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Prologue






Iknew it was too good to be true. Only nine months. Forty weeks. Two hundred eighty-four days. If I wasn’t so busy getting ready for the first day of my senior year, and I’d remembered to buy the calculator required for my AP calculus class, I could have had it down to the exact hour. The day I graduate from high school. Then a summer traveling around Europe with Taylor, where hopefully five years of conjugating French verbs would finally pay off.


Anyway, I had life all figured out. In one short, hopefully relatively painless year, I’d be on my way out East to college, where I’d join Patrick and things would be exactly like they were last year when I was a junior and Patrick was a senior. Only better. Because we’d be away from home and on our own (in a manner of speaking, of course, considering our parents would be footing the entire bill for our college experience and the road trips Taylor and I were already planning to Boston).


That was the plan, anyway. But then came the phone call. I was waiting to hear from Patrick, the cordless phone sitting silently beside me on my bed so my parents wouldn’t get to it first. But when I picked up the phone it wasn’t my college-bound boyfriend calling to tell me he couldn’t wait for me to visit. It was a woman asking for my father in a voice that was so polite, so practiced, I thought she had to be a telemarketer trying to get him to switch our long-distance telephone service or, at the very least, renew his subscription to theChicago Tribune .


If I’d known then what I know now, I might have just told her she had the wrong number, replaced the receiver quietly on its cradle, and unplugged all the phones in our house. Maybe even called the phone company and asked to disconnect our number all together. But I didn’t. I brought the phone over to my dad, who was in his study reading a book while my mom worked on the laptop at his desk. And that’s when everything changed. In that single moment when my dad said hello and I watched his face transform from a look of practiced calm to a look of petrified shock, I realized that life as we knew it was about to change.


And that’s when my carefully laid plan went out the window.









Chapter One






“Has Patrick called you yet?” Taylor asked me for what seemed like the tenth time today.


“He just left on Wednesday,” I reminded her, flipping through myLet’s Go Europe . “Besides, he’s only had a day to settle in and meet his new roommate. I’m sure there are tons of things incoming freshman have to take care of,” I added, not sure whether I was trying to answer Taylor or convince myself.


Taylor shrugged and sat up, swinging her legs around until she was sitting Indian style on the sunken cushion of the armchair we’d staked out in the language section of Barnes & Noble. The girl had become amazingly limber since she read about Madonna’s addiction to Bikram yoga and decided to replicate the same conditions in her bedroom with a space heater, an electric blanket, and a DVD she bought off some swami’s website. “Still, I would have thought you’d hear from him by now. He has a cellphone, you know.”


“He’ll call,” I assured her, repeating the silent mantra I’d been reciting to myself for the past two days.


“Aren’t you afraid of cheating?” Taylor asked, not even looking up from the book in her lap as she traced a map of Germany with her finger.


I shook my head and dismissed her absurd suggestion. “No way. I’d never cheat on Patrick.”


This time she looked up. “I meant, aren’t you afraid of him cheating on you?”


“Nope.” I touched the small gold heart charm hanging around my neck, a birthday present from Patrick. I rubbed it for good luck and then discreetly checked my fingers to see if the gold came off. He’d said it was fourteen carat, but you never knew.


Taylor wasn’t as convinced. She wasn’t exactly Patrick’s biggest fan and I knew she was glad to finally be rid of him. “I don’t know. Last year when Courtney Maxwell and Brian Bonham left for college he cheated on her in less than two weeks with some girl who had a barbell through her tongue.”


“Brian Bonham was a prick.”


Taylor frowned at me as if to say, aren’t they all?


“Can we please not talk about this now?” I asked.


“Sure. I didn’t mean to imply that Pat—I mean Patrick—will cheat on you.” She shrugged. “Just that, well, you know.”


Yeah, I knew. The look on Taylor’s face was the same look everyone gave me when I told them Patrick and I were going to still date after he left for Yale. A look that said, who are you kidding?


“Ich brauche ein Abführmittel,”Taylor slowly mouthed, trying out a line from the book in her lap. “That means, ‘I need a laxative.’ ”


“Let’s hope we won’t need that one,” I noted and traded myLet’s Go Europe for herLonely Planet Europe Phrasebook . Even though it was barely Labor Day, Taylor and I were already planning next summer’s vacation. We were also trying to convince our parents that two eighteen-year-old girls would be fine trekking across Europe by themselves, which was proving more difficult than last summer’s task, when we persuaded them to let us go camping for the weekend at Starved Rock State Park. Apparently having their daughters pitch a tent amidst 2,630 acres of thick forest was preferable to setting them loose in a foreign country.


But focusing on next summer made the next nine months seem bearable and gave me an added incentive to kiss up to Madame Rodriguez in French class. At least I had something to think about besides the fact that Patrick was 874 miles away in Connecticut, moving into a new dorm room, on a new campus, meeting new people. He was probably waiting in line as we spoke, getting his ID photo taken or having his phone and computer hooked up so he could e-mail his girlfriend back home to tell her how much he missed her.


