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This one is for Mom and Abuela and the very long

line of storytellers who preceded them.

Thank you.
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Prologue



“W hat’s next, Nana?”

“Now we return the chicken to the pot, add the stock and wine, and let it come to a boil.”

With Nana Ellie’s help, I put each piece of chicken back into the big pot, along with the other stuff, and gave it all a stir before stepping down from my stool.

“You make the best chicken and rice, Nana.” I sniffed the air, practically drooling. And I had to wait nearly another hour.

“We do, sweet girl.” My great-grandmother sat in her chair at the table, slicing the funny bananas—what did she call them again?—oh, yeah, plantains. They looked totally gross, with their almost-black skins and the way they were sort of slimy under the skins, but when she sliced them and fried them in oil, they turned golden and tasted as sweet as candy. She always made the plantains when we cooked any Spanish dishes, even though it usually required a trip to West Side Market to find the good ones.

Actually, ’cause Nana was way picky about her food and could cook stuff from all over the world, she had to make lots of trips to West Side, which had ingredients from everywhere and was totally the coolest place in Cleveland. Outside were stalls where the vegetable and fruit vendors haggled with the old ladies, saying they had the best green peppers or whatever. And inside the big building, it was completely awesome. There were bakeries, where grandmas from the Old Country would give you stuff like baklava or biscotti, just out of the oven, trying to convince you to buy, like, two dozen more. The butchers were also inside, with all sorts of meats and sausages and things you couldn’t find anywhere else. Actually, some of it I was happy not to find anywhere else—because a whole pig staring at you from inside a glass case? Ew. But Nana’s roast leg of pork? Way good.

Nana also made stuff like blinis, which she served with sour cream and caviar, which I thought was kinda eugh, but Nana said I needed to expand my horizons and what better way to understand a culture than through its food? But a culture where they ate fish eggs and liked it? Not sure how much I wanted to understand it. Better, though, was when she made little pancakes that were sort of like the blinis, but sweeter, and stuffed with strawberries and cream. She called them crepes. I just called them yummy. Almost as good as her apple pie, which had been Papa Joseph’s favorite.

Following Nana’s instructions, I picked up a peeled plantain and started cutting it. “Nana, how did you learn to cook so many different things?”

“You know how, Caroline.”

“Yeah, I know,” I admitted, but I loved hearing her tell the stories anyway because there was always something new. She’d had so many adventures. I’ll bet my great-grandmother could live to be a hundred and forty-six and we’d never get through all her stories—she was just one of the coolest people ever. “But come on, Nana, please? We have nearly an hour before dinner’s ready.” I showed her the plantain I’d just sliced—it looked just like hers, long strips cut on the diagonal.

She smiled and one white eyebrow went up. I so wished I could do that. Spent ages standing in front of my mirror holding my left eyebrow (same as Nana’s) up with my finger, trying to train the muscles to keep it up there. So far, not working.

“Well done, Caro. All right—I suppose helping me so much in the kitchen earns you a story. Which do you want?”

Awesome! I put another plantain on my cutting board. “Oh, living in the same house as the Russian expatriates in Paris. Or…no, no…how about Greece?” I nibbled the inside of my cheek, thinking. “Or the winter you spent in Venice? Or—augh! I can’t pick. You pick.”

By this point she’d put down her knife and was just laughing at me. “But you’ve heard these stories a hundred times.”

“And I could hear them a hundred more and never get tired of them, Nana. I mean, come on, you’ve had adventures. Your life has been totally exciting.” While mine was totally boring, living in boring old Hampshire, Ohio, and going to boring old Hampshire Elementary and just doing boring old things. Boring, boring, boring. With a side of dull.

Because she was Nana and always seemed to know when I was thinking stuff like this, she put her knife down again and placed her soft hand against my cheek. “Oh, sweet girl, be patient. You’re young yet. After all, I was nearly twice your age before I even thought of having an adventure.”

Twice my age? Twice? That would’ve made her…eighteen, nineteen, maybe. Jeez. That was forever away. I’d probably wither away from the dullness of my life before then. With another sigh, I left the table, walking into the dining room, which had tons of family pictures, like the ones of Daddy when he was a baby that always made me laugh, and the ones of Papa Joseph holding me and my brother James when we were really little. I wish I could remember Papa Joseph, but I’d only been a year old when he died. He must have been so cool though—I mean, considering how much Nana loved him. And you could see how much she loved him, in every single picture of her, whether Papa was in the shot or was the one taking the picture. Like my favorite picture of her—wearing a flouncy skirt, a shirt that left her shoulders bare, and a big flower tucked in her hair that fell all the way down her back. She looked so wild and grown-up, like a Gypsy princess or something, glancing over her shoulder with this big smile, and you could just tell by the expression on her face that it was Papa Joseph who’d taken the picture. And that they were in the middle of some fantastic adventure. Far, far away from Hampshire.

