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PROLOGUE
CLARA
My dad, the one and only Reed Ryder, had been golfing professionally for the last quarter century. As a younger man, Dad was the shit. Golf’s golden boy. Insanely good looking. All-American. Dad’s likeability factor propelled his celebrity status to legendary overnight. Riding the waves of his new success and fame, he met my Mom—a Southern beauty with golden curls and an unbreakable spirit. The two fell madly in love, were married, and had perfect twin baby girls. Wanting a retreat for his new family that was out of the media spotlight, Dad built a beautiful house and a country club in the southern Virginia town of Blue Creek.
Talk about a golfer's wet dream. The Reed Ryder Country Club, located in the middle of nowhere, was like no other. With the help of his best friend—Leonardo Maddox the second, heir to the Maddox Hotel fortune—Dad spent millions designing and perfecting the ultimate golf getaway. Word quickly spread about the lush ‘little slice of heaven’ nestled the Blue Ridge Mountains and soon others wanted in. Mr. Maddox built a luxurious hotel to accommodate the numerous vacationers and even more of the wealthy flocked in, which resulted in grand vacation homes popping up all over Blue Creek. So that's how the Reed Ryder Country Club came into existence, and how the once quiet town of Blue Creek, Virginia made its mark on the map.
The golfer, the beautiful wife, the twin girls, the best friend and his family, the country club in the mountains…this is our story.
And oh yeah, for the record, he most definitely belongs with me.



CHAPTER 1
MAGGIE
Desperation kept me from falling as I stumbled across the gravel parking lot in my red, Jimmy Choo, sky-high stilettos. God help me. I was about to enter the grungiest, ugliest, most run-down bar in the city—Mike’s Pub. I'd driven past this place countless times but never dared go inside.
Until now.
My mission—my one care in the world at this moment—was to find a guy named Dean. My plan was to ask him to be my date. Tonight, the Reed Ryder Country Club was hosting its official gala to kick off the summer season and who better to accompany me than a total stranger, right? Judging by the bar I was about to enter, Dean was better off staying a stranger. Nevertheless, that's why he'd be perfect for this evening.
The goal tonight: shock and awe. A new rumor involving me, one that was unfortunately true, would begin to circulate soon, and maybe if I created a rumor of my own I could trump the first. My plan was juvenile, but it was all I had. I'd been to three other bars looking for this guy. If I couldn't find him here, then I'd be forced to head to the dance dateless. He had to be here.
As I approached the front door of Mike's, several middle-aged men—cigarettes and beers in hand—stared open-mouthed at me. I drew attention in my crimson-red Zac Posen dress, the lush material clinging to my petite body like a second skin. The dress had a long slit up one leg that would make Jennifer Lopez proud. To top off my elegant look, I’d worn my naturally platinum-blonde hair parted far to one side, circa 1920s. My hair had natural wave to it, but I'd straightened and then re-curled it in big waves to ensure that the style was just right. And it was perfect, though I hardly looked my age or appropriate for such a dive bar.
Keeping my head held high, I passed several men concealed by clouds of smoke and pushed my way through the heavy double doors into the unknown. Gulping down any remaining fear, I dared my first glance around at my surroundings. If I'd thought the outside was bad, the inside was worse…much worse. The rotting floorboards reeked of urine and mold, and the clientele wasn't much better—beer bellies and mullets were in plentiful supply. I was pretty positive all horror films started in places like this.
The infamous Dean—apparently some sort of walking sex on a stick—couldn't possibly be any of these strangers. I was beginning to think he was more fairytale than real life anyway, and therefore my brilliant idea to ask him to be my date took a nosedive straight into the trash. Settling for someone else wasn't an option either. If I wanted to shock and awe, then I couldn't arrive with Mr. Shockingly Awful. Going to the gala dateless, as pathetic as that would be, seemed like my only choice.
Accepting defeat, I headed back toward the door when a woman with the body of a flagpole approached me. She wore a tight-fitted white t-shirt, a server's apron, and a plastered-on smile. Her eyes took in my dress with envy. “Ain't you a fancy one? Ya lookin' fer someone?” Like any local in town, her voice carried a strong Appalachian dialect. Thankfully, my speech carried no trace of that distinctly southern Virginia twang, even though I had to try my best to hide it sometimes.
“Do you, by chance, know a guy named Dean? I'm not sure what his last name is.”
Realization dawned on her face. “I shoulda guessed you'd be here fer him.” The bony woman whipped around and, in no particular direction, yelled, “Dean! I found ya 'nother stray!” before facing me again. “He's workin' at the bar. Good luck, sugar. You'll need it.”
The server's slightly back-handed comments might have bothered me on a regular day, but not under the current circumstances and not with the clock ticking against me. The dance started fifteen minutes ago and this would be my only shot at a date. I sure hoped this Dean guy was everything Anita said he would be. He just had to be.
I got my first glimpse of the man working behind the counter and knew he was the one I'd been searching for. Hello, Mr. Hottie-Boom-Body. Early twenties, wickedly handsome, and totally worth the nightmare I’d suffered through to find him—thank you, Anita. But it wasn't just his pretty face that made him the perfect choice, it was his size. Between his height, width, and all the muscle in between, his size demanded attention. If I could show up with him tonight, then everyone on the gala guest list would notice. He was everything shock and awe had to offer. Now I just needed to convince him to be my date.
I walked confidently toward him like his looks weren't overwhelming. His light honey-colored, almost golden eyes locked with mine. Despite the low lighting, they stood out against his ruffled, brown hair. There was a sexy warmth about him that reminded me of something I couldn't quite put my finger on. Whatever it was, it made him the perfect choice for tonight. Not quite what I’d been expecting—better.
“You must be Dean,” I said, finally face-to-face with the guy I'd spent the last two hours trying to hunt down. Well, face-to-chest. He stood well over a foot taller than me, and up close, the intimidation factor was almost too much to bear. Behind the counter, his big hands worked quickly as they expertly mixed different drinks. I couldn’t help but think about what else he could do with those hands. At that thought, I tried to remind myself that my motivations tonight were strictly business. A slight smile formed on his lips and it helped me regain some confidence.
“You are Dean, right?”
The corners of his mouth reached wider into an even more charming smile. Did I amuse him or was the dress working its magic? He leaned over the bar to get a better look at me, and I tried not to feel flustered as he gave me the once-over.
“Who's asking?” His voice was gruff and completely void of any accent. Interesting.
“My name's Maggie Ryder.”
“As in Reed Ryder, the golf pro?”
“Yes, Reed is my dad.”
“Well then, what can I do for you, Maggie Ryder?”
There was no easy way to say what I came here to say, so I just blurted it out. “I know this is going to sound insane, but I need a date. There's a big party at my dad's golf club tonight and I absolutely, positively cannot show up alone. I need you. I need you to be my date. And I need this to happen like ten minutes ago.”
He chuckled and handed a mixed drink to a customer down the bar. When he returned, he looked as if he was waiting for me to say, “Gotcha,” but this was no joking matter. I waited for his response, and when it became clear I wasn’t messing around, the easy smile left his face.
“That's an odd request. Why me?”
I twirled a curl of my hair between two fingers—something I often did when under scrutiny—and tried to keep an even face. “I want something...um, someone different. Look, my reasons are kind of personal and I don't feel like getting into the details. I understand it's a lot to ask on such short notice, but I'm kind of desperate. Can you help me or not?”
“You're a pretty girl. I’m sure you've got the boys lined up. Besides, as you can see,” he said, indicating the dirty dive bar with a wave of one of his strong arms, “I'm kind of working.”
My eyes were having trouble leaving those arms. He certainly wasn’t a boy and I certainly wasn't after a boy. “I could pay you for your time. A couple hours, that's all I'm asking. Can you find someone to cover your shift? I'll wait if I have to.”
His jaw tightened, telling me his answer was ‘no.’
“Pretty please.”
“I can't,” he stated, his voice firm and unwavering. “I'm not an escort service.”
Shame rose to my cheeks. He was right. I hadn't realized the insanity of my request until now. Did I really think I could pay a stranger to be my date? My life wasn't an eighties movie and this sure as heck wasn’t Can't Buy Me Love. This guy had morals. Where were mine? Maybe it was because of his good looks, but I suddenly felt all the embarrassment I should have earlier.
“You're right, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have wasted your time.”
I turned tail and hurried for the exit, past all the lingering eyes, and back into the cool night air. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. As fast as my Jimmy Choos would allow, I raced to my Porsche 911, aka Baby, desperate to put Mike's Pub and Dean in my rearview mirror. But it wasn't my outlandish idea that bothered me so much, it was how quick Dean had turned me down. I'd known the guy for all of five seconds and somehow he'd gotten to me.
Digging for my keys with shaky hands, I dropped my purse and its contents onto the gravel. Dang it! I bent over to gather my things, put my purse back in order, and when I made it back on my feet, a cry of shock left my lips—Dean.
Taking no notice of the heart attack he'd just given me, he crossed his arms over his broad chest and said, “I could trade a favor for a favor.” Gone was the apprehension I'd seen moments ago and instead, amusement lingered on his lips. Was he bipolar or something? “Money turns me into a slut. A favor, that's different.”
“What? You'll do it?” I asked, though inwardly wondering if I even still wanted him as my date. This guy just took confusing to a whole new level.
“That's what I just said.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What kind of favor?”
He shrugged. “One to be redeemed at a later date.”
“What exactly does that mean?”
“It means I don't know what I want right this moment. Nothing sexual or illegal, of course.” He cocked his eyebrow at me. “But maybe later I'll want something in return. Does that sound fair to you?”
I stared up at his face and tried to decipher his motives. He wasn't just some backwoods country bumpkin. He was smart—smarter than his bartending job might lead one to believe. I could tell that much from the moment he first opened his mouth.
“You want me to cash you a blank check?”
“When you put it that way, you make me sound like some sleazy politician. But yes, I want a blank check. Those are my terms.”
“Nothing sexual or illegal, right?”
As he nodded, I realized that I was fine with the whole favor-for-a-favor thing, and I certainly wouldn’t complain if I had to see him again in the future. So at this point, we were just wasting time.
“Deal.” I jutted out my hand out for him to shake. “One favor to be redeemed at a later date.”
“Deal,” he said, taking my hand in his. “Pleasure doing business with you, Miss Maggie Ryder.”
AN HOUR HAD PASSED since I made my agreement with Dean and I'd spent every minute of it waiting. Waiting for him to find a replacement to cover his shift at the bar. Waiting for him to make a random phone call—probably to a girlfriend or something. Waiting for him to shower and change into some decent clothes. After what seemed like forever, he finally came out of his apartment and got in my car.
“You're worse than a girl,” I mumbled, shifting into gear and pulling away from his rundown apartment complex. Who knew hiring a date would be so much work? Trying to make up for the lost time, I drove my car like I stole it, pressing heavily on the gas and zipping down the empty streets. We were so late, I wasn't even sure if it was still worth going.
“Beauty takes time,” he said smugly. “Besides, you didn't want me going in my smelly clothes from the bar. And you've got to admit, I do clean up rather nicely.”
He looked so cramped in the small space of the Porsche that I couldn't help but smile. And he was right; he did clean up well. Maybe even a little too well. He now wore a black suit, white dress shirt, and a black tie. All of it non-designer. All of it simple. But I doubted anything ever looked simple on this guy. He could make a paper bag look good, but the suit was more appropriate for the occasion.
The fresh scent of soap and mint filled the air between us, causing me to momentarily forget everything else. I caught myself sneaking glimpses of him out of the corner of my eye and urged said eye to stay on the road. Fortunately, a potentially embarrassing situation was interrupted by a voice belonging to the object of my not-so-stealthy observations.
“Out of curiosity, who should I be thanking for the pleasure of your company tonight?”
I'd been waiting for him to ask this question. It sure took him a while to get around to it. “My friend Anita, who is also the manager at the club’s restaurant. She told me about you.”
“I don't know an Anita. Should I?”
“She didn't she say she knew you personally. She just knew of you. Or had seen you around town…or something to that effect.” I flipped the gear stick down into second as I rounded a tight corner. We'd be at Dad's country club in less than a minute. My nerves started to creep in on me now that we were getting so close. Would tonight be a horrific failure or a brilliant success? Everything hinged on the stranger seated next to me.
“What all did this Anita person tell you?”
“Not much. Just that you were handsome, wild, a local, and that people would notice you. I can't remember the exact details.”
He chuckled low to himself. “Wild? Interesting description. Are you hoping for a taste of my wild side, Maggie?”
“We're here,” I announced, completely avoiding his question.
The car jolted to a stop as we pulled into the valet parking zone, and a wave of nausea hit me like a punch to the stomach. I'd been wrapped up in the conversation with Dean, but now that we were here, all I could think about was my impending doom.
“Oh God, I don't know if I can do this,” I thought aloud.
“You can,” he said, his voice sounding kind. “Trust me, you'll be fine.”
I didn't know him well enough to trust him. And he'd only just met me so I'm not sure why he seemed so convinced I could do this. Going inside meant I'd be facing Andrew Wellington—my ex—and a major reason as to why I'd gone searching for Dean in the first place. I dated Andrew my senior year of high school and throughout the past three years of college. We did the long-distance thing, which seemed to work for us, and I figured we'd be together forever. Then he dumped me last semester and I learned that our whole relationship had been nothing more than a colossal waste of time. He'd be here tonight.
But the icing on the cake was Clara—his brand new girlfriend. Her betrayal hurt more than anything Andrew could have ever put me through, and she was the real reason I needed a person like Dean at my side. I think I'd be fine never seeing Andrew again, but I had to prove to everyone that Clara couldn't hurt me. More importantly, I had to prove to Clara that she couldn't hurt me.
“Maggie?” Dean asked. I guess I must have zoned out there for a moment. “Did you hear me, Maggie? Are you okay?”
I gulped, watching as the valet guy—Kevin—came hurrying toward my car. “Yeah, peaches,” I muttered without thinking, “just peaches.”
“Peaches? Don't you mean ‘peachy’ instead?”
I didn't answer him but jumped out of the car, followed by Dean. Without hesitation, I handed over my keys to Kevin and gave him a quick hug. He was one of Dad's loyal employees and I'd known him for years. Kevin drove my car away and I hurried for the door. Ready or not—this was it.
“Wait.” One strong hand wrapped around my arm, forcing my determined stride to a halt.
“We're already late, Dean.” My voice came out rather shaky. “Can't it wait until we're inside?” I squirmed, trying to shake off his grip, but it was no use. Dean had a firm hold on me and wasn't letting go.
“Look at me, please,” he demanded.
“No. Let. Go.”
“Sorry, but not until you look at me first.”
I twisted and turned, but he still wouldn't budge. What was his problem? Now heated, I glared up at him. At five foot nothing, I had to crook my neck just to get a good look at his face, and I was surprised to find that something protective shown in his eyes.
“You should take a breath,” he said in a soft voice. “Calm down for a moment. You're so distracted that you're blind to what's right in front of you. I don't know who your boyfriend is, what the bastard did to hurt you, or why you thought I'd be the solution to all your problems, but you need to calm down before you go inside.” His words were sincere, hardly expected from a big guy like him.
“Ex,” I corrected.
“Who cares? A woman in a red dress came into my bar tonight, and never in my life had I seen someone with so much confidence or command over a room. Where is that woman now? Get it together, Maggie. I know you're stronger than this.”
He stood over me, unmoving, while his relentless eyes continued to hold my gaze. I took in a couple of deep breaths, trying to decide if I should be flattered or angry by his comments. Never before had I been spoken to like that—at least not by a stranger. His honesty was brutal and I finally landed on angry.
“I'm fine,” I assured him through gritted teeth. “You can let go now. And don't ask any more questions because I'm done answering them. Peaches?”
“I still don't understand what that means.”
“It means let go of my arm—please.”
I yanked away and this time, he let me break free without a fight. It had been a mistake bringing him. A big one, I decided. I couldn't believe Dean had the audacity to grab me in public like that. No one had seen us—everyone was inside—but still. I rushed for the door, planning to leave him outside, but he kept close as if nothing strange had just happened, walking inside with me.
“Since you're still determined to be my date, there's one last thing you need to know,” I whispered to him as we entered. “My ex, Andrew Wellington, will be here tonight with his new girlfriend. Oh, and just a head’s up…his new girlfriend is my twin.”



CHAPTER 2
CLARA
I hated grass. Loathed it. And everything it represented.
With his sweaty fingers laced through mine, Andrew Wellington led me down the fairway of the sixteenth hole. If Dad knew I was out here at night—trespassing and trudging all over his precious golf course in my stilettos—he'd shit a brick. Maybe even a whole house. I didn't care. I dug my heels harder into the grass. Except with my luck, I was probably only helping to aerate the damn stuff.
The only comforting thought at the moment was that one day I'd move someplace far, far away—Arizona, specifically—where the yards were made of pebbles instead of sickeningly perfect grass. I'd leave everything behind and never come back. I didn't necessarily want to cut ties with my family, just everything else that came with being a Ryder. I already had an escape plan in the works, and I knew that it was only a matter of time before I worked up the courage to actually carry it out.
“It's beautiful out here at night, isn't it?” my sister's ex-boyfriend asked. My identical twin’s ex-boyfriend of four years, to be exact. Whom I was currently dating. Or pretending to date.
He released my hand from its damp captivity and strolled a few paces ahead of me. He stood and gazed around like a total weirdo, a huge unexplained smile on his lips. It was only a golf course, for goodness’ sake—not freaking Disney World. Maybe I would admit, and only if someone twisted my arm, that most normal people might agree with Andrew. The crickets chirped. The stars twinkled. The overhead spotlights illuminated the course in a way that regular sunlight just couldn't. And something about the stillness amplified everything. Except, I just couldn't see the beauty that I knew was smack-dab in front of my face. Or even if I could see, I damn well couldn’t appreciate it.