Still, when Taylor kept quizzing me about what Patrick was doing every hour of the day, it just reminded me that whatever he was doing, he was doing it without me.


“Weare going to Germany, right?” Taylor asked.


“That’s the plan.”


“Ech will eine heue Frisur.”


“Let me guess: ‘I’ve got the runs’?”


“I want a new hairdo,” she translated. “Maybe dark brown or black.”


“Your mother will kill you.” Taylor’s mother, with a little help from L’Oreal, went to great lengths to achieve the golden auburn tone Taylor was able to achieve naturally. After all, as she always reminded us, she was worth it.


“But I wantetwas exotisches ,” she told me, sounding like there was peanut butter stuck to the roof of her mouth. “Something exotic. Look.” Taylor riffled around in her backpack, pulled out the latestPeople magazine, and flipped to the Star Tracks page. It showed celebrities caught in everyday moments just like the rest of us—climbing into their Ferraris, sunbathing on the deck of their yacht in Cannes, eating lunch at the Ivy. “Everyone’s doing it—Reese, Renée, even Nicole,” Taylor clarified, as if that should explain the sudden interest in going from her natural tawny red to inky black. And it did.


Taylor is obsessed with anything to do with celebrities. She can tell you who’s dating who, which stars are teetering on career suicide, and what former “it” girl is in rehab.


“See there.” She pointed to a photo of two stars fromWild Dunes , her favorite show. “Reed Vaughn is shopping for groceries with Rebecca Stewart, and what color is her hair?”


“It’s the color of the filter in my parents’ espresso machine—dingy brown. Besides, the photo is obviously just a publicity stunt.”


“Why?” Taylor asked, concerned. She never doubted the voracity of the information she read inPeople . It would be like questioning the Bible—the world as she knew it would cease to make sense.


Taylor received a subscription toPeople for her ninth birthday and has saved every issue that’s arrived in her mailbox every Friday for the past eight years. That means she’s saved over four hundred issues ofPeople , and her mom finally had to take her to The Container Store and buy plastic shelving units to hold her growing library. Taylor even getsUs Weekly, Entertainment Weekly , andTeen People now, but she claims she’s a purist; that even though those magazines are fine imitations, it’sPeople she wants to write for when she graduates from college.


That’s why I don’t think anyone was surprised when Taylor suggested that our school paper, theCabot Chronicle , include an entertainment section. Of course, she also volunteered to be the section’s first reporter and editor. Taylor covers the school-sanctioned entertainment at Cabot, like last year’s half-assed production ofLes Miserables , a title that described both the performance and what it was like to sit in the audience. She also provides running commentary on how Hollywood’s trends find their way into the halls of our esteemed school.


I took the magazine away from Taylor and inspected her evidence. “We’re supposed to believe they’re shopping for farm-fresh produce? Rebecca looks like she hasn’t eaten in months and I thought Reed was in rehab.”


It barely took Taylor a second to scan her mental encyclopedia of entertainment facts. “He was at Casa Hope in Malibu because he blacked out and drove his car into a Starbucks on his way home from a cast party for the new season ofWild Dunes .”


What was I going to do, disagree with her? The girl knew the comings and goings of Reed Vaughn better than Reed Vaughn. His alcohol-induced blackouts were probably more distressing for Taylor than they were for him—after all, if Reed couldn’t remember what he did, how was she supposed to read about them?


If I didn’t put a stop to the conversation now, Taylor would have me running down the list of famous alcoholics and drug addicts who attended Casa Hope—some more than once, which I didn’t think was a resounding endorsement, considering the place was supposed to cure people. But I wasn’t about to get into it with Taylor, who was surely in need of her own 12-step program to treat her addiction toAccess Hollywood .


“Hey, it says inLet’s Go that we should take a good self-defense class so we can react to unwelcome advances.” Taylor held up the guide and pointed to a photograph of a girl giving some guy a swift kick in the balls.


“I don’t think I’ll bring that up to my parents. As it is, unless we get them to change their minds, the only thing Greek we’ll be seeing next summer is the gyro stand at North Avenue Beach.”


“Tell me about it.” Taylor slumped down in her chair and closed herLet’s Go in defeat. “I can’t believe your mom and dad aren’t into the idea. I was counting on them convincing my parents to let us go.”


I shrugged. What was I going to do? My parents were consistently inconsistent. They liked to think they’re quirky theater people, chalking up their eccentricities to the fact that they’rein the arts . But my mom hasn’t designed a set since she became an interior decorator and traded in curtain calls for plantation shutters, and the only thing dramatic about my dad’s job as artistic director for the Bookman Theater were the hissy fits he had to deal with from aspiring actresses who thought they deserved more attention.


