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Prologue:  

Sammy knew it was a rude thought to have, but she really wished Riley hadn’t come for her birthday. Even though they had the same father, she couldn’t help feeling like they had nothing in common, and she wasn’t even sure that was a bad thing.

Riley Reisfree was one of the most gullible men she’d ever met, and his only good quality was the fact that he was best friends with her own best friend’s older brother (both of whom made up the rest of Sammy’s guests).

But even that was almost not enough to make up for his current belief that the color purple was actually a mass hallucination, solidifying Sammy’s silent belief that Riley’s mother had been completely off her rocker.

“Oh, my gosh, can you believe him?” Sammy whispered, leaning over to Nathan, who sat beside her. She was tempted to point out that she wished she couldn’t see purple so her eyes wouldn’t burn from the sight of the Hawaiian shirt he was wearing. 

Nathan took a bite of cake before shrugging. “I mean, he’s not completely wrong. The color purple doesn’t technically exist on the light spectrum.”

Sammy groaned. “Not you too. What does Jay think about it?”

Where Samantha was saddled with a semi-insane half-brother, Nathan’s adopted brother Jay was quiet, sweet, and pretty much the opposite of her brother, and Sammy suspected they wouldn’t have become friends if they hadn’t gone to college together when Samantha would have been a baby.

Not that Riley actually graduated.

Sometimes she found it hard to believe that Jay even worked for her father’s security company, but then again, for all she knew, he was just another desk lackey like her dad was himself. 

He was too nice for her to see him actually hurting anyone.

Nathan rolled his eyes. “I actually haven’t asked him. You know, you could always ask him.”

Thankfully, Samantha was saved from having to explain that his brother always seemed to look straight into her soul whenever she spoke to him when her mom cleared her throat. 

“Honey, are you going to blow out your candle before it melts?” Mom asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

“Oh, right! Sorry, I was just so enthralled with Riley’s story,” she said, pasting on an innocent smile as she glanced toward her brother.

A grin spread across Riley’s face. “I know! I was enthralled the moment I heard about it too. Maybe we can talk more later?”

Oh, gosh. Samantha would rather talk about toothpaste . . . except, Riley had probably been told at some point that it was used for mind control or something.

She was honestly shocked that he’d survived thirty years in this world without falling for every scam he came across . . . Then again, she did remember him mentioning once that there’d been some prince that had needed his help, so maybe she was wrong about that.

Shaking away the thought, Sammy turned her attention to the slice of cake in front of her and let out a small sigh.

I wish something exciting would happen in this dull city. 

With that, she blew out the candle.  
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It took thirteen years for Sammy to realize that her parents hated her, because there was no other explanation for them leaving her alone with her brother for a week while they went on some trip Dad’s company was paying for in celebration of him getting old—AKA his 50th. 

“Mom . . .” Sammy moaned, flopping onto her parents’ bed while she watched her mom pack. “Can’t the crazy cat lady from down the street watch me instead?”

Her mom glanced over at her and laughed. “Don’t let her hear you call her that. Besides, don’t you want to spend time with your brother?”

“Half-brother, “ Samantha muttered just to be petty as she pouted. “Why do you guys get to go to the Bahamas?”

Sighing, Mom scooted her luggage to the side of the bed before sitting down beside Sammy. 

“First off, we’re going to the Dominican Republic, not the Bahamas. Second, why don’t you want to spend time with your brother?” Mom asked, reaching out and brushing Sammy’s hair out of her face. “I know he’s not around much, but I think he’s really looking forward to this week with you.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “He’s never around because he can’t stay in one place for longer than a couple of days. Including here. Are you sure he’ll be able to last a whole week watching me? It might be too close to a job for him.”

Mom sighed. “The fact that your brother is . . . a bit of a wanderer doesn’t mean that he doesn’t love you, or that he doesn’t know how to take care of someone.”

It was no use. 

Sammy knew she was fighting a losing battle. She was stuck with her half-brother for the next week, whether she liked it or not, and she very much did not.