Summer break officially started ten days ago. I'd successfully finished my junior year at Virginia Tech, and while most of my friends were off tackling their first internships, doing the horizontal tango with someone special, taking fabulous family vacations, or simply hanging behind in Blacksburg so they wouldn't miss all the summer parties, I was being held hostage here in the dreadful town of Blue Creek. Secluded, quaint, and nestled along the Blue Ridge Mountains. Population: pitiful. Historical significance: zip. Suicide rate: extremely likely. At least I could take comfort in the fact that this would be my final summer under Dad's thumb. Oh, and best of all, it was the last time I'd be stuck working at his stupid, uppity country club.
I’d been home from college all of one day before Andrew asked me out. Naturally, I declined. As my sister's ex, the guy was strictly off-limits. It didn't matter that Maggie and I weren't exactly best buds. Hell, these days we were barely on speaking terms. But I wasn't a bitch. No matter what my relationship with my sister looked like, I wouldn't stoop that low.
Still, Andrew had been annoyingly persistent. It felt nice being pursued like that, since guys typically steered clear of me. They preferred the nicer, sweeter version of myself—Maggie. But for some mysterious reason, Andrew kept at it. I'd been almost tempted (not!) until I discovered from my friend, Leah Longerburger that persistence and charm were just part of the Andrew Wellington playbook. Apparently, he got around and not just recently. When I found out the slime-bucket had been cheating on my sister—with Leah and multiple others—that's when I finally agreed to go out with him.
Come hell or high water, my mission this summer was to make Andrew Wellington regret he ever knew the name Clara Ryder. When Andrew confessed that he had feelings for me—that he'd always had feelings for me—my first thought had been absolute disgust. How could he have dated Maggie for all those years and carried some secret torch for me? But as he made his declaration of love, I hadn't missed the sincerity behind his eyes. That's when I formulated my plan to fake-date him. He'd crushed Maggie's heart and now I was going to crush his. Payback was going to be a bitch.
But in addition to hurting Andrew, I also had to protect Maggie. My biggest fear was that after I crushed and dumped Andrew, he'd go running straight back to my sister. What if she took him back? My sister let people into her heart so easily, and since she dated the dillweed for four years, I got the impression that she might still be hung up on him. My relationship with Maggie was already broken, no matter what I did. So, my great-big-awesome plan not only consisted of breaking his heart, but also giving Maggie the impression that her “perfect” Andrew was vile enough to bang her sister. Not exactly honorable, but in my deranged mind I saw the plan as brilliance.
Maybe it would’ve been easier to just tell her the truth, but I doubted she'd have believed me. I needed insurance and my plan offered that. Plus, it gave me something to do this summer. Blue Creek was dreadfully boring. A little scandal sounded fun.
“Andrew,” I whispered in my best seductive voice. “We're all alone and you're more interested in the golf course than the beautiful girl standing right beside you. I didn't come all the way out here to admire the grass.”
A smile formed on his smug lips, and then he suddenly closed the distance between us. His hands tangled through my long hair. His mouth smothered mine. His dry lips needed some serious ChapStick, but I kissed him back like I wasn't repulsed. When his slobbery tongue plunged into my mouth, I very nearly vomited, but somehow I managed to keep it together. We'd kissed twice now but never so greedily. Was he trying to eat my face?
He shimmied out of his suit jacket and glued his body to mine as his hands traveled downward. Then, to my surprise, he yanked me up in his arms, and the next thing I knew he was lowering me down onto the prickly grass I hated so much. His consuming kisses didn't stop there and neither did his hands. He pushed his way between my legs, inching up my dress, and I felt his rather puny erection pressing against me. Can you say awkward? The only thing separating my ‘V’ from his ‘P’ was a couple layers of clothing. Holy shitballs! This wasn't what I had in mind when I'd suggested we take a walk instead of going to the party. I had to stop this before I lost my V-card to the last person I ever wanted touching me.
“Andrew,” I breathed against his mouth, giving his chest a small nudge, “it's too fast.”
Putting on the brakes, he wasted zero time shoving his body off mine but took no care in covering the giant sigh that escaped his lips as he plopped down in the grass beside me. Staying still for a moment, I tried to collect my thoughts. I wanted to give Maggie the impression that I'd screwed him—not actually screw him. What if Andrew wouldn't have stopped just now? A jolt of fear shot through me. I normally would have never put myself in such a vulnerable position, and the close call made me want to get the hell back to a more populated area…now.
“We should go to the party. My dad is expecting me there.”
“No problem.” Hardly rattled, he sat up and reached for his jacket. While his attention was elsewhere, a glorious light bulb popped into my head. Lots of people liked to get freaky out on the golf course at night, so I plucked a handful of grass and rubbed into my hair. Maggie never missed a single party at the club, and hopefully when she saw it, she would assume I’d been getting hot and heavy out here. Maybe that would help boost her hatred for the skuz-wad.
Andrew stood to his feet, noticing nothing, and then helped me up.
“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to spoil the moment. I just... I just...” I trailed off, fumbling all over my fake apology. Fake or real, I wasn't sure what the appropriate words were for this type of situation. We began walking back across the fairway toward the distant lights of the clubhouse. Talk about awkward. I tried to come up with something—anything—to say, while ignoring the blades of grass that kept falling from my head. “I'm sorry,” I mumbled.
“I know,” Andrew said, his words earnest and soft. “I know you're not a slut. I told you before, I've always noticed you. You don't have to explain yourself. We'll get to the good stuff when we get to the good stuff. I would never rush you.”
For a fraction of a moment, I almost believed the toolbox was a halfway decent guy. Maybe I even saw what my sister had always seen in him. Then the disturbing image of Andrew getting freaky with Leah Longerburger sprang into my head, and I lost my respect for him all over again.



CHAPTER 3
MAGGIE
With my shoulders relaxed and my head held high, I entered the ballroom of the Reed Ryder Country Club, where the party was already well underway. Dad loved to hold these types of events for just about any occasion he could dream up. Tonight, white table-cloths, giant vases of blue hydrangeas, and twinkling lights decorated my favorite spot in the world. I loved this room and the hundreds of memories it contained.
Quiet and still with his arms crossed over his chest, Dean's pretty golden eyes glanced around. Was he fascinated or bored? He took in the ambiance like a seasoned pro—like these were his people instead of mine. He didn't comment on the argument that had transpired between us moments ago, nor did he ask any questions about my recent revelation that I have a twin dating my ex. But I did find my anger toward him mellowing—I hadn't known him long enough to stay mad. Besides, like it or not, I seemed to be stuck with him for the night.
I immediately noticed quite a few people I knew. Most of the familiar faces belonged to Dad's golf buddies, their plastic-surgery obsessed wives, and their entitled children. Growing up on a golf course, I spent every hour of my free time around these people. When I turned sixteen, I started working various jobs here too. Dad always insisted good character stemmed from responsibility, so Clara and I were forced to work for him. Unlike my sister, I never minded it one bit. I spent all of my time here anyway and figured I might as well get paid money for it. But of all the people I recognized—employees and members alike—I didn't spot Andrew or Clara anywhere.
“Are we going to stand by the door all night staring straight into space?” Dean joked. “Or did your plans stop at getting me in the door?” The side he'd presented outside was long gone. Dean had now transformed into the very definition of calm under pressure.
“Well, my sister isn't even here.”
“Maybe she's late,” he offered.
“Or maybe she's already been here and left. That's more Clara's style.”
Rubbing a thumb across his chin, he let out a small sigh. “I'm sorry about outside. I shouldn't have grabbed your arm. Here's the thing...you were scaring me a little out there and I just wanted to calm you down.”
“I'm fine. Then and now.”
“Alright…am I forgiven?” he asked, actually sounding hopeful.
I sighed. “I suppose.”
“So what happens next? I'm all yours—what are you planning to do with me?”
Liking the sound of that, I decided he couldn't be more right. I tracked him down and begged him to come—I couldn't wuss out now. Dean and all his six-foot-five glory was mine for the night. Although we never discussed boundaries, I assumed being his date came with certain privileges so I grabbed his hand from where it was folded against his chest and locked it in mine. My unexpected touch startled him for a fraction of a second before he gave me another relaxed smile and complete control. “I'm going to show you off,” I whispered. “That's the real reason I wanted you here.”
“I see. I'm only eye candy to you.”
“Yes, very tall eye candy.”
Despite my sad attempt at a joke, Dean chuckled. I knew I had a lame sense of humor, which Andrew had no problem pointing out while we were dating. So I reveled in the fact that I'd gotten even a chuckle out of this gorgeous guy. Clara was the funny one—not me.
“Want to go meet my friend Leo?” I suggested. “He's around here somewhere.”
Dean shrugged. “Sure, I'm up for anything.”
“Okay, but be warned. Leo's hard to like.”
“Don't worry, I can handle myself. Leo Maddox doesn’t intimidate me.”
Confusing with a big helping of strange. I hadn't mentioned Leo's last name. Either Dean already knew him or knew of him. Leo Maddox's grandfather, the original Leonardo Maddox, was pretty famous—famous for being stinking rich. A person would have to be living under a rock to have never heard of Leonardo Maddox or his giant empire of hotels scattered across the world. But somehow I got the impression that that wasn't how Dean knew Leo's last name.
Oh well, I didn't want to pry. If Dean and Leo already knew each other, then I'd find out soon enough. Now I just had to find Leo, but that wouldn't be too hard. Leo Maddox was a creature of habit. By this point in the evening, he'd be at least three martinis deep and sulking in some corner. Despite my big plans for Dean, I had to go rescue Leo first, and Leo was always in need of rescuing. As his best friend, I felt obligated to try my best to protect him from his personal demons, who were constantly attempting to eat him alive.
Once upon a time, Leo's mom and my mom had been as close as sisters—even planning their pregnancies together. But my mom died young and his mom ran away without a single goodbye. Life can be cruel and random like that. And yet, under those circumstances and maybe because of those circumstances, Leo and I became friends. I'm pretty sure we never would have otherwise.
At a lone table in the back of the room, with one chair out of eight occupied, I found Leo. Even on his worst day, he never looked anything less than his absolute best and tonight was no exception. He wore a sharp, light gray Armani suit with a white shirt, brown tie, brown belt, and brown Bottega Veneta shoes. And as if he randomly decided to take a catnap in the middle of a crowded party, Leo had his head resting flat on a dinner plate. His jet-black hair—shorter on the sides, longer on the top, and styled perfectly into messy place—contrasted sharply against the stark white china. He wasn't asleep though because the moment we got close, he popped straight up.
“Dammit, Maggie! Where have you been?”
His voice came out brusque, but his tired blue eyes shined at me with relief. Several half-empty martini glasses were littered around the table. He reached for one and gulped down the remainder of its contents in one big swallow. He slammed down the empty glass with a loud clunk, causing the drink's onion garnish to go flying.
“I was beginning to think you'd ditched me.”
Shooting Dean a glance that I hoped conveyed my sincerest apologies, I turned my attention to Leo, sitting down next to him. It's hard to guess what kind of mood had led to Leo's excessive drinking on this particular night, or what side of his multifaceted personality we'd be seeing.
“Do you need to get out of here? I'll go with you right now if you need me to.”
Leo glanced upward at Dean, his eyes narrowing as he noticed him for the first time. “No, I'm fine. Totally peaches. I wouldn't want to disrupt your date,” he said, heavy on the sarcasm.
‘Peaches’ was a code word. Leo and I had lots of code words. Kind of like a twin language we'd developed over the years, which was odd, since I never shared any special words with my real twin. Peaches meant 'I'm not okay, but don't ask again.’ Sometimes we both said it without thinking. Dad used to joke around, saying that he'd had triplets instead of twins. That's how close Leo's always been to me and my family.
Dean stood still as he watched my interaction with Leo. As a bartender, I'm sure he saw his fair share of heavy drinkers. And right now, Leo was three sheets and then some. I quickly made introductions, hoping Dean wasn't too put off by his behavior.
“Dean, this is Leo. Leo, this is Dean.”
“Dean,” Leo said in sharp voice. “Why don't you sit down? Save us from breaking our necks here.”
I got the impression that Dean wasn't someone who liked being told what to do. Still, he sat without argument. Not beside me, but in a random chair at the opposite end of the table. Leo stretched out a hand for Dean to shake, and it surprised me when Dean took it without hesitation. Then, like an internal radar had just gone off inside his brain, Leo whipped around in his seat, calling over the cater-waiter as he passed by. He ordered a round of Gibson martinis for the table—Gibson martinis were his favorite. Like a regular martini, just sub out the olive with cocktail onions. Both Dean and I refused. Instead, I ordered a glass of Riesling and Dean settled on a soda. As soon as the waiter disappeared, Leo began staring daggers at Dean. Was a soda so offensive?
“Have you seen Clara tonight?” I tried to draw Leo's focus back to me, but his attention still lingered on Dean. Was he glaring at him now?
“Negative,” Leo said.
“So...she didn't even bother showing.”
“Thank the fucking Lord for that.” Leo's eyes started to burn a hole through my date's head. “What was your name again? Dan?”
“Dean.”
“Funny. You don't look like a Dean.”
The waiter returned and handed out our various drinks. I sipped my wine, pretending not to notice Leo's odd behavior. God, he was laying it on thick tonight. I never cared when he got drunk and embarrassed me before, but for some reason…I did now.
“Have we met before?” Leo asked, continuing to badger Dean. “You look very familiar. I'm positive I know you from somewhere. Mags, where did you find this guy? He looks an awful lot like—”
“Clara and Andrew are here,” I announced, cutting off Leo's rambling.
My identical twin had just entered the room with Andrew Wellington crazy-glued to her arm like he was Prince Charming. Leaving Leo's side, I slipped out of my chair and quickly shifted over to an unoccupied one next to Dean. Sitting next to Leo—like I always did—wasn’t the impression I wanted to give. Sure, if I wanted to make Andrew jealous, Leo was the better choice. While dating, Andrew had always been suspicious of my relationship with him. But I hadn't asked Dean to be my date for Andrew's sake.
“Um...show time,” I whispered to Dean. “I think she's coming this way.”
Clara wore a tight black dress paired with the most stripper-worthy, neon-pink stilettos I’d ever seen. The heels matched the pink streaks she currently had running through her long, wavy, platinum-blonde hair. Her makeup wasn't horrible, just more than I typically wore. Between the dress, the shoes, and the hair, her style fell somewhere between dramatic and God-awful. I'm not sure if she hated looking like me or enjoyed ticking Dad off, but she never could just let her hair remain its natural blonde color. She changed it constantly and it bugged the heck out of me.
With her head held high, she cut through the crowd like a lioness after her prey. And if she was the lioness, then that made me the water buffalo—too dumb to run away when I had the chance. Now she was coming this way and there was no chance of escape.
My heart rate spiked but I tried not to let my nervousness show, while Leo paled like he might vomit. He and Clara hated each other. Where life had pushed Leo and me closer together over the years, it had the opposite effect with the two of them. They fought like crazy growing up. Nowadays, Clara liked to pretend Leo didn't exist and Leo had gotten better at holding his tongue where my sister was concerned. But from the look on his face, I was willing to bet tonight was about to turn sour very fast.
“Calm down, Leo,” I said in a soft voice. “You're too drunk to get in a fight with her. Let me do the talking. I promise I'll handle it.”
Leo shot me a nasty look before finishing off the remainder of his current drink. He plucked an onion from the empty glass and started gnawing at it like he could suck every last drop of alcohol from it. Oh God, help us all. The only person at the table who wasn't having a mini-stroke was Dean. He looked relaxed, almost amused even, and as I began to turn my attention back toward the ticking time bomb, I suddenly felt Dean rest his hand on my thigh under the table. Ah. Okay. Whoa! So we'd touched a couple times now. No biggy. But this...this did something new to me. The simple act of his warm, easy touch on my leg sent a shot of adrenaline straight to my already racing heart. Swallowing down a giant gulp of wine, I sat up a little straighter. Business. Business. Business, I reminded myself. That's all this was.
Just when I’d convinced myself of this, Dean's thumb started moving in careful circular motions, stroking the outside of my thigh where the slit in my dress cut. And the thing was, he knew exactly what he was doing—giving me a distraction. I'm not sure if I wanted to slap him or beg him to never stop.
“Hi, Maggie,” Clara said as she approached. “How's it going?”
Hovering over me with Andrew still pinned to her side, Clara waited for me to acknowledge her presence. Startled by her sudden nearness—or maybe it was the gentle squeeze Dean's hand gave my thigh under the table—I leapt out of my seat like I'd been probed in the butt, causing my wine to spill. I tried to catch the glass before it fell to the floor, but I stumbled and almost fell onto Dean's lap. The glass shattered anyway and then I managed to right myself, smoothing out my dress and pretending like I wasn't the biggest klutz ever.
“Glad you decided to show,” I said, my voice shaky. I didn't bother acknowledging Andrew—I didn't see the point. My eyes stayed fixed on my sister, but just looking at her boiled my blood. I tried to play it cool and aloof like her, but I was a horrible actress. “Nice hair. Did you dye it with Kool-Aid?”
Clara let out a bored sigh, my comment rolling off her thick skin. “Seriously? Is that the best you can do? Kool-Aid. No, I found a five-year-old to color it with crayons. He gave me a good deal. Why, you want his number?”
“No.”
