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Chapter 1

Holly

 


Ilooked like a skank.

I tugged down the green bit of monstrosity wrapped tightly around my waist so that it brushed mid-thigh and tried to remember why I put up with Jennifer Lawley as my best friend. This time she had gone too far.

“I can’t do this!”

It wasn’t the first time I had tried to mutiny, but given that I was now wearing the aforementioned green bit of monstrosity instead of staring at it on a hanger, I guess she was justified in believing that I’d back down.

But never again.

She plumped up her already cherry-red lips and rolled her eyes at me in the mirror.

“Come on, Holly. It’s not so bad.”

“Not so bad!” I sputtered. “We look like mutants! Worse than that! We look like slutty mutants whose clothing went through a wood chipper!”

“We look like Santa’s helpers. Get into the spirit of things, already. ’Tis the season, you know!”

Right, because nothing perks up a girl more than hearing Christmas carols for hours on end while being forced to ask little children if they’ve been naughty or nice lately. And while I hadn’t actually asked any kids about their naughty-to-nice ratio, it was only because I had yet to join the crowds in the Westside Pavilion and serve my time as “Santa’s little helper.” I still knew what was coming. Crying babies and overprotective parents who snapped orders and bitched into their cell phones about their stupid yearly Christmas cards. And given the very short nature of our “Santa’s little helpers” skirts, I had a feeling that Jen and I would be on the receiving end of more than a few crude suggestions about how we could help certain boys fully enjoy their Christmas season.

Let me tell you: You have to be desperate to agree to become an elf in Los Angeles. Or anywhere else, for that matter.

But that’s exactly what I was: desperate. Maybe if I had an allowance, or a regular source of income, I wouldn’t have been taking a Christmas cruise to the Mexican Riviera with my grandpa and (wince) my cousins with absolutely nothing appropriate to wear. But my grandpa believes I need to know the true value of money, and I know it, all right . . . it’s the difference between being mocked and being accepted.

Under normal circumstances, Jen would tell me how lucky I am to have a grandpa who wants to celebrate his seventy-fifth birthday in paradise. She would be envious of me for trading in smoggy Los Angeles for sunny beaches and fruity drinks. Under normal circumstances, I would be thrilled to go myself . . . if it weren’t for my cousins. To be fair, Andrew and Jacob are okay. I mean, they’re teenage boys who would be more than a little interested in noting the length of Jen’s short skirt. But they’re relatively harmless.

Allison and Claire, on the other hand, are like the Olsen twins on bitch steroids.

I don’t think I’m exaggerating here.

Allison and Claire are an amalgamation of all the twenty-first-century social problems: They are self-entitled, materialistic jerks who enjoy online bullying, teasing, and general unpleasantness as hobbies. They also have a talent for detecting every crack in someone’s self-esteem, which they then hammer away at until the tormented person breaks into a million shattered pieces.

And I’m lucky enough to share a gene pool with them.

Which is why I know from firsthand experience that if I show up for the cruise wearing the same jeans I’ve had for the last two years, they’ll start calling me Annie again. As in Little Orphan Annie. Because ever since my parents died in a car accident that’s exactly what I’ve been—an orphan.

Real nice, right?

But it’s not all bad. I mean, it’s not like I ever knew my parents in any meaningful way. Apparently, I was a fussy baby, so at the nine-month mark they asked my grandpa to watch me for a weekend while they took a much needed mini-break.

And when my exhausted dad fell asleep at the wheel and crashed into a tree, what started as a two-day visit turned into a permanent living situation.

My grandpa was great about the whole thing. There were never any parental duties that he skipped out on. He supported me when I became a Girl Scout, helped me sell boxes of cookies, and then hugged me tightly when I told him that none of the other girls liked me. He told me they just didn’t appreciate my chutzpah the way he did. And even though he went to synagogue every week, he never pressured me to have a Bat Mitzvah or go by Rachel, my Jewish-sounding middle name. Grandpa understood that after a brutal ten hours of labor on Christmas Day, his Jewish daughter and her Catholic-raised husband thought the prickly name Holly was appropriate.

If only they could see me now—dressed up like a tarty elf.

I tugged down my skirt once again.

“I mean it,” I told Jen. “You said I only had to try on the costume and then I could back out. Well, I tried it on. I look like a holiday hooker. Can we go now? I need to start handing copies of my résumé out to department stores.”

Jen tugged her own costume down, only she was adjusting the low-dipping green shirt so that it flashed a cheery bit of red bra under the cleavage.

“Like you have a résumé!”

She had a point.

“Then clearly we need to get out of here so that I can make one up and then I can start handing it out to department stores.”

“The economy, as always, sucks. No one is hiring, Holly. It’s a Christmas miracle that we found this job as it is. Now we are going to go out there and spread some holiday cheer!”

I didn’t know how she could manage to say that last bit with a straight face.

