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Chapter One





“Sometimes it’s nice to go back to the beginning.” Tyler, my on-again boyfriend, bites into a chocolate donut. His mouth wraps around the pastry and chocolate frosting clings to the edges of his lips. 

“It is.” I lift my usual sour cream donut. Last night we had a second try at a first date, and thoughts of kissing the chocolate off Tyler warm me more than the hot chocolate I drink. “Back to dating Tyler, thanks to you all.”

I sit at a patio table, surrounded by my friends. A bunch of high school seniors vacationing in a Florida retirement community is an unusual sight, but it’s a common theme for us. The five of us met on summer vacation in The Villages, and now we enjoy donuts together on our winter break. Ravi tosses a blueberry donut hole in his mouth, Hannah picks at the sprinkles on a pink frosted donut, and Cole swallows a bite of the sour cream donut I handed her earlier.

“Back to breaking rules,” Cole says. “You’re such a rebel.”

Tyler squeezes my knee under the table with his hand. “She’s a rebel with a boyfriend.”

I grimace, tired of being a rebel. I hate breaking rules, and I’m smashing a gigantic one by dating Tyler. “How do we keep this a secret?” I ask.

“You can solve any problem over a box of donuts.” Iris waves the donut in her hand in the air. The bunch of thin gold bracelets on her wrist jangle with the sound of wind chimes. The four grandmas sit on lounge chairs near the pool, but that doesn’t keep them from eavesdropping on the five grandkids sitting in the shade near the house. 

“Thanks, Gaga,” Tyler says to his grandma. “We might need more.” 

We already plowed through a dozen donuts and numerous donut holes. Only three donuts remain in the second box of a dozen and we’re still trying to figure out how Tyler and I can date in secret.

“They should sign an NDA.” Tyler whispers to me and his leg bounces under the table. “We both had to, and we’re verging on breaking it.” 

I set my hand on his knee and the bouncing settles under my touch. “You’re impossible,” I say with a gentle smile. “They’re the ones who devised this plan to get us back together. I don’t think they need to sign a nondisclosure agreement.” 

Tyler Barnes and I started dating over the summer, and it was supposed to be a short fling. I was afraid of Tyler discovering we went to school together and my status as a nobody. Tyler didn’t care and followed me back to the school he once attended, but he left out the fact he couldn’t stay long due to who his family is. Tyler belongs to a billionaire family and is known as Ty Xavier on the East Coast. Before he met me, Tyler signed a contract to be on a reality show. I discovered all this when his dad invited me for Thanksgiving. I might have been able to bridge the gap between the Tyler I know, and the Ty other people think he is, but it’s difficult to find a way around the legal wording of Tyler not being able to have a relationship outside of the reality show. I broke up with Tyler, but our friends plotted to get us back together. It’s been the best Christmas present ever.

“They kidnapped me,” Tyler says. 

“I wouldn’t exactly call it kidnapping.” Cole leans back in her chair. She’s retained the natural blonde color of her hair she had when we visited for a girls’ weekend in The Villages a few weeks ago, but it’s now cut even shorter. The cute pixie cut fits Cole’s petite frame, but never in my life would I utter the word “cute” to her.  

“What would you call it?” Tyler’s head is free of the usual red ballcap he wears. His sandy blond hair is mussed because he keeps running his hand through it.

“We only highly persuaded you to come with us and maybe gave some erroneous information to others on where you were going,” Cole replies. 

“My dad thinks Gaga took me to my mom’s,” Tyler says, “and instead I spent two days in a car with you three.”

“You gotta admit it was a fun car trip,” Hannah adds. 

I’m slightly envious I wasn’t on the trip, but I’m glad for the outcome of it. 

“It was fun because Ravi didn’t drive,” Cole says.

“You wouldn’t let me,” Ravi whines. “I thought you were going to teach me to drive.”

“She taught you how to do something else,” Tyler says and the rest of us snicker. We caught Cole and Ravi kissing over the summer.

Ravi narrows his eyes. “For that, I should post a photo of you online. I have some unflattering ones from the summer.”

“See?” Tyler jerks his head my way. “This is why they need to sign an NDA.” 

“Ravi’s kidding.” I pat Tyler on his once again bouncing knee. “No one’s going to give anything to the media about us. Right, guys?” I look around the table at our friends.

“Never.” Ravi pushes his black framed glasses up his nose. “We wouldn’t do that to you guys.”

“I’m anti-social media.” Cole crosses her arms over her chest.

“You’re just anti-social,” Hannah tells her cousin and turns her attention back to her phone. 

“I’m serious,” Tyler says. “Nothing, absolutely nothing can get out about Emma and me again. It will cause serious problems.”

