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  Prologue
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Samantha


After two agonizing months, hoping to find something about my birth parents, there’s still nothing. Disappointment floods me. My parents couldn’t have kids of their own and chose to adopt, never hiding that truth. They would often say, "You are our gift, Samantha." 
When I turned eighteen, my mom and dad gave me search forms from The Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, letting me know it was okay to dig into where I came from. My questions are endless and the answers terrifying. Not ready to think about it, I put the papers away, intending to focus on enjoying my last summer with my boyfriend, my friends, and my parents. Unfortunately, things don’t always work out the way we plan.
My hand falls to my chest rubbing the familiar ache climbing up my throat and spreading like a virus. Taking a deep breath, I attempt to calm my anxiety. I can’t believe it’s been over a year and a half since I lost my parents in the plane crash.
It still crushes me.
With them gone, I withdrew from college and moved home. School didn’t feel necessary anymore, not when I’d lost so much. Nothing did.
After being numb for so long, anticipating these papers has my emotions swirling like a hurricane. I haven’t felt this much since my parents died and that scares the shit out of me. 
The doorbell rings, startling me out of my thoughts. Swinging the door open, I force a smile at the gray-haired mailman.
“Good morning, Miss Voss. I can’t fit all this in the mailbox.” He holds up a thick stack of mail making my eyes widen.
“Thank you.” I take the pile and weed through it, trudging towards the couch. A large package catches my attention. Turning it over, I read the return address, “Wisconsin Department of Children and Families.”
My heart stops and my hands shake. Suddenly weak, my knees buckle. Dropping onto the couch, all the other mail slips from my hands. I gasp for breath, tears rolling down my cheeks without knowing what’s inside.
All the “what ifs” instantly consume my brain. I’d been convinced I was okay with any scenario, but am I? What if there’s something I didn’t think of? Sobs wrack my body. Curling into a ball, I attempt to protect myself from the offending package, scared of its contents.
I’m not looking for other parents or another family, I just want to know who I am. Discovering more reasons to hurt is not on my list of things to do. How am I supposed to know if opening this is worth it?
Questions fly through my mind on overdrive. What if they don’t want to have anything to do with me? What if they do? What are they like and what kind of life do they have now? What if they have separate families that don’t know about me? What did I do to their lives by asking questions? What if they already died?
Most importantly, how would my mom and dad feel? The last thing I want to do is hurt my parents. Even in death, I wouldn’t want them to think I’m replacing them. That’s impossible.
I don’t know how long I sit nearly motionless when my stomach growls hungrily. My body aches from my clenched muscles. Forcing myself to move, I sit up, gripping the package the size of “War and Peace”. 
Gritting my teeth, I tear it open. Words blur, trying to focus on the first page. My heart pounds out of control, blood rushing through my ears the only sound.
My birth mother’s name is Catherine. She died October twenty-sixth last year. Gasping, an overwhelming sense of grief slams into me, weeping for a woman I never knew.
Pulling myself together, I read, searching for information. There’s court papers, medical records, documents from when she was pregnant with me and some after my birth in a foster home, but everywhere my birth father’s name is written, it’s blacked out. My eyebrows scrunch together in confusion. Maybe he doesn’t want to give me anything, but I need to know.
Grabbing my phone, I dial. “Wisconsin Department of Children and Families, this is Chase, may I help you?”
Clearing my throat, I attempt to steady my voice. “Hi, Chase, this is Samantha Voss. I spoke to you last month regarding a a question on the search for my birth parents.”
“Yes, hi Samantha. I remember you. You live in Illinois, right?”
I force a laugh, hoping to relax my nerves. “Uh, yeah. I just have a quick question…”
“Sure. What can I do for you?”
“Um, I received the papers today and I’m wondering if you could tell me why I didn’t get anything on my birth father? There’s some, but his name is blacked out everywhere. Does that mean he doesn’t want me to contact him?” I ramble uncomfortably, hating asking a stranger.
“Not necessarily, let me take a look.” I hear him shuffling some papers and clicking on a keyboard. “Yes, here it is. We actually couldn’t provide you with that information legally because there was no DNA test provided for the courts to prove he was your father. I’m not sure why. So even though both your birth parents signed and he’s acknowledged as the father, the courts don’t recognize him as your birth father.”
“I don’t understand.” My voice cracks.
“I’m sorry, but maybe there’s something in the letters included from your birth mother. It says she signed the affidavit of consent to release her information to you almost two years ago. At the time, she left the letters with your file to be released with everything.”
“Letters? What letters?”
“There are twenty letters included with your documents. They should all be there. I remember your case. I packaged everything myself.”
Feverishly, I search. Sinking to my knees, I peer under the couch, spotting a bundle of papers between the furniture and sigh in relief. I must’ve dropped them when I broke down. “Found them.”
“Good.”
“Thanks, Chase.”
“Of course. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
“No, thank you.” Not if you can’t tell me more.
“Feel free to call again if you have questions. Don’t forget, we can also provide you with a copy of your original birth certificate for a small fee. Good luck.”
“Thank you.” I end the call struggling to process.
Curling up on the couch, I grasp the letters, my fingers burning. Gathering my strength, I nervously pull the first one out. My gaze flits over the soft handwriting, reverently running my fingertips over it. She wrote these by hand. This might be the only thing I’ll ever have that’s hers. Overwhelmed, tears blur my vision. Blinking them back, I begin to read.

To My Unborn Child,
Where do I start? Maybe with I’m five months pregnant. I’m not sure if you’ll be a boy or girl, but either way you’re coming, just not to me, not exactly anyway. I’m sorry, but I can’t be your Mom. I wish things were different, but they aren’t, so I want to leave you with some of my reasons.
I’m 18 and barely out of high school. I moved out of my parents’ house as soon as I finished school, roaming from place to place with friends. We stayed in hostels or crashed with friends. When I got pregnant with you I tried to change, but I’m not ready to care for anyone else when I can barely take care of myself. I’m not the best thing for you, but I love you and want you to be happy.
I met your father the summer after I graduated at a weekend music festival. We were both single at the time and spent the weekend together. We parted ways, expecting to never see each other again. He went back to college and I wanted to travel the world, but I didn’t get far. I showed up on his front stoop today to tell him about you. To say he was shocked to see me is an understatement. I’m sure my swollen belly didn’t help. Not long after we were together, he met someone and it quickly became serious. They just found out she’s pregnant. She’s about two months along. He plans on proposing and starting a life with her. Only a few months will separate you and your half-sibling.
