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			For my very brilliant, very beautiful (and by now, very embarrassed) daughter, Marissa Anne Gaylin

		

	
		
			One

			“IT HAPPENED AGAIN,” said my sister Gracie.

			I was deep asleep in that place I love, that place that feels like layers and layers of heavy cotton, and then Gracie’s machete voice, cutting through it all, ruining everything. “Go away.”

			“No!”

			I opened my eyes. Looked for handheld cameras, but saw none, just Gracie. In the darkness, she was a head of curly hair, fidgety limbs, breath that smelled like bubble-gum toothpaste—a vague idea of a little girl. I closed my eyes again.

			Gracie jumped on the bed. In moments, she was crouched on top of me like some kind of murderous gremlin. I could feel her sharp knees in my chest, her hands gripping my shoulders. “Wake up!” A stage whisper, laced with spittle. Gracie had never been one for personal space, but I figured that was, if not normal, then expected for a kid with her set of experiences. She was six years old, with six siblings—five of whom were her exact same age. Not a lot of privacy in that situation, even if she hadn’t spent her entire life in front of TV cameras.

			I, on the other hand, had been an only child until the sextuplets were born when I was ten—and a reasonably contented one, too. I craved my space, but if I couldn’t have that, then at least I should be able to get through one night without some kindergartner drooling on me. “Leave me alone, Gracie. Please!”

			Gracie’s hands were up in my face now. For a few panicky seconds, I imagined her strangling me to death and realized that, the way things had been going around here lately, that wasn’t so bizarre a thought. Instead, she started slapping my cheeks and forehead, over and over again, like they do in old movies when people faint. Her palms felt like spatters of rain. Annoying rain.

			I sat up and swung my legs around, lifting her off me in the process, so that we were both sitting next to each other on the edge of the bed. This was the good thing about the sextuplets. Except for Callie, they were still so small you could move them around like dolls. “What the hell do you want?” I said.

			Gracie let out a sigh that seemed to last a full minute. “I told you,” she said. “It happened. Again.”

			My turn to sigh. “Oh, Gracie—”

			“It wasn’t my fault.”

			“No one said it was.”

			“I was . . . I was dreaming that I was running through this big house, even bigger than ours. I was trying to get out, but each room just turned into another room and I was getting scared and I had to go and . . . then . . . I found the bathroom and there was a toilet and . . .” Gracie put her head in her hands and started to cry. She did this without making a sound. Other six-year-olds wail over scraped knees, but Gracie covers her face and breathes deep, and you’d never even know about the tears unless you were sitting very close. All the sextuplets cry like that. I guess it’s what you’d call a learned response. Bad enough having one stranger see you pitch a fit. When it’s a million viewers and at least a few dozen of them are going to write blogs about what a crybaby you are, you figure out all sorts of ways to keep it to yourself. “It’s okay, Gracie. Lots of kids your age—”

			“Sssh! Don’t say it! Mama will hear!”

			“She won’t.”

			“Callie and Anna will tell her.”

			“Are they awake?”

			“Um . . . I don’t think so.”

			“The boys?”

			“No one’s come out of their room.”

			I exhaled. “Okay, then. That’s good. I’ll change your sheets. I’ll do it real quiet.”

			Gracie sniffled. I looked at her face. The moonlight turned the tear streaks on her cheeks into shiny stripes. It reminded me of some wrapping paper I’d seen once, a long time ago.

			“Estella?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You think we’ll always be . . . you know . . . famous?”

			“It’s a long life,” I said. But there was no feeling behind it. I was still remembering that wrapping paper—proof that, sometimes, it wasn’t a long life at all—and it hit me I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried, silently or otherwise. “We’d better get going.”

			Gracie stood up and I followed her out of the room. Before I closed the door behind me, I checked the clock on my desk. It was 3:30 a.m. Christmas morning. We had a makeup call in two hours.

			I’M NOT A big fan of Christmas, for reasons that are obvious if you know who I am. In case you don’t, my name is Estella Blanchard, aka Big Sis, Essie B., and/or Nutella, depending on who’s writing the blog. My six younger siblings, mom, stepdad, and I star on TV’s longest-running family-based reality series, Seven Is Heaven, and my seasonal issues stem from the fact that, when I was six years old, my dad burned to death on Christmas Eve.