“Because the public thinks you’re dating a supermodel?” Cole lifts her donut off a napkin and takes a bite, her steely gaze on Tyler as she swallows. “And you called us losers?”

“I spent two days apologizing for that.” Tyler returns Cole’s gaze. “You know I wasn’t talking about you.”

Tyler was talking about his castmates in the reality show which has yet to air, but his unauthorized quote went out with a photo of Ravi, Hannah, Cole, Tyler, and me together on a beach this past summer. 

“Did you ever figure out who hacked your phone?” I ask.

“I don’t even know if the photo was taken from my phone. All of us here have that photo.” Tyler fingers the phone in front of him. He cut all of us off when he abandoned his old number and took on a new one. “I suppose I could give you all my new number, but I want to know none of you are going to give anything to the media.”

“Tyler,” I say in a scolding voice. His leg bounces with wild abandon. “It’ll be fine. They’re our friends.” 

“Maybe you need to interrogate little Ms. Social Media.” Cole’s face is covered in her standard evil grin, and she lifts her chin at her cousin. Hannah is engrossed in whatever is on her phone.

“Hannah.” Tyler says her name to get her attention. “Hannah.”

“Hmm.” Hannah quickly glances up from her phone and flicks her long black hair over her shoulder. You’d think the phone is a body appendage with the way she’s attached to it.

“You’re not going to put anything about Emma or me on any of your social media channels, are you?” Tyler leans across the table and tries to peer at Hannah’s phone. She’s an aspiring social media influencer.

“You guys would be the scoop of a lifetime for her. It has to be hard to resist.” Cole tosses the last bit of her donut in her mouth.

Hannah slams her phone on the table. She’s lucky it has a case around it. “Really?” Hannah uses her signature inflection and lifts her groomed eyebrows when she says the word. “You think I’d do that? I’m not going to post anything about Emma and Tyler. They’re my friends. Plus, I’d pick a more flattering photo of Em.” Hannah’s pink sparkly fingernails fly across her phone.

I cringe at the memory of the photos which circulated East Coast celebrity social media. I don’t take great photos to start with, but these were awful. One was right after a drink spilled on me, and portrayed me as a lush, social climbing nobody after Tyler for his family’s money. Another had me nearly sprawled on the ground when I tripped.

“It looked like you were cheating on Tyler,” Cole adds.

Tyler gives me a sympathetic look. “It actually worked out. We needed it to look like we broke up and the photos nailed it.”

I wince. I did break up with Tyler after the photos because I’m a rule follower and he’s technically not allowed to date me. Because of social media, the public thinks Tyler’s linked to his former girlfriend. I nearly believed he was back with Haven after seeing photos of them together.

“Hmm.” Cole’s lips purse together, and I know her devious mind is whirling. “Who put those photos out there?”

“The ex-girlfriend,” Ravi says under his breath. He doesn’t usually get involved in conflict. “It’s always the ex-girlfriend.”

Cole nods her agreement, as does Hannah. 

“I don’t think it’s Haven,” Tyler says, and I watch his face for any sign of emotion. At the party where my photo was taken, I ran into Haven waiting for Tyler in his room. She seemed to think she knew Tyler better than me and I was a fleeting fad of his.

“You sure?” I rub my right forefinger along the side of my nose. It’s a comforting habit leftover from my childhood. 

Tyler shrugs. Haven cheated on Tyler with his best friend, Alex. Tyler ran to Florida over the summer to get away from the gossip and lifestyle at his dad’s.

“Haven won’t risk getting me in trouble if it jeopardizes the show,” Tyler says. “We have identical contracts.” Tyler gives me a meaningful look. We’re the only ones aware of what is written in his legal document. Tyler’s contract states he’s not allowed to have a relationship outside of the reality show for the term of the agreement, which is a year. 

“If you don’t want to do the show, can’t you get out of the contract?” Ravi asks. 

“We already looked at it. I can’t risk breaking the contract,” Tyler says. “I’ll get sued and owe millions.”

“Your dad’s a billionaire,” Hannah says as if that’s the answer to every problem in life.

“He won’t cover me if I break it now that I’m eighteen.”

“Then get fired,” Cole says.

“I can’t do that,” Tyler says.

“I don’t get why you and Emma can’t date.” Cole narrows her eyes at us, already suspecting what we can’t say. “There aren’t rules about who you can date.”

My body stills and I squeeze the donut in my hand. It seems I’m always breaking rules when I’m here. When the grandmas had us visit during the summer, we were required to break a habit. Grandma made me break a rule a day because I absolutely, positively hate breaking rules. Even thinking about breaking rules makes me anxious. My armpits are sweating now with the thought I’m causing Tyler to break a rule. A huge multimillion-dollar costing rule.

