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1.


Brady Mason wasn’t the type of kid that had a smartphone to scroll through social media. She didn’t even have a computer, other than the ancient one in the living room of the group home, which sometimes made a noise so loud, it sounded like a plane getting ready for takeoff.


Not that it mattered if it worked or not. The older girls tended to hog the computer, and Yara tended to hog the one TV in the house, leaving Brady little time to hog either of them herself.


She had little time to hog anything, really, what with sharing a home with five other girls. She had arrived here a couple years ago with nothing but the clothes on her back, and the only new thing she had been given at that time was a toothbrush.


Everything else was hand-me-downs or donations, and people didn’t tend to give away anything particularly nice. Which meant that Brady’s baseball mitt was basically useless, so thinned out with age that she might as well be catching the ball with her bare hand.


Luckily for now, though, her hand was mostly getting a break as she stood up at bat. In New Jersey, a Friday night at the end of August meant playing baseball on the beach. She and Cory had barely beaten the boys all summer, and she was determined to end on a high note.


“Don’t hit the ball too hard!” Diggs yelled. He and his two brothers spent all summer in a condo on the shore that their parents had rented. They were leaving to go back home next week. Brady hadn’t decided yet if she would miss them or be glad to finally be rid of them.


Brady rolled her eyes at Diggs as she planted the toe of her busted, secondhand sneaker into the sand. He never missed an opportunity to call her weak, so she sure as heck was going to be hitting as hard as humanly possible.


“Seriously, Brady. We can’t lose this ball, too!”


“Oh my God, just pitch already!” Brady said.


It was after dark, and they were only allowed on the New Jersey public beaches until sundown. Not to mention she and Cory were supposed to be back at the group home in like ten minutes for curfew. Brady could barely see the lines of their makeshift baseball diamond in the sand. The sound of the ocean crashing against the shore echoed around them, and what little light remained came from the streetlamps in the parking lot, the almost-full moon above them, and the New York City skyline across the bay, reflecting on the water.


“Okay!” Diggs shouted. “I’m throwing it!”


In the nightfall, Brady was grateful for his warning. She swung the beautiful, shiny, brand-new-at-the-start-of-summer metal baseball bat she had borrowed from the boys, and the ball connected at the last possible moment, then shot off high into the sky, out, out, out…


They didn’t see where it went, only heard the plunk it made as it landed in the water.


Brady ran the makeshift bases anyway—the old piece of driftwood they used for first base; the smelly, dried-up horseshoe crab they used for second—as the pitcher groaned and angrily threw his glove down onto the sand and the other boys all started yelling at her, too.


“You lost the ball again!”


“That shouldn’t count! Out of bounds!”


“Next time you want to play with us, you’re bringing your own baseballs!”


But then a deeper, much-louder voice shouted, “You kids aren’t supposed to be out here!” It was accompanied by a sudden beam from a flashlight shining right into Brady’s eyes. She didn’t need to see who that flashlight was attached to. She took a deep breath and yelled, “Cops!”


Everyone immediately scattered.


Brady collided with one of the boys—she didn’t know which one—as she tried to reach for her baseball mitt. She ricocheted off him and fell hard on her knees into the sand. She reached for her glove, stood, and tried to brush herself off when suddenly a hand grabbed her. She looked up to see Cory glaring at her.


Cory tugged hard at Brady’s arm. “We need to go. Come on.”


Brady didn’t need to be told twice. She knew how the world worked. If the summer-touristy boys got caught, they would get warnings and lectures and maybe escorts home. The group-home girls, however, would be in big trouble.


They ran as fast as they could off the beach and away from the police officer and his flashlight beam.


After a couple of blocks, they figured they were safe enough to catch their breaths. Brady leaned over, then started to laugh a bit as she pushed her sweaty, shaggy, dirty-blond hair out of her face. “If Diggs didn’t take five hundred years to pitch the ball, we’d have been done an hour ago, and this wouldn’t have happened,” she said.


Cory sighed and rolled her eyes as they started walking again toward home. “Yeah, well, he knew you were gonna lose their ball, didn’t he?”


“That’s just the risk you take playing on the beach. A home run’s a home run.”


“Admit it: You aim for the water because it’s the easiest way to win.”


“We deserve a win,” Brady said, shrugging. “Figuring out the best way to do it isn’t cheating.”


As they slowly made their way under the streetlamps and down the sidewalk, Brady took inventory of everything that hurt: the gravelly sand under her feet that had gotten into the rips in her old sneakers, the way her palm throbbed at the bottom. She held up her glove and waved it in Cory’s face. “This thing is useless. I’m gonna be bruised tomorrow.”