“A Christmas miracle that has me sluttified and asking people how ‘naughty’ they’ve been?” I squawked. “If we were outside we could get arrested for this!”

“It’s not indecent exposure on an elf.” She flicked back the red streak in her bangs. “Look, there are kids out there and they expect us to make them happy. Are you really going to disappoint the children?”

Jen knew I had a soft spot for kids, and if it got me out of the dressing room and into the mall where she could try out her flirting technique in her green elf skirt, then she was going to play the you can’t disappoint the children card for all it was worth.

“Fine,” I grumbled, “but you—”

“Owe you big time,” she finished for me. “Yeah, Holly, I know. Whatever. Now let’s boldly go where many elves have gone before.”

“Fine. Let’s just get this thing over with then.”

Jen grabbed my arm and thrust me out the door of the employee bathroom like she didn’t trust me to actually leave.

She knew me way too well.

The outside world was an absolute madhouse. Shoppers in December should be forced to take a sedative before trying to purchase presents for loved ones. One particularly frazzled mother was yelling at her daughter, “No, I’m not going to buy you any plastic ponies, Krystal! And if I hear one more word about them, Christmas will be canceled!”

Jen and I were shoved and jostled by strangers who madly searched for just the right gift that says, “I love and appreciate you. Also, I’m sorry about that stupid thing I did last week. Forgive me?” With the pressure to be thoughtful, creative, generous, and sweet all tied into a present, it was a wonder that more people didn’t off themselves during the holiday season. It’s not so much that I really minded Christmas. . . just the way it eclipsed my birthday. My grandpa did his best, but I never had a real party since no parents wanted to schlep their kids around the day after Christmas when they could gaze, bleary eyed, at the fake plastic tree sitting in the living room. But when Grandpa told me his plans for this year—that in celebration of his mid-December birthday we were spending the holidays on a family cruise with my aunt and her picture-perfect nuclear family—I really wanted to ask if I could stay with Jen in LA instead.

Hence the need for new clothes and the job that forced me to spread holiday cheer. And act jolly. And all that other nonsense.

So I plastered a big ol’ smile on my face as Jen and I walked up to the special area where Santa was evidently enjoying the last of his lunch break with a cup of eggnog in his hand.

It wasn’t until we were right next to St. Nick that we realized eggnog wasn’t the main ingredient in his drink.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one having trouble getting into the holiday spirit.

Although he seemed to become significantly more chipper when he spotted Jen and me in our outfits. “C’mere!” he suggested. “Sit on Santa’s lap!”

Then he cackled as if he had said something incredibly clever instead of creepily attempting to hit on a pair of high school girls.

Jen clutched my hideous green tunic sleeve. “Oh, my God!” she breathed in horror. “Not Santa!”

Jen was one of those kids who resolutely believed that the big man came down her chimney all through elementary school. She also wanted to give other children that some feeling of magic each year. I didn’t care. I mean, I like kids, but it’s not like they aren’t eventually going to figure out that they sat on some weird guy’s lap every year.

“Yep. It looks like good St. Nick has been a bit on the naughty side this year.”

Santa lolled back in his huge chair, apparently oblivious to our whispered conversation.

“Should we report him?” I asked Jen. “Or better yet, can we leave now? The man reeks and if he spews we don’t want to be the ones cleaning it up.”

I might have been hired to prance around in this ridiculous outfit, but no one said anything about vomit duties. I checked.

“Holly!” Jen practically growled my name. “We don’t have time to search for someone! We can’t let a pervy Santa near these kids! We have to do something now!”

“Okay. I’m not disagreeing with you, Jen. I’m just not sure how you expect us to fix it.”

Santa chose that moment to ask me blearily, “So tell me, have you been naughty this year?”

Another happy round of cackles followed that witticism.

“Just stay here and try to cover for me.” Jen marched over to the long line of kids who had been tugging on their parents’ sleeves and asking if it was time yet. “Um, I’m sorry, folks, but Santa just got an urgent message from his toy shop, so he needs to head for the North Pole straight away. But he’s really sorry for the inconvenience and he wishes you all a Merr-y Christmas!”

“But he’s sitting right there!” an indignant mother snapped. “We’ve been waiting in this stupid line for over two hours and my son is going to see Santa!”

And that’s when all hell broke loose.

The disgruntled parents, children in tow, charged past Jen and headed straight for the highly inebriated Santa, who was so smashed he didn’t recognize the danger in a stampede of determined parents.

“Holly!” Jen yelled. So I did the only thing I could think of—I stood right in front of pervy Santa and waved my arms in the universal signal for please don’t crush me! Please!

For a brief moment it looked like it might work too. The mob slowed and I cleared my throat to make some inane promise of a replacement Santa right away, when Santa lived up to his pervy reputation by reaching out and copping a feel of my short, green-clad butt.