He offered to do everything he could to help you, but he’s trying to pay for college and support himself and his new family. He sounded lost when we talked about our options for you. He wouldn’t be able to do all of that and support us both, so I suggested adoption. Unfortunately, neither of us can care for you right now. We want you to have opportunities we can’t provide.
In my heart, I know you will be better off without me. You’ll have both a mom and dad who will care for you and love you. This is my way of letting you know I love you with my heart and soul. I’m sorry I can’t be the mother you deserve. I hope someday you’ll understand our choice. Every single day I’ll pray you have love, happiness, courage, and a life full of wonderful adventures. If you’re anything like me, maybe one day you’ll use your courage to find me. If you do, I hope you can forgive me for not being enough for you in this moment.
I’ll always love you.
Your Mother for now,
Catherine Schepp

Wiping more tears, I imagine what they may have felt when they found out she was pregnant? I’m only a year older than she was when she had me. What if my ex, Paul and I had gotten pregnant? What would I do? We were careful, but we had sex. My stomach churns thinking about that kind of fate. I don’t know what I would’ve done, so I can’t blame her for her actions.
Although, I’m not sure how I feel about my birth father. I have a brother or sister out there somewhere who’s nearly the same age as me. It’s not that he didn’t want a child, it’s that he didn’t want me. My heart plummets. Closing my eyes, I try to reign in my tumbling thoughts, and calm my rising panic.
Diverting my attention, I grab the second letter, desperate to learn everything I can. My birthday is written on the front of the envelope. Flipping through the stack, I find the same on each one, but different years, causing my heart to stutter. Pushing forward, I read.

June 12 – the day of your birth
To My Beautiful Baby Girl,
I don’t know what your name will be, but I know that you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen or touched. They let me cradle your little body in my arms to say goodbye. I inhaled your sweet baby scent, trying to commit it to memory, examining every little piece of you as you squirmed, looking for a comfortable spot in my embrace. 
My heart broke when your tiny hand wrapped tightly around my finger like you were clinging to the knowledge that our time would be fleeting. You look so petite and vulnerable. Yet, you came out screaming, letting me know you’re a fighter, and you’ll be fine. 
Your hair appears brown and your eyes blue, but I wonder if they will stay that way. I’m told those things may change, but I won’t be there to find out, although I’ll think of you every day. I’ll always cherish the first few moments of your life when you were in my arms.
I nearly couldn’t let you go, but I needed to do the right thing for you. I’m now nineteen and still can’t take care of myself. I kissed your soft little head and handed you to the nurse with tears running down my cheeks. She placed you in a clear bassinette and rolled you away. Your father is in the nursery with you now to see you and sign your birth certificate, but the adoption won’t be finalized until after I’m released from the hospital.
They promised you were going to a good family. It’s a closed adoption, so I’ll never know who’s raising you. It’s best for everyone. They told me your new parents desperately want children and can’t have any of their own. They have good jobs and a nice home in a safe neighborhood. I believe this unknown family will take wonderful care of you. If I didn’t, I never would’ve given you away.
Letting you go was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. As I get my last look at you, I already have so many regrets. Someday if you want to find me, I’ll be waiting. You’ll always be in my heart even though you’re leaving my arms. Who would believe that the best day of my life would also be my worst? I’m sorry.
With Love…
Catherine Schepp

I swallow the lump in my throat. I’m too late. If only I looked for her when my parents gave me the papers, I would’ve had the chance to meet her and get to know her. Now it’s impossible. Hope crumbles inside me. Apparently, I did have something to lose.
Shaking my head, I try to keep the tears at bay. I don’t have the strength to read all of these now, but maybe I can find more on my biological father. Reaching for the last letter, I hope it gives me the answers I need.

June 12
To My Beautiful Baby Girl,
Happy 18th Birthday! I hope you’re doing something fun to celebrate. I assume you’re graduating from high school sometime this month, so congratulations too. I realize you’re not a baby anymore, in fact you’re the same age I was when I was pregnant with you, but I know in my heart you’re beautiful, smart, talented, and strong. 
Unfortunately, my time may be limited, and I don’t know if I’ll ever have the opportunity to see any of that for myself. It’s surreal to think I may have seen you at the grocery store or passing by me on the street and never knew. I’ve looked at so many girls over the years, wondering if they might be you.
I wanted to make sure you have what you need if you look for me, especially if I’m already gone. Your father is a good man. He may not have been able to care for you when you were brought into this world, but I wouldn’t be able to say that today. He’s done well in his career and with his family, but he’ll share that with you when you’re ready.
There’s something I’ve never mentioned, but I believe now is the time. Your parents may have told you since it’s in my basic medical records, but I need to share. When I was a young child, I was diagnosed with cystic fibrosis. It’s one of the reasons I believed I’d never have children because I didn’t think I would be able to care for anyone long term when many times I struggle to take care of myself.
Then you unexpectedly came along. I knew I wasn’t the right person to raise you between my instability and my sickness, but since your father doesn’t have cystic fibrosis in his family history, I knew it couldn’t be passed on to you, although you could be a carrier. I would advise you to have genetic testing done to find out for sure. But, keep in mind, it takes two carriers to have the possibility of passing it on to your own children.
Recently I’ve had a difficult time with my illness. So, I let your father know about the letters in case you search for us. When I called about signing the affidavit and leaving the letters, I found that they wouldn’t be able to provide you with your father’s information, so we decided that I would. 
Your father’s name is Lincoln Scott. He lives at 1174 Hawks Rd in Chance, WI. It’s a small town outside of Madison. He works at Hometown in Chance, a home and variety store. If and when you’re ready, he’s waiting to talk with you, meet you and know you.
I’m not going to give you advice or tell you what to do. I realize you have parents for that job. But I hope you follow your heart and do what makes you happy. Life is too short to be filled with regret. (Maybe a little advice…) I may no longer be here when you find me, but I’ll always watch over you and pray for the best for you. I never stopped loving you.
With Love…
Catherine Schepp

Trembling, I fold the letter, my mind racing. It’s time I find out who I am.






