey? I’ll bet the girls are ready to go—”


“Listen!” Patrick’s no longer pleading. “I saw their badges! They said they’ll have a warrant within an hour, and they’re going to search here, your business office, and your home. Do you hear me, Reese? A warrant!” He addresses Mom. “Sonya, if you know anything, please, tell me. I need to—I mean, we need to do what we can to protect ourselves before it’s too late!”


Mom fires back, “No, you listen, Patrick! Reese is a rarity in politics: an honest, honorable man. If he says that the auditor made a mistake, then that’s what happened. Maybe you’re not the right person to run this campaign. In fact, if you can’t look those investigators in the eye—if they’re really F.B.I. agents—and tell them that you know without the slightest doubt that Reese Thomas Denton is the person he says he is, then you are definitely not the right man for this job!”


Patrick laughs, but it’s not a funny-ha-ha laugh. “Lady, I’ve got to hand it to you. I’ve never met a person who trusts as completely as you do.” He takes a step back and leans against his desk, looks from Mom to Dad, and shakes his head. “Reese, they said that this info they’ve got on you—it’s bigger than the campaign. Way bigger. And the dollar figures they’re throwing around are out of this world.”


Patrick lowers his voice and leans into Dad. “I’m not going down with you, Reese. Tell me the truth: Have you misappropriated campaign funds? Has your investment firm been scamming your clients?”


Drew runs full-speed into Patrick’s office and yells, “Hey, Mama! Those people out there said that I’m going to be a star!” She turns to Bobby. “And he’s going to be my—what did they say you are?”


“I’m your backup dancer.” Bobby grins.


Drew notices me in the media center doorway. “Colby! You should have come out there! We were famous!”


All eyes turn to me, and I’m high-tailing it for the sofa, but the telltale click of Mom’s high heels on the tile tell me that I’m busted.


“How long were you standing there?”


I fumble with my ear buds and try to slide them in, but my hands are shaking. “Huh? Where?”


She shoots an arched eyebrow at me, takes a dramatic deep breath, and exhales, “The doorway.”


I shake my head and give my best look of confusion. “Just…I heard Drew come in…and with all her yelling…I didn’t know if…she was, you…you know…safe.” I lie back against the armrest and push Play on my iPod, close my eyes, and hope that my “Wish I Was Anywhere But Here” playlist will help me stop freaking out. I wait until the second song ends to open my eyes and see if Mom’s still there.


She’s gone, and when I breathe a sigh of relief, the photo of Dad and the woman seems to exhale, too. I slide my finger down the front of my dress and touch the photo. I still can’t believe the guy kissing that lady is my dad. Who is my father, anyway?
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A couple of hours later, I pretend to be asleep when Mom raps her knuckles on the end table next to my head until I open my eyes. I haven’t been snoozing; I’ve been trying to figure out what to do with what I know. Maybe there’s a reasonable explanation for the photo. But I can’t think of anything that makes sense.


Mom’s shrill: “Wake up, Colby! We’re leaving. Have you seen Rachel?”


I sit up, swing my legs forward, and put my feet on the floor. I don’t feel the photo’s sharp corners against my skin and for a microsecond, I think it fell out of my bra. I frantically scan the sofa cushions for it but don’t see it anywhere.


Mom’s voice is flat. “If you’re looking for your iPod, it’s right here.”


I take it from her and look down as if I’m winding up the cord, but I’m sneaking a peek inside my dress, too. Whew! The pic’s still there. Maybe it’s becoming part of me, like a growth or something. I don’t even feel it anymore. Wish it was that easy to forget the image of my dad kissing that lady.


I mumble, “Rachel went out with the seniors. She said thanks for the twenty bucks. She’ll be home by ten.”


Mom straightens and puts her hands on her hips. “That girl. Well, I guess I can’t begrudge her; it can’t be easy to say goodbye to her friends until Thanksgiving.”


Dad slips in behind Mom and wraps his arms around her waist. He places his chin on her shoulder and presses his face against hers. “Can’t believe we’ll be moving the big scholarship winner to school next week! Then it’ll be just a matter of time before we have an empty nest!”


I watch Dad’s face carefully—but he doesn’t seem any different. He looks like he loves my mom. But if he loves her, then why…?


