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“So what do you think?” I held up a frilly lace camisole for inspection. “The blue or the purple?”

“Neither.” My roommate, Jacinda Crane-Laird, grabbed a skimpy lace bra off the shelf at Smoulder, an upscale lingerie shop on West Hollywood’s Melrose Avenue. “You want black. Black bra, black garter belt, black seamed stockings, black stilettos.”

“Settle down there, Lolita.” Coelle Banerjee, gorgeous half-Indian/half-Italian/All-American teen soap star and roommate number two, shook her head at Jacinda. “She’s an eighteen-year-old virgin, not a Pussycat Doll.”

“My point exactly.” Jacinda looked around for an appropriately seductive ensemble. “If you ever want to lose that shameful status, you’d better start thinking—and acting—like a woman of the world.” She snatched up a shiny black leather thong and steered me toward the dressing room. “Try this on. Danny will love it.”

I dug my heels into the carpet. “I am not wearing leather underwear.”

“You are so boring and puritanical. You know what you need?”

“A new roommate who’s not a total perv?”

“No. You need to get laid.”

I raised my eyebrow at the leather thong. “Not in that, I don’t.”

“Fine. I give up. You want to waste your life in a constant state of quiet desperation, go ahead.” She smiled down at the thong, eyes gleaming. “I’ll be living it up in leather.”

“Have fun,” I called as she disappeared into the dressing rooms, all bleached blonde hair and boundless moxie.

“Don’t listen to the Doheny Drive Dominatrix,” Coelle advised. “Pick out something you’re comfortable in. If you don’t feel comfortable, you won’t look sexy, no matter how much skin you show.”

“That’s the problem.” I sighed. “I can’t imagine wearing any of this stuff in front of Danny without feeling totally self-conscious.”

“First-time brain freeze? It’ll pass.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I perked up as I caught sight of a fur-trimmed black negligee, then dismissed it as too Hollywood. No way could a small-town girl from Massachusetts pull that off.

“So have you decided when you’re going to do it?” Coelle looked serene and wise beyond her years, as usual. She’d grown up as a child actor (think Barney, Broadway, and Nickelodeon) before landing a role on a soap opera called Twilight’s Tempest, and was a seasoned professional at the age of seventeen.

“I don’t know.” I flushed as I contemplated the prospect of sex with my brand-new boyfriend, the divinely drool-worthy Danny Bristow. “He invited me to go with him to this winter dance at UCLA, but I’ve got some bad associations with that. Look what happened when I got carried away at homecoming. And anyway, I don’t want my first time to be in a dorm room or in the backseat of Danny’s rickety old car. That’s so cliché. I want it to be romantic, you know?”

“You could always spend the night at a hotel,” she suggested, running her fingers over a display of ribbon-trimmed red demibras. “Valentine’s Day is coming up. You guys could get a room at Le Parc or Maison 140 or maybe drive out to the ocean—there are some really cute bed-and-breakfasts in Santa Monica.” She paused. “Does he know it’ll be your first time?”

“Of course not. I may be a socially stunted pariah, but he doesn’t need to know that. I told you, I want it to be romantic.”

“Whatever. Just don’t get so romantic you forget the condom. You don’t want to end up the STD poster child like Jacinda.”

“I heard that!” Ms. Moxie huffed out of the dressing room, glaring at Coelle. “And I will have you know that socialites don’t get STDs—they are merely ‘indisposed’ for a few days.”

“Relax. Don’t get your leather panties in a bunch.” Coelle grinned.

Jacinda turned to me. “So? Did you make a decision yet or are you still trying to find something that’ll make you look like Little Bo Peep gone wild?”

“Some guys go for bonnets and pantaloons,” I assured her as I surveyed the huge array of sultry lingerie. “Maybe you’re right—maybe I should just go for basic black.”

“Of course you should. Would I lie to you?”

“Uh, yes. Remember the first week I was here? The sabotage? The treachery? You were evil incarnate.”

“That was ages ago. Now I’m your guardian angel.”

“Ha.”

“Listen, babe. You need to stop dwelling on the past and look toward the future: sex, parties, multimillion-dollar movie deals.” She selected a gold-embroidered black bra. “Here, try this. Classic. Understated. Like a little black dress for your boobs.”