Groaning, Sammy dramatically flopped back against the bed. “Fine . . . but you guys better not be gone longer than a week.” She rolled over and frowned as her mother continued to pack. “Doesn’t Dad need to pack?”

Mom scoffed at that. “Your father could pick up and leave for a week with what he has on him,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “I—on the other hand—cannot.”

Well, considering the fact that they were going to be gone a week out of the country and her mom was only packing one piece of luggage, Sammy supposed her mother wasn’t that much worse off than her father.

“There . . . that should be everything I need,” Mom muttered to herself as she swept her gaze around the room before it fell on Sammy and her shoulders fell slightly. “Hey, maybe if you give him a chance, you’ll have more fun with your brother than you’re expecting to.”

Sammy scoffed. “It’s a pretty low bar, so you’re probably right.”

Sighing, Mom kissed Sammy on the forehead before zipping her luggage up and yanking it off of the bed. “Well, I’m glad you’re being optimistic.”

“When are you guys leaving?” Sammy asked, tracing the pattern on her parents’ quilt.

“Whenever your father gets home from work,” Mom said, glancing at her watch. “Which . . . should be in about an hour, meaning your brother should be here soon.”

“Oh, yay,” Sammy said, rolling off the bed and onto her feet. “Maybe you’ll get to hear about whatever job he’s lost this time.” 

Mom laughed, and Sammy seriously couldn’t believe how . . . okay her parents were with the fact that her brother couldn’t hold down a job to save his life. “You have to admit they’re usually a bit funny.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “You know what’s also funny? Me skipping my gymnastics practice. Oh wait . . . you guys always say that I’ve made a commitment to be there, so I have to be there. How is that different from when Riley gets a job?”

“Well, there is one major difference I can think of,” Mom said, stepping closer to me before whispering. “Your brother’s an adult. Now, come on. I need to take my luggage down stairs and make sure everything else is in order for us to leave.”

Without a word, Samantha followed her mother down the stairs, trailing a couple of steps behind her. They were almost to the front foyer, where her mom put her luggage down, when the front door opened.

“The party has arrived!” Riley yelled, tossing his duffle bag onto the ground before throwing his arms out. “Who’s ready to be totally irresponsible?”

“You mean like every other day of your life?” Sammy drawled, eyeing the worn and torn duffle bag that she was pretty sure her brother all but lived out of.

“Ouch! Way to go for the jugular, little sis,” he said, stepping over his duffle bag to throw his arm over Samantha’s shoulder. “I approve.”

“I don’t care,” Sammy said, brushing him off as she followed her mom into the kitchen. “Please tell me that Riley isn’t cooking for us while you’re gone.”

Riley laughed as he followed behind her. “I’m a great cook! How else would I survive on my own?”

“Junk food and spit?” Sammy suggested as she plopped herself down at the counter.

“You guys are allowed to eat out a couple of times,” Mom said, turning toward them. “Though, I did make a few meals for you. I’m assuming you’ll probably need food for four people this weekend?”

“Yep!” Riley said, hopping up onto the counter like a five-year-old. “It’s Jay’s bonding weekend with Nathan, and he agreed to come here instead.” He glanced over at Samantha and smirked. “Though, I’m sure that will probably upset you to learn.”

Nathan was going to stay over the weekend? Why didn’t her mom tell her that sooner! It might actually make this week with Riley bearable. Getting to spend in-person time with her best friend might actually make spending time with her obnoxious brother worth it.

“Yeah, I’m heartbroken our one-on-one time’s ruined,” Sammy drawled, rolling her eyes. “When are they coming?”

A strange look flickered across Riley’s face before he was smiling again. “Well, Jay talked to their parents, and they agreed they could actually come over tomorrow. Tonight, however, is for sibling movie night.”

Sammy supposed she could survive that, knowing that she wouldn’t be stuck alone with Riley for the entire week.

“Fine . . . but I get to pick,” she said, eyeing Riley. “Your taste in movies is terrible.”

Riley laughed, flashing her a grin. “Come on, Sam-bam,” he drawled. “I have impeccable taste. You’re just uncultured.”