Mom croons, “That’s right, honey. Someday, it’ll be just the two of us again, like the honeymoon days.” She pulls out of his embrace, faces him, and they gaze into each other’s eyes. “Want to grab an early dinner out, sweetheart?” She brushes a hand across his shoulder and straightens his tie.


He sighs and shakes his head. “Actually, I need to speak to Patrick about these”—he throws up air quotes—“‘concerns’ of his, and try to find out what kind of mischief the opposition is up to. I’ll grab something to eat from my snack stash.”


My face feels hot; my stomach clenches, and I run my hand over my lips. I fill a paper cup at the water cooler and drain one cupful after another until I’m sure my red cheeks have faded.
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“Where were you during the rally, Colby?” Mom asks from behind the steering wheel.


“I stayed inside. I…wasn’t feeling well,” I mumble. I stare out the window as we pull out of the campaign headquarters parking lot.


“Could it be all those chips you ate at El Fenix last night?” Mom’s voice is tight, like it always is when she brings up what she calls my “food issues.” She waits like she expects an answer. All I can think about is my dad and that lady. “Colby? Could you look at me, please?”


I drag my eyes to meet hers in the rearview mirror. I shift in my seat, and the photo pokes me. I want to reach in and adjust it, but I don’t dare. I guess I could pull it out and show it to Mom so that she can tell me it’s nothing.


Maybe it’s Photoshopped! Hey, that could be it: If Photoshop can make me look so different, I’m sure that anything can be faked. I feel myself relax for the first time since I found it. It’s Photoshopped. It’s just something else the other candidate cooked up to gain a few points in the polls. But…why was it taped to the frame’s backing? And why does it look like he was holding the camera to take the photo?


Mom’s eyebrows make an inverted V. “Well? What do you think? Possible that all that fat and corn are doing a job on your insides?”


Drew pipes up. “I only ate twenty chips. That’s a serving, right, Mama?” Drew gives me the same sort of judgy look that Mom does. She’s only going into second grade, but she can name the Weight Watchers “Point” value of any food. Mom was teaching her to read nutrition labels while other kids were learning to read Dr. Seuss.


Drew is Mom’s Diet Buddy. Rachel’s her Fashion Buddy. I’m just Colby, The Fat Girl. I live in the school library, shop in the XXL section when I’m forced to buy clothes, and stay in my bedroom with the door closed. And I have my own snack stash that nobody knows about.


“Rachel ate lots of chips, too.” I know as I say it that it won’t do any good. Once Mom gets started on dissecting what I ate, she won’t shut up until I promise to try harder to lose weight.


“Rachel has my metabolism, and you have your dad’s. You know that; we’ve talked about it ever since you were little. You can look in the mirror and see that you take after your dad’s side of the family. You don’t want to end up like your Aunt Leah: a hundred pounds overweight and all alone.”


I snap, “Aunt Leah’s alone because she divorced Uncle Mark, Mom! He beat her black-and-blue, remember?”


“Colby! We are not going to discuss that situation in front of your little sister!” Mom glares at me in the rearview mirror so long that she nearly slams into the car in front of us.


“How could she not know about it already? It’s all you talked about at the Fourth of July picnic after Leah and Cousin Ryan left!” I turn to my sister, knowing full well that I’m going to catch it for doing this. But I do it anyway. “Drew, what did Grandma say about Aunt Leah’s divorce?”


My seven-year-old sister says sweetly, “The biggest mistake Leah ever made was leaving that man. He’s going places!”


I mutter, “Yeah, he should have gone to jail for the broken nose he gave her.” I’m watching my mom’s face in the rearview mirror, and I can see her temperature rising.


“Colby! Enough!”


“It’s not like you guys censor yourselves when you talk about the”—I throw up air quotes—“‘situation’. What I don’t get is why you don’t believe that Uncle Mark did that, and why Grandma thinks she messed up her life because she didn’t want to be hit anymore!”


Mom’s definitely not nodding and smiling now: “You don’t know what you’re talking about, young lady. Mark Ellis is a powerful man, and he’s on your dad’s campaign committee. He has a lot of connections who have been very generous supporters. Besides, it’s Leah’s word against his, and the whole family knows that she’s always been infuriating.”