Granted, they were more tolerant than the other parents at Cabot, but it wasn’t like I gave them a whole lot to get uptight about. Even if my mother did have a tendency to rearrange the furniture on a weekly basis and my father can manage a cast of thirty performers yet can’t manage to keep his beloved sheep dog from crapping on my mother’s shantung silk curtains, at least I had my act together. While other kids were sneaking out at night and hiding pot in their underwear drawers, I didn’t have much to rebel against. My parents took a perfectly pragmatic approach to child rearing.


Teen pregnancy—it’s called the pill. Use it.


Clothes—my mom once wore a see-through gauzy thing to an opening-night performance and gave the audience more of a show than the actors on stage. We have the picture in our family photo album to prove it, so who was she to complain?


A curfew—only for parents who didn’t trust their kids. (“We trust you, Vanessa, until you give us a reason not to,” they always told me.)


And I always got the feeling that if they caught me smoking dope, they’d just give each other a knowing look, one that said, been there, done that.


So what was I going to rebel against? The fact that they made me volunteer to hand out programs at matinees?


No, my parents weren’t concerned with the classic things most parents worry about, but coming to terms with the idea that their only child was about to leave the nest, that freaked them out. That’s why I think they’re so set against our trip to Europe. No matter how many articles I strategically place on the kitchen counter, articles that proclaim the numerous benefits of multicultural experiences, they haven’t budged: “If you want a multicultural experience, we can take you to the Latin American film festival next summer.” They just didn’t get it.


“Maybe if we got jobs this year and earned enough to stay in hotels instead of hostels,” Taylor suggested halfheartedly. Neither of us wanted to get a job.


I hated that word—“hostel”, not “job.” A job I could deal with, just not while I was dealing with my senior year of high school. But the word “hostel” sounded too much like “hostile,” like we’d be sleeping in our dumpy cots and wake up with some knife-wielding psycho hovering over us with a deranged look in his eye. Why couldn’t they call them something nicer—like “cozies.” Think of how many parents would sleep better at night knowing their kids were staying at a cozy?


“I think the cultural angle is still our best bet,” I told her. “We need to play up the benefits of living among natives, so to speak.”


“Shit, we should have thought of this last year. We could have used the whole college application thing as an excuse—no college wants an applicant who writes her essay about a summer job at the Shoe Carousel. They want someone who learned how to make voodoo dolls at the knee of some African medicine man while attempting to discover an alternative energy source and restore peace to the Middle East.”


College applications. “Let’s not go there. We have five days before school starts. Can’t we just think about sitting at some sidewalk café in Paris eating warm, flaky croissants while we sip cappuccino?”


“This is depressing, we’re probably never going to convince them to let us go.” Taylor started collecting the stack of entertainment magazines splayed out on the coffee table. “I’m heading over to the magazine racks to return these.”


She took off and left me with the task of returning six travel books and one map of the London Underground back to the bookshelves.


After I’d put back the books, and spent a few minutes organizing several others that were also out of place, I found Taylor basking in the glossy glow ofPremier, Wow, InTouch , andStar . Back when it was a tabloid that shoppers would flip through while waiting in line at the checkout, Taylor snubbedStar . But now that it was a glossy magazine placed on the rack right next to her reveredPeople , it had become fair game.


“Aren’t you going to buy one?” I asked, as she returned the magazines to their displays.


“No. There’s a new Reed Vaughn calendar I was thinking of buying instead.” In Taylor’s mind, twelve months of Reed Vaughn trumped four Hollywood weeklies.


Unfortunately for Taylor, when we found the calendar section, Reed Vaughn wasn’t in sight.


“Excuse me,” she asked the salesperson as she paid for theLonely Planet Europe Phrasebook andEurope by Rail . “Do you have the new Reed Vaughn calendar?”


The salesperson shook his head. “Nope. All sold out. We should be getting more next week.”


“Can I get put on a waiting list or something?” she asked.


“Waiting list? It’s a calendar,” he pointed out, making the idea of a waiting list for a calendar sound as ridiculous as if she’d asked to make a reservation at KFC.


I knew Taylor wouldn’t let his comment slide. Running out of this season’s best-selling calendar, that she could understand. But letting some salesperson live with the misbelief that twelve color photos of Reed Vaughn sweating it up in front of a camera didn’t deserve a waiting list? That was an egregious error she felt compelled to correct.


“It’s not just a calendar. It’s a Reed Vaughn calendar,” she explained, calmly. “Now, do I have to ask for your manager or will you please put me on a list to be called when you get more calendars in?”


What was the cashier going to say? He took her number, even though I was sure he’d toss it in the trash the moment we walked out the door.


I stepped forward to pay for myLet’s Go .


“You want to go see a movie tonight?” Taylor offered while I waited for my change. “There aren’t many days left before school starts, we may as well take advantage of it.”