  
  Chapter 1
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Samantha


“What the hell do you think you’re doing Samantha?” I mumble to myself as I stand outside a small blue apartment building staring at the canary yellow front door. I’m second-guessing my decision to immediately pack up and search online ads for roommates wanted in Chance. The girl I responded to seemed normal, but how do I know she’s not a catfish? If something happened, who would know? I never even told Uncle Tim or my cousins I was leaving. Now that I’m here, reality is catching up with me and panic starts burning a hole in my gut. 
I glance around the quiet neighborhood, but the calm could be because it’s March and freezing. A few inches of snow still covers the ground from the latest snowfall. It’s almost peaceful, but my quivering insides cling to a different story.
This was a stupid decision. My parents wouldn’t be happy. “I think I’ve completely lost my mind.” Unmoving, I contemplate going back to Illinois.
“Well since I don’t know you, I can’t tell, but signs point to yes, seeing you standing in the cold talking to yourself.” Startled, I squeak, spinning towards the sound of the low gravelly voice sending chills down my spine. My breath catches and my eyes widen as they land on the owner of the sexy voice. His dark brown hair sticks out from underneath a grey beanie, staring at me with shockingly bright blue eyes filled with amusement. Lifting my chin, I look up at him, guessing he’s probably half a foot taller. My eyes drift to his sexy smirk as he assesses me, showing off a deep dimple in his left cheek underneath light stubble. His arms are crossed over his broad chest, appearing huge in his black winter coat. I bite my lip to hold back a moan. This man must be too good to be true. Forcing my gaze back to his face, I flinch at my wayward thoughts.
“Um, hi. I’m just…” I trail off realizing I don’t owe this gorgeous stranger any explanation.
Arching his eyebrows in question, his smirk grows, eliciting a brewing storm on my insides. “Are you looking for someone or something? I could help.”
“Yes, I mean no…er yeah,” I stutter, making him chuckle. Huffing in annoyance, I narrow my eyes. “Yes. I was looking for Corrine, I mean Cory, but I changed my mind.”
“Are you Cory’s new roommate? She’s been waiting for you.”
I shake my head. “No, this was a mistake.”
“Wait a minute.” He reaches for my arm, igniting me with his touch even through my thick, ivory winter coat. I take a slow, controlled breath, attempting to suppress a shiver before my eyes move to his hand, still resting on my arm. Instantly, he drops it.
“Sorry.” He stuffs his hands into his jean pockets. “A mistake? Can I help?”
“No. I just… I don’t know her. We messaged online the past few weeks and I checked out her social, but how can I move in with someone I’ve never met?”
His shoulders noticeably relax. “I get it, but that’s the same thing as moving into a dorm in college. Right?” Doubtful, I purse my lips. “Besides, being worried about having Cory as a roommate is laughable. She’s like a little ball of sunshine.”
My lips twitch in amusement. “And how do I know I can trust you? I don’t know you either.”
Puffing up his chest, he reaches his hand out in greeting. I willingly place my small, cold hand in his large, warm one. “Hi. I’m Brady Williams. I live here,” he gestures with his eyes to the building behind us, “next door to Cory and hopefully, after today, you.” He arches his brows expectantly, not releasing my hand, my entire body warming from his touch. “And you are?”
I blush. “Sorry, it’s been a long…week. I’m Samantha, Samantha Voss.”
“Samantha,” he whispers giving me chills. Tugging my hand away, I stuff it into my pocket. He clears his throat, grinning wide. “Now that we’re friends, I’d be offended if you didn’t take my advice. At least come meet Cory. I promise, you won’t regret it.”
“Well, I guess I could at least meet her… for you. After all, we’re friends and she’s a friend of yours, so, I’m sure we’ll get along fantastic.” My voice drips with polite sarcasm.
His face lights up, taking my breath away. Overtly, he gestures for me to go in front of him. “After you, Sam. Is it okay if I call you, Sam?”
“Well, that is what my friends call me.” Staring at the door, a nearly overwhelming feeling floods my veins. My heart pounds erratically when he reaches around me, enveloping me with his masculine scent and pushes the door open. “Thank you,” I murmur breathlessly still facing the door.
“You’re welcome.”
We step inside, his hand landing on the small of my back. Pinching my lips closed, I hide my gasp, attempting to focus on my surroundings. Dark slate tile floors lead to a narrow blue staircase. “He must like blue.”
Brady laughs, the light-hearted sound sending my heart racing. “You got that right.” More than a dozen gold mailboxes are built into the wall on the left with a door on the right, likely to the basement. Brady points to the door behind him. “The Super goes by Mr. K. He lives there. He’s around most of the time if you need something fixed.” I nod as he floods me with information. “There are four apartments on each floor, except this one only has three, so fifteen apartments. The elevator is old and doesn’t always work, so if you’re in a hurry take the stairs.” I cringe at the thought of getting stuck in the small space. He points towards the elevator. “Do you want to take your chances with me to the top, or should we hike the stairs to the fourth floor?”
“I’ll take my chances.” I’m not attempting four flights of stairs when my legs won’t stop trembling. I don’t want to make a fool out of myself in front of this beautiful man.
He presses the elevator button and mumbles almost inaudibly, “I sure hope so.”
“What was that?” I quirk a brow.
Shaking his head, he gives me a crooked grin. “Nothing, just thinking.” 
The doors screech open. Stepping in, I lean against the worn white paneled wall. Brady slips inside and moves opposite me. Bending his knee, he places his foot against the wall. Lifting his hat, he runs his fingers through his messy hair. I bite my bottom lip to keep myself from saying something embarrassing. Raising his eyes, he meets mine. Caught staring, I refuse to let my orbs waver, holding his heated gaze.
Eventually, he clears his throat. “So, where are you from?”
“Illinois.”
His lips curve up knowingly. “And you’re here? No wonder you’re alone,” he jokes of the common, friendly rivalry.
Pinpricks attack my heart causing my eyes to well up involuntarily. I tear my eyes from his without a word. Swiftly, he invades my space. “I’m sorry. I was just kidding. I have family outside Chicago. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“I know.”
“I’m sorry. Here I’m trying to convince you to move in and instead I stick my foot in my mouth and make you cry.”
Shaking my head, I take a steady breath. “It’s okay. I’m fine. It’s not you, I just have a lot on my mind,” I explain trying to brush it off.
He nods, looking at me like he wants to know more. Gently, he trails his fingers down my arm until he reaches my hand and gives it a squeeze, eliciting goosebumps. I feel an overwhelming urge to ask him to hold me, but I won’t. Then he’d really think I’m outlandish. He clears his throat, waiting until I meet his eyes. “I know you don’t know me, but if you ever need anything… I’m a great listener.”
