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I’VE SPENT MOST OF my life in love with Elias Magnusson, powerful heir to a fortune who has always hidden his kind heart beneath an icy cool front. He’s never seen me as anything but a quiet family friend, but he falls passionately in love with me over and over again in my daydreams. I’m convinced if he ever took the time to get to know me, he might finally fall for me in real life, but it hasn’t happened yet.

No one knows about my feelings except his twin brother, Leo, who might look exactly like Elias but isn’t the same in any other way. Leo has always annoyed and pestered me with his sharp tongue and smug smirk, but he somehow uncovered my secret when no one else ever has. When he comes to me with a proposition, I only accept it because I’m desperate. Leo recently broke up with his girlfriend and doesn’t want to go on a family vacation alone. So I can join the trip and pretend to be his girlfriend so that Elias can get to know me and finally see me for real. It’s a preposterous plan, and no one but Leo would ever come up with it. But it feels like Elias is about to slip through my fingers before I’ve ever even had a chance with him.

I can’t let that happen, so I’ll act like Leo’s girlfriend for a few weeks. I might even fall into bed with him, as long as it’s strictly no-strings. But Elias is the one I’ve always wanted. Not Leo. Never Leo.

Leo has never taken anything seriously in his life. He might act for a while like he wants me, but it’s never going to be real.
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One
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FOR AS LONG AS I CAN remember, the Magnussons have been known for their lavish parties.

Thanks to an inherited fortune, they have more money than can ever be spent, and they spare no expense on food and decor and entertainment. Mrs. Magnusson is a kind, outgoing woman who loves to play hostess, so they throw a big party at least once a month.

I attend every one of them and have since I was a kid. The Magnusson twins are three years older than me, but we went to the same school and our parents are friends. My mom and dad aren’t hurting for money, but they don’t have anywhere close to the fortune the Magnussons possess. They run in the same social circle in Green Valley, North Carolina, however, and so I’ve always been included in that crowd too.

I’m Lily Carmichael. Twenty-six years old. Only child of brilliant parents. Good at music and word games and daydreaming and being invisible.

Tonight I’m attending the Magnussons’ cocktail party. It’s a fairly low-key get-together for them, offering drinks and hors d’oeuvres and a lot of small talk to the accompaniment of a string quartet. I’ve been here since eight, and I’m getting kind of restless.

I want something to happen, and nothing ever does.

At the moment, I’m standing in the corner of a vast living room with six of my friends. People I’ve known since kindergarten. Green Valley is a small town with an unnaturally high percentage of wealthy people since it was built up around a country club and marina on a large lake. Tonight a group has gathered around Elias Magnusson as it usually does. He’s one of the twins. He’s got brown hair and blue eyes and perfectly chiseled features—strong nose and chin and high cheekbones. He’s wearing a business suit that he’s probably been wearing all day.

Around him are two or three members of his entourage. That’s what Leo calls his brother’s sundry female admirers. I guess I’m probably one of them, although I never think about myself that way.

I don’t follow Elias around in hapless adoration.

But I’ve been in love with him for ten years.

He’s responding to something Carter Wilson just said. Carter is a few years older than my group of friends, so I don’t know him as well as the others. But like the Magnussons, he’s been a fixture in Green Valley life since I was born. He is almost as handsome as Elias—warm and kind and happily married now. I’ve always really liked him, but I don’t know his wife very well since she didn’t grow up in Green Valley with the rest of us.

Her name is Ruth, and she must see me look at her. She gives me a wide, genuine smile. I return it since I recognize sincerity when I see it.

I’m still smiling when I turn back to Elias, and for just a moment his eyes land on me. He blinks as if taken by surprise. The corners of his mouth turn up just slightly, which is a dramatic change to his typically cool, stoic expression.

My heart jumps and then begins to gallop. A pressure of excitement rises into my throat. My smile turns a bit trembly, and I don’t look away from his eyes.

Maybe, maybe he’s really seen me again. At last.

But he turns back to Carter and asks a question.

I wait, almost holding my breath. My heart hammers so hard I’m afraid the others might be able to hear it. But Elias doesn’t turn back to me.

He’s always been deeply focused, pouring himself into whatever is currently holding his interest, and those interests have never been me. Not since I was eighteen years old and he gave me a single lily.