“Keep thinking there aren’t rules,” Tyler replies. “You already know more than you should. Emma and I signed NDAs. We can get in trouble for even talking about this with you. Our relationship has to stay a secret.” Tyler grabs one of the remaining donuts as if it’s the answer to our problem. “Can you help us?”

“Of course,” Ravi says. “It’s only us who know you’re together again.” He waves around the table and then gestures at the grandmas in the lounge chairs. 

“And my parents,” I add. “Plus, Tyler’s mom.” 

“And a dog dressed as a shark.” Cole points to the tiny chihuahua sitting at my feet. “Why is Pookie in a shark costume?”

Pookie gives a well-timed growl in Cole’s direction. I bend over and scratch the little dog’s chin. She leans into my touch. At least she isn’t dressed as a squirrel or rodent. That would be a bad omen. 

“Such a good little dog shark,” I say in a baby voice. Tyler and I could use a shark to attack our dilemma. 

“Lame,” Cole mutters, but I know she hides a grin behind the donut she brings to her lips. 

“The secret stays here,” Tyler says. “For the next year.”

“We’re here for you,” Patty, Ravi’s nana, says.

“You know we’re good for secrets,” Hannah and Cole’s grandma, says. “We all have them.” Martha is a romance writer, and once again, only those of us here know. 

“The problem is, we usually figure out each other’s secrets,” Cole says.

“But we keep them here.” Hannah stabs a finger on the table to make her point. “We promise.” 

“Until someone breaks a promise.” Cole’s evil grin makes an appearance, and she looks at me with dark-black lined eyes.

The reluctant rule-breaker might be the one to break. I glance at Tyler, his murky blue eyes draw me in, and I realize the depths I will go to keep him this time. He knows the real me, and I like who we are together. I’ll be a rebel and break a rule for him, but when this year is up, I’m going to need a break.
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Chapter Two





It’s afternoon, and I sit in Martha’s living room, which resembles a men’s lounge mixed with a library. It’s my favorite room of the grandmas’ houses. Hannah scrolls on her phone and Cole browses the wall of bookshelves. 

“I can’t believe you’re dating Ty Xavier!” Hannah’s voice has an excitable squeal to it and her eyes don’t move from her phone.

“I’m not dating him,” I say. 

Hannah catches my grave expression. “Oh, right. Sorry. That’s a secret. You’re not dating.” 

“No.” I shake my head. “I’m not dating Ty. He’s Tyler.” 

Cole uses a finger to tilt a book out from the shelf for better viewing. “Still hard to believe Hannah didn’t figure it out sooner. Ravi knew before she did.” 

“Well…” Hannah huffs. “For years neither of us figured out Grandma Martha’s a romance writer.” 

Cole holds up one of Martha’s books written under the pen name of E.M. Huggins. Like most of her books, a bare-chested man graces the cover. “I think I would have been fine not knowing. I mean…” Cole waves the book in her hand at the packed shelf. “How many has she written?”

“Quite a few,” I say. “Have you read any of them?” 

“No!” Both girls spit out the answer.

“You should,” I say. “They’re quite good.”

Cole pushes the book back in place on the shelf. “Romance isn’t quite my thing.” 

“And yuck.” Hannah’s face blanches. “I don’t want to be reading a certain scene and know my grandma wrote it.”

“And yet, you’re okay with watching a friend of yours be on a reality show that’s far from reality?” I ask.

“It’s only a TV show,” Hannah says and looks up at me.

“It’s only a book,” I counter. 

“I don’t think I can read a kissing scene Grandma Martha wrote,” Hannah says with a shudder. “And there’s no way I can read the steamy stuff.” 

“But you’ll watch a friend of yours kiss someone on a show?” Cole asks.

I jerk. “Wait. What? You think Tyler’s going to be kissing someone?”

Cole’s eyebrows lift high. “Don’t kid yourself, Emma. Tyler and Haven are already linked in the media. You can bet they’re going to work a romance element into the show.”

“But…” I swallow hard. Our new relationship rules say Tyler isn’t allowed to kiss anyone else. “He won’t kiss her.” 

“He’s getting paid,” Hannah says. “I’d kiss anyone if they paid me enough.”

“What about Jordan?” I ask. Jordan is Hannah’s long-term boyfriend.

“He’d understand,” Hannah says and swipes on her phone. “It’s strictly business. Sometimes you have to do what you have to do.”

“Meeting Scarlett was not supposed to be something you had to do when we rescued Tyler in New York City,” Cole interjects. “You nearly wrecked our plan.”

“Again!” I exclaim. “Am I ever going to hear what went down?”

“No.” Cole and Hannah both answer.