Lame, I know, but I couldn't think of anything better to say. I wished just once I could unhinge her with my words, but it never worked. Nothing I said ever got to her—I mean nothing. The harder I tried, the more I ended up looking like the idiot. I shut my mouth because I hated feeling so foolish. She was the one dating my
ex and somehow I was the one acting like a total moron. This was so not the way I envisioned things when I brought Dean here.
Like always, Leo came to my rescue. His drunk-behind moved out of his seat, suddenly steadier than a tightrope-walker, and positioned himself by my side. I had zero skills in the art of word warfare, but Leo was a five-star general.
“Clara.” His voice came out smooth like mocha, as if he hadn't had a single drink all night. When he wanted it to be, his confidence was stellar. And right now he wanted it to be. “What Maggie's trying and failing to say…is that none of us are buying into your bullshit. You look calm and composed on the outside, but I know that's not how you really feel. You're starting to sweat. You're regretting letting Andrew stick his disgusting tongue down your throat. And all that grass in your hair didn't get there by accident. Whatever you're trying to prove, this isn't the way. I can see right through you—and so can everyone else.” We can? Just when I thought he was going to lay into her some more, Leo’s tone changed and he ended his argument by saying, “Clara, please. Stop this.”
If Leo would have called me out like that, I would have fallen to my knees in a whimpering mess. Clara didn't even flinch. In fact, his words only seemed to bore her more, as indicated by the way her arms crossed over her chest and her shoulders shrugged. But the desired reaction did come as a result of Leo's words—it just didn't come from Clara.
“That's a little harsh, Maddox, even for you,” Andrew said through gritted teeth. “Do you even know where you're at? Why don't you crawl out of Maggie's ass, go find yourself some coffee, and mind your own damn business for once in your life.” He rested one hand on Leo's shoulder. “This isn't your concern, bro.”
Poking the bear was ill-advised. Leo's steel-blue eyes scorched red as he swatted Andrew's hand off his shoulder. “It's more my concern than it will ever be yours. And I'm not your bro.”
Leo hated Andrew. Always had. Always would. He tolerated him while we were dating, but just barely. I could see where this train was heading—if someone didn't step in immediately, then the two guys were about to throw down a long overdue fisticuffs. Leo had been waiting years for the opportunity to smash Andrew's nose in. I'd witnessed him in several altercations and I didn't doubt his ability to take care of himself, but I didn't want to cause a scene and people were already starting to stare. My eyes shot to Clara for help, but she didn't budge.
Heck, she looked like she wanted the guys to go at it.
“Leo, stop it,” I said, since I still had nothing to say to Andrew. “He's not worth your time. People are watching.”
“I don't care who watches. And yes, this is worth every bit of my time.”
Acting rather reluctant to get involved, Dean stood and pushed his large body between Andrew and Leo. Towering several inches above everyone and sporting the world's best ever 'don't mess with me' attitude, he said, “I love a good show, but this isn't the place. If you guys are determined to make it happen, then let's go outside. I'll even play referee.”
Leo's anger refocused on my date. “This isn't your problem, Dan. Now back off!”
“Calm down, Maddox,” Dean said, letting Leo’s insult roll right off of him. “I'm not your enemy.”
Like someone dumped a bucket of ice water on my twin's head, Clara sucked in a sharp breath. “No way.” I caught the stone-cold expression on her face before she turned on her ugly, pink stilettos and marched out of the room.
Andrew took a moment to decide what to do and then he raced after my sister.
After their departure, Dean visibly relaxed, but the tension on Leo's face somehow managed to double. “What are you doing here?” he snapped at my date. “You must have some brass balls. After all these years, I can't believe you dared show your face again. Do you have a death wish or are you just that stupid?”
“What's going on?” I asked, confused. “What are you talking about, Leo?”
Dean sighed, readily accepting the hateful words, telling me that there must be some legitimacy behind the venom Leo was spitting. “Maggie sought me out, not the other way around. I'm living in the area again and followed her here tonight for nostalgia purposes. But you're right, I shouldn't have come.”
What on earth was going on? The answer felt within reach, but I couldn't figure it out. Leo seemed to know Dean and vice versa. And although Leo hated lots of people, my date had him foaming at the mouth. Clara knew something too or she wouldn't have left so suddenly. What was I missing? What did everyone else know that I didn’t?
“Um, could someone fill me in here? Please? And Leo...stop looking at him like that.”
“Mags,” Leo scolded. “Come on, you’re smarter than your hair color might otherwise indicate.”
I narrowed my eyes, waiting for an explanation.
“Okay then,” Leo said. “I'll leave you two alone to figure this out. Dean, I'm sure you're just dying to reminisce about the good ol' days, but after tonight, don't ever let me catch you around here again. Not unless you want to find my fist in your face.”
Leo turned to me, his face softening as he said, “Always.” And with that parting code word, my best friend in the world left me stranded and mystified.
I turned to the only person left. “Who are you?”
Dean groaned, and the look on his face told me he was offended before his words had the chance to. “It's insulting how blind you are. Did I mean so little to you back then that you can't even remember me now? Think it over. I'm sure you'll figure this out.”
Then he too walked away.
Standing awkward and alone, I watched my date stride toward the door before the jumbled pieces fell into place. The answer knocked me off my feet like a Category 5 hurricane. I slumped down in the nearest chair, stunned that I could be so idiotic.
Dean wasn't a stranger like he'd been pretending all night. Nope, he was none other than my ex-stepbrother, Robert Harvey. Our parents had been married for three short months, but he never went by Dean back then. It had been six summers since we had last seen or spoken to one another. Time had changed his appearance dramatically, but now that I recognized Dean as Robby, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that that's who I'd so ignorantly asked to be my date tonight.
Robby Harvey. The first guy I ever kissed. The first guy I ever loved. The first guy to ever see me naked. And the first guy to crush my heart into a million pieces. Andrew Wellington had nothing on the pain Robby once caused me. I guess it's not surprising I didn't recognize him. I'd blocked him from my mind for a very good reason, and now that I realized who he was, I wished I could forget all over again.
Dad appeared from somewhere among the crowd, joining me at Leo's abandoned table. “My sweet Maggie May, was that Monica Harvey's son I saw leaving? Want to explain what he was doing here, honey?”
No, I certainly did not. But good for Dad—even he could recognize the guy better than me.



CHAPTER 4
CLARA
Crying in the bushes. Could my life get any more pathetic? Nope. Probably not.
Here are the facts I could gather: Maggie found out I was dating Andrew Wellington, and even though I thought I was doing her a favor, she didn't know that. As retaliation, she brought Robby Harvey as her date.
It had been a long time since I'd thought or cared about Robby Harvey. But at one time, I'd been crazy infatuated with my ex-stepbrother. Or maybe I’d imagined I was. Truthfully, I'm not sure I'd ever really been in love with anyone. Nevertheless, Maggie had liked Robby too. But in the end, he chose her over me.
I never knew Maggie and Robby had stayed in contact, but somehow I wasn't all that surprised. And she picked tonight of all nights to show off how much they still cared for one another. I wasn't blind. Even before fully realizing Robby was Robby, I'd noticed his hand resting on Maggie's leg and the way his eyes watched over her protectively. They clearly still cared for each other—like not a single day had passed—and once again, I felt like the loser in the situation.
Maggie sure showed me. Time had transformed Robby from an average-looking duckling to a sexy swan. So while the only guy even remotely interested in me was Andrew Wellington and his sweaty palms, Maggie would be cuddled up tonight with the elusive Robby Harvey. But it wasn't necessarily Robby who had me feeling all kinds of jealous. It was that Maggie, like always, had someone who loved her when I had no one.
In all my twenty-one years, I'd never successfully had a boyfriend of my own and it's all I’d ever wanted. Was it too much to ask to have someone to confide in and share my future Arizona dream house and its pebble yard with? I wanted someone to love. Really love. Like 'let's have babies, get married, and call each other stupid pet names'—that sort of love. I wanted it so badly that my heart ached as if it had a great big giant hole in it. Even worse, my virginity was still intact because no one was ever good enough to fill the gap.
So, pathetically enough, I'd resorted to crying my eyes out and ducking behind the bushes. I watched from my little hideout as Andrew followed me outside and searched for all of five seconds before he gave up and left. I didn't care. I was so over pretending to be with him. I'd call him tomorrow and break it off, but for now, staying safe in my sanctuary of shrubbery was all that mattered.
I can see right through you. Agh! Really? C'mon!
Leo Maddox's words rang in my head and I desperately tried to forget them. Like he possessed X-ray vision, that jackass really could see through my shit. All my insecurities, all my pretenses, all my fears...apparently on display for his viewing pleasure. And his favorite pastime, from the moment he could string sentences together, was picking on me. The three of us—Maggie, Leo, and I—had grown up together, and even though Maggie and I were blood, time and time again she always chose her Leo over me. And vice versa.
Whatever.
They could have each other. But what really set me off—what added to my already heavy heart—was just how right Leo was. Like always, he never teased me with lies. Only truths. And truths always hurt worse. He seemed to know me better than anyone and I hated him with a passion for it. And then the way he ended his little speech, saying, Clara, please, stop this. Like he actually cared. That was the cherry on top of his shit sundae.
Roughly fifteen more minutes ticked by before I regained some composure. Drying my blubbery eyes, I figured it was time to call an end to this wacko night. I'd allowed myself to wallow long enough and it was time to head back to the house. I'd feel better snuggled up in my own bed, with a bowl of ice cream in one hand and the remote control in the other.
Dad's sprawling mansion sat on the outskirts of the golf course property about three miles away, but if I took a shortcut through the middle of the course, it was only a 1.5 mile walk. So when the coast was clear, I left my hideout and crept along the edge of the building, heading in the direction of the house.
On my way, I noticed a few golf carts parked behind the Clubhouse. Why walk when I had access to a perfectly accessible mode of transportation just waiting for my personal use? Some idiot even left the keys in the ignition. Awesome sauce. So, against my better judgment, I decided to commandeer a ride. Revving that baby up, I pressed hard on the gas and sped off toward home.
Talk about some much-needed fun. Totally ignoring the 'cart path only' rule, I drove wherever the hell I wanted. Why had I never thought to do this before? Oh yeah, because Dad would kill me for this. But, unlike my twin, disobeying always felt like freedom to me. And that's what this was—pure freedom. The wind in my hair. The danger of getting caught by Dad's security cameras. The fear of crashing into a sand trap.
I should have stolen a golf cart and taken it out for a joy ride ages ago.
And it was all fun and games until I hit a person. Of course, that would be my luck. What kind of moron was wandering around the golf course at night anyway? Cutting through the rough between holes—next to a particularly wooded and poorly lit area of the course—a dark figure popped out of nowhere. I screamed my head off, slammed my foot on the brakes and tried my best to swerve, but ended up clipping the innocent wanderer right in the ass.
Oh crap! Oh crap! I just killed someone!
As the cart came to an abrupt stop, I jumped from behind the wheel and raced to assess the damage. I hoped like holy hell I hadn't just murdered some poor bastard. Forget about getting heat from Dad. I'd be carted off to a windowless prison for twenty-five to life for this!
“Are you okay? Are you okay?” I shouted, stumbling through the long, overgrown grass, desperately trying to reach the hopefully-not-dead person. “Please don't die on me! I'm so sorry.”
“Shit! Motherfucking shit!” the non-dead person cursed in agony.
I froze. Lying sprawled in the grass in his designer suit was none other than Leo Maddox. I hit Leo? What sweet poetic justice. I still felt horrible for hitting someone with a golf cart, but once I saw it was only him, I felt significantly less horrible. “Leo?”
“What the hell, Clara?!?” he yelled up at me from the ground. He sat up unsteadily, clutching his left thigh. “You did this on purpose!”
“Yes, I tracked you down and ran you over on purpose. Next time you'll think twice before saying anything nasty to me. No, of course I didn't do this on purpose!” Kicking off my heels, I kneeled next to him. The long grass scratched at my bare feet and legs. We were so close that I could smell him, a mixture of expensive cologne, mint, and Leo. He went through a 'smoke like a chimney' phase a few years back, but I noticed no trace of cigarette stench on him now. Strangely enough, I found the mixture of his scent almost intoxicating. Almost. But this was Leo, someone I would never let myself consider even if we were the last two people alive, and so I breathed through my mouth. Grabbing at his fingers, I peeled them off the leg he was so desperately holding on to. “Let me see what I did.”
“No thanks, I'm fine.”
He drew away from my touch, but I wasn't giving up that easy. I squinted through the dark but got a good look at nothing—it’s not like I could magically see through his pants. “You're going to have to take those off so I can see how bad it is. I need to know if we should call 911 or get you to a hospital.” Not bothering to ask for permission, I reached for his belt.
Leo leapt to his feet like I had just tried to violate him. “Whoa there, killer. Let me buy you a drink before you take my pants off. Like I already said, I'm fine. You didn't hit me that hard.”
I groaned. “I know how hard I hit you and you can't be fine.”
Testing out his leg and proving me wrong, he walked around in a full circle. Considering how much he probably had to drink this evening—since getting plastered was Leo’s usual style—he seemed better than okay. “See? Fine,” he said, patting his leg. “Nothing's broken or bleeding. I'm gonna have one hell of a bruise tomorrow, but other than that...I'm fine.”
“Stop saying the word ‘fine.’”
“Stop pestering me and I won't have to keep saying it.”
From my knees, I let out a sigh and glared up at him. Through the darkness, my gray eyes connected with his steel-blue ones. God, he was difficult and annoying. “What were you doing out here in the first place?”
“I could ask you the same question.”
“I was going home.” Brushing the grass off my knees, I climbed back to my feet and grabbed my shoes from where I'd hurriedly tossed them aside.
“Well, I was going home too,” he said, but I got the impression he was lying. His house was at the opposite end of the golf course. If he was really walking home, then he was heading in the wrong direction.
“Whatever.” I didn't have the energy to play twenty-one questions after a night like tonight. “C'mon, I'll give you a ride back to your house. It's the least I can do for running you over.”
Shockingly enough, he didn't argue but instead followed behind, climbing into the passenger seat of my stolen golf cart. Then we drove—me sticking to the cart paths this time—in complete silence. Entering the code to his front gate, something I was surprised I still had memorized, we parked at the top of the long driveway. Leo’s house tripled mine in size. Dad, the one and only, had been golfing professionally since the early 90’s. His skills were nowhere near on par with guys like Tiger Woods or Phil Mickelson, but the old man still played halfway decent and had a good chunk of change in the bank to prove it. But Leo's family...their billions put our millions to shame. This house was merely one of the Maddox family's endless supply of vacation homes and its grandiosity lived up to the Maddox name.
“Look,” I started, “I'm really sorry about hitting you. Trust me, I didn't mean to. I might hate you most of the time, but I would never hurt you on purpose. Be sure to put some ice on your leg when you get inside. And if you decide it's worse than you think, call me.” I sighed at what I was about to say next. “I'll come back and take you to the hospital if you need me to...Leo?”
Being abnormally quiet, I realized he wasn't listening to me and hadn't moved in the last few minutes. Glancing to my right, half expecting him to be dead from some kind of unknown internal bleeding, I found him fast asleep at my side. His head rested on the seat cushion and his body slumped like a noodle, and it surprised me how relaxed and young he looked while he slept. Not blind to the male species, even I had to admit Leo Maddox was a handsome specimen. His pale eyes and light skin made for a dramatic contrast against that thick, black hair of his. Not to mention the way confidence radiated off him. He always faced life like a charging bull and I guess some people might find that quality undeniably sexy. But I never let myself notice such things about Leo since he was so vile and all, so I poked him in the ribs to wake him up.
“Leo. You're home.”
Struggling to return to consciousness while mumbling a bunch of mumbo-jumbo, he then proceeded to fall straight out of the golf cart onto the cement. Despite seeming pretty put together after I ran him over, his earlier alcohol consumption must have finally caught up with him because he wasn't okay now. Mentally groaning, I jumped out of my seat and hurried around to help him. Letting him grab my arm and using all the strength I could muster, I pulled him to his feet. He held on to me as we walked inside his house. I ignored his continuous incoherent rambling because, at this point, my patience was running on empty. Stumbling through the foyer, up the grand staircase, and down the second floor hall, I managed to get Leo to his bedroom.
It had been years since I'd stepped foot in this room. Not stopping to look around or taking a single moment to reminisce, I led Leo over and up onto his four-poster bed. The moment his face hit the comforter, he fell back asleep. Maggie, the nice sister, might have taken the time to help him out of his shoes or his jacket when he pulled this kind of drunk shit on her, but not me—I was no saint. I left him there on his stomach, satisfied that if he threw up he wouldn't choke, and headed back downstairs.
With one foot out the front door, the guilt set in and I realized I couldn't just leave. What if his leg was worse than he let on? What if he woke up and needed to go to the doctor? I knew he would never call me or anyone for help—he was just too stubborn for that.
So very, very reluctantly, I marched back upstairs and dared another peek in Leo’s room, where I found him in the exact spot I left him a moment ago. I stood in the doorway, debating what to do. Part of me wanted to get the hell out of his house as fast as possible. The other part wanted to yank off his pants and check to make sure his leg really was okay. I settled on option three—staying the night down the hall in one of his many guest bedrooms. If something happened, at least I'd be close.
THE NEXT MORNING I woke to sunlight streaming across my face and it took a moment to realize where I was. In my clothes from last night's party, I lay curled up in one of the Maddox's fancy guest bedrooms. Lace, pink flowers, and frou-frou fluff surrounded me, threatening to eat me alive. Pushing aside the heaps of lush covers, I stumbled out of the death-trap of a bed. The room, decorated head-to-toe in floral wallpaper, probably belonged to Leo's 90-year-old great-grandmother, Bunny. Talk about gaudy and hideous—kind of like the woman.