			His car caught fire on a secluded road in Mount Vernon—about forty minutes from our then New York City home—and by the time someone drove by, the vehicle and everything in it had been charred to ashes. Apparently, he’d been doing some last-minute Christmas shopping at the White Plains Galleria. According to credit-card records, he’d been to a store called Toyland, where he’d made the final purchase of his life: a Polly Pocket Surf ’N Sun Studio. The cause of the fire was never determined—police said it could have been a ruptured fuel line or a short circuit, but the car was too ruined to ever know for sure. Just like no one would ever know what my dad had been doing on a road near a garbage dump in out-of-the-way Mount Vernon when he should have been on 287, headed back home to Manhattan.

			It was ten years ago, but I can still remember my last Christmas in the apartment we lived in on Fourteenth Street—waking up on that morning and running into the living room to find Mom sobbing on the couch, two men I’d never seen before sitting across from her, clearing their throats and mumbling. They were detectives, I found out later on.

			I can remember Mom hugging me and the thoughts that swarmed in my brain (Why is Mommy crying? Who are these men? What is wrong? Where’s Daddy?), the whole time staring at the half-wrapped toys in the middle of the floor, the scissors and the tape and the paper—deep green with shiny stripes. Santa’s wrapping paper. I lost my dad and Santa on the same morning.

			My dad had been movie-star handsome, with a warm smile and blue eyes that seemed to sparkle, even in black-and-white pictures. Add his good looks to the mysterious and tragic way he died on Christmas Eve, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out he’d wind up on the cover of the New York Post the next morning (the headline: HO HO HORROR). Before long, our phone was ringing off the hook with calls from reporters, and while another widow might have let the machine pick up or changed her phone number or even made plans to move to another state, Mom accepted all the calls. She talked to those reporters for hours, told them every detail of her life with my dad. I didn’t get it at the time. But looking back, I think that in her mind, all that press brought him back to life—if not as a man, then at least as a topic of conversation.

			There was a bank of paparazzi at my dad’s funeral, and then there were TV news magazine interviews and still more press conferences for a charity Mom started in his memory. There were appearances at political events and call-ins to talk-radio shows and then, finally, a New York magazine pictorial of Mom and me on a bench in Central Park titled A YEAR LATER: STILL GRIEVING. “Look at us,” Mom had said, her manicured fingers stroking the pages. “Look at us, sweetie.” That was it, though. After the first anniversary, the news cycle on dad’s death finally ran out. The press stopped phoning, and Mom’s calls weren’t returned. That’s when she started to grieve for real.

			“ARE YOU TRYING to ruin the episode?” Mom said.

			“I’m here, aren’t I?” As lame a response as any, but considering how she and I had been communicating lately, it was good enough. We were in the hallway outside of the boys’ bathroom, which doubled as the makeup room when we were shooting a season. It was 6:00 a.m., and I was a half hour late for our early-morning call. After changing Gracie’s sheets and putting the old ones through the wash that morning, I’d gone back up to bed and slept right through my alarm. If it hadn’t been for my brother Clint barging into my room and yelling “Busted!” in my ear, I’d still be asleep and apparently, it showed.

			“You look awful,” said my mother.

			“So much for fragile teenage self-esteem.”

			“I mean it. I specifically told you to get some rest last night, Estella, and look at those bags,” she said. “You were reading, weren’t you?”

			I rolled my eyes. “A capital offense in this house.”

			Mom gave me a look that brought new meaning to the expression If looks could kill. Her lips pulled thin and her jawbone strained as if trying to escape the skin that covered it. Her eyes reminded me of glass shards. I just stared right back at her. I wasn’t about to tell her why I hadn’t gotten any sleep, because better me on the other end of this look than Gracie, who’d already wet the bed four times this month. I was sixteen years old, after all—a seasoned reality-show veteran, daughter of TV’s hardest-working mom, Kristina Blanchard. I could take it.

			“Everything okay, ladies?” It was Barry, my stepdad, fresh out of makeup. Wardrobe had put him in bright red flannel pajamas, a thick matching robe with reindeer all over it, and deep green sheepskin slippers. In real life, he owned nothing remotely like this outfit, which I supposed was something to be thankful for.