“Uncultured?” Sammy scoffed. “What about ‘National Treasure’ is cultured?”

Riley gasped as he placed his hand over his heart. “I . . . can’t even believe that’s a question. At the very least, it’s a classic, and it teaches you historical . . . stuff. Oh!” He clasped his hands together. “There’s also a character in the movies with a wonderful name.”

Rolling her eyes, Sammy kicked her legs against the cabinet, earning her a look from her mother. “You want culture?” she asked, smirking at him. “Then I pick ‘Pride and Prejudice.’”

The moron grunted before keeling over, and Sammy seriously sometimes couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that he was an actual adult when he acted like a child so much. The way he just dropped like that, she was also surprised that he didn’t hit his head, but he always seemed to be able to do the dumbest things without getting hurt.

“Riley,” Mom said, now done with whatever she was doing in the fridge and freezer, “if you’re done playing dead, I’ll show you where the food I made for you two to eat while we’re gone is.”

Sitting up like he hadn’t been as limp as a dead fish a second before, Riley scrunched up his face. “So . . . you want me to stop playing dead so you can show me the food you made that will probably unalive me instead?”

In response, Mom snatched up a towel and threw it at him, but as annoying as everything else he did, Riley was able to knock it away before it could smack him in the face.

It was moments like this that it was very obvious that Mom wasn’t Riley’s mom, because he would poke fun at her cooking when they all knew she was amazing at it. 

“Fine, fine,” Riley said, holding his hands up in surrender as he climbed to his feet. “What amazing food do you have for us this week?” 

Samantha didn’t bother paying any more attention to their conversion as she leaned back and laid out on top of the counter, something that would normally get her into trouble, but . . . the one upside to Riley being around was the fact that her parents couldn’t get on her about certain things without being hypocrites.

And of course Sammy would never point that out to them.

“Hey! Short-stack,” Riley said, his ugly mug appearing above Sammy’s head. “Dad’s home, so maybe now’s not the best time for a nap.”  

Sammy stuck her tongue out at him. “I wasn’t napping, and you know it,” she muttered sitting up before hopping off the counter and bolting toward the front hall where she could hear their dad talking to Mom, most likely talking about leaving. Ugh.
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“Dad!” Sammy leapt at him, only thinking about the fact that maybe she was getting a little too big for it when he grunted as he caught her, but she decided to momentarily forget about it as she scowled at him. “Are you sure I can’t come with you?”

Dad huffed out a small laugh before dropping Samantha back onto her own feet. “As much fun as that sounds, this trip is for your mom and me, so we can have some time alone. Which means without kids.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” Riley said, slinging his arm over Samantha’s shoulder which she quickly shook off. “We get when we’re not wanted.”

Shaking his head even as he obviously fought back a smile, Dad stepped forward and playfully shoved Riley away. “You’re insufferable sometimes.”

“Try all the time,” Samantha muttered, not quiet enough though, if the looks she got were any indication. “What?”

Dad let out a tired sigh before running his hand through his hair as he glanced between Sammy and her annoying half-bother. 

“I know your mom’s hoping that this trip is going to be good for you two too,” he said, glancing toward where Mom had disappeared back upstairs to grab something she must have forgotten. “But honesty? As long as you two are still alive and the house is still standing, I’ll take it as a win.”

“Wow, Dad, way to be an optimist,” Riley drawled as he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Besides,” his gaze flickered to Samantha and he frowned, “I’m not the one with the problem.” 

Really? Right! Because who wasn’t super thrilled when their dad remarried and had a new kid with his new wife only for you to move out a short time later? Nope, no problem there, obviously.

“Besides,” Riley continued, the smile back on his face. “I make no promises about the house.”

“In that case, can you at least try to stay alive?” Dad asked, smirking as he picked up the luggage Mom had brought down earlier and shifted it closer to the door. “Honey!” he suddenly called up the stairs. “You about ready to go? The plane’s going to leave without you!”