Her hand stroked my long braid. “Oh, my impatient Caroline. Don’t worry, sweet girl, you’ll have your adventures. I promise.” Leading us back to the table, she picked up her knife and kept slicing. “Now, have we discussed Grand Duke Orlovsky?”

“Isn’t he the guy who gave you the recipe for borscht?”

“Yes—and he was hardly just a guy,” she said, that eyebrow going back up. “He was Russian nobility—descended from the czars, or so he said.” She shook her head and laughed.

“Yeah, what was up with all that White Russian stuff anyway?”

“Well, it’s a long story.”

“Nana, we have nearly an hour…”
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“Y ou got everything?”

I slammed the back hatch on my aged-but-not-

so-old-it-was-actually-cool Forester and turned to face my best friend. “Yes, Mom,” I drawled.

Amy wrinkled her nose in that cute way she had. “Bitch,” she replied in a decidedly not cute voice. It’s what threw people—the acid tone coming from that sweet little face and petite body. Well, the tone and the scary intelligence. Neither of which threw me, mostly because we’d known each other since the playpen, so I just laughed.

“Takes one to know, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She waved her hand and made a pfft noise. She wasn’t impressed by me, either. “So seriously, Caro, do you have everything?”

I glanced again into the full-but-not-stuffed back of the wagon. “Pretty much. It’s only a summer session, Ames.”

“True,” she agreed, “but you still have to have the essentials.”

Holding up my hand, I began ticking off on my fingers, “Laptop, iPod and portable speakers the ’rents gave me for graduation, coffeemaker—”

“Books?” she broke in.

“Books,” I reassured her, glancing over my shoulder at the three boxes stashed in the back of the Forester. Couldn’t go anywhere without the books. “Makeup and other beauty essentials and, of course, the cute summer wardrobe.”

At that, she sighed.

“Don’t start with me, Amy—you helped me pick out half that stuff.”

“Under duress.” Yeesh, but the frown looked so wrong on that cute face.

“Bite your tongue. Spending money on our dads’ credit cards is never an ‘under duress’ situation.”

“Well, no…” For a second the frown gave way to a smile, then melted away again. “You’re really, really going to do it—go through with this boneheaded scheme.”

Here we went…again. I took a deep breath and launched into the argument I’d been perfecting over the better part of the last six months.

“Think of it as playing a part, Ames. I mean, I’m a theater major, right?” I hit a pseudo-drama queen pose, which elicited another smile. Dropping down to the grass and crossing my legs, I waited for Amy to join me, chin on her upraised knees, same way we’d sat facing each other…forever, practically. “I mean, really, how is it any different from when Renée Zellweger and her American accent went incognito at a London publishing house for Bridget Jones?”

“Aside from the fact that you’re not getting paid a metric butt-load of cash and aren’t likely to score an Oscar nom?”

I stuck my tongue out at her. “Then think of it as exploring my roots.”

“Oh, bullpuckey. What roots, Caro? You’re basing all of this on the background of one relative—two generations removed.”

“You’re forgetting the part where she’s the only relative I’ve ever felt a real connection with,” I reminded her, my throat closing up at the thought of Nana Ellie.

Nearly five years she’d been gone and I still missed her so much. Her cooking and her soft perfumed hands and her stories of adventure and the constant assurances that I’d have my own when the time came. Well, dammit, it was time. I’d been patient and everything, marking off every year until I turned eighteen, which was when she’d set out on her first adventure—and which, as it so happened, had turned out to be a total slam dunk. So who better to emulate, right?

“Look, I’ll grant the connection is important,” she admitted, “but the total truth is, your roots are in the same place mine are, Caro. Right here in Hampshire where both our families have been forever. The way you talk about it, you’d think it was a leper colony or something.”

“Only if lepers are boring.”

“It is not boring.” She cranked up the indignant on the tone. “It’s got that whole quirky, Pleasantville-meets-Northern Exposure vibe going for it.”

“The Spiritual Life Holistic Center sharing space with Temple Beth Shalom in the former Catholic church does not, in and of itself, a quirky vibe make.”

“Oh, come on.”

Eh, she had a small point, if I were honest. “All right, well, maybe a little.”

Because while it was weird as hell watching people trying to hold tree pose while serenely facing off with some stained-glass saint or another, I couldn’t deny it did give us a uniqueness that most of the other burgs around these parts couldn’t claim. Not that that was saying much—northeast Ohio just wasn’t exactly a hotbed of exotic.