“What there are of them.” I sighed down at my under-achieving chest.

“That’s why God invented padding and underwire.” She shooed me off toward the fitting rooms. “Scoot. We don’t have all day—I still want to hit Maxfield and Lisa Kline.”

Ugh. For a petite old-money heiress with wrists the size of Cheerios, she certainly had a lot of shopping stamina.

“Sir, yes, sir.” I saluted and headed off toward the dressing room, where I squeezed myself into the delicate black bra, assessed my bare torso in the mirror, and tried to imagine Danny’s response to seeing me in something like this.

The black and gold complemented my olive skin and dark brown hair (well, the extensions that now constituted the majority of my dark brown hair—long story). But I felt like a fraud in this expensive silk confection; the rest of my body was lanky, twitchy, far more Fruit of the Loom than La Perla. What if Danny saw through the fancy lingerie to the shy ex-tomboy underneath? What if he thought I was trying too hard and it turned him off completely?

Psychic link in full effect: my cell rang, and Danny’s name flashed up on caller ID. I managed to wedge the phone between my cheek and shoulder while struggling to unclasp the bra. “Hello?”

“Hey.” His warm, deep voice sounded even sexier when I was half-naked. “What are you doing?”

I wriggled back into my own bra. “You really want to know?”

“Sure.”

“Trying on lingerie.”

“I’ll be right over.”

“Excellent. I’ve been trying to hold myself back, but you know I have a total weakness for tall, dark, left-handed pitchers.” I glanced into the mirror to find myself grinning maniacally. Hormones or true love? Who could tell? “Would you prefer me in black or red?”

“Both. Neither. Whatever you want.” Clearly, color choices were the last thing on his mind.

“No, really. Let’s say I’m lounging on a bed, pouting all seductively and batting my eyelashes in obscenely expensive lingerie.” I tried to sound breathy and woman-of-the-worldish. “Would you like me better in red lingerie or black?”

“Is no lingerie an option?”

“You are so annoying.” I hung up, put my shirt on, and stepped back into the main display area to find both my roommates huddled in a corner, whispering. As I approached, I heard Jacinda say, “Well, keep it to yourself. If she finds out—”

“If who finds out what?” I asked.

Both of them jumped a foot. “Nothing,” Coelle said quickly.

“Yeah, nothing.” Jacinda didn’t meet my eyes. “So are you all set?”

I put my hands on my hips and stared at them. “What’s going on?”

Coelle cleared her throat. “Nothing?” This came out as more of a question than a statement.

“What she said.” Jacinda threw her long blonde hair back over one shoulder. “Nothing.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t lie to me.”

“We’re not!” Jacinda insisted.

“Please. I can tell when I’m being lied to. Between my mother, my aunt, and my grandparents, I’ve been honing my lie-detector skills for years. And you guys? Are lying.”

Coelle clasped her hands behind her back. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You know, for an award-winning actress, you’re not very convincing.” I bit my lower lip as I wracked my brains. What could they possibly want to hide from me?

I shifted my gaze toward Jacinda. “Is this about another mystery boyfriend?”

“No!”

Hmm. I glanced down at the bra in my hand. “Is this about Danny?”

“Of course not. You’re being ridiculous.”

Only one other possibility came to mind. “Is this about my mom?”

Coelle’s eyes got huge.

“Crap.” My hands curled into tight fists. “What has she done now? Was she in that gossip column again?”

“No.” Jacinda stepped in front of Coelle. “This isn’t about your mom and trust me, you should stop asking questions now.”

I studied their expressions of anxiety and dismay. “Is this about my dad?”

No answer.

“Well?” I pressed. “Is it?”

“Can’t we just get back to talking about sex and leather?” Jacinda pleaded.

“No! You know something, don’t you? About my dad?”

“I do not,” Coelle swore. “All I know for sure is what you know for sure: his name.”

“Then why were you whispering like you were plotting to hold up a liquor store?” I demanded.

“I…” She threw up her hands. “Listen. I don’t know anything for sure. But I heard a few rumors.”

“About Anatole Farnsworth?” The father I’d never met, the father I’d been afraid to investigate for fear he’d turn out to be as bad—or even worse—than my mother, who was an abject failure as a parent.