“Thank you,” I whisper, overcome. 
He continues staring at me like he’s searching for answers I’m not ready to give while the elevator makes its noisy ascent. Suddenly the doors creak loudly open, breaking our moment. Dropping my hand, he clears his throat, both of us shuffling into the hallway.
Gesturing down the short hall, he stops in front of the door with 401 painted on it in blue. He points to the door labeled 403 to the right. “That’s my apartment with my roommate, Cody.” Spinning in a circle, he points out the two apartments across the hall. “Kyla and Mia live in 404 and Seth and Logan are across from you in 402.”
“I didn’t say I was staying.” My lips tug up in amusement.
“You will,” he answers confidently, knocking on the door.
A muffled squeal, followed by quick approaching footsteps and a loud thud as if someone crashed into the door makes my eyes widen. It’s thrown open and a girl a couple inches shorter than me with warm hazel eyes, blonde hair and a bright smile greets us.
“Hi!” Her eyes land on Brady and her face noticeably falls. “Oh, hi, Brady. What’s up?”
Brady bursts out laughing, garnering a glare from Cory. “Don’t be so happy to see me.” 
Cory rolls her eyes as he steps past her into the apartment. “I thought you were my new roommate.” Turning towards me, she holds out her hand. “Hi, I’m Cory, a friend and obviously neighbor of him.”
Brady watches us with pure amusement. I grasp her hand. “Hi Cory, I’m Samantha, your new roommate.”
She shrieks swiftly tugging me into the apartment and hugging me. I pat her awkwardly on the back until she lets go and moves back. “I’m sorry. I thought you were one of Brady’s girls.”
I shake my head and smile stiffly at the uncomfortable flip of my stomach. Frowning, I shrug it off, hating my jealousy when I just met the man.
Brady inches closer and throws his arm over my shoulders taking me by surprise. “Sam and I go way back.” Cory’s eyebrows draw together in confusion. “Well, back about five minutes, but it has been memorable.” My chest tightens relishing his flirtatious comment and grin directed at me. Cory’s gaze flicks between the two of us before her eyes narrow on Brady.
Making a quick decision, I say, “I wanted to come meet you before bringing my stuff in. But I better get going since it will be dark soon.”
“So, you’re staying?” Brady questions.
“For now.”
He grins. “I’ll help with your stuff.”
I open my mouth to refuse his assistance, but he’s gone before I have the chance to stop him. “I’ll help too,” Cory offers, “but I’ll show you your room first.”
“Thanks.” I glance around the small living room adorned with a tan and rose floral couch and two matching armchairs facing a TV resting on a simple, white entertainment center.
“The living room, the kitchen.” She points towards the left. The white appliances, blue-gray Formica countertop, whitewashed cabinets, and a curved booth built into the corner of the room add to the cozy atmosphere.
Cory bounces down the short hallway opening the door on the left. “This is my room.” Like everything else, the walls are white, but her room is decorated in shades of pink with splashes of purple, making it frilly and feminine. “Straight ahead is the bathroom we share and this is your room.” She nudges the door open to a room with nothing but a box spring and mattress. “I know white is boring. It sucks that we can’t paint, but we can put pictures up. Did you bring any furniture with you?”
“Just a nightstand. I’ll have to go back for more of my things eventually.”
“Well, whatever I can help with, let me know.”
“Cory?” a deep voice vibrates through the space.
“We’re coming,” she calls, striding towards the living room. Brady stands inside the door with another man a couple inches taller than him. Cory walks up to the guy and wraps her arms around his hard, broad middle, his arms pulling her close. “Thanks for coming.” Releasing Cory, he turns towards me with a crooked smile. “This is my twin brother Cody, also Brady’s roommate,” she introduces us. Their family resemblance is instantly obvious. His short blonde hair appears a shade darker than Cory’s, cut a little longer on top, hazel eyes, and a strong jaw. “Cody, this is Samantha.” She gestures to me proudly, like I’m a prize and she’s known me forever.
Cody ambles toward me, so, I hold out my hand. “You can call me Sam.”
Bypassing my gesture, he picks me up in a bear hug, lifting me off my feet and eliciting a surprised squeal. “I like hugs from gorgeous women much better than handshakes.” He sets me down, chuckling.
“Ignore him, he’s a flirt. He’s here to help,” Cory tells me glaring at her brother. I nod, flushed, noticing Brady’s stiff posture as Cory grabs her coat off a coatrack in the corner and tugs me out the door. While waiting for the elevator, Brady slides in front of Cody, whispering something to him. Cody laughs loudly, slapping Brady on the back, while Brady stews, steam nearly coming out of his ears. The creaky elevator doors open and we pile in, Brady shuffling next to me, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Thanks for helping,” I tell them sincerely. My nerves begin to dissipate as I look at each of their accepting faces. I may not know who I am or what I’m doing, but this feels like the right decision. “I just might stick around,” I murmur so only Brady hears.
His body relaxes as his laughter fills the small space. Focusing on the guy standing next to me could be a good distraction. The look he aims in my direction gives me goosebumps. 
Maybe this is where I’m supposed to be.
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Iflop down in the middle of the couch completely exhausted. Cory giggles drawing my attention, curled up in one of the chairs. “Are you all unpacked?” 
Shaking my head, I huff a laugh. “Not even close. I don’t know how I’ve spent nearly the past twenty-four hours unpacking and I’m not done. I still have a ton of stuff in Illinois too. Then again, after we brought everything in last night, all I did was make my bed, then find my pajamas and my toothbrush. Thanks again for helping.”
The door to our apartment flies open. Startled, Cory jumps out of her chair. Cody strides into the room in jeans and a long-sleeved navy blue graphic t-shirt. “Cody! You can’t storm in here whenever you feel like it. I’m not the only one living here anymore.”
He glances at me appearing sheepish. “Sorry, but I brought pizza.” He arches his eyebrows.
She grunts. “Fine. I’ll grab plates and soda.”
“You mean pop?” I smirk.
“Oh, that’s right, Cory said you’re from Illinois,” Cody comments with laughter in his voice. Setting the pizzas on the coffee table, he sits. “So, Sam, why did you move here?”
Heat crawls into my cheeks as I try to come up with an answer I’m comfortable admitting. “Umm…” I should’ve thought about what I would say to this basic question.