And that’s why I slapped Santa across the face in front of a whole line of impressionable young children.

Hard.

One second I was seeing red and mentally cursing the stupid commercial holiday and its tacky decorations and repetitive music and the general crappiness of my situation, and the next a little boy was yelling, “You can’t hit Santa! You’re a bad elf!” at me.

Then he charged.

The blow to my stomach knocked the air out of me. I stepped away from the little maniac and promptly tripped over the stair of the Santa platform and went crashing into St. Nick, who was the one who had started this whole nightmare. But everyone in line apparently seemed to think that I was trying to commit Santa-cide, and what started as a minor tussle turned into a full-on brawl with Jen screeching for mall security while attempting to shove her way over to me. Santa, half a dozen enraged shoppers, and I were all rolling around the floor, scrambling, and struggling to breathe given the number of elbows we had received (on purpose and accidentally) right in the gut.

And things only got worse as I went crashing into the mall’s fake Christmas tree, which tilted, then toppled over, causing dozens of shiny glass ornaments to shatter upon impact. Everyone: Santa, shoppers, Jen, and I all stopped moving and absorbed the wreckage we had created in a matter of minutes. I was still staring in horror when I felt a firm tug on my arm as mall security started dragging my skanky elf-clad posterior away while Jen trailed behind us chattering the whole time.

“Well, good riddance! I never really wanted that job in the first place. Too many crazies.” Her face brightened. “And now we get to enjoy the holiday without ruining it with work!”

I just glared at her. “I’ve got a security escort. I’m wearing a slutty elf costume, and Santa just groped me. Now might not be the best time to tell me it was all for nothing!”

I knew murder was against the law and that killing Santa at Christmas was wrong. But I didn’t remember any regulations against elf-icide.

Jen turned her puppy-dog eyes on me. “I’m sorry. Let’s go to my house, get out of these stupid clothes, and see if I’ve got something you can wear on the cruise. I’m really sorry, Holly. I’ll make it up to you.”

Except we both knew that she couldn’t when I heard an all-too-familiar voice yelling out my name.

My grandpa. With my whole family: aunt, uncle, cousins, the lot of them staring at me as if . . . I had just gotten into a fight with Santa.

He shook his head and I knew it wasn’t because he was admiring my chutzpah this time. “We wanted to support you on your first day of work.”

Well, that plan had definitely backfired.

It was only then that I noticed Allison and Claire both had their iPhones out and had obviously taken photos of the whole thing.

Allison grinned at me maliciously, flicking her eyes over my barely-there skirt. “Ho. Ho. Ho.”

’Tis the season, all right.

To make me want to crawl under a rock and die of mortification.




Chapter 2

Dominic

 


I love being a rock star.

Sure, it has its share of disadvantages—a lack of privacy being one of the biggest issues—but overall, it’s a damn good career. I’ll always choose speculation over which starlet I might be dating over spending my days crunching numbers in a cubicle. Especially since I could never hack it as a corporate drone, sitting in a cubicle, fastidiously shuffling papers from one side of my desk to the other. I would drive all my colleagues insane by incessantly drumming on anything and everything nearby. A four-hour drum solo that features a number-two pencil thwacking away on a stapler and a paperclip dish would justify someone walking over and stabbing me with my makeshift drumsticks.

Dominic Wyatt, rock star drummer, also has an excellent ring to it.

So I’m perfectly aware of just how lucky I am to have a job working with my two best friends and doing what I love the most: playing music. Truthfully, Tim and Chris aren’t just friends—they’re family. That’s what happens when you travel across the country together in a tour bus . . . you connect with your band . . . unless someone “accidentally” takes the last can of Coke in the minifridge on the hottest strip of road between Las Vegas and Los Angeles, denying you a caffeine rush that you desperately need, and you snap.

Unless bodies are dumped in Middle of Nowhere, Nevada, it’s not possible to spend that much time with two other guys and walk away as casual acquaintances or people who can be described merely as “coworkers.”

But as much as I love my job, it’s still work. Grueling work where the hours bleed into each other until you can’t tell one eighteen-hour day from another. It’s a grinding job where you can never rest and you can never look as tired as you feel. Nobody wants to see an exhausted rock star rubbing blearily at his eyes and croaking about how if he is expected to handle a photo shoot, a rehearsal, an interview, and a recording session before noon, so there damn well better be Starbucks within arm’s reach. Nobody wants to hear that performers work damn hard to look laid-back or that there’s a point when it becomes impossible to tell just how little energy you have left since you’ve been running on empty for so long. That’s the scariest part: when you’ve deluded yourself into thinking that if you can just have one more double-shot espresso, it’ll be fine.

