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This book is dedicated to

Emily Grage Kirkle

(7/1/98–3/24/26)

The ULTIMATE MAIN CHARACTER

I mean, think about it…

When writing a new book, an author brainstorms who they want their main character to be.

First, they give the character a name. How about Emily?

YEAH, GREAT NAME—ADORABLE.

Then they give some thought to the details of her appearance. Is Emily pretty? BEAUTIFUL, ACTUALLY. Stunning green eyes with the longest lashes, perfect eyebrows, lovely teeth, great skin, and a smile that lights up a room. Oh, and her sense of style? Perfection. The girl really knows how to dress.

OKAY—READERS WILL LOVE HER.

After that, they might assign some distinct character traits, those little details that make a character SO VERY unique to themselves. Okay, well, for starters, Emily is a JoBro stan (first notes of “Paranoid” begin playing).

OOH, THAT’S GREAT.

She’s the quintessential autumn girl, a pumpkin-patch-loving, hard-cider-swilling Kindle reader with two fluffy cats (one is crazy, of course, because CATS). Em is super into Marvel movies, and—get this—she’s also a Cubs fan.

Of course she is. LOVE THAT FOR HER.

And even though she’s the sweetest, kindest human, she’s also got fire underneath it all. Hilariously sarcastic, wildly competitive, has been known to cheat at Uno—that sort of thing…

SO, LIKE, THE NICEST GIRL BUT ALSO KIND OF A BADASS UNDERNEATH IT ALL?

Exactly.

Is this character too perfect to be realistic, though?

IT ALMOST FEELS THAT WAY, DOESN’T IT?

But Emily was one thousand percent the real deal, the perfectly unforgettable main character we were somehow blessed enough to know in real life.

Dedication #2

To YOU, Reader.

You might think you’re alone, but you’re not.

Your people just haven’t found you yet.

They’re coming, and they’re going to LOVE you, so don’t give up.

They’re on their way…
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Julia’s Prologue


“If I die in Nebraska, I’m leaving everything to the hot dog people.”

—Remington



Sometimes life is ridiculous.

For example, on the eve of what would come to be known as one of the most monumental days of my life, I was hauling around an old ice cream bucket just in case I wasn’t done feeling sick. I’d had an unfortunate run-in with some surprise cashews after school, which led to an ER visit, and now someone was at the door.

Wonderful.

And the rest of my family was in the backyard with the new kittens.

Perfect.

I hit the porch light and pulled open the door, unsteady on my feet, expecting to see one of the neighbors.

Instead there was a man standing there.

A silver-haired man in a very nice suit, looking like a mob boss or an FBI agent. His gaze was alert—intense—as he watched me.

“Hi,” I said, pushing open the screen door, wondering where this well-dressed stranger might’ve come from. “Can I help you?”

“Good evening, miss. Are Clint or Shawna available?”

It was almost as if his voice had applied air quotes around my parents’ names, like his lips had never uttered such unsophisticated Midwestern labelry before.

His appearance on our porch felt… worrisome.

Ominous.

My stomach clenched.

Damn you, cashews. I knew I should’ve blown off the “free cookies” table in front of the counselor’s office, but I’d been so depressed after hearing about Will and Hannah that I’d completely eaten my feelings instead.

I kept my hand on the door handle as I felt tiny beads of sweat forming on my forehead. “Um, may I ask—”

“Hey.” Liam, my twin brother, popped up behind me. “What’s up?”

I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Liam to just casually what’s up a stranger from God-knows-where who was standing on our stoop with the intention of doing God-knows-what.

“My name is Bernard Elizando, and I’m looking for your parents, young man,” the guy said in an accent that could only be called cultured. It wasn’t technically British, I didn’t think, but it was so locked-in on formality that it felt… noble. “Might they be available?”

“They’re feeding the cats out back,” my brother volunteered, ignoring my handle-grasping hand to push the door all the way open in a gesture that begged the potentially murderous stranger to enter our house. “Come on in.”

“We don’t even know him,” I whispered under my breath as the man stepped over the threshold. “What are you doing?”

“He rang the doorbell and said ‘might they be available,’ ” Liam said in a surprisingly good imitation of a British accent. “Bernard’s obviously not the Golden State Killer.”

“I can assure you I’m not here on violent business, Miss Lowell,” the man said, meeting my eyes. He wasn’t smiling, but there was some sort of reassurance in his calm expression, amusement in his ice-blue eyes. “I simply need a moment with your parents.”

“I got you, Elizando,” Liam said, leading the guy through the living room and toward the back door. “Do you want anything to drink? Busch Light? Water?”

Stop offering refreshments to foreboding strangers, you idiot!

“No, thank you,” Bernard replied. I trailed behind them as Liam slid open the patio door and they both stepped outside.

And as the ick of nausea returned to my body, my world went off the rails.

Because after introductions were made and an entire conversation transpired about the adorable feral kittens living underneath our hydrangea bushes, Bernard Elizando started saying the craziest things I’d ever heard.

He calmly informed my parents they’d been named the primary beneficiaries in the will of some guy named Remington. Apparently there was money and a house, which now belonged to them.

Us.

My mom’s mouth dropped wide open as Bernard shared the news, and my dad laughed like this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

“I’m so sorry, Bernard, but that name doesn’t even sound familiar to me,” my dad said, shaking his head. He smiled a confused grin and asked, “Are you sure you have the correct Clint and Shawna Lowell?”

“Of course,” Bernard said, and that response felt right. I somehow just knew this steely-haired man never made mistakes. He quickly listed off our address, the address of my parents’ market, and a brief bio of my parents’ life.

“That does sound like us,” my dad quipped, still looking amused as hell.

“And this stranger seriously left us money and a house in his will…?” My mother squinted and her eyebrows scrunched together. “That doesn’t make sense. And we don’t have to do anything to accept this inheritance…?”

“There actually are some stipulations, Ms. Lowell,” he said with a nod.

“Okay, here it is,” she replied lightly, pursing her lips.

“Entirely aboveboard, I promise,” Bernard assured her.

But then he spewed utter madness.

He looked my parents in the face and told them (in his very dignified voice) that the house they were to inherit was in New York City. It was a five-story single-family home on the Upper West Side, and the fact that my parents didn’t just die on the spot when he said that told me they had no idea what this meant.

But I did.

And I gasped so loudly when he said it was in the Gardenwood neighborhood by Riverside Park, not that anyone in the backyard (aside from me and Bernard) knew what that clarification meant either, because holy, holy shit.

I’d binge-watched The Woods (prep-school drama series) multiple times, so of course I knew, but my parents and brother—clueless as to what this implied.