I’m temporarily saved when Cory returns, handing paper plates to Cody. “I don’t know what you like, but we have water, Coke, or Diet Coke.”
“Thanks, I’ll take a diet.”
“Pepperoni or sausage?” Cody questions holding out two plates.
“Either is good.” I reach for the closest plate, the sausage. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He gives Cory a plate and grabs two slices for himself. A mischievous glint lights up his eyes when there’s a knock at the door.
“Who is it?” Cory yells, unmoving.
“Brady,” he answers. My nerves instantly go on high alert.
“Come in,” she calls. 
At the same time Cody bellows, “Go away!”
Brady walks in, dressed casually in a light grey Henley, dark jeans, and black converse. His wet hair and clean-shaven jawline catches my attention, his dimple now obvious even without his smile. I gulp down the lump in my throat, attempting to appear calm. He glares at Cody. “What the hell man? You could’ve at least told me the pizza was here before you stole it.”
“I didn’t steal it, I paid for it and even tipped him.”
“With my money,” Brady emphasizes. He reaches for a plate and a slice of pizza. Cody chuckles and I can’t help but join him. Brady turns towards me, arching his eyebrows, causing my heart to skip a beat. “You think that’s funny?” he challenges, fighting a smile.
“Not exactly. You guys are funny. All of you.” I gesture to the three of them. “I didn’t grow up with brothers or sisters, but that’s what you all remind me of. You’re entertaining.”
Brady’s lips twitch in amusement. His gaze shifts to Cody and back to me, no longer pleased. He sits on my other side, the couch dipping from his weight, my body instantly heating.
“So, what brought you to our small town?” Cody questions again.
I flinch, still not prepared. “Umm, I’m not sure. It’s complicated. I…”
Brady steps in, saving me. “She’s had a long couple of days. How about we let her relax and tell her about what there is to do around here.” Exhaling in relief, I offer him a grateful smile. “This is a small town, but there are quite a few people our age living here from some of the Madison schools. It’s close, but the rent is much cheaper if you don’t mind the commute. You’ll find that in a lot of the towns around here. Do you go to school?” he asks without judgment.
“No, I tried. It just wasn’t for me.” It’s the same answer I give everyone, although it’s only a partial truth.
“Believe me, I get it,” Cory adds. “I went to beauty school and now I have my own chair at the salon in town. Like I told you before, if you ever need your hair or make‐up done, I’m your girl.”
“I did vocational school for web development and now I work from home whenever I feel like it,” Cody reveals. “You’ll figure it out.” A smile curves my lips, not feeling quite so alone. “Brady is the only one of us who will have his college degree soon.”
My eyes veer to Brady as he finishes a slice of pizza. He reaches for another without adding anything prompting me to ask, “What are you going to school for?”
“Business Management.”
Curious, I watch him as he takes another bite. I can’t figure out if school is something he doesn’t like to talk about or if it’s something else. “You’re almost done? When are you graduating?”
“May.”
“Then what?” I probe.
Heaving a sigh, he drops his crust onto his plate and takes a drink before turning to me. “My parents own a restaurant and bar on the edge of town. They want me to run it when I graduate.”
“You make it sound like a small family-owned restaurant. It’s huge!” Cody exclaims. “There’s even a gigantic catering hall for weddings and special events.”
Brady winces and I ask, “Is that what you want to do?” His eyes instantly soften. My heart picks up its pace as I stare into his eyes, heated to my core, but he doesn’t bother with a response.
Cody tosses his plate onto the coffee table suggesting, “Why don’t we all go out tonight? We could go to Mae’s for a drink.”
I grimace. “I can’t go to a bar.”
Cory’s eyes widen. “I didn’t think to ask how old you were.”
Cody laughs. “So, what if she was 75?”
“Then, she seemed like a nice and young looking 75-year-old. Thanks to social,” she adds sarcastically.
Brady asks, “So, how old are you?”
“Almost twenty.”
“So, I’m assuming you don’t have a fake ID and we have to wait over a year for you to go out with us?” Cody questions, sounding frustrated.
I shrug and Cory rolls her eyes at her brother. “Like you’re so much older. We’ve only been twenty-one for a few months and Brady just turned twenty-two last month.”
“Happy Birthday,” I whisper. Brady grins in acknowledgment.
“I want to stay here and get to know my roommate, so I’m out.” Cory announces.
“We can stay here and hang out with you guys,” Brady suggests.
“No.” Cory shakes her head. “I’m keeping Sam to myself tonight. You two go out and we’ll see you tomorrow.”
“No thanks for the pizza?” Cody whines.
“Thank you, Brady,” Cory replies sweetly.
“Hey!” Cody argues.
Cory stands and pushes her brother backwards towards the door. “Thank you, Cody.”
“Much better Sis.” Grinning, he pulls her close, and messes up her hair until she twists away with both of them laughing.
“You too, Brady, go,” she demands.
“You’re kicking me out?” His voice hitches in surprise but he stands anyway.
“Yup!” She smiles, pointing to the door. “Go, have fun but not too much fun.” Both men raise their eyebrows, puzzled. “Don’t you dare bring any women home. Sam shouldn’t have to listen to that on her first night here.”
My eyes drop and my stomach flips. I have no right to feel jealous because of a guy I just met, but my brain hasn’t caught up to reality or maybe I’m just tired. “I could skip going out and bring Sam back to my room. Then it wouldn’t matter,” Cody jokes.
Gasping, my eyes widen, snapping to him. He winks and Cory smacks him on the back of the head, making him flinch. She glares at him and he holds his hands up innocently, but not retracting his statement. Brady crosses his arms over his chest, his stance rigid. Laughing, Cody walks out, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll come find you later, Sam.”
Brady sits back down next to me, remaining quiet until I turn my head. “It really was memorable meeting you. I wasn’t just saying that. I’m happy you decided to stay.” I smile, suddenly shy. “See you tomorrow?”
I shrug, forcing nonchalance. “I’ll probably try to finish unpacking.”
He smiles giving me chills. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” Standing, he trudges towards the door, giving me one last look. “Bye.”
The moment the door closes Cory bursts out laughing. My eyebrows furrow, watching as she moves towards the chair she just vacated and drops into it with a bottle of water in her hand. “You just got here and they’re both already entertaining me.”
“What?” My heart flutters.