“Same,” Cory said, thumbing the frayed edges of her own baseball glove. “Maybe if we ask nicely and bat our eyelashes, they’ll get us new ones.”


Cory, who was about twice Brady’s size and preferred wearing baggy men’s clothes, fluttered her eyelashes dramatically in Brady’s face. It wasn’t exactly convincing.


“Yeah, right. When was the last time you got something new that wasn’t underwear?” Brady asked.


“Doesn’t need to be new, just needs to not be useless.”


“Fat chance.”


“I don’t hear you coming up with any solutions.”


Brady considered this. “I think we need to win the lottery.”


Cory snorted. “Gotta have money to play the lottery. No dice.”


“I’ll figure it out,” Brady said, and she meant it. Just like she’d figured out how to wiggle the knob on the water heater to get the showers going from lukewarm to almost hot, like she’d figured out how to fake her way through an English assignment so that no one realized she barely understood what she was reading, like she’d figured out she should hit the baseball into the ocean to get the win. “Give me time. We’ll leave the group home, and I’ll buy us a fancy place at the very top of one of those skyscrapers.” She gestured back behind them, toward the beach and across the bay, where the city skyline stood proudly in the distance. “We’ll have a view of Central Park, and we’ll pay people to bring us breakfast in bed, and I’ll have an entire boudoir filled with baseballs.”


“Boudoir!” Cory repeated, with another snort.


“You can have a closet full of brand-new sneakers.”


“You get a whole boudoir, and I get a closet?”


“Sneakers are more expensive than baseballs. It evens out.”


“Make it two closets, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”


“Point is,” Brady said, taking back control of the conversation. “I’m going to get us out of here someday. You and me both. We’ll be our own family.”


“Our own rich family,” Cory said, and then sighed. “Sounds stupid nice.”


It sounded more than nice. Brady had long ago grown up and abandoned the thought of getting adopted, and then she’d met Cory, and she’d realized there was maybe a different way to have a real home.


Cory interrupted Brady’s thoughts: “Too bad this is home, sweet home for now.”


They stood in front of a small Jersey town house. It looked quaint, if you squinted. If you didn’t see all the ways in which it was old, or the evidence that the landlord didn’t care to make real improvements. One of the windows upstairs had fallen out during a hurricane last summer and was still boarded up.


Brady took out her key to let them both in—the door was locked at all times—hoping no one noticed or cared they were a few minutes past curfew. Some of her foster families had cared a lot about things like that. Though sometimes they’d barely noticed you were part of the household at all.


This group home fell somewhere in the middle. The person in charge, a tall and skinny but fierce woman they called Ms. Randall, had rules and expectations, but she wasn’t strict enough to lock the girls in their bedrooms if they were a little late every now and again.


The door creaked loudly as Brady and Cory walked inside. But the TV was blasting, and Wren and Yara were sitting on the worn couch in the living room, arguing about whatever they were watching. Brady hoped it was distracting enough to let them kick off their sneakers and pretend we’ve been home for a while, actually, didn’t you notice?


“Look what the cat dragged in.”


So much for that.


Brady and Cory both turned and pasted big smiles on their faces as Ms. Randall looked them up and down. She sighed, resigned. “Don’t make it a habit,” she said.


A familiar warning they’d now heard at least three times already this week.


Of all the homes that Brady—orphaned as a baby—had lived in, she really couldn’t complain much about this one. It was nice to be in a home where she wasn’t afraid of getting in trouble for being herself, or worse, just for breathing. But the truth was that Ms. Randall probably didn’t yell at them because she was too exhausted to care, and sometimes Brady wished someone would just… care. Even if that meant occasional yelling.


Not that she would admit it. Not to Cory, or anyone. Thoughts like that made her look weak, and Brady knew better than to show weakness.


She and Cory chucked their sneakers into the bin next to the door, and Cory went into the living room to sit in the cracked leather armchair in the corner. “What’re we watching?” Cory asked. Then she caught sight of the TV and sighed loudly. “Not this again.”


“Stop, shush,” Yara responded without looking away from the TV.


“You’ve been watching this lady all week—”


“Elena Lavigne,” Wren interrupted, as if Cory didn’t know. They all knew. Her name had been constantly in Yara’s mouth lately.


“Yeah, well, I’m sick of her face,” Cory said.


