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CHAPTER ONE

Kat

“Would the young lady like to see something with a pearl?”

“I’d love to,” I say.

The voice I use isn’t mine. It’s what Gem calls “vaguely posh”; meant to convey a childhood at British boarding schools interrupted by a transatlantic move to New England that almost, but not entirely, eliminated my accent. It’s a lot to get across in three words and I don’t think I nailed it, but the man behind the counter smiles kindly.

“Sixteen is an important birthday,” he says.

I couldn’t agree more, which is why I spent mine in my friend Hannah’s hot tub with Nick Sheridan and a flask of tequila. But now is not the time to share that recollection, so I just smile demurely as Gem says, “A special day for my special girl.”

Gem’s accent is impeccable. She sounds like a BBC presenter and looks like a twenty-first-century version of the grandmother on Downton Abbey. I barely recognized her when she came to pick me up, and couldn’t stop stealing glances at her transformation during the drive to the Prudential Center in Back Bay. Gem’s coarse steel-gray hair is concealed beneath a silvery chignon. She’s decked out in an elegant blue suit that would fit in at a royal wedding, and she’s done some kind of makeup magic that’s tamed her leathery skin into soft, powdery lines.

I don’t recognize myself, either, when I glance into the mirror behind the counter. I’m a buttery blond, for one thing, and I’m wearing a blouse-and-skirt combo that looks expensive, even though I’m sure it’s not. The nonprescription tortoise-shell glasses I have on are so cute that I might make them a permanent part of my wardrobe. Gem and I are cosplaying the kind of people who swan into Bennington & Main to celebrate birthdays with expensive jewelry, and we are pulling it off.

“Something like this?” the sales associate asks, holding up a delicate rose-gold ring with a single gray pearl. It’s exactly the kind of ring a wealthy, indulgent grandmother would buy, and even though Gem is none of those things, she gives a regal nod of approval.

“Try it on, Sophie,” she says.

I slip it onto my right index finger and hold out my hand, admiring the subtle shine. Not my style at all, but perfect for Sophie Hicks-Hartwell. That’s my getting-into-character name, which I picked not only because it, too, sounds vaguely posh, but because it’s the name of a girl whose Instagram identity was stolen in a twisted true crime story that I devoured recently on my favorite podcast. A little inside joke that even Gem didn’t catch.

“It’s so pretty,” I say. “What do you think, Nana?”

“Very sweet,” Gem says, peering over her bifocals. “But a bit on the small side.”

That’s the cue for the sales associate, whose name tag reads BERNARD, to show us bigger and better rings. Gem’s eyes rove over them like dual cameras, capturing every detail of the luxe designs and storing them away for future reference. Gem might be pushing seventy, but her memory is a thousand times sharper than mine. Photographic, my mother always says.

“Should we look at something with a diamond?” she asks.

Hell yeah is on the tip of my tongue, but that’s a Kat response. Sophie would never. “Really? Could we?” I simper as Bernard pulls out another tray.

“Looks like your grandmother is getting ready to spoil you,” he says, eyes gleaming with the reflected glow of a bigger commission.

For the first time, my stomach swoops guiltily. When Gem proposed this little field trip, I was more than happy to come along, because Bennington & Main is a retail nightmare— a historic family-owned store that got snapped up by an obnoxious crypto billionaire and transformed into a Tiffany copycat. The new CEO hired an emerging designer to update what he called the company’s “staid” style, then fired her once her designs took off.

In other words, Bennington & Main is the perfect target for Gem’s latest business: selling near-perfect fakes of iconic jewelry designs. Customers get the look they want at sterling-and-cubic-zirconia prices, and a shady company loses value. Win-win, if by win you mean a crypto bro loses. Which I do.

But none of that is Bernard’s fault. We’re just wasting his time while Gem studies the latest Bennington & Main designs, cataloging all the tiny details you can’t see on a website. “Exquisite,” she murmurs, holding up a diamond vine ring that’s so perfectly constructed it looks like a wearable sculpture. I know from our online stalking that the ring Gem is holding costs more than $20,000, so it’s out of even Sophie’s league.

Still, I can’t help but lean closer, imagining what it would be like to own something so beautiful. To wave at a friend or swipe at my phone while it casually sparkles on my hand. I’ve seen an unusual amount of fine jewelry in my lifetime for someone who’s (a) sixteen and (b) flat broke, but this … this is something special.

“And not for you,” Gem adds with an arch smile in my direction. And even though she’s playing a role, the words still sting. Not for you. Sometimes it feels like that applies to almost everything a girl my age is supposed to have. “Maybe on your twenty-first birthday.”

“We’ll hold it for you till then,” Bernard jokes, and it’s official— I feel like a jerk. I want out of this store, and more important, out of Sophie’s pampered little head. Surely Gem’s had enough time by now? But when I try to catch her eye, she’s still peering at the vine ring.

“Nana, I think … I didn’t have lunch, and I’m a bit light-headed ….” I back away from the counter, hand brushing my temple. “Could we get something to eat?”

“Let me get you some water,” Bernard says solicitously. He makes a beckoning motion, and the next thing I know, a miniature bottle of Evian is being pressed into my hand by another black-clad associate. I twist off the cap and take a sip as Gem finally turns my way, transforming instantly into the picture of grandmotherly concern.

“Sophie, dearest, of course we can,” she says. “I should have suggested that first thing. I know you never eat enough for breakfast. Thank you so much,” she adds to Bernard, handing him the vine ring. “You’ve been wonderfully helpful. We’ll be back once we’ve had a bite.”

“Of course. Anything you’d like me to set aside?” he asks.

I want to soften the blow of us evaporating from his life once we leave the store, so I say, “I really liked the first one I tried on. The pearl.” The smallest, cheapest ring.

Bernard, champ that he is, smiles graciously. “A perfect choice,” he says as I chug the rest of my water in a decidedly un-Sophie-like manner. “Enjoy your meal.” His associate comes back to take my empty bottle, whisking it quickly out of sight.