Gardenwood, also known as the beau monde blocks (a pretty nickname for the neighborhood), was an area where Manhattan felt quieter and more residential, where uptown old money lived in buildings that looked like rows of ornate mansions, all glued together.

I listened in shock as Bernard gave my parents a brief description of the “house”—two kitchens, wine cellar, elevator, five wood-burning fireplaces, two-thousand-square-foot roof deck with Hudson River views—and then he informed them we would need to live in it for no less than six months if we wanted to inherit.

Those were the two stipulations: We had to live in the house for at least six months, and Liam and I had to attend the very exclusive Gardenwood Academy during that time.

I took in a deep breath of fresh air and clutched the ice cream pail a little harder, fairly certain I was going to have to vomit in the next five minutes but unwilling to walk away from the conversation because what the hell?? Every sentence he uttered was more unbelievable than the last, though the sudden notion of moving far away from the place where Will had moved on from me and was probably actively planning his homecoming proposal for Hannah as we spoke kind of sounded like sweet escape.

God, how can he be dating her already?

“Wait a minute,” my dad said, screwing his thick eyebrows together and looking at Bernard like the man had just suggested he glue feathers to his chest and start clucking like a chicken. “Are you telling me that in order to ‘inherit’ whatever this stranger left behind, we’re supposed to up and move to New York for six months?”

“Precisely,” Bernard said, as if he wasn’t aware my dad was mocking the idea. “In the next thirty days.”

“Oh, well, we can’t do that,” my mom said, looking worried. “I’m a teacher and can’t leave my classes—school just started. Liam’s got baseball, Clint’s got the store—”

“She’s right, Bernard,” my dad said, nodding. “There’s just no way we can move our entire family across the country, especially when we know nothing about this stranger who apparently left us something.”

I swallowed and closed my eyes, dizziness washing over me. I could feel sweat on my back, on my forehead—God, I need to go in—but I just couldn’t walk away from this bizarro situation without some sort of answer or resolution to the great WHAT THE HELL.

“I understand, Mr. Lowell,” he replied. “But perhaps you’d like to give this a little more consideration. I can return in the morning for further discussion, if you’d like.”

“That won’t be necessary,” my mom said. “Springfield is our home—”

“What are we talking here, inheritance-wise?” Liam interrupted, unconcerned with the two kittens that appeared to be scaling the front of his T-shirt as he asked the million-dollar question. “Obviously we’re not gonna pull up stakes for two grand and a shanty; I mean, come on, Bern. You gotta give us a little more info before we can agree to move to the 212.”

I expected my parents to call him out for being rude and mentioning money, but all eyes turned to Bernard as we collectively wondered.

How much?

I put a hand over my stomach as the queasiness got even worse.

Bernard flipped his gaze to my dad and asked, “You’d like an estimate on the inheritance amount?”

“If possible,” my dad said, looking embarrassed. “I mean, just a ballpark would be nice, uh, in the decision-making process.”

I swallowed.

“A ballpark.” Bernard gave a nod, tilted his head just a fraction of a degree, and said, “I believe that ballpark would sit somewhere in the range of…”

And then he said a massively huge number.

A number with a lot of zeroes.

Multiple, multiple millions.

“Million?” my dad wheezed.

My mother gasped. “Did you say million? Dollars?”

“Holy shitballs!” Liam yelled.

At the exact second I threw up into my bucket.





Damion’s Prologue


“Sometimes people do inexplicably weird shit.”

—Remington



“Damion?”

I glanced up from the risotto I’d been zoned out on, only to see my parents watching me from their spots at the far end of the dining room table. My dad was still sporting the suit he’d worn to the office, which meant he was definitely going out after dinner, and my mom was wearing her “hot barre” workout clothes, which meant she wasn’t going with him.

“Yeah?” I said, irritated they’d interrupted thoughts of Remi.

Every time I had risotto, I thought of him because he’d hated it.

Remi was my mom’s uncle, an eccentric old guy who was like… well, shit, like no one else I’d ever met. I swallowed hard, that marble-in-my-throat feeling back again as I pictured his face.

How can Remi be dead?

It seemed impossible that he was gone.

“What do you mean, yeah?” My dad raised his eyebrows, and I could tell by the expression that I’d tuned out something he deemed important. He had the kind of face that should’ve belonged to a king or a world leader on the wrong side of good, the kind of face that wielded powerful expressions with little effort.

You could tell if he wanted you praised or executed simply by the speed of his blink. “Your mom asked if you stopped by the office after school.”

“Quinn,” my mom snapped, letting out a long-suffering sigh as she glanced at her annoyingly intense husband. “Not tonight—I’m too tired for this.”

The “this” she was referring to was any conversation with my father whatsoever.

God, adults are wonderful.

“I was simply trying to get our son to answer a basic question,” he snapped back as he set his knife on the edge of his plate. “My apologies.”

“I did stop by the office,” I said, doing my best not to sound like a judgmental dick. It was hard when they were once again discussing the season, which was an exorbitant waste of time and money, in my humble opinion.

A formal ball for high school seniors that felt like something out of Regency England, with multiple parties leading up to said ball?

Fucking asinine.

But I pointed my fork at my mother and added (with the congenial smile of an affable son), “And I dropped off the donation cards, so we’re all good.”

“Wonderful, thank you,” she said, reaching for her wineglass. “I swear to God the planning is already killing me, and it’s only getting started.”

“Oh, you love the PTA,” my dad muttered as he lifted the lowball glass in his hand and tossed back the last of whatever brown liquor was lining the bottom. “What would you do without festivals and balls to plan?”

“Million-dollar question right there, honey,” she quipped, raising her glass to her mouth, pausing to say, “Talk about your swoony thoughts. What would I do if there were no festivals or balls for me to plan?”

“Shop more, perhaps,” my dad suggested.

“Oh, good one,” she replied with an eye roll.

Your parents are shitty to each other and you need to know that’s not how you talk to someone you love.

I could hear Remi’s voice as if he were actually there. He’d spent half my life trying to undo what he saw as the damage my parents were doing to me with their “adolescent thoughtlessness.”

How can he be gone?

It was impossible that he wouldn’t be there anymore.

My parents already seemed to be over his death. Since the moment we’d heard, they’d been on this whole he was probably ready to go kick, mostly because good ol’ Remi had been in his eighties, living far away and off the grid.

But they’d had no clue.

Uncle Rem’s last letter to me—sent at the beginning of May—had been all about how I needed to come to Nebraska and fish with him. He’d mentioned the good steaks, the woman at the bait shop he said he “might’ve had the hots for,” and the possibility of me bringing him another cat because Mr. Dipshit was lonely.