Yara glared at her. “Well, since the library still hasn’t gotten Elena Lavigne’s memoir in and Ms. Randall changed her Amazon password—again—and, oh yeah, we’re poor, I can’t get my hands on Elena’s new book. So, until I do, I’m watching every minute of her press tour, and you can suck it up.”


“She’s not even a real celebrity,” Cory said.


“You don’t know anything. She’s, like, one of the most important people in fashion,” Yara argued. “She’s the editor of Vivacité!”


“Unless she’s dressing Zendaya, I don’t care much about Elena Lavigne, either,” Wren admitted. “But I’m down for celebrity gossip.”


“What gossip? This is boring,” Cory replied.


“Both of you! Shush! I care,” Yara basically shrieked. “Elena was a nobody once—”


“Like you,” Cory interrupted.


“—and then everyone started watching Young Adult, her vlog, and she became an influencer and a writer, and I’m going to do the exact same thing someday and then people will send me so many clothes they’ll want me to post photos wearing,” Yara finished.


Brady rolled her eyes. How Yara could care so deeply about fashion while she wore clothes that weren’t good enough to sell at a thrift store was beyond her. But maybe Yara dreamed of a wardrobe full of designer clothes the same way Brady dreamed of a boudoir full of baseballs. They all needed their happily ever afters.


Brady did not care about fashion. She watched Elena Lavigne cross her bare ankles as she sat on the couch, leaning over to smile at the talk-show host. She was wearing the type of thing that expensive people always wore—a tight blue dress with a low-cut top and a slit along the side.


Elena looked powerful, even alluring. But Brady never wanted to be caught dead wearing anything like that.


“Where’s Sierra?” Brady asked. “Shower?”


“I think she just finished,” Wren said.


“I’m going to shower, then.” She turned to head up the stairs.


Wren squealed loudly at the TV. “Oh! Oh! Finally, turn it up! She’s gonna talk about the adoption!” Wren said, and Brady, scolding herself a bit for being such an orphan cliché, turned back around at the word adoption.


Poised in her seat, on the TV screen, Elena Lavigne said, “Oh, I know. You want to talk about the baby. God forbid we talk about my career, which is the focus of this book.”


“Well, it was quite the bombshell in your memoir,” the TV host replied. He wore a suit with a loosened tie and a smile that looked boyish, even as he leaned closer to Elena. Brady knew that look; she knew that a well-placed smile could hide even the sharpest of teeth.


“Here we go,” Wren said, sounding outright gleeful. “Elena is going to tell him off!”


Yara, meanwhile, seemed to slump a little in her seat. “If I started off with nothing but a vlog on our crappy computer and got so popular that every fashion outlet in New York City wanted me to work for them, and I was so good at it that I ended up being the one in charge, and the only thing people wanted to talk about from my entire book was the baby I placed for adoption? I’d be so mad.”


“But it’s a secret baby!” Wren said. “A baby no one knew about. Could you imagine?”


“Why is that anyone’s business?” Brady asked despite herself.


“Well, in fairness, she did write about it,” Yara said.


The host kept talking. “You went public for the first time about how, twelve years ago, before leaving for New York, you had a child and put the baby up for adoption. Somewhere out there, there’s a mini–Elena Lavigne.”


“Not so much a mini-me, I’m sure. People always ask if I regret not having kids of my own, because I’m a woman of a certain age at this point, and, you know, the road to Vivacité was everything I wanted and worked for. I’m very proud of what I’ve done and where I’ve gotten,” Elena replied. She tucked her blond hair behind her ear, and Brady followed the movement. She had to hand it to Yara, at least: Elena Lavigne was captivating. “I’ve made sacrifices, and I wanted to be honest about them in the book.”


“No regrets, then?” the TV-show host asked.


“No,” Elena said. “No regrets.”


Yara sighed. “Imagine being Elena Lavigne’s secret baby. What a dream. Could you imagine?”


Brady could not imagine, because she could not care less. “I’m going to take a shower now.”


“She kind of looks like you, Brady!” Wren suddenly called out.


Brady paused on the stairs and turned back around. “What?”


Wren gestured to the TV, where Elena Lavigne was smiling at the audience as they applauded her in her tight blue dress and perfect hair. Brady looked down at her own used-to-be-white tank top and her sagging jeans. “Ha ha,” she said.


“That bump on your nose? And your eyes. They even said it was twelve years ago.” Wren paused. “The timeline totally fits.”


“I thought Brady broke her nose in juvie or something,” Yara said.


Brady ran her finger over the bridge of her nose, where the little bump was. “I didn’t break it,” she said. “Plenty of people have noses like this.”