Tiptoeing out into the hallway, clutching my shoes and purse, I found the house more motionless than a ghost town. Everything was immaculately clean so it was obvious that maids visited, but if I had to guess, I'd say Leo was the last of the Maddox family who still bothered residing here for any length of time. Maybe it was his loyalty to my sister that kept him coming back each summer.
As I approached Leo's bedroom, I noticed that his door wasn't ajar like I'd left it. It was completely closed now so I stood there for a moment, listening for sounds on the other side… nothing. I’m sure it was ridiculous, but I still felt some strange need to check on him. Blame it on my guilt over nearly turning him into road-kill. As quietly as possible so I wouldn't wake him, I turned the handle and slowly pushed open the door. And nothing on God's good green earth could have prepared me for what I found waiting on the other side.
Leo's buck-naked ass.
Okay, so at some point in the night he must have woken up, undressed, and fallen back to sleep on top of the covers. His clothes were scattered across the room, and Leo, with his face buried deep into a pillow, now wore nothing except his birthday suit. The worst part of this entire experience: I couldn't look away. My eyes, which were probably popping from my skull like a cartoon character, were unavoidably glued to that ass. Admittedly, I was inexperienced in the whole ass-gazing department, but even my unschooled eyes knew a good thing when they saw one.
Who knew that buried under all those designer suits and Oxford shirts was one gorgeous body? Lean and tall, Leo had just the right amount of muscle in all the right places. But the biggest surprise of all, and something I never would have expected, was a giant tattoo that covered most of his shoulders and a large portion of his back. Angel wings. They were beautiful, intricate, and both intense and dark, all at once. I tried to decide if the wings contradicted or complemented Leo's character. Maybe the tattoo artist should have given him a devil's tail instead.
“Hello, Miss Maggie,” came a sudden voice from behind me. “This is a surprise.”
Damn my luck to hell! All the blood in my body rushed straight to my cheeks. I was caught lingering in the door frame, trapped in the debacle of trying to force my eyes off Leo's body, when someone just happened to sneak up on me. A small gasp involuntarily left my lips as I whipped around. A woman slightly taller than me, in her mid-twenties, with soft curls and a curious smile stood watching me. Elegant to the nines, she wore a pencil skirt and a silk blouse, while I sported yesterday's clothes and reeked of guilt.
“He's sleeping,” I whispered, not knowing if she was family, an employee, or a girlfriend. It didn't matter. I only hoped like hell she wouldn't wake Leo. And her name mistake was a blessing. When she reported back to Leo, as I’m sure she would, he'd think Maggie had been here. Hopefully, he would never know I'd stuck around just to stare at his naked ass.
“I gotta go,” I told the woman. “Nice seeing you.” But before I could make my getaway, a different voice stopped me.
“Regina, that's not Maggie. That's Clara. Could you please give us a minute?”
The sound of Leo's scratchy, I-had-razorblades-to-drink-last-night voice came from somewhere behind me. My heart spiraled downward into my stomach. This could not be happening to me. Please God, let me melt into the walls and disappear.
Regina smiled politely, nodded, and walked away. I wanted to call her back, terrified to be left alone with Leo. Mentally flipping myself the bird for not leaving last night when I had the chance, I sucked up whatever courage I could and turned around to face him.
Leo just stood there and smiled, which was a pretty unexpected reaction out of him since the guy never smiled. I half expected to find him naked all over again, but he'd covered up with some jeans and a plain white t-shirt. He looked so...normal.
“What are you still doing here?” he asked, his voice full of amusement and maybe a little anger.
I tried to look anywhere other than directly at him. “I stayed last night—in your Grandma Bunny's room, I think—just to make sure you weren't gonna die or anything.”
“Aww,” he mocked. “Who knew you cared for me, killer? That's sweet.”
On that note... “Since you're alive and obviously fine, I'll just let myself out.” I turned, ready to bolt.
“Clara, wait.”
Something in his voice kept me from running off. Desperation, maybe. Looking back at him, I finally let my gaze drift up to meet his eyes. They were bluer than I'd ever noticed before and full of sincerity. For what reason, it's hard to say, but I couldn't help it when this strange little warmth spread over my chest. I'd never looked at Leo and saw anything more than a mean, spoiled brat. Whatever feeling this was, it scared the shit of me. I had to get out of here…and fast. But before I had the chance to run like hell, Regina returned.
“Mr. Maddox. Miss Clara. I don't mean to keep interrupting, but Mr. Maddox, you're way behind schedule. The plane was scheduled to leave at ten. Should I cancel the first meeting? We could try to postpone, but that might be tricky.”
“What time is it?” Leo asked, finally looking at the woman who was speaking.
“Almost eleven.”
“Dammit. Okay then...don't cancel or postpone anything—not yet. Have Jeremy get ready to fly and I'll be downstairs in ten. Everything else is in order, I assume?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Thanks, Regina,” he said, effectively dismissing her.
When the woman disappeared down the hall, Leo didn't move or rush to get ready, but just stood there, studying me. His closeness felt unnerving. Never a problem before, but I suddenly had no clue how to be normal around him.
“Want to go to New York with me?”
My jaw hit the floor. “What?”
He sighed and rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. Was he nervous? No, Leo didn't get nervous. “You heard me. I'm leaving in ten minutes, so you can come or not. But I think you should come. You look like hell and I’ll bet you could use the break and the distance from Blue Creek. We've recently refurbished the Maddox Hotel in Manhattan. The big reopening is this weekend. I have tons of work and won't have a minute of free time for myself. But if you wanted...you could fly up there in the jet with me, stay in one of the executive suites, do whatever, and then come back with me early Monday morning. Are you supposed to be working for your dad this weekend?”
After I picked my jaw up off the floor, I realized his offer wasn't that crazy horrible. Steph, my best friend from Virginia Tech, had landed an internship at a publishing company in NYC for the summer. Spending a weekend with her sounded pretty awesome. And yes, I was supposed to start working at the country club this weekend, but nothing hinged on that. If I wanted, I could easily get out of it. The only problem with Leo's offer was that it was Leo who was offering it.
The strange alien that had replaced Leo Maddox stepped backward. “I need to take a quick shower. The car's in the driveway, waiting to take me to the local airstrip where my jet is. If you want to come, then be in that car in ten minutes. Bye, Clara.”
He started to disappear into his bathroom, but turned around to say one last thing to me.
“I think you should come.”



CHAPTER 5
MAGGIE
Leo wasn’t answering his phone. Ducking in the stock room at the clubhouse restaurant for some much needed privacy, I tried to call him for the fourth time today. Still no answer. Giving up for the moment, I slipped my iPhone into my server apron and made my way back into the kitchen. It wasn't like Leo to ignore my phone calls, but these days he worked so much that maybe something had come up. Work or no work, he'd still been pretty drunk last night. I'd seen him manage just fine under worse conditions, but if he didn't call or text me back soon, I was going to start worrying. Maybe I'd swing by his house after work, just to be certain everything was fine.
Standing on my tiptoes, I leaned over the steel countertop, trying to get a good look at one of the cooks. “Carlos, how much longer on table twenty-three? The lady's claiming she has low blood sugar. Can you rush that order, please?” I winked at Carlos, letting him know I was only half-serious. The lady in question—a regular whose name I could never remember—always claimed low blood sugar. I knew better though. Some of the club members were always trying to get special treatment and she was a classic example.
I picked up a towel, wiping the already spotless countertop. On a Saturday at noon the restaurant should have been packed, but it wasn't. Normally, I didn't mind being here—busy or slow—but I was supposed to be off work today, and I'd been planning to play a round of golf to clear my head. Golf always relaxed me. Except Clara had called in and, like a sucker, I'd agreed to come in her place. The general manager, Anita—the same Anita who told me about Dean and all his glory—told me that my sister had developed a mysterious case of food poisoning. Unfortunately, I couldn't confirm or deny that claim—my twin never came home last night. More than likely, she was probably shacked up with Andrew somewhere and didn't feel like coming in to work. But being the “good sister,” I'd smiled and lied to Anita earlier, pretending Clara's story was true.
I needed a distraction to somehow forget last night ever happened, but it was difficult when the embarrassing events kept running through my head on repeat. The world's slowest day ever wasn't helping. One thing’s for sure, I despised Robby Harvey (or Dean, or whoever the heck he was) for playing me like a fool.
It had been six years since our parents were married. Six years since Monica, the gold-digging daddy-stealer, came crashing into the picture. The woman had been awful, snobby, and made entirely of plastic, and luckily was only part of our lives for three short months. But her son...he'd been everything she wasn't. At seventeen, Robby probably should have been obsessed with cars, girls, and sex. But instead, he was kind and friendly when so many others weren't. Back then Robby had been too skinny, way shorter, with glasses and a very bad hippie-style haircut. His looks never mattered though because when he smiled and listened, he easily made two very different fifteen-year-old girls fall head over heels. The summer he'd lived with us had been the best of my life...until it wasn't.
“Order up,” Carlos yelled. He tossed two hot plates of food up into the window. “That lady has blood sugar problems every Saturday. She should drink some orange juice.”
“I know, right?” I said in response, forcing myself to stop thinking of Robby. “Maybe I'll suggest it when I go out there.”
I took twenty-three's food out to her, smiling politely, saying nothing about her blood sugar problem because what if she wasn't lying? Then I sauntered toward the front of the restaurant to find Anita, who could talk a person's head off. She'd distract me and possibly help me feel better, even though it was partially her fault for sending me after Dean/Robby in the first place.
I found Anita standing in her usual spot at the hostess podium, smiling and waiting to greet any incoming guests. I loved how no matter how many years passed, the forty-something-year-old always looked the same. Her hair, sprayed with so much hairspray it could easily ignite, sat in place on her head in the same style she'd probably been sporting since the early 90s. And her boobs—watermelon big—were practically choking her they were so high. Who knows what sort of support contraption she used to keep those babies in place? But they were always up and ready to greet the customers.
“Hey, Anita.”
Even with an age difference of around twenty years, we'd always been friendly. “Hey, honey,” she replied, pulling me into a gigantic side-hug. “I've been hopin' you'd come up here and talk more. It's real dead today. So...how you been doin'? That menu comin' back easy enough?” Anita certainly had a twang to her voice, like any local, but I found it cute on her.
“I'm doing fine,” I replied. “I could recite the menu in my sleep.”
“You and me both. I think they're gonna have to put it on my grave,” she said, laughing at her own joke. “I'm real excited you’re home and finally twenty-one. Don't tell your daddy, but we're gonna raise some serious hell this summer. Which, come to think of it, I never did ask you yesterday how your school year went? You and Clara gettin' on any better these days?”
Clara and I both attended college at Virginia Tech. Fortunately, Tech was a big school so she and I were able to easily avoid one another there. Sure, we ran into each other every now and then, but it was going to take a lot more than sheer proximity to help heal our relationship.
“School's been fine,” I told Anita. “And Clara and I aren't any better.”
Thinking of Tech made me think of Leo so I slipped my phone from my apron for another quick peek. Still nothing.
Leo went to Tech too. Sort of. In the beginning he gave the whole college thing a fair try, but these days I doubted he even had enough credits to call himself a sophomore. Leo was too smart for his own good and he wanted to be successful in college. He just couldn't be in two places at once. His classes came second to his family's growing need for him to help run the Maddox Hotel Corporation. Leo's dad had wanted to take over Leo's grandfather's position as CEO so bad that the man was practically foaming at the mouth for Leo Sr. to either die or retire. Leo Sr. had zero intention of ever retiring, but either way, both his grandfather and father wanted Leo to quit dicking around, grow up, and work harder, as they frequently liked to say.
I seriously doubted Leo would come back to Tech next fall. I also suspected that it might be Leo's last summer in Blue Creek, and the thought made my heart hurt. I never wanted things to change.
“I still can't get over Clara datin' Andrew,” Anita said, shaking her head. “No respect, that girl. But forget her. I can't bite my tongue a moment longer.” A smile grew on her lips so wide I thought her face might crack. “Darlene Adams—ya know, the new event planner—told me earlier today that she saw you with one real scrumptious date last night. Tall. Dark. Handsome. Real naughty. I'm guessin' that means you found Dean. What’d I tell ya? Gorgeous, huh? Spill, girl. I'm old and ain't been laid since God-knows-when. Tell me everythin' and don't ya dare spare any juicy details.”
Before I could tell Anita how very non-scrumptious Dean/Robby was, the front doors to the restaurant whooshed open and Dad came marching in. His blonde hair, the color of mine and Clara's, fell into his blue eyes. He brushed the wild strands out of his weathered face and gave me a relieved smile. “There you are, Maggie. I've been looking everywhere.” Even with thinning hair and sun-warped skin, Dad was still a handsome man. Like an aging movie star, his looks seemed to only grow more pronounced with time. And the blush on Anita's cheeks told me older women still noticed this about him.
He leaned his elbows on the podium, giving me the look, the one he got when whatever he had to say involved Clara. I knew at once that my sister was up to no good again. “Let's go talk in my office. Anita, please cover for Maggie for five minutes. This is important.” When Dad wasn't stressing over me and Clara, the man was probably the most easygoing person around, but I could tell the carefree version of Dad wasn't going to be showing his face today.
He stalked off through the restaurant, expecting me to follow. I took a short detour to check on table twenty-three and then met him in his office. The small backroom could hardly be called an office—more like a cubbyhole with a messy desk, computer, and a few filing cabinets. Two swivel chairs were smashed into the small space. I sat in one and Dad took the other.
“Okay,” he started, “I feel like I should give your sister the benefit of the doubt and so I'll ask you first. Did you take one of the golf carts out for a joyride last night?”
I let out a surprised, unexpected laugh. In a million years, I never would have expected him to ask me that—clearly my sister knew no bounds. When would she stop being so childish and grow up? “It wasn't me. You already know that.”
“I figured that much. Sorry, but you know I had to ask.”
“Did she crash the golf cart into a tree or something?”
“I hope not. The golf cart she took is still missing, but the grass on the fairway near Hole Six looks like crap. Tire treads everywhere. It's evident someone had a damn good time. I don't have time to deal with your sister's bullshit. I need to be practicing for next week's tournament in Miami. Do you have any idea where Clara might be?”
“I haven't seen her since last night,” I told him and then realize something I’d missed. “Wait, what made you think it was either me or Clara who stole the golf cart?”
“This.” Dad reached into his khaki pocket and produced a little black-and-white photo. “I printed this from one of my surveillance cameras. The one overlooking the cart path between Six and Seven. It's the culprit and the golf cart in question. What do you think?” He handed over the photo for me to study. Squinting, I studied it for a moment.
“Oh, it's Clara alright.” Even in black and white, blurry, and shot from a distance, I could pick out my sister anywhere. Except, I think Dad might have missed something. The image of the golf cart and my sister's face were pretty clear, but there was also some kind of blackish blob in the photo. Someone or something sat shotgun next to my sister. “What's that?” I asked, pointing to the spot.
Dad took the photo for a better look. “It's hard to tell. Maybe your sister had an accomplice. One with dark hair.”
“Let me see that again.” Taking a second glance at the photo, I realized exactly who sat next to Clara. A horrible sour feeling settled in my stomach. “That's not an accomplice, that's a hostage!”
I guess it was time for me to start worrying, so I pulled out my phone to try calling Leo again.



CHAPTER 6
CLARA
My blisters had blisters from the cheap, pink stilettos still attached to my feet. My black dress had wrinkles from wearing it as a nightgown last night. And my hair, even after trying my best to make it look semi-presentable, screamed for a double-duty shampoo job.
I didn't care about my rumpled appearance. And except for the fact that I was trapped only feet away from an incredibly confusing Leo, life couldn't get any more perfect than this. Watch out, New York City, here I come! Looking forward to the land of concrete and dreams, where millions of people didn't know me from Jane, I settled back in my cozy, leather seat on the Maddox family’s private jet, practically tasting the delicious freedom already.
Leo had barely said two words to me since we left this morning. Not that I was complaining, by any means—I welcomed his silence. But I still wondered what malicious ulterior motive he had for letting me come along with him. He typically seized every opportunity he could to throw insults my way. Between my rumpled appearance and the embarrassing ass-gazing fiasco this morning, I had a giant bull's-eye painted on the back of my little black dress. I figured he was only minutes away from saying something nasty.
Over the past few years, I'd stopped caring or listening when Dad or Maggie brought up the Maddox family's business. I had no idea how little or big of a role Leo played in it all. Part of me always thought he wore his fancy suits just for the hell of it, not for any practical purpose. But since the moment we stepped onto the plane, he and Regina—I now knew that she was his personal secretary—had been talking business nonstop. Who knew Leo took anything so seriously? Witnessing this other side of him was very strange.
As the plane began to descend toward JFK airport, my excitement level exploded through the roof. The jet had Wi-Fi so I'd already messaged Steph and told her I was on my way. She agreed to meet me at Leo's hotel in an hour—an hour that couldn't come soon enough.
After we landed, it was VIP service all the way. A car met Leo's plane right on the runway. Men in black suits carried his bags and opened doors for us. A police escort led us down the runway and out of the airport. You'd think Leo was a celebrity by the way people treated him. As the daughter of a golf pro, I was kind of used to getting the special treatment here and there, but this was real baller status.
Heading deep into The Big Apple, I stared out my window. While Leo and Regina continued to talk business, I was caught up watching as the soaring buildings, yellow taxis, and array of people passed by in a blur. I'd been to NYC several times, but this was my first visit as an adult. And most importantly, my first visit alone.