			“Everything is fine,” my mother said. “Just Estella being rebellious again.”

			“The show’s paying for your future college tuition, kiddo. Think about that hard enough, maybe you won’t complain so much!” Barry said it good-naturedly. He said everything good-naturedly, as if there were hidden cameras in the floorboards and life was an endless rerun of Full House. Far as I could tell, he and mom never argued. He gave her everything she wanted. It must have been so exhausting, Barry’s life.

			“Okay,” I said. “Sorry I was late, Mom. Sorry, Barry.”

			“Dad,” Mom corrected.

			I cleared my throat. “Dad.”

			“That’s better,” she said, her face relaxing a little. “Now get into that bathroom and tell the makeup crew to hurry. You’re delaying Christmas.”

			OUR TREE HAD been chosen three weeks earlier by my brothers Clint, Pax, and Braden on the “Tree Shopping with the Boys” episode. A word of advice to all you parents out there: Don’t let a six-year-old boy choose your tree unless you want it to be roughly the size of the Empire State Building. Our living room is big, but it overwhelmed the whole space and even after three weeks, I couldn’t walk in without gasping from shock. One of the producers had brought in extra ornaments to supplement our as-it-turned-out-too-paltry collection, yet still I noticed bare branches. It seemed as though it should have been illegal to kill such an enormous tree. It was probably older than anything else we owned. The whole house smelled of pine.

			As I walked into the living room, hot beams from the klieg lights pressed against my skin, making me want to cover my eyes. I was wearing red silk pajamas that matched Mom’s, and the sextuplets were all in candy-cane-covered flannel—blue for the boys, pink for the girls. Today’s director—a big bearded guy named Nate—called “Action!” and the kids squealed like, well, little kids on Christmas morning. Mom and Barry stood beaming by the fireplace, their arms around each other, as the sextuplets made a mad rush for the presents under the tree. I knew I was supposed to do the present rush, too, but instead I stood in the doorway, watching Gracie. Gracie, so deeply ashamed just three hours ago. I wondered if she was genuinely excited about the Sleeping Beauty Barbie she’d just received, or if she was only acting that way for the viewers. And if I were to ask her, would she be able to tell the difference?

			“Cut!” Nate yelled.

			Mom and Barry stopped smiling. The six-year-olds froze.

			“Estella, you need to hit your mark right away,” he said.

			Mom glared at me.

			“Sorry, I was just—”

			“Don’t want to hear it, sweetheart,” Nate said. “It’s Christmas. Be happy. No excuses.”

			He called “Action!” and I flew at the gift pile thinking, Let’s just get this over with, again and again in my head, like lyrics to a Christmas song. Clint was opening a LEGO set, while Braden was trying on hockey skates and Pax was tugging on Barry’s robe, asking him to charge the batteries in his new Nintendo DS.

			“Is this for me?” Callie asked. Her tone was bright, but there was hurt in her eyes, and when I asked her, “Whatcha got there?” she held up a tutu and a glittery leotard that was at least two sizes too small.

			“I don’t think it’s gonna fit,” she said.

			“Not yet, honey,” Mom said. “Callie’s going on a special diet and exercise program,” she told me. “In two months, that outfit will fit her. Won’t that be special?”

			Callie’s brown eyes glittered with tears. “Yes, Mama!” She was only about seven or eight pounds heavier than her siblings, but on TV it looked like a lot more. Callie’s full name was Callista, but one of the bloggers called her Calorie, and instead of telling her to ignore that crap, Mom and the show were buying into it, making it a front-burner story line as if Callie were nothing more than a character in a script.

			Annabella said, “I could fit in that tutu right now because I’m slender.” Three years out of diapers and already a Mean Girl—prim, pretty Anna, who always smiled for the cameras. Anna the star, the only blonde in a litter of redheads, the sextuplet who looked the most like Mom.

			Callie’s face flushed red. I could practically feel the lens closing in.

			I heard myself say, “Don’t you think Callie is a little young to be The Biggest Loser?”

			“Estella,” Barry said.

			“I mean it, Barry.”

			“That would be Dad to you, kiddo!”

			“She’s six years old. She doesn’t need a diet and workout program. She’s beautiful just the way she is, and if you’re so high on changing how kids act, Mom, why not get Anna to stop being such a nasty little—”

			“Estella, that’s enough!” Barry looked at Nate. “You’ll edit that out.” It was a statement, not a question. Barry was an executive producer, so he had that right. “What has gotten into you, young lady?”