“My brother and Brady.”
I stare at her blankly. “What about them?”
“They both obviously think you’re hot, which you are, by the way. You have gorgeous hair. Anyway, Brady is already acting territorial, and I can’t tell if Cody is messing with him or if he wants to date you too.” She giggles. “I guess we’ll find out. They’re built-in entertainment.”
“Umm, what?”
Her eyes widen as she takes in my reaction. “I just mean they like to give each other shit. Cody was flirting with you big time and it’s obvious Brady is interested. He’s a good guy. I’ve known him my whole life.” She tilts her head to the side, assessing me. “Do you at least think he’s cute? If you say no, I won’t believe you.”
“If you think he’s so hot, why aren’t you two together?”
“I could never date Brady. He’s like a brother to me. Back in high school, he tried to kiss me once to get some girl off his back and it was so gross.” She makes a face and sticks her tongue out to prove her point. “I just threw up in my mouth.”
I laugh. “Brady is right. You’re like a little ball of sunshine.”
“So, you admit you think he’s hot?”
My cheeks heat. “Like you said, I’d be lying if I didn’t.”
She squeals. “I knew it. Do you want to hang out tomorrow? I can help decorate or introduce you to our other neighbors, or show you around town?”
“I would love that.”
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Cody and I walk through the door at Mae’s. My eyes take a quick sweep of the place with its worn wood paneled bar and oak top covered in bottle tops from beer companies all over the world, sealed over, making a smooth surface. Although it’s not crowded, it can get that way with the wide age range frequenting this place. Cody waves to a few of our friends in the back corner playing pool or darts while I nod in greeting and head for an empty stool at the bar, not feeling social. 
“Hey Logan,” I greet the bartender as I sit. “Can I get two of whatever you have on tap?”
“Sure thing, Brady. Start a tab?” Logan nods at Cody as he sits on the stool next to me.
“Yeah, thanks.”
Logan slides the beers in front of Cody and me. “I assume the other one is for this asshole?” I chuckle in response. “Where’s Cory?”
“Not here.” Cody grimaces.
Logan chuckles, and I inform him, “She kicked us out. She wants to hang out with her new roommate without us around.”
“So, she must be hot and Cory didn’t want to watch you two hitting on her. If you don’t bring her in so I can meet her, I’ll have to walk across the hall and introduce myself.”
I glare at Logan, causing him to laugh harder. “For real?” He arches his eyebrows in surprise.
Cody smirks, jerking his thumb towards me. “He seems to think he can tell me to back off.”
Reaching for the pint of beer, I take three large gulps before setting it back on the bar and looking at Cody. “Is it really so hard to stay away from one woman? I don’t think I’ve ever asked that of you before.”
He stays quiet for a moment. “You haven’t, but she’s fucking hot. We don’t have girls like her around here. Besides, you can’t call dibs before I even meet her. How is that fair? I don’t have a chance that way.” Arching my eyebrows, I smirk, mocking him. Cody glares. “Fuck you.”
Logan and I chuckle at Cody’s expense before Logan strides to the other side of the bar. Glancing at Cody, I challenge, “What about Olive? Does that mean I can ask her out if you’re interested in Sam?”
“Ask her out and see what happens,” Cody taunts narrowing his eyes. “I fucking dare you.”
I raise my hands in defeat. “Then back off Sam. There’s just something about her.” I pinch my lips shut, not wanting to give too much away because I know Cody would give me more shit than he already is, and I don’t want to deal with that version of him. Not now.
He’s right though; she’s so damn beautiful. Her caramel eyes are incredibly expressive. I want to know more. But, when she started crying in the elevator, I had the strongest urge to tuck her petite, curvy body into my arms to comfort her, which is insane.
“Yeah, I already said she’s hot.” Cody smirks.
I elbow him in the gut, satisfied with his answering grunt. “Besides that, asshole. When I saw her in front of our building, yeah, she’s obviously gorgeous, but we started talking…”
“Who were you talking to?” A high-pitched voice questions over my shoulder.
Taking another gulp of my beer, I try to hide my cringe before facing her. Leaning against the bar, my gaze runs over her form. Her straight, long blonde hair hangs over her white button down tied at her waist and open to show a black lacy bra along with enough cleavage leaving little to anyone’s imagination. Add the short black skirt barely covering her ass with matching heels and it’s way too much for this bar.
“Hi Jackie. What are you doing here?” I question with disinterest.
“They’re letting all the underage trash in here nowadays,” Cody grumbles, spinning around, his beer in hand.
Jackie turns her glare on Cody. “I have an ID.”
“A fake one,” he mutters under his breath.
“Don’t be an ass because I won’t waste my time on you.” 
Amused, he snorts. “Are you for real?”
She flinches, turning her attention to me. “Why do you hang out with him?” Her manicured hand rests impatiently on her all too thin waist.
Grinding my jaw, I chug the rest of my beer before discarding it behind me. Crossing my arms defensively over my chest, I ignore her question. “What’s up, Jackie?”
Sighing she steps into me. I leave my arms crossed blocking her from getting too close. She frowns and swiftly schools her features. Batting her eyelashes, her hand falls to my forearm. “I was hoping you’d be here, Brady. I miss you.”
“Jackie.” I sigh as Cody bursts out laughing. “If you need me, let me know, but like I’ve told you, we don’t work as anything but friends.”
“We could though, Brady. You haven’t tried since…”
“Because there isn’t anything between us anymore and there hasn’t been for a long time. I’ll keep my promise, but I can’t go back to how we were in high school. I’m not that guy anymore.”
“And I’m not that girl either. You would know if you did more than swoop in to save me. Friends do more than that, Brady.”
I cringe. “You’re right. I’m sorry, but I can’t do more right now Jackie. It won’t work.”
Nodding stiffly, she kisses my cheek. Placating me, she pats my chest. “Fine.” She leans over me and I turn my head to the side to get out of her way. “Can I please get a couple shots of tequila over here?” she calls to Logan.
“You think that’s a good idea?”
“As you love to remind me, you’re not my keeper.” I flinch, almost positive I know what she’s trying to do. Disapprovingly, I watch her down two shots of tequila, then wrap her hand around a glass of whiskey sour. She pushes her chest in front of me and stands up straight, winking before sauntering to the other side of the bar. 
Raising her arms in the air, she dances by herself for a few beats, but she’s not alone for long. Grinning triumphantly, she steals a glance at me. I shake my head in disgust. I’m not saving her when she’s being a bitch.