“Can’t. My parents are taking me to some opening night at a gallery their friend owns. A new show called ‘The Human Canvas.’ ”


“What’s that mean? Does the artist paint with his toes or something?”


I shrugged. “Who knows. All I know is that they think this guy is the next Picasso.”


“I thought they said that organic sculptor was supposed to be the next Picasso.”


“No, he was going to be the next Calder, but it doesn’t matter anymore. His stuff was crap.”


“That bad, huh?”


“No, I meant it was crap—literally. Turned out the guy was carving dried cow manure.”


Taylor laughed and grabbed the bag with myLet’s Go . “That’s a good one.”


I took my change and followed her out of the store. “My mom didn’t think so. She convinced one of her clients to buy a piece. I guess they should have known something was wrong when he named all his piecesSculpture Number Two.”


“Maybe the next Picasso will be better,” Taylor offered hopefully.


“Maybe,” I told her, but, given my parents’ track record, I wasn’t very optimistic.









Chapter Two






Up until my freshman year, I attended a school that was supposed to foster individuality and independent thinking. The kind that forgoes grades in favor of thoughtful comments about personal growth, and shuns uniforms for fear that plaid jumpers and paisley ties will stifle creative expression. But two weeks before I was all set to return to the Sharingham School and begin ninth grade, the parents’ association learned that Williard Thomas, the school’sprimary scholar , was exhibiting a little creative expression of his own. Apparently our esteemed primary scholar (that would be the principal in schools unconcerned with hierarchical labels scarring the psyches of their students) was embezzling tuition to fund some rogue group attempting to rescue Australian dung beetles from impending extinction.


So with the Sharingham School caught up in the very public, very Robin Hood–like dung beetle scandal, my parents thought it was the perfect time to let me discover a new bastion of social experimentation and egalitarianism. Public school.


My parents loved the idea of their only daughter mingling with kids from all over the city. The thought fed the liberal ideals they fought so hard to maintain even as contractors were retrofitting our kitchen to accommodate a wine cooler and a stainless steel, four-thousand-dollar Viking stove—perfect for cooking garden burgers and tofu dogs. I could practically see my mom and dad humming “We Shall Overcome” as they envisioned a utopia where students from all walks of life could convene on the cracked cement steps of Lincoln High School and join hands in social harmony.


But I guess even visions of utopia are easy to abandon when Celia Carlisle’s only baby must pass through a metal detector before homeroom bell. And so that’s how I ended up at Cabot Academy.


Cabot Academy was a long way from Sharingham. Students were expected to address teachers as Mr. and Mrs., not Ted and Sheila. A vegan alternative was conspicuously absent among the all-American lunches that included cheeseburgers and pizza. We had a good old headmaster, Mr. Whitney, instead of a primary scholar, and I got the feeling that our daily moment of silence was intended to provide the teachers with a rare quiet minute rather than give students time to visualize world peace.


Cabot students weren’t obsessed with winning NASA’s science contest for the tenth year in a row like the hyperachievers over at Chicago Lab School, but we weren’t studying the finer art of Native American basket weaving like the students at Sharingham. We were somewhere between future Nobel Prize–winning mathematicians and those street corner musicians in scratchy wool ponchos trying to sell homemade CDs they recorded on their iMACs.


At Lab I’d be just another smart girl jockeying for a place at the head of the class. At Cabot I was currently running second behind Benji Coburn. And that was fine with me. We all knew he’d end up at MIT or Stanford. We also knew he was destined to live in some dilapidated shack in the woods, only to emerge as the next Unabomber in a few years. Taylor was already planning to cover the story forPeople .


Besides, everyone knew that colleges only accept so many people from the same school. At Cabot I had a better chance of getting into Yale. Last year Patrick was the only one to apply, and he got in. Not because he was especially brilliant, but because he’s one hell of a lacrosse player and both his parents went there.


Even though my parents decided that Cabot was better suited for me than a school where search and seizures took place between homeroom and first period, they were a little concerned by Cabot’s limited artistic outlets. Apparently they thought there’d been a huge void left in my life when I transferred from Sharingham, as if the lack of courses dedicated to a vast array of papiermâché techniques would leave me ill-prepared for life as a functioning member of society. And so they encouraged me to join them for gallery openings, music fairs, and theatrical productions—and forced me when their encouragement didn’t work.


“This is going to be amazing,” my mother assured me while we waited for my father to pay the cabdriver. “Clark Clark is a rising star in the art world.”


I turned toward the large plate glass window spanning the front of the gallery and peered inside. The gallery was one of those long, narrow hallwaylike spaces with polished hardwood floors, blank white walls, and track lighting. Inside the gallery, a small cluster of people were gathered around a short, stubby man in a black kilt, black tank top, and pink Chuck Taylor high-tops. The group watched the animated fashion victim gesture wildly toward the frameless photographs mounted on the walls, and from the looks of awe on their faces, I assumed that he was the rising star.