“Caro, look…not that I’m trying to preach or tell you what to do—”

“Of course you are.”

“Okay, maybe just a little.” She stared down at her hands, then back up at me. “Or maybe I’m just still trying to understand why being from Hampshire is such a bad thing. I mean, it’s not like it’s the only thing that’s ever going to define you.”

“I don’t know,” I answered after a long moment, shaking my head. “Right now, it’s the sole basis for how everyone sees me. My whole life, it’s been the sole basis for how everyone sees me. Caroline Darcy, sixth-generation Hampshire girl, nice Hampshire girl, never gives her folks any trouble, a bit quiet, unless she’s on the stage, then she’s a pretty fair little mimic. Maybe she’ll come back and help run the community theater after she’s done with college.”

I shook my head again. “I just feel like if I don’t look for something different, Ames, if I don’t fight to get out, it’ll end up being the only thing that defines me.”

Fiddling with the beads studding her flip-flops, Amy said, “I don’t think you give people around here enough credit.”

“Oh yeah?” The heat started prickling along my neck and shoulders. “People around here—they think they know me, no matter what I do. I could dress in a grass skirt and do the hula on the Village Green in the dead of winter and the most I’d get is patted on the head and told how sweet that is and does my daddy know I’m outside without my coat?” The heat faded as I sighed and looked down the shady street toward the Village Green, just visible, two blocks away. And not far past that, on the corner of Main and Third, my family’s pharmacy and old-fashioned soda shop that we’d owned for—guess what?—six generations.

“I mean, no one here will ever see me as anyone other than Jimmy and Nancy’s little girl or James’s little sister.” Staring down at my Keds, I added, “I want more than that.”

“You know, I’m going to skip the whole ‘you’re already more and you should know that and that’s what’s really important’ thing because you wouldn’t believe me anyway.” Amy popped up and started pacing in front of me, her flip-flops snapping against her heels in a way that made me think even they were annoyed. “But going off to college and pretending to be Cuban? Isn’t that a little extreme in the redefinition department?”

“It’s not pretending.” I shrugged and pulled at the summer-dry blades of grass by my feet. “Not really.”

“Caro—” She dropped back down in front of me. “One relative—one—” She held up her index finger, making sure I was getting it. “Two generations back. Even if it was Nana Ellie and she was the coolest, it’s what? One-eighth of your background?”

“It feels right,” I insisted with another shrug.

“I don’t get it,” she said with a sigh, dropping her chin back to her knees.

“I know.”

Wasn’t so sure I totally got it, either, but I wasn’t bullshitting her. Tapping into my Latin roots, however thin they were—reestablishing that connection to Nana Ellie—I couldn’t imagine any other adventure being more exciting. Even if it didn’t involve Russian dukes.

 

A few hours later I cruised over the final rolling hill singing along to the Shakira blaring from the stereo as I turned through the brick-and-iron gates that formed the main entrance to the University of Southern Ohio. (Go, Fighting Cougars, although God knows when anyone actually saw an actual cougar around here. I’m just sayin’.)

Anyhow, it was just me making the trek to Middlebury, a little corner of hilly real estate situated in that no-man’s-land near the Pennsylvania and West Virginia borders. Mom and Dad had offered to come with, but I’d said, no, not necessary. I mean, not like this was the real deal or anything. Was just a summer session—I wouldn’t even be living in the residence hall I was booked into for the regular school year, so it was more like going off to camp for six weeks.

Dad was actually kind of relieved when I said I was good driving down by myself since summer was such a busy time at our pharmacy, what with kids out of school and all the tourists who blew through Hampshire for the Colonial charm and obscure battlefields, and the National Park complete with rolling hills, flora and fauna, and tons of hiking and bike trails for the getting-close-to-Mother Earth thing. We were a prime “educational vacation” destination—the kind of place where people killed a day so they could feel all virtuous before heading up to Cleveland and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame or down to Canton and the Pro Football Hall of Fame. And since tourists seemed to have a way of getting sick and/or injured, Dad always had plenty to occupy his time. So he calmed Mom down, since she was bummed at not getting to see one of her babies settled at college, and reassured her they’d help me do the big, official freshman year move-in come fall semester.

Which would be good, since I think we’d already dealt with the worst of the “going away to school” stuff.

Because you see, just because he was cool with my being Independent Girl didn’t mean my father didn’t give me a big old “drive safe, be safe” lecture, complete with an AAA card and a jumbo box of Trojans, spermicidal lubricant and everything.