“No, but, for real.” It was Cory who said it this time, which froze Brady in her tracks. “Not just the nose and blue eyes—you’ve got the same white-eyebrow thing going on.”


Brady looked back at the TV. The white-eyebrow thing was a patch of pure-white hair that took up half her otherwise-dirty-blond eyebrow on her right side. She had been told that it was a birthmark of some sort. It was clear even through the TV screen: Elena Lavigne had it, too.


Elena’s eyebrows were darker than Brady’s, though. And her hair was much, much blonder—but considering how white blond it was, it probably came from a salon or something. Besides, Brady had a face full of freckles. When she was little, her foster families had always thought they were dirt, scrubbing at her cheeks and her nose and her eyebrows.


Her cheeks and nose and eyebrows that did not resemble a famous, beautiful fashion icon on TV.


Maybe if she squinted.


Maybe when the camera angle showed the side of Elena’s head where the bump of her nose stood out and her eyebrow was washed-out white.


No. This was a ridiculous conversation. “Nah,” Brady said. “She’s all smooth and pale, with no freckles.”


“Makeup, Brady,” Yara said. “Every flawless feature on her face has been carefully crafted to look that way.”


That made Brady laugh. “Well, if I was the secret baby of a fashionista, I’d surely be a huge disappointment to her. So perhaps it’s for the best that I’m here with you losers instead.”


On that note, Brady finally turned and made her way up the stairs.















2.


Anything new to report?”


That was how Brady’s court-appointed counselor addressed her every week when she stepped into his office and sat on the supposed-to-be-comfortable chair that wasn’t comfortable at all.


Brady wanted to say no, because (a) she didn’t actually want to tell this guy squat, and (b) she really didn’t have much in her life worth mentioning anyway. But she couldn’t say no, because two of the conditions of her release from juvenile hall and move into the group home were to see the counselor once a week, and to actually participate in those sessions. If she didn’t participate, he would tell Ms. Randall. And if he told Ms. Randall, it would go in her file. And if her social worker saw the file and thought she wasn’t compliant, Brady could end up right back in juvie.


Brady never, ever wanted to go back to juvie.


So, she racked her brain and said, “The boys who rent the condo down the street leave to go back home in a few days. I guess I’ll miss playing baseball with them.” She’d mostly miss their baseball equipment, but she knew that wasn’t the best thing to say.


He jotted something down in his notebook. His expression never changed. “Mm-hmm. And how about the girls in your group home? Do any of them play baseball with you?”


He was basically asking if she had friends, if they got along at the group home. He didn’t care what her answer was, so long as it was positive. He’d jot that down, and she’d pass whatever test he was administering here.


Brady thought that seeing an actual therapist might be nice, if you had the money or health insurance to pay for a good one and it wasn’t just something your social worker made you do. But she couldn’t tell this guy anything real. Even if she wasn’t getting along with anyone in the group home, she wasn’t a narc.


“Cory does. She got me into baseball in the first place.”


He nodded his head. “Right. Cory. You two are close.”


“Um,” Brady said, shifting in her seat. “I guess.”


“You bring her up a lot.”


“Oh.” She hadn’t realized.


She’d have to try to stop.


Not that it should matter. Cory was the very first friend she’d ever really made in her entire orphaned life. It wasn’t weird that she talked about her.


“Things are good at the group home, then?” her counselor continued. “You’re still happy there?”


Happy was a bit of a stretch, but sure. Brady knew how to play the game. “Yeah. Ms. Randall’s okay. It’s better than anywhere else I’ve been, I guess. I mean, might as well spend the next six years before I’m eighteen here rather than some other home.”


There was suddenly a little crease between her counselor’s eyebrows, which made Brady sit up straighter. Little creases were never good.


“You don’t imagine getting adopted some day? Finding a family of your own? Six years is a long time,” he said.


Brady sometimes thought of herself as the unluckiest orphan in New Jersey. Her birth parents hadn’t wanted her. The people who’d adopted her as a newborn had died before she turned one. A couple of foster families had been more like way stations. And then there was a two-week stint in juvie that had been the exact opposite of being part of a home.


She had a good thing going right now. She had the beach. She had Cory. Ms. Randall didn’t yell, or scream, or hit them.


To her counselor, she said, “I’m good here. That’s what matters, right?”


It seemed to appease him, at least for now.