			Mom was staring bullets at me. “She didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

			I opened my mouth to speak, but then Gracie started shouting, “What’s that present? I didn’t see that one before! Mama, Daddy, look at that present over there! Look!”

			“Gracielle, keep your voice down,” Mom said.

			“I mean it, look!” At first I thought she was just trying to distract me from spilling the beans about why I hadn’t gotten sleep, but then my eyes went to where Gracie was pointing. The present wasn’t under the tree with the others, but directly in front of the fireplace, next to the tools. Slowly, I stood up and walked over to it. A small white card was taped to the top, with one typewritten word: ESTELLA. My mouth went dry.

			The wrapping paper was deep green, with shiny stripes.

			“Does anyone know who this present is from?” Barry said. He and Mom were standing right over me.

			I heard several Nos from the crew. Nate called out, “Don’t open it! It could be dangerous.” Blood thrummed in my ears.

			I stared at Mom. She stared back. “Dangerous,” I whispered. I ripped off the wrapping paper, tore open the box.

			My mother gasped, then collapsed into sobs, her perfectly made-up face going anguished-red, her whole body caving, crumpling to the floor. “Oh, Estella,” she cried. “How could you?”

			“Call cut now!” Barry yelled.

			I didn’t, I wanted to say. I swear, I didn’t do this, Mom, I’m so sorry. I swear I didn’t. . . . But I couldn’t get my mouth to open. I couldn’t make myself speak. Inside the box was a Polly Pocket Surf ’N Sun Studio. Another typewritten card was taped to the front of the bright package. It read, LOVE, DADDY.

		

	
		
			Two

			IN INTERVIEWS, BARRY liked to describe the Blanchards as “true professionals.” But his statement was never fully put to the test until that particular Christmas morning. As it turned out, I barely squeaked by.

			After Mom caught her breath, Barry calmly asked one of the production assistants to dispose of my present completely. Then Mom just as calmly said, “Would you all excuse me for just a few?”

			Gracie said, “Who was the present from, Estella?”

			Before I could reply, Barry shushed us both. Gracie’s face dropped for about a second, and then she grinned very broadly. It looked like a bad acting exercise.

			“It was nothing, Gracie,” I said, but already she was weaving her way around the huge tree to where Anna was sitting, positioning herself behind her and braiding her hair. Gracie, so eager to be a good girl, to do the thing that made Barry and Mom happy without ever needing or even wanting to know why she was doing it.

			Meanwhile, Callie was stuffing a handful of Santa’s half-eaten cookies down her pajama top. Pax and Braden were fighting over a WEDGiTS eXplorer Pak that was missing a block and Clint was whining to Nate about how he’d been hoping for a puppy—he’d asked Santa for a puppy, where was his freakin’ Christmas puppy?

			No one said another word about the present—not even Sasha, the bespectacled, college-age production assistant, who returned from disposing of it completely with a too-bright smile plastered on her face and a tray of cinnamon buns courtesy of our sponsor Cinnabon. “Who wants breakfast?” she pretty much shrieked.

			My siblings dove for the cinnamon buns like a school of miniature pastry-obsessed sharks. I stayed back. On the tiles in front of the fireplace, Sasha had left behind a piece of deep green wrapping paper—a scrap no bigger than the palm of my hand. I squatted down and picked it up, then turned it between my fingertips. The light from the fire reflected off the shiny streaks on the paper. Santa’s wrapping paper. For the first time in so long, I let myself remember what my life was like before my dad died. I thought about how he would take me to the playground at Hudson and Clarkson streets every Saturday morning, how he would push me on the swings so high I thought I might go clear over the metal bar and sail up into the clouds. I thought about my dad’s bright smile and his twinkling eyes and how he used to kiss me on the forehead every night before I went to sleep, how he’d tell me Daddy’s kisses were superpowered and specially designed to scare away bad dreams. And then, I thought of nothing at all.

			“Look alive, kiddo,” said Barry.

			I shoved the piece of wrapping paper into the waistband of my red silk pajamas and forced a smile. He gave me a quick nod. True professional.