“Honestly, you’d think I wouldn’t have been so surprised seeing as he pulled the same stunt when James went off to Ohio State four years ago,” I’d spluttered to Amy on the phone about ten seconds after Dad closed my bedroom door behind him, mission accomplished.

“Yeah, but James is a guy and the firstborn and all that good stuff,” Amy pointed out. “Not a surprise you got sort of blindsided.”

“No kidding. I mean, considering it was Mom who gave me ‘the talk’ the first time around. And anyway, I thought dads had a thing about their little girls having sex.”

Then again, when your dad happened to be the town’s pharmacist…I guess it went with the turf—but honestly, I thought I was going to die, right there. First thought that had crossed my mind was that he’d somehow gotten inside info about last summer when I went up to Interlochen for theater camp. Not quite “this one time…at band camp…” territory, but hey, teenagers, summer heat, hormones, and Michael—who’d played Bernardo to my Anita in our production of West Side Story—had been cute in a gawky sort of way. And with this outrageous talent that lit him up once he was on the stage…. There was no resisting him then. But it was a classic summer thing and after a final romantic hurrah under the stars and a slightly teary-eyed good-bye, he’d gone back to Colorado Springs, I’d come back to Hampshire, and that had been pretty much it. But it had been really nice. Nice enough that I wasn’t about to risk ruining the memory with just any old guy. Not like this was a big danger in Hampshire, where every eligible guy just saw me as plain old Caro Darcy, sixth-generation Hampshire girl, et cetera, et cetera…

But if Dad didn’t somehow have the inside info, I wasn’t about to give it to him. Way too much TMI for me—and him, too, if I had to guess, Trojans notwithstanding. I did tell him not to worry, though. And thanked him for the, um…gift, even if I was blushing about forty-seven shades of red as I said it.

After finding a parking spot in the lot next to Harrison Hall and getting myself checked in, I dragged my stuff upstairs to my third-floor single. Man alive, a shower was going to feel great, but I had one more thing to do before I could indulge. Poking through the box packed with bathroom stuff, I found the Walgreens bag I’d thrown in there last night. I reached in and pulled out step one in my “boneheaded scheme.”

Two hours later, I stared at myself in the mirror. Whoa. And whoa again. This was even better than I’d hoped. Ames was so wrong. This was not boneheaded, or harebrained or…what was the other one? The one she’d gotten from her Granddad MacCallum? Oh, right. Addlepated. This wasn’t going to be any of those—it was going to be absolutely fantastico. Digging through my backpack, I found my cell and took a quick shot. After sending it zooming to Amy’s cell, I texted a quick message.


What do you think?

Caliente, right???



Ha. Bet I’d be able to hear the screech all the way down here when she checked that message. Pulling out my laptop, I fired it up and downloaded the picture from my phone. Bringing it up onscreen and enlarging it, I studied myself closely. Havana Brown: the new hair color for the new me. Man, it was so nice—even better than I’d envisioned. A bunch of shades darker and a world away from the blah, beige blonde I’d lived with my whole life. Thanks to spending every free minute I’d had since graduation at the community pool and easing back to SPF 15 from my normal 45, I also had a nice, bronze-y, tropical glow going that made my usually muted blue eyes stand out in a way they never had against my normally pale (and blah) complexion. Are we sort of sensing a theme here?

I studied the picture and twisted in my chair to look in the mirror again—definietly not beige anymore and not so blah. Not so easy to fade into the wallpaper.

Absolutely fantastico.
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A s I walked down the hallway, I put a hand to my stomach, trying to settle the quivering—not to mention the greasy burger I’d grabbed at the student union. Big mistake. But the Organic Llama, the salad and sandwich place, had been packed. Now I knew why. I’d have to figure out when the best times to go were—and would have to stock up on yogurt and munchies for my room. The closer I got to my destination, the harder my stomach started doing its thing and the more the floors vibrated. No, I hadn’t indulged in anything hallucinogenic—as if. It was only the music throbbing from the giant second-floor rec room that joined the three dorms in the complex together. According to the registration packet I’d received at check-in yesterday, this was the Welcome Neighbor Luau. Cheesy, true, but kind of fun sounding.

“Yeah, because nothing says ‘luau’ like Fall Out Boy bellowing ‘Dance, Dance.’ ” It was so loud, I could barely hear Amy’s comment on my cell, as I approached the rattling double doors.

“Could be worse.” I shrugged, smiling into the phone as I felt the bouncy waves of my Havana Brown hair brushing against my nearly bare shoulders and against my back in a way that for the first time in my life made me feel…I don’t know, sexy, I guess. Sexy as me, not as a character on the stage. That was a first. “At least it beats Alan Jackson and Jimmy Buffett.”