When Brady got back to the group home, no one asked how her session went, which suited her just fine. What suited her even better was that when she went upstairs to the bedroom she shared with Wren and Yara—Cory shared with the older girls, Sierra and Ana—neither of Brady’s roommates were there. It was Wren’s turn to clean the kitchen, and Yara was in front of the TV as always.


Which meant that for a few blissful moments, Brady was alone in the bedroom. She threw herself face-first onto her small bed and burrowed into her pillow, enjoying the quiet.


When she rolled back over and blinked open her eyes, Cory’s face was staring back down at her. For a brief second, Brady thought that maybe she fell asleep and was still dreaming. She dreamed of Cory a lot. Not that she ever told anyone this. Admitting to having a crush on another girl in your group home? That was practically asking to get bullied.


Brady blinked a couple times, though, and realized that she was, indeed, awake, and that Cory was, indeed, hovering above her. “What?” she said.


“I had a thought.”


“Monumental,” Brady said, sitting up. “But I don’t think you having one thought is a reason to be a creepo while I’m trying to nap.”


“You wanna get rich, right?” Cory said, ignoring Brady’s surliness.


“Of course I do.”


Cory pulled out the tablet they each were given for school—and only school. That didn’t stop Cory from using it now. “That rich fashion lady. I really think you could pass as her kid. I mean, look at this.”


It took Brady a bit to realize who Cory was even talking about as she flipped over the screen. It showed Elena Lavigne. She looked as elegant and rich and fashionable as she had the night before.


Cory used her fingers to zoom in on Elena’s eyebrow. Then moved to hover right over the bump in her nose instead. “Seriously, though. This alone could convince the media, I bet.”


“Convince the media?” Brady asked.


“Yeah,” Cory said. “We tell the gossip websites and magazines and stuff that you’re the long-lost heir or whatever.”


“I don’t think her baby is long-lost,” Brady pointed out. “She gave it up for adoption. She probably had an expensive, fancy lawyer, who handpicked some rich couple to take care of it.”


Cory rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but what if we tell them it’s you anyway. Then what’s-her-name—”


“Elena Lavigne.”


“—will either throw a butt-load of cash at us to keep our mouths shut, or she’ll come sweep you off your feet to live a posh life with her in the city. And you’ll take me with you, of course. Way easier to get rich quick with fancy parents than the lottery. The lottery is impossible.”


“This is impossible,” Brady argued. “I mean, first of all, you’d have to give me an entire makeover before I could even pass as Elena Lavigne’s heir, or whatever—”


“What? No,” Cory interrupted. “You’ve got that raggedy-orphan look. The media will eat that up—everybody loves an underdog. So, what do you say? I was thinking we could try and get in touch with the Asbury Park Press. Or maybe find out how to reach the people who published her book. I bet Yara has ideas.”


“This is a dumb idea. Rule number one of juvie was don’t draw attention to yourself. I don’t want to draw any attention to myself.”


“This isn’t juvie; this is money. And maybe a mom!”


“She’s not my mom.” Brady tensed. “That’s not funny.”


“Oh, come on, Brady. Do it for me? Do it for our get rich and move to the city dream? I know she’s not your mom, but I’m your family. This could be how we finally get out of this place together.”


That was a low blow. Brady would do anything for Cory.


She’d do more than she was willing to admit for a real family.


She sighed. “Fine. Whatever. But I really don’t think this is going to work.”
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Brady should have known better than to hope that no one would listen to Cory.


Yara and Wren both jumped at the opportunity when Cory explained what they were going to do. Yara, who had watched all Elena’s old videos and read all the posts from her Young Adult–vlogger days, took it as a personal mission to put out content that Elena herself would be proud of.


They had to use the built-in camera on the computer because none of them had phones. They edited together videos of Brady’s face, with Yara taking a makeup-remover wipe and attacking her eyebrow to prove it was real (which gave Brady flashbacks to old foster homes trying to scrub at her freckles) and having her turn her face like a mug shot (giving her flashbacks of juvie). They edited in profile shots of Elena’s face, tracing along her nose, juxtaposed with a piece-by-piece voice-over of Yara explaining all the ways Brady could absolutely be Elena’s daughter.


Brady knew that her job was to pretend that she didn’t care about any of it, that all it did was annoy her to have her face grabbed and posed and filmed, that she didn’t feel her chest squeeze at the thought of being anyone’s daughter.


“This is so much fun,” Yara said, after Ms. Randall had told her three times to get off the computer and go to bed. “Maybe this could jump-start my budding career.”


Brady didn’t think that any of this would do much for anyone’s budding career.


Though she found out pretty quickly how wrong she was.