I braced both hands against a glass countertop. “Hit me. Tell me everything you heard. I can take it.”

Coelle shook her head so fast her earrings jingled. “No. Eva, listen, sometimes secrets stay secret for a good reason, and I think your dad’s identity was in that category.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means I’m sorry I ever helped you break into your aunt’s study.”

Jacinda winked. “Don’t worry, I’m not.”

I glared at both of them. “This is ridiculous. You realize that I can just type his name into any Internet search engine and get all the information I want.”

“Yeah, but you haven’t,” Coelle said gently. “If you really wanted to know about him, you would have Googled by now.”

She had me there. I’d typed “Anatole,” even “Anatole Farnswor” into the search box on Google, but couldn’t quite bring myself to hit the enter key.

“I wasn’t ready before,” I blustered. “But now I am. I have a right to know whatever you know.”

Coelle shook her head again. “Uh-uh. You’ll have to find out for yourself.”

My knees started to tremble, like my blood sugar had suddenly plummeted. What could be so bad that she’d stonewall like this? “Coelle. Seriously. Tell me right now.”

But she refused to say another word, no matter how I begged. Finally, I moved on to Jacinda. “She told you everything, didn’t she? Spill.”

“What?” Her green eyes went glassy and vacant. “I’m just a dumb blonde bimbo.”

“Save it for Entertainment Tonight,” I snapped. “Tell me or I’m slipping henna in your conditioner.”

She gasped, her hands flying up to her freshly touched-up platinum roots. “You wouldn’t!”

I smirked. “Payback is a bitch, baby. Spill.”

“After you threatened my precious follicles? I don’t think so.”

I rolled my eyes. “You are impossible.”

“You’re impossible. I’m eccentric.”

“You’re too young to be eccentric,” I protested.

“When your family came over on the Mayflower and you have trust funds up the ying-yang, you can be eccentric any time you like.”

I pretended to gag. “Snob.”

“Virgin.”

“Slut.”

“Prude.”

“Ladies.” The willowy redhead behind the cash register interrupted our intellectual debate. “May I help you find something?”

“No.” I slammed the gold-and-black ensemble onto a shelf and stormed out to the street to interrogate Coelle, who had escaped while Jacinda and I traded barbs.

She was window-shopping a few yards away, still fidgeting and looking guilty.

“Hey.” I fell in beside her, pretending to admire a display of sleek chrome furniture and abstract metal sculpture.

“Hey.” She glanced down at my empty hands. “You didn’t buy anything?”

“No.” I kept staring at the window. “Just tell me what you heard about my dad, okay? Don’t try to shelter me and spare my precious little feelings. I spent my whole life being sheltered by my family, and I don’t need the same crap from my friends.”

She shifted her weight and played with the ends of her long, black hair.

“Tell me,” I said softly. “Please.”

“You won’t like it,” she finally said.

“Oh, come on. How bad could it be?” I forced a laugh.

She looked at the sidewalk and prodded an old cigarette butt with the toe of her high-heeled boot.

“Coelle. I know my father’s not perfect. Whatever fantasy I had about having some ideal sitcom dad out there, I’m over it.” Almost. “My mom would never hook up with an ideal sitcom dad. So just give me the bad news—is he a serial killer? A crazy bigamist cult leader? A burned-out junkie rock star?”

She kept scuffing the sidewalk. “No, nothing like that.”

I exhaled in relief. “Then what could be so horrible that you have to hide it from me?”

“You don’t understand, Eva.”

“Then make me understand. The thought of meeting him is the only thing that kept me going through all those years without my mom. What’d he do that’s making you look at me like that?”

“He died.”
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ANATOLE FARNSWORTH, 56, of Bel Air, died January 14, 1987. After many years as a studio executive (most notably, president of production for Gawain Studios), Mr. Farnsworth was named chairman of Compass Pictures in 1985. Compass Pictures enjoyed unprecedented success with Mr. Farnsworth at the helm, producing block-busters such as Shooting the Moon, Guilty Pleasures, and Standoff. He is survived by his loving wife of thirty years, Daphne Farnsworth (neé Holloway) and their three sons. Memorial services will be held…


I stared at the page I’d printed off my computer, rereading the obituary I’d found online that afternoon. January 14, 1987. That meant he’d died when I was only sixteen days old. Eighteen years of hoping and speculating about what he might be like, and he’d been dead this whole time.