“Come again?”

“That’s what James said they played at his first dorm party at OSU.”

“Oh, ugh.” I could practically feel Amy’s shudders all the way back in Hampshire.

“No kidding. I mean, who gives a rat’s ass if it’s five o’clock somewhere? There’s not enough alcohol in the world to dull the pain of having to listen to that song.”

“No shit. Although I shouldn’t talk. Who knows what they’ll play at Michigan.” All of a sudden, she switched gears, asking, “Caro, are you absolutely sure about this?” Poor thing, she sounded like a nervous old lady about this, but really…she didn’t need to.

“Relax, Ames.”

“You are about to breeze in there and completely bullshit your background and you’re telling me to relax?” Her voice kept going up in pitch until I had to pull the phone away from my ear and even then, I could still hear her, loud and clear. “You’re certifiable, you know that?”

“Amy, please, would you chill?” I ducked into a vending area that was quiet—and maybe more important, secluded. Lowering my voice, I said, “It’s not so much complete bullshit as it is shifting a few facts around. Honestly, I really don’t know why you’re so bent about this.”

“Because it’s nuts isn’t enough?” I could hear the pop and hiss of a soda can opening in the background. “Or how about because I have a feeling this has all sorts of bad spelled across it?” She let loose with a belch that would’ve made any of her four brothers proud.

“You know, it’s hard to take you seriously when you rip one like that,” I muttered.

“Okay, explain to me how this is going to work?” she asked, again, while conveniently ignoring me at the same time.

For what felt like the millionth time, I repeated, “Easy, Ames. It’s a case of keeping most of the facts accurate, so that I don’t trip over the embellishments.” Because it so wasn’t a lie—not really. “I’m still from Hampshire, my last name is still Darcy, but instead of having a great-grandmother who’s Cuban, it’s my mother who’s Cuban, so I’m half a hot tamale.” I swished the tiers of my blue ruffled skirt on the last two words.

“Why don’t you just go check out the Latin American Student Alliance?” she begged. “Explore your roots that way? Then you—”

“Uh-uh,” I said before she’d even finished the suggestion. “Where’s the adventure in that?” I stared down at my feet in my black canvas espadrilles.

A soft thumping sound made me pull the phone away from my ear and look at it. Oh man, she was probably banging her head against the wall or her headboard again—gently, I hoped. “Your idea of adventure is so. Utterly. Bent. Augh.”

Okay, she wasn’t going to get it—I couldn’t really expect her to get it, so I wasn’t going to make myself too crazy trying. Okay, lie. I had to try. If only because she was Amy and I had to have her, if not in my corner, then at least not blocking it off from the rest of the room.

“Ames, look, I can’t explain it any better than I have before, so you’ll just have to trust me. I have to try it this way, but I’ll make you a promise—I’ll totally check out the Latin American Alliance during fall semester.”

“You know, that’s really not the point,” she said in a voice that wasn’t just grumpy, but had—I don’t know—an edge, I guess. It kind of scared me, truthfully, but I had to ask.

“Then what?”

I heard her take a deep breath. “You don’t want to hear it, Caroline, but that’s not the point, either. You don’t need me telling you. You need to figure it out yourself. I guess this…adventure is the way you need to do it, so who am I to try to stop you?”

Okay, seriously confused, now. “You’re my best friend.”

“Yeah, I am.” Her voice went soft, losing the edge. “As such, I’ve got your back and all that good best friend stuff.”

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. I wondered if she could tell just how relieved that made me feel. Opening my eyes, I left the vending area and resumed my walk toward the rec room. “Well, time to luau, then.”

“Yes, because nothing says ‘luau’ like Linkin Park and ‘Numb.’ ” She made the new observation in what I called her English professor’s voice.

“Don’t forget Jay-Z,” I said with a laugh.

“Never,” she drawled. “Call or IM later, okay? Let me know how it went? After all, I have to live vicariously through you until I go off to Michigan so don’t forget a single sordid detail.”

“I’ll take pictures,” I promised, then hit the button ending the call and slipped the phone into my woven Target-special clutch before pushing the door open.

“Aloha,” a voice shouted over one of the riffs from the “Numb/Encore” mash-up. I looked up into a pair of seriously blue eyes as a paper cup of festive red punch was shoved into my hand. Darned tasty red punch. Excellent for the sudden dry mouth.

“Welcome to the luau, my name’s Dylan and tonight I’ll be serving as your perky cruise director.” Dark eyebrows rose as he joked and looked me up and down, and would you believe those gorgeous baby blues even twinkled? It was an effort not to let my jaw drop.