Apparently, if you take a raggedy orphan, get a couple of fashion-gossip-hungry group-home girls involved, throw in a matching eyebrow birthmark, and make a lot (a lot, a lot—like, a ridiculous amount) of social media posts, people notice.


People like Yara and Wren, who scroll social media all day, at least.


Which meant that suddenly, Brady’s face went viral.


Luckily, Brady did not have a smartphone or a computer of her own, so she didn’t have to see her face anywhere if she didn’t want to. The same could not be said for Cory and Yara and Wren, who refreshed the slow computer over and over and over again, mesmerized by their viral moment.


“I need the computer,” Sierra said, interrupting their fun. “I have to submit an assignment. Move.”


“Ugh, you and your summer school. Hurry up!” Yara said, stepping aside. “I want to see if TMZ picks up the story.”


“It’s not a story,” Brady said.


“What story?” Sierra asked.


“Brady is the secret baby of Elena Lavigne.”


“Who is Elena Lavigne?”


“How do you not know, Sierra! She basically decides what counts as fashion in New York City—”


“Well, we aren’t in the city, are we?” Sierra said. “So who cares?”


Yara pushed Sierra away from the keyboard. Sierra glared at her.


“They care,” Yara said, gesturing to all the comments posted under the side-by-side photos of Brady’s and Elena Lavigne’s eyebrows.


Sierra looked impressed.


Brady, leaning in to read some of the comments, was not. “They’re calling me an orphan gold digger!”


“You are an orphan gold digger,” Cory mumbled quietly beside her, and then cracked up. “We all are!”


Sierra rolled her eyes. “You’re going to get in so much trouble for this. If we lose computer privileges because of you idiots, you’ll have to go to New York to save yourselves from what I’ll do to you.”


“Oh my God, look! We’re trending!” Wren said.


“You aren’t anything,” Brady grumbled. She hadn’t thought this all through; she never wanted a spotlight shined on her. Staying under the radar was how she’d survived each of her foster homes. “Can we stop now? I bet no one will care about any of this tomorrow.”


“Girls!” Ms. Randall suddenly spoke up. They all turned, fixing their faces into bored expressions as they looked at her. “Whatever you’re doing, stop. Brady and Sierra, it’s your turn to make dinner, and lest we all starve, get to it.”


“I didn’t submit my assignment yet,” Sierra protested, even as she stepped away from the computer. With a resigned sigh, she looked at Brady and said, “Well, let’s go.”


Brady and Sierra worked quietly side by side as they made Mexican rice and beans, which was Sierra’s favorite. Brady didn’t really care for beans, but she sure as heck wasn’t going to tell Sierra that, even if the only good part about being on dinner duty was choosing dinner. There was a pecking order to everything, and Sierra was older.


If it were up to Brady, they’d be eating pork roll, egg, and cheese sandwiches, like the ones she got from the deli down the street anytime she ended up with pocket change.


“You’re too old for that, you know.”


Brady jumped. Sierra rarely made small talk with her. Mostly because Brady didn’t make small talk with anyone. “For pork roll?”


“What?” Sierra asked, before Brady realized Sierra hadn’t actually been reading her mind. “No. For getting sucked into a fantasy.”


“What fantasy?”


“The whole rich and famous New York City fashion woman thing,” Sierra said, turning the flame on the stove. “This is why I hate sharing a group home with kids. I told Ms. Randall that. It’s not my job to make you face reality. You should all know better by now. You’re not babies. If you were, you’d be better off.”


Brady didn’t like to be patronized. “I don’t believe in any fantasy. They’re just having fun; it’s not a big deal.”


“Yeah, well, don’t get hurt. She’s not your mom.”


“I know she’s not!” Brady snapped. “And you don’t care if we get hurt. You just don’t want anyone thinking they can get out of here, since you’re stuck for two more years.”


“Fine,” Sierra said, throwing the spoon she was using to stir onto the counter. “I’m going to the bathroom. You can finish up here.”


Sierra stormed out of the kitchen, leaving Brady alone to make the gross beans. Where did Sierra get off, anyway? Brady wasn’t a fool. She knew this whole viral thing meant nothing. Was it so wrong to go along with it anyway? Was it so wrong to dream about money, and the city, and a future far away from this?


Sierra didn’t know anything. She certainly didn’t know Brady.


Brady never fantasized about some rich lady in New York City.


She fantasized about being here, at this group home, for the next six years, with Cory, so they could go to the city themselves and start their own life and family, someday, together.


She didn’t need Elena Lavigne.


