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To all my PSL-drinking, sweater-wearing, apple-picking, Gilmore Girls–watching, pumpkin patch–going, candy corn–eating, fall-loving readers.

This one’s for you.

May we all find our Coopers.
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Caviar is disgusting, and anyone who says otherwise is a liar.

Still, I roll the eggs around in my mouth as if they’re a fine wine, just like Dad told me to do before he abandoned me in the corner to go talk to one of the many white-haired men at this event. If I weren’t at the Street Media Corporation annual gala, I would spit it out in a heartbeat. But I can’t embarrass Dad by being the Girl Next to the Fake Plant Spitting Expensive Food into Her Napkin. So I let them sit in my mouth, hoping they’ll just dissolve so I don’t have to force them down.

A small band plays in the front of the sparkling room full of expensive dresses and tuxedos. Four couples make use of the hotel ballroom’s dance floor while the rest of the attendees either stand around mingling or sit at the tables adorned in white luxury linens and orchid centerpieces. Tonight’s gala is both a celebration of the company’s profitable past year and a networking event with potential investors. Everyone who’s anyone in New York City is here, dancing and laughing and meeting wealthy new faces.

And I am simply an intern lucky enough to have an important dad.

“Ah, you’ve found the rare delicacy,” Mr. Street says, startling me as he appears at my side. He nods at the caviar spoon in my hand. There’s no way I’m insulting the host of the party—not to mention the CEO and founder of the news conglomerate—so I swallow the melting eggs and shoot him a grin. Or what I hope looks like a grin.

“I have. They’re delicious,” I lie, holding back a gag.

“I hear you should press them against your soft palate to truly experience the buttery flavor and unique texture.” Mr. Street shakes his head. “Personally, I’ve never understood the appeal, but to each their own.”

You’ve got to be kidding.

I could have been standing here exchanging quippy lines about how repulsive these eggs are, and how everyone in the room is surely faking their enjoyment of them, but instead I’m one of the fakers.

I deflate at the missed networking opportunity.

“How has your internship been so far, Ms. Mitchell?” Mr. Street asks, the light from the crystal chandeliers reflecting off his kind brown eyes and balding head.

“It’s been great,” I tell him. “I’m learning so much.”

This is only half true. It’s hard to learn from lower-level journalists and content creators when I’ve grown up the daughter of Brad Mitchell, president of Street Media. I was five years old when Dad first taught me all about journalistic integrity and source anonymity. And although this is my first summer at the company in an official capacity, I’ve shadowed him the last two summers, learning the company ropes, interviewing techniques, how to write a compelling article, and how to recognize and filter bias. Dad says journalism is in my blood and that one day, when he retires, I’ll take his place. All I need is solid experience and the right contacts.

In other words, the Streets.

“That’s fantastic.” Mr. Street takes a sip from his champagne flute. “Have you worked on any assignments you’ve particularly loved?”

The highlight of my whole summer has been tagging along with a reporter covering the Model Icon Fashion Show, but I know better than to say that.

“I’ve really enjoyed dipping my toes into foreign affairs. Covering the European Parliament election and the situation in Ukraine has been really eye-opening.”

“Oh yes, your dad did mention your interest in overseas matters. Did you know I started out as a foreign-affairs reporter?”

I did know that, of course, because a good journalist does her homework.

“Oh wow. I had no idea,” I say, leaning in and feigning interest. “Do you have any good stories from those days? Or any wisdom to impart?”

“Now, Ellis,” I hear from behind me as my dad joins us, placing his hand on my shoulder, “you cannot monopolize Edward’s time tonight. As the host, he has too much schmoozing to do.”

Mr. Street chuckles. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid that is true, but perhaps we can all get lunch together next week.”

“I would love that,” I say.

“Check my calendar with Anita and get it set up, Brad. I have a feeling your daughter is going to do big things. Her passion simply emanates from her.” Mr. Street beams at me. “Go get yourself more caviar before it’s all gone, Ms. Mitchell.”

He heads toward a group of bigwigs in a heated debate, and Dad turns to me, his Work Smile shifting to his Dad Smile, a difference that is probably imperceptible to anyone else. His eyes linger on my shirt and his smile slips away.

“Is that one of your… creations?” he asks, disappointment dripping from each word.

I tug self-consciously at the fitted halter top that I made out of a thrifted oxford. The addition of one of Mom’s decorative cameo brooches and the floor-length silk Carolina Herrera skirt push it comfortably into black-tie territory, but Dad seems to think otherwise.

“It is…,” I confirm, now regretting not wearing something simpler.

“Well, it seems you made a good impression, regardless.”

I shrug. “I didn’t really say much of anything.”

“Did you bring up foreign affairs like we talked about?”

I nod. “I did.”

Dad winks at me. “Good going, kid. I’ll get lunch set up on Monday.” He points subtly to a curvy blond woman in her mid-thirties wearing a gorgeous gold dress. “Why don’t you go introduce yourself to Catherine Howe? She’s an executive producer at WorldNet Studios.”

Dad flashes his Work Smile at a group of old men across the room before leaving me standing alone in the corner again.

My phone buzzes in my clutch purse, and even though I shouldn’t, I take it out to check the message.