Why didn’t I drop everything and bring him another damn cat?

And who’s taking care of Mr. D now??

The guilt was going to kill me, I swear to God.

And a thousand question marks about my future surrounded me now, a future I’d secretly plotted with Remi.

Could it still happen? Could I make it happen without him?

My gut said yes, that he’d somehow drafted a plan in case of his death because that was just the kind of guy he was, but I wasn’t sure how to find out. I alternated between wanting to send a letter to the Nebraska address in hopes of a response from Bernard, and worrying that someone else—someone on my dad’s payroll—might intercept the note and all hell would break loose.

So for now I was just waiting. Longer than I realized I had been, because Remi had died months ago. Months ago, but we weren’t notified until a few weeks ago.

My parents were pissed at Bernard for being so grief-stricken that he hadn’t thought to let them know immediately, but I wasn’t buying into that shit. There was no one on the planet more focused and intentional than Bernard fucking Elizando, Remi’s right hand. If he didn’t let us know, that meant Uncle Rem had made arrangements in advance for Bernard to keep it on the quiet.

But why?

He did whatever the hell he wanted, all the time, sure. But it felt… I don’t know… shitty that he hadn’t let me in on the ending.

Whether he was surfing in Rio, exploring ancient ruins, or just hanging out in some random highway town, he always sent letters to the PO box he’d opened for me when I was in third grade.

The PO box I’d checked on a daily basis since he opened it.

The PO box that I probably needed to close now.

The sound of the doorbell cut through the quiet awkwardness of our family dinner.

“Um, hi…?” Jeffrey Callahan, one of my father’s trusted attorneys, walked into the dining room a minute later. Every item of clothing on his body was expensive and perfectly pressed, but the way his glasses slid down his nose and the ever-present sheen of sweat on his forehead made it clear to all that he was an outsider.

What are you doing here right now, Jeffrey? Go. Away.

There was something about my father’s lack of work-life balance, the fact that he never stopped working at all, that grated on my nerves. He was like a mob boss, the way his colleagues were constantly popping over to the house at all hours. Only instead of addressing urgent things like family feuds and murder contracts, they were discussing mind-numbingly boring financials that could definitely wait until the next morning.

But Quinn Rutledge never let anything wait, not when money was attached.

“Listen—Quinn, Whitney,” Jeffrey said, his voice an urgent whisper. “I’m so sorry to interrupt your dinner, but I thought you’d want to know that I just found out the will is already out of probate and disbursed.”

He looked agitated and slightly terrified, like the human embodiment of nervousness, as he spit that statement directly at my parents.

“What are you talking about, Jeffrey?” my dad said with a calm smile, though I could hear the irritation in his voice.

“Remington,” he replied, scratching his neck. “I’m talking about Remington’s will.”

“Would you like to have a seat, Jeffrey?” my mother asked with a bright smile. “Are you hungry?”

“No, thanks,” Jeffrey said to my mom, then to my dad, “Can I speak to you in the other room, perhaps?”

NO.

My gut clenched, and I wondered what this was about as my dad and Jeffrey went into the study and closed the doors.

Had Remi mentioned me—and our plans—in his will?

I was ninety-nine percent sure he wouldn’t—he was way more off-the-books than that, especially when it came to me—but I still felt dread as silence settled over the dining room. Dread that quickly turned to confusion and fear when my dad’s voice erupted from behind closed doors a few minutes later.

Shit.

My dad returned to the room, his relaxed smile a thing of the past as he ushered a now-mortified Jeffrey quickly out the door.

Shit, shit, shit.

He was in full-on freak-out mode, fast-pacing around the dining room as my mother scrambled to keep up with him. He was ranting in a low voice that only allowed me to hear every few sentences.

But they were big-ass sentences (and not about me, thank God).

Apparently, Remi had left a big chunk of his estate to some randos in Nebraska.

As in millions of dollars, left to strangers in the Midwest who no one had ever heard of.

“Can he do that?” my mom asked my dad in a hushed tone, her hands wrapping around his bicep. My eyes got stuck on that—diamond-ringed fingers clutching at him in a gesture of support—because whenever drama ensued, my parents always came together.

It was somehow sweet and toxic, all at once, the way they bonded over crisis.

Although, what was the crisis here?

Since Rem had never married or had kids, I think my parents sort of assumed his assets might be left to our family. But Dad was good at his job and great at investments—we had more than enough money, so if Remi wanted to give everything away, why shouldn’t he?

“Well, of course he can,” he said, rapidly typing something to someone in his phone as he spoke. “But the bigger issue here is that he wouldn’t. This screams of coercion. Of fraud. Of someone taking advantage of a little old man.”

I snorted.

Because the idea of someone taking advantage of Remi was ridiculous. Even in his eighties, he was balls-to-the-wall and get-out-of-my-way, one hundred percent of the time. I mean, his letters had never changed. Their tone—and even the handwriting—remained the same from the time he first started sending them when I was in elementary school, until the very last one arrived a few months ago.

“He’d obviously slipped into some form of dementia, if this is truly what his will and testament looked like,” my dad said, shaking his head. “And the fact that he had it disbursed before we even knew about his death is beyond problematic. Talk about your red flags.”

I kept my mouth shut (not easy), but part of me wondered why he cared. Yes, it was a lot of money, but we had a lot of money.

So did it really matter if the old guy threw his money at some nobodies in Nebraska?

It was funny, actually, and the more I thought about it, the harder it was not to smile.

So on-brand for my badass weirdo Uncle Remington to say fuck it all and just give it away to strangers.

“Is it too late to contest the will, since it’s post-probate?” my mother whispered.

“Oh, we’re contesting,” my dad said with so much ferocity I almost felt bad for the Nebraska randos. “Jeffrey will get to the bottom of this bullshit and jerk every penny from their grasping fingertips.”

I said, “I don’t want to be the voice of dissent—”

“Yes, you do,” my mom interrupted.

“Not now, Damion,” my dad warned.

“But what if this was what Remi wanted?” I said, needing to finish my sentence. “Shouldn’t he be allowed to leave his things to whoever he wants?”

That made my dad send every bit of his attention my way. He glared for a long moment, icy blue eyes pinned on me like my question had greatly disappointed him, before saying, “Did you know that the house is included in his estate, Damion? That these strangers from the middle of nowhere will be moving into his house?”

“I’m sorry, did you just say—”

“It includes the house.”

In an instant it felt like the oxygen had been sucked from the dining room, from the world, from my lungs.

NO.

