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      Paige

      I am a woman who loves a good mystery.

      Which is why the man who lives in apartment 7B of the Belvedere Residences in the Upper East Side of New York City is so much fun.

      Here is what I know about him.

      His first name is Reese. He lives alone. No pets. No partners. No kids. Just him.

      He is young. Definitely in his twenties. I’m guessing…twenty-four or twenty-five, but don’t hold me to it. I might be off by a year or two.

      He is handsome. No, handsome isn’t the right word. Hot is better. Stupid hot. Like “who do you actually think you are” hot. The kind of hot that makes you hope he’s a terrible person. Because let’s be real. For him to look that good and be nice? It would mess up too much in the universe. Throw things off balance. Make it so all the average-looking guys with incredible personalities no longer stand a chance at ever finding love.

      But wait. It gets better. He is also ridiculously rich. He has to be in order to live in apartment 7B. I’m the nanny in apartment 7A, and I have a fairly decent idea of just how much my employers, the Hoffmans, make. How much they spend to live in their very posh apartment in their very fancy building with their very proper doorman.

      What I don’t know about the mysterious man in 7B is…well, anything else. His last name. His occupation. The reason behind his exorbitant wealth. Why he lives alone in a building mostly full of families and retirees.

      It’s been one of our favorite games to play, me and the twins, since the Hoffmans moved into 7A from their slightly smaller (but still extravagant) apartment a few blocks away. Bella and Charlie are five years old, entirely too smart for their own good, and nearly as interested in their mysterious neighbor as I am. Every morning when we leave the apartment to attend the various (and exhausting) activities the twins are enrolled in (we’re talking piano lessons, French lessons, swimming and diving for Bella and fencing for Charlie), we come up with a different scenario that explains Reese’s solitary existence.

      Heir to a pickle fortune and CEO of Crispy Pickles, Incorporated. Charlie’s latest guess.

      An orphaned deep-sea diver who found a hidden treasure on a sunken pirate ship and used all his money on a fancy apartment. Bella’s guess.

      A snobby rich boy living on his parents’ dime? My guess, but I don’t actually think it’s true. There wouldn’t be anything mysterious about that. And Reese of apartment 7B is definitely mysterious. He just has that vibe. The there is way more beneath the surface vibe.

      “Come on, Charlie!” I call from the doorway of the apartment. We’re running late; if we don’t leave right now, we won’t have time to stop for blueberry muffins from the bakery on the corner before French lessons. I probably ought to make the kids eat something besides refined carbs for breakfast, but I justify the treat because one, it only happens once a week when we go to French lessons, and two, blueberries are healthy. It’s possible I’ve also convinced the twins that it isn’t an outright lie if they leave off the muffin part when their mother asks them what they ate for breakfast. Because they are eating blueberries. The fact that those blueberries are buried in delicious crumbly muffin and sprinkled with demerara sugar is completely irrelevant.

      If you ask me, Mrs. Hoffman is a tiny bit overzealous when it comes to her children’s eating habits. As in, sliced zucchini and squash overzealous. I didn’t even know those were vegetables you could eat raw.

      Six days out of seven, I make the kids follow her diet. But on Tuesdays? We eat muffins.

      At least, we will if Charlie gets his shoes on.

      “Charlie!” Bella calls, even louder than I did.

      He comes running into the entryway, one shoe on and one in his hand. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” he says. “I couldn’t find my shoe.”

      “You can never find your shoes,” Bella says, her tone indignant. “It’s because you never put them where they belong.” She perches her tiny fists on her tiny hips and gives her brother a stare that makes her look fifty instead of five.

      I stifle my giggle. Bella likes to be taken seriously, and I’ve learned from first-hand experience, that does not include being laughed at by her nanny.

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” Charlie grumbles. “You aren’t my mom.”

      “But I’m the oldest which means I can,” Bella says.

      “Oldest by five minutes,” Charlie replies. “It doesn’t even count.”

      “All right, that’s enough,” I say. “Bella, go press the button for the elevator.” I lean down and help Charlie tie his shoe. “Can I get the double knot for you?”

      He pushes his glasses up his nose and nods. “Thanks, Paige.”