Foodie Fernie: hurry and finish up at that snooze fest. Party at my place! Jordan’s here ;)

I put my phone back into my purse and sigh. I’d love to ditch this stuffy gala and hang out with friends for a change. I’d love to show off my outfit to people who would actually care how cute I look tonight. But if I’m going to get into Columbia and then get a job at Street Media, I have to put in the work. I don’t have time for parties or boys or, lately, even my best friend.

So, I push my shoulders back, ignore my screaming feet, and head over to introduce myself to Catherine Howe.



Soft sunlight filters through my bedroom window as I lie on my stomach in bed, staring at the daunting Columbia application on my laptop. Outside, the soundtrack of the city plays on repeat—horns honking, a construction crew shouting, sirens blaring, pigeons cooing. Anxiety balloons in the space between my ribs as I enter my contact information—which is further than I got last time I opened the application.

Maybe I’m more nervous about college than I thought.

I click on the next section of the application and immediately bury my face in my plush white comforter. I don’t know why this is so stressful. I want this.

I lift my head back up, and my gaze falls on the other tab I have open: the FIT home page. Last year I took fashion merchandising as one of my electives at school, and my teacher suggested I look into the Fashion Institute of Technology, claiming I have a real aptitude for fashion. Of course, that’s not part of my life plan. Dad and I agree that journalism is a much more practical career path, and I’ve been working toward Columbia my whole life. But it won’t hurt to check out the FIT application—just to see what it entails.

I’m definitely not procrastinating on the Columbia application.

The website loads, and I click on the admissions page, a sense of calm washing over me, probably because it doesn’t represent my entire future or the pressure that comes with it.

I’m reading through the essay prompt—Tell us why you’re interested in fashion, including your experience and inspiration—when there’s a knock at my door.

“Come in!” I click on the portfolio requirements as Dad opens the door, his eyes tired and his posture slumped—a completely different person than he was last night at the gala. He trudges over to the bed and sits.

“What’s up?” I ask him. “Are you okay?”

“Your mom—” He stops as his gaze catches on my computer screen, and he narrows his eyes. My stomach plummets. “What are you looking at there? I thought we discussed this.”

“We did.” I close my laptop. “It’s nothing.”

“You’re very talented at designing clothes, Ellis, but we agreed that’s just a way to show Columbia that you have diversified interests.”

“I know. I was just looking. I figured it couldn’t hurt to apply to FIT as a backup school, though. Everyone applies to safety schools.”

“Uh-huh…” Dad nods slowly. Skeptically. “Well, keep your eye on the ball. Don’t let your hobbies distract you from what’s important. You have to be tenacious and focused if you’re going to be successful.”

“I know, Dad. I already started filling out the Columbia application. Don’t worry.”

Even if it was just my name and address.

“Good. Anyway, I came in here to tell you that your mom and I need to talk to you.” He stands and rubs the back of his neck. “She’s waiting for us in the living room.”

I draw my eyebrows together. Something is off. “Okay…”

I leave my computer on my bed and follow Dad to the living room, where Mom is sitting stiffly on the gray leather couch, wringing her hands and staring at the floor, her strawberry-blond hair pulled back in a messy bun. The dark circles under her eyes match Dad’s. Warning bells go off in my head.

She looks up when I sit on the sofa next to her. “Good morning, honey.”

“Morning…” I glance at Dad, who’s staring at the wall behind me. “What’s going on?”

“Well,” Mom begins, “we wanted to talk to you about something. I’m sure you’ve noticed that things between your dad and me have been…”

“Rough?” I supply.

“Exactly. Things have been rough lately. There’s no easy way to say this, but… we’ve decided to take some time apart.”

Panic seeps into my chest. “Are you getting a divorce?”

“No,” Dad says quickly.

Mom shoots him a glare, then settles her eyes on me. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

I shake my head. “Okay, well, I know you two have been fighting a lot, but can’t you work it out?”

“No, we can’t. Not this time,” Mom says. “But your aunt Naomi has some extra space at her house, and I think some time apart will be best for all of us.”

I look at Dad, hoping he’ll object. Hoping he’ll have some other solution. He always has a solution to everything.

But he only continues to stare at the wall, his jaw twitching.

“Dad? Say something. Do something.”

“There’s nothing to do, Ellis. The decision’s been made,” he says, finally meeting my eyes. Stubble shadows his face, and his hair looks as though he’s run his hand through it a hundred times. He looks defeated.

“It’ll be tough for the family not to be together, but we’ll get through it,” Mom says, offering a weak smile.

“How long will you be gone?” I ask.

Mom’s eyes widen a bit, some realization dawning on her. “Oh. Well, you’re coming with me to Bramble Falls.”

“What?” I stop breathing. “No, I’m not. School starts this week,” I remind her.

“You’ll go to school in Bramble Falls for a little while,” she says. “We’ll be back by Thanksgiving.”

“Absolutely not. I’m not starting at a new school. Dad, tell her.”

Dad pinches the bridge of his nose. “Like I said, the decision’s been made, Ellis. You heard your mother.”