			“Ready, everybody?” Mom was standing in the doorway, her makeup freshened. You’d think she just hit erase on the past fifteen minutes, wiped her mind clean of them—but only if you didn’t look into her eyes.

			“Mom, I didn’t put that present there.”

			She didn’t reply, and for the rest of the day, she didn’t speak directly to me—not even when she and Barry gave me my gift, a brand-new laptop courtesy of our sponsor Gateway. Not even when we all sat around the dining room table, thanking God for the bounty of the Hormel Christmas ham and mashed sweet potatoes prepared by Clara, our cook. Not even when the film crew finally left and we all said our goodnights and Mom kissed each of the sextuplets and then me. “Mom,” I said. “I swear I—”

			“Goodnight, Estella. I love you very much.” She said it like a door closing.

			Back in my room, I took out the piece of wrapping paper. I folded it into halves, quarters, eighths. I folded it until I couldn’t fold it any more and it was the size of a penny. Then I slid open the drawer to my nightstand. Inside was the book I’d just finished reading—The Count of Monte Cristo. I turned to the middle and put the piece of wrapping paper between the pages and promised myself I’d never open it, not unless I really needed to. Who could have left me that present? Could it have been my father? Could there have been some kind of awful mistake? Could he really be alive?

			I squeezed my eyes shut, shoved the thoughts out of my head. I couldn’t afford thoughts like that, thoughts that couldn’t possibly be true. The gift probably came from a fan, one of the ones who didn’t like me. But how would a fan know about the Polly Pocket Surf ’N Sun Studio? How would a fan know about Santa’s wrapping paper?

			“Estella?”

			I opened my eyes. “Mom.”

			She was standing over me in her pajamas—not the red silk ones the show gave her, but what she really wore to bed: an oversized New York Giants jersey and a pair of gray sweats. She’d taken off her makeup and contacts and put on her glasses and pulled her hair into a ponytail. Mom looked about ten years younger than she usually did. I hardly ever saw her like this anymore—especially while we were taping a season. I felt as if someone had waved a magic wand over her, turned her back into herself. “You mind if I sit down?” she said.

			“Sure. I mean, no, I don’t mind.”

			Mom sat beside me on the bed. She smoothed a lock of hair behind my ear. It always made me feel uncomfortable when she paid attention to my hair. Mom and Anna are pale blondes and everybody else in the family is a redhead, including Barry (who’d just recently undergone hair transplant surgery). But my hair, like my dad’s, is close to black. The way Mom sometimes looks at me—now, for instance—reminds me of how different I am.

			“Count of Monte Cristo?” she said.

			I still had the closed book in my lap. “Uh-huh. I just finished it.”

			“He escapes. From prison.”

			I looked at her. “Yeah,” I said. “I mean . . . among other things. It’s a long book.”

			Mom nodded. “I want to show you something.” She pulled a small envelope out of her sweatpants pocket and handed it to me. For a second I thought it was a Christmas card, but when she told me to open it, I saw inside the tiniest slip of paper.

			“Go on.”

			I took it out. It was a fortune from a fortune cookie.

			“That was from the first time we ever took you to a restaurant,” Mom said. “You were just a baby. It was our first dinner out as a family. We went to a Chinese place on Tenth and University and Daddy got that in his cookie.”

			I looked at my mom. “You kept it all this time?”

			“Yep,” she said. “In a special place. With all my other memories of Daddy.”

			My throat clenched up. My eyes blurred a little. The closest I’d come to crying in I didn’t know how long, but I couldn’t help it.

			“We’d asked for the check. I was sitting across from Daddy and you were in my lap. He read that fortune, and then looked across the table at you and me, and he said, ‘This one’s true.’ Read it,” she said softly. But I already had.

			It said, EVERYTHING YOU NEED IN LIFE IS RIGHT IN FRONT OF YOU.

			I swallowed hard, gritted my teeth. Don’t cry.

			“Daddy would never have left us, honey. Never in a million years. God took him away.”

			“Mom—”

			“I know Christmas is hard for you. It’s hard for me, too. But Daddy wouldn’t want us to be fighting. He wouldn’t want you to . . . to try to remind me of his death by—”

			“I didn’t put that present there.”