Gem and I walk across the plush carpet to the gleaming silver doors, which the security guard opens with a nod and a smile. “Have a good afternoon, ladies,” he says.

“You too,” we say in unison as we step across the threshold.

Once the door closes and we’re in the mall, I breathe a sigh of relief. Not because what we were doing was wrong— although, okay, technically it was, or would’ve been if we were doing it to a less sketchy company— but because this was the first time Gem has asked for my help. Gem Hayes might not be my actual grandmother, but she’s as close as I’ll ever get to one. I don’t know what life would be like if my mother hadn’t met Gem twelve years ago, but I do know this: it would’ve been grim.

So when I grab hold of Gem’s arm to pull her close and say “Love you, Nana” in Sophie’s lilting voice, it sounds like a joke, but I actually mean it.

I can only say it like this, though. Gem is, as she puts it, a “flinty old broad,” who’d either roll her eyes or cuss me out if I tried that under normal circumstances.

Gem responds with a light titter that’s nothing like her usual guffaw. “And I you, Sophie dearest.” She waits until we’re down the escalator and away from the crowds before adding in her normal tone, “So, you really hungry or what? Wanna hit the food court?”

“No, that’s okay,” I say, swallowing a grin at the mental image of Gem, in her tasteful suit and pearls, chowing down at Panda Express. “I can wait till we get home.”

Gem insists on buying me a coffee from a gourmet pop-up that specializes in caffè mocha, and I sip the velvety-smooth concoction as we make our way outside. It’s a gloriously sunny late June day, and my spirits stay high even when my feet start to ache. Gem had to park six blocks away to find a metered spot, and Sophie’s shoes weren’t made for that kind of trek.

We’re almost at Gem’s car when it happens. One second we’re walking, and the next I’m tumbling headfirst to the ground, my caffè mocha flying everywhere, because Gem pushed me unbelievably hard. No— Gem was pushed, by a guy who came out of nowhere to grab her purse. He tries to take off but can’t, because Gem has one of the straps in a viselike grip.

I heave myself into a sitting position. My lungs can’t catch air and my knees are on fire, scraped raw from the pavement. Gem and the would-be thief are still wrestling for the purse, in what looks to my dizzy brain like a slow-motion tug-of-war.

“Let go, you old bitch, or I’ll fucking gut you,” he grunts.

My heart jumps into my throat. Does he have a knife?

I’ve managed to get myself into a crouch when Gem lets go— only to lunge straight for his eyes, her nails extended like talons. He shrieks in surprise and pain as she gouges him, then staggers to his knees and drops the purse. I grab hold of it as I scramble to my feet, but seconds later it’s yanked roughly from my grasp— by Gem, who uses it to clock the guy in the head, knocking him fully onto the ground.

Then she hands the purse back to me and pulls her keys out of her suit pocket. “Open the car, please, Kat,” she says, tossing me the keys. I manage to not fumble the catch and shakily press the fob while she kicks, hard, at the prone man’s head with her lethal heels. “Don’t even think about getting up,” she growls. Miraculously— or maybe not, because she’s kind of terrifying right now— he obeys.

I dive into the passenger seat and slam the door behind me, my heart pounding so hard that it feels like it’s skipping beats, then wait an endless minute for Gem to slide into the driver’s side. As soon as she closes the door, I press the lock. “Holy shit,” I say breathlessly, craning my neck to see if there’s any sign of the guy behind us. “Was that … Did that really happen?”

“He picked the wrong old lady, didn’t he?” she says, turning on the ignition and pulling into the street without bothering to look over her shoulder. A horn blares loudly as she adds, “You okay? Scraped up those knees pretty bad.”

“I’m fine,” I say, grabbing a couple of Kleenex from the glove compartment to dab at my bloody knees. The thin tissue sticks and pulls apart when I tug at it, creating an even bigger mess. There’s still a lump of fear in my throat, but I swallow it down and try to mirror Gem’s calm tone. “Just got the wind knocked out of me. What about you?”

Gem is the toughest woman I know, and she’s been taking self-defense classes for decades, but still. If you’d asked me how long she’d need to take down a full-grown man, I would’ve said more than a minute.

“I’ll feel it tomorrow,” she says, rolling a shoulder. “But not as much as he will. Goddamn asshole. Spilled your drink, too.”

I look down at my ruined blouse and swallow a laugh. I’d say Good riddance, but I’m not sure Gem thinks that Sophie’s Pilgrim preppy look is as awful as I do. “That was a lot of fight over a worthless purse,” I say instead.

“Worthless?” she says in mock indignation. “How dare you.” Gem’s purse is a running joke with everyone who knows her. No matter what type she’s carrying— her usual tote, or this stodgy grandma handbag that I’ve never seen before—it’s stuffed to the brim with so much junk that she couldn’t fit a wallet even if she wanted to. Which she doesn’t, because Gem always keeps anything important tucked in a pocket. “I need every last thing in there.”

“If you say so.” I offer a wan smile before slumping against my seat, giving in to exhaustion as the adrenaline starts draining out of me.

“Besides, I couldn’t let your good work go to waste,” she says.

“My what?” I ask.

Gem smirks. “Look in the side,” she says.

“The side of …” I glance around the car, then realize I’m still holding her purse in my lap. When I rotate it, I notice an open pocket on the left. I reach inside and my fingertips brush against a small, hard object—something that’s both textured and impossibly smooth. I have a feeling, suddenly, that I know exactly what it is even before I pull it out.

I’m right. It’s the diamond vine ring from Bennington & Main, glittering in the afternoon sun like an entire galaxy of stars.



CHAPTER TWO

Kat

I’ve only seen my mother truly angry twice.

The first time was four years ago, when her ex—or, as she puts it, “that garbage excuse for a human Luke Rooney”— tried to friend her on Facebook after eight years of no contact. Luke was the first person my mother dated, if you could call it that, after leaving my nightmare of a father. He was also the last, because their short and spectacularly ill-fated romance convinced her that her taste in men was irredeemable.