I stand, now hovering over Mom, who sits with her lips pressed tightly together, avoiding looking at me. “I’m not going to freaking Connecticut. You can’t make me leave my home and my friends and my school during my senior year! What about my commitments? I mean, I’m volunteering at the nursing home, and I’m still doing my internship at Street Media after school three days a week. And I’m finally the editor of the school newspaper this year! I’m sorry, but no. I can’t leave. Being here is imperative to my getting into Columbia. Why can’t I just stay with Dad?”

Mom finally looks at me, her face hard and unreadable. “This isn’t up for debate.” She stands. “We’re leaving first thing tomorrow morning, so you better go pack.”

“What? I don’t even get to say goodbye to Fern or give my jobs any notice? I’m supposed to have lunch with Mr. Street this week. Please, Mom, don’t do this.”

My heart thuds wildly and unshed tears blur my vision. I can’t believe this is happening.

“Staying isn’t an option,” she says, her eyes glassing over. “I’m sorry.”

I turn my back to her. “Dad, please,” I beg, walking over to him, blinking rapidly in my refusal to cry.

Dad pulls me into a hug and kisses the top of my head. “It’s only temporary, Ellis. Your internship will be waiting for you, okay? I’m sure Mr. Street would love to have lunch when you get back.”

I pull out of his arms, shaking my head in disbelief. How can he just let this happen?

I clench my teeth as my eyes dart between my parents. “I hate you both for doing this.”

“Ellis—”

My bare feet pound against the hardwood floor with each step toward my bedroom, cutting off whatever empty argument my mom was about to offer. I slam my door behind me and walk over to my window, where, finally, I let my tears zigzag freely down my cheeks.

Outside, the sun washes over the city. People go about their Saturday morning as if the whole world didn’t just flip upside down and catch fire. As if my whole life weren’t just upended. As if my whole future weren’t just crushed.

Until I started high school, my parents and I used to visit my aunt Naomi and my cousin Sloane every summer. So I already know what I’m walking into.

I already know there’s nothing for me in Bramble Falls, Connecticut.






Chapter Two [image: ]


Mom and I arrive in Bramble Falls early on Sunday. The newly risen sun reflects off the morning dew and paints the town in a golden hue. Sugar maples line the quiet streets, their green leaves clinging to the dregs of summer the same way I’m clinging to home, relentlessly resisting the inevitable change.

The passenger-side window is cold against my forehead as I take in the small town, which looks exactly the same as it did when I was a kid. Small houses sit atop small, perfectly landscaped yards. A few people walk their small dogs down the sidewalk.

Everything here is small.

I already miss New York City. I miss its vastness and its sounds and its bustle. I miss its food and its buskers and its bookstores. Hell, I even miss the trash and the awful smells and the subway.

I do not belong here.

Mom stops at the only traffic light in town and turns to me, grinning, as if everything is fine and normal. Her lips move, and Gracie Abrams’s voice fades as I pull out my AirPods.

“What?” I ask.

“I said it’s beautiful here, isn’t it? Do you remember all of this?” She gestures at Bramble Falls’s town square in front of us.

The white gazebo where my cousin Sloane and I used to eat picnics and meet up with her friends sits surrounded by the same freshly cut grass that always felt like silk beneath my bare feet. The green lawn is dappled with trees, their branches casting shadows over beds of orange and maroon mums.

“Of course. I wasn’t in the womb the last time we were here,” I say dryly.

Mom frowns and accelerates when the light changes. We follow the road around the square, passing the old hardware store with the same sun-bleached TOOLS & MORE! sign that’s always been in the window, the diner where Sloane and I used to get thick malts and chili dogs on unbearably hot summer days, the tiny post office where I used to mail postcards to my friends back in New York, and the market where I (accidentally) stole something for the first time.

Yeah, the quaint town is pretty, and I have a lot of fond childhood memories here. But warm memories aren’t enough to extinguish my bad mood. This place isn’t home, and I’m not going to pretend to be excited about moving just to make my mom happy—especially when it’s her fault I’m stuck here. I get that she’s going through a lot, but I still don’t understand why I had to come with her. It can’t be to stave off her loneliness, since she’ll be living with Aunt Naomi and Sloane. It can’t be to help her avoid homesickness, since home is evidently the last place she wants to be. Every avenue of thought leads me to the same conclusion: that she’s doing it out of spite, trying to get under Dad’s skin, and I’m collateral damage.

As we drive past a tiny greeting-card store, a woman with curly brown hair and deep wrinkles smiles and waves at us. Mom waves back.

“Do we know her?” I ask.

“No,” Mom laughs. “People here just wave to each other. She was being friendly.”

“Right.”

Mom sighs. “This is going to be good, Ellis,” she says, staring at the road ahead of her. “For both of us.”

I turn off my music and put my earbuds away because Aunt Naomi only lives a couple blocks from downtown. “Sure.”

Silence stretches between us as we turn onto Saffron Lane, and the small, white colonial house with its bright blue door and shutters comes into view. We haven’t even pulled into the driveway when my aunt comes running out of the house with a face-splitting grin, her arms held out, ready to wrap us in hugs.

Great.

Mom swings our BMW into the driveway and barely throws it into park before she’s out of the car, hugging her sister. A second later, Sloane saunters out with a smile that matches her mom’s. While I look more like my dad, Sloane is her mom’s replica, sharing the same shoulder-length, pale blond hair, thick bangs, sky-blue eyes, and matching flannel shirt.