Because at some point, most people crack. If you’re lucky, that won’t include shaving your head and attacking parked cars with umbrellas or going on weeklong benders that result in a long series of stints in rehab. But that aching, gnawing pressure that comes from working single-mindedly for a nebulous concept called success . . . it can’t keep building forever without some sort of a release. Eventually, there has to be an outlet for the pressure, which ironically is what music used to be for me before it became my job. My foolproof method of relaxation now keeps me up at night with the guys, pacing recording studios, and obsessing over every minute detail of our careers.

Which is why when Tim called out, “Okay, let’s take it from the top, everyone!” instead of nodding and leading into the song on the drums, I found myself setting down my drumsticks and massaging at the pounding headache beneath my temples.

“Tim, I’m calling a group meeting.”

That got his attention fast. Something that doesn’t happen often when Tim goes into full work mode. In fact, the only thing that can consistently break through Timothy Goff’s famed concentration is a call from his boyfriend, Corey O’Neal. But since they’re still in the happy, chipper stage of a fresh relationship, despite the long-distance challenge, it’s hard to know how long even that will work.

Tim set down his guitar and Chris rubbed his left eye, a sleepy gesture that he always makes when we’ve been pushing too hard for too long. Not that he’d ever admit it. Tim’s a workaholic and Chris refuses to say anything because he doesn’t want to slow anything down or hold anyone back. Maybe that’s why we work so well as a band: All of us are paranoid that we’re not pulling our weight. Except it also meant that Chris was never going to set down his guitar and demand some time off. Which left it up to me.

“I need a break.”

I blurted it out before I could convince myself to keep my mouth shut. One moment of hesitation and the part of me that had busted my ass for years would point out that the higher you rise the harder you fall. That I should keep my head down a little longer, slog through just one more brutal week laying down tracks for our upcoming EP . . . then the promotional period before the release . . . and the concert tour after.

My stomach twisted. I couldn’t back down. Not again. Not this time.

“I need a break,” I repeated firmly.

Tim blinked at me in confusion. “We can take five if you want. Starbucks is on me.”

That’s the way Tim works; someone’s having an off day and he steps in and tries to fix it. Even though he’s usually oblivious to the problem.

Chris eyed me and shook his head. “I don’t think he’s talking about a coffee break. What’s going on, Dom?”

“I think that we should take a break for a while . . . try something new.”

Tim frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Christ, I felt like I was trying to spit out the dreaded “It’s not you, it’s me” breakup line.

“I can’t keep working at this pace! I want to get out of the recording studio at a decent time for a change. Get a full eight hours of sleep. Have a day to relax. Go out on a date. I want to enjoy what we’ve got going! Take a well-deserved break. And who knows? Maybe I’ll even try my hand at songwriting.”

The guys nodded silently while I spelled out exactly what I wanted; neither of them looked the least bit fazed, until I mentioned that last part. At least they hadn’t seen that one coming.

Chris stared at me as if I had just announced I wanted to go to all our interviews in drag. “You want to write? I had no idea. Since when, Dom?”

I shrugged uncomfortably. “I’ve considered it for a while, but . . . we’ve always been rehearsing or performing or giving interviews and . . . I never found the time.”

Pathetic excuse. “My dog ate my lyrics” would have probably sounded better. Sure, being a member of ReadySet left me with little time to sleep, let alone to do anything else. But as the photogenic band frontman, Tim had to do even more of the publicity stuff than Chris or me combined—and he always came through with fresh material.

Then again, not everyone could be like Hollywood golden boy Timothy Goff.

If it weren’t for the fact that the guy was my best friend, I’d have a hard time keeping my competitive nature in check.

Still, I wasn’t lying when I said that I had considered composing songs. I just couldn’t seem to do it when I knew that one of the best lyricists in the U.S. would be breathing down my neck the whole time. It was kind of like a high school student working on writing his first horror story with Stephen King reading over his shoulder. Not exactly the most conducive atmosphere for a first timer to create something great, or even halfway decent.

Tim nodded cautiously. “Look, Dom, if you want to write songs I think that’s great. Hell, it’ll ease up my workload.” He flashed his famous grin, the one that had landed him on People’s Most Beautiful list for two consecutive years; Chris and I had teased him mercilessly about that. “But now just isn’t the time for a break.”

“Now is the perfect time,” I argued. “We’re a week out from Christmas. If we split up our existing obligations—and don’t add any new ones—we can actually enjoy the holidays. Relax for a change. Maybe even get real social lives!”

Chris and Tim exchanged looks, and I forcibly shoved my hands back into my pockets before I could rake them through my dark brown hair and make it look like I’d recently shoved a fork into a light socket. That’s how a photographer had once described the look I’d accidentally created when I’d gotten frustrated near the end of his photo shoot. Everyone hanging around had a good laugh except the hairdresser, who scurried over to fix the damage.

“Uh, you don’t seem like yourself right now, man,” Chris said finally.