I shrug and look out the window. “Just seems to me that seeing as how Leah’s actually Dad’s flesh and blood, he’d feel some loyalty to her. At least some protectiveness, I mean, damn, she showed us those pictures of what Mark did, and—”


Mom’s eyes bug out at my use of a swear word. She swerves hard into the Jack in the Box parking lot and throws the car into Park. She throws off her seat belt and whips around to me. “Look at me!” She waits until I obey. “Now you listen to me, Colby Diane Denton: Your father is an honorable man. His ethics are without question, and I will not have you disrespecting him by questioning his judgment in any way, shape, or form. Leah is a misguided, unhappy woman. Your dad says that ever since they were children, she was always the one to stir up trouble. If he said the sky was blue, she’d say it was green just to be disagreeable. Sometimes, I swear you must be her child instead of mine! You definitely take after her, size-wise! If she’d take a little pride in her appearance, she’d probably still be married.”


“Gee, thanks, Mom.” I either have a lump in my throat or a Ding Dong. Can’t be too sure at this point.


Mom rolls her eyes but plunges forward. “Look, even if Mark did lose his temper once or twice, there’s nothing to be gained by the whole world finding out. Besides, who knows what she did to drive him to it? I don’t want to hear you bring it up again. It’s unfortunate that Leah took constructive criticism personally, but the way she handled it, with all that screaming and yelling, was wrong. After all: we are family.”


“Some of the stuff y’all said to Leah and Ryan was really mean, Mom. Like, yelling at Ryan for telling on what those guys did to that girl? Really?”


Mom cuts her eyes toward Drew, grimaces, and gives a micro-shake of her head, but I pretend not to notice. “He was the only guy on that football team who picked up the phone and called the cops, but instead of—”


Mom shrieks, “Enough!” She spins back to the steering wheel, yanks her seat belt into place, and tries to start the car again, even though it’s already running. The engine makes a scratchy-screeching sound, and Mom’s growl echoes it. She grips the steering wheel with white knuckles and glares at me in the rearview mirror.


I look away. Even though I promised myself that I wouldn’t eat any more today, the Oreo milkshake poster in the Jack in the Box window makes me want one. I breathe in deeply and let it out…glance down to see if the outline of the photo can be seen through my dress. “Hey, Mom? Seeing as how I didn’t steal twenty bucks from your purse and Drew entertained the troops while they folded up chairs, could we get Jack in the Box for dinner?”


Mom scrunches her face angrily, then suddenly relaxes it and studies her own reflection in the rearview mirror. She runs the tip of her pinky over the flecks of mascara under her eyes, then rubs gently at a smudge of lipstick at the corner of her mouth. “We’re not dogs, Colby. We don’t reward ourselves with food.”




Chapter Two


We arrive home to see three black SUVs and a couple of police cars overflowing from our driveway and lining the street in front of our house. A News Ten van nearly sideswipes us when Mom parallel parks in front of our neighbor’s house.


“Who are those people, Mommy?” Drew asks in a worried voice.


Mom doesn’t answer; she’s already got her iPhone up to her ear. “Hello, Reese? Anyone still there? Pick up! Pick up the phone, Reese!…The—the—I don’t know, maybe it’s the F.B.I.? And—the police are here, too. Honey, pick up the phone if you’re still in the office. Please! We need you here!”


She presses End but immediately dials another number. “Patrick? It’s Sonya. Listen, the police are…What do you mean, your attorney told you not to talk to me? You work for Reese, and you will talk to me, do you underst—Hello? Hello?”


There’s a tap tap tap on the driver’s side window. A lady I recognize from the local news is standing on the sidewalk next to our car. She’s holding a microphone, pointed right at Mom.


Mom freaks out, throws the car into Drive, and nearly takes out a passing police car when she pulls away from the curb. We speed back to campaign headquarters.
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We find Dad in his office. It looks like a tornado blew through there. Books are knocked off the shelves, boxes are dumped out, there are papers everywhere, and the paper shredder is going full-tilt. He’s oblivious to us as he pulls handfuls of papers from a file cabinet and feeds them into the shredder.


Mom hisses, “You girls stay out here.” She enters Dad’s office and closes the door.


Their voices can be heard over the roar of the shredder, and Drew and I exchange worried looks. I stride to the water cooler and fill a cup, then straighten, keeping my back to Drew. I slip my hand down the front of my dress into my bra. I touch the photo, just to be sure that it’s there, and exhale shakily.