“Hey, Ellis,” Sloane says, wrapping her arms around me the moment I step out of the car.

“Hey,” I mutter, patting her on the back. I hate that the excitement over seeing my cousin again is tainted by my circumstances.

Yet another thing my mom ruined.

She pulls away and sets her hands on my shoulders. “Are you doing okay?”

I get that she’s trying to be nice because she knows about my parents, but I can’t stand the pity in her eyes. I do not need pity. I just need to go home.

“I’m fine,” I answer, forcing a close-lipped smile. “How are you? It’s been forever.”

“I’m great!” She takes a step back, plastering on a grin so wide I’m surprised it doesn’t hurt her face. “We’re so excited to have you stay here, especially this time of year!”

“Oh, yes, Ellis,” Mom says, stepping beside me. “You’re in for a treat. Nowhere else does autumn quite like Bramble Falls.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I say. I could not possibly care less about autumn in Bramble Falls. Or anything in Bramble Falls, for that matter.

Aunt Naomi pulls me into a tight hug, and the warmth of her embrace and the long-forgotten scent of her coconut shampoo dull my sharp edges just a bit. “Gosh, I’ve missed you.” She lets me go and tucks my long, dark brown hair behind my ears, her eyes traveling over me, taking in my Khaite jeans and cropped sleeveless sweatshirt. “Wow. You have really grown up since I last saw you.”

“Hasn’t she?” Mom says, beaming at me.

Aunt Naomi frowns at her. “I can’t believe you stayed gone for so long. I feel like I’ve missed so much.”

Mom’s shoulders droop. “Life happened.”

“It sure did, didn’t it?” Aunt Naomi shakes her head and gives Mom a look only a sister could decode. Then she turns back to me and smiles. “Well, you’re here now. Let’s get you squared away.”

Mom pops the trunk, and I grab one of the only two suitcases of clothes she let me bring after reminding me that Aunt Naomi’s house isn’t big enough for my expansive wardrobe.

But, apparently, it’s big enough for my sewing supplies, which she insisted on packing, despite the fact that I’ve barely touched any of them in over a year.

I don’t spare the sewing stuff a glance before lugging my suitcase up the porch steps behind Aunt Naomi and Sloane. Mom follows with her bags, and we stop inside the entryway and set our luggage on the floor.

The house is small—go figure—but well-loved. To our left, a beige slip-covered couch sits beside a blue gingham lounge chair in front of a small flat-screen television in the carpeted living room. Unevenly hung photographs and art projects in mismatched frames cover the walls, and every shelf is jam-packed with knickknacks and books. Straight ahead, I catch a glimpse of the tiny L-shaped kitchen, where potted plants bring life to the place, and the counter is filled with corny coffee mugs that read things like YOU ARE BEAUTIFALL, SPICE, SPICE, BABY, and YOU’RE THE APPLE OF MY PIE.

It’s a far cry from our spacious, well-kept NYC apartment, but Aunt Naomi’s house has always been oddly charming and cozy.

“Why don’t we show you your rooms, and I can give you a tour later,” Aunt Naomi says. “It’s been so long since you were last here, some things might have changed.”

I scoff. This is the type of place where nothing ever changes.

Mom shoots me a glare, then nods at Aunt Naomi. “Sounds good.”

The four of us head upstairs to the guest bedroom.

“Annie,” Aunt Naomi says to my mom, “this will be your room.”

The light blue bedroom is simple, with a queen-sized bed against the wall, a desk in the corner, and a single mahogany dresser.

Mom sets her suitcase on the floor. “This is perfect, Naomi. Thank you.”

Aunt Naomi smiles and motions for me to follow her. “Ellis, I was going to set you up in Sloane’s room,” she says, “but your mom said you’d probably prefer to have a space of your own.”

Oh, thank god.

Aunt Naomi leads us down the hall and stops at a door I’ve never opened before. In fact, I have no recollection of this door at all.

“Unfortunately,” she continues, twisting the door’s wobbly knob, “we’re out of bedrooms.” She pulls the door open and begins climbing a creaky set of steps.

I reluctantly follow her. The temperature rises as we reach the landing, where rays of sunlight shine through the window, turning floating dust particles to glitter.

“Sorry, it’s kind of stuffy up here,” Aunt Naomi says, pushing open the heavy wood-framed window.

I glance around at the giant room spanning the length of the house.

It’s filled with boxes, most of them overflowing with what appears to be the entire autumn section of a party store—plastic pumpkins, fall leaf garlands and red, yellow, and orange artificial plants, wooden fall ornaments, autumn wreaths, and knitted coasters in the shape of pumpkins and apples.

I love a hot pumpkin spice latte and a warm sweater as much as the next person, but this seems a bit overboard.

I follow Aunt Naomi through the narrow path between the boxes, brushing away spiderwebs—both real and fake—until we reach a cleared-out space under one of the gables, where, presumably, I’m supposed to sleep.

There’s a standard bed with what looks like a vintage Laura Ashley bedspread and an antique-looking wrought-iron bed frame, a single whitewashed dresser, and a few rugs Aunt Naomi has layered across this section to cover the floor.