You’d think I’d have some strong emotional response to this—rage, grief, even relief—but I just felt numb. Absolutely empty. I fidgeted in the black leather chair in the Allora Agency waiting room and stared down Harper Hollings, the sadistic blonde assistant behind the glass-and-metal reception desk. “Are you going to tell Laurel I’m here or what?”

“Laurel’s in a meeting,” she replied, cool and condescending as ever.

“She’s always in a meeting. What I have to say to her is a lot more important than whatever she’s doing right now. Trust me.”

“More important than solidifying a three-picture deal? I don’t think so, princess.”

She had despised me from the moment I’d set foot in Los Angeles International Airport last month. As the newest trainee for my aunt Laurel, who was the hottest agent in town for actors twenty-one and under, Harper resented every single second she had to spend being civil to me instead of stabbing her competition in the back with a Mont Blanc fountain pen.

I glanced at the huge clock over the reception desk. “I’m waiting five more minutes and then I’m going in with or without your permission.”

She didn’t deign to respond, just sniffed loudly and went back to answering phones.

I watched the minutes tick by, then made a big show of waving my sheet of paper as I got to my feet. “A pleasure as always, Harper.”

She shot back in her wheeled ergonomic leather chair, “I told you, Laurel’s busy.”

“She doesn’t even know I’m here,” I reminded her.

“Because she’s in a meeting.” She marched around the desk and placed a restraining hand on my shoulder. Her French manicure was perfect, her Cartier watch obnoxiously shiny. “Sit down and wait your turn.”

I wrenched away from her grip. “Unless you want that watch ticking in your esophagus, do not start with me today.” Then I shoved past her and made a break for the closed door to Laurel’s office.

“Come back here!” Harper charged after me but, as she was wearing impractical high-heeled pumps and I was in sneakers, I easily outpaced her.

“You had your chance!” I cried, racing past the white walls and abstract art prints toward the end of the hall.

Her fingertips brushed my shoulder but she was too slow—I yanked the door handle and burst into my aunt’s office.

“Evie?” Laurel looked up from the contract she was reading. Her office was like a living advertisement for Armani—she looked effortlessly chic in one of her customary black tailored suits and the two hair-gelled, ubertanned men seated across the conference table oozed corporate authority in well-cut dark jackets and trousers.

“I tried…to stop her.” Harper leaned heavily on the door frame, holding her side with one hand and panting from the exertion of our fifty-yard dash. “I told her…you weren’t to be disturbed, but she can never take no…for an answer…”

“That’s because she takes after me.” Laurel smiled wryly. “Eva, this is Seth Becker and Jason Hein. Gentlemen, this is Eva Cordes, my niece and latest client. She’s already done a national commercial and she’s gearing up to be the next big thing in Hollywood.”

“Well, she already knows how to make a very dramatic entrance.” Seth didn’t bother trying to hide his irritation at being interrupted.

“Yes, she does.” Laurel arched one immaculately plucked brown eyebrow. She was certainly in an indulgent mood—I’d expected her to, like, eviscerate me with a letter opener when I barged in on a meeting. But she kept smiling, all calm and relaxed. Weird. “What can I do for you, pet?”

I thrust the obituary at her. “You can tell me what happened to my father.”

She covered her mouth as she scanned the text. Then she lifted her gaze to meet mine. “How did you find out about this?”

“I’m not as stupid as you and Mom think I am.” I planted both hands on the table and leaned forward into her personal space. “I want some answers. Right now.”

Seth and Jason were both shooting curious glances toward the paper, so Laurel clutched it against her chest and rose to her feet. “Gentlemen, I’m afraid we’re going to have to reschedule.”

Harper gasped. “You’re going to let her get away with this?”

Laurel pinned her assistant with a Sub-Zero glare. “Harper, if you’re not back in that front office in thirty seconds, you can find a new agency to overwork and underpay you.”

Harper turned on her burgundy Ferragamo pumps and fled the room.

Seth and Jason gathered up the contracts spread over the table and bundled them into black leather briefcases. “Have your assistant call our assistants,” Seth said. “We’ll set up a meeting next week. Maybe lunch?”