      I tousle his hair. “Don’t let Bella get to you.”

      “Can I get a hot chocolate with my muffin today?” Charlie asks as he slips his hand into mine.

      “You absolutely can get hot chocolate,” I say, giving his fingers a quick squeeze before we walk toward the elevator.

      I didn’t come to New York City planning to be a nanny.

      Actually, I didn’t come to New York with much of a plan at all. Two months after my best friend, Dani, moved from Charleston to Chelsea for design school, I came up to visit and never went home. Dani needed a roommate, and I had nothing better to do.

      I know. It sounds lame, and looking back, it’s a miracle it’s worked out as well as it has. But what can I say? Dani rubbed off on me and making my own way in the city sounded like an adventure I needed.

      Dani is…how can I put it? Driven doesn’t feel like a strong enough word.

      The woman has an unhealthy measure of ambition, and she always has.

      Me? Not so much.

      In my defense, I wasn’t exactly taught that I needed any. Growing up, my sole purpose in life was to prepare myself to be a proper Southern woman married to a proper Southern attorney from one of the best families in Charleston.

      I’m sure you can guess how thrilled Mamma was when I let her know I wasn’t just staying in New York, but I’d gotten a job as a nanny and would no longer be requiring her and Daddy’s assistance. It had been their go-to threat for years; if I wanted to live the lifestyle I was used to, I better do what they wanted. For the most part, it worked. Right up until Dani convinced me if I wanted to make it on my own, I could.

      That’s Dani for you. It didn’t even matter that we were in New York, of all places, that I had zero skills to qualify me for any kind of job, and I didn’t even have my own bank account. At least not one that wasn’t linked to my parents’ names.

      Dani helped me figure it all out. Took me to the bank. Connected me to the employment agency that eventually landed me my current job. Being a finishing school graduate and a for-real Southern debutante (yes, it’s still a thing) went a long way in qualifying me to teach little rich kids how to behave like…well, like little rich kids.

      I like to think I’m more in the business of teaching the twins how to be decent humans despite the wealth and privilege that surrounds them. Luckily, the Hoffmans make that pretty easy.

      So what if I only sleep in the apartment Dani and I share one or two nights a week? Or that I frequently work twelve or more hours on any given day. The Hoffmans are good to me. They’re generous and kind, my room here is as nice as my room back in my parents’ beachside mansion, and Charlie and Bella are the sweetest.

      “I get to push the button inside the elevator, Bella,” Charlie says in his usual grumpy way.

      I can’t fault the kid his surly nature. I’d be surly too if I had Bella bossing me around all the time.

      Bella rolls her eyes like only a big sister can. “Whatever,” she says under her breath.

      I usher the kids onto the elevator, pausing when a voice calls from behind. “Hold it for me?”

      The mystery man, Reese from 7B, jogs the short distance from his front door to the elevator. He’s wearing dark jeans and a brown leather jacket that looks so soft, I feel a sudden urge to reach out and touch it. A messenger bag is slung over his shoulder. “Hello,” he says casually as he joins us.

      I nod a simple hello, resisting the urge to study him for clues. Sometimes, the game feels a little too real, and I have to remind myself I’m not actually entitled to any of the details of Reese’s private life.

      “Hello, Reese,” Bella says, her voice confident. Their elevator chats are common—especially on Tuesday mornings—and Bella feels none of the compunction I do about digging for information.

      “Off to French lessons this morning?” Reese says.

      Bella nods and narrows her gaze. “Do you speak French?”

      Hmm. That’s actually a good question.

      “Not a word of it.” Reese taps his chin. “Do you think I should learn?”

      “I don’t,” Charlie says. “It’s boring.”

      “No French,” Bella says as if making a mental list. “All right. How do you feel about pickles?”

      Charlie perks up at this, and I hide my grin behind my hand.

      Reese lifts his gaze to me. “Pickles?”

      I shrug. It probably is the most unusual question Bella has ever asked, but not by much. It’s been a month or so since these little exchanges began. Here lately, it almost feels like we see him on the elevator more frequently than we don’t.

      “I like them all right, I guess. Do you like pickles?”