“I still haven’t met Scarlett.” Hannah glares at her cousin. Scarlett is Tyler’s young stepmom. She’s married to a billionaire and a popular social media influencer. “Hopefully I’ll get to.” Hannah turns to me. “Do you think Ty can arrange for me to meet her?”

I don’t miss Hannah’s use of Tyler’s East Coast name. Maybe she just misspoke. “I don’t…”

“Really, Hannah?” Cole sounds like her cousin.

“Hey…” Hannah lifts her shoulders. “You can’t blame me for trying. Maybe Tyler being Ty fell into our laps for a reason.”

“And the reason being his influencer stepmom can help you?” Cole asks.

My heart beats irregularly. I can barely speak or think because I’m unsure what’s going on. Why did our friends plot to get Tyler and me back together? Was it for our advantage or theirs? 


      [image: ]“Spring break,” Hannah says as she climbs in a golfcart with Martha and Cole. Ravi and Patty climb into another golfcart after a group dinner at Iris’s. “We’ll start making plans tomorrow.” 

“Lame,” Cole says. “Another break spent in a retirement jail, I mean, community.” 

Hannah playfully smacks Cole’s shoulder. “It’s going to be fun.” She turns to Tyler and me. “And we’ll see you all tomorrow.”

Iris, Grandma, Tyler, and I wave goodbye to the two golfcarts as they pull away.

Grandma places a hand on my back and pushes me in the door. “We need to talk.”

“Those four words never proceed anything good,” Tyler says and gives me a curious glance. 

“Oh, honeys,” Iris says. “We don’t want to see either of you get hurt. We want to make sure you know what you’re doing.”

“Have a seat.” Grandma points at the couch when we walk in the house.

Tyler and I obediently sit next to each other. Out the windows everything is cloaked in darkness and night is upon us. I have a feeling the grandmas are about to smother us like a weighted blanket on a bed.

“We know things are different than the last time you two were here,” Iris says as Pookie jumps up on the couch next to me. She’s free of her shark costume. “And we hope you know what you’re getting into.”  

“Gaga.” Tyler tries to pet Pookie but pulls his hand away when Pookie growls at him. “It’s going to be fine. Emma knows everything about me this time around.”

“And he means everything,” I say with a smirk. Pookie lets me pet her. “Which is sometimes more than I want to know.”

“I tried to warn you, honey,” Iris says with a flick of her wrist. She warned me her family is bad at relationships, not that they’re billionaires. 

“On the drive here…” Tyler leans forward and stares at his grandma. “Cole told me you meddled. What did you do?”

Grandma and Iris exchange a look, one of those unspoken glances where they question each other with their eyes. They’ve lived together for six months but act as if they’re a married couple of fifty years.

“Just tell them,” Grandma says. “It’ll come out eventually. As the kids say, everything usually does.”

“Fine.” Iris dramatically runs a hand across her brow and leans back into the couch. “I’m the one who told Tyler’s dad to invite Emma for Thanksgiving.” 

“What?” Tyler and I exclaim at the same time.

“If Tyler stayed in Minnesota, I never would have done it.” Iris’s hands move in wave motions as she talks. “But then you had to go back to your dad’s, and you never even gave Emma any hints about your life there. You needed a little push,” Iris says to Tyler. 

“A little push to make her break up with me?” Tyler places his elbows on his knees and clasps his hands together.

“I thought if you knew Emma was coming for Thanksgiving, you’d start to break it to her,” Iris says. “I never expected you two to break up.” 

“Mr. Xavier told me to keep it a secret,” I say. “Tyler didn’t know I was coming until we were at the airport.” That’s when I received a crash course on the lifestyle Tyler hid from us. 

“Ohh.” Iris’s lips pucker like a fish sucking air. “I’m gonna let Jeff take the blame for that one.” 

“Have you done any other meddling?” Tyler asks.

“Well…” Iris taps a hot pink painted fingernail against her chin. “I did have the girls out here when you got your new number, and I didn’t quite tell them in time. And then I did finance and help initiate the rescue Tyler plan. That’s why you’re here. I only meddle when it counts.” 

“You don’t mess with her meddling.” Grandma points her crochet hook at Iris. “I’ve learned that living with her.” 

Grandma’s house next door burnt down over the summer, and she’s been living with Iris ever since. Grandma’s house is currently being rebuilt and should be ready by the end of January. 

“I wish I could meddle with the show, but nobody asked my opinion on a ridiculous reality show.” Iris pushes off the couch. “I need a drink.” 

“It’s all locked away while Cole is visiting,” Grandma says. 