It was just after my final recital with my piano teacher—the one who’d taught me since I was five years old. It was a big, formal, high-pressure event and the pinnacle of all the intense music training I’d had up to that point. I was nervous and uptight preparing for it, and I happened to run into Elias the day before since he and his brother were back in town from college for their summer break. He asked me what I was up to, and I told him about the recital. For the first time, he seemed to really be listening to me. Seeing me. He said something casual about being showered with red roses afterward, and braver than normal, I told him that would be nice but I’d always dreamed about getting a lily instead. A single perfect calla lily to match my name. I’ve never been a person who opens up easily, but that afternoon I told Elias that the simple gesture would mean more to me than fountains of roses since it would mean someone really knew and understood me.

The following evening, after I went backstage after performing at the recital, there was a single perfect white lily lying on my black jacket.

There wasn’t any note, but I knew it was from Elias. I’d never told another soul about dreaming of that particular gesture.

I’d always had a girlish crush on Elias, but that moment turned it into a love I’ve never been able to shake despite never getting any further encouragement from him. He’s never spoken of it, and neither have I. And most of the time he barely notices I exist, so I have to assume the lily was a random, kind gesture on his part and not an expression of interest.

Even so, I keep waiting. Wondering if he’ll ever really see me again.

Eventually, as I stand around with my friends at the party, I start to feel glum and kind of stupid. I don’t want to be the kind of person who hangs around indefinitely, hoping for another crumb of attention, so I murmur my excuses and wander away.

Some people love with absolute devotion, waiting chastely for their beloved and never giving themselves to anyone else. That’s not me, probably because I’ve always suspected my love might be futile, and I never wanted to live my life at the mercy of a man—even one I care about as much as Elias. So I date a lot, most of it casual, although I’ve had a few more serious relationships. I’m always trying to find another man who I can feel about the way I do Elias, but so far it’s never happened.

I’m not a silly dreamer. I’m not putting my entire life on hold for Elias. But it still feels like I’m in stasis because I can’t seem to break away from the experience of true connection I had at eighteen years old.

I’m greeted as I walk around by a lot of people. They’re familiar to me. The backdrop to my life. Some of them I like, and some of them I don’t. But none of them are Elias, and the fact that I still can’t shake these feelings gets to me after a few minutes. I need to do better than this. I need to move on.

I need to... break away.

I meander back to a door on the far wall and walk into a room I know to be a study.

Bookshelves line the walls, and there’s a small bar near the windows.

I head back to it and pour myself a few swallows of Mr. Magnusson’s very fine Scotch.

“That bad, huh?” The familiar voice comes from behind me and surprises me so much I actually jerk, sloshing the liquid in my glass but fortunately not spilling it.

“What’s bad?” I turn around to face the man I know I’ll find. Leo Magnusson. Elias’s identical twin brother. Younger than him by twenty-six minutes.

“Whatever is making you take solace in the good stuff.” He nods toward my glass.

“I don’t need to take solace.” I sound and feel annoyed, which is a normal state of mind around Leo.

He does look exactly like Elias. Same thick brown hair and deep blue eyes and ridiculously handsome features. But Leo’s hair always needs cutting, and he clearly didn’t bother shaving tonight. He’s wearing tailored black trousers and a completely inappropriate shirt for his parents’ fancy party. A charcoal-gray Henley.

He’s sitting in a big leather wingback chair and was obviously reading the newspaper he’s holding.

His parents aren’t the only people in Green Valley who still subscribe to the paper copies of local and national newspapers, but Leo is the only person I know who actually reads them.

“You look upset.” He puts the paper down and straightens up slightly from his ungainly slouch. “What’s going on, Lily?”

“Nothing is going on.” I scowl at him since I never try to hide my feelings around him. It wouldn’t work even if I tried. “I was feeling crowded, so I came here to get a little quiet.”

“Sure you did. And your strained expression has nothing to do with my brother ignoring you as usual.” No one can make words sound so dry and cutting as Leo.

I give him another scowl as I take a swallow of Scotch. The taste and feel of it hit hard, momentarily distracting me. When the warmth dissipates, I remember it’s my turn to say something. So I mumble, “Shut up.”