Which was absolutely true. I couldn’t maintain the easygoing, laid-back drummer persona I had carefully packaged for the public. Even knowing that everyone wandering in and out of the recording studio could surely see that I was at my breaking point, I couldn’t force any of my muscles to lose their rigidity. Dominic Wyatt, casual rock star, had left the building. In his place was a shell of a musician, exhausted yet restless, drained yet jumpy, like an insomniac who had just downed a triple-shot espresso after a sleepless night.

But I wasn’t about to admit as much to my friends. My pride had some limits. So I deflected instead of answering. Even at my most ragged, my Hollywood training in the art of changing the subject had turned it into a reflex.

“Look, if we don’t take a break now we’ll just keep pushing it back. And soon we’ll have the MTV awards, or maybe a movie sound track job, or a concert tour, and it’ll be another night on the road or in a hotel room, scarfing down food between sound checks and performances.”

I turned to Tim. “You’ve got a boyfriend, Tim. Don’t you want to be able to see him instead of texting between interviews and appointments?”

I had him there and all of us knew it. He had been trying to schedule more visits to Portland, but it’s not exactly on concert tour routes with the regularity of bigger cities like LA and NYC.

“You could surprise him for Christmas. You remember Christmas, right? That’s the holiday we’ve worked through for the past two years. And, Chris, weren’t you dating an actress not too long ago? What happened with that?”

Chris grimaced. “We started living in this studio. That’s what happened.”

I could sense the two of them slowly coming around to my point of view.

“Tim can handle that Cosmo shoot by himself and then fly to Portland. Chris, you didn’t want to leave LA, did you?”

He shook his head and I found the tension in my back easing a little.

“Great! Then you can take that movie sound track meeting. That’ll take a day, max. Which should give you plenty of time to pay a certain celebrity a visit. Although, what she sees in a guy like you . . .”

Chris feigned a punch to my arm and when I moved to block it he smacked me upside the head. But he was grinning the whole time and seemed more relaxed than I had seen him in ages. I might have been the first to admit exhaustion but that didn’t mean I was the only one feeling it, which made me feel slightly better about being the first to break.

“And what will you be doing, o mastermind?” Tim wanted to know. “Partying it up in a club?”

I smiled, glad that the time I had spent poring over our group obligations and upcoming events had paid off.

“Remember that deal we were considering with Famous cruise line? Three nights of concerts and complete freedom the rest of the time? Well, I called up the owner, Jeff Ridgley, and he’s very interested in hiring us. Best of all, he’s open to our provision for limited fan access. So I’ll meet with him and check it out on his eight-day cruise to Mexico and then catch up on my sleep.”

“Right,” Chris replied, his grin growing wider. “With all those girls on board wearing skimpy bathing suits and throwing themselves at you, uninterrupted sleep is exactly what you’ll be looking for at night.”

“I might be interested in other means of relaxation,” I admitted, thinking more about putting my dive certification class to good use in clear tropical waters than girls in swimsuits. Air tanks don’t have a tendency to squeal and ask for autographs.

Tim raised an eyebrow. “What about all that songwriting you wanted to do?”

“I’m sure I can squeeze in time for that between drinks and dives. Or I can hold off and do my writing back in LA after the trip. After all, if you can do it, it can’t be that hard.”

He shook his head but laughed all the same. “Okay, so we take one week off and—”

“Two,” I corrected.

Tim looked ready to mutiny at that.

“Two full weeks,” I repeated. “Starting immediately. And by the time we meet up, we’ll be well rested and working on the best songs ever produced by ReadySet. And those songs will be written by me.”

That last part sounded pretty damn cocky, especially when you consider that I didn’t have any experience stringing more than a single sentence together or tweaking Tim’s words in collaboration with Chris. But it felt good to pretend like I was actually the laid-back, confident drummer most people expected, now that things appeared to be going my way.

Tim looked skeptical. “And when are you going to get all of this writing done if you’re relaxing with a swarm of female fans?”

I hadn’t thought of that, but I merely shrugged it off. “I’ll lay low for a while then. I’m not you, Tim. Girls recognize lead singers, but drummers . . . not so much. And I can always go by Nick instead of Dominic. It’s close enough that it won’t trip me up.”

“Well, if you’re sure—”

“Oh, he’s sure,” Chris interrupted.

“I am.”

“Then I guess . . . I’m in too.”

I almost couldn’t believe my luck. Tim hadn’t put up much of a fight at all. Not that I was complaining, but I had expected him to flip through his planner, call up our manager, check out airfare prices online as well as the availability of the recording studio, before agreeing to anything. Either Tim was starting to feel the burnout too, or he missed Corey badly enough to jump on the opportunity I was offering—frankly, I didn’t care which reason had him acting like a normal human being. Although maybe “normal human being” was a bit of a stretch, considering that Tim reached into his backpack and tossed a can at me with a quick “Think fast!” as my only warning.