Several minutes later, the shredder stops, and Mom opens the door. She says tersely, “Come in here.”


Dad’s drenched with sweat. He gestures to the two armchairs facing his desk and orders, “Take a seat, girls.” He comes around to the front of his desk and leans against it.


No one makes a sound until my stomach bumps around a dozen Ding Dongs and I stifle a chocolaty burp.


Finally, Dad speaks in a panicked voice. “You know that in our family, honesty is everything. And…I need you to be honest with me, girls. This is very important.” He looks from Drew to me and back again, ending with me. “My desk calendar is missing. I’ve looked everywhere for it.” He gestures shakily to contents of boxes dumped out on the floor. “As you can see.”


I concentrate on keeping my face neutral. I can’t meet his eyes so I focus instead on his hands, which are knotted into fists.


“There was private information about people who have made…donations, on that calendar. Now, if something happened, I need to know about it so that I can”—he seems to lose his train of thought for a second—“protect the confidentiality of my, um, supporters.”


Drew speaks in baby talk: “I didn’t take your calendar, Daddy.” Why does she always use a three-year-old’s voice? I clench my fists and imagine punching her heart-shaped little face.


Dad’s eyes are like lasers on me. “Colby, do you have anything you’d like to tell me? Your mom tells me that you stayed inside today instead of coming to the rally.”


Mom moves to stand beside me. She places her perfectly manicured hand on my shoulder and squeezes it. I feel like I’m the size of Shrek. “You said you weren’t feeling well, Colby. Did you spend any time in here?”


I swallow hard and run my hand over my lips. Finally, I nod.


Dad barks, “Drew, you’re excused! Go to the media center and watch TV.”


“Yes, Daddy!” Drew practically skips from his office.


He springs to his feet and stands over me, puts his face in mine. I can’t tell if he’s angry or frightened, but I’ve never seen him so freaked out, and I freeze. “Where’s my calendar, Colby Diane? What did you do with it? It’s very important that you didn’t look at it! You’re not allowed to see my private information!”


He grips the arms of the chair and jerks back and forth, as if the chair is holding a secret from him. “Where’s my calendar, Colby Diane?”


I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. I’ve never been so scared in my life.


Mom steps forward, puts her hand on Dad’s shoulder, and says firmly, “Reese. Enough!” She places her other hand on his cheek and presses his face up until he is forced to look at her. “E-nough.” They have a bit of a staring contest, and she wins.


He growls, gives my chair one more good shake, then straightens and moves to stand in front of his own.


She slides into the small space between me and Dad’s desk. It’s as if she thinks she’s protecting me, but she’s so tiny that it’s like a fence post trying to block out the sun. In the flat voice she uses with unreasonable people, she says, “It’s just a calendar. It’s not worth getting so upset over.”


Dad sits down hard in his chair, and his lips curl into a sneer. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Mar—” His eyes widen. “—I mean, Sonya.” He sighs heavily, lowers his head into his hands, and it sounds like he’s starting to cry. “Oh, my God. Oh. My. God.”


Mom’s still wearing her You’re Being Unreasonable voice. “Think about it, Reese. Why would Colby take your calendar? You’re just being silly.”


It feels like the photo’s burning into my skin. I swallow hard, glance at the floor, and my eye catches on a Ding Dong wrapper under Dad’s desk. Guess I missed one when I was cleaning up.


Dad jerks upright and exclaims, “I know where it is!” He rolls back his chair, pulls his center desk drawer all the way out, and paws through it, in the process throwing out pens, paper clips, and scraps of paper until there’s nothing else to remove. He runs his hands over the inside, then slams the drawer closed—open—closed, again and again.


Mom tries her soothing voice. “Let’s go home, honey. We’ll call a meeting of the campaign committee for tomorrow afternoon. I’m sure Al Nantz will get this all straightened out.” She waits a beat, but he doesn’t answer. She crosses around the desk to Dad and places her hand on his arm, but he jerks away like it’s on fire.


His shoulders slump. “Everything’s ruined,” he whispers. “Everything’s ruined now.” He shakes his head sadly. “So much…information on it…if I can’t find that calendar…” He shakes his head sadly.