But none of them cover the fact that this is an attic. I can’t help feeling like Sara from A Little Princess. I sigh. At least there’s a window.

“I know it’s not perfect,” my aunt says quickly, no doubt noticing my hesitation. “But I hope you’ll be comfortable….”

I glance at my mom, who nods at me, prompting me to thank my aunt for her hospitality.

“Thanks,” I mumble. “It’s great.”

I’m beyond angry at my mother for putting me in this situation, but it isn’t Aunt Naomi’s fault. I am grateful she made space for us, even if this is the last place I want to be.

We’ll be back home soon enough. This is only temporary, I remind myself. Sloane comes panting up the steps, carrying the box with my sewing machine and materials.

“Sloane!” my mom chirps. “You didn’t need to bring that up. Ellis and I would have taken care of it!”

I let out an annoyed huff. Bringing it was her idea. There was no way I was hauling that thing up two flights of stairs.

“It’s no problem, Aunt Annie. Happy to help! Where would you like it?”

Before I can tell her it doesn’t matter because I don’t really sew anymore, Aunt Naomi chimes in. “Oh yes, that’s right! Annie said you design clothes, Ellis, so I brought up a table for your machine.” She points to our left at a dusty antique sewing table with a small stool. Sloane waddles over to it and drops the box with a grunt. “Now, I know you probably use all kinds of special city fabrics for your outfits, but we do have stacks of boxes up here with donations from last month’s clothing drive. We had so many come in, the donation center said I’d have to bring the rest back in December. So you’re welcome to whatever you find.”

I decide not to tell her that almost all my creations have been made from thrifted oxfords and instead opt for “Um, thanks. Sounds good.”

My aunt claps and beams at us. “Great! Well, I was thinking I’d make everyone breakfast. What do you think?”

“I’m starving,” Mom says. “Ellis?”

“I just want some coffee, honestly. I don’t suppose this place has entered the twenty-first century and gotten a Dunkin’? Or any coffee shop, for that matter?” I ask.

Mom sighs, exasperated, but Sloane laughs and says, “Still no Dunkin’. But we do now have the Caffeinated Cat.” I cock an eyebrow at her. “It’s a cat café. The coffee is to die for, and the cutest adoptable cats wander around inside. Trust me, you’ll love it. I’ll walk there with you.”

“Oh. You don’t have—”

“Don’t be silly. I’m not letting you walk around town by yourself on your very first day,” she says. “Come on.”

We all leave my dusty bedroom and file down the stairs.

“You two have fun,” Mom says, mouthing the words be nice at me as Sloane and I head out into the crisp morning air, a welcome reprieve from the hot attic and Mom’s suffocating presence.

For two blocks, Sloane talks incessantly about her best friend, Asher, her mom’s job, the theater camp she attended this summer, and how excited she is for school to start the day after tomorrow—a fact I’m choosing to ignore because it’s nausea-inducing.

Along the way, we walk by several houses where people are sitting on their porch, sipping coffee, and reading the newspaper. All of them seem to know Sloane. Closer to town, we pass the local bookstore and the Bramble Falls florist, where a handwritten sign is already advertising fall flowers.

Finally, we arrive at a teal-colored building located on the corner of Peach Street and Oak Avenue, almost directly across the road from the town square. I don’t remember what was here the last time I was in Bramble Falls, but now a wooden sign with the words THE CAFFEINATED CAT hangs above its door.

Sloane holds the door open for me, and I step into the coffee shop, careful not to let any of the roaming felines out. The blended scent of coffee and sugar rides the air, making my mouth water and perking me up before caffeine has even hit my tongue. The line is six people deep, so I study the chalkboard menu behind the counter while we wait.

Not a pumpkin spice latte in sight.

“What are you getting?” Sloane asks as we step closer to the front of the line, a fat calico cat nuzzling her calf and making circles between her legs.

I sigh. “I have no idea. I don’t—” I’m about to turn to her when my eyes snag on the guy behind the counter. I squint as if it’ll make me believe what I’m seeing. “Sloane, is that…”

There’s no way.

Sloane follows my gaze and smirks. “Cooper Barnett? Yeah. You remember him?”

Of course I remember him.

I remember Sloane introducing us the last time I was here. He declared us best friends the second she left to spend the summer traveling with her dad before he passed away.

For those two short months, I remember us being inseparable.

I remember drinking Capri-Suns and eating Cool Ranch Doritos together at the lake on the outskirts of town, his noodly limbs stretched out on the dock while he rambled on excitedly about the history of confectioners’ sugar or the science behind using salt in bread dough.

I remember racing our bikes down Willow Creek Lane, our shoulders pink and our freckles popping, before he wiped out trying to dodge the only pothole in town.

I remember sneaking into the Bramble Falls drive-in theater on classic-movie night. He couldn’t stop crying at the end of Free Willy.

I remember eating entire boxes of Popsicles just to get to the jokes on the sticks while we swung in the hammock together in Aunt Naomi’s backyard.

And a girl always remembers her first kiss.

But…

“I don’t remember him looking like that,” I say, unable to reconcile the cute, lanky boy I used to know with the specimen standing three people in front of me. “When did he get so…”

“Hot?” she asks with a giggle.

I shrug. “I mean, yeah.”