I bobbled it once. “What the hell!”

“Pepper spray,” Tim explained, then snickered at my surprised expression. “To fend off female admirers so you can actually get that writing done.”

I briefly considered tossing it back or handing it over to Chris, but then I shoved it into my bag. “Thanks, but I’m not going to need it.”

I only wish that had been true.




Chapter 3

Holly

 


Most girls don’t get grounded right before Christmas because they slapped Santa in a mall, in front of a mob of little children.

Then again, most girls don’t get escorted out of the aforementioned mall by security guards and depend upon their seventy-five-year-old grandfather to bail them out.

I felt so guilty about the whole thing. Well, not so much the slapping Santa part, since pervy St. Nick had it coming. But the rest of it, that I regretted. Especially since my cousins had obviously gotten pictures of the whole thing.

There was also the little problem that since I was grounded (rather unfairly, I might add, since I did not start the skirmish) I couldn’t try on any of Jen’s more cruise-ship-appropriate wardrobe. Allison and Claire would de finitely be making their snide Little Orphan Annie references to me when nobody else was around to hear them. And since Aunt Jessica and Uncle Matt were sharing a room, Andrew and Jacob were paired up, and my grandpa had booked a cabin for himself . . . I’d be sharing a room with the Twins from Hell. So that would give them an infinite number of opportunities to make me feel like crap.

Oh, goody.

Still, there was nothing for me to do about it. It was my grandpa’s birthday cruise and even though I was rather miffed that he hadn’t bothered to listen to my side of the story, he was still the only real family that I had.

Which was why I had a big, stupid smile plastered on my face as we went through the time-consuming process of boarding the ship surrounded by a throng of excited vacationers. Half of the crowd was already wearing enormous tropical shirts, as if they couldn’t wait another second to defy office-wear convention with big palm tree prints. None of them looked as harried and harassed as I already felt. In fact, I was getting the distinct impression that some of them even enjoyed the awful tinny wail of Christmas carols à la Bob Marley blaring from the nearby deck of the ship. I really hoped that once we actually got out to sea someone with good taste would take over the role of playing DJ.

But I was determined to stay upbeat, or at least to do a good job pretending. I imagined Jen’s reaction to the scene. She’d probably be glowing with excitement as she brushed her long auburn bangs out of her eyes. And then Jen would have said something ridiculous like, “Aren’t you just so excited! This is going to be the best vacation ever!”

It’s always sunshine and rainbows for Jen. Except around Christmas when she trades them in for Santa and reindeer.

Me . . . not so much.

Still, I kept that stupid grin in place even while the employee in charge of checking passports struggled to identify me as the girl in my hideous passport photo. Of course, I had been having a bad hair day and my head was surrounded by a scraggly, dirty-blond mess, which, combined with the glazed look in my green eyes and the noticeable sheen of sweat on my forehead, made me look both unintelligent and ill. The only person I had ever willingly shown that picture to was Jen and she had laughed before assuring me that I usually looked much better. Then again, she had also once informed me that my hair was the color of burnt honey and that my nose was decidedly aristocratic. After which I had politely informed her that she was full of it.

I don’t even know where she gets that nonsense. Aristocratic nose? If she meant that I had a rather distinctive schnoz (thanks to my Jewish ancestry, I guess) she could have just come out and said it. No amount of sugar coating was going to change the situation.

Still, remembering Jen’s earnest expression almost made me smile for real as my passport was returned to me. But Claire caught a glimpse of it and instantly said, “Oh, my God, hideous photo much!“

“Claire!” her mother reprimanded. “You know that not everyone is naturally photographic like you and your siblings.”

That’s my aunt Jessica for you: Well intentioned, maybe, but her cutting words leave no doubt as to how her daughters have become so well versed in the art of insults.

“But why does she have to room with me and Allison?” Claire whined, tossing back her pale blond hair that was decidedly not the color of burnt anything. And apparently she didn’t care in the least that I was standing right there. “Why can’t Little Orphan Annie stay in Grandpa’s room instead?”

“Because it’s his birthday and he deserves a break!” Aunt Jessica snapped. “He has to live with her year-round as it is!”

Ouch.

It’s times like these when I occasionally indulge in a daydream about what life would be like if my parents were around. I particularly like the version where my effortlessly cool mom marches over to her sister, calls her a self-involved bully with monstrous children, and then takes hold of my hand and orders me to “just ignore them” since they “aren’t worth worrying about.”

I always try to take my imaginary mom’s advice, but it’s never easy.

Especially since the moment Claire, Allison, and I reached our cabin, both of them looking cruise-ship stylish in their short shorts and strappy tank tops, they instantly started unpacking into the dresser that was intended for all of us to share. When I mentioned that, however, they just pointedly eyed me in disgust, letting their gaze linger on my scuffed Converse shoes, ordinary jeans, and favorite ReadySet band shirt (gray and worn to the point of maximum comfort).