I stared back at him, not believing what I was hearing.

It couldn’t be true.

Remi would never do that.

“Not only did he leave it to these people, but he included a stipulation that they must live there for six months; I did discover that much. They’re going to move into the home that Remi said, and I quote, would be Damion’s to play in forever. So these… grifters are going to be living in your house, and they can do whatever they want to the space. They can sell off every belonging, paint the walls pink, and then auction it to the highest bidder after the six-month requirement is met.”

I could feel that he was still watching me, but I wasn’t there anymore.

No, I was at Uncle Remi’s.

Because that house… that house was so much more than a house to me.

One of the original “seven beauties” of the Upper West Side, it had hidden rooms, library walls that moved, a bar that F. Scott Fitzgerald himself had carved the initial Z into with a pocketknife; the place was legendary.

Rich with history.

But more importantly, my entire childhood with Remi was centered there, hanging out with my favorite person in the world while he taught me countless lessons and told me a thousand cool stories. It was like I was built in that place, raised by the echo of Rem’s booming voice as he let me be… me.

So yes, that house was technically just real estate, but fuck, it was also the only piece of him left in the world.

And if he’d left them the house, did that mean he hadn’t set anything aside for my “alternate” college plans, the ones my parents knew nothing about?

“Dementia seems like a stretch, though,” my mom said to my dad. “He was always so sharp. And fraud…?”

“The only way Remi would give up that house was if someone forced him to. Think about it.” My dad gave my mom a serious look and said, “He’s all alone, in his eighties, and some small-town nobodies in Springfield-Nowhere, Nebraska, discovered he had money. They could’ve befriended him, listened to his stories, and slowly convinced him they cared.”

I wanted to puke as I listened, because the idea of anyone manipulating Rem felt nauseating.

“All we know about these people so far is that they own a tiny grocery store—a store that was hemorrhaging money—and a house that’s mortgaged to the hilt. They were this close to losing everything when suddenly Remi leaves them his fortune? They had to have played him, Whitney.”

Could my dad be right about this? Could some small-town hucksters have wormed their way into Remi’s life to steal his everything?

“Maybe,” my mom said, her eyes wide on my dad like she was looking to him for next steps.

“At the very least, I’m going to do some digging,” my dad said, taking off his suit jacket. My mother swooped in with the assist, helping with the blazer removal before rushing away with something close to a smile on her mouth, presumably to fetch him caffeine and tea cakes.

“Brace yourself, Nebraska,” my dad muttered under his breath as he read something on his phone screen. “Because we’re onto your bullshit.”

My dad acted like he was a mob boss whenever he faced conflict. It never entered his mind that he couldn’t fix something once he drew up battle plans, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him lose.

Usually it was all in business, but this time it was personal.

And for the first time in my life, I found that to be really reassuring.





CHAPTER ONE

Thirty days later


“Never half-ass New York. Snag a bagel, walk with purpose, draw into your lungs that intoxicating mix of exhaust fumes, garbage, and the best food you’ll ever fucking taste. Let the city mark you.”

—Remington




Julia

“So maybe you two should just go… um… walk around the neighborhood for a bit.”

“Are you serious right now?” I asked, leaning into the front seat of the minivan from my spot in the back, just so I could peer into my parents’ eyes and figure out if they were, in fact, being serious. “You want us to just randomly wander the streets of New York City when it’s going to be dark soon and we have no idea where we are?”

According to the internet, once it got dark in the city, the criminals came out.

“Dead serious,” my mom said, glancing over at me with a sardonic smile. “We’ve got an hour to kill, and I’ve had more than enough time in the car with you guys over the past few days. You and Liam can go find some food, and it won’t be dark for another hour. You’re going to have to get to know the neighborhood since we live here now, anyway.”

For the thousandth time in the past month, I couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

We were seriously about to live in New York City and be in possession of a massive fortune.

Howwwwwwwwwwww…??

We’d lived a relatively “comfortable” lifestyle before the inheritance, financially speaking. Our house was nice enough and we had plenty of food, but our comfortability was in a super Midwestern sort of way. My parents’ tiny supermarket paid the bills (or so I’d thought), any labeled clothing came from nationally branded mall stores and places like Kohl’s, and our family cars came from Jim’s Dodge Country down the road (where Jimmy Bob had been dealing vehicles since before I was born).

We weren’t uncivilized and we knew how to fit into a normal city, but I had no idea how we were going to learn to fit into a place like Gardenwood.

Thank God we had Bernard; we at least stood a chance with his expertise at our disposal.

For starters, he’d sat us down and thoroughly schooled my family on the details of the inheritance, once we’d decided to accept.

“I don’t want to scare you, but there will be interested parties who won’t want you to inherit,” he said, pacing as he spoke to us like no information had ever been this important. “Those parties could benefit from knowing the details of the will and manipulate the outcome, so it is imperative that you tell no one the stipulations, do you understand?”

He gave us a cover story and answers, in case anyone had questions, but under no circumstances were we to let on that we’d recently come into money via an inheritance.

The Lowells had always had a fortune, but they didn’t flaunt it—that was the vibe.

Clint and Shawna have always wanted to live in New York, and after a lifetime of hard work and skilled investments, they’re finally doing it.

Key phrases: diverse investment portfolio, robust interest earnings, investors.

As if that weren’t enough, Bernard had been instrumental in getting us ready for the move, showing up at our house every day with itemized lists of things we needed to accomplish in order to get planted in the new house. He arranged everything, waving around a black credit card that magically made everything he wanted to happen… happen.

People showed up to pack our things. Other people showed up to move boxes.

A team appeared at our doorstep to clean and stage our house to get it ready to put on the market. Although, my dad pumped the brakes on that, changing his mind the day a broker showed up and stuck the For Sale sign in the yard. He couldn’t say goodbye to the farmhouse he loved, and we still hadn’t decided what to do with the dogs (and cats and chickens), anyway, so instead of selling the house before the move, we called my cousin Lauren instead.

She was already working two jobs and putting herself through college, so she jumped at the chance to live rent-free in exchange for taking care of the house and animals—and working at the store—while we determined if we were staying in NYC past the six months or not.

“Anything to get out of this car,” my brother said, reaching for the handle of the sliding door and pulling it open.

Cool air rushed at us as we stepped out of the Honda, and I stared at the “house” in disbelief yet again. My parents might’ve forgotten their key and the paper with the backup security code in case they misplaced their key (which was why we were just sitting in the car in front of the building, waiting for Bernard to save us), but we were, in fact, the owners of the building in front of us.

Impossible.

Im-freaking-possible.