Cole was breaking an addiction habit over the summer, and it didn’t go as planned. The grandmas have learned not to keep the alcohol in unlocked cabinets. Since entering a rehab facility, Cole has been doing well, which is why she gets visiting privileges. 

Iris sinks back to the couch with an exaggerated sigh. “The things we do for you kids.”

“Would you be on a reality show?” I ask Iris. I think she would jump at the chance to be on television. She can be quite the diva. She still performs as a mermaid at Weeki Wachi State Park.

“Goodness, no.” Iris swishes a hand at me and her bracelets jangle. “Those things aren’t real and I’m much too wise to be faking things.”

“Could have fooled me,” Grandma says and grabs a bag. She pulls out a ball of purple yarn. “What about you is real?” 

“You’re just jealous.” Iris gives a mischievous grin. Her hands circle in front of her face, chest, and then waist. “Because this is all real and I don’t fake it.”

“Is that what you told your last date?” Grandma’s face turns up in her own mischievous grin. 

“He didn’t-” 

“Okay!” Tyler exclaims. “I don’t need to know more.”

“But we need to know more,” Iris says with another mysterious glance at Grandma.

“What about the future?” Grandma asks. “Have you talked about that?”

“Um…” Tyler and I both mumble.

“Is this going to be a long-distance relationship? How are you going to see each other?” Iris asks.

“I’m getting a paycheck with the show,” Tyler says. “I can fly to see Emma or fly her to see me.”

“In secret?” Iris crosses her arms over her ample chest. 

“We’ll figure it out,” Tyler says. “The contract is for a year.”

Iris shakes her head while my grandma continues to crochet. “You’re theirs for a year. The production company and network own you. I hope you had a good entertainment lawyer look over your contract.” 

“Uncle Darin and Andy did,” Tyler says fast, and I narrow my eyes at his quick response. He tends to talk fast when he lies. While everyone may guess we can’t date because of the show, they don’t know it’s in a legal document. “It’s only until next December and then I’m free.” 

Iris narrows her eyes at her grandson. “Are you saying you’re not free now?”

“I…” Tyler falters. “I didn’t say that.”

“Are you free to go to college?” Iris asks. 

“Are you?” I jump in on the conversation. There are quite a few things we haven’t covered in the twenty-four hours we’ve been back together. “Can you start college in the fall?”

Tyler swallows hard and I notice his throat bounce. “I’m still figuring things out.” 

“Like what?” I ask. “If you’re free to do what you want?” Tyler is known for being a people pleaser, at an expense to himself. 

“You should be able to do what you want without being tied to that stupid show,” Iris says. “Your dad should pay for you to break the contract.”

“Dad won’t pay for it,” Tyler says. “He said I need to live up to my commitments, especially one worth twenty million if I break it.”

“Twenty million!” Grandma exclaims and her crocheting project drops to her lap. “That’s even a lot for a billionaire.”

“It’s unfortunately in writing in a legal document,” Tyler replies, frustration in his voice. “And Dad is putting up a lot of money for me to be on this show.”

“Which is why he refuses to let me pay to get you off it,” Iris says.

“You tried to get me off?” Tyler’s expression softens.

“I talked to your dad about it,” Iris says. “But it seems everything is set in motion and my meddling won’t work. Plus, twenty million is more than I can afford.”

“Have you applied to any colleges?” Grandma asks and resumes crocheting. I know she’s trying to break the tension, but it’s the wrong question to ask. 

Tyler’s eyes flick my way. The grandmas don’t know we applied to the University of Florida. 

“I have,” Tyler says. “But I’m still figuring it out.” 

“You know,” I say and look at my grandma. “It might be fun to see the University of Florida campus. Do you think we could go look at it?” I flick my eyes Tyler’s way and his shoulders sag with a heavy sigh. 

“That isn’t far away!” Grandma’s face breaks into a huge smile. “But is it too late to apply?” 

I look at Tyler. We said we’d keep it a secret, but I put the ball in his court. 

“Emma applied there,” Tyler says, taking the ball. “And I did too.” He shoots, and he scores because the grandmas’ faces light up. 

“Oh, honeys!” Iris clutches at her chest with her hands while her face blazes into pure joy. “I’m stunned!” 

“You’re going to college here!” Grandma’s crocheting hands still and deep smile lines etch her face.

Tyler waves his hands at them. “No, no. It’s not like that.” 

“Well…” Grandma points her crochet hook at Tyler. “Are you going to college here or not?”

“We haven’t gotten in yet, and they only accept around thirty-seven percent of applicants, so our chances…” Tyler’s voice drifts off. I take the ball back.

“Our chance of going together is pretty slim,” I fill in. “We don’t find out if we’re accepted until the end of February.” 

“But you could go to college here.” Grandma is breathy sounding. “You’d be so close.” 