And the second time is right now, at Gem.

“You brought Kat where to do what?”

“Relax, Jamie,” Gem says. She’s the picture of calm except for the hard set of her jaw, which makes it clear how little she likes being questioned. There aren’t many people besides my mother who get away with it. “She did great.”

I should’ve suppressed my grin at that, because Jamie gives me a death glare when she sees it. “Wipe that look off your face,” she snaps before turning back to Gem. “Are you kidding me? She shouldn’t be doing great. She shouldn’t have a part in all this. In any of this!”

At “this,” she waves her arms around Gem’s business headquarters, which is split into a couple of areas. The front is a neat, compact office, with a sign reading SPOTLESS dominating one wood-paneled wall. Spotless is the cleaning business that Gem’s run for a couple of decades, although the name—and the address—changes frequently. My mother started there as a cleaner when I was four, and gradually worked her way up to being Gem’s bookkeeper. Jamie is in night school now, just a few credits shy of getting her associate’s degree in accounting.

But that’s the front room. “This” also refers to the back room, where the other half of the business lives. Long tables are crammed full of luxury goods like handbags, electronics, and designer clothes—but mostly jewelry. Some of it is made here, like Gem’s fakes, but most of it isn’t. Most of it’s stolen, because Spotless and all its other iterations are a front for Gem’s most profitable business: jewelry theft.

Her name isn’t actually Gem, either; I don’t know what it is. But Gem is one of those no-brainer nicknames she got way before I met her.

“Careful, Jamie,” Gem says, voice sharp. “This pays for your life. And Kat’s.”

Jamie sucks in a breath. I’ve always called my mother by her first name; she’s only eighteen years older than me, and for a lot of my childhood she seemed more like an overwhelmed older sister than a mom. Or a babysitter, maybe, who was doing her best but counting down every second until the parents got home.

“I know that, Gem,” she says in a more controlled tone. Her nose scrunches, highlighting the spray of freckles we share. Her dark hair is in a messy topknot, almost exactly like mine now that I’ve shed the blond wig. We’re mistaken for sisters a lot, especially when she wears clothes that she’s had for more than a decade. If Jamie had known she was going to have to stand up to Gem today, she might’ve chosen something other than threadbare leggings and her ancient Perry the Platypus hoodie. “And I’m grateful. I know you look out for Kat. But I thought we were transitioning. The replicas are starting to take off, and—”

“And they make a fraction of what we need,” Gem interrupts. “For Christ’s sake, Jamie, you know this. You handle the books. We got material costs, we got overhead, and we got new girls coming in. Should I tell them there’s no place for them? What if I’d said that to you twelve years ago in Vegas? Where would you be now?”

I grip the edge of the table I’m perched on as Jamie recoils like Gem just slapped her. Vegas. It’s a tender, shameful spot for my mother, and Gem almost never pokes it. Usually, the word is enough to make Jamie retreat from any argument.

But not this time. She shakes off her wince and says, “Kat is sixteen.”

“And right here,” I say, waving. “Can I say something?”

Apparently not, because Jamie keeps going. “It’s unacceptable. We’ve never talked about something like this, and if we had—”

“Okay, well, Jamie, here’s the deal,” Gem says. “I didn’t go to Bennington and Main planning to take the ring. I just wanted another look at it, to compare it to the replica. Which,  by the way, is flawless. I happened to have it with me, and Kat staged a perfectly timed distraction— I know you didn’t mean to,” she adds, holding up a hand to cut off any commentary from me. “But you did. So I did what any businessperson with half a brain would do in that situation, and took advantage.”

Jamie is quiet for a few beats, her gaze flicking between Gem and me. Then she says, “Happened to have it with you?”

“Hmm?” Gem asks.

“The fake. That was a coincidence? Not a plan?”

Gem’s voice drops a few degrees. “Isn’t that what I said?”

Their eyes lock, and my pulse starts to skitter. These standoffs between Jamie and Gem have been happening a lot lately, and they fill me with a nameless dread I can’t fully explain. I understand where my mother is coming from; it’s not like I don’t have the occasional nightmare about Jamie being arrested, or stabs of guilt and shame about how she pays for our apartment, our clothes, and our food.

But I also don’t know how we’d manage them otherwise.

And Gem is careful and calculated with her targets; it’s a point of pride with her not to steal from anyone who’d genuinely miss it. Or, she says, who genuinely earned it. All she’s doing is taking crumbs from the corporate raiders of the world.

“I didn’t mind,” I blurt out, sliding off the table. “Helping, I mean.”

Gem’s face softens, but before she can speak, Jamie grabs me by the arm and spins me toward the door. “Go wait in the front office,” she says through gritted teeth. “Now.”

“Seriously? This is a conversation about me, but I can’t be here?” I protest as she pushes me forward.

“This is a conversation about a lot more than you,” Jamie  says before shoving me through the door and shutting it behind me.

Well, that’s ominous.

What does she mean? And what did I mean? It felt like the truth when I said I didn’t mind helping, but then again … what about poor hapless Bernard? I don’t want him to get in trouble. Not to mention, Gem and I weren’t exactly subtle at Bennington & Main. We were memorable, almost to the point of being cartoonish. Disguised, sure, but will that matter if the fake comes to light and someone checks the security cameras?

If I’d known what we were doing, I would’ve tried a lot harder to avoid them.

“Those two going at it again, huh?”

I whip around at the voice, but relax when I see Gem’s daughter, Morgan, seated at the desk behind a monitor. Morgan is about the same age as my mother, and since Gem’s always treated Jamie like her own child, that makes her and Morgan practically twins. Sibling rivalry included, especially since Gem sometimes seems to favor Jamie.

“Yup,” I say, sinking into the chair across from her and spinning in a half circle.

“Does it have anything to do with the fact that you’re dressed like a …” Morgan cranes her neck for a better look at me. “How would one describe that ensemble?”