Laurel shook her head. “I’m booked solid next week. It’ll have to be breakfast.”

Seth gave me the evil eye as he humbled himself to accept a lowly breakfast meeting. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks. Sorry for the interruption, but…” she gestured to me as if to say, Kids today! What are you gonna do? “Bit of a family emergency.”

“No problem whatsoever.” Seth and Jason strode out the door, leaving only a cloud of disgruntlement and expensive cologne in their wake.

The instant the door closed behind them, Aunt Laurel clicked the lock shut and whirled around, her eyes brimming with panic. “Okay, Eva, you have to believe me: Anatole Farnsworth was not your father.”

I boosted myself up to sit on the conference table. “Stop your lies. I know the truth.”

She crossed her arms, trying to gauge how much I knew and whether I was bluffing. “What makes you say that?”

I tossed my head. “I went through your study when I was taking care of your dog last month.”

She gasped. “You didn’t.”

“Oh yes. I read all the letters Mom wrote to you in the eighties. I know this guy’s my dad.”

She started rubbing her forehead. “You don’t.”

“I do.” I set my jaw and waited for her to crack. “You can’t fool me anymore. I know what happened.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “Okay, first of all, just because you found some documents suggesting that Anatole Farnsworth is your father does not mean that you know everything. Trust me.”

“I’m done trusting you. And the documents I read didn’t suggest anything. The facts are right there in black and white. I read Mom’s note from the hospital.”

“I…” Her composure disintegrated again. “You were never supposed to find out about this.”

“Why not?” I demanded. “He’s dead; what difference does it make whether I know or not?”

She sagged back against the locked door.

“What? What is so scandalous that I never heard word one about this guy? Why did Mom never break down and spill her guts? That’s the only secret she’s ever kept for over a week.”

“Evie, I know you feel betrayed, but you have to understand—”

I held up my hand. “If you say you were just doing this for my own good, I’m going to go nuclear. Seriously. Harper will have to call in the LAPD and we’ll be the lead story on the evening news.”

“Fine, then.” She shrugged. “I won’t say it.”

“Good. I’m eighteen; I don’t need anyone to shield me from the cold, cruel world. What I do need is for everyone to stop with the constant lying. So one more time: Is Anatole Farnsworth my father?”

A long, resigned sigh. “Yes.” And then: “Your mother is going to kill me.”

“No, she won’t,” I scoffed. “If she killed you, she couldn’t stay in your guesthouse anymore. Although she would inherit all your clothes and jewelry—she’d like that.”

“Try to show a little more respect for Marisela, pet,” she said in a tone that suggested she didn’t really mean it.

“Why? Because she tells her boyfriends I’m her younger sister instead of her daughter? Because she dumped me with my grandparents to raise when I was three years old? Because she did a ton of drugs and had me out of wedlock with some smarmy film executive who was cheating on his wife?”

“Your mother has had a very difficult life,” Laurel said.

“Yeah. I’m sure being a supermodel was really hard. All the money, the first-class flights to Paris, the adoring fans…sounds excruciating.”

“If you become famous, you’ll understand. You think it’s so easy and glamorous, but that lifestyle comes with a very high price tag.”

“So why does she still act like a dramaholic eighth grader when she’s not even famous anymore? And why did she sleep with married men? Doesn’t she have any pride?” I paused. “Never mind; I already know the answer to that.”

“You don’t have to be best friends with her—”

“No kidding,” I muttered.

“—but try to show some compassion.”

“Screw that. You told me I shouldn’t expect anything from her? Well, she shouldn’t expect anything from me. She’s my parent, not the other way around.”

My aunt ran her hand through her dark brown hair. “You and your mother. This is why I have my little poodle baby instead of a husband and kids.”

Ha. Her so-called baby was a vicious, bloodthirsty eight-pound attack dog named Rhett. Rhett could make mincemeat of a rottweiler any day, and he hated everyone except Laurel and Danny.

But I would not be distracted by dog talk. “Why didn’t you guys tell me he was dead? You could have saved me years of pointless speculation.”

“I know, but ultimately it was your mom’s call. You’ll have to talk to her about all of this.”