“Why the fuck do you still put up with her shit? She hasn’t been your girlfriend for over four years,” Cody challenges.
I run my hand through my hair in frustration. “You know why Cody.”
“That wasn’t your fault. You can’t blame yourself, especially when she’s the one that keeps putting herself in these situations. She’s a bitch, Brady! Let her deal with her own shit. As it is, you know she’s going to twist what you said in her mind.” My eyebrows draw down in confusion. Groaning, he looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Seriously?”
“What?” I scoff.
“You always try to be the good guy and let her down easy. That’s why she never gives in. You said you can’t do more than that right now. That’s when she let it go and started her other bullshit. I swear you dig your own fucking grave with her. You’re always there when she asks, how can she not believe you won’t eventually come back to her. You’ve never done that for any other woman, only her.”
“But you know why.” I grind my jaw in irritation.
“Yeah, but it doesn’t matter in her mind. You have to stop being her fucking hero.”
“I don’t know if I can. If something happened again…” My stomach churns, queasy with the reminder.
Cody catches my eyes with a sudden look of determination. “What about Sam?” My chest tightens and a knot forms in my throat at merely the mention of her. “I know you’ve known her for barely twenty-four hours, but I can honestly say that she’s the first woman I’ve seen you show real interest in since Jackie, and even that wasn’t anything like this. Jackie was a small town and teenage hormones. Sure, there’s all the women you’ve dated briefly since, but I see it in your face that you think she’s different. I know you.” He’s not wrong. “Besides, she’s my sister’s roommate, so you know Cory would kick your ass if you hit on her if she was just another girl to you. We both know you’d hold back if you just wanted to fuck her.”
“Then why are you going after her?”
“I’m giving you shit. Yeah, I might consider asking her out if I didn’t see how you already look at her like you’re ready to jump in deep. Which is certifiable, but if you spend some time with her and you really do like her, Brady, you can’t do this shit with Jackie. I realize it’s not about that, but no sane woman will understand why you’re leaving her to go save your ex from herself, and she shouldn’t have to.”
My body sags in defeat. “Shit.” He’s right. I have no idea how I’m going to deal with Jackie, but I better figure it out quick.
“She can find someone else to jump whenever she calls.” He raises his hand for Logan. “Okay, enough of this girly shit, I need another beer.”
“How long do we have to stay gone?”
Cody chuckles. “You can give them tonight while you hang out with your kick-ass best friend.”
“Fine. Then, how about I kick your ass in darts while we waste our time?”
“You’re funny. You can’t kick my ass in anything.”
Laughing, I slap him on the back. “Keep dreaming.” We grab our beers from Logan and stand. “Thanks. I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do, but thanks.”
He nods and leads the way. “Ladies, who wants to watch the master at darts?” Chuckling, I shake my head and join him.
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Sitting in Cory’s yellow Volkswagen Bug, parked in the center of town, she glances at me, dropping her phone in her purse. “That was my brother. He and Brady are going to meet us in a little while at the Pit Stop.” 
My eyes go wide and I begin fidgeting, my nerves going haywire at the thought of seeing Brady again.
“Come on! All I have left to show you is Main Street.”
My heart beats erratically, knowing my biological father’s store is somewhere on this street. Stepping out of the car, I glance at the white building with Town Hall and Community Center written above the doors. Cautiously, I look around as Cory energetically bounds to my side. “I know it’s not big, but I like it.”
Attempting to force a reassuring smile, I hope my anxiety doesn’t shine through. “It’s great. Thanks for showing me around.”
She points out a few small town necessities alongside the beauty parlor where she works, like a coffee and ice cream shop, a pizza parlor, and a grocery store.
A sign for “Hometown” swings in front of us causing me to freeze mid-step. I stare at the glass door, my breathing ragged. I’m blind to everything inside, picturing a faceless man with his happy family until they catch sight of me. The smiles flip into scowls, hatred pouring from them, demanding I leave. Holding my hand to my chest, I gasp for air.
“Are you okay, Sam?” Cory steps in front of me, her brow furrowed with concern.
Dragging myself out of my nightmare, I shake my head. “Sorry. I’m okay. Sometimes something reminds me of my parents,” I whisper a half-truth since I told her about my parents’ accident last night.
She frowns and gently pats my arm, causing me to notice my hand clutched tightly in my coat. Prying my fingers open, I drop my hand before pasting a smile on my face.
“I’m fine, I promise.” But I’m not ready to face him.
“Okay.” She points to the store behind her that still holds my unwanted attention. “This place is great. It has a little of everything. Do you want to go inside?”
“Um, maybe next time. My toes are getting cold,” I voice my lame excuse.
She shrugs, but I don’t have the strength to walk through that door yet. If he’s there, how would I know it was him? What would I say?
“Next time. Cody and Brady will be here soon anyway. We can head over to the Pit Stop if you want.”
I exhale in relief. “That sounds perfect.”
When we reach the building, the sign on the front says, The Family Restaurant. My steps falter and I reread. “I thought you said the Pit Stop?”
“Yeah, sorry. Everyone calls this place the Pit Stop. No idea how it got started, but it’s much better than the boring name it’s saddled with don’t you think?”
Shrugging, I follow Cory inside, the scent of salt and grease filling my nose. Sliding into a black leather booth across from her, I lean my arms on a gray speckled Formica tabletop. The long countertop curving around the kitchen is the same color, with a small opening for the staff. At the far end of the restaurant, I spot an old-fashioned jukebox. My mom used to get so excited anytime we saw one. She’d try to get my dad to dance with her every time. A smile curves my lips at the memory.
“All the black and white pictures on the walls are from somewhere in town when Chance was just being built,” Cory informs me.
“Very cool.”
“Cory!” A waitress jumps in front of our table, her black skirt swishing and blonde ponytail swinging. “What are you up to?”
“Hi Olive. We’re meeting Brady and my brother. How are you?”
“Cody is coming here tonight?” she asks, blushing. Swiftly, she runs her hands down her white button down.
Cory giggles. “Yup. This is my new roommate, Samantha.”
Offering her a shy smile, I wave. “Hi Olive. It’s nice to meet you.”
She grins. “It’s great meeting you too. Could I get you guys something to drink while you wait?”
“Sure,” Cory answers. “I’ll have a Diet Coke and you might as well grab Cokes for Cody and Brady too. Thanks.”