It had ornately carved columns beside the gold-trimmed black double doors, and the words “Riverside Manor” were etched into stone above it. It’d been designed by a famous architect in 1899 and had ten thousand square feet of living space inside that, according to the photos and videos we’d seen, was unbelievably luxurious.

It was stunning.

It was picturesque.

It was ours, what the hell.

Liam and I started walking up the block, which seemed very quiet for a New York City street. It was building-connected-to-building-connected-to-building, like a street of mansions all smooshed together (just like I’d seen on Google), and it had You’ve Got Mail vibes in the very best way.

“You know someone’s probably watching us right now,” Liam said as he zipped up the front of his jacket. “Some socialite is peering out her window this very minute wondering why the fuck a minivan has dared to set its ugly little wheels in the fancy neighborhood.”

“I definitely think Dad missed the mark when he turned Bernard down on the car thing,” I agreed as I walked beside him. “The Odyssey’s going to get us the wrong kind of attention.”

Bernard had also been trying to help my parents by preparing them for what was going to be our fancy new life. Like finding us a “more comfortable” luxury vehicle that was in line with the norms of our new neighborhood, but my parents were far too practical to take his advice and insisted on keeping their minivan.

Why would we buy a Maserati SUV when the Honda is almost new?

As we walked down our street, Liam and I freaked out about the grandiose buildings that were part of our neighborhood.

Our neighborhood?!

Impossible.

“Check out that one.” Liam pointed to a residence with two enormous lions—one on each side of the entrance—that looked exactly like the ones that sat outside the New York Public Library. It should’ve looked absurd, having huge animal statues in a quiet residential area (wearing wreaths of autumn leaves, no less), but in Gardenwood it somehow worked.

“Maybe we should have lions,” I said, my stomach getting a little nervous as I remembered we’d be going to school with people who lived in these very buildings.

Dear God, what would we ever have in common with people who had lion statues?

“We definitely should,” Liam agreed, his eyes on the stone cats.

We’d had a family meeting—multiple family meetings, actually—after Bernard dropped the inheritance bomb on us, because my parents wanted to make sure we did the right thing. Money is important, they’d said, but family is everything. We talked through all the scenarios and all the endings, we talked through what we’d be losing and what we’d be gaining if we moved, and then the four of us had voted—with actual secret ballots—on whether each of us wanted to make the move or not.

And it’d been unanimous—the Lowells all wanted to move. Although, “want” was a confusing word in this instance.

“Need” was probably more appropriate.

Because, as it turned out, the grocery store had been upside down for a long time. Like, to the point that my parents had literally been about to lose the store and maybe even the house, which they’d second-mortgaged in an attempt to keep the store afloat.

I’d had no idea that right about the time Bernard showed up on our doorstep with his massive news, my parents had been out of options.

So of course I voted to move—how could I not? What were the other choices? And who walked away from millions of dollars, regardless?

On top of all that, Liam insisted it was a good time for me to get out of Springfield because my “obsession” with my ex wasn’t healthy.

And he was both right and wrong, by the way.

It wasn’t good for me and escape was probably healthy, but I was not obsessed with Will and that comment really pissed me off.

Mostly because, before we left, Hannah told half the school that I was a “stalker who wouldn’t let go of Will” because she saw me drive by his house one time.

One time.

I’d spent half my life hanging out at Will’s, yet she moved to Springfield and a month later had my former boyfriend’s devotion and the ears of half the school listening to her filth.

Don’t think about it, I reminded myself. Forget all about everything back home and focus on this fancy new life sponsored by Lou.

Another thing about the move decision was that it became far less terrifying once we realized who our benefactor was.

Remington was actually the guy we knew as “Lou.”

Lou had been a little old man who lived in a fishing cabin just outside town. None of us knew how long exactly he’d lived there before he’d started placing grocery orders a few years ago.

Ironically, we didn’t do online orders. But we did for him.

And we didn’t do delivery, either, but we did for him.

Because how could we not? Lou was… Lou.

He emailed his order every Sunday night, complete with SKU numbers and prices, and Lou became, in a weird way, like family to us, even though we knew nothing about him.

Every week one of us delivered his grocery order, and whichever of us was lucky enough to do it usually ended up staying for at least an hour, conversing about anything and everything. Lou was no-nonsense and cursed like a sailor, but that didn’t make him any less endearing.

And then a couple of years ago my dad casually invited him to come over on Thanksgiving, which turned out to be our favorite Thanksgiving ever.

Because Lou entertained us with stories about what it’d been like to live in New York on parade days, he helped my mom by whipping up a batch of homemade cranberry stuffing (from memory), and he even stuck around to decorate the Christmas tree with us at the end of the day. It was almost like we had an unofficial don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy with Lou, where we ate up every bit of information he chose to feed us from his life, but we also never pried or asked questions because something had led to him living all alone in a tiny fishing cabin near the Platte River.

So when we had our family meeting about moving, my family agreed that as weird as it might sound, we trusted Lou. We couldn’t believe he’d had a fortune or that he’d left it to us, and we had no idea what to make of the stipulations, but we had faith in his motives and his noble character.

My parents were adamant about the fact that if any of us hated Manhattan and wanted to move back, once the time requirement was met, we could. Lou had the inheritance set up where as long as we met the stipulations for six months, we kept the fortune.

We’d lose the house if we decided not to live in it, but we’d have more than enough money to buy whatever home we wanted, after the fact.

Including our house, back in Nebraska.

“Holy shit, look at this,” my brother said, pointing when we reached the corner.

“Wow,” I said, shaking my brain out of Springfield because I was in New York, dammit, about to embark upon a life far more fabulous than Hannah Holbrook’s. She could have Will and his classic Ford F-250 that didn’t have air-conditioning, because I was about to lose myself in a cool new world.

Markets, coffee shops, restaurants, nail salons—the streets were alive, thrumming with businesses as far as the eye could see. Cars honking, people walking, delivery bikes, taxis—it was exactly like I’d pictured Manhattan, though to be fair, the only knowledge I’d had before now was what I’d seen on-screen.

“This street is definitely less fancy than ours,” Liam said as we turned left at the corner and started up the block.

“Thank God,” I said, because as little as I knew of life in the big city, seeing things like Panda Express, Raising Cane’s, and Five Guys made me feel far more comfortable than a quiet block of mansions.

Because what in God’s name do I know about that life?

“We should get Italian,” I said definitively as we passed a place called Upside Pizza.

“You always want Italian,” Liam countered, going around a slow walker in front of him.

“I know, but what’s better than noodles and meatballs?” I said, hurrying to keep up with his long stride.