So I liked to be comfortable. That wasn’t a crime.

Except in Los Angeles, apparently.

“Okay, here are the rules, Annie,” Allison told me, when she finally deigned to acknowledge my presence. “You don’t speak to us. You don’t speak to anyone near us. You don’t follow us. You don’t ask us stupid questions. Actually, you don’t ask us any questions. You stay out of our way and in return we might not send those pictures of you as a skanky elf to everyone at your high school.”

My mouth fell open. It’s rather hard to forget that my cousins made a pact with the devil to become both gorgeous and evil, but each time I think I understand their slimy interior they do something even more despicable. You’d think that at some point I would realize that they don’t have any redeeming qualities. But I guess a really stupid part of me keeps hoping that the little family I have might eventually try to make me feel like less of an outsider.

Like I said: really stupid part of me.

“You look even dumber than normal with your mouth open like that,” Allison told me sweetly. “Just so you know.”

I snapped my jaws shut and said, “Fine. No problem,” through clenched teeth.

“Excellent. Then Claire and I will share the bed and you can take the roll-away cot.” Allison put on her fakest smile. “Our room arrangements are going to stay between the three of us. If you were to squeal about any of this to Grandpa, that might ruin his birthday trip. And you wouldn’t want to do something so selfish to an old man. After all, how many birthdays does he really have to look forward to? Not many, I bet.”

I didn’t know how they could be so cavalier about my worst nightmare, my biggest fear, the terror that was more real to me than rapists or serial killers or weapons of mass destruction: watching our grandpa feel the weight of each one of his years until they crushed him into dust.

Knowing that it’s coming and not being able to do anything to stop the process.

For them, it was just another way to manipulate me.

Evil. So evil.

“Of course not,” I said stiffly. I snatched up my backpack, which held my journal, my camera, my iPod, and a sketchpad as well as a nice pack of colored pencils, and left the room. All of that stuff had kept my babysitting money from ever earning interest in my bank account, but it had been completely worth it. At that moment all I wanted was to sit out on the top deck, listening to the playlist Jen made me for my birthday and breathing in the salty air while it whipped through my hair.

The reggae Christmas tunes were still playing in an endless loop, but I cranked my music up louder and let myself relax for the first time in days.

I could do this. I could avoid ninety percent of my family for the next eight days. Jen would tell me to work the situation to my advantage, and the more I thought about that the better I felt. I was headed for a tropical location: sand under my feet, sun heating my skin, soothing waves lapping against the ship as we pulled out of Los Angeles.

A few pesky relatives couldn’t get me down.

Except the waves didn’t seem to have the intended soothing effect on me. If anything, they made me feel a bit queasy. But I had everything under control. I drank some water to counterbalance any dehydration from my time out in the sun and tried to convince my body that I wasn’t actually on a floating chunk of wood in the middle of nowhere. This was a luxury chunk of wood, making it an entirely different story.

By dinnertime, I had drawn two sketches of my delicious fruit smoothie, I had ranted in my journal, my iPod was in serious need of a recharge . . . and my stomach still felt a touch unsettled. Still, I made my way over to the dining area where my family, so to speak, was already waiting at table eighteen. Jen would have tried to convince me that since I was almost eighteen, the table number was a good omen. But not even Jen would have been able to convince me that it wasn’t embarrassing for me to slink into the fanciest dining room the ship offered, five minutes late, in distressed denim with a band logo splayed across my chest.

I didn’t stand out too much in a sea of formal skirts and dresses.

Oh, wait, yes I did.

Next time, I was changing in the cabin. Avoiding the Twins from Hell wasn’t worth this kind of social mortification.

But my failure to meet the dress code was just the beginning of my problems. The menu appeared to be created entirely so that I would have no idea what I was ordering. It was all stuff like “Cascadia Fideua,” which appeared to have too many vowels to me. I decided to play it safe and just go with basic Alfredo noodles, but that only inspired my aunt to ask, all concernedly, “Are you sure that’s best, Holly? That’s awfully fattening, you know.”

“Yeah, it’s not like you need the extra padding,” Allison chimed in snarkily.

This is when my imaginary parents would smash a lemon meringue right into the twins’ stupid, perfectly-made-up faces, before hauling me off somewhere.

Instead, my grandpa gave me a slow, knowing wink and ordered his lasagna.

None of the other guys, Uncle Matt or Andrew or Jacob, appeared to notice anything unusual in the shift of topic. Maybe because they were so accustomed to those kinds of jabs in their own household. Considering that Aunt Jessica then passed the bread basket to her husband, maybe they were fine with the way things worked.

Boys got the bread rolls and the girls got water refills.

Because that’s fair.

“You really need to be going to a gym on a regular basis,” my aunt informed me. “Otherwise your tummy will pooch . . . more than it already does.”