“Tyler.” Iris stares at her grandson. “Things could be regular if you go to college here. Like you want.” 

“See?” Tyler exhales a large puff of air, and his chest deflates. “This is why we didn’t want to tell you. We didn’t want to get you excited over nothing. We probably won’t even get in.”

“Would you go if you got in?” Grandma looks at Tyler as she asks the question. I love how she can ask him what I think. 

I watch Tyler’s face. He’s not answering quick, like he does when he’s bending the truth. His right toes start to tap on the ground, which means he’s anxious. He twists to look at me straight on. “Would you?”

He deflects the question to me, but I know my answer is the same as his. “I don’t know,” I reply. I told Ravi I was going if I got in, but I’m not ready to tell anyone else.

“Well…” Iris claps her hands together. The noise startles me and I jump. “That settles it. We need to visit the campus, so you know for sure.” 

“We can visit tomorrow.” Grandma pushes her crocheting project in the bag next to her legs. “Right now, we need to figure out the sleeping situation. We only have one guest room.” 

I flew in on Christmas day with my parents and we stayed in a rental house, but my parents checked out of the rental this morning and flew home. Now I’m staying with Grandma and Iris until the third of January. Tyler is also staying here.

“You have a daybed with a trundle,” Tyler says. “Problem solved.” Tyler taps my foot with his. “You want the trundle or the daybed?”

“Oh, no!” Grandma exclaims before I can even protest. “You two have only been back together a short time. Separate rooms.”

“But…” Tyler grins, the cute one where the teeny tiny dimple in his left cheek emerges. “Technically, we went out for nearly five months before. Some people get married in that time.”

“Nuh uh.” Grandma brandishes a finger at us. “I’m not getting another lecture from Emma’s father. Emma is in my room with me.” 

“Trust me…” Iris stands and her caftan with pastel flowers swishes around her like the train of a ballgown. “You’re young. Leave some mystery in the relationship for a bit. No need to find out who snores yet.” 

I’ve had enough mystery in our relationship, and Tyler slept with me on the couch after the fire at Grandma’s house. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t snore.
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Chapter Three





“She snores like a cow with a head cold.” I clutch a large mocha in one hand the next morning and take a sip as if it’s the breath of life. I usually drink a hot chocolate when we meet for donuts, but this morning called for coffee. 

“What does a cow with a head cold even sound like?” Tyler asks, a ring of laughter in his voice. 

I’ve missed hearing Tyler’s laugh. Tyler drew into a shell the longer we were in Minnesota together, or as I realize now, the closer he was to returning to his dad’s. Here in Florida, he’s slowly reemerging into the guy I first met. 

“It sounds like my grandma sleeping,” I reply. “I’ll be awake all night, so I can record it for you.”

“You can send it to everyone on the group chat.” Tyler chuckles. “It’s about time someone else gets an embarrassing video of them sent out.”

This morning Tyler sent us his new number, and he’s officially back in our donut club group texts.

“Even better…” I lean into Tyler. “You should venture down the hall to my grandma’s room. I’ll meet you halfway.”

“I heard that,” Grandma says from behind me.

“Told you,” Ravi says from ahead of us. “They should be losing their hearing, but for some reason it’s supersonic around us.”

“This has to be the lamest campus visit in the entire history of college visits,” Cole says as we stroll down a wide sidewalk anchored by trees.

“You didn’t have to come,” Hannah says. “You could have stayed at Grandma Martha’s.” 

“Someone has to keep an eye on all of you,” Cole says. “I’m the one who gets us out of trouble.”

“And into it.” Ravi nudges Cole in the side. He wears khaki shorts with a dark blue polo shirt and practical shoes. He fits in with the old men in The Villages. He’s a stark contrast to Cole’s ripped black jeans, gray t-shirt, black leather coat, and worn black boots. 

“You all would have failed in New York if it weren’t for me,” Cole says.

“You’re like Sandra Bullock in the Ocean’s Eight movie,” Hannah says. “I swear, if you put those powers to good use, you could do things.” That’s quite the compliment between the two cousins. 

“You all never would have been there if it weren’t for me.” Iris points at herself. “I was the financer of that project.”

“I hope it was worth it.” Cole smacks her gum.

“Worth every penny.” Iris glances at Tyler and me as we walk along the sidewalk holding hands.

“We say secrets come out in this group,” I comment in a slightly peeved voice. “But I still don’t know about Key West or New York City.”

“I’d like to know more,” Tyler says. “I have no idea how they bypassed security to get to me or convinced Dad to let me go away with Gaga.” 

“Shh.” Iris wiggles her pointer finger in front of her face. “You all shush. We did what needed to be done and how it happened is no one’s business.” 