Mom appeared at the top of the stairs, and Sammy suspected it was mostly to give him that look. “You and I both know that it won’t,” she huffed, pulling her hair up as she started down the stairs, a new bag slung over her shoulder. “Now . . . I assume your father already went over not killing each other? And that goes for Nathan and Jay when they get here.”

“You’re no fun,” Riley drawled, grinning at Mom. “It’s been several years since Jay’s even killed anyone.”

“Your sense of humor still needs some work,” Mom whispered, giving Riley a quick kiss on the cheek. “But I still love you anyways.”

“Yeah, uh . . . love you too,” Riley muttered, giving her an awkward hug before stepping back. “Try to stay out of trouble, and, you know, don’t blow anything up.”

“Good,” Mom said, then she grimaced. “Also, do not answer the door if Mrs. Marshal shows up with those stupid muffins of hers.” And honestly Sammy didn’t understand what her mom had against the other homeschooling mom.

Riley snorted, then gave her a mock salute. “Aye, aye, captain.”

Sammy didn’t hesitate before brushing past him to give her mom a hug. “Come back quickly, or I can’t be held responsible for what I might do to him.”

Mom laughed before pressing a kiss to the top of Sammy’s head. “I think you both will be all right. Now, we really should get going. Love you.”

“Love you too,” Sammy whispered.

“Now we need to go? Not when I said we should get going?” Dad drawled, grabbing up their bags. “Good to know.” He lifted his gaze back to Samantha and Riley, and he raised an eyebrow at them. “Seriously though, try and stay out of trouble.” 

Riley scoffed before smirking back at him. “We’ll make sure not to do anything that you wouldn’t do.”

“Now I really am worried,” Dad said before giving them a wink. “Bye, love you both.” With that, they were both gone, leaving Sammy with the unfortunate company of her half-brother.

But it would be okay. She just had to survive until Jay and Nathan got there tomorrow.

The moment the door clicked shut, Sammy felt very much like that sound was the sound of a prison door closing. And . . . that meant it was time to escape up to her room before Riley decided to do something crazy, like start a conversation with her or something.

“I’m going to my room,” Samantha half-heartedly called out, already moving toward the stairs. She was already up them before he even had a chance to respond. 

Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to realize that her going to her room meant she wanted to avoid him because not ten minutes after she heard him dumping his bag into his room—which was basically a guest room at this point—he popped his head in through her door.

Shoot! Samantha could have sworn she’d locked it. Next time, she’d have to triple check it. 

“Hey,” he said, swinging the door the rest of the way open as he leaned against the doorframe. “Are you going to come down? We can watch ‘Pride and Prejudice’, and I promise to keep most of my comments to myself.”

She really didn’t want to, but . . . if her parents found out she hid in her room until Nathan and Jay arrived, they probably wouldn’t be thrilled. 

“Fine,” she huffed, shoving herself off of the bed. “Now, get out of my room.”

Riley smirked at her. “I’m not in your room,” he said, glancing down toward where he was just on the other side of the threshold. 

Unbelievable.

Sometimes he really did act like he was the thirteen-year-old and not Samantha.

“You’re such a child,” Sammy said, rolling her eyes as she slammed him in the chest, causing him to stumble back a couple of steps. “For that, I get to pick two movies. I’m thinking . . . ‘Mary Poppins’?”

Riley narrowed his eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me,” she said, jutting out her chin as she looked up at him.

Slowly, a smirk spread across his face. “All right . . . spell ‘supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’ backward, and you have a deal.”

“Oh, that’s cute,” Sammy said, reaching up and patting him on the cheek. “You think you have a choice in the matter?” With that, she spun around and headed toward the stairs. “Get ready for some songs getting stuck in your head,” she sing-songed over her shoulder as she skipped down the stairs.

“Don’t make me follow through with the threat of burning down the house!” Riley yelled after her. “If you put that movie on, I can’t be held responsible for what I might do.”

And so started what wasn’t the worst night of Samantha’s existence.

Though, the pizza and ice cream might have had something to do with that.