Predictably, that just makes him laugh. “What? I’m just being a sympathetic friend here.” He makes an ironic gesture of surrender. “Any friend would want to know how the love of your life is developing.”

I roll my eyes and shake my head. With anyone else, I would have been mortified to admit my hopeless devotion to a man who’s only once noticed me, but it’s impossible to be embarrassed around Leo.

“So my original question holds merit after all,” he drawls. “That bad, huh?”

I have no idea how Leo uncovered my secret love for Elias, but he figured it out a long time ago when I was on a summer break from college. He’s teased me about it ever since, but he’s never told anyone else.

That’s one thing about Leo. He might be pesky and often obnoxious, but he knows how to keep a secret.

“It’s not bad. It’s fine,” I say, sitting down in a chair across from him. I want to finish my drink, and my feet are hurting in my heels.

“Maybe. But fine isn’t good.” He looks like he’s going to say something else, but his sharp blue eyes search my face and whatever he sees there causes him to change his mind. “How’s your work going?”

Relieved by the change of subject, I tell him about my position teaching music lessons at Hope House, a local community outreach center. I’ve been classically trained and even majored in piano at college, but I’m not good enough to have the kind of career my parents hoped for. I’m happy with my job, however. I feel like I’m doing good in the world, and I can still spend my life with music.

Plus I’m used to disappointing my parents.

Another of Leo’s good qualities—he does have a few—is that he always seems to really listen to what I say rather than faking the conversation while secretly searching for someone more interesting to talk to. From previous conversations, he remembers the names of all the staff members I work with and even some of my students. He’s entirely non-annoying for several minutes as we chat.

When it feels like we’re only talking about me, I shift the subject slightly by asking, “What about you? How’s the dissertation going?”

The Magnusson fortune was made in shipping more than a hundred years ago and has been passed down and preserved by some wise investing despite the family’s lavish spending. Mr. Magnusson’s only “job” has been managing the family wealth for as long as I can remember, but his sons both have pursued real careers.

Elias studied business and last year joined a corporate consulting firm established by another local boy, Lance Carlyle. And, to my surprise, Leo has persevered in graduate school for several years. He earned a master’s in philosophy, and I thought he’d give it up after that, but he kept going toward a PhD. He’s finished all his coursework and is working on his dissertation now.

Of course, he’s been more than three years working on his dissertation, and the end is not even in sight.

He gives a shrug at my question. “Not bad. Still plugging.”

“How much have you written?”

“Five chapters.”

“How many pages is that?”

He gives another expressive shrug. “I don’t keep count like that. A lot of the work I’m doing is research, not writing.”

“Well, give me a rough estimate of the writing.”

“Three hundred pages?”

“Seriously? And that isn’t long enough for a dissertation?”

“It’s long enough, but I haven’t finished yet. I’m not going to stop halfway through and call it done.”

My mouth falls open. “Are you only halfway through? After all this time and so many pages?”

His mouth twitches. “Maybe a little more than halfway.”

“You’ve got to finish eventually. Don’t they cut you off after so many years?”

“Yes. They will. I still have time though.”

I peer at him closely, wishing I could read something other than dry amusement on his handsome features. “Do you want to finish?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“A real one. Do you actually want to finish, or are you just dragging it out to pretend you’re doing something?”

“I am doing something. You think a dissertation is easy?”

“No, of course not. That’s why I didn’t take that route. I didn’t mean you’re being a slacker. You’re just not much on...”

He’s frowning now. His shoulders rise and fall as he takes a slow breath. When I don’t finish the sentence, he prompts, “I’m not much on what?”

I’m suddenly afraid to finish. For just a moment, I wonder if it’s possible for me to hurt his feelings.

I never thought I was capable of that before.

His eyebrows arch up very high. “Lily? Complete your thought.”

Because I’m not quite sure what he’s feeling, I soften my words more than I normally would have with him. “You’ve always been great at everything you try, but you’re not always one to stick the landing. Remember when you started that chess club at school? You got everyone to sign up and even got us in the competitive league and then just dropped us all before the championship.”

“I didn’t drop you. Something else came up.”