			Mom took a breath. For a long time, she looked at me in a way that wasn’t angry or hard, just sad. “Keep the fortune,” she said. “Put it with your special things.”

			Mom stood up and walked to the door. She was just about to push it open when she stopped. “I want to believe you, Estella.”

			“But wanting to believe and believing are two different things. Right?”

			She didn’t answer, just softly closed the door behind her.

			I put the fortune back in the envelope. I slipped it into my book, between the same pages as the square of wrapping paper. And then I let myself cry.

			AT SOME POINT in the wee hours of the morning the day after Christmas, somebody calling themselves Estella Teh Tella posted a video on YouTube, titling it, “Mama Kris’ Krismas Freak-out (She’s still nutz about my real dad!!!).” It was the footage of my mom’s hysterical reaction to yesterday’s mysterious present.

			I had no idea how anyone would have gotten that footage, or why they’d want to post it online under my name (or my rap name at any rate), but it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. By the time we were all out of makeup at 6:30 a.m., the most deeply uncomfortable five minutes of my entire public life had gone viral, with more than five hundred thousand views and links posted on both TMZ and Perez Hilton. And I was, to paraphrase the sextuplets, in some seriously deep poo-poo. Not only had I supposedly posted this footage—raw footage, which had, in fact, been destined for the recycling bin—I had to have been given that footage by someone, right? Which meant the security staff was now questioning everyone on the crew, putting the entire Seven Is Heaven staff in fear for their jobs, because of me. Scratch that: Because of someone pretending to be me.

			“I just want to know why, Estella,” Barry said. We were all huddled around his laptop having just watched the YouTube video: our family, most of the crew members, and today’s director—a French-accented guy named Maurice—who had honestly cried out sacre bleu! at the part where Mom collapses.

			“It wasn’t me.”

			Barry said, “It was posted from your IP address.”

			I stared at him. “Someone hacked it, then,” I stammered. “People hack IP addresses all the time. I didn’t post that video. You have to believe me.” But the truth was, he didn’t have to, and he didn’t. Nobody did. No one would even look at me.

			I’d never seen the sextuplets so still or so quiet—even the boys, who usually had the attention span of goldfish. The girls kept looking at Mom, who was sitting in Barry’s desk chair, staring at her fingernails as if they were a script she was studying. “Mom,” I whispered. “I would never do that to you.”

			Finally she looked at me. “We’re going to need to do some damage control, Estella.” Her voice was quiet, calm.

			“Damage control?”

			“Oui,” said Maurice. “I would say that is of the utmost importance.”

			Anna hopped into Mom’s lap and put her arms around her neck. “Mama?”

			“Yes, sweetie?”

			“What’s the name of that Osbourne girl again? The one nobody ever saw on The Osbournes?”

			Mom smoothed Anna’s hair. “Jack and Kelly’s sister? Her name is Aimee.”

			I said, “What do you mean by damage control?”

			“We’re still trying to figure that out,” said Barry.

			“I . . . don’t understand.”

			Mom looked at me. “Do you remember when you were ten and Grandma gave me that hand-painted vase from Thailand?”

			“Yes.

			“What happened, Mama?”

			“Well, Anna, I asked Estella not to touch the vase, but she did anyway, and it fell to the floor and shattered into a million pieces.”

			“That wasn’t nice, Estella.”

			“Do we have to go over this, Mom? In front of the whole crew?”

			“Yes, we do. You’re not filming this, Maurice, are you?”

			“Mais non. Bien sûr.”

			“What’s your point, Mom?”

			“The point is, it took Barry and me several hours to come up with an appropriate punishment when you destroyed that vase. And this . . . what you did . . . It’s much, much worse than a broken heirloom.”

			“But I told you, I didn’t—”

			“Mama,” Clint said. “If we get rid of Estella, can I have a puppy?”

			“Nobody’s getting rid of anyone,” Barry said.

			“But isn’t that what happened to Aimee Osbourne?” Anna gave me a sage look. “She was Ozzy and Sharon’s oldest daughter. Now the whole entire world thinks they just have two kids.”

			“Please don’t get rid of Estella!” Gracie shouted.

			“I told you, no one . . .” Barry said. “Oh, never mind. And anyway, no one got rid of Aimee. She didn’t appear on The Osbournes by choice.”

			“What’s The Osbournes?” Clint said.