“What are you thinking?” Leo asked me. I'd been so focused on my own thoughts, I hadn't noticed that his conversation with Regina had ceased and his focus was now directed toward me.
“That I'm glad I came,” I said, surprised at my own honesty.
“Good.”
Those were the only words we exchanged before arriving at the intimidating Maddox Hotel. I instantly spotted Steph waiting outside the grand double doors, wearing a flowery sundress that showed off her long legs. Before one of Leo's black-suited men even had the chance to open my door, I jumped out of the car and caught my friend in a giant hug. It had only been two weeks since classes ended, but I realized then how much I'd missed her. At school, especially around Steph, I got to be a different person—myself.
The inside of the hotel, lined in gold with polished marble floors and sparkling chandeliers, took rich and elegant to a whole new level. I'd stayed in this hotel before on a couple of my family's visits to New York, but the renovations had outdone even my wildest expectations of what luxury looked like.
Leo had already disappeared so Steph and I followed Regina inside. The front desk attendant gave her a key to the executive suite Leo had promised me, and then Regina extended her kindness by offering to personally show us the room.
“I never knew Miss Maggie had a twin,” she said matter-of-factly as we walked, heels clicking across the empty front lobby. The only other people around were a few hotel employees, and I recalled Leo mentioning something about the official reopening date being Sunday. I guess that meant the general public wasn't staying in the hotel until tomorrow.
“Yeah, twins,” I said. Then, keeping with her idle chit-chat—even though I despised idle chit-chat—I asked the woman, “How long have you worked for Leo?
“Almost two years now.”
Once we stepped into one of the glass elevators, I slipped off my pink shoes. My poor feet could no longer take the pain and the cold floor felt glorious against my blisters. Regina looked down at my bare feet and blanched. She'd been pretty friendly up until now, so her repulsed reaction surprised me. The doors slid shut and we were whisked soundlessly upward.
“I find it odd that Leo's never mentioned your existence,” Regina commented, dropping all formalities now that we were behind closed doors. Her face soured and I got the impression that I was about to see the real Regina. “Working so closely over the past two years, I feel like I know Leo better than anyone and it's just strange that we've never met. Do you think he purposely kept you a secret, or are you just so irrelevant to him that he didn't think it worthwhile to mention you?”
Ouch. Were the words 'please insult me' stamped somewhere on my forehead? Exchanging a quick look with Steph, I tried to do what I do best and ignore the woman's vicious jab—but I couldn't manage it. “I guess you don't know him as well as you think. Or maybe you're the one who’s irrelevant, and he didn't feel the need to discuss his personal life with you.” I grabbed the key card, the one she was clutching tightly in her grubby little manicured fingers. “You don't have to show us the way, I've been here before. I think I can manage.”
The timing couldn’t have been better because at that very moment, the elevators doors opened onto the penthouse floor. With Steph following close after me, I left Regina and headed down the long, open hallway. Once we were in the safety of my very large suite, I released my anger, “What a grade-A bitch!”
Steph laughed, saying, “Okay. Um, hi. Good to see you too.”
I smiled at my friend. “Sorry, it's been an interesting morning.”
“I can tell,” Steph said, raising one eyebrow. She looked like she had tons more to say but right then caught a glimpse of the view of Central Park and the surrounding skyscrapers outside our floor-to-ceiling windows and ran over to check it out. “Oh my goodness! Oh my goodness!”
Trying to forget Regina's nastiness, I followed her and we both took a minute to appreciate the spectacular, panoramic view. I'd been stretching the truth when I told Regina I'd been here before. Inside the hotel—yes. In this room on the top floor—no.
After peeling her face off the glass, Steph flopped onto the big, cushy bed. “Okay. Want to start by telling me what you're doing here with Leo Maddox? Last time I checked, you hated the guy.”
I unglued my eyes from the window and looked over at her. “I don't hate hate him. Hate is a strong word. He irritates the shit out of me, but he's kind of like family so...I don't know. Want the truth?”
“Hit me with it.”
“I have absolutely no clue what I'm doing here.” I went and plopped down beside her on the bed, letting out a dramatic sigh. Then I proceeded to fill her in on all the juicy details. Leo's hateful but true words at the gala. Seeing my ex-stepbrother again. Running Leo over with the golf cart. Sleeping in his Great-Grandma Bunny's bed. I even included the part where I stood like a lunatic drooling over Leo's perfect ass this morning.
“You like Leo!” she concluded.
“Were you even listening? I despise Leo.”
“Yeah, but you also admitted to liking how he looks naked and you're here now. Plus, you just told me you didn't hate hate him, whatever that means. So, I'm pretty sure a small part of you might like him.”
“That's ridiculous. I came to New York because I wanted to see you.”
“Alrighty then,” she said, letting it go. That's one thing I loved about her. Steph knew when not to push me. “I have to be at work tonight by six. I'm all yours until then. I got a job serving drinks on the weekends at this place in Brooklyn called the Alligator Lounge. If you're up for it later, then you could come with me to work tonight and hang out. The place is pretty cool; I know you'll like it. And then I'm free tomorrow.”
“I wish you didn't have to work at all.” I gave her my best pouty face. “But sure, I'll go with you to work later.”
“What are we going to do until then?”
“The better question is...what are we not going to do?”
After taking a quick shower, Steph and I took a taxi over to Greenwich Village. Still wearing yesterday's black dress, I desperately needed some retail therapy. I bought three outfits, one for each day that we’ll be in New York. I also gave the pink stilettos a new home in a trashcan before opting for a pair of comfy ballet flats. Leaving as fast as we did, I hadn't had time to grab a toothbrush or anything else so basic necessities were a must too.
Typically, I never spent money. While at school, I worked at an off-campus restaurant called Macado's. Between there and working for Dad every summer since age sixteen, I had a decent chunk of money in a special bank account. I saved constantly because I was dead serious about my Arizona escape plan. After I finished college, I figured I'd need enough money to buy a car, rent an apartment, and get myself on my feet once I got away. Dad and Maggie knew nothing of my personal bank account or my plan to leave them. But I wanted my freedom—I wanted it more than anything.
Steph didn't understand my obsession about leaving. When I first told her, she thought maybe I had serious family problems. But I'd had a good childhood and deep down I knew Dad and Maggie loved me. It's just...I didn't want their life. I hated the country club, the snooty club members, the endless parties, and even the smell of freshly cut grass. My plan wasn't to run away—just to get away. I saw the difference and I hoped my family would too when I finally got up the courage to leave them.
After Steph and I finished shopping, buyer's remorse started to settle in my stomach. I’d spent a lot more money than I ever did, but I forced the guilty feeling aside. Splurging every now and then was okay, I told myself. Nothing like the money Maggie could drop on one dress.
As we left Greenwich Village, Steph and I passed a trendy hair salon that was calling my name. Maggie hadn't been too far off when she said the color in my hair looked like Kool-Aid. The pink was only chalk and had disappeared with my shower. So while Steph grabbed us some takeout for lunch, I decided to go bold and spend a little more of my savings. I chose lavender and let the stylist go nuts. I thought it looked doggone good on me and was worth every penny. If Dad shit funny for week because of it, then that was just an added bonus. When Steph returned and saw my new hair, she squealed with delight, complimenting me on my color choice.
“Thanks. I like New York because I can walk down the street and no one cares what color my hair is. When I go back to hick-town USA, people are going to flip their shit when they see it.”
Steph giggled at my use of profanity. For some reason, she always found it hilarious when I tried to swear. “Yeah, but isn't that the reaction you want?”
“No, actually it isn't. I mean it's cool if people like it, but really I just want to do what I want to do and not be judged.”
Speaking of being judged…I checked my phone for the first time since arriving in New York and saw that there were three missed calls from Dad’s number. By now he'd probably used his fancy surveillance equipment, the kind that had facial recognition or something crazy like that, and figured out it was me who went joyriding all over his precious golf course last night. I'd be mincemeat come Monday. The only way to soften the blow was to come clean beforehand. I dialed the house phone instead of his cell and hoped no one would answer. I'd rather admit my crimes to the soft voice of the answering machine than to Dad's harsh, real-life yelling.
When the machine picked up, I breathed a huge sigh of relief and said what I needed as fast as humanly possible. “Dad. It's Clara. So last night, after seeing my wonderful ex-stepbrother in the flesh, I decided to blow off some steam and took off with a golf cart. Big mistake, I know. Just ask Leo, since I kind of accidentally ran him over. Don't worry, he's not dead. And your cart is fine too. That's not all. I'm in New York visiting my friend Stephany from school. I'm being safe. I already told Anita I couldn't work. And I'll be back Monday morning to face the music. I love you. Oh, and one more thing. I dyed my hair lavender. Okay. Bye.” I hung up feeling like the worst daughter on the planet. Maggie would never pull this kind of crap with him. But I wasn't Maggie—not even close.



CHAPTER 7
MAGGIE
Dad and I ate dinner out on the back patio like we always did in the summer. Sometimes Clara joined us. Sometimes she didn't. Either way, I always loved this time with Dad and never missed a meal. My old man was the best cook in all of Blue Creek—probably in the whole state.
Every September at the Harvest Festival in Roanoke, Dad always took home the ‘best pie in southern Virginia’ award for his apple pie. His big secret: grilling the apples before baking them into the pie. But tonight, as the sun sank over our view of Blue Creek and the Appalachian Mountains and my father plated a heaping portion of his famous pie onto my plate, I suddenly lost my appetite.
“Something bothering you, Maggie May?” Dad asked, noticing the change immediately. “Is something wrong with the pie?”
I shrugged.
“Should I go get some vanilla ice cream? Pie isn’t pie without vanilla ice cream.”
“No, that’s not it.”
Dad reached out and rested his hand over mine. “Was it seeing Robby again?”
Yes. A lump formed in my throat at the mention of his name. It shouldn’t have but it did.
“Let me go get you a scoop of ice cream to go along with your pie, then we can talk.” Dad’s chair scraped against the wood of the deck as he stood before going inside. The reality of seeing Robby again after so many years hadn't had the opportunity to sink in until this very moment. Our first encounter came rushing back to me as if it had happened yesterday…
Three days after my fifteenth birthday, two hours after Dad announced his surprise marriage to Monica Harvey, and ten minutes after I managed to stop sobbing hysterically into my pillow, I first laid eyes on my step-brother, Robby Harvey. From my cracked-open bedroom door, I watched him move his one suitcase into the room across the hall from mine, like he'd done this sort of thing a dozen times in the past. Just before he went back downstairs, he stopped in the middle of the hallway to speak to me. Realizing then that he'd caught me peeking, I quickly shut my door.
Still he spoke. “I'm so sorry,” his deep, smooth voice whispered. “We won't be here long. My mom has a gypsy heart and never sticks around any place longer than a couple months. I understand how you might feel, but trust me...we'll be gone soon. Your life will go back to normal and it will be like you never met us. I promise.”
When he said they’d be gone soon, that was the understatement of the century. And my life had gone back to normal, almost like I had never met him. Almost...but not quite.
Dad came back outside with an enormous amount of ice cream. There was something about ice cream and secrets. I guess I couldn’t be trusted to hold in anything with a spoon in my hand because, as we ate, the story of how Robby pretended to be a stranger at last night’s gala came pouring out. It felt good talking things over with Dad and getting it off my chest, but as the plates were cleared and dishes were brought inside, I realized that my stomach still felt strange. And oddly enough, it had nothing to do with Robby.
I hadn't heard from Leo all day. He hadn't been at his house and Clara had mysteriously gone missing too. But one thing had been located—the golf cart.
I saw it parked at Leo's when I went by earlier.
What was going on with Leo and Clara? And why was it making me feel like I had a ton of rocks in my stomach instead of ice cream?



CHAPTER 8
CLARA
After the salon, Steph and I rode the subway to her little apartment in Brooklyn. The place was messy, cramped, and had one bathroom for six girls. And even though the apartment sucked, I couldn't have been more proud of her. Three years ago she never would have been brave enough to spend a summer in the big city, live with tons of roommates, land a big-time internship, and work a second job at a bar. She was an inspiration to me.
While she got ready for work, I changed into one of my new outfits—jeans, a loose-fitted white tank top, and a studded leather jacket I'd found at a second-hand store. I didn't wear a bra because I didn't have one with me. My boobs were pretty non-existent and I liked to wear cami-style tops and loose-fitted stuff anyway.
Once we were all set to go, Steph and I walked the two short blocks to the Alligator Lounge. The place sat intertwined among the buildings. Approaching the entrance, I thought we were about to enter the biggest dive bar on the planet. The inside wasn’t much better. The red-wood paneling clashed tragically with the tropical and Romanesque decorations but somehow I found myself digging the corny but casual vibe.
I wished Steph didn't have to work, but in a place like this I'd be fine on my own. A long bar stretched the length of the room and I claimed a stool toward the back, picking a spot that I thought Steph would pass by frequently while she worked. The place gave away free pizzas when you purchased a beer so I ordered a beer, tried the pizza, and decided I'd need to pace myself if I wanted to make it through Steph's eight-hour shift.
The first hour passed super-fast and Steph hung with me every free chance she got. I had just moved on to beer numero dos when my cell phone rang. Leo's name lit up the screen, completely surprising me since we’d always had each other’s numbers but never used them before. My heart rate quickened for some strange reason and I stared at my phone as it rang, wondering if I should answer or not. At the last second I decided to pick up. “Hello?”
“Hey Clara, it's Leo. What's up?” His voice sounded funny on the other side—tired, maybe.
“Not much.”
“I just wanted to call to make sure you were okay. You're okay, right?”
“I'm fine.” I don't know why I was being so short with him, but I was.
“Well, if you need anything, call or text me. Okay?”
“Okay.”
We both hung up after that. And then I don't know what possessed me to do it, but I called him right back. “Leo,” I said, getting right to the point before I could change my mind. “I'm in Brooklyn at this place called the Alligator Lounge. Steph works here and I'm just hanging out while she works. I know you said you were going to be busy and I'm sure Brooklyn is hardly your style, but if you're bored and want to...”
“Are you trying to invite me to come hang out?” he asked, his voice going crazy-low.
“Yes,” I whispered back, “I guess I am.”
Several long heartbeats thumped by while I waited for him to answer. Leo and I sure as hell had never 'hung out' before. “Okay then,” he said, though he sounded incredibly undecided. “I'll be there in an hour or so.” After those words, the line went dead.
“Bartender,” I yelled with my next breath of air. “I'd like a double shot of tequila. Straight up.”
The stereotypical bartender—a decent-looking guy with tattoo sleeves and a cute smile—stopped wiping out a glass and came right over to pour me a double shot. He then watched intently as I swallowed down the burning liquid. A shiver ran down my back as I felt the alcohol warm my chest. As I set down my empty glass, licking my lips, I noticed him still staring. Ordering two beers hadn't gotten a reaction out of him but tequila had.
“Want another?”
“Do I look like I should have another? I barely weigh a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet. Another would send me to the hospital.”
He laughed. “Okay, let me know if I can get you anything else.”
Even with a decent buzz, the next hour was the longest of my life. The bar grew busy and Steph couldn't keep me company anymore. The bartender and I exchanged a few more polite words, but mostly I sat alone, lost in my thoughts and battling the nervousness that had started breeding like bunnies in my stomach. What the hell was I going to say to Leo when he walked through that door? And why the hell had I even invited him here in the first place?
The hour and a half mark came and went, and still no Leo. I got up to use the bathroom and when I came back, some jackass had taken my seat. The bartender and I had a little connection going, so it surprised me that he'd let some random person take it. I tapped the seat-snatcher on the shoulder, ready to give him a piece of my mind. Except the person sitting in my seat was Leo.
“Oh, there you are,” he said as he turned to face me.
With him sitting and me standing, we were exactly eye level. He looked nothing like his usual preppy self, which was why I hadn't realized it was him initially. His black hair had no product in it, giving it an unkempt, wild look, and his clothes were uncharacteristically casual—jeans and a black t-shirt. No stranger would ever guess that his bank account had nine zeros attached to the end of it. The black shirt gave his pale eyes a noticeably dramatic effect and I couldn't stop staring at him. A magnetic moment passed between us. I’d never been one to believe in love at first sight, or electric sparks, or any kind of destiny bullshit, but I couldn't deny that when my eyes connected with Leo's…it felt like I was looking at him for the very first time.
My bartender friend came up, rapping his knuckles against the top of the bar, stealing Leo's attention away from me. “What did I tell you, dude? That seat's taken.”
Leo’s demeanor changed in an instant and he glared at the guy. “It looks unoccupied to me. Why don't you do your job, stop bugging me about my seat, and get me the drink I ordered….do I have to ask you twice?” And just like that, Leo was back to being his oh-so-charming self. The guy should come with a warning label, saying, ‘Caution, will bite.’
The bartender leaned over the counter, matching Leo's animosity with equal intensity. “If you don't lose the attitude and stop harassing the other customers, then I'm going to have to ask you to leave.”
“I'm not harassing anyone.”
“The pretty girl standing right next to you? That's her seat you're sitting in. Move now or I'm going to come over there and move your ass for you.”
Leo left the seat in an instant, but I knew it wasn’t because the guy threatened him. “I didn't mean to steal your seat,” he said in one breath, his words hot against my hair as he moved past me.
Rolling my eyes, I sat down. Not because I wanted to, but because everyone was making such a big-damn deal over a stupid seat. “Do you have to pick a fight every night of the week?”
Looking down at me now, his face softened almost into a smile. “No, Sunday's are my day off.”
The bartender lingered. “Oh, you're here with her? Sorry, man. I just never would have put the two of you together.”