The rice started boiling over. Brady cursed and reached to lower the flame just as Yara and Cory came barreling into the kitchen, shoving the camera of one of their school tablets in her face. “We need to post new content if we want to stay relevant, Brady, trust me. So tell us what finding your long-lost birth mother would mean to you.”


Brady turned to glare at the camera.


She tried to ignore the heat that crept up the back of her neck as Cory watched her. She tried to ignore the little voice in the back of her head that sometimes wondered what it would be like to find her long-lost birth mother. That person was out there, somewhere, after all.


You’re too old for that, you know. Sierra’s voice echoed in her ear.


“Get the camera out of my face,” Brady said. “And leave me the hell alone.”


This, too, went viral. Because of course Yara found it hilarious and a “flawless impression of Elena Lavigne” and posted it online immediately.


Yara also practically fainted when the video showed up on TV. “I’ve never been so jealous in my whole life! You’re on TV!”


The video showing Brady’s face and her scowl and her raised eyebrow was immediately followed by a clip of Elena Lavigne, a scowl on her own face, her own eyebrow perfectly raised, while she yelled at the paparazzi to get out of her face as she tried to walk down the street in Manhattan.


They played both videos back-to-back three more times before freeze-framing Brady and Elena’s outraged expressions on the screen side by side.


“I mean, you did a really good Elena,” Wren commented.


“This is ridiculous,” Brady said.


“Yes,” Cory agreed, leaning over to wrap an arm around Brady’s neck in an awkward side bear hug. “But our plan is working!”


It was absolutely not working. The only thing it was doing was driving Brady up a wall. But even as Brady was practically choking under Cory’s grip, the hug made her feel warm and happy and wanted, so she couldn’t really protest.


Ms. Randall came into the room to complain about whoever was the last person to clean the dishes, and Wren quickly changed the channel, which was smart of her. The last thing they needed was Ms. Randall sniffing this out.


But Ms. Randall wasn’t clueless for long. All it took was a knock on the door from two of Elena Lavigne’s lawyers. Once she’d opened the door, she gave Brady the most withering glare Brady had ever seen Ms. Randall give anyone. That’s when Brady knew it was all over.


The first lawyer explained everything, and the second lawyer was apparently there as a witness so they could swab Brady’s cheek for DNA. The DNA test would, of course, definitively prove that Brady and the rest of the group home had been full of crap.


“I told you this was a ridiculous plan,” Brady snapped at the other girls.


“What if—”


“Don’t finish that sentence.” Brady interrupted Yara before she could say it. Brady didn’t want to think about the what if. Sometimes hope was the worst feeling of all.


Brady stood in the kitchen, the rest of the girls hovering around as they watched one of the men put on gloves and stick a giant Q-tip into Brady’s mouth. She flushed with embarrassment as he moved it all around her cheeks and she nearly gagged. Then he took it out and put it immediately into a safe, sterile bag.


“Thank you for your time,” the lawyer said to Ms. Randall. His gaze flickered to Brady and then back at Ms. Randall again. “I doubt you’ll hear anything from us after this, unless you do not cease and desist, in which case we’ll have to take legal action.”


He had a point, but he sounded so smug. Brady couldn’t decide if she wanted to punch his face or sink into the floor.


After the lawyers left, everyone stood around quietly for a moment before Ms. Randall sighed a big, deep, heavy sigh and said, “If you so much as value your lives, this circus ends now.”


Yara started to object. “But what if—”


“Yara, don’t,” Brady said. Her voice cracked on the don’t, making everyone glance away.


Brady, for her part, refused to look in Sierra’s direction. She didn’t need to see the I told you so written all over her face.


Cory was quiet for the rest of the day. While everyone else spent downtime in the living room, Brady found Cory upstairs in her room. Sierra and Ana had gone to the ice cream place where they worked part-time, which meant that Cory was alone as Brady came to stand beside her bed.


“I’m sleeping,” Cory said.


Brady ignored her and laid down beside her, smooshing them both together in the small twin bed. Cory huffed but didn’t actually protest. They stared at the ceiling together. “I’m sorry the lawyers came and ruined your plan,” Brady said.


“You aren’t sorry. You didn’t think it would work anyway.”


“Well, no. And Sierra says… well, it doesn’t matter. I think I thought about it anyway. What it would be like,” Brady admitted, a whisper in the quiet room. She knew it made her sound weak, but sometimes she thought she could be weak around Cory and that would be okay. That Cory could be the one person she could tell the truth to: that she had started to fill in the missing space of her thoughts of Mom with someone who looked an awful lot like Elena. “I started hoping for it, just a little bit.”