“Sushi,” he said, pointing to a shop with blue neon in the window. “It’s what all the fancy Manhattan kids are eating.”

“Ugh.” I could feel my chest tighten. “Don’t start.”

“I can tell you’re already worrying way too much about school, but don’t sweat it, Jules—who gives a shit if the richies don’t appreciate us?”

“Maybe,” I sighed, trying to release the tension running through my body, “but I’d also like to blend in at school. I don’t want to be an outcast.”

“We might not even stay, so I wouldn’t worry too much,” he said.

“First of all, we’re staying for at least six months,” I said, “And it’s easy for you to say who cares because you’re super social. You fit in everywhere.”

“By fitting in ‘everywhere,’ you mean at the only school we’ve ever gone to?” he said sarcastically.

“Yeah, whatever,” I said, because we both knew I was right. Liam was like my dad: He always knew the right things to say to make everyone love him. He was legitimately the most charming person in the room at any given moment, and I wished I could borrow just a fraction of his charisma.

Because, conversely, I was the most awkward person in the room at any given moment. Give me a new and uncomfortable situation, and I was always down to trip over my own feet and ramble incoherently with an awkward laugh.

While likely spilling something on myself.

“Oh my God, look at the baguettes in the window,” I said, my stomach growling as I stared at a window display filled with crusty breads and delicate pastries.

Loaves was the name stenciled on the glass.

“I’ll never understand how one person can like bread so much, but come on,” my brother said, entertaining my unhealthy love of crusty carbohydrates. “Let’s get a couple sticks for later, when we’re moving shit into the house and have no food.”

The bakery felt like something from a faraway corner of Paris. It had shelves of beautiful pastries behind glass, each row more detailed and gorgeous than the next. Macarons. Chocolate croissants. Brownies. Cake pops. You name it, it was here and looking delicious.

Afterward, we grabbed burritos at Chipotle and found a bench in this, like, mini park called Straus Park that was in the middle of an intersection, where we ate in silence while looking at our phones.

And I was hit with a pang of homesickness as life appeared to go on back home without me. I’d contemplated deleting all my socials because I didn’t want to see anything from Hannah and Will, but that felt a little too final.

Now I had regrets, though, as everything back in Springfield seemed to be moving on like I’d never been there.

I closed my apps—what’s the point—but when I went to put my phone back in my purse, I saw it was unzipped.

And my wallet was gone.

“Oh my God,” I said as I opened the tiny bag and shifted things around, as if that’d make any difference. It was my super-small crossbody bag, and my wallet usually took up all the space inside.

It was clearly missing.

“What’s wrong?” Liam asked through a mouth full of burrito, still scrolling on his phone.

“My wallet’s gone,” I said, panic rising inside me.

No, no, no—it can’t be gone, I thought, my stomach clenching at the thought of never seeing it again.

“You sure?” he asked, looking over at me.

“Yes, I’m sure,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Maybe it’s in the van.”

“No, I used it to pay for the bread and burritos,” I said, panic swirling through me. “I must’ve dropped—”

“Dad told you about the pickpockets, Jules,” Liam said, looking unconcerned. “You’re in a big city now and have to lock that shit down.”

“Oh, this is helpful,” I snapped.

“Relax,” he said, setting down his burrito and dusting off his hands. “You’re not going to be driving here, so the license is no loss, and good ol’ Bernard will have a replacement debit card in hand within the hour. Nothing to get keyed up about.”

Keyed up. That was how my family referred to my anxiety. I got keyed up about little things, and they just needed to say “calm down” and that would instantly relax me.

Not.

And what he said might’ve been correct, but he had no idea what that wallet meant.

“It might’ve fallen out of my bag after we got the burritos,” I said. “I probably forgot to zip it and it fell out. I’ll be right back.”

He made a noise that told me he thought I was delusional as I got off the bench, but I didn’t care. I needed to find that wallet, dammit. I started retracing my steps, staring down at the pavement and weaving in and out of clumps of pedestrians as I walked back toward where we’d been, freaking out.

Because it wasn’t just a wallet.

Don’t cry, I told myself as my throat got tight. This is not a big deal, I thought as I dodged everyone else walking down the sidewalk while keeping my eyes glued to the ground.

You needed to get rid of that wallet anyway, you dumbass.

Ever since the breakup, whenever I pulled it out of my purse, I knew I needed to hide it away. I needed to bury it in my box of Will memorabilia—which was a pretty big box, by the way.

But for some reason, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to do that yet.

And it was ridiculous. Silly, stupid, and sentimental.

Last summer, Will lost his wallet and had to get everything replaced. New license, new debit card, new student ID; he had to get all of it redone. He bought a new wallet and filled it with the replacements, including the replacement copy of his favorite photo of me that he always kept in there.

The photo I’d teased him about.

Who keeps a photo of their girlfriend in their wallet anymore, boomer?

And God, I’d melted at the way he smiled at me when he said:

I do, because I like seeing your face every time I open it.

So when his dad finally found his lost wallet in one of the fields when he was cutting corn in August (it’d fallen out when they were spring planting, apparently), I kept it. Will had everything he needed in his new one, so I ditched my pastel wristlet and claimed his brown leather bifold instead.

But now it was gone.

It was gone, just like Will.

Lost somewhere in New York City.

God, just like me.

Stop overthinking this, I scolded myself as I approached Chipotle.

It’s fine, I told myself as the guy at the counter dismissively reported that no one had turned in any wallets while also looking at me like I was an idiotic tourist.

But it didn’t feel fine as I walked out of the building.

It felt like a bad omen, like the this is fine meme with the dog in the burning building.

And I wanted to rage.

I wanted to shout and maybe kick something over, because that wallet being taken from me today felt like the icing on the Will and Hannah cake, like the universe was doing a ball-spike on my face as if to remind me things were never going to be the same again.

And as I clenched my fists and stood there on the sidewalk, seething at the injustice, I saw it.

I saw him.

There was a guy in glasses and a hoodie, standing in front of the bakery on the other side of the street, and he was holding the wallet.

Oh my God.

Not only was he holding it, but it was open—he was going through its contents, that asshole—and he had a picture in his hand.

It was the stupid picture of me, laughing and surrounded by dogs, and it was in this stranger’s hand.

And the guy was smirking underneath his backward Mets baseball cap like he found the picture hilarious. A shitty little know-it-all half smile was on his face as he looked down at it, probably the grin he grinned every time he picked an unsuspecting pocket, and that was the final straw.

I was taking back the wallet, dammit.

Even if it meant killing that guy with my bare hands.






CHAPTER TWO


“Oh, holy shitballs, here she comes.”