“What that hell is that supposed to mean?” Leo asked, immediately back to being defensive.
“Looks can be deceiving,” I said. My words were meant for the bartender, but I didn't take my eyes off Leo as I said them. I'm not sure if I meant him or me or both of us, but I held onto his gaze until he stopped acting like a dick and calmed down. The bartender left us alone after that, but I didn't want to chance Leo getting into it with him again. “I saw some empty tables in the back. Come with me.”
Without protest, Leo followed me. The deeper into the bar we went, the dimmer the lights were and the louder the music played. We entered into a semi-empty room with a pool table and a decidedly more intimate feel. The air conditioning was on full blast and I was happy I'd worn my new leather jacket. I sat in the first open seat I saw and Leo sat across from me, the table keeping us a safe distance apart.
“So.” He reached out, fingering a strand of my hair for a moment before letting it fall back into place. “Purple…interesting.”
“Fine, let's hear it,” I said. Crossing my arms over my chest, I prepared for his worst. “Whatever carefully constructed cut-down you have for me, just say it now and get it over with.”
“I don't have anything to say. Not this time.”
I let my arms unfold. “Well, that's a first.”
Steph came up to us with a tray full of drinks. I was wondering how long it would take her to notice that Leo was here with me. The two had never been officially introduced so I said, “Leo, this is Stephany. Steph, Leonardo Mad—”
“Leonardo is my grandfather's name. Nobody calls me Leonardo,” he said, cutting me off. “Besides, I've already met Stephany….twice. Once, freshman year. And she came with you to the Masters Tournament, April before last. Your memory worries me, Clara.”
“No, you didn't even go with us to the Masters that year.” Thinking back on it, I vaguely remembered seeing Leo there. Had I introduced them? Was he keeping track of the number of times he met Steph or was he keeping tabs on me? “Okay, maybe you were at the Masters. But when did you meet freshman year?”
“We ran into each other at an apartment party in The Village. You must remember. I certainly couldn’t forget the time I nearly fell to my death.”
I remembered now.
I was out with Steph and a few other girls from my dorm at some random party in an apartment complex in Blacksburg. The party was pretty average—dancing, drinking, jam packed, seconds away from getting a noise violation from the cops. Exhausted and sweaty from too much grinding with random dudes, Steph and I stepped outside to cool off, only to run into Leo.
The first-level apartment had a small balcony and there he was sitting on the railing. Alone. The muffled sound of music still beat in my ears as I watched him suck a long, slow drag out of a cigarette. Then he held the smoke in his lungs for several heartbeats before blowing it out into the cold air.
Gross. I couldn't hold back from sharing my hatred for his habit. “That's crazy-disgusting even for you, Leo. I'm sure you can think of more creative ways to kill yourself!”
“Clara?” he asked, his glassy eyes moving from the night sky to me. Probably never expecting me of all people to sneak up on him, Leo’s cigarette fumbled in his hand and then fell into his lap. “Shit,” he cursed. His balance faltered and he fell backward off the railing onto the cement below. It must have hurt like a bitch. Luckily for Leo, he had a very hard head and it wasn't that far from the balcony to the ground. Still, I had to make sure he didn't have a concussion from the fall, so Steph and I waited with him for thirty minutes after that. I'd been insistent despite Leo telling me we didn't have to wait.
Eerily enough, that night reminded me of last night and I had a feeling the similarities probably weren't lost on Leo either. “I have no clue what you're talking about,” I said, playing ignorant. “I went to lots of parties in The Village freshman year—they’re all a blur.”
Leo's eyes widened and an unexpected smile spread across his lips. “Don't lie, I know you remember. But this does make for an odd coincidence. I've now had two near-death experiences because of you. Do I need to watch my back around you, killer, or am I just that accident prone?”
I couldn't help myself from smiling back at him. Leo’s smiles were too rare and contagious to resist. “You're probably just an alcoholic.”
“Or maybe I'm going to have look into hiring a bodyguard.” Then his attention shifted to Steph for a moment. “Anyway, nice to officially meet you, Stephany.”
She smiled. “You too. I've got to go deliver these drinks. Want me to bring you guys back anything?”
We both ordered a drink and then as Steph started to walk away—when Leo could no longer see because his back was to her—her jaw dropped open and she mouthed hot. I pretended like I hadn't seen her do that.
“I haven't had a cigarette since that night,” Leo said, growing more serious now. “I have a little scar from where I burned myself in the process of falling on my face.” He turned his right hand over, exposing the underside of his wrist. Sure enough, there was a tiny white scar on his skin and the tendons in his arm flexed as he traced the spot with his thumb. Without thinking, I reached over and gently swept my fingers over the same area. I realized what I was doing a moment too late and quickly pulled away. Leo's eyes left his wrist and leapt to mine. “Every time I get the urge to smoke—which is all the time—I look down at that scar and think of that night. And of you. I wish all my vices could be helped so easily.”
“And until the bruise on your leg heals, maybe you can look down at it and be reminded that you shouldn't walk through a golf course at night while you’re drunk. You never know when a crazy girl on a golf cart might hit you.”
“I'm kind of glad some crazy girl hit me. I wouldn't be with her now if she hadn't.”
Steph returned right then to drop off our drinks. Thankful for the distraction, I picked up my beer and took a much-needed gulp. Across from me, Leo did the same. Steph watched us carefully and then walked away.
When Leo took a break from being a jackass, he could be rather sincere and even charming. And his honesty, though harsh at times, was something I found I craved. Maybe I'd always known these things about him, but I was seeing them—and him—very differently tonight.
Then a very stunning and terrifying realization hit me like a punch to the gut. Somewhere between yesterday and today, I'd developed feelings for Leo Maddox. I couldn't see it earlier, but I couldn’t deny it now.
Feelings and Leo were two words that should never be used in the same sentence.
But as I sat there in a random bar in Brooklyn, a couple hundred miles away from home and reality, watching him take a long sip of his beer, I had the overwhelming urge to kiss him—and I despised him for it. This couldn't be happening to me. Leo was annoying and rude and the source of many tears growing up. What a cruel twist of fate that I suddenly found myself wanting him?
He noticed the change in me instantly. “What is it? Clara? Are you okay?”
Every square inch of my skin started to buzz with a mixture of fear, hatred, and maybe something that felt a little like desire. The background noise faded and suddenly we were the only two people in the room. “Why did you come here tonight?” I demanded. “We're not friends. You hate me.”
He set down his beer, staring at the little bubbles that floated peacefully to the liquid's surface, and took his time answering. “If I hated you, I wouldn't be here now.”
“So why are you?”
“I could ask you the same question.”
I rested my elbows on the table and leaned closer toward him. “You used that line on me last night. It won't work for you a second time. Tell me, Leo, right now. Why are you here?”
His blue eyes lifted to meet mine, shining with a buttload of something resembling anger or possibly even fear. Whatever emotion, it wasn't one I'd ever seen on Leo before and it scared the hell out of me. “Why do you think I'm here? Why do you think I invited you to New York? Why do you think I almost got into a fight with Andrew ‘Fuckhead’ Wellington last night? Why do you think I still spend every summer in Blue Creek? Maggie isn't the only thing keeping me there. Why do you think I was walking in the direction of your house last night?” He ran his fingers roughly through his hair. “No. You know what? I won't answer your question, but I will ask you one of my own. Why did it take you seeing me naked
this morning for you to finally start noticing me?”
Talk about stunned into silence. I couldn't move a muscle or blink or say anything in response. I'd always heard of people saying how they forgot how to breathe in certain situations, but I'd never believed it possible. Well, I'm scientific proof that it is possible. My chest began to burn and my throat caught fire as some very vital organs stopped functioning.
My whole life, I'd always had a certain image of Leo Maddox built up in my mind, but maybe I'd been wrong to assume I knew him so well. Dad's favorite saying came to mind: Don't assume. It makes an ass out of you and me. When I saw Leo naked this morning, maybe one of my assumptions about him crumbled away. Then when he invited me to New York, I think I might have felt another slip away. And right now, having heard him confess that he cared about something other than himself—me—I was left with one ground-shaking idea. What else would I discover if I started peeling away at his layers? And the thought just plain pissed me the hell off. How dare he make me start questioning everything? How dare he make me feel something I shouldn't for him?
I found my voice and my breath. “I saw you naked this morning and so-freaking-what if I happened to like what I saw, okay? Are you trying to say you like me?”
“Yes,” he said in a tone so serious it made me want to duck under the table.
“No...No! NO! You can't. Not now. Not after all these years of being so mean to me. It's not fair. If that's how you feel, then why are you such a jackass?”
I waited for my childhood nemesis’s usual spiteful response, but it never came. Instead, he simply finished the conversation by saying, “You're right. I've been mean to you for far too fucking long. It ends tonight.” Then very carefully, very calmly, he slid his beer and mine to the other side of the table. I watched him with guarded eyes, my heart jack-hammering against my ribs.
“What are you doing?” I demanded.
He stood, ignoring my question, and started moving toward me.
“Don't you dare.”
Still he came.
“Leo.” I tried one last time, but my voice came out in a terrified whisper.
With the confidence of a rock god, he came to me. He grabbed one of my now trembling hands, and in a single swift motion, pulled me up and into his arms. I let him do it too. I let him because I knew what was coming and I had no willpower to stop it. Then, Leo tangled his hands in my hair in a way so tender and out of character that if my eyes weren’t open, I wouldn’t have believed it was him. He drew me close, almost like he'd been waiting his whole life to do so and he whispered against my ear, “I like you.” His words were hot as sin against my skin. “I more than like you. As hard as I try, I can't seem to stop and I sure as hell don't want to try anymore.”
A strange whimper escaped my lungs. “You do?”
“Yes, I do.”
One of his hands moved from my hair to my face. The pad of his thumb traced slowly over my jaw line to my chin, and then to my bottom lip. He touched me as if he were trying to memorize the feel of me. I stared up into his eyes, petrified to the core, but I didn't dare pull away. Maybe a small part of my brain protested, but the rest of me did nothing to end this.
“Clara,” he whispered before his mouth came down against mine and he kissed me.
I wanted to hate him. I wanted to push him away. But all I managed to do was relinquish all control to him. Trapped against him, I was utterly powerless. Utterly consumed. His lips were surprisingly soft and warm as they savored mine. The sweet smell of him filled my nostrils and tonight, for the first time, I let myself breathe the intoxicating scent deep into my lungs—talk about exhilarating. And then as I was still trying to comprehend the gravity of what was happening, his lips parted mine and he deepened the kiss. His tongue slipped inside my mouth and gently glided against the tip of mine. The sensation sent a shiver straight to my toes.
Holy hell, Leo!
I'd been kissed before—lousily, greedily, and even just right—but something about Leo's kiss trumped the rest. His tongue caressed mine, demanding I join him, and I wasn't immune. I couldn’t help but give into him. Nor could I help myself from standing on tiptoes, reaching up, and wrapping my hands around his neck. His skin burned hot against my fingers. Through the material of his shirt, I could feel the muscles of his shoulders, tense and smooth, and I wished that we were alone so my hands could be free to explore the rest of his chest. There was just something so sensual, so romantic, and so dangerous about touching him. I knew losing control with Leo was wrong, but somehow it felt so right. Like rainbows, unicorns, and sunshine...all mixed up just for me.
“You're amazing,” Leo gasped against my mouth. “You have no idea how bad I want you.” He didn't need to say the words; I already knew he wanted me. The substantial hardness pressed into my abdomen gave me all the proof I needed. I normally would have felt awkward and embarrassed feeling a guy’s arousal against me, but not with Leo. With Leo I liked it—loved it even. It let me know he was right there with me, feeling all the same things I was feeling, wanting everything I wanted. I couldn't always trust the shit that came flying out of Leo's mouth, but I could trust the emotion I felt radiating off him.
Trapped in the moment, we continued touching, kissing, and getting to know each other in a whole new kind of way. Who knows how much time passed like this, but I never wanted it to end. This throbbing, annoying, liquid-ache had formed between my thighs and turned my legs to jelly. The gravity of everything happening compounded with the desire growing inside me, and I very nearly slipped to the floor.
“I've got you,” Leo whispered.
As if he planned it from the moment he pushed those beers aside, Leo's hands moved to the small of my waist and lifted me up onto the table's edge. He parted my legs and filled the space he created. I wanted him as close as possible and I locked my legs around his waist to show him exactly where I needed him to stay. Instead of despising the mean boy I grew up with, I couldn't get enough of him.
Way before coming close to having my fill, Leo stole his lips from mine and took one giant step backward out of my grasp. We both stared across the space at one another, neither of us speaking. Sizzling heat still pumped throughout my veins, driving me insane. It made me desperate to have his hands back on my skin. Leo didn't move, but he wasn't unaffected either. My reaction reflected in the way his chest rapidly rose and fell, in the glow of his now cherry-red cheeks, and in the greedy way his eyes still ate me alive.
“Ahem.” I recognized Steph's voice behind me, though it sounded as if it was coming from a distance. “Thanks for the show, guys. I'm officially depressed, jealous, and missing my ex-boyfriend now.”
I looked away from Leo and the moment shattered. The heart attack-inducing fear of what just happened settled in, and my body began to tremble. I turned my attention toward Steph, who stood frozen in place, smiling at me like a moron. I swallowed hard, trying desperately to communicate telepathically with her. Help me!
My eyes didn't dare glance back in Leo's direction. The problem wasn't that I was regretting what had just happened—the opposite actually. I'd never been kissed like that before, and even though the person doing the kissing was Leo, I was pretty damn delirious about it. And that's what had me shaking in my new ballet flats.
Like the good friend that she was, Steph got my message. She rushed up to me, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me away in the opposite direction. “We'll be right back, Leo,” she yelled over her shoulder. Then she dragged me after her across the bar and into the one-stall bathroom.
I let out a loud whimper the moment the door closed. “What the hell?”
“Just calm down, Clara. Let it marinate for a minute.”
I bent over my knees, trying to catch a good breath, and did just that. I let it all marinate. Flashes of my childhood replayed. Leo as a boy, skinny and vicious—like a snake with blue eyes. He'd never been physically aggressive, but he'd used his words to torture me. And he was still doing it. Last night, the way he called me out in front of everyone. And right now, torturing me in a whole new kind of way. You're so amazing. You have no idea how bad I want you. His words rang through my head, making me shiver all over again.
He wanted me. And a big part of me wanted him right back. But could this be real? I like you. I more than like you. As hard as I try, I can't seem to stop and I sure as hell don't want to try anymore. Wow! Holy—stop the presses—wow! But his confession almost made sense. His cruelty had always been randomly directed at me and this kind of explained it.
Kind of.
I stood back up, a rush of blood going straight to my brain. Dizzy now, I realized what was bothering me more than anything. “I just don't know which Leo is real,” I whined at Steph. “The kid who tormented me growing up, or the man who just kissed me out in the bar. I don't know what to do.”
“Well, I know which Clara is real. The Clara who befriended a very shy, very closed-off wallflower—that's me, I'm the wallflower—freshman year. I think I was scared of my own shadow back then. But not you. You did whatever you wanted and never apologized for it. You dragged me to parties. You pushed me to make friends and chase after my ex. That relationship was a failure, but my point is...you taught me how to take risks. And I love you for it. So, do whatever you have to do. Just remember, life's no fun without the risks. I'm proof of that.”
I groaned, pacing in circles. “Risk or no risk, the Leo I grew up with was always such an asshole to me! Us together would be a disaster. I'll probably end up in jail for murder if this were to happen. Whatever this is!” I tugged at my hair, entering full-blown panic attack mode. “Seriously! I don't want to like him. I think I might, but I don't want to!”
“Maybe you don't know him as well as you think,” Steph offered. “Just breathe, okay? It's not like you're considering marrying the guy. I mean...maybe you could just spend a little time together. See if there is even potential there. This isn't life or death, it was only a kiss.”
A calm suddenly settled over me. “You're right.”
“I am?”
“It was only a kiss, but maybe I'm getting so worked up because that kiss has me wanting more.” I took a deep breath. “I know exactly what I have to do now.”
“You do?” she asked, sighing with relief. “Good. It was freaking me out seeing you so unsure.”
I chuckled, digging into my pocket and pulling out a few twenty-dollar bills that I'd stashed there earlier. I pressed the money into Steph's hand. “Here. This is for our drinks and to pay off my tab at the bar with Mr. Tattoo-Sleeves. I want you to keep the change because I feel really awful about the mess you're going to have to clean up.”
“What mess?”
“And one more thing,” I said, on a roll now. “I'm going to need the key to your place.”
Her cheeks flushed. “Um, sure. You can use my room.” She pulled her keys from her apron pocket and handed them over. “I get off at two. I know you said Leo's butt was otherworldly and all, but I'd rather not see it. Could you please try to wrap it up by the time I get home?”
I laughed. “Don't worry, there will be no more ass-gazing today. Now follow me. You're probably gonna want to see this.”
With her key now in my pocket, I left the safety of the tiny bathroom and stepped back into the bar. Steph had brought me to my senses. Sure, most of the time I lived life without regrets and took my fair share of risks, but I also didn't put up with anybody's shit. Especially Leo Maddox's shit. If he truly cared for me, if his feelings went back further than the last twenty-four hours, then it was going to take way more than one hot make-out session to win me over.
I found Leo waiting for me at the same table he'd practically screwed me on. He stood when he saw me coming, but I made a beeline straight for my beer. It still sat on the table, full and untouched, right where Leo had pushed it aside. I grabbed it and took a big swig.
“Are you okay?” he asked warily.
I allowed myself a couple more swallows before pulling the beer away from my lips. Very unladylike, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and let out a big gasp of air.