“Repressed boarding school transplant,” I say.

“If that’s what you’re going for, then I’d say you nailed it, Kat.”

“I’m not Kat. I’m Sophie Hicks-Hartwell.”

Morgan smirks. “Of course you are.”

It’s strange. When Gem told me to pick a name—“Any  name,” she said, waving her hand like a genie granting a wish— I almost said Kylie Burke. I’m not sure what came over me; it’s a name I never say out loud. Part of me has always wondered if Gem knows anything about that long-ago girl. Gem bringing me on a job for the first time today felt like a sign, maybe, that we could talk about things like that. But in the end, I didn’t dare. Even with Gem, who I trust more than anyone except Jamie, it’s safer to be Sophie.

Or Kat.

“And how did Sophie make out today?” Morgan asks.

When I tell her the rest, she starts to laugh.

“It’s not funny,” I mutter, still unnerved by the look in Jamie’s eye when she propelled me out the door. Jamie is a go-with-the-flow kind of person; in our little household of two, I’m usually the one who decides when to eat, what to watch, and whether to feed the stray cats we tend to attract (always yes). The glint of pure determination before she slammed the door in my face was something new.

“It kind of is, though. You and Jamie are like the grifter Gilmore girls.”

A reluctant smile tugs at my lips as I say, “Pretty sure I’m one and done.”

“How bad was the argument?”

“Gem brought up Vegas.”

“Oh hell.” Morgan looks suitably impressed. “Shit’s getting real.” She squints at me over the monitor and adds, “How come that doesn’t freak you out like it does Jamie?”

“I was four,” I remind her. “I barely remember it. And what I do remember wasn’t scary.” Maybe because I wasn’t alone— my clearest memory of that weekend is gripping the  hand of Luke Rooney’s five-year-old son, so tightly and for so long that it felt like an extension of my own. Had to practically pry you two apart, Gem’s always said.

Morgan shrugs. It’s exaggerated like all her movements, her shoulders practically touching her ears. She’s a runner, tall and wiry, with short hair she cuts herself and a sleeve of intricate tattoos on one arm. “You can act as tough as you want, but being lost in Las Vegas for six hours must’ve been terrifying.”

Sometimes I think I must be misremembering— that wandering around Las Vegas as a preschooler with zero adult supervision was a worse experience than I’m willing to admit. But no matter how often I poke at the memory, it doesn’t poke back. Maybe because, even at four, I’d already been through much worse.

That memory I don’t poke at. Ever.

“The hotel buffet kept me calm,” I say with an airy wave of my hand. “I ate my weight in dessert that day.” Then, before Morgan can keep asking questions, I lift my chin toward her computer and ask, “What are you working on?”

Her expression darkens, but all she says is “The usual. Tech support.”

That’s Morgan’s official role at Spotless. Unofficially, she specializes in fleecing the ultrarich, and she’s usually pretty good at it. But rumor has it she botched her last heist, badly enough that Gem’s been in a foul mood with her ever since. Even Jamie doesn’t know the details, though, and Morgan’s certainly not going to share them with me.

I take the hint that she’s done talking and pull out my phone to scroll through messages. I have a few; Boston’s been one of the better cities I’ve lived in for making friends. What- ever Morgan did, I hope she didn’t screw up badly enough that Spotless has to move again.

I’m about to answer a text from my friend Hannah when Jamie finally enters the office. Alone, and looking thoroughly exhausted.

Morgan leans back in her chair and asks, “How’d it go in there?”

“I’m done,” Jamie says simply.

Morgan and I exchange confused glances. “Done talking?” I ask.

“Yes. But also done done. With everything,” Jamie says. Which is still clearly not enough information for Morgan and me, so she makes a sweeping gesture around the office with her arm and says, “With Spotless, and whatever it’s going to be next. With working here, with doing jobs for Gem. Just … all of it.”

“Wait,” I say, alarm stirring my stomach as Morgan’s jaw drops. “You quit your job? Because I helped Gem one time?”

“Yes and no,” Jamie says, tugging hard at the hem of her hoodie. “I quit, but not because of you. The backroom business—it’s not for me anymore. It hasn’t been for a while. This isn’t a new discussion. It was just … accelerated.”

Because of me. She just doesn’t want to say it. My heart is racing, my chest squeezing with something that feels a lot like panic. And now what are we supposed to do?

Morgan’s thoughts seem to be cruising along a similar, though less anxious, wavelength. She points her pen at Jamie and asks, “So if you’re done with the business … what, exactly, are you planning to do for money?”

“Gem’s going to help me out with that,” Jamie says. “She  knows someone at a real estate firm in Cambridge—legit real estate—who’s looking for an accounting assistant. She said she’d put in a good word for me.”

I just stare. Objectively, sure— this is the kind of job Jamie has wanted for years. It’s why she’s been wearing herself out with night school. And it’s a relief that Jamie didn’t storm out of her argument with Gem without a plan.

But working for Gem means that someone is always looking out for us. It means we get to live in the kind of neighborhood where, frankly, we’re the worst thing that ever happens to people. Someplace safe and secure, where you can leave the past behind because it wouldn’t even think of looking for you there.

“Really? As simple as that?” Morgan sounds almost jealous. “You say you’re done, and suddenly you’ve got a nine-to-five with, what? A 401(k) and shit?”

“It’s not as simple as that,” Jamie says.

Something in her tone pricks my nerves. Morgan sits up straighter and says, “Ah, so we’re talking a little quid pro quo here, huh? What do you have to do?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Jamie says, in the kind of faux-casual tone that screams This is a very, very big deal. “Just one more job.”

Morgan taps her pen against the desk and asks, “Which one?”

“The Sutherland compound,” Jamie says. “In August.”

The name means nothing to me, but Morgan frowns and says, “Wait, seriously? Sutherland is my contact. Last I heard it was a no-go.”

“What was?” I ask.

Jamie ignores me, keeping her gaze on Morgan. “Not according to Gem,” she says.