Seeing him like this is killing me. I take a deep breath and exhale, “Dad. It—it was me. I took your calendar. I spilled coffee on it, and—See, well, Rachel and I were fighting, and—”


It doesn’t seem possible, but his eyes get even bigger. “You? You took it? You have it?” He nearly knocks Mom over when he bolts out of his chair and starts toward me, his face bright red with rage. “How could you do that to me?”


I shrink back in the chair. I’m afraid that he’s going to stand over me and scare the bejeezus out of me again, and I talk fast. “I—just let me explain, okay? I threw it away because—”


He freezes and gasps, “Did you see anything? Did you?”


I hold up my hands and shake my head slowly.


My father throws a temper tantrum. He pounds the bookshelf to his left and sends its contents tumbling to the floor, sweeps his arm across the top shelf, and starts to pull the entire bookcase down, but Mom shrieks, “Reese! Don’t!”


His shoulders rise and fall with his hard breathing. At last he lowers his head and says softly, “What did you see, Colby?” When I don’t answer, he whirls on me, his face contorted. “Tell me!”


Mom’s voice is quiet but steady. “Colby Diane, answer your father.”


“I—I didn’t see anybody’s name but Rachel’s on your calendar—you know—about moving her to school next Saturday. The whole month of July was ruined and I tore it off—I mean, the month’s almost over anyway—then I tried to get the rest of the year dry, and…and…” My voice cracks, and my voice is squeaky-high. “Don’t you even care that the picture of us is gone?”


Dad frowns, looks confused. “What picture?”


I inhale shakily and exhale, “The one on the corner of your desk. From our spring break trip.”


He sneers, “Why the hell would I worry about a fucking picture right now, Colby? I need to know where my calend—”


“Wh—Who’s that lady you’re kissing in the photo under ours, Dad?” It sounds like someone else said it, even though I know it was me.


My words seem to have the effect of slowing time and space, because my father’s feet form roots to the floor halfway between my mother and me. Her eyebrows melt into a soft V, and her mouth droops open.


The spell is broken when Mom demands, “What picture?…What’s she talking about, Reese?”


Chocolaty acid springs into my mouth and I nearly throw up. I’m not sure if it’s because I just blabbed about the lady or that I can barely breathe because I’m so full of cream-filled cupcakes. “May I be excused?” I ask from behind my hand.


“No!” my mother snaps. “What picture did you see?”


I can’t tell her. I can’t.


She narrows her eyes at me, then at my dad. He finally uproots his feet, stumbles back to his chair, and pretty much falls into it.


Mom sways slightly and grabs the edge of Dad’s desk to steady herself. Her voice high, she asks, “Reese? What’s Colby talking about?”


He bends forward and starts rocking himself, his face contorted.


She moves unsteadily to him, gets on her knees, and tries to make him look at her, but he keeps turning away. She grips his biceps, tries to still his rocking.


He finally chokes out, “I…I didn’t want you to find out like this. I’m so sorry, Sonya…so sorry.”


It feels like I’m watching all of us from the ceiling, as if this is happening to someone else. This can’t be my parents. It can’t. Honesty is everything to us…right?


Mom’s face forms an ugly grimace. She shakes her head, runs her hand up and down Dad’s arm. Her voice choked, she pleads, “Reese, tell me that Colby is wrong about what she thinks she saw.” Mom narrows her eyes, tilts her head, and whisper-sobs, “You would never do that to me. It’s not who you are…Tell me that, Reese.”


I want to be anywhere else. I can’t be here. I shouldn’t be seeing this moment between my parents. I rise from the chair and bolt for the door, but I’m not fast enough, because I hear my father say the words that change our lives forever:


“Sonya, I’m sorry. But…I don’t love you anymore. I’m in love with someone else.”




Chapter Three


Ever since I found that photo, my insides have felt like I’m on a roller coaster that’s about to take its first heart-stopping plunge. I’m stretched out on my bed with my ear buds in, and my music’s blasting way louder than Mom ever lets me listen to it. She’s locked in her bedroom. I keep hoping that if I hold my pillow over my mouth and nose just right, I’ll suffocate myself. If that doesn’t work, I’ll find some other way to die. I have destroyed my family. I can’t go on living.


Can I?