“Hi, I’m—”

Here we go…if I was going to do it, it was now or never. “Carolina,” I said with the subtle inflection and roll on the “r” that I’d practiced and repeated into my digital recorder until it became second nature. So second nature, it actually sounded natural, even though I had major-league butterflies headbanging in my stomach. Taking the hand Dylan the hottie offered, I took a deep breath and repeated, “My name is Carolina.”








3



H er full name was Elisa Maribel Teresa de la Natividad Sevilla y Tabares.

You had to be wondering, right? The source of all of this? Well, that’s her and she’s been my hero since I found out about her when I was fourteen years old. Well, found about the real her. Until then, she’d only existed as Dad’s Nana Ellie. My Nana Ellie—my best bud who’d had fabulous adventures far, far away from Hampshire and loved Papa Joseph and the rest of the family and made great meals and gave cool gifts. Like the huge Easter basket she gave me when I was seven, decorated with silk lilies of the valley and filled with tons of European chocolate. At the time I was bummed because I’d wanted Hershey’s and marshmallow Peeps. Relax—my tastes have evolved. Mostly because of Nana Ellie.

Anyhow, stuck in among the chocolate was a doll with a porcelain face and dark hair, wearing a tiara and a fluffy dress that had once been white, but which, by the time I got her, was sort of a mottled ivory. When I started to complain that her dress was dirty, Mom shushed me but Nana Ellie just laughed and said that she hadn’t taken such great care of her and maybe I’d do better. In the car on the way home, Mom told me the doll was very, very old and I had to be careful with her.

No problem. I mean, the doll was pretty, I guess, but it wasn’t like my Barbies with their shiny dresses and the cool accessories, so I was happy enough to leave her sitting on a high shelf as decoration. Again, didn’t find out until I was fourteen the significance of the doll.

So why was fourteen such a big deal? Well, because it was my freshman year of high school and the first year I had to take a language requirement. I chose Spanish and the first time I stood up in class to recite, Señora Garcia interrupted midconjugation and rattled off a question.

“Perdóname, Señorita Darcy, ¿Usted sabe hablar español?”

“ ’Scuse me?” She’d blurted it out so fast that it came out sounding like one big word I couldn’t decipher. I guess the blank look was enough of an answer, but she tried again—in English, at least.

“Have you ever spoken Spanish before?”

“No, Señora.”

“Qué raro,” she muttered, which at the time I didn’t understand, both literally and figuratively.

But I owe Señora Garcia—big time. See, she was so impressed with my accent, and the fact that I took to Spanish so easily, that she actually called a conference with my parents by the end of the first grading period. Told them that she’d never had such a natural first-time student. That’s when Dad said something along the lines of it maybe being a genetic thing and I said something along the lines of “Say what?”

That’s when I found out about Nana Ellie’s secret identity as Elisa Maribel Teresa et cetera, et cetera—the daughter of an über, überwealthy Cuban family. And I’m not exaggerating when I stress the über. We’re talking the kind of old-money family that makes the Rockefellers look seriously nouveau and just this side of the trailer park. With not just one house in Havana, but also the country house and the beach house. The kind of family that had memberships to every exclusive club that catered to Cuban high society, that traveled to Europe as casually as most people travel across town, and sent their kids to élite boarding schools and universities, in Havana, or in the States, or Europe.

Can you imagine?

So how did Elisa Maribel Teresa de la Natividad Sevilla y Tabares of Havana turn into Nana Ellie of Hampshire, Ohio?

Come on, you had to guess that only love could pull off that feat.

But it was love with scandal.

She was seventeen, just married—weird, but they got married real young back then—and her husband had commissioned a young American artist to paint her portrait for her eighteenth birthday. Pretty much followed that Jack and Rose scenario from Titanic after that, except without the iceberg and sinking ship and tragic death. They ran off to Europe—about the only things she took with her were some clothes, a few pieces of jewelry that her parents had given her, and the doll—the one she gave me. Her quinceañera doll—the symbolic last toy of childhood that a Latin girl receives on the occasion of her fifteenth birthday, her entrance to womanhood and society. I’m sure there’s irony in there somewhere, that it’s one of the few things she took with her.

They lived the Bohemian Artist’s life, traveling around Europe for a few years until Nana Ellie got pregnant with Grandma—Dad’s mom. Considering that the Nazis were starting to make things uncomfortable for bohemian artist types, Papa Joseph decided it was as good a time as any to give up the Moulin Rouge existence and take her home to Hampshire to become respectable.