His once-short brown hair has now grown out in thick waves that curl at the tips of his ears and flop over his forehead, and a cream-colored apron is tied around a tall, fit body. We inch closer, and I notice the smattering of light freckles across his nose that I never appreciated when we were younger. He still has his full cheeks, punctuated by a single dimple, but now they’re accompanied by an angular jawline that adds a hotness to his boyish charm.

In the words of what I imagine might be on one of Aunt Naomi’s coffee mugs: Un-freaking-be-leaf-able.

“He hit a growth spurt sophomore year,” Sloane whispers, pulling me from my trance. “Then he ditched those nerdy round glasses he was always pushing up the bridge of his nose and, if I had to guess, probably started using the school’s weight room.”

The lady in front of us picks up a fluffy white kitten from the floor and moves to the end of the counter. We step forward, and my stomach does a weird little swoop.

Cooper Barnett is wildly beautiful.

“Hey, Sloane,” he says, grinning at her. He glances at me for a split second before opening his mouth to ask Sloane what she wants. But then he does a double take, his smile falling and his amber eyes widening as they fix on me.

How did I forget how stunning his eyes are?

“Hey, Coop,” I say, my lips curling upward into a grin I can’t contain. His jaw flexes, but he says nothing. It occurs to me that maybe he doesn’t remember me. “Ellis Mitchell… Sloane’s cousin.”

I glance at Sloane standing beside me, watching Cooper with a furrowed brow.

“I know who you are, Ellis,” he says, a sharp edge to his voice.

“Oh.” My smile wavers. “Good. It’s been a long time. How have you been?”

“Busy.” He turns back to Sloane. “What can I get for you?”

Um, okay, then.

“I’ll just have a green tea, please,” she says. Then she turns to me, shifting her weight uncomfortably. “What about you, Ellis?”

“Do you happen to have a secret pumpkin spice latte that’s not on the menu?” I offer him my warmest smile, trying to thaw his inexplicably frosty attitude toward me.

“No.” He looks at the line behind us and sighs, obviously wanting us to move along. “I’d recommend the harvest spice latte. It has pumpkin spice, hazelnut, and gingerbread. It’s the closest you’re going to get in Bramble Falls, and it’s a million times better.”

“I doubt that,” I tell him. “But okay, you’ve sold me. I’ll have the biggest harvest spice latte you’ve got.”

He nods, taps on the screen in front of him, and gives me the total, avoiding looking at me the whole time. I swipe my card, and Sloane and I move to the other end of the counter to wait for our drinks.

“What the hell was that about?” Sloane hisses.

“I was going to ask you the same thing. When did he become such an asshole?”

“He didn’t! Cooper’s basically the nicest person I know. What’d you do to him?”

“Nothing! I haven’t been here in years. We were really good friends before I left.” I don’t mention the kiss. She’d wonder why I never told her about it back then. I doubt she’d believe the truth—that it wasn’t a big deal. Plus, it’s irrelevant because it didn’t change things between Cooper and me. “We even texted after I went back home.”

“You did?”

“For a little while, before we both got too busy with school. But nothing explains his attitude toward me. We didn’t get into a fight or anything.”

“I don’t know, girl. Cooper doesn’t dislike anyone. Whatever you did must have been pretty bad.”

“I didn’t do anything!” I yell, sending a cat skittering behind a trash can and capturing the attention of two women waiting for their drinks—and, of course, Cooper. My cheeks flare, and I look down at the square toes of my black leather Stuart Weitzman boots.

When our drinks are finally called, we grab them, but just before we leave, Sloane leans over the counter.

“Hey, Cooper,” she calls. “You still coming over later?”

He nods. “I’ll be there at six.”

She gives him a thumbs-up, and I follow her toward the door.

“What’s happening later?” I ask her, stepping over a tabby cat in a green sweater.

She flashes me a giant grin over her shoulder. “It’s September, which means it’s officially Falling Leaves Festival season.”

“Okay? And what’s that mean?”

Sloane stops walking, and I nearly spill my latte as I bump into her. She pivots to face me.

“It means we have a lot of work ahead of us,” she says. “Bramble Falls is known for going all out in the fall. There are fall-themed activities every weekend throughout September and October. You know, apple picking, hayrides, corn mazes, pumpkin carving, a fall scavenger hunt, a double-feature horror-movie night at the drive-in, the Autumn Spice Sprint, the Boots and Blankets Bonfire, and the Pumpkin Prom.”

“The… Pumpkin Prom?”

“It’s a costume party with lots of dancing,” she says, practically shaking with excitement. “All of it leads up to the big festival the first weekend of November to conclude the season. It’s pretty much a huge all-day party. In New York you have the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. Here we have the Bramble Falls Parade around the square!”

I stare at her, dumbfounded by how giddy she is about these events.

“People come from all over for the Bramble Falls experience,” she continues. “It’s a ton of fun, but it also generates lots of money for the town. And since my mom is the mayor and the head of the tourism board, it’s our job to plan, set up, and participate in the events. And since Cooper’s mom is on the board too, he helps out a lot. He’s coming over later to carry the heavier boxes down from the attic because it’s finally time to turn this town into an autumn oasis!”

“Got it….” I clear my throat, my curiosity getting the best of me. “So, are you and Cooper, like, together?”