      Bella purses her lips, then leans forward, her shrewd gaze trained directly on Reese. “Would you be offended if I say no?”

      I chuckle and drop a hand to Bella’s shoulder. “That’s enough, Bella. Let Reese ride the elevator in peace.”

      She huffs and crosses her arms but doesn’t say anything further.

      After a beat of silence, Reese clears his throat. “So, um, how are you?” he asks.

      I look up sharply. Small talk is not unusual for us, but something in his tone feels different this morning. I meet his gaze. “Me?” I wince at how ridiculous the word sounds. Of course he’s talking to me. He’s looking right at me. “Oh. I’m good.”

      He smiles, and something sparks to life deep in my gut. I have observed Reese casually for a very long time. Navigated the kids through polite neighborly conversation, entertained their silly ideas about his origin story. But in all that time, he’s never smiled at me like this.

      The elevator doors slide open to reveal the lobby, gleaming with the morning light that floods through the glass front wall, and the moment vanishes as quickly as it occurred. So quickly, I half wonder if I imagined it. Reese waits for me to lead the kids off the elevator, just like he usually does, then uses his long legs to skirt around us and beat us onto the street.

      Where does he go in such a hurry?

      He isn’t dressed for the kind of work that makes an Upper East Side salary—in fancy suits and expensive shoes. Plus, his schedule is too unusual for regular work. He’s frequently home in the middle of the day. But he’s definitely going somewhere, and I wish I knew where it was.

      I shouldn’t care. I don’t know anything about the man. And after months of shared elevator rides, I don’t have any reason to believe he would want me to. I’m not actually sure he even knows my name.

      At the lobby door, he turns and looks over his shoulder, his gaze finding me across the vast and sparkling space. That same smile from inside the elevator returns, and he lifts his hand in a slight wave.

      Well. Maybe he wants me to care after all.
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      Reese

      I’m not exactly sure when I started timing my departures to coincide with Paige and the kids from next door. It happened gradually. At first, I just looked for them, appreciating when we happened to run into each other on the elevator. Then I started paying attention, making note of when they typically leave the apartment in the mornings.

      Not in a creepy way. Does that make me sound creepy?

      I’m not stalking them or anything. If I happen to hang out in my entryway every Tuesday morning totally ready to go, just waiting for the sound of them hurrying out the door, it’s only because I really like it when Paige smiles.

      You know. In a totally reasonable, neighborly, not creepy kind of way.

      Eventually, Paige is going to notice.

      Or Bella will. That kid is sharp. One of them will realize that no matter when they leave, I am always leaving at exactly the same time.

      Yesterday, they got a slower start on their way to French lessons and I was ten minutes late to class because of it.

      I am not proud of how pathetic this makes me sound.

      But three minutes with Paige is well worth missing ten minutes of class.

      Today, Wednesday, is a slow day as far as school goes. I have to spend the first four hours of the morning in the writing lab as a part of my graduate assistantship, but other than that, the afternoon is mine before I start work in the evening. Technically, I make my own work hours, but tips are better when I deliver at night, and the orders come more frequently, so it’s easier to double up on close addresses, cutting my delivery times and making even more.

      I hope I will one day make a living as an actual writer. For now, I’m not too proud to say I’ve honed the task of on-demand food delivery to a finely tuned science. I am fast, efficient, and I know the city well enough to pick the deliveries that will yield the biggest tips. It isn’t a living, but it’s a paycheck, and that’s all I need until I finish my master’s degree.

      After a quick lunch at the sandwich shop across the street from the NYU writing lab, I take the subway home and make my way to the Belvedere Residences. It’s a definite upgrade from the tiny studio I shared with a friend last year. I could fit my studio inside apartment 7B fifteen times. It’s a little farther from campus than I was before, but since I’m living here free, it’s well worth the commute.

      In the lobby, Timothy, Belvedere’s doorman, nods hello. I lift my hand in a wave, then continue to the mailroom. Stuff is rarely for me, but my uncle gets mail every day. It’s one of the few responsibilities he listed when he asked me to housesit while he hides out somewhere in the South Pacific.
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