—Remington




Damion

I couldn’t stop looking at the photo.

At the stupid, cheesy wallet photo in my hand.

For starters, who actually kept pictures in their wallets anymore? This thing had to belong to someone at least seventy years old, right?

But there was something about the picture that I couldn’t look away from.

I just wasn’t sure what it was.

It was a photo of a girl wearing a winter hat and gloves, her body swallowed by an oversized barn jacket, and she was laughing.

Laughing while surrounded by one-two-three-four-five-six—six dogs.

Six golden retriever puppies.

She was on the ground in the snow, with her head thrown back and her mouth open wide, her eyes squinted as she laughed at the dogs, who’d obviously knocked her down in their bid for her attention.

I knew nothing about the girl, but it felt like I could hear her laughter.

Yeah, she was cute, but it was the aliveness of the photo that had me kind of wanting to keep it.

I mean, of course I wouldn’t. Some idiot tourist (because no one in Gardenwood would have a wallet like that) had dropped his wallet on the sidewalk and was probably looking for it that very moment. I’d turn it in with contents intact because I wasn’t an asshole, but—

“Hey!”

I glanced up at the shout, then did a double take when my brain registered what I was seeing.

Holy shit, it’s her.

It was the girl from the photo, only she wasn’t smiling in real life.

No, she was pissed.

Pissed and headed straight for me.

“That’s my wallet!” she yelled, stepping into the street and crossing without even looking. A black Mercedes honked and slammed on its brakes, but this chick didn’t even slow or look in its direction.

No, she actually started jogging, her eyes narrowed into an angry squint as she came at me like she fully expected me to start running in the other direction.

She had long curly hair the color of a pin oak tree in the fall, that cross between brown and bronze and the deepest of reds. God, I’m even thinking like Remi now, I thought offhandedly, but how else could I explain that specific thought? Uncle Rem was obsessed with trees, mostly because that was where his true obsession—birds—tended to live, so I’d spent a lifetime listening to the man wax poetic about tree types and foliage colors.

But he was clearly taking over my brain when that was what I was thinking as a clearly enraged girl with wild-ass Pretty Woman hair was now sprinting toward me.

I’m not sure why, but when she got close enough to grab for the wallet, I yanked it up and out of her reach.

Which wasn’t hard because she was kind of short.

And I was not.

Short, that is.

“Give me the wallet,” she said loudly, out of breath as she did a little jump and tried to grab it, “and I won’t call the police.”

I knew it was unwise, but I couldn’t not laugh when she said that.

First of all, it was hilarious that she thought I would want to steal an ugly wallet that clearly belonged to someone who wouldn’t have more than a Costco membership card and a ten-spot at their disposal.

But I loved the take-no-shit attitude.

“Wow, you’re such a badass tourist, obviously knowing exactly how to deal with big-city wallet-stealing thieves like myself,” I said. “ ‘Speak firmly and tell them you won’t call the police if they give it back’—I bet you read that on the internet.”

“Just give me my wallet,” she demanded.

“How do I know it’s your wallet?” I asked, holding my arm straight up so she had zero chance of even getting close to it.

“Because you’re holding a picture of me in your other hand,” she said in outrage, her face scrunching into a scowl so overexaggerated that I had to laugh again. “A picture that came from said wallet.”

“Is that you?” I looked down at the photo without lowering the wallet by a single millimeter. “I don’t know. This girl looks happy and nice, whereas you look… well, I don’t want to be rude, but not—”

“Come on,” she snapped, lowering her arm to her side. “You know it’s me, knock it off.”

I could tell by the expression on her face that she was about to jump for it again.

“I’m just not sure,” I said, for some reason wanting to mess with her. “And who carries a photo of themselves in their wallet? That doesn’t make sense, unless you’re a narcissist, so I’m not buying it.”

“It’s mine and you know it!”

“Do I?”

“I think you do,” she said through gritted teeth.

And then she jumped again but only managed to smack my elbow.

Which made me laugh. Again.

Which made her make this little growling noise in the back of her throat.

“I mean, it appears to be a man’s wallet,” I said, wondering if the long lashes that framed those angry eyes were natural or extensions. “And you do not appear to be a man, so…”

“Of course you’re a gender-stereotyping kind of guy who—”

“So I’m going to have to check the ID,” I finished loudly, talking over her. “But you need to take a step back so I can do so.”

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest.

It wasn’t a step back, but the arm cross felt like a concession. So I lowered the wallet just enough to pull out the driver’s license, then I raised my arm back up again, still holding the wallet out of her reach.

Which made her give me another sigh and eye roll.

“Better be careful or they’ll get stuck like that,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Your eyes.” She knew exactly what I’d meant. “It’s obscene how hard they’re rolling.”

“Can we get on with this?”

I looked down at the driver’s license in my hand, which actually belonged to a guy who looked like he would own a lot of unironic camo. “I’m sorry, kiddo, but the wallet appears to belong to someone named William Malone. This dude has blond hair, blue eyes, and a tragically awful mullet, so the judges are giving you a big, fat nope. Not yours.”

“He’s my boyfr—was my boyfriend,” she said with a sigh. “Not that it’s any of your business. But if you check behind where his license was in the wallet, you’ll find mine.”

“Will I?” I said, going back to the wallet.

“Yeah, you will, wiseass,” she replied, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear it.

“Wiseass,” I repeated, shaking my head as I saw the top of what appeared to be another driver’s license. “First you accuse me of theft and now you’re calling me names. I am grossly offended.”

“Sure you are.”

I pulled out the license that clearly belonged to her.

The photo confirmed both the brown eyes glaring at me and the mass of auburn curls.

Julia.

The name suits her, I thought as the song by Mt. Joy started playing in my head.


Julia

Fix me a blue sky in the warm sun…



“This license belongs to Julia Lowell,” I said, obnoxiously looking back and forth between the identification in my hand and her in-person annoyed face.

“That’s me.”

“How do I know this is you?” I quipped, unable to stop myself from antagonizing her. Something about the stubborn jut of her chin and the way she looked at me through narrowed eyes made it impossible to let her off the hook.

I was having way too much fun messing with her, this ridiculous person who thought I wanted her ridiculous boyfriend wallet.

“Just. Look. At. The. Photo,” she said in frustration, her voice coming out as a groan through clenched teeth.

I looked down at the identification and then everything came at me, all at once.

Cold water, slap to the face, punch in the gut.

Holy, holy shit.

She was Julia Lowell.

Lowell.

With a Nebraska driver’s license.

Nebraska.

And a Springfield, Nebraska, mailing address.

Springfield. Nebraska.