“I’ll have a Coke. Thank you.” Olive nods and spins away.
“Do you know everyone?” I ask incredulously. Cory’s eyebrows furrow. “I’ve seen you wave or say hi to every single person that’s been in our eyesight today.”
She giggles. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. Everyone knows everyone around here. It’s kind of a small-town thing. There were less than four hundred people in our high school, so less than one hundred per class. Our graduating class had 93 kids, and we were considered a big class.” Cory waves at someone behind me.
Brady slides into the booth next to me, knocking his legs into mine and making me jump. Cody sits next to his sister and winks at me before glancing at Brady. “You stole my seat, Brady.” My cheeks ignite.
Brady ignores Cody and turns towards me with a wide smile, exposing his dimple. He rips his gray beanie off and runs his hand through his unruly hair, adding to his sexiness. “How was your five-minute tour of Chance?” he asks. Staring into his seemingly endless blue eyes I remain silent, mesmerized. “Sam?”
Mentally shaking myself out of my stupor, my face blazes a deeper shade of red. “Um, it was fine. Cory is a great tour guide.”
“I can do better than her,” Cody teases, pulling my attention. “How about I show you a few places outside of town next weekend,” he suggests, wiggling his brows.
“Or I could take you tomorrow. I’m on break this week,” Brady interrupts as Olive places our drinks in front of us. “Thank you, Olive!” Brady overemphasizes. “You know exactly what we like.”
Cody drops his teasing tone and tilts his head towards Olive, shocking me by his somewhat timid demeanor. “Hi, Olive. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Are you working tomorrow?” he asks, holding her gaze.
“Yeah, I have the early shift.”
“Maybe we could get together after work?” he prompts, hopeful.
Her eyes light up. “Sure. I’m done at three. I’ll text you when I get home.”
Grinning, he nods. Olive turns and quickly spins back around, blushing. “So, are you guys ready to order?”
“I’ll have a burger with fries,” I say, attempting to put her at ease.
“Make that four of those. Thanks Olive.” Cody smiles and watches her walk away. Our laughter drags his attention to us. “What?”
Cory’s eyes sparkle in amusement. “Olive should be around more often when I need you to be serious. She works wonders in seconds.”
He glares at her while Brady voices, “And you asked her out. Was it because you were afraid, she heard you baiting me or because you finally got the balls to do it?”
Cody relaxes at Brady’s words, leaning back with a playful smirk. “Why would you think I’m baiting you, Brady? What could I possibly be baiting you for?”
Brady stiffens momentarily and my skin prickles. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Brady relax before he answers confidently. “Maybe I’m watching out for the new girl and know better than to let her near the likes of you.” Excitement and disappointment hit me, thrilled he’s watching out for me, but is that all it is?
“She has a name guys.” Cory interrupts their stare down making me laugh.
“Sorry Sam,” Brady and Cody apologize in unison, neither sorry at all.
I blush under Brady’s heated stare, but I don’t let myself look away until a high-pitched, perky voice interrupts his hold on me, “Brady!” A pretty girl with blonde hair and golden eyes bounces up to our table. She throws her arms around Brady’s neck, nearly falling into his lap. My eyes veer to Cory, noticing her openly glaring at her. Shifting my gaze to Cody, I find his gaze radiating amusement. I’m not sure what to think.
“Hi Jackie,” Brady mumbles, subtly pushing out of her embrace. “What’s going on?” he asks, his voice wary.
Rising to her full height, she stands in a short pale pink skirt, and a tight chocolate brown knit sweater, jutting out her chest, currently at Brady’s eye level. “You disappeared last night. I’ve been looking all over for you,” she whines, pushing out her lower lip just the right amount. The roll of Cory’s eyes doesn’t escape me. At the same time, I don’t like the overwhelming envy eating at my insides. Brady is not mine. Frowning at my internal battle, I try to focus on their conversation.
“You could’ve texted me if you needed something.”
Cory laughs outright at Brady’s comment, bringing Jackie’s unwanted attention to her.
“Hi Cory. I saw your ex a couple nights ago at Glen’s party,” she tells her suggestively. “He seemed to be having a great time without you.”
Cory scowls but keeps her lips pressed into a thin line. Cody jumps in to defend her, seething, “Watch it, Jackie!”
“What do you want?” Brady questions irritably, trying to stop the rising tension.
Her eyes snap back to Brady, instantly softening. “I need your help with something.” He hesitates and her gaze drifts to me. Swiftly, she looks me up and down, pursing her lips in distaste and returning her focus to him. “Please Brady, it’s important, I wouldn’t ask otherwise. After our talk last night… I really need you.”
Heaving a sigh, he looks at me. “I’m sorry, Sam. I’ll be right back.”
“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Cody complains. Brady flicks a look towards him, his jaw tense and holds his glower. Cody grunts, lifting his hands in resignation, clearly not happy. “Do what you think you’ve gotta do man.” He shakes his head in disapproval.
Brady anxiously glances at me again before forcefully shoving out of the booth. Jackie sneaks a peek at me, giving me a victorious smile as he walks across the restaurant with her. I hate the knots forming in my stomach and tell myself to get over it.
Cody slams a fist on the table, snapping my attention to him. “Relax, Cody,” Cory sooths.
“I fucking hate that bitch,” he declares viciously.
“Who is she?” I ask hesitantly.
Cody’s eyes fill with pity, succeeding in making me feel worse. My heart plummets, increasing my nausea. Dropping my gaze to the table, I wait for an answer. “She’s Brady’s ex-girlfriend. They dated in high school. For reasons I can’t explain, he believes it’s his responsibility to look out for her or help her when she needs it, no matter what it is. She loves to take full advantage of him.”
“She’s beautiful,” I mumble as my chest tightens.
Cory laughs humorlessly. “Not on the inside.”
My eyebrows scrunch together in confusion. “Then, why would he date her?”
“Small town, but now he feels guilty for not being there when something bad happened. He also blames himself for things that happened after they broke up. He should tell you the rest.”
“She’s always been a bitch though,” Cody grumbles as if it’s a fact not up for debate.
Olive approaches balancing a tray of food on her right hand and sets our plates in front of us, with Cody watching her every move. He whispers, “Thanks, Olive.”
She smiles sweetly. “Can I do anything else for you?”
Gesturing to Brady’s plate he asks, “Can you let
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