In the hot blackness of my pillow, I replay the afternoon in my head.
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As we left Dad’s campaign office, the three black SUVs and two police cars were turning into the parking lot. They parked beside the stage that my parents were dancing on a few hours ago.


When we arrived home, our house was a wreck. All of my dresser drawers were dumped out on my bed, including my personal snack stash, which occupies the bottom right drawer. Ding Dongs, Pop Tarts, and candy bars covered my bedspread; it looked like a vending machine had exploded. All that was left of my laptop was my iPod cord. In fact, the agents took all of our laptops and the hard drive of the desktop computer in the family room.


Mom kept herself together long enough to use her bright, happy voice when she phoned her best friend, Brenda, who she used to teach with before being a Senate candidate’s wife was her full-time job. She asked if Drew could spend the night at Brenda’s house with her daughter, Charlotte.


Mom can do that with Brenda—tell her that she’s got stuff to do and Drew’s driving her crazy being bored—because Mom says Brenda lets her be a regular person instead of a politician’s wife, which is like being on display 24/7. Mom complains sometimes, but I know she secretly enjoys being in the spotlight.


Drew was super upset about her room being invaded. She thought we’d been robbed, and she only calmed down when she realized that the “robbers” didn’t steal her boy band CDs. I really hope she has no idea that Dad doesn’t love Mom anymore. I wish I didn’t know.


I don’t know how Mom faked everything being normal, but she did for Drew’s sake. She told her that Dad had a headache and was taking a nap, and she convinced Drew that the people who came into our house and turned it upside down had lost something and accidentally looked in the wrong place for it.


Drew put her hands on her hips and announced, “Well, they should have cleaned up their mess and left an ‘I’m sorry’ note!”


My little sister is so naive.
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If Drew asked once, she asked a hundred times: “Is this about Colby and the calendar?”


Mom ignored her and rushed around gathering up Drew’s clothes and toothbrush, shoving them into her backpack.


“No, honey, Daddy and I just have some meetings at the office, and I thought you’d have more fun at Charlotte’s house.”


Not that she tried to anyway, but Mom couldn’t ship me off to a friend’s house; I don’t exactly have anyone I’m close to. I have friends, of course, but there’s no one special. Mom says Rachel and Drew are “social butterflies,” but she uses words like “quirky” and “bookworm” to describe me. She says I take after Dad in that way, too.


Speaking of The Man of the Hour, he disappeared into their bedroom shortly after we arrived home. It’s amazing that he even came home with us, because he sure didn’t want to. Mom had to badger him into leaving the campaign headquarters.


[image: ]


My mom is a lot of things, but more than anything else, she’s one tough bitch when she’s hurt, and it’s easy for her to cut off anyone she feels wronged by. Dad told me that it’s because she grew up in a girls’ home and always had to look out for herself. Mom’s public image is like she’s this warm, friendly, You’d Love to Have Me as Your Best Friend person. But she doesn’t trust people further than she can throw them, and once that trust is violated, the violator might as well be dead.
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When they finally came out of Dad’s office after he told Mom that he doesn’t love her anymore, he headed for the media center sofa and curled up on it. She stomped right in there after him and didn’t even bother with the You’re Being Unreasonable voice or the soothing one, either. Nope; Mom went straight to Bitch: “Oh, no. No, you don’t. I am not going to face what’s at home by myself, so you get your ass off that couch and get in the car. Now.”


When he didn’t move, she threatened to take pictures of him with her phone and text them to the news stations. That got him up.
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The moment Brenda pulled up and honked, Mom rushed Drew outside, then stood in the front yard and waved until the car was out of sight.


I went to my room, changed clothes, and lay face-down on the floor between my bed and the wall. I wanted to hide under my bed like I did when I was younger, but my bed’s not on stilts. I sensed Mom in my doorway before she spoke. “Do you have the photograph, Colby?”


I nodded into my carpet.


She sounded choked. “Why…did you take it from your dad’s office?”


I sat up and tried to look at her, but I couldn’t. “I…didn’t want anyone else to know about it.”


Her voice was sharp. “You were going to keep it from me?”


I tried to swallow but my throat was so tight that I choked on my spit. “Uh—no, Mom. I had to think. I mean, it just happened a little while ago. I didn’t know what to—”
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