			Barry sighed heavily. In all the time I’d known him, I’d never seen him look quite so defeated and here I was, supposedly to blame. Guilty until proven otherwise, and how could I prove otherwise? How could I prove a thing? I pulled my knees up to my chest and looked around the room, wishing Christmas break was done and I was back in school with the kids who called me Tabloid Trash behind my back, who took pictures of me sweating in gym class and tried to sell them to TMZ. Most of all, I wished that it really had been my dad, not some crazy fan, who had left that present. I wished that my Dad was alive and on his way to get me and that soon he would take me far away from here, up over the metal bar and into the clouds . . . 

			“We need to talk.” Steve, our head of security, stood in the doorway with his arms crossed over his massive chest. Steve was a former police detective and looked just like a cop—if the only cops you’d ever seen were the ones in graphic novels. He was about six foot five, with a shaved head and arms that reminded me of oxygen tanks. But he usually covered up with dress shirts and ties with silly patterns on them, and nobody was scared of him. Not even Braden, who was scared of practically everything. Steve always has time to give the sextuplets piggyback rides, one after the other, sometimes two at a time, until the kids are all squealing and Steve is red-faced from laughter.

			Steve didn’t look like that now. His cool gaze went straight to Barry, who crossed the room to meet him without saying a word. Mom joined them both. “We’ll just be a few minutes,” she announced, leaving us all in the office, soaking in awkward silence.

			Steve murmured something to Barry and Mom as he led them away from the door. I strained to hear what he was saying and caught only, surveillance video. I remembered the security cameras, placed in all of the downstairs rooms, and my heart leapt a little. They caught him, I thought. They caught whoever it was sneaking into the living room, putting the present by the fireplace, and what if it was Dad, what if it really was . . . 

			But then Mom shot me a look, and I remembered something else: At three thirty in the morning, I’d gone downstairs to wash Gracie’s sheets. To get to the laundry area, I’d taken a shortcut through the living room. I’d entered through the main door, worked my way around the tree, and used the hallway door right next to the fireplace.

			 

		

	
		
			Three

			“BUCKLE UP,” SAID Steve. He didn’t need to say that, but he always did, whenever any of us kids got into a car with him. It was usually kind of annoying, but today it made me feel a little better. At least Steve still wanted me safe.

			I fastened my seat belt, and gazed out the tinted window as Steve pulled down our long driveway to the gate. It was always a shock to the system, leaving the house during the holiday season. Inside was all firelight and ornaments and forced coziness, but the minute you stepped through the door, the too-bright Southern California sun would slap you in the face, remind you what was real.

			Our house was in Pasadena, a stately old town by L.A. standards, especially chosen by Barry and Mom and the network because of its “traditional, New England sensibility.” But while it did have a majestic library and a world-renowned college, it was still SoCal. The good people of Pasadena still put giant fake glittery snowflakes on the palm trees every December and didn’t wear socks unless they were going skiing in the mountains. Practically everybody was blond and tan and dressed in pastels and could walk into this relentless sunshine without squinting. I was nothing like them, never would be, no matter how long I lived here. The sun felt like an enemy. Even through the tinted windows of our Jeep Cherokee, it was harsh and accusing, like an interrogation lamp from one of those old cop movies. And sitting in the backseat with Steve so serious at the wheel—it was exactly like being arrested, I imagined, only without the handcuffs. I wondered if Steve was getting déjà vu.

			“Where are we going?” I asked.

			Steve glanced at me through the rearview. “Don’t worry about it.”

			Yeah, right. The last thing Gracie had said—the last thing anyone had said—before Steve escorted me out of the house was, “Oh my God we’re getting rid of Estella!” And for all I knew, that was the truth.

			After Steve’s hush-hush conversation with my mother and stepdad, Mom had come in and spoken briefly to Maurice, who’d then intoned, “Very well, mes enfants. Let us resume our regular schedule . . . with the exception of mademoiselle.”

			He’d given me a glare, complete with tongue-clicking, that confirmed my worst suspicions: on the fuzzy surveillance video, my late-night laundry run had looked exactly like a rebellious teenage girl leaving a strange present in front of a fireplace.

			“You go with Steve,” Barry had said in his new, defeated voice. “Mom and I are drawing up a press release.”