Samantha was a bit surprised when Riley broke their silent pact when they were in the middle of watching a movie that neither of them really cared to see but were just watching to annoy the other one.

“Look, Sam, I know we’re not close as most siblings,” Riley muttered, staring down at his ice cream as he stabbed his spoon into it a couple of times. “I wish we were, and my job takes me away a lot, but I am trying here.”

Was he serious right now?

“Your job,” Sammy scoffed. “I think you mean jobs. You’ve had like . . . twelve this year alone.” She was well aware his jobs were the excuse he used for not coming around, but she knew the truth.

And honestly? She couldn’t even blame him. If one of her parents died and the other got remarried, it would be weird to hang around them and their new kid too. She just didn’t like him to make excuses about it.

Riley’s face scrunched up, and she could see his mouth moving as he seemed to be counting the jobs he’d had before letting out a small laugh. “I guess I have had that many this year, haven’t I?”

Sammy rolled her eyes and was about to respond when the phone Riley had tossed onto the coffee table started to buzz, and Riley instantly tensed, his brow furrowing. “I . . . need to answer this.” He shot Samantha a smirk. “You can continue watching the movie without me.”

“How generous of you,” Sammy muttered, shooting him a glare before turning her attention back to the TV as he grabbed up his phone and headed toward Dad’s office. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Samantha watched him go, wondering who on earth he would need to talk to that he couldn’t just talk to out here.

As soon as the question passed through her brain, Samantha knew that she wasn’t going to be satisfied until she knew who he was talking to. Maybe he’d finally gotten a girlfriend after all these years! 

Hah! 

He probably wouldn’t be able to keep a girlfriend any longer than he could keep a job.
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Leaving the movie playing in the background, Samantha carefully crawled over the back of the couch, dropping quietly to the ground before creeping forward toward the closed door of their dad’s office.

She wasn’t really surprised to find it closed, but when she gripped the door knob and turned it gently, the door opened.

“You picked here for the drop-off? Are you insane?” Riley said, his voice sounding . . . strange. “I thought the plan was for me to meet them in two weeks?” There was a short pause before Riley let out a huff. “Yes, of course I have it with me, I’m not an idiot.”

What on earth was he talking about? Something about this didn’t sit well with her, but she wasn’t sure why just yet. Besides the obvious fact that Riley hadn’t wanted anyone hearing his conversation.

And by anyone, she meant her.

“Ugh. Fine, I’ll take care of it, I’ll just . . . figure something to tell my sister,” he muttered, and Sammy frowned. “Now, I’ve got to go. I’m supposed to be spending time with her, remember? Yeah, bye.”

The second he said “bye,” Sammy carefully closed the door, then she turned and bolted back toward the couch. She threw herself over the back of it and quickly settled down, her heart still pounding as she heard the door reopening behind her.

“You didn’t touch my ice cream, did you?” Riley asked, raising an eyebrow at her as he moved back to his spot on the other couch.

Sammy smirked at him. “Like you’ll ever know.”

Riley laughed as he flopped down onto the couch too. “Oh, you’d be surprised. Knowing if ice cream’s been touched is one of my many skills.”

That was when she realized what the difference in his voice was. 

The voice he was using now was lighter and also . . . carefree, like she’d always assumed was just the way Riley always was. Not having a care in the world as he galavanted around the world taking odd jobs that were lucky to last a week.

“Oh, yes, one of the many reasons you get so many jobs,” Sammy drawled, shifting in her seat.

A pained look flickered across his face so quickly, Samantha wasn’t even a hundred percent sure she’d seen it, especially when it was quickly replaced by one of his usual grins as he picked up his ice cream bowl.

“I do have a lot of talents,” he agreed before he turned his attention back to the TV that they both knew they weren’t really watching. “Oh, that reminds me! I heard last week that eggplant is actually the egg of a bird that the government claimed went extinct years ago. Can you believe they’d do that?”

No, Samantha couldn’t, and now . . . she was starting to wonder if he actually did either.

Riley frowned at her as he took a bite of
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