He introduced her as his wife, everyone more or less said the 1930s equivalent of “cool,” and they settled into a pretty uneventful life with Papa Joseph opening a photography studio and Nana becoming a typical Hampshire housewife. No one had a clue that they weren’t even legally married until Papa Joseph died. That’s when Nana apparently pulled the Shocking Confession routine with the family about their scandalous beginning. She could never get a divorce because to do so would have meant she’d have to give up her anonymity and if she did that, it was entirely possible her family would have come and carted her butt straight back to Cuba and, let’s face it, they had the money to make it happen and make sure she never saw Papa Joseph again.

Now, Dad didn’t tell me all of this—not at first. Actually, I got a lot of it from Mom, who also knew the whole story and who I think was a little more comfortable with the sharing. Made sense, I guess. She had a sort of distance from the sitch that Dad couldn’t possibly have. Truthfully, I think it wigged him a little—reconciling his straight-arrow, solid Midwest-value grandparents with the young couple passionate and in love enough that they weren’t gonna let a little thing like, you know, marriage, stand in their way.

Probably right up there with realizing your parents actually still had sex and enjoyed it.

Unfortunately Nana passed away when I was thirteen or I would’ve just asked her. Who knows what dirt I might’ve gotten—I have this feeling she might have enjoyed telling all, and…Well, as much as I knew her, I just really wish I could’ve had more of a chance to get to know the real her.

As for me, it was like everything got brighter and a whole new world of possibilities opened up. I’d finally found something special about myself, something unique. And I’m not just talking about the facility with Spanish. I mean, I had Exotic Bloodlines! With a side of Rebel, no less.

I kept it pretty much under wraps because hey, even I can recognize the inherent weirdness in embracing it too much, especially when you live somewhere as all-American as Hampshire, but I told Amy, of course. At first she thought it was as cool as I did, the Exotic Bloodlines and all. She started thinking I’d maybe lost my mind, halfway through senior year, when it occurred to me, why not embrace that Cuban part of me? Play the part, as it were. Just for a little while—to see what it was like. I’d be going away to college where no one knew me, I’d been doing community theater since I was old enough to memorize lines, and clearly, acting ability was something else I’d inherited from Nana. Think about it—no one even knew that she wasn’t American until her confession because she spoke English without the slightest hint of a Spanish accent. Apparently everyone had thought she’d just been an American abroad when she met Papa Joseph and she never bothered correcting that assumption.

The one thing I knew I needed to do, though, to pull it off, was to sound less like someone who’d taken four years of formal high school Spanish and more like a modern, half-Cuban teenager. That’s when I started watching the Spanish-language networks that we got on satellite and lots of Gael García Bernal movies. Buying scads of music off iTunes to sing along to and reading magazines like Latina and People en Español. All the glam pictures in the mags also made me realize I’d have to change the appearance a little, hence, the Havana Brown hair and the tan and, well…here I was. Checking out the crowd as I sipped from another paper cup of the festive red punch and hoping that maybe Dylan the blue-eyed hottie might wander over and ask me to dance. I was definitely enjoying the newfound confidence, but didn’t think I was quite up to asking a guy who looked like he did if he wanted to take a spin around the floor.

“Avoid the shish kebabs.”

I looked up and promptly suffered my second attack of dry mouth as I stared into another pair of gorgeous baby blues. “Ex-excuse me?” I managed to stutter out.

“I said, avoid the shish kebabs. They’re probably lethal and I’d hate to lose you before I’ve gotten a chance to get to know you.”
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H oly cow, did they pass out tinted contact lenses to the guys at registration or what?

Even though his hair wasn’t dark, like Dylan’s, but a sandy blond, it totally didn’t lessen the impact. Especially considering the brows that were only a shade or two darker and had this pointed little arch that gave him a wicked, merry expression. Add in the effect of one corner of his mouth turned up in a smirk and I immediately pictured him as Shakespeare’s immortal pain in the ass Puck. A very hot Puck. Who was warning me about shish kebabs.

“Lethal?”

“Yeah. My fraternity brothers brought them as their contribution and they’re made with cubes of Spam, pineapple, and maraschino cherries that they soaked in bourbon.”

“Oh…yuck.” I shuddered and downed the rest of my punch.

“Exactly.” He rolled his eyes and, before I knew it, had led me over to the table with the punch, far away from the shish kebabs. Smooth. Very smooth. Handing me a fresh cup of punch, he said, “I hate to give the freshies such a bad impression first night out, but clearly, my brothers have no such issues.”