“I thought Clark Clark was a painter,” I commented, stepping into the gallery behind my parents.


“ ‘The Human Canvas’ is just a metaphor for Clark’s work. He paints directly onto the human form and then captures the image on film,” my dad explained before stopping to look at the first print in the series.


I stood beside him and tried to figure out what it was exactly that Clark Clark was capturing. All I saw were red, white, and yellow circles painted inside one another like a bull’s-eye. It wasn’t what I’d call groundbreaking—I’d seen this logo tons of times outside Target.


But then I noticed that the center of the bull’s-eye wasn’t flat. In fact, it was actually raised, like a little mountain rising up from the surrounding prickled landscape. And that’s when I realized that I wasn’t standing four inches away from a painted replica of a store logo. I was staring at an up close and personal photograph of a woman’s…


“It’s brilliant,” my mom gasped.


“It’s a nipple,” I practically shrieked. I didn’t care what they called it—art, vision, whatever—it was a nipple!


“Vanessa!” my mom quickly swiveled her head to see if anyone had heard me. “Don’t be rude. Clark has a unique vision, and we need to respect that.”


Funny, when Clark Clark slaps some paint on a woman’s private parts and snaps a photo, we’re supposed to respect his unique vision. If some guy in eleventh grade art class did the same thing, he’d be suspended.


“These are all blown-up photographs of naked body parts,” I pointed out, diverting my eyes from the next picture, a male body part painted yellow like a banana. “This is porn, not art.”


“You can’t be so literal, Vanessa,” my dad scolded before turning to my mom. “I swear, I don’t know where she gets it from.”


My mom shrugged, not willing to take any credit.


“Celia! Will!” Neiman rushed toward us, his arms outstretched as he prepared to embrace all three of us at once. I was nose deep in Neiman’s armpit before I could think of a way to escape.


It was like this with all my parents’ friends. There wasn’t a normal one in the bunch. In addition to collecting art, Will and Celia Carlisle collected starving artists, melodramatic gallery owners, method actors, and street musicians.


“Neiman, this is fabulous,” my mother observed, her voice muffled against Neiman’s chest. “I think I have a client who would love Clark’s work.”


Neiman pulled back and grinned. “Anything but the banana and the two oranges over there, I already sold them. The interest in the show has been phenomenal.”


“I can see why, such an imaginative use of texture and line.” My mother proceeded to caress the banana photograph. Neiman and my dad decided to join her.


Could I really be the only one mortified by this? Was that really possible?


And they wondered why I never wanted to join them at these art gallery gigs? I was currently standing next to my parents while they admired a painted penis.


Neiman turned around and I thought he was going to ask me to join them in their reverence of the sublime fruit. “Look at you,” Neiman cried instead, clasping his hands together dramatically. “Vanessa, you are just lovely. Really. Just like your mother.”


Either he was severely nearsighted, or Neiman was sucking up to my mom in hopes of selling a few of Clark’s pieces. I tended to think the latter.


My mother and I look nothing alike. I’m blond, her hair is blacker than black. I’ve been trying to grow my hair out for the last three years without much success, and my mom has always sported a short Mia Farrow pixie cut that makes her look a little like Peter Pan. I’m almost five seven, she’s barely over five feet tall—again, contributing to the Peter Pan effect. My mother also tends to have a split personality when it comes to fashion, like tonight’s get-up. She was probably the only woman in the world who could get away with wearing a butter yellow Chanel suit with handmade jewelry crafted by an indigenous tribe from some third world country. She said that the combination allowed her to balance her karma without sacrificing her fashion sense.


“You must be getting ready to start school,” Neiman noted, making conversation with me. “Are you starting to think about what you’ll do next year?”


“Hopefully Yale,” I answered, thankful to have their attention away from Clark’s work.


Neiman nodded. “Great art museum.”


“And drama school,” my dad added.


Of course, neither of which I had the least bit of interest in.


“Actually I was thinking about majoring in economics.”


“Really?” Neiman wrinkled his nose. “Economics?” he repeated distastefully before looking to my parents for an explanation.


But they simply shrugged, as if to say, we’re hoping she’ll grow out of it.


Yes, while parents across America were discouraging their daughters from a life in the theater and urging them to study something more useful, like accounting or engineering, my parents were still hoping I’d walk through the door reciting a soliloquy fromHamlet . Which is why I “volunteered” at the theater this past summer after the store I worked at, Groovy Smoothie, went out of business. My parents wanted me to work at the theater all summer—“You need to experience some culture,” they’d insisted—but I also wanted to make some money. Culture doesn’t buy you much at Abercrombie.


When Groovy Smoothie closed its doors in July, I was quickly recruited by my parents and for the rest of the summer I joined the ranks of other theater volunteers—“the saints,” they’d called them, which I figured was probably nicer than calling them what they really were: people with lots of free time to kill.