Morgan snorts. “Would’ve been nice if she’d told me.”

Neither of them are looking at me, and my patience wears thin enough that I snap my fingers in both their directions. “Hello? Remember me? Still in the room. Still clueless. What’s the Sutherland compound?”

Morgan points her finger like a gun, then cocks it as though she just pulled the trigger. “The Sutherland compound,” she says, “is your mother going out with a bang.”



CHAPTER THREE

Liam

As soon as I step into the restaurant, I realize I’ve made a mistake.

I don’t know much about the dining scene in Portland, partly because I’ve only lived in Maine for six months, but mostly because Five Guys is my go-to. Online, Leonardo’s looked reassuringly basic. A no-frills old-school place— the kind of restaurant that says Don’t expect much from this date. And cheap enough that somebody ordering, say, a single glass of wine while waiting on said date wouldn’t be stuck with a giant bill.

But the reality is different. It’s all dark wood, white flowers, and twinkling lights. The air-conditioning is precisely the right temperature for a warm early July night. Soft classical music plays quietly in the background, and a small bronze plaque on the wall reads BEST OF PORTLAND: MOST ROMANTIC RESTAURANTS.

As if on cue, a smiling, hand-holding couple walks past me, both guys wearing sharp blazers and well-tailored shirts. Along with the sinking feeling in my stomach, I’m hit with a pang of nostalgia. It’s not like I miss my ex-boyfriend Ben anymore, but life in general was a lot simpler when we were together.

“Welcome to Leonardo’s,” the host at the podium calls out. “Can I help you?”

She’s young and pretty, with a high ponytail and a bright smile that somehow makes everything worse. This seemed like a good idea from behind my father’s laptop, but now I’m deeply regretting all the choices that brought me here tonight.

Not as much as I regret everything that wasn’t a choice, and there’s nothing I can do about that, but this— this felt like something, at least.

“Are you lost?” the host asks kindly.

You have no idea.

I push down the honest response, along with the urge to flee, and say, “No, this place just looks different from what I expected.”

She smiles. “Amazing, right? The new owners totally transformed it.”

They should transform the website while they’re at it, I think, but all I say is “Yeah, it’s great. I have a reservation for Luke?”

It’s not my name, and saying it feels like sucking on a lemon, but she either doesn’t notice or is too polite to react. “Oh, sure, I seated the other member of your party a few minutes ago. Right this way.” She grabs a couple of menus and heads for the dining room, calling over her shoulder, “Having dinner with your mom tonight?”

Kill me. Just kill me now and get it over with.

“Mmmff,” I mumble, which I hope is neutral enough to not make it weird when we get to the table. Who am I kidding, though? Of course it’s going to be weird.

The host winds her way through the dining room until she reaches someone sitting alone at a table beside the window: an attractive dark-haired woman in her late thirties, wearing a neat navy dress and lots of silver bracelets. Her name is Rebecca Kent, and according to her profile on First Comes Love, she’s “giving online dating one last try.”

Big mistake, Rebecca. Gigantic.

My stomach twists as we halt beside her table and she looks up with a polite but quizzical expression. “Luke is here!” the host says cheerfully, with a ta-da flourish that I really, really could’ve done without.

Rebecca blinks in startled confusion. I’m obviously not who she came here to meet, and yet— I look uncannily like him. As though he got shoved into a time machine and went back twenty-five years. “I, uh … sorry?” she says. “I think I misheard you. What was that?”

“Luke is here?” the host repeats with less certainty.

Rebecca’s brow furrows. “There must be some kind of—”

“We’re gonna need a few minutes with the menu,” I break in before she can finish that sentence with “mistake.” I grab both menus from the host’s hand and drop into the chair across from Rebecca with an apologetic grimace. “Hi,” I add limply. “How’s it going?”

Rebecca just stares.

I can’t even look at the host as she backs away with a muted “Enjoy your meal.” I set the menus on the table, careful not to knock over the flickering votive candle between us. Then I  reach for the full glass of water to my right and guzzle half of it while Rebecca, still staring, clutches the stem of her wineglass.

“Who are you?” she asks.

“Liam Rooney. Luke’s son,” I say.

“Luke’s son?” she repeats. “But you’re not—”

“Five years old? No, not for a while now.” I take another sip of water, but it doesn’t do any good. My throat is impossibly dry.

“Do you have a little brother, or—”

“No. Only child.”

Rebecca cocks her head, and I can almost see the wheels of her brain turning as she compares the seventeen-year-old sitting across from her to the kindergarten picture Luke shared while they were chatting on First Comes Love.

And to Luke himself. The resemblance is striking; I have Luke’s floppy auburn hair and bright-blue eyes, and a dimpled smile that looks like I’m about to let you in on a really great secret. My father and I both have the kind of face that draws people in, and he uses that to full advantage. “And what about …” Rebecca trails off, her eyes wary.

“The cancer? Don’t have it. Never did. I’m not being treated at Children’s Hospital in Boston. There’s no experimental operation that might save my life, if only it were covered by insurance.” I finish the rest of my water before adding what I came here to say. “So there’s no reason for you to give my father money for that.”

“He hasn’t asked—” Rebecca starts, and then presses her lips together for a few seconds. “I see. You’re telling me that he will.”

“It’s what he does,” I say.

While I was growing up, I’d occasionally wonder how my  father managed to support himself without ever appearing to have an actual job. But back then, it wasn’t my problem. Mom divorced Luke when I was a toddler, and refused to allow visitation after he took me to Vegas during one of his weekends, married a woman he’d just met, and lost track of me and the woman’s four-year-old daughter for six hours.

He didn’t fight to keep seeing me, so Mom and I lived a blissfully Luke-free existence for more than a decade in Maryland. He’d occasionally hit her up for money, but she’d always delete those emails with a breezy “Absolutely not.” Luke was like a cartoon character to me—the bad-apple father who gave me his looks and nothing else.

Then, six months ago, Mom died in a car accident and my whole world collapsed.