With a snicker, I shake my head at him. I’m relieved that he looks amused now. Sardonic. Like his typical self. “That’s what I mean. You’re smart and talented and good at a ridiculous number of things. You just don’t like to finish. So it’s a perfectly valid question to wonder if you’re planning to finish your dissertation.”

“I am. It’s not done yet.”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to finish. I’m not done yet.”

“That’s what you just said.”

“I’m saying it again because it doesn’t look like you believe me.”

“What does it matter if I believe you or not?”

For some reason, my heartbeat has revved up. It feels like my blood has gotten moving in my veins too. My cheeks feel warm, and I’m trapped by Leo’s challenging gaze.

It’s a strange reaction. A ridiculous one. I have no idea what’s gotten into me, but I just can’t look away.

“It matters,” he says, leaning forward in his chair.

“Why?”

He opens his mouth, and I have no idea what he’s going to say. He’s one of the few people I can say that about. I’ve got a knack for predicting conversations, mostly because I’ve known all these people for so long, and when you’re on the periphery, you have a lot of opportunity to observe. But Leo always surprises me, and I have a feeling he’s going to surprise me again now.

But before he can get another word out, the door to the study opens and Elias comes in.

As always, my attention veers toward him immediately. He’s got a long, confident stride. Like he’s always on a mission. This evening, his mission is clearly directed toward Leo. “Peter Mayer is looking for you,” he tells his brother, evidently unaware that I’m even in the room.

“Why would I care about that?”

“Well, you should care because he keeps telling me everything he wants to tell you, so get your ass up and talk to him before I send him in here after you.”

“I’m talking to Lily at the moment. I’ll go find him later.”

“Find him now. Lily can go with you.” Elias’s eyes flicker toward me but return to his brother before I can even process the look.

Leo rolls his eyes and hefts himself to his feet. “Fine.”

I stay in my seat, seeing no reason to return to the crowd quite yet.

But Leo has other ideas. He glances back toward me. “You heard Elias. Get your ass up. You can come with me.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because if you don’t, I’ll collect all your least favorite people and send them in here to hang out with you, starting with Mariana Brubaker.”

With an indignant huff, I get up. Leo is entirely capable of doing something so petty, and I don’t want to get trapped like that.

Elias is already leaving the room, but Leo waits to walk with me. He stuns me by asking in a low murmur, “Haven’t you ever considered just giving up on your doomed love and finding someone who actually wants you?”

“I’ve tried.”

“Not very hard. I suspect you enjoy it. It makes you feel special.”

“You have got to be out of your mind. Why would anyone want this?” When it looks like Leo might respond with something annoying, I go on. “Anyway, I don’t know why I keep hanging on. I think it’s because it doesn’t feel like I’ve even had a chance. There was one moment when he saw me for real, but other than that, he’s never really noticed I exist. I feel like if he ever really sees me again, then maybe...”

Leo sneers. “Or maybe you can find someone who already sees you for real.”

“No one does.” I’m saying the words calmly, without any self-pity or dramatic exaggeration. But I believe it as deeply and surely as I’ve ever believed anything.

It feels like I’ve spent my life in hiding, and even when I want to, I can’t seem to break out of the shadows.

Leo looks like he might say something. Something I can’t predict or even imagine. But then he shakes his head with another shrug.

I give a chuckle as I say to his back, “Fine. Walk away before we finish the conversation. What did I say? You just can’t stick the landing.”

As he often does, Leo lets me have the last word.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MONDAY is a long day—with a boring staff meeting at Hope House in addition to my normal lessons and classes. So I’m tired and out of sorts when I finally get home at just after seven in the evening.

I live in a nice one-bedroom apartment with a view of the lake. I do get a salary from Hope House, but it wouldn’t be nearly enough to cover the expense of living in this building. My parents bought this place as an investment twenty years ago and never did anything with it. It’s small but comfortable, and it feels more like home to me than the large family house closer to town where my parents live.

The first thing I do after kicking off my shoes is go into my bedroom and change clothes. The pants and sweater I’ve been wearing all day are fairly comfortable, but my primary goal is to get rid of my bra. I’m small but curvy, and my boobs don’t appreciate being contained all day. Sighing with relief at my bodily freedom, I pull on a soft oversized sweatshirt and a pair of leggings with some thick, fuzzy pink socks.
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