“Clara?” His eyes searched my face, screaming with unexpected vulnerability and fear. He seemed genuinely worried about me. “What's going on? Say something, please. Are you okay?”
I nearly lost my nerve. How easy would it have been to kiss him and fall into his arms all over again? A big piece of me wanted to do just that, but one moment of weakness was all I was going to allow myself for the day. “Am I okay?” I asked him, trying to sound indifferent and not angry. “What's that annoying code word you and Maggie used to say all the time? The two of you probably thought I was too dumb to crack that little language you created to use against me. Oh yeah, I remember now. Peaches. I'm just totally peaches.”
Standing tall, I reached my arm above his head and slowly poured the remaining contents of my beer on top of him. A shocked breath left his lips but he didn't budge, taking the beer shower like a man. “Real mature, Clara,” he grunted, glaring a shitload of hate-fire my way as the liquid coated his hair, face, and clothes. Angry as hell and soaking wet was a good look on him.
“That's for making me care,” I told him, setting my empty glass back down on the table. Then my hand swung hard and made stinging contact with his wet face. “That's for being a jerk to me since we were kids. And this...” I stood up on my tiptoes, grabbed hold of his handsome, shocked face, and planted one firm kiss on his wet lips. “That's so you know I'm not fucking around.” I held onto him for another moment. “Prove it to me,” I whispered. “Prove to me you aren't an ass and I'm all yours.”
Then I pulled away, turned on my heel, and left Leo standing there, soaking wet and stunned.



CHAPTER 9
MAGGIE
I woke Sunday morning to the sound of Dad swearing. I abandoned my warm, cozy bed and crept down the stairs. Only one thing could make the laid-back Reed Ryder swear like that—Clara. Was she finally home?
I found Dad hovering over the answering machine, listening to a message from Clara. The lavender hair color didn’t surprise me or the impromptu trip to see her friend, but—
“She left that message yesterday,” Dad said, interrupting my thoughts. “I missed it because nobody calls the house phone anymore. But can you believe that girl?” I got the impression Dad had already listened to Clara's message a couple dozen times. “What am I supposed to do with her? Threaten to cut off her tuition again? Ground her for the summer? She's twenty-one, for crying out loud! When will she grow up?”
I took a step backward, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire, but more importantly, I needed to be alone to process this new information. “I'm going to go call Leo and get his side of the story. If he tells me anything new, I'll let you know.” Then I turned on my feet, rushed back up the stairs, and ducked into my room.
Burying myself under the safety of my covers, I dialed Leo for about the millionth time. Clara's message said she'd run him over. What if he was injured and alone in some hospital? Please pick up. Please pick up. Oh God, I hoped he was okay. But then at the same time...part of me selfishly wished he wasn't. I would never wish bodily harm on anyone—especially Leo—but maybe a tiny, itty-bitty part of me hoped for some logical explanation as to why Leo and Clara both mysteriously disappeared at the same time.
“Hello, Miss Maggie?” Regina answered. I hated Leo’s secretary. Sure I played polite and Leo knew nothing of my discontent, but something about Regina just rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe it was the fact that she was hopelessly in love with Leo.
“Hi, Regina. Where's Leo? And how come you're answering his cell phone?”
“It's the reopening at the Maddox in Manhattan. Leo left his phone in the office and I noticed you calling. I hope you don't mind that I picked up. You've called so many times that I thought something might be wrong. Is everything okay?”
No, it wasn't actually. “Everything is fine. I've just been having a hard time getting a hold of Leo. When you see him, will you please have him call me?”
“Yes, of course. Goodbye, Maggie,” she said and then we both hung up.
So...Leo and Clara were both in New York. Why did that make me feel like someone just stole my favorite pair of shoes? I had to speak to Leo—no more messing around. Without missing a beat, I quickly googled the main number to the Maddox Hotel in Manhattan and then dialed.
“You've reached the Maddox International Hotel and Tower. Located on the Upper West Side, Central Park, Lincoln Center, Fifth Avenue. Where ordinary hotels simply provide you a room, we welcome you to an entire city...” The message rattled on, and by the time I reached an actual person, I’d lost my patience.
“Hello, how may I—”
“Yes,” I said in the most authoritative voice I could muster. “I need to speak with Mr. Leo Maddox immediately. It's a matter of urgency.”
“May I ask who is calling?”
“This is NYPD. My name is Detective Agent Ryder. Mr. Maddox and I met a couple weeks ago and I have a private matter to discuss with him. Please get him on the line for me. Like I said, this matter is of the utmost urgency.”
“What exactly is a Detective Agent? That sounds like a fake title to me. I'm sorry I can't get Mr. Maddox for you. We have zero tolerance for prank calls.”
“This isn't a prank! Why don't you at least tell Mr. Maddox who's calling and let him be the judge of whether we speak or not.”
The man huffed on the other line. “One moment please.”
A couple of minutes ticked by. “Hello? Clara?” Leo's voice came across the line sounding genuinely worried. “What are you doing calling this line? Is something wrong?”
“Yes!” I shouted. “And this is Maggie, not Clara. Why would you automatically assume Clara was calling?”
“Because who else would come up with Detective Agent Ryder?”
I laughed, only because that did sound like Clara. Then the smile left as quickly as it came and I snapped back to serious mode. “How come you haven't been answering my phone calls? And what's going on with you and Clara? I know she ran you over with a golf cart.”
“I'm fine. I just have a bruise the size of Texas on my ass.”
I couldn't help it when I laughed again. Why was I being so darn giggly? “Maybe you deserved it. I also just found out you're both in New York. How do you explain that?”
“Wow, Detective Agent Ryder, impressive skills of deduction.” His voice was strained and flooded with impatience. “Did you figure all that out on your own?”
“Leo. Stop, please.”
“I’m not trying to be mean. I haven't been answering your phone calls because this is exactly what I was afraid of—the voice of reason. Yes, Clara is in New York. I invited her and she came. For the first time in my life, she doesn't completely hate me.” He stopped and sighed deeply, and I had a sinking feeling I was not going to like what he would say next. “This is probably going to come as a shock, but I have a thing for Clara. I have for a long time now. I've been afraid to talk to you about it because I know you'll bring me back down to reality and tell me how stupid I'm being for getting my hopes up over this. I'm scared shitless, but I don't want to come back down to reality, Maggie.”
Oh. My. God! A thing! A thing? A THING! I could barely breathe. I could barely think. And how on earth was I supposed to respond to that? Oh, good for you. I'm so happy for you both. Please, invite me to your wedding.
“Maggie? Are you still there?”
“I'm here,” I said, my voice uncontrollably shaky. I swallowed hard and forced myself to keep from falling apart. “This is good, Leo. Really good.”
“You mean that?”
Heck
no. “Yes, I think it's very good.”
Leo had Mommy issues and abandonment issues and a whole pile of other issues. He didn't date like other guys dated—he typically screwed girls once and then moved on. I think it was some kind of a defense mechanism to keep anyone from getting too close. Just hearing him express feelings for anyone was good for him.
Of course it bugged me that it was Clara, but I couldn't tell him that. I could hear the hope in his voice so, even though my stomach had turned to mush, I bit my tongue. “All I want is for you to be happy. This...this is good. Clara still sucks as a sister and I can't stand all the dumb stuff she's constantly doing. I mean, really, who dyes their hair lavender?”
“It's pretty damn sexy,” he said in a low voice without an ounce of hesitation. “You'll hate it, but I love it.”
“Ew, la, la, la,” I said, covering one of my ears with my hand, despite the fact that he couldn’t see me. “We better set some ground rules before this goes any further.” Leo laughed and I thought up some rules on the spot. “Rule number one. No talking about anything physical because I don't ever want to hear about that. Rule number two, you have to keep our friendship one hundred and ten percent separate from anything that happens between you and her. No matter what. Number three, if Clara and I get in fights—like you know we will—you always have to pick her side. Her side will be the irrational, moronic side and secretly you'll agree with me, but I'll be the bigger person and forgive you in advance for siding with her.”
Leo laughed even harder—I loved his laugh. And I knew no matter what, it felt wonderful hearing him laugh like that. Leo's mother left when he was young. She didn't say goodbye or come back to visit or ever contact him over the years. And his Dad was worse. Maybe he stuck around, but that didn't mean he'd ever been a loving or caring parent. I was Leo's best friend—the through thick and thin type—and all I wanted was for him to be happy. And today, for the first time in a long time, he sounded pretty darn happy.
Still, there was a little piece of me that wished it could be anyone but Clara that he was gushing over. Even Regina would have been a better choice because the odds of Clara breaking his heart and smashing it into smithereens were beyond astronomical. Not that I knew much about my sister's love life. But if I had to guess, I'd say her track record with guys had to be disastrous—I bet she dated and dumped them like yesterday’s garbage. That was just her personality. Flaky. Indecisive. Immature.
“I can't believe you're okay with this,” Leo said. “I thought you were gonna freak the fuck out on me.”
I giggled again. Darn it, I really needed to stop doing that. I switched back to my serious mode. “I do want to say one ‘voice of reason’ thing. Just one. It's about Clara and Andrew. Is she still with him?”
He took a few long moments to respond. “I honestly don't know,” he said. “I got a little worked up Friday night because I thought maybe Andrew might mean something to her. But when I saw her with him, I could tell she despised him as much as the rest of us. Which really makes me wonder—what the hell was the show for?”
I huffed, kicking the covers off my legs. “Probably just to hurt me.”
“Don't be so judgmental—not yet. Let me ask her about it and see what she says before you start World War III. Although, I’ll have to admit, I was more thrown by her reaction to seeing Robby.”
“How so?”
“Just that he got a reaction out of her at all. I know you both had a crush on him back in the day, and—”
“Don't, Leo. Don't start that. You are your own worst enemy. That was ages ago and she came with you to New York, didn't she? That has to mean something. You're perfect, Leo. You're sweet and kind and she'd be lucky to have you. Just let her in—let her finally see the real you.”
There was a long pause on the other line. “The real me is what I'm afraid of,” he finally said with a groan, his frustrations seeping through the phone line. “But about Robby or Dean or whoever the fuck that was on Friday...when I get home, we'll get to the bottom of this. I promise.”
“That won't be necessary. I don’t plan on ever seeing him again.”
“We could only hope, but doesn't it seem odd that the jackass randomly shows up after six years? And with a whole new name? Nobody just randomly shows up in Blue Creek. And nobody changes their name unless they have something to hide. Something's up, Mags. And as soon as I get home on Monday, I'm going to figure out what it is and put an end to it.”
“Okay.” There was never any use arguing with him and plus, something else was bothering me more than the mysterious reappearance of my former step-brother. “But Leo, don’t you ever ignore my phone calls again. No matter what. Remember? You and me against the world. Always.”
“Always. But I’m tired of fighting the world, Mags. I’ll see you on Monday.”
“Monday,” I repeated, my voice quivering slightly.



CHAPTER 10
CLARA
Sleeping in on a Sunday never felt so good. I woke with a refreshing calm blanketing me. In her twin bed beside me, Steph was sawing some serious logs. Her mouth hung open and a crazy-big spot of slobber soaked her pillow. I resisted the urge to find my phone so I could snap a blackmail photo, continuing to rest instead. I welcomed the sounds of the city noise and the relief I felt. Leo was right—I had needed this little getaway.
Oh, holy monkey turds! Leo. The bar. The kiss. The beer dumping. My stupid proposal. Prove to me you aren't an ass and I'm all yours. Had I really said that? Really, Clara, c'mon! We'd shared one kiss and I'd offered myself up like he was Ian freaking Somerhalder? Ugh! How embarrassing! I was lucky he didn’t laugh in my face.
I clutched my knees to my chest, inwardly chastising myself. As the memories of last night began to wash over me like a bad nightmare, all feelings of sweet bliss flew right out the window.
The shock of it all hadn't had a chance to hit me until just now.
After leaving the bar and returning to Steph's place, I'd gone straight to bed. My just-right amount of alcohol consumption must have knocked me out easily. But that was then and this was now. Normally, I never dwelled, worried, regretted, or thought too hard about anything I said or did. I preferred the ‘fly by the seat of my pants’ approach to life. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't stop myself from over-analyzing this.
Every single moment Leo and I had ever shared needed to be examined in a new light. Because I needed some kind of explanation as to how last night could have blindsided me, I dug through my memories. The last time I'd even seen Leo—before this weekend—had been months ago. Thanksgiving, maybe. The Maddox family—Leo, Mr. Maddox, and the usual assortment of Maddox cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandparents—had come to our house for football and turkey like they did every November. And just like many of our recent encounters, Leo and I hadn't even exchanged one word—mean, nice, or otherwise. Strangely enough, we had ended up sitting next to each other at the dinner table. Had that been a coincidence or had someone switched our name cards? Had Leo done it? Was that the day Leo's feelings for me had started?
No, not likely. I think two people had to at least look at each other for that sort of thing to happen. I racked my brain further in search of our last exchange of actual words and finally came up with a memory from last summer—ouch, not a good memory either.
Almost exactly a year ago, a sweltering heat wave had hit the East Coast. The muggy air had clung to my skin and frizzed my hair—despite my attempts at straightening it that day—into an unmanageable monstrosity, giving me yet another reason to long for Arizona and its dry heat. And when the air conditioning at our house had gone out, the only shred of relief could be found at the country club’s pool—so that's where I had ended up.
With a book and towel in hand, I exited the women's locker room, my flip-flops slapping on the pavement. I noticed Leo lounging by himself, sporting a white button-up shirt, navy suit, aviator sunglasses, and too much hair product for the pool. Naturally, I went to him. We'd known each other since birth, and even if I didn't like him much, I still felt some obligation to sit with him. We were both alone; it wasn't an unreasonable gesture on my part.
“Clara,” he said by way of a greeting.
“Leo. It's like eleventy-hundred degrees out here and you're fully dressed. Aren't you miserably hot?” Kicking off my flip-flops and spreading out my towel, I lay down uninvited beside him. I wore my strapless, one-piece Speedo, circa 1985. I couldn't fathom wearing even another ounce of clothing in this heat. So why was Leo overdressed? Was he so in love with his own clothes that he couldn't bear to take them off?
“I'm fine.”
“Whatever.”
I picked up my romance novel and was swiftly swept away by the words, paying little attention to the person sitting beside me. Whenever the temperature felt too hot or my book became too steamy, I took a quick dip in the pool before returning to my towel. An hour or two passed. In that time, Leo never changed into a bathing suit, never left his spot, and never said a single word.
Initially, being there with him wasn't so bad, but after a while his behavior started to bug me. Why was his shirt still on? Why was his hair perfectly styled for the pool? And why didn't he get in the water? But the biggest mystery of all was something I couldn't keep myself from asking. “Why are you here, Leo? The pool in your backyard is better than this one.”
His hands rested behind his head. Under the dark cover of his sunglasses, I noticed his eyes were closed, but I saw a flicker of movement at my words. “Hmm?”
“You have a pool in your backyard.”
“I'm aware.”
“So, why are you here?”
“If you're so annoyed by my presence, you don't have to sit next to me. Nobody's breaking your arm.”
I rolled my eyes. Was it always going to be like this between us? “We're adults now. I sat by you because I wanted to.” Not the full truth but whatever. “Why can't we just get along? And I do really want to know...why this pool?”
He took a deep, relaxed breath. “Relentless, aren't you?”
I shrugged. Was being relentless a crime? I glanced around. What was so damn special about this pool? Other people, perhaps. There were a rather large number of attractive guys here today, something I hadn't noticed before. And then something dawned on me that I had never considered—something I wondered aloud. “Are you gay, Leo?”
I regretted the words the moment they slipped out. Leo shot to his feet in an instant and yanked off his sunglasses, giving me a clearer view of his blazing eyes. “Do you spend your free time just trying to think of ways to purposely piss me the fuck off, Clara? Because you're really good at it and it's working out too well for you.”
I scrambled to my feet, my hands landing on my hips. “No,” I said in a low voice, trying not to draw any additional attention. “If you're gay, you can tell me. I wouldn't tell anyone else.”
“I want to know why you're asking me this,” he said through gritted teeth.
Jeez la weez. “I don't know. You always dress so well—better than girls—and you have such a weird friendship with Maggie. I've never seen you with a girl or even heard Maggie mention you dating someone. Don't be such a homophobe, it was an honest question.”
“First, you assume I'm gay and now you accuse me of being a homophobe. Which is it, Clara?” he groaned. “I have a question for you. Are you gay?”
I blinked up at him. “What?”
“Where's your boyfriend? Where are all of your girl friends? I haven't seen you with either. You certainly excelled at being a tomboy growing up. And even now, even when you go to the pool—” He glanced deliberately down at my bathing suit. “You can't dress for shit. So why don’t you satisfy my curiosity…are you a lesbian? If you are, you can tell me. I wouldn't tell anyone else.”
I hadn't asked him if he was gay to be mean, but somehow he took my words, turned them inside out, and used them against me. I wanted to punch him in his face or worse, but I did no such thing. My best defense mechanism—indifference—came rushing to my rescue. I yawned, acting as if this conversation was boring the crap out of me, and stared blankly up at him. “Grow up,” I said, dropping to my butt and lying back down on my towel.
“We will never get along,” he groaned, glaring down at me, the sun shining around his silhouette like a gold lining. “Because you will never stop infuriating me. If you must know, I came to the pool today because I wanted some company—or at least the illusion of it—but I'd prefer being alone to being with you.”
“You're blocking my sun,” I said, ready for this pointless conversation to be over.
He groaned again, even louder this time. “You're insufferable. I hope your milky-white skin burns. And buy a bikini. You aren't eighty or fat, so I don't get why you're always wearing that damn thing.”