I didn’t know what grief was before that. I’d never lost someone so essential, and couldn’t imagine a future without my favorite person. It broke me for a while, and I was so miserable that I barely cared when a judge granted Luke custody.

I never asked why he agreed to take me, and it’s only recently that I’ve wondered whether he thought refusing might have required too much time in a courtroom.

“How long have I been corresponding with you?” Rebecca asks dryly.

“Just since the dinner invite,” I say.

I stumbled across Luke’s profile on First Comes Love by accident, when my phone ran out of power and I went to his laptop to check the weather. He hadn’t logged out, and a chat window was still open. When I realized it was a dating site, I almost bailed, because the last thing I wanted was a glimpse into my father’s love life. But then I saw it— my kinder garten  picture in all its gap-toothed glory. I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose him, Luke wrote to some other woman—this was pre-Rebecca— and I had to read their entire conversation a few times before I fully absorbed that he was using me as catfish bait.

It took a minute for my reaction to kick in. Two months after I moved in with Luke, grief gave way to numbness. I’d gotten used to sleepwalking through life. Everything had felt so flat for so long that I didn’t recognize the hot spike of emotion running through me.

And then it hit me: I was furious.

It felt good to care about something again, even if what I cared about was the fact that my father was an asshole and a fraud. So I decided to do something about it.

I might, however, have underestimated the awkwardness factor.

“Well, I feel like an utter fool,” Rebecca says, releasing her wineglass. “I like to think I wouldn’t have given him money, but … I don’t know. He’s very convincing.” I just nod, and she adds, “I take it he’s done this before.”

“A few times.” That I know of.

“He should be in jail,” Rebecca says bitterly.

You could press charges. I came here partly to say those words, to suggest that she pretend tonight never happened and keep corresponding with Luke. Give him enough rope to hang himself. I’m no expert, but all of this is wildly illegal, right? Let him rot in jail while I convince Mom’s brother, my uncle Jack, to end his Doctors Without Borders assignment early and move home.

Now that I’m here, though, the words stick in my throat. It’s not loyalty to my father, but it’s … something. He gave me the best part of himself, Mom used to say whenever her friends would bad-mouth Luke. He gave me Liam, so I’ll cut him some slack. I don’t know what she’d want me to do right now, and before I can figure it out, Rebecca starts gathering her things.

“I guess I should thank you,” she says. She doesn’t sound grateful, and I can’t blame her. She’s probably thinking, Like father, like son. But then her expression thaws a little, and she adds, “I’m going to head home, but can I buy you some take-out first?”

God, no. I can’t let her spend money on me, and I’m desperate to get out of here. “I’m good, thanks. And … I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Rebecca says, getting to her feet. “Other than the unfortunate accident of birth that saddled you with Luke Rooney as a father.” She pauses before adding, “What did you say your name was again? Is it actually Liam?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“Well, Liam, best of luck to you,” Rebecca says. She pulls a wallet out of her purse and extracts a twenty-dollar bill, setting it on the table beside her wineglass. “I have the feeling you’re going to need it.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Liam

I remember a lot about Vegas.

I was five years old, and I remember being intimidated by the noise and the bright lights. I remember liking Jamie Quinn, the woman we met by the pool. I remember her and Luke getting married by an Elvis impersonator, and the bored photographer who handed Jamie a couple of “family photo” Polaroids after. She tucked one into her purse and gave the other one to me. I still have it; it’s the only picture of me and Luke that didn’t get tossed at some point.

I remember the hotel room, and how Jamie’s daughter, Kat, and I were given a bunch of pillows and blankets and told to make a fort in the bathroom. I think we probably slept there.

I don’t remember why Jamie left us alone with Luke the next day, but I do remember the moment when Luke decided  that he’d leave, too. “Look out for your sister,” he said before grabbing his sunglasses and placing them over red-rimmed eyes. “I’ll be right back.”

I remember saying She’s not my sister, but I said it to a closed door.

Time doesn’t mean much when you’re five, but Luke definitely wasn’t “right back.” I got bored, so I turned on the television and we watched cartoons for a while. Then some show I’d never seen before, called The Haunted Sandbox, came on, and Kat backed away from the television like it was on fire. “I hate this show,” she said, and the next thing I knew, she’d walked straight out the door. I didn’t know what to do except follow her. And once we were in the hallway, we just … kept going.

I still can’t believe that we wandered around alone for as long as we did. I guess people either assumed our parents were right behind us or they didn’t much care. I remember it being fun at first, especially because there was so much free food sitting around. But once we left the familiarity of our own hotel and got hopelessly lost, I started feeling scared. I grabbed Kat’s hand and kept holding it even when my own went numb.

At one point, exhausted, we curled up behind an empty desk in a shabby hotel lobby and fell asleep. When I woke up, completely disoriented, a gray-haired woman was on her knees beside me and Kat— whose hand I was still clutching in a death grip. The woman was wearing some kind of apron over her clothes, and her face looked a little rough but not mean.

“Well, hello,” she said. “What brings you two here?”

Once everyone was reunited, Jamie told Luke that she was  filing for divorce. She grabbed Kat and took off with the gray-haired woman, and I never saw any of them again.

My steps slow as I near our loft-style apartment building and see the lights burning bright in the kitchen. I turned them off before leaving, which means Luke is back early from wherever he was. Usually, I can count on not seeing him if I go to bed before midnight.

Does he know? Maybe he saw Rebecca’s confirmation message in the trash folder on First Comes Love and realized that I posed as him. What could he say, though? Quit messing with my con, you little shit. How do you think we afford this apartment?

It is, without question, a much nicer apartment than we deserve. High ceilings and big windows, accented by a brick wall and industrial pipes. It’s strewn with half-finished impressionist-style paintings that Luke claims are his, although I have my doubts. I’ve never seen him working on anything, and I wouldn’t put it past him to buy them for peanuts from a starving artist and pass them off as his own.