“Well, shall I introduce you to Clark?” Neiman offered, taking my mother by the hand. “There are hors d’oeuvres on the table in the back, Vanessa. Help yourself.”


I accepted Neiman’s offer and parked myself next to the stuffed mushrooms and spinach dip for the next two hours. Thankfully, once she’d expressed interest in actually purchasing one of Clark’s soft-core porn-o-graphs, Neiman monopolized my parents the rest of the night. And that was fine by me. The last thing I wanted to do was contemplate the meaning of a tie-dyed belly button—even if, according to my mother, the artist’s use of naval lint was truly groundbreaking.


By the time we got home, it was almost eight o’clock. I’d been gone for almost three hours, and still no message from Patrick. Sure, I told Taylor he’d call, but what else was I going to say? He’d been gone for almost three days!


Let’s make thatonly three days, not almost three days. He was probably just going through hours of orientation, I shouldn’t freak out. I wasn’t one of those clingy girlfriends who dialed her boyfriend’s phone every two minutes until he answered. I was one of those cool girlfriends who picked up the phone, thought about dialing, actually dialed the first six numbers, and then hung up before she looked like aforementioned clingy girlfriend.


I decided to take my mind off Patrick’s new school by preparing for the start of my own school year. Without Patrick it was going to be a pretty uneventful nine months until graduation. Short of waiting for my acceptance from Yale, and convincing my parents that a summer in Europe was the perfect graduation gift for a daughter who never caused them any grief, there wasn’t much to break up the monotony of another year at Cabot. I grabbed a pencil and settled on my bed with the summer reading questions I had to finish before classes started on Tuesday. Senior Seminar in Women’s Fiction. Uneventful indeed.


When the phone finally rang the shrill sound was so unexpected my hand jumped across the page and snapped the tip off my pencil. It had to be Patrick. I cleared my throat and prepared to sound like the sexy girlfriend he remembered. I even closed my eyes and pretended I was wearing some short, strappy sundress instead of my navy blue Cabot gym shorts and anI[image: heart]
THE BOOKMAN THEATER T-shirt. Like I said, I didn’t give my parents a whole lot to get uptight about.


I was all psyched to hear Patrick’s smooth voice, just thinking about it made the blond hairs on my arm stand on end, but as soon as I looked down at the handset I knew it wasn’t him. Instead of his familiar cell number, the digital caller ID displayed an area code I didn’t even recognize. Shit!


I punched the talk button and answered the phone with a very irritated hello designed to let the caller know that every second on the phone with him was keeping me from talking with my boyfriend.


“May I speak with Will Carlisle, please,” a woman asked politely. Normally it was pretty obvious when a telemarketer was calling for my dad. They’d ask for William Carlisle or Bill Carlisle, and sometimes they’d even butcher his name completely by asking forWill-i-am Car-ly-sol , trying to pronounce every single syllable in hopes of getting it right. But this woman used my dad’s correct name and knew the “s” was silent in Carlisle. I figured, even if she was just going to ask him to switch to MCI, she’d earned her moment of rejection.


I asked her to hold on a minute and headed down the hall to my dad’s study. As per their nightly ritual, my father was lounging in the brown leather chair my mom surprised him with for his forty-fifth birthday, his sock-covered feet resting on the matching ottoman. He’d asked for a raincoat, a pretty practical present if you ask me, but apparently new furniture was more important than keeping dry. Besides, she couldn’t stand the old nubby orange La-Z-Boy my father bought when they were first married, and his birthday gave her an excuse to replace it with a chair that didn’t clash with the new palate of sage greens and taupes that she’d chosen as this season’s trendy colors.


I held out the phone. “Dad, it’s for you.”


“Who is it?” he asked, peering at me over his wire-rimmed reading glasses.


“I didn’t ask.”


He frowned but removed his glasses and put down the leather-bound book he’d been studying. “Couldn’t you tell them I wasn’t here?” he asked, and then grudgingly took the phone.


My mom was typing away on the laptop on my dad’s desk. I watched over her shoulder as terms like “trompe l’oeil,” “tumbled marble,” and “Venetian plaster” filled the screen. My dad wouldn’t take more than a few seconds to tell the woman on the phone that he wasn’t interested in a new calling plan that provided unlimited calls to Indonesia, and I wanted to take the phone back to my room so I could wait for Patrick’s call. “What’s that?” I asked.


“A letter to an editor over atArchitectural Digest . They’re interested in featuring the Kohn’s house in their January issue.”


I was about to ask if the magazine was going to interview her, too, when I noticed that my father was still on the phone. He wasn’t talking to the woman, but he was doing some very intent listening, staring straight ahead at the built-in bookshelves against the wall, his face frozen in the same combination of scared concentration that you’d expect to see on someone receiving instructions on how to dismantle a bomb. Maybe MCI was using some new scare tactic to get customers to switch from Sprint. Whatever it was, it was working.