“Well, can you at least tell me how he died? All the obituaries I found were really vague. ‘Sudden illness’ and all that.”

She nodded. “He was on the tennis court one morning and he collapsed. A heart attack, I think. He wasn’t that old—”

“Fifty-six,” I supplied.

“But I guess all the smoking and the stress got to him and he just keeled over in the middle of a round of doubles.”

“And he was a powerful guy in Hollywood?”

“Extremely powerful. He was a studio head.”

“So what did he say when he found out about me? Did he get to see me before he died?”

“I don’t know. I honestly don’t. Ask your mother.”

Easier said than done. “Is she back from Scottsdale yet?” My mother, in the throes of her last emotional breakdown (which, if you ask her, was caused by me, but if you ask me was caused by her own reckless disregard for the truth), had fled to Arizona for a few weeks of spa treatments funded, of course, by Laurel “the Enabler” Cordes.

“Is there any chance at all you’ll believe me if I say no?”

“No.”

“Then yes, she’s back from Scottsdale and helping herself to all the amenities of my guesthouse.”

“How nice of her to call me and let me know she’s back in town,” I said dryly. “I guess we’re due for another one of our famous family dinners.”

But my aunt shook her head. “Don’t drag me into this again. This is between you and Marisela. I’ve already gotten way more involved than I meant to.”

“So now you’re just going to punk out and make me deal with her all by myself?”

“Ding, ding, ding. I’ll make sure she’s in the guesthouse tomorrow, but that’s as far as I go.”

“But you know she’s just going to be…” I tried to find words to accurately describe my mother “…the way she always is.”

“It’s between you and her,” Laurel repeated. “But good news—I was going to surprise you with this later, but I might as well tell you now: I bought you a car. So you can get around town by yourself. Harper will deliver it to your apartment later this afternoon.”

I blinked. “You did?”

“Mm-hmm. Who’s the greatest aunt in the world?” She smiled, at which point I noticed the healthy pink flush in her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes.

Hmm. Was this a trap of some sort? Would I pay for this later? “Why are you being so nice all of a sudden?”

“I’m always nice.”

“Yeah, but a car?”

Her smile vanished as she drummed her fingers on the glossy mahogany desktop. “You know, gifts can always be returned if the recipient isn’t suitably grateful.”

“I’m grateful, I’m grateful,” I assured her. “Now I won’t have to depend on Bissy Billington and her mother for rides to acting class.”

“They’re still mad at you about the sunless tanner commercial?”

“Mrs. Billington is convinced her precious Bissy would’ve been the one shaking her booty on national TV if it weren’t for my devious tricks.”

“That woman always had more hair mousse than brains. Well, watch out for them. Hell hath no fury like a Texas beauty queen scorned.” She opened the door and ushered me into the hallway. “And while we’re on the subject, try to make a fresh start in acting class, okay? Smith is finally back on his feet.”

Smith, our tattooed and tormented acting coach, had broken his tailbone a few weeks ago during an unfortunate accident involving an acting exercise that required us to get in touch with our inner wild beasts, a water bottle hurled across the room at top speed, and, well, me.

“That wasn’t my fault,” I insisted for the hundredth time.

“Just be on your best behavior, okay?”

“I will,” I vowed. Little did she know I had no intention of ever going to Smith’s class again. And that I was still seeing Danny after she had specifically declared him off-limits. She had her secrets, I had mine.

“I’ll make sure your mom’s ready to talk to you tomorrow,” she promised, her unnerving, cheery smile returning. “And you’ll get the car in a few hours. Do you need anything else?”

A nonmortifying, semifunctional family, for one. “Nope,” I said breezily. “I’m good. And I can’t wait to see my car!”

She lowered her voice as Harper flounced off toward the espresso maker in the next room. “Did you really break into the file cabinets in my study?”

“Hell yeah.” I tried to sound rebellious.

She nodded, then stared down at her sensible black shoes for a moment before clearing her throat and asking, “So you know about the…that, uh…”

“That my mom got pregnant again after she had me?” I prompted. “Yeah. Read all about it.”

“Shit.”

“And all these years I thought I was an only child.” I strode toward the massive glass doors. “Mom and I sure have lots to discuss, don’t we?”
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