Ravi, Hannah, and Cole nod their heads. 

“They squirreled me away here,” Tyler says. “And my dad thinks I’m in Minnesota.”

“Squirreled?” I ask. “Is that a bad omen?” Tyler is the one who told me seeing a squirrel or rodent is an omen of bad things to come, and I’ve seen enough squirrels lately.

“No bad omens,” Tyler replies. “Just a bunch of nutty people in our group.”

“The rest of you?” I address my grandma, Patty, and Martha. “Do you know more of the story?”

“I wish,” Martha says. “I have a feeling I could use it in a book.”

“I don’t want to know,” Patty says. “I’m happy remaining blissfully naïve.” 

“I already tried getting Iris to drink too much and tell me,” Grandma says with a sly grin. “But with a secret, she’s as tight and closed as Fort Knox.” 

“At least she can keep something closed,” Martha says. 

“Oh, honey,” Iris drawls at her friend. “If you only knew half of what I have shut up in me, you’d be writing books about them for the next twenty years.”

“What are we doing here anyway?” Cole asks. “It’s winter break. There’s no one here.”

“It’s just something to do,” Grandma says. “And it’s a pretty campus.” 

We haven’t told the rest of the group, other than Ravi, about Tyler and me applying here. We figured it wasn’t worth getting Hannah to squealing levels if we don’t have an answer.

Hannah links her arm through mine, which tugs me away from Tyler. He lets go of my hand with a smile and joins Ravi. 

“We should have thought to apply here,” Hannah says. “Do you think it’s too late?”

“I thought you wanted to go to Colombia?” I ask. “And where is Jordan going?”

“Texas.” Hannah makes a face over her boyfriend’s choice of a college. “And Colombia is still top of my list, but my chance of getting in there is about the same as the chance of it snowing here.”

“Any other places you’d like to go?” I ask.

“There’s a private liberal arts college in New York City I applied to,” Hannah replies. “It has a high acceptance rate. And I applied to two others, because it’s nice to have options.” 

“Yeah,” I answer with a glance at Tyler. “It’s nice to have options.”


      [image: ]“What are our options?” I ask Tyler when we get a chance to be alone. Well, we’re not quite alone. Iris and Grandma lounge in the hot tub outside while Tyler and I sit on the couch in the living room. We’re waiting for the rest of the group to arrive before we join the pool party. Through the patio door I see the grandmas’ faces brighten in laughter. 

“I still think we need them to sign an NDA,” Tyler says. 

“What is that going to do?” I ask.

“They suspect my contract says we can’t date,” Tyler says, “and if anything about my contract or us dating is revealed, I’ll be in huge trouble. We both signed NDAs and will get sued if this gets out beyond here.”

A lump forms in my throat. I signed an NDA when I spent Thanksgiving with Tyler and his dad’s family. I can’t reveal anything about my time with Tyler. 

“I think they’ll be more suspicious if you make them sign one,” I say. “We already asked them to keep it a secret and I know they will.”

Tyler’s head shakes. “I don’t know. I’ve been used too many times, which is why I didn’t want all of you knowing about me being Ty Xavier. I wanted a chance to be Tyler Barnes, and have you like me for me.”

I lean into Tyler and place my forehead against his. “I love you for who you are, even the hidden parts.” 

A sigh escapes Tyler and his warm breath brushes against my skin. “You’re the only one I trust right now.”

“What about your grandma?” I ask.

Tyler snorts and I can’t tell if it’s part laugh or part disgust. “She’s a meddler. When I was a kid, she said she was going to wiggle my loose tooth and promised not to pull it. She yanked it out. But I know she won’t do much to expose herself. She likes hiding under a cloak of invisibility here, just like I do.”

“We keep the cloak of invisibility,” I say. “And our friends will help. What else can happen?”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Tyler says. “When we get through one fire, another pops up.”

I clench my lips together and lean away from Tyler. Nightmares about fire still plague my sleep. They’re far and fewer between, but the memory of running into the fire at Grandma’s house to rescue her lingers enough I can still smell smoke and feel the flames. 

“Hey, losers.” Cole walks in the front door with a bag slung over her shoulder. I’m thankful for the interruption from memories of fire.

“I call the flamingo float.” Hannah saunters in.

“Donut!” Ravi follows.

“I’ll be on a lounge chair,” Cole says. “I don’t swim in December.”

“You hardly swam in July,” Hannah retorts.

“Exactly,” Cole replies.