			For a stretched-out moment, I’d stayed sitting on the floor, feeling about as helpless as I’d ever felt in my life. Telling them what I’d really been doing on the video would’ve meant ratting on Gracie. It would’ve meant Mom yelling at her in front of all the other kids, reminding her that she’s too old to wet the bed, especially four times in one month. It would’ve meant Clint’s obnoxious laughter and Pax shouting, Gracie’s a baby! and Anna’s quiet smirk, which was, in many ways, so much worse. I couldn’t do that to Gracie. As irritating as she could be, she was still only six years old. She was still my sister.

			So I’d stood up. I’d looked at Barry, then at Mom. And I’d said, “I’m sorry.”

			“That’s a nice start, Estella,” Mom had said.

			When I asked where Steve was taking me, Barry had thrown out those two words again—damage control. And so here I was, buckled in, Steve pulling through our gate and onto our quiet, palm-tree-lined street and not giving me a single hint as to where we were going.

			“You want the radio?” he asked.

			“Sure.”

			Believe it or not, Steve and I have the same taste in music. He flipped to our favorite station, the Santa Monica City College alternative rock one, and for a while we just drove, listening to a song I’d never heard before—an acoustic guitar, a sad whisper of a male voice, It keeps slipping, it all keeps slipping away . . . 

			“Steve?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m in really big trouble, aren’t I?”

			“Stuff happens.”

			I stared at the back of his head. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“Means I suck at sugarcoating things.”

			“Oh.”

			“Look,” he said. “Your folks are good and pissed, and I hate to tell you, but they’ve got reason to be.”

			“What if I said it wasn’t me who left the present there?”

			“I’d ask what you were lugging to the fireplace at three thirty in the morning.”

			My jaw tightened.

			“And you wouldn’t be able to tell me. And we’d be right back where we started—only more annoyed.” He took a breath. “See?”

			“Yep.”

			“It’s not the end of the world, Es.” Steve pulled onto the Pasadena Freeway. “You were out of line, but when all is said and done, attention spans are short—especially in Hollywood. People get bored and move on to something new.”

			I closed my eyes and kept listening to the song on the radio. They’re the only ones who ever stick around—your mistakes, your loss, your pain. You feel like maybe he could save you, he would care, but he’s not here . . . 

			Not everybody moved on. Polly Pocket Surf ’N Sun Studios, green wrapping paper with shiny stripes, New York, my dad, how much he loved me—I remembered all these things. And apparently, someone else did, too. A fan? Probably. But who had told the fan?

			You feel like maybe he could save you . . . 

			“Could you turn the radio off, please?” I asked. Not because I didn’t like the song, but because out of everyone in the whole world, the only person who seemed to understand how I felt was some guy singing on the radio. And that was just way too sad.

			We were on the Santa Monica Freeway now. Steve pulled off at La Cienega, and before long, he was driving slowly down a residential street lined with small, bright houses and neatly trimmed lawns. He pulled up in front of a creamy stucco one-story with a red tile roof and hot pink bougainvillea crawling up the side. Pretty, I thought. Pretty random, too. A little house, forty-five miles away, in a neighborhood we never visited? Was Steve giving me up for adoption?

			Steve got out of the car and opened my door. “Whose house is this?” I asked him.

			“It’s not a house,” he said. “It’s a therapy center.”

			My eyes went big. I opened my mouth to question him, but before I could say anything, a very small, very energetic black man was bounding out of the house, heading straight toward us. “You’re right on time!” he said as he neared. He was probably in his thirties, but a few inches shorter than my five foot two, with big eyes and a dimpled smile that was strikingly familiar. He stuck his hand out. Steve shook it. “I’m Corey Calhoun,” he said.

			“Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

			I frowned. “The kid from . . . that show?”

			His smile grew broader. “Surprised you’ve heard of me,” he said. “All’s Well That Ends Well went off the air a good twenty years before you were born!”

			“Reruns.”

			Corey Calhoun winked at me. “Extra points if you remember my catchphrase.”

			“What you been smokin’?” I said, which really had been his catchphrase on the show—one of many eighties sitcoms to feature a wisecracking little kid who seemed sophisticated beyond his years. But it could have just as easily been an observation. The guy seemed way too happy for anybody’s good—especially mine.
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