No way.

As my mind was wrapping around the insane reality that I was face-to-face with one of the Nebraska Lowells who’d come to town to steal Uncle Remi’s house, she jumped up and reached for the wallet.

And this time she successfully knocked it out of my hand.

It fell to the pavement, and as I quickly bent down to retrieve it, because now I definitely couldn’t let her win—at anything—she did the same thing.

Only she tried boxing me out, turning her body to push mine out of the way.

And as she did that, she somehow managed to throw back her head and ram it directly into my nose, the back of her skull slamming into my face with the full force of a major leaguer’s baseball bat.

“Shit!” I managed, straightening my glasses as I saw stars and involuntary tears filled my eyes. My hands came up to cover my nose as I stepped away from her with a stumble—dear God, it feels like she shattered my fucking face.

“Shit,” she said as she grimaced and raised a hand to the back of her head, rubbing the spot where I assumed she’d have a hell of a bump because my nose had to have dealt a blow to that hard-as-a-rock cranium.

She must’ve determined me to no longer be a threat now that she’d headbutted me, because instead of running off with the wallet, I heard, “God, are you okay?”

“Are you serious right now?” I asked, wondering if my nose was broken. I half expected it to be gushing blood for how much it hurt, but she didn’t look horrified, so I was probably okay.

Although, she very well might be someone who wasn’t horrified by the sight of blood.

She was one of them, after all.

Springfield. Nebraska.

Holy shit.

She looked worried, those long lashes blinking fast as she gnawed on her bottom lip and watched me cup my busted nose. “Can I, uh, I mean, is there anything I can—”

“I think you’ve done enough, Julia,” I snapped as my nose started throbbing. “And let’s not even pretend you feel bad that you broke my nose, okay? Just run along and go do whatever you were doing before you discovered me trying to find the wallet’s owner like a decent human being.”

“I’m sorry,” she said defensively, tucking a long curl behind her ear. “But you were the one who—”

“Who dared to touch your ex-boyfriend’s ugly old abandoned wallet, yes, I know,” I interrupted, done with this and done with her. “Run along, honey, and this time maybe look before you cross the street. People in the big city get killed that way.”

Her mouth dropped open in outrage, and she just stared at me for a second, like my words had rendered her frozen.

But the girl recovered quickly.

“Y’know, you’re kind of a jerk,” she said, the remorse instantly gone from her face as she shoved the wallet into the front pocket of her jeans.

“Y’know, I kind of am,” I agreed. “A jerk with a broken fucking nose. Thanks again for that.”

For another half second we just glared at each other, her brown eyes moving all over my face while I wondered if she’d moved into Remi’s house yet.

Are you sleeping in my favorite bedroom, Nebraska, the one I used to make blanket forts in?

The thought of it made my stomach literally clench as the grief came at me harder than a headbutt.

“No problem,” she said, her teeth once again gritted. “Nice meeting you, um…”

“Damion.” I let go of my nose and slid my hands into my pockets. “And I only wish I could say the same, Julia.”

She made another snarling noise before turning and marching away, once again not looking before running out into the street.

This time there weren’t any cars about to mow her down.

Talk about a lucky break.






CHAPTER THREE


“New York hypnotizes you with its autumn. Each falling leaf coaxes your consciousness into a long, sleepy sigh as you succumb to the dreamlike dance of the tumbling yellows, the falling reds, and those crinkling, crunchy browns.”

—Remington




Julia

“You cannot be serious,” I said, looking out the window.

“It’s a tradition, every first day of school since kindergarten,” my dad said, sliding his feet into his Vans. “You seriously think you’re going to have a first day of school without me capturing a photo?”

“But we have new neighbors that we don’t even know yet,” I said, the stress of the morning making me feel absolutely nauseous. The combination of a new school and my utter confidence that we wouldn’t fit in were killing me.

In the five days we’d been New Yorkers, I hadn’t really seen a single neighbor out doing anything. Actually, I hadn’t really been able to peg who were neighbors at all, because it was Manhattan: There were just people walking on the sidewalk all the time, people who might’ve been neighbors or might’ve been tourists.

Who could tell the difference, other than the fact that the ones with dogs were probably locals, right? Or maybe they were the dog walkers? Because, yes, my neighbors seemed to hire dog walkers who somehow managed to wrangle eight dogs at a time. Dogs that had better accessories and style than I ever did.

But it looked like there was a girl around our age—terrifyingly fashionable and overconfidently cool—who maybe lived in the white stone house across the street. She had long blond hair that only came from good genes and a lot of money, like she’d been visiting the very best salons since the day she was born.

No Supercuts for that girl.

“Don’t you think it would be bad luck not to get the photo we’ve always gotten?” my dad asked. “It seems like it’d be tempting fate to mess with a lifetime of memories.”

“Just let them take the damn picture so we can get out of here,” Liam said, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose and making me think of that guy.

The jerk with the glasses and probable broken nose.

I still couldn’t believe that’d happened. Like, who did that? Who messed with strangers for fun? Hopefully, he was just a random terrible New Yorker and not what the typical locals were like.

“Can we at least take it inside?” I asked. “Why have a gorgeous staircase if we’re not going to use it for photographs?”

“We’ve always done it outside, come on,” my dad said, brushing off the suggestion.

“Miss Julia,” Bernard said with a twinkle in his eye, “I suggest you acquiesce before your stubbornness makes you tardy.”

I rolled my eyes as I followed Liam and my dad to the front door, with my mom trailing behind us as we headed outside, because of course she’d want to be a part of this.

“Oh my gosh, you guys look so cute,” she said, smiling and clasping her hands in front of her chest. “You’re like something out of a show on Disney. I’m in love with this whole look.”

She was referring to our uniforms, which I was on the fence about.

For someone who was already pretty sure she wasn’t going to fit in among wealthy New Yorkers, at least the uniform would level the playing field a little bit. I liked the pleated skirt, the blazer, and the tie.

It felt very Chilton-esque.

My brother just looked… strange wearing nice pants and a sweater with a big crest on his breastbone, mostly because his usual wardrobe made him look like he was ready for a flash-mob impromptu basketball practice at any given moment.

This… this ensemble made him look like he was ready to study for his SATs at any given moment.

We quickly smiled for the camera, my dad trying to center us perfectly between the columns, but movement caught my attention as my mom said, “Awwwwww!” way too loudly.

Oh, geez—the cool girl.

The girl across the street was walking out her front door—talk about your crappy timing—going straight for the black SUV that was waiting. Seeing her in the same uniform that I was wearing added to my nervousness, the confirmation that people who looked like her
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