I glanced down surreptitiously to my lap and even though my loose band shirt hid it, I knew there was a slight belly roll. It wasn’t like my (sigh) muffin top was noticeable most of the time. And okay, maybe I bought roomier shirts specifically so that they wouldn’t showcase my middle, but everyone has some physical area that they critique in the mirror. I just have an aunt who likes to confirm my fears by vocalizing them in public.

“You didn’t actually pack a bikini, did you, Holly?”

I shook my head, unsure if I could keep my words civil if I opened my mouth.

“Oh, good! Maybe if you avoid all starches and sweets and work out really hard you might be ready for one by the time we get back to LA.” She looked pretty doubtful. “Maybe. If you lose . . . a pound a day.”

So, I’ll never be mistaken for a movie star or a model. Living in LA, I see plenty of girls at school who look glossy and perfect every day—and Jen and I will never be among them. Because no matter how many articles I read on the best way to dress with an apple shape (or was it a pear? Some kind of fruit), I can’t seem to pull it off. Whatever bizarre skill Allison and Claire had been born with that made them effortlessly stand out in a crowd, it wasn’t hereditary.

And I didn’t exactly need a reminder from my aunt that I was deficient in essentials.

“Wow, hottie incoming,” Allison muttered to Claire under her breath as she refilled her glass, which was already getting quite the workout.

I glanced up partly because I needed the distraction and partly because I wanted to see if we shared the same aesthetic when it came to boys.

Apparently, there was one thing the three of us could agree on.

He had wind-tousled dark brown hair that contrasted nicely against a green-collared shirt and a black suit jacket, which lent him an air of casual formality. He looked comfortable as he crossed the dining room, shook hands with a middle-aged man, and took his seat at the table. Not comfortable in a slouched, sweatpants, eating popcorn in my La-Z-Boy chair kind of way. It was more like he knew that he was untouchable so he didn’t have to try to act tough. He could just take it easy.

Which was really attractive, actually, and I couldn’t help envying Hot Guy for his self-assured handshake. If I were that smooth in my dealings with other people, I would’ve talked Jen out of her elf plan long before Mr. Claus tried to get his hands on me.

“That’s him,” Allison breathed. “My vacation fling. Right on time.”

I rolled my eyes but thankfully no one noticed. She hadn’t so much as waved to the guy and already Allison was calling dibs on his social calendar. Just because he was hot and she needed a juicy story to share with her friends back home.

Typical.

Claire scrunched up her nose in thought. “There’s something about him that seems familiar to me. I just can’t place it.”

“Maybe he’s the face behind a cologne ad or something. I wonder if he smells as good as he looks.”

“I’d buy whatever he’s selling.” Claire giggled but the sound stopped abruptly when the waiter moved and the rest of Hot Guy’s dinner companions came into view. There was already a girl leaning coyly toward him from across the table.

“Looks like you have competition,” I pointed out.

Allison tossed her hair back in a way that was obviously calculated to be sexy. “She doesn’t stand a chance.”

This time I couldn’t help snickering. “And if he has real feelings for her, you’ll what? Attack her with perfume?”

Claire and Allison both glared at me in disgust. “He’s talking mainly to the old guy so he’s obviously not into her. God, could you be any more dense?”

Maybe I was dense, but they were delusional if they thought it’d be easy to have a fling with the hottest guy we had yet to see on the ship. What did they expect? Him to take one look at Allison and blurt out, “I need you to be my girlfriend”?

Doubtful.

For all we knew he could have a serious girlfriend back home. Or a boyfriend, for that matter.

I’ve always enjoyed imagining strangers’ personal lives when bored, restless, or uncomfortable, and Hot Guy . . . well, he was providing an excellent distraction. He’d probably been superpopular throughout high school and had dated half of the cheerleader squad his freshman year. His lazy, confident demeanor made me doubt if he had ever been insecure about anything. Which meant he was way out of my league.

It’s funny that I was just thinking that the only thing I probably had in common with Hot Guy was that we were stuck on the same ship, when he scanned the room as if looking for his waiter . . . and his eyes landed on me.

I could have sworn I saw him grin, but as I continued making eye contact (and feeling like I should probably look away because how awkward is it to be caught staring) his expression turned . . . distrustful. Almost nervous, even, because of me.

But that couldn’t be right.

Then, just as abruptly as he had smiled, he hunched over the table and angled his body away, leaving me with an excellent view of his back. And nothing else.

“He smiled at me.” Allison’s pouty lips tilted into a smirk. “Oh, yeah, he’s interested.”

Well, that explanation made more sense to me than what I thought had just happened. Guys look at Claire and Allison all the time.

And by “look” I mean they usually drool.

Except it was hard for me to shake the impression that I had been the one to somehow rattle the laid-back Hot Guy.

Weird.
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