After about five minutes of silence, my father mumbled something about getting back to her tomorrow. That was one hell of a saleswoman. And I wasn’t the only one who noticed.


My mom’s fingers were no longer pecking at the keyboard. “Will? Is something wrong?” my mother asked, standing up.


Something definitely wasn’t right.


“Vanessa, can you leave your mom and me alone for a minute,” he muttered, his voice uneven, like he was out of breath.


From the look on my father’s face I thought their conversation would take more than a minute.


“Sure,” I answered, and turned to leave just as my mother made her way over to my dad.


“Will? What is it?” I heard my mom ask, her voice fading away as my dad pushed the door closed behind me.


I stood on the other side of the doorway staring at the paneled cherrywood with its brushed nickle handle, one part of me wishing I was inside to hear his answer. But there was another part of me that was thankful I didn’t know what he told her, because that call was obviously not from a woman promising long-distance calls for three cents a minute. This had to be bad. This had to be very, very bad.









Chapter Three






My parents didn’t believe in arguing behind closed doors. Everything in our house was conducted out in the open, for better or worse. As a matter of fact, I can only remember one other time my parents asked me to leave them alone, when Grant Farley, the theater’s lead set designer and my mother’s former boss, finally died of AIDS.


The thought made my heart jump. Someone died. The woman on the phone was probably a nurse. Who else could be so poised and professional when delivering such horrible news? After all, she was probably used to people dying all the time. I quickly ran down the list—my grandpa Harry in Florida, my mom’s parents. My aunt Jane? But she was four years younger than my dad, there was no way it was her.


The waiting was excruciating. I tried to read over my school supply list to make sure I had everything, but the words on the page kept blurring together until they were a jumble of indecipherable letters. All I could think about was who’d died. Eventually I gave up trying to do anything productive and just sat there on my bed and waited. The minutes ticked away on the clock on my night table as I scrutinized the details of every piece of furniture, every photograph, every picture in my room until it was committed to memory—the sheer lavender curtains falling beside my windows in soft folds, the bright white crown molding following the outline of my ceiling like a picture frame, the way my night table lamp projected a shadow that resembled a sunny-side up egg onto the pale yellow of my walls. I took it all in, because I wanted to remember what it was like before I heard the terrible news. Whatever it was.


“Vanessa, can you come here a minute, please,” my dad called out down the hall after what seemed like hours but was really only twenty-seven minutes. He didn’t sound like he’d been crying, but then again maybe he was just trying to be strong for my mom.


This time when I entered the study, my mom was seated on the leather ottoman, her elbows resting on her knees, leaning forward as if anticipating my reaction. No red-rimmed eyes, no tear-stained cheeks. They were both so brave!


As I made my way to the couch against the wall, I kept telling myself that whatever it was, I wouldn’t cry. But even as I dug my nails into the palm of my hand and focused on the sharp pain making its way to my fingertips, a lump was growing in my throat.


My dad stood there leaning against the front of the desk while my mom watched me with an expression that almost looked…hopeful? “Your mom and I just received some unexpected news,” he began.


I squeezed my eyes shut and dug my fingers in deeper waiting for the news. I wish I didn’t bite my nails. It would have been more effective.


My mom jumped in, putting on her best game face. “We know this is unexpected, but we hope that you’ll find this as exciting as we do.”


I opened one eye and noticed my mother’s foot nervously tapping the floor, which made me think that whatever it was I was about to hear, it wasn’t exactly asexciting as she was making it out to be. She looked more anxious than ecstatic.


My dad inhaled deeply and then let out the news in one long breath that seemed to sweep across the entire room. “You have a brother.”


At first I thought my father must have said Ihad a brother, like there’d been a baby who died at birth or something. Or maybe he’d been born with some rare birth defect and they’d sent him away to a home where doctors could take care of him.


I shook my head, trying to push aside the thoughts stampeding against my brain so I could remember exactly what my dad just said. He didn’t say Ihad a brother. He said Ihave a brother.


“What do you mean, I have a brother?” I demanded. My mind raced trying to fill in the blanks. Was he locked up in a mental hospital somewhere, rocking himself to sleep in a straight jacket? Was he a runaway with a needle stuck in his arm in some crack house? Was he kidnapped by some cult and forced to live on a farm and wear a toga? “Where is he?”


“California.”


The breath I didn’t even realize I’d been holding in came rushing out. “Oh my God!” It was the cult!


My dad came over to the sofa and took a seat on the cushion beside me. “Even though we think this is good news, we do realize this is probably a surprise for you.”


A surprise? Getting your period a week early is a surprise. Finding a five-dollar bill inside your winter coat pocket is a surprise. Discovering you can still fit into last year’s bikini is a surprise. But finding out you have a brother? That’s a freaking bombshell.


My mom moved over to the sofa and joined us. “We always wanted you to have a sibling,” she added. “And now it turns out you do.”