Halfway up I hear a woman laughing and stop in my tracks. Is he … Oh God, he’s on a date, isn’t he? That’s a first; Luke never brings anyone home. My robustly healthy teenage self would be a dead giveaway.

A grim smile tugs at my lips as I pick up the pace down the hallway. It would’ve been nice if the first spark of energy I felt in months had come from something I used to enjoy— playing lacrosse, maybe, or having friends— instead  of spoiling my father’s dating con. But beggars can’t be choosers, so I might as well ruin his game twice in one night.

I pull open our front door to see Luke— I can’t bring myself to call him Dad—leaning against the kitchen counter with a glass in one hand. His auburn hair is casually rumpled, and he’s wearing his usual uniform of a fitted oxford shirt and jeans. He’s talking to a black-clad blond woman whose back is turned to me, and when he meets my eyes I expect him to freeze in dismay. Instead, he grins with such unexpected delight that I find myself looking over my shoulder for whoever he’s so happy to see.

“Liam! Buddy!” he calls out. “Perfect timing.”

Buddy? I don’t even know what to do with that.

“Oh, hello!” The woman turns, beaming. At first, all I can see is her necklace—blinding diamonds so huge that they have to be fake. Then I realize that I’m technically staring at her chest, and I snap my eyes to hers. They’re light brown, like my mother’s, and I almost yell Run away! as she clasps my hand in her own. “We were just talking about you.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask. “Am I … what you expected?”

“Just as Luke described,” she says warmly, and now I’m really confused. She didn’t think I was five? Or dying? “I’m Annalise. Sorry to barge into your home like this, but I’ve been so eager to see the studio.”

The studio? I gaze around the open-concept apartment and note that there are a lot more half-finished paintings now than there were when I left. Is Luke going to try to sell one to her? What could that possibly be worth? Surely not as much as experimental cancer treatment, unless he’s a better fake painter than I thought.

“Poor Liam gets tired of living with his old man’s mess,” Luke says, and truer words have never been spoken. But he ducks his head modestly, like what he really means is Can’t expect kids to recognize genius, can you?

“It’s wonderful to meet you, Liam,” Annalise says. “But I wish it could’ve been under better circumstances.” I’m not sure what she means until her voice softens and she adds, “I was so sorry to hear about your mother. I lost mine in an accident a few years ago, and I know how incredibly difficult it is. There’s nobody in the world I loved more, and I still miss her every single day. You must miss your mom, too.”

Jesus. I wasn’t ready for my father’s date to rip open the heart I haven’t used in months, and all of a sudden I can’t breathe. I want to go back to being numb—or angry. Angry was good. It felt purposeful.

“He sure does,” Luke says in a hushed tone, which helps restore my equilibrium since it makes me want to punch him. He doesn’t know the first thing about how I feel, because we never talk about Mom. I don’t talk about her with anyone except Uncle Jack, and that’s usually over text. He’ll send me pictures from when he and my mother were little, and I’ll send some back from when I was— me and Mom at my lacrosse games, dressed up for Halloween, pulling goofy faces for no reason. A digital trail of memories that’s somehow less painful than trying to put into words the gaping hole her death has left in both our lives.

Annalise squeezes my arm, then asks, “Could I give you a hug?”

She doesn’t wait for my response before folding me into a floral-scented embrace. It’s a little bit suffocating and a lot uncomfortable; I haven’t hugged anyone since Mom’s funeral,  and it feels as though I’ve forgotten how. Where do my arms go? Why do I feel like there’s a steel rod in my spine keeping me painfully upright? It’s made worse by the sight of Luke over Annalise’s shoulder, smiling a Cheshire cat grin. For some reason, this is exactly what he wants.

“Thanks,” I say, disentangling myself. “That means a lot.”

Annalise pats my cheek. “I hope you’re settling into Maine as well as can be expected. Winters are brutal, as I’m sure you learned, but our summers are lovely.”

“Yeah. Really, um … nice so far.”

I’m tongue-tied, but it doesn’t matter, because Annalise is one of those effortless conversationalists who carries you gracefully from one topic to the next. We talk about what it was like going to a new school for the second semester of my junior year, the kind of basic question that Luke has never bothered to ask. She asks me about lacrosse, which she’s clearly taken the time to learn about, and urges me to try out for my new school’s team senior year. Then she asks if I’ve met any nice guys, which is a short conversation, since I haven’t been interested in anyone since Ben dumped me almost a year ago.

The whole time, Luke smiles proudly and occasionally injects meaningless yet affable dad talk, like, “That’s what I always say!” or “This kid! What am I supposed to do with him, huh?” It’s all so disorienting that my head starts to pound.

Finally, Annalise glances at the clock on our microwave. “Goodness, it’s much later than I realized,” she says with a light laugh. “I’d better get on the road. But it was so nice chatting with you, Liam. I hope we’ll see one another again soon.”

“Hope so,” I manage.

“What a fun night, huh?” Affable Dad Luke says, rubbing his hands together.

“And I’ll let you know about my father’s birthday next month,” Annalise says to him. “You’d love the compound. So pretty in summertime, absolutely full of inspiration.”

He beams. “Perfect. Let me walk you to your car.”

They leave, and I spend the next five minutes pacing the apartment, massaging my aching temples while trying not to think about what harm I might’ve done to Annalise by playing along with Luke. Although … I wasn’t really playing, was I? I was honest throughout the entire conversation, because nothing Luke told her about me was a lie.

He used my real name. My real age. What does that mean?

Then I hear Luke bounding up the steps, whistling. When he opens the door, he’s still grinning as widely as he did when Annalise was here. “Isn’t she terrific?” he asks.

Is he … Wait. Does my father actually like Annalise? For real? “Yeah,” I say cautiously. “Where’d you meet her?”

“Gallery opening downtown,” Luke says, grabbing a bottle of bourbon from the counter and topping off his glass. “You know how I like to stay on top of the art scene around here.” I don’t know that, but he clearly doesn’t need a response from me because he keeps right on going. “I walked in, and bam—there she was. Took my breath away.”