“Definitely not,” she says. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s hot, and he’s super sweet. But I’m not interested. Why do you ask?”

She gives me a knowing smile, and I roll my eyes.

“I was just wondering,” I say. “Now walk. Let’s get out of here.”

Sloane obeys, sipping her tea and turning around. The bells above the door jingle as she steps outside.

Before leaving, I glance back at Cooper and find him watching us. Our eyes lock for what feels like both only a moment and a thousand years before he looks away.

I don’t want to care about the fact that Cooper seems to hate me—the same way I don’t care about anything else in this town. I wish I could forget about him the same way I’ve forgotten about him the last three years.

But now that I’m back here and I’ve seen him again, I can’t shake the nostalgia. Memories of the best summer I ever had with the sweet boy from Bramble Falls wrap around me like a blanket. And as I catch up with Sloane outside, the promise of a new season filling the air, I can’t help but wonder who Cooper Barnett is now—and what spending a fall with him would be like.






Chapter Three [image: ]


Ringlets of sweat-soaked baby hairs stick to the back of my neck as I stand on an old wooden chair, forcing a plastic spring-tension curtain rod between the center support beam and the attic wall. If I’m going to be forced to stay here, I need some semblance of privacy should someone need to come to the attic.

Once I have rods hanging on either side of the support beam, I climb down from the chair and stand back to look at my new bedroom walls—gauzy white curtains that I made from some vintage tablecloths in the stack of clothing-donation boxes. The lacy edges felt like the right kind of shabby-chic vibe, and, as much as I would never admit this to my mom, using my sewing machine helped quell some of my anxiety about being stuck here.

“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Mom says, startling me. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. Those fans are loud.”

I pull open a curtain, exposing three fans, all oscillating on their highest settings. “Loud but necessary.”

“No kidding. It’s like a sauna up here.” She steps past the curtain and surveys my tiny living quarters. “I really am sorry about the attic.”

I shrug a shoulder. “Better than sleeping in Sloane’s room.”

Mom turns and sits on the bed, getting a better look at the curtains. “So you made those, huh?”

“Don’t get too excited,” I tell her. “I was sewing out of necessity, not desire.”

“Well, either way, they look great.”

“Thanks.”

There’s an uncomfortable pause before she continues. “I appreciate you making the best of this. You’re a good kid.” I nod and cross my arms over my chest as I stare at the floor.

Mom bites her lip and places her hands on her knees as the fans combat the awkward silence between us.

“Look,” she finally says, “I know you’re mad at me, but maybe try to think of this as an opportunity for you to be a normal teenager for a bit.” My eyes dart to her. “Things don’t have to be so grueling right now. You have the rest of your life to work.”

“I don’t want to be a ‘normal teenager.’ I want to get into Columbia.”

“And you will. I’m just saying, try to have some fun while you’re here. Hang out with Sloane, enjoy the town’s charm, work on your fashion stuff….” She pauses, hesitating; then: “Maybe do the things you like instead of worrying about making your dad happy.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “You say that like everything I do is for Dad’s sake.” She says nothing. “You’re wrong. I am doing the things I like.”

I haven’t been working on my clothing designs lately because I haven’t had time to go thrifting, let alone spend hours constructing new pieces.

It has nothing to do with my dad.

She nods once. “Okay.”

Her tone doesn’t say okay, though. Her tone says she doesn’t believe me. It says she’s simply being agreeable. Like always.

“And I don’t want to enjoy the town’s charm,” I continue, searing irritation sweeping through me like wildfire. “I want to be in the city, attending my prestigious high school and finishing my internship, which other people would kill to have, so that I can carry out the plans I’ve been working toward for the last three years. We’re talking about my whole future, Mom. Just because you don’t have a job doesn’t mean other people aren’t worried about getting one!”

Mom’s face crumples, her calm expression turning hurt, and my stomach knots. It’s not untrue—after all, Mom gave up her career at an art gallery in the city to stay home and raise me—but I didn’t mean to make it sound like being a stay-at-home mom is a walk in the park.

I swallow and look at the floor. “I’m just saying I want to do big things, okay? So what if what I want aligns with what Dad wants for me? He’s helping me reach my goals. Being here is a step backward, so stop trying to make this a good thing.”

Mom pushes off the floral comforter and stands. Her lips part like she’s going to say something, but then she presses them together instead, pivots away from me, and walks across the attic and down the steps.

I groan and flop onto the bed.

My phone has sat silently on the worn dresser next to me all day. I grab it, glancing at the time—5:46 p.m. I find Dad in my contacts and press the green call icon.

Despite Mom being the one who was home with me all the time, I’ve always been closer with my dad. Mom helped me with homework, but Dad kept me motivated. He pushed me to get perfect grades, to get involved, to work hard, to try new things, to think about the future.

He’s brilliant and selfless and adored at Street Media. Even when I was little, following him around his office carrying his stapler and the brass paperweight from his desk, I knew I wanted to be him.

He travels a lot for work, so I’ve gone weeks without seeing him. But the distance between us now feels different. I hate him for letting this happen, but I also miss him.

The phone rings. And rings. And rings. When his voice finally carries across the line, my eyes sting. You’ve reached Brad Mitchell. Leave a voicemail and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.