Cole occupies a lounge chair on the pool deck, while the grandmas sit in the hot tub. I lie on an alligator float while Tyler stands in the pool with his arms folded over my float and his head in his arms. He has his usual ballcap on, and his eyes are shaded by his sunglasses. He’s so still I almost think he’s asleep standing up. It’s in the high seventies, which feels tropical compared to the ice and snow filled land I came from. Ravi lives near Chicago, while Tyler and Hannah both call New York City home, and they’re all escaping the cold too. Cole lives in New Mexico, and while she says it’s not warm, the temperature there beats out the other states we’re from.

Hannah flicks some heated pool water at Tyler with her pink painted fingernails. “Tell us about this reality show.” 

Tyler hasn’t talked to most of us since I broke up with him at Thanksgiving.

Cole snorts. “It’s called ‘Heir Today.’ Doesn’t that tell you everything?”

“Like here today, gone tomorrow?” Martha asks from the hot tub. 

“Exactly.” Tyler groans. “It’s so stupid. It’s like a reality show mixed with a game show.”

“How does that work?” I try to avoid any news or articles about Tyler and his upcoming show.

“It’s a bunch of rich kids whose parents put up money for their child to invest in a business or venture of their choosing. We’re competing against each other to see who’s the most successful heir,” Tyler says.

“But add in drama.” Hannah flicks water at Tyler again. “Right, Tyler?”

In a swift motion, Tyler moves away from me and grabs the edge of Hannah’s float. “Need a little drama, Hannah?” He tips her float, threatening to topple her out and I see the corners of his mouth edge up. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” she shrieks. “Don’t you dare tip me.” 

Tyler swims over to my float as Hannah straightens out on hers. “So far we’ve just filmed a bunch of intro stuff about who we are,” Tyler says. “It’s nice to get away from it.”

“Sounds like a joke to me,” Cole says. “Give rich kids even more money.”

“There’s more to life than money,” Iris says.

“This coming from someone who has a lot of it,” Cole says and I’m sure she’s rolling her eyes under her sunglasses. “All of you here have never had to worry about whether the little money you have will pay to keep the lights on, get a bag of groceries, or supply your mom’s next fix.” 

“Sweetie,” Martha says, more emotion in her voice than I’ve ever heard. “I wish I would have stepped in sooner. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but you know money doesn’t bring happiness.”

“But it sure buys nice things,” Cole replies. 

“You know…” Martha’s fist hits the deck as if it’s a gavel. “When I was younger, I never thought I’d have to worry about money at this age. I was married to a man with a good job, I stayed home to raise our two daughters, saved money the best I could, and trusted my husband when he said we’d have enough after he retired. Well, he cheated on me and I discovered he blew his retirement. I had to find a way to make a living on my own, at an age most people expect you to be retired at.” 

“But you love what you do, don’t you, Grandma?” Hannah asks. 

“Of course,” Martha replies. “I got lucky. Not everyone makes a living off writing, but I make enough to support myself.” 

“Honey,” Iris cuts in. “You know I’d always help you if you need it.”

Martha swishes her hand at Iris, the way Iris would. “Keep your money, old woman. That’s not why I’m friends with you. Plus, we didn’t know you were loaded until recently.” 

“According to the kids,” Iris says. “Our days are numbered. I might as well spend it while I can.” 

“And be happy,” Cole says with a disgruntled tone. “I’m pretty sure money does buy happiness.”

“Yes.” Iris turns her head to Cole. “It makes me happy to spend money on the people I love. It makes me happy to give it away. But I would still find a way to be happy even if I didn’t have the money. And you can do that too.”

“Money also causes problems,” Tyler says. “Look at me.”

“Poor baby,” Cole says in a snide voice. “A billionaire’s son on a reality show who’s making his own huge paycheck now.”

“Yes, I have luxuries,” Tyler says. “But I’ve given up more than you know. I’d trade all my money just to have things regular.” 

“And I’d trade all my regular to have what you have,” Cole says. “A few extra dollars in my pocket wouldn’t hurt.”

I bite my lip, not liking where this conversation is going. We all have our hurts, we all have our triumphs and tragedies, and I would run through a fire for any of these people.

A shrill whistle sounds and Iris looks at her phone. Under her floppy sunhat she smiles. “Cole, honey!” Iris waves an arm full of bracelets at Cole. “Go to the door and get my package.” 

“Gaga,” Tyler scolds. “What’d you get this time?”

“I thought the pool could use a couple more floats, so you each have one.”

Cole pushes out of her lounge chair. “If there’s a unicorn one, I will literally gag.”

“Then don’t look at that one, honey. You can use the taco,” Iris says as she adjusts her sunhat. 

“If I had money…” Cole mutters as she opens the patio door to the house.

Tyler places his mouth near my ear. “She’s the one who needs to sign an NDA.”

“She’s the one who wouldn’t think twice about breaking it,” I say. “But I still trust her.”
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