“Stick out that much, do I?” Now that I’d recovered—sort of—from the shock of being faced with another pair of gorgeous eyes, I was able to relax. At least as much as anyone who was completely faking a persona was able to. Oh man, was I out of my mind? No time to worry, though, because the cute Puck wannabe was talking.

“Not as much as some, but after three years of practice, I’ve got a good eye for the newbies.”

Three years. Which meant he was probably a senior. Whoa. “Which was it, the scared-shitless expression or the fact that I wasn’t talking to anyone?”

He leaned a shoulder against the wall next to me and openly looked me over. He wasn’t a whole lot taller than me, but gave off a confidence vibe that had the butterflies headbanging in my stomach again. “You do not look scared shitless.”

See? Pretty good actress. Because, oh yeah, I was scared—with a heavy dose of nerves on the side. Of course, it was possible he was also just feeding me a gigantic line about not looking freaked. Whatever. I was cool with that so long as he looked me over again. Because along with the butterflies, there were some nice tinglies going on, as well. I’d never really had much of a chance to hone the flirting skills outside of acting classes. Even with Michael, we’d clicked first as our characters, then as ourselves. Doing it the normal way…this was kind of fun.

“So what gave me away then?”

“The fact that you don’t look a thing like anyone else around here.”

I couldn’t help but giggle. “Oh, you’re good.”

At that, he straightened and gestured to the room at large. “No, seriously. Look around. You definitely stand out.”

Would you believe he looked serious? Enough to make me tear my gaze away from the blue eyes and glance around the room enough to realize he had a point. Everyone was in some variation of jeans or shorts paired with tees or polos, except for the girls who were clearly going for that trashy Paris Hilton look in microminis and backless camisoles. Clearly fashion forward wasn’t exactly Middlebury’s forte. And here I was in my festive blue ruffled skirt and black flowered tank with a hot pink one worn beneath, inspiration, courtesy of a recent issue of InStyle. My mirror had told me I looked pretty good. This guy’s eyes were telling me I looked great.

“There’s something different—exotic, I guess—about you.”

The words shivered down my spine and made goose bumps rise on my arms. Bingo. I smiled with what I hoped was some mystery, then cast my eyes down and took a sip of punch. A small sip, because if I kept guzzling, I’d have to make a mad dash for the bathroom and it would be a shame to interrupt the proceedings when things were starting to get interesting.

“So, you have a name or should I just stick with ‘exotic girl’?”

“Carolina Darcy.” And it came out even smoother and with more of a lilt than when I introduced myself to Dylan. Looking up into his face, I could see it light up, those eyebrows rising. And again with the bingo.

“And where are you from, Carolina Darcy?” He tried to put the same lilt on it, but stumbled a little over the subtle roll on the “r.” Never mind. It was cute that he tried.

“Hampshire.”

“No.”

“Seriously.”

“No way.” He shook his head. “I’ve met people from Hampshire. There is just no way.”

Hey, wait a minute…“Maybe it’s high on the vanilla scale, but it’s not exactly some sort of Stepford, spitting out homogeneous assembly-line robots.”

Wow, he actually jerked back physically. I almost did, too—who knew I could sound that fierce? And about Hampshire, no less? But he recovered pretty quick, just lifting the corner of his mouth in that smirk and saying, “Obviously not, if you come from there. Last thing you are is assembly-line material.”

Man, he was good. I couldn’t help but wonder if all college guys were this smooth or if he was just exceptionally gifted.

“Well, thanks.” I relaxed back against the wall and ran my thumb along the rim of my cup. If I kept moving my hands, he couldn’t see them shaking. “So, do you have a name or should I just stick with ‘my hero,’ since you saved me from the shish kebabs of doom?”

He threw his head back and let loose with a laugh that was loud enough to carry over the music, his full-out smile revealing an unbelievable set of dimples. Oh man, this was starting to be completely not fair. Not that anyone would ever mistake him for an out-and-out pretty boy—the individual features weren’t put together that well—but honestly, no guy should be allowed a set of dimples to go along with those eyes. Or if it was going to be allowed, he should come with a warning label so a girl at least stood a fighting chance.

“While I wouldn’t object to ‘my hero,’ I think I’ll settle for Erik.” He reached out and took one of my hands in his, shaking it. “Erik Larsen.”

Considering how my stomach jumped up into my throat at that first contact, it was amazing I was able to get “Good to meet you, Erik Larsen” out in a reasonably normal tone of voice.

“So, what is it that keeps you from being assembly-line material, Miss Carolina?”

Huh? Assembly line? Then the second he released my hand, it made sense again, even though I could still feel the cool, dry clasp of his fingers around mine. Warning labels, I’m telling you.
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