I hang up and swipe my thumb, scrolling until I get to Fern’s name.

She answers on the first ring.

“Ellis! Tell me everything!”

My heart lurches at the sound of her voice.

“It’s awful,” I tell her.

“You haven’t even been there twelve hours yet.”

“I know, so that says something.”

She huffs. “What’s so bad about it? Other than the fact that you aren’t here with me, obviously.”

On the other end of the line, something scrapes across the floor. I picture my best friend pulling a chair out from her small white kitchen table and folding herself into it like a pretzel, the way she always does when she talks on the phone. It makes me homesick.

“They don’t have PSLs here for starters.” Fern gasps. She might be a foodie, but we both lean into our most basic instincts when it comes to fall. “Exactly. And I’m pretty sure the guy who works at the coffee shop hates me.”

“You’ve already made an enemy? I’m impressed.”

“My mom got me registered for school, but they don’t have a large enough student body to offer AP classes here. And they don’t have a school newspaper.”

“This is, like, your worst nightmare.”

“It gets worse,” I tell her. “I’m staying in the attic.”

“Ellis, no. Hop on a bus out of there right now. You can live with me,” Fern says. And I know she means it.

“If only. At least then I wouldn’t keep fighting with my mom.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Worse than bad.” I sigh. “Tell me something about home. How was your housewarming? I can’t believe I missed it.”

As real estate investors, Fern’s wealthy parents got her an apartment for her eighteenth birthday. We have plans to live together while I attend Columbia.

“Oh my god, I wish you would have come. It was wild.”

Fern proceeds to tell me about her night of boys and drinking and karaoke and her encounter with the NYPD and her old, grumpy neighbor. She lists every New York City influencer who attended and all the plans they made to collaborate.

I met Fern when we were both on the school newspaper two years ago. At the time, she dreamed of having her own advice column, but ultimately—and accidentally—she made a name for herself as a restaurant reviewer on social media. With untamable red curls, fair skin, and bright green eyes, she’s undeniably gorgeous. She’s also inarguably hilarious. And in the last year, she’s risen to fame, traveling the country and finishing school online while making tons of money in endorsements as a teen food critic—both because her videos are entertaining and because she’s always right about the food. We’ve barely been able to keep up our weekly Thursday night dinners at Nom Wah, our favorite dim sum place in Chinatown, thanks to her heightened profile.

Her name and career are taking off, and opportunities are presenting themselves left and right. Meanwhile, I’m stuck here in a stalemate.

“Jordan kept asking about you,” she says before I hear her take a sip of what I’d guess is her green smoothie. I roll my eyes. “Stop rolling your eyes.”

“How do you know I rolled my eyes?” I laugh—a sound foreign to me at this point. Between working constantly and listening to my parents’ endless fighting these last few months, it’s been hard to muster a sincere smile, much less an actual laugh.

“I know you. Look, I know you say boys are a distraction—”

“Because they are,” I shoot back.

“But they don’t have to be. He knows you’re busy, and he’s okay with it. Give him a chance.”

“I’m not looking for a relationship right now.”

Relationships are time-sucking obstacles on the way to a destination.

“Okay, but it doesn’t have to be something serious,” Fern says. “Once you’re back, you could just have some fun. Be casual.”

Casual is all Fern knows—she’s commitment-averse.

Unfortunately, I made time to go to Fern’s rooftop party four months ago and found myself staring into Jordan’s dark eyes, lined with thick black lashes, his impeccable black hair blowing in the breeze, and I kissed him. I tried fun and casual, but then he got attached.

And even if I knew him well enough to like him, I’m too busy for a relationship. So, lesson learned.

“I don’t do fun and casual. I’m not interested, Fernie. I’m sorry.” Maybe I’ll have time for boys after I get into Columbia, but until then, I’m laser-focused.

Fern’s sigh nearly blows me over all the way from New York. “Just think about it, Ellis. Listen, I gotta go. I’m meeting up with Franky for dinner at the Nervous Donkey.”

My stomach grumbles. “Ugh, I’ve been dying to eat there since they opened.”

“I know, babes. We’ll go when you’re back.”

“Let me know how it is,” I say.

“You can watch my video,” Fern says. There’s some shuffling on her end. “Let me know how school goes Tuesday.”

I smother my groan. “Yeah, sure.”

“Love you, Ell. Bye!”

The line goes dead. I toss my phone on the mattress next to me and lie like a starfish, closing my eyes and letting the air from the fans wash over me. Maybe this is where I wake up and find out this has all been a nightmare.

I’ll open my eyes and be in my bedroom in NYC, sunlight pouring through my giant window, photos of Fern and me tacked up on the pale pink walls, my toes sinking into my soft white rug on my way to sit in my armchair and sketch some designs.

A soft knock pulls me from my daydream.

“Ellis, we’re coming up,” my mom calls from downstairs. She hasn’t once announced herself today. I sit up and listen closely.

“Of course I remember you,” my mom says as two pairs of footsteps grow closer. “Ellis talked about you for months after we last left here. I think it was the best summer she ever had.”

“Oh yeah?” a deep voice full of doubt says.

Oh no.

No, no, no.

I completely forgot Cooper Barnett was coming over.
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