I jumped up and left them sitting alone on the couch. I watched as the cushions where I’d been sitting quickly fluffed up to fill the void, one reason my mother always told her clients to choose synthetic fibers over down. “What’s going on here? This is crazy, why didn’t I know this?”


“We didn’t know,” my mother offered in their defense.


“How do you not know you have a son?” I demanded, my voice rising. This was insane.


My dad cleared his throat before declaring, “Well, it’s quite simple, really.”


Simple? No. Finding out you have some long-lost brother is lots of things—simple wasn’t one of them.


My father reached for my hand and held it while he provided his simple explanation. “Your mother and I separated briefly after we were married. I was directing an especially difficult adaption ofA Doll’s House —you remember that, don’t you Celia?” He looked over at my mom, seizing the opportunity to change the topic for a moment.


She nodded and seemed to relax for the first time since I’d entered the room. “It was grueling. Maintaining the integrity of Ibsen’s work while highlighting the plight of Native Americans was very courageous, Will.”


He smiled warmly at my mother and she smiled back. “I certainly tried to illuminate the Native American aspect, but I also wanted to explore the gender inequities present in our own culture.”


My mom pondered this for a moment before continuing down this path of momentary denial. “That’s why I always thought setting the piece to the music of Sonny and Cher was such an inspired choice.”


Were they kidding me? I was waiting to find out how the hell I ended up having a brother, and they wanted to offer theatrical critique?


“Enough!” I finally shouted. “I get it. The play was some Herculean task. So what?”


“Well, I was consumed by the play and your mom was tired of set designing and was trying to get her interior design business off the ground.”


The recap of their diverging career paths was fascinating, but I still didn’t see how this had anything to do with the fact that I had a brother—what, work was so stressful they separated and forgot they had a kid?


“During our separation I had a brief relationship with one of the show’s actresses, and apparently…” He let his voice trail off as if I could figure out the rest myself. And I could. My dad knocked up some wannabe actress while my mother was off helping some client reupholster a love seat—chintz or polka dots?


“You had an affair?” I turned to look at my mother. “Mom?”


I wanted an explanation, but she was occupying herself with what appeared to be the most important hangnail ever facing womankind.


“We were separated, Vanessa. We didn’t know what was going to happen,” she finally offered, placing her hand on my dad’s knee in a show of solidarity. “Besides, being apart made us see how much we loved each other, so it all worked out for the best.”


Unless you considered the small fact that my dad fathered another child.


“How long ago was this?” I asked.


“Almost eighteen years,” she stated matter-of-factly.


I didn’t need a calculator to do the math. I was five days away from starting AP calculus, after all. “He’s my age?” I screamed, my voice shrill. “I have a brother who’s my age?”


My dad nodded. “Well, he’s four months older.”


“An older brother,” my mom chimed in, giving me an encouraging smile.


Four months older, as if that made a difference. I didn’t just have a brother, apparently I had a big brother.


“So, what? Was that him calling to track down his long lost father?”His father? My father!


“No, that was his mother. She’s worried about him. He’s been getting into trouble and she’s afraid something bad is going to happen to him if he stays in Los Angeles.”


“So, what? He’s coming to visit us?” Were we supposed to have some sort of perverse family reunion, like an episode of a reality show—Meet My Illegitimate Son?


My mom glanced at my dad, as if contemplating whether or not they should continue this conversation with their daughter without the help of a professional’s intervention. “His mother would like him to spend his senior year with us,” she explained calmly. “She thinks it will have a normalizing effect on him if he can be part of a family. Marnie never married.” Marnie? My mother was on a first-name basis with the mother of my father’s love child? This was total madness—and we were supposed to have a normalizing effect on this guy?


My dad nudged himself forward to the edge of the sofa and I could tell I hadn’t heard the whole story. There was more. Maybe my brother had a twin. “Vanessa?”


“What?”


“There’s one more thing. Your brother, you already know him in a way.”


I was waiting for them to tell me that even though he was only my half brother, we were probably a lot alike. That we probably had a lot in common, the same dirty blond hair and gray eyes or something ridiculous like that.


“How could I possibly know him?” I snapped. “He’s a total stranger.”


“Not a total stranger,” my mom interjected.


“It’s Reed Vaughn,” they both blurted in unison, like they were announcing the winner of this year’s Tony Awards.


“Reed Vaughn?” I repeated, the lump in my throat dissolving as I thought about the absurdity of it all. Reed Vaughn? My hysterical laughter filled the silent room. “This is a joke, right? Is this some sort of senior prank Taylor is pulling for theCabot Chronicle , because it’s a little early in the year, isn’t it?” I waited for them to point out the hidden cameras or, at the very least, expected Taylor to burst through the door.


My dad shook his head. “This isn’t a joke, Vanessa. I had a brief relationship with Marnie Vaughn and then she moved to L.A. after the play closed.”
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