Cory exhaled deeply. “Me too.”


“This group home’s not so bad.” Brady felt herself rambling. “And at least we’re together, right? And in six years, when we’re eighteen, I’ll have it figured out by then. I’ll have a whole get-rich scheme that’ll really work. I’ll get us that penthouse in the city. The one overlooking the park. Remember? We don’t need some rich lady to do it for us.”


“I guess so.” Cory paused. “But it’d be nice to have someone do it for us anyway.”


“It’ll be cooler when it’s just ours. Our fancy apartment and our view of the Central Park Zoo,” Brady said. She shoved her shoulder into Cory. “You’ll fit right in, then.”


Cory shoved her back with a soft laugh.


It made Brady laugh harder, and then Cory followed suit, and then the two of them were laughing so hard, they had to shush each other.


They quieted, but Brady didn’t leave. Not yet. “Seriously, though, Cory. I promise. You and me, okay? I’ll get us out of here.”


“We’ll be our own family,” Cory agreed. “You and me.”


There was something about the way Cory said it that made Brady’s stomach clench. Right then, in that moment, Brady didn’t want anything more. They were so close, Brady could feel the little puffs of Cory’s breath on her face.


Before she could stop herself, she leaned in, closing her eyes, and pressed her lips against Cory’s.


They hardly kissed at all before Cory pulled away.


“What are you doing?”


Brady’s eyes flew open at the sharpness in Cory’s whisper. “Oh, I… I thought…”


Cory sat up, pulling away from Brady, and looked down at her with wide eyes. Neither one of them said anything for a moment. They just stared at each other.


Then Cory said, “I think you should leave my room now, Brady.”


“Cory, wait—”


“I said get out of my bed.”


“I’m sorry,” Brady said. “I just thought—”


“You thought wrong,” Cory said.


Brady crossed the room, the distance between the bed and the door feeling much longer than the few feet it was. She looked back at Cory, but Cory was curled away from her, facing the wall. “I’m sorry,” Brady said. She had never wished she could take something back as much as she wished it right then.


Cory didn’t respond.


Brady didn’t sleep much at all that night.


Days passed with an agonizing silence between them.


It was during those business days that the lab technician was able to get the DNA results from Brady’s spit. After that, things started happening so quickly, Brady didn’t think she would ever catch her breath again.


First, Ms. Randall opened the door to find a couple of Elena Lavigne’s lawyers standing there, again.


“Oh my God, do you think they’re suing you?” Yara said.


“They won’t be getting much,” Wren replied.


They weren’t here to sue Brady, though. They were here because Yara, Wren, and Cory were right.


Brady did resemble Elena Lavigne. And she resembled her because Elena Lavigne was Brady’s birth mother.


The test had come back a match, and the paperwork was in order, and Brady was expected in New York City as soon as possible.


It didn’t take all that long for Brady to pack her entire life into her duffel bag. She stood in the room she shared with Yara and Wren when the time came, as they talked nonstop around her about how exciting it was, and about how jealous they were, and about how “Brady, I swear to God, you better introduce me! You better tell Elena Lavigne this is all thanks to us!”


Brady couldn’t speak. This was all happening so fast, and she couldn’t shake the thoughts in her head, the idea of a birth mom who wanted her in the city immediately.


A mom with her same nose and her birthmark.


Sierra didn’t so much as look at Brady throughout the whole ordeal, though Brady didn’t blame her. They were too old to believe in fantasies.


Cory didn’t even come out of her bedroom to say goodbye.


The next time someone knocked at the door, it wasn’t Elena Lavigne—much to Yara’s disappointment (no one needed to know the way Brady’s stomach dropped, too). It was a young woman, who was focused on the tablet in her hand and spared Brady a glance that was barely long enough to know if she was collecting the right kid or not.


The woman’s hair was shiny and brown, and she was done up in makeup and heels even though she was dressed casually in leggings and an oversized sweater. It made Brady conscious of her own clothes, her busted sneakers and her too-big hoodie.


“I’m Elena’s personal assistant,” she said, glancing around the group home as the girls all stared right back at her. “Brady, yes? Are you ready to go? We’re on a bit of a tight schedule here.”


Brady said simply, “Yeah. I guess so.”


Goodbyes were sparse—and unnecessary; Brady had left more than one place before, so she was used to this, she really was—and Elena Lavigne’s personal assistant ushered her out the door and into a sleek black car.
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