“Okay,” I say. There has to be more to the story, because Annalise isn’t my father’s usual type. She’s older, for one thing, and a lot more momlike.

“Annalise is a big patron of the arts, obviously,” Luke says. “All the Sutherlands are.” I must look as confused as I feel,  because he adds, “Come on, you’ve been to the Sutherland Wing in the Portland Museum of Art, right?”

“No.” I almost remind him that he’s not an actual artist, but the name Sutherland catches my attention. I don’t know the museum, but I do know the real estate company. You can’t miss them in downtown Portland. “Wait, like Sutherland Towers? And Sutherland Plaza, and—”

“That’s the one,” Luke says, taking a long sip of bourbon. He smacks his lips in a highly disconcerting way and adds, “Let me tell you, Liam, Annalise is one extraordinary woman. Extraordinary.”

Extraordinarily rich, he means. “What are you going to do to her?” I blurt out before I can collect my thoughts enough to ask a question he might actually answer.

He’s still in Affable Dad mode, though, because he doesn’t notice the accusatory tone in my voice. Or doesn’t care. He just smiles dreamily and says, “I’m going to marry her.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Kat

Pre-nostalgia is a strange thing.

I was just in Gem’s back room yesterday, talking reality TV with some of the regulars like always—a normal weekday after noon in early August, no different from countless others. But today, right before Jamie is planning to drop me off at my friend Hannah’s for the weekend and then head to the Sutherland compound in Maine, it feels like I’m gazing around the familiar space through a sepia-toned lens.

It doesn’t help that it’s barely six-thirty a.m. and the room is empty. Jamie’s in the front office with Gem, getting everything she needs for the weekend, and Morgan is double-checking fluids in our ancient Honda SUV, so I’m alone here for the first time ever. Without people filling the chairs around the long tables, the back office looks dusty, abandoned, and, to my overtired brain, a little ominous.

I’ve had more than a month to get used to the fact that the  only life I can remember is about to change, but it’s not nearly enough time.

“Memory, all alone in the moonlight,” an off-key voice warbles behind me.

It’s so unexpected in the morning silence that I let out an involuntary gasp. When I whip around, my pulse spiking, I see Gem holding an extra-large stainless-steel thermos, her gray hair scraped into a low bun. The expression on her face is as close as she gets to smiling. “You look like a glum extra from Cats,” she says.

I let my heartbeat settle back down before asking, “From what?”

“Cats. The musical? Come on, my voice can’t be bad enough that you didn’t recognize ‘Memory.’ It’s only one of the most iconic theater songs ever.” She rolls her eyes at my blank expression. “Good Lord, your generation is culturally illiterate. Try getting off TikTok every once in a while.” She doesn’t wait for me to answer before adding, with a shade less sarcasm, “It’s not like you’ll never be back here, you know.”

“I know,” I mutter, rubbing my bare arms.

Nothing escapes Gem’s eagle eye, including the fact that it’s much too hot back here for goose bumps. “What’s got you spooked, then?” she asks. When I don’t reply right away, she cocks her head and adds, “Jamie will be fine, you know. This one’s easy.”

I nod. “That’s what she says.”

Tomorrow real estate magnate Ross Sutherland is turning eighty and celebrating with a three-day extravaganza in Bixby, Maine. Nearly a hundred people are working the event, and  they’re all staying at an apartment complex across the street from the family’s gated compound. Thanks to a disgruntled member of the Sutherland household staff who Morgan has been cultivating for a while, Jamie has the credentials to join them.

Gem smiles wryly. “But you don’t believe it?”

I can’t let her think that, or my plan for this weekend won’t work. “No, of course I do,” I say. “It’s too early, is all. I’m still half asleep.”

“I figured. Which is why I made you this.” Gem holds out the thermos. “Extra-strong black coffee with a disgusting amount of sugar. Just the way you like it.”

“Thanks.” There’s a weird little lump in my throat as I take it, and a moment where I think, Do we hug now? We’ve never hugged. Should we start?

Then Gem makes a shooing motion and says, “Go on, get in the car. Jamie’s just finishing up in the office. She’ll be right behind you. Have fun at Hannah’s.”

No hugging, then. Probably just as well. “All right,” I say, and head for the door.

“Kat! One more thing.” I pause and look over my shoulder at Gem, who’s kind of … fidgeting in place? It’s a strange look for her. “Jamie was right, you know. About the ring. I over-stepped, bringing you along for that.”

“It’s fine—” I start, but Gem holds up a hand.

“Let me finish. I overstepped, so … when that ring gets sold, the money will go into your college fund. Okay?”

I blink, too startled to say anything except “I don’t have a college fund.”

“Well, now you do,” Gem says gruffly. Then she turns away and stalks toward the front office, firmly shutting the door behind her as if to say Still no hugs.

I walk out into the back alley behind Spotless in a daze. The ring will probably sell for two-thirds of its retail worth, which means … thirteen thousand dollars. Does Jamie know about this? She can’t possibly, right? The whole point of this final job is for the two of us to become, as Jamie puts it, “pillars of respectability.” My mother has been spending less and less time at Spotless over the past few weeks, and encouraging me to do the same. Even though Gem said, It’s not like you’ll never be back here, I’m starting to think that’s what Jamie wants. As though she can flip a switch, and more than a decade of working for a jewel thief never happened.

I’m so lost in thought that I almost walk right past the car. I barely manage to stop short before colliding with Morgan, who’s standing at the open hatchback, holding Jamie’s backpack. Startled at the sight of me, she drops it.

“Jesus, you’re a stealthy little thing, aren’t you?” she says, hauling the backpack off the ground by a strap.

The side pocket is unzipped, and I reach over to close it. God forbid we lose one of Jamie’s snacks before we even get on the road. “What are you doing?” I ask.

“Making sure your spare tire is still underneath all your crap,” Morgan says, tossing Jamie’s backpack into the trunk. “It
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