I let out a slow breath. On the inside my blood turned to lava, but I kept all expression off my face. “This suit used to be my mother's, asshole. Now can you please move? You really are blocking my light.”
Leo walked away without saying another word.
Now that I think about it, Leo and I didn't speak again that summer. But my “milky-white skin”—as he so delicately put it—had burned. I think God had been on Leo's side because I looked like a lobster for a whole week after that fight.
Knock, knock.
Someone banged on Steph's door, ripping me from thoughts. Grateful for the interruption, I poked Snoring Beauty in the ribs. “Wake up.”
“Mommy, no. I won't eat the cornbread, it's stale.”
“Steph!”
“What?” She rolled, falling from the bed, and landed straight on the hardwood floor below.
Steph's bedroom door squeaked open. “Sorry, Stephany. I hate to wake you, but there's a guy in a black suit at the door for you. He has a package, but he won't just leave it with me. He says it has to be you.”
In a zombie-stupor, Steph stood up, stumbling after the roommate, and I followed after. Out in the living room, all six of the other roommates had gathered around the front door.
“Are you Stephany Mallory?” the man in the suit asked.
“Yes?”
“Sign here. I need delivery confirmation.” After she signed the electronic pad he handed her, the man gave her the package and left. Steph remained in the doorway, still stuck in a bit of a stupor, holding her package tight.
“Come inside and open it already,” one of the other girls demanded.
Returning to the living room, Steph kneeled on the ground and tore open the brown package like a kid on Christmas. The contents spilled onto the carpet. “Yankees stuff?” she questioned. “What kind of present is this?” The package included two New York Yankee baseball hats, two Derek Jeter jerseys, and a pair of foam fingers.
“What the hell?” I commented.
“There's a card,” pointed out one of the roommates. “Open it.”
Steph ripped open the envelope. A letter and two baseball tickets poked out. Steph grabbed the letter and read it aloud for everyone to hear.
Clara and Stephany-
There's a Yankees game today at 1:05. Want to meet me there? Text me yes or no and I'll send a car to pick you up. If you already have plans, I understand.
Leo
I took the letter from Steph, rereading it for myself. His writing was perfect, like he'd taken calligraphy classes as a child—come to think of it, he probably had. Or perhaps the oh-so-friendly Regina wrote the letter for him. “Doesn't he have work to do this weekend?” I thought aloud.
Steph squealed. “We have to go! Please, Clara? Please say yes. I've never been to a professional baseball game before…and it’s the Yankees!” She grabbed a jersey off the floor and yanked it on over her pajamas. “It fits!”
I reached for the tickets. “I didn't even know he liked baseball.”
“So...are we going then?” Steph demanded.
“If you don't want the tickets, I'll take them,” the roommate who answered the door offered. “I'm a huge Yankees fan.”
“No, I want to go.” I handed her my jersey and the hat, keeping the foam finger for myself. “But if you want, you can have this stuff. I basically hate the Yankees and would never be caught dead wearing anything with Jeter's name on it. So...”
“So, we'll go!” Steph shouted.
“Sure,” I said with a shrug, feigning apathy. “The tickets say the Yankees are playing the Orioles today. For that reason alone, I want to go.”
“Don't act like that's the only reason,” Steph insisted.
Rolling my eyes, I left the living room in search of my phone.
Prove to me you aren't an ass and I'm all yours. Really? The embarrassing words still echoed in my head. I already knew Leo was an ass—no proof necessary. And yet...
Just like I couldn't look away when I saw his naked behind and just like I couldn't help myself from kissing him back when he kissed me, right now I couldn't stop myself from responding to his request. After going without my charger for the last two days, the battery on my phone was seconds away from certain death, but I had just enough juice left to text Leo.
Yes. Send the car.



CHAPTER 11
MAGGIE
When Andrew and I broke up, I never cried—not one tear. It had been mutual. We both had decided something was missing and it was time to move on.
When Robby Harvey left me—after Dad caught us naked in bed and close to doing something I probably wasn't ready for at fifteen—I had cried for days. Dad had discovered that Monica was about to leave him for a wealthier man and finding me in Robby's bed had caused him to go ballistic. He'd made both Monica and Robby leave that day with barely enough time to pack their bags.
But Robby had made me a promise before he left. He'd said that one day—the first opportunity he got—he’d come back for me. Was that why he'd returned to Blue Creek? Six years was a long time, and I still didn't understand the reason behind his name change, but could it be possible that he still loved me?
I wanted the answer to that question. No, I needed it.
Although if I was being honest with myself, what I really needed was a distraction. Ever since my one little phone conversation with Leo, I couldn't shake him from my thoughts either. I told myself I was being borderline obsessive, only because I was worried. My crazy thoughts had nothing to do with Leo’s smile or his laugh or the way I could talk to him about anything. They had nothing to do with the fact that under his façade of anger and hate was the sweetest person ever. And they certainly had nothing to do with the hole in my stomach that felt a lot like jealousy.
So by that afternoon, I was on a mission: Operation Confront Robby Harvey. Find out why he was in Blue Creek, why he'd changed his name, and why he hadn't immediately told me who he was the other night. I had to figure out if he still had lingering feelings for me. And yes, I had to do this because I needed the distraction. Desperately.
But I couldn't throw myself into shark-infested waters alone. Normally Leo would have been my partner in crime, but for obvious reasons, he couldn't help me. I needed backup and one person sprang to mind—Anita. While my friends from the country club were notorious for being two-faced backstabbers, Anita could be trusted. We were twenty years apart in age, but she'd always been kind to me. And best of all, she wasn't very keen on my sister.
Leaving my Porsche with the valet, I waited around outside for Anita to get off work. I knew for a fact that she always got off at one on Sundays. I could have gone inside to wait for her, but I didn’t have the energy to plaster on a fake smile for the other country club members I’d likely run into, so I stayed put outside.
“Anita,” I shouted, spotting her just as she walked out of the restaurant's front double doors. Her hair was teased up into a messy but stylish prom-worthy updo, making her impossible to miss. I smiled because, no matter the time or the day, Anita always looked fancy and dressed up. Maybe not at the standards I was used to, but I still liked her style.
“Hey, honey,” she said, shifting her large purse from one shoulder to the other. “What's goin' on? You look flushed.”
I felt flushed. My breathing neared hyperventilation and my body temperature was practically feverish, but my physical reactions weren’t my biggest concern at the moment. “Are you busy? I need a favor.”
“Just fixin' to go home to my cats, which makes me free as a bird. What can I do for you? Something wrong?”
“I need your help. I want to go undercover and spy on Dean.”
Her eyes went wide, dancing with excitement. “Hot damn, you know I'm in! Right now? We goin' right now? Please tell me right now.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes, right now.”
She took her oversized purse off her shoulder and dropped it into my arms. “Be a doll and help me carry my pocketbook, please. Now where'd that beautiful little car of yours go?”
“Actually, can we take your car instead?”
Without hesitation, she replied, “Sure thing.”
Anita drove a fifteen-year-old truck that was more rust-colored than white—it was perfect. We'd be completely incognito in her very forgettable vehicle. “Where we headin'?” she asked once we were comfortably—or rather, uncomfortably—inside. The buckle on the passenger seat belt didn't work so I looped the restraint around my body, hoping Anita's driving wasn't as zealous as her personality.
“Mike's Pub.”
Anita ground the gear stick down into first. She pressed on the gas, letting off the clutch too soon, and the truck stalled. Her second attempt ended the same way.
I guess I didn't need to worry about going anywhere too fast. “Want me to drive?” I offered. Anita had been driving this truck for years. In all that time, had she ever bothered to try to learn how to drive it properly? “Ease off the clutch slower,” I suggested.
“I got it, hun. Give me a sec.” Her next attempt was a success. Well, sort of. She didn't stall the truck, but we bounced and bucked our way out of the parking lot. Once Anita shifted into second and then into third, her driving improved significantly. Still, someone needed to teach this woman how to drive a stick shift.
As we drove the short distance toward Mike's Pub, I waited for Anita to ask me why I wanted to spy on Dean. Instead, she sang along to Kelly Clarkson on the radio. Anita had always been a good casual friend, even if she was sort of my boss. I knew my secrets would be safe with her and I desperately needed to talk to someone.
“I found out Dean is my ex-stepbrother.”
Anita's singing squeaked to halt and she immediately cut the music off. “I never knew you had a stepbrother. When was your dad remarried?”
“Six years ago to a horrible woman named Monica Harvey. Don't you remember?”
“Not so much. I was workin' as a night manager back then so I wasn't up on all the gossip.”
“Their marriage was short—barely three months. Dean used to go by the name Robby and he looked very different at seventeen. When I found him at Mike's Pub and begged him to be my date, I didn't recognize him as Robby Harvey—obviously—or I never would have asked anything of him. The whole evening he pretended like we'd only just met. He even had the audacity to get mad at me when I realized we already knew each other.” I took a breath. “But that's not really what has me all worked up. I should be worked up about that. I should be screaming mad and pulling out my hair...I mean, I loved him once and now he's back. How am I supposed to handle that? But all I can focus on is...”
She hung on my words. “Focus on what, honey?”
I gulped. “Leo.”
“Oh,” she said, as if she totally understood my dilemma.
“What do you mean ‘oh’?”
“I always figured you and Leo would end up together, honey. That's what my ‘oh’ means.”
“Well, he's in New York with Clara.”
“Oh shit,” she cursed. “Why we headin' to spy on Dean then?”
“Because I can't like Leo. I shouldn’t be thinking about him as more than a friend…ever. And I certainly shouldn’t be wishing bad thoughts on my sister just because she’s suddenly spending time with my best friend. And I loved Robby once. Maybe I could love him again. Maybe if I focused on him, I could forget about Leo.” I groaned dramatically. “Sorry, I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m just really confused.”
After getting my confession out in the open, this annoying stinging feeling welled up behind my eyes and a stray tear slipped down my cheek. Not much in this world made me cry and I rushed to wipe it away, willing myself to stop being so pathetic. Anita reached across the truck's middle console and lovingly squeezed my shoulder with her manicured fingers. “Everything will work out, baby girl. I promise.”
We approached Mike's Pub and Anita forced the shifter down into second before turning the truck into the gravel parking lot. With her horrible driving skills, I wondered if we should have just taken my Porsche instead. If we needed to make a quick getaway, we’d be screwed.
“What's the plan?” Anita asked. “A stakeout?”
“No, I changed my mind—let’s just go inside. We can order a round of margaritas and see what happens.”
At the word ‘margaritas,’ Anita cut the car engine and moved halfway out of her seat. “I'm likin' the way you think. Hand me my pocketbook off the floor there, doll. If things get outta hand, I'll need it to hit him upside his beautiful head with it.”
I laughed, hoisting over the heavy monstrosity. “What do you have in there, bricks?”
“Just two—at the bottom. It's not just a tampon and makeup carrier, you know? It's also a weapon against sexual predators. There are lots of creeps out there, Maggie. You always gotta be prepared.” She reached her slender arm deep into the bottomless bag, digging for something. When she finally found what she was looking for, she handed it to me. Pepper spray. “Don't be afraid to spray him in the eye if it comes to that.”
“What?” I clutched the tube in my hand.
“You might have loved him once. You might even end up lovin' him all over again. But that doesn't change the fact that he lied to you. Not only that, he's a beautiful man. In my experience, the beautiful ones ain't very trustworthy. So let’s poop or get off the pot.”
My eyebrows shot up. “Do I even want to know what that means?”
She chuckled. “It means…let's go have us some margaritas and confront the man.”
“Oh, God help us,” I muttered.
Leaving Anita's car, we walked across the empty gravel parking lot. As we approached the door, I noticed a white piece of paper that wasn't there the other night.
PLEASE BE ADVISED THAT WE WILL BE CLOSED FOR UPGRADES NOW THROUGH JULY 1ST. SORRY FOR THE INCONVENINCE DURING THIS RENOVATION PERIOD. PARTY SAFE, BLUE CREEK.
“Well, I’ll be darned,” Anita cursed. “Mike's doesn't even close on Christmas!”
“I know the apartment complex he lives in. Would it be too stalkerish to go there next?”
“Yes, that would qualify,” said a voice from behind me.
I sucked in a sharp breath. Oh. My. Good. Ness. Robby. His voice had a distinct grittiness to it, almost like a country singer's, and there was no mistaking it. Maybe his looks had changed, but no warm-blooded woman could forget that deep voice. Why had I?
When I turned around, I found him standing so close that I could almost feel the heat radiating off his tan skin. How had I missed him there? I normally wasn't this spacey. He wore a gray sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders, exposing his rather large and impressive biceps. He also had on gym shorts and sneakers, but I wasn't looking down. No, I was looking straight up and into his pretty golden eyes. The reality of being face to face again after so many years hadn't affected me at Dad's party when I didn't know it was Robby, but seeing him now felt like stealing a moment back from my past.
“Hi,” I muttered to the older, taller version of Robby currently standing in front of me. Time had changed his outward appearance, but mostly I wondered how much the inner Robby had changed too.
“I owe you an apology,” he said, getting straight to the point. “I should have been honest with you from the start. It was unexpected seeing you again and I didn't know how to react. And then when you asked me to be your date...well anyway, I'm sorry.”
His apology took me by surprise. Not many people in my life ever took the time to slow down and apologize for their actions. Andrew would have never dared to utter such words. And Leo...well, apologizing for him would mean admitting he was wrong. Leo very rarely admitted that.
I nodded at Robby, not sure how to respond to his sincerity, and decided to introduce Anita instead of saying anything else.
“This is Anita,” I told him. “The Anita who told me about you.”
Anita had been very quiet for the last couple of seconds, but now she blushed cherry-red and stifled a giggle. She reached out her hand for Robby to shake, and smiling at her reaction, he politely shook her hand. “Nice to meet you,” he told her.
“Nice…um, you too,” she said and that was all she said. Normally she couldn’t be quiet to save her life and now she was being abnormally quiet.
Robby smiled, acting almost…flattered? This surprised me. For as strikingly handsome as the guy was, I would have guessed him to be more accustomed to getting this type of reaction out of women. Maybe he was only being polite.
“So,” he said. A panty-dropping smile filled his face, one that he directed at me. “Am I forgiven?”
Did he expect me to just let everything go so easy? Fat chance. Maybe other girls in his life gave up everything for that smile, but not me. “No. But maybe I'll think about it.”
“Want to think about it over lunch?” He pulled a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the front door to Mike's as if he owned the place.
“I already ate lunch.”
“Second lunch then?”
I huffed. “That's probably a bad idea.”
“It's only lunch,” he said, rubbing his thumb over the stubble on his jaw line. He'd been clean-shaven the other night, but today it looked like he hadn't taken a razor to his face since the last time I saw him. The scruff seemed to suit him though. “And besides, you owe me a favor.”
“Your favor is void!” I snapped at him. Anita was right, he had lied to me. But I came here looking for answers, and who better to ask than the mystery man himself?
“Why are you back in Blue Creek, Dean?”
The smile and the fun left his face. “I’ll explain everything, just have lunch with me. What's thirty minutes and a couple sandwiches going to hurt?” He reached for the handle to Mike's and opened the door wide. I peered in to see an empty bar on the other side of the door's threshold. The lights were out and the place looked dingier than ever.
“In here?”
“Sure. I'm cooking.”
“Fine.” I grabbed Anita's hand in mine and pulled her inside the bar with me. “But Anita's coming with. Oh, and we don't want sandwiches. We want margaritas.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he joked. “Two margaritas, coming right up.”
Anita, more familiar with Mike's than me, made her way into the dark and straight toward the bar. She dropped her heavy purse on the countertop and plopped down onto one of the rickety barstools. Robby flipped on the lights and then he disappeared through a swinging door into what I assumed was the kitchen. I sat next to Anita and took small, steady breaths, trying to calm my racing heart.
“Honey, you're hyperventilatin'. You gonna be okay?”
The sound of Robby coming back from the kitchen kept me from answering. He pushed back through the swinging door, a black apron now tied around his waist and a bottle of Patron in his hand. He looked me over, but his stare didn't just linger on my face. His eyes took in other parts of my body too.
“Eyes up here, Dean,” I snapped at him. “If you're going to ogle my chest all day, then I'm going to leave.”
That same playful smile resurfaced on his lips. “I gotta ask this, but don't go nuclear on my ass, please. I mean you no disrespect, but are you wearing some kind of special bra or have you had your breasts....ahem, enhanced? Your red dress the other night was pretty and all, but it certainly didn't show off your assets the way that shirt does.”
I sprang to my feet. My fingers squeezed tight, the little black tube of mace that Anita had given me still sat dangerously in my hand. “You can't ask a person that!”
“Relax. All I'm saying is that your boobs at fifteen were much smaller than what you’ve got going on now. I'm just curious, that's all. You're Daddy's a rich man. I wouldn't be surprised or upset if you had surgery—it’s a non-issue to me.”
“Maybe they grew! What the heck kind of conversation is this?”
Anita stifled a giggle, but I wasn't laughing.
“Clara's didn't grow,” Robby retaliated. “I only saw her for a moment, but she didn't have the same as you. I'm not trying to piss you off, I'm just—”
“OH. MY. GOD! You were checking out my sister while you were on a date with me?!? And what is so darn special about Clara all of sudden anyway?”
The giant smile grew to even bigger proportions on Robby's face. “Don't worry, I have no interest in your sister. But you're not answering my question. Have you or haven't you?”
And then I did it! My blood boiled over, my head exploded, and the pepper spray in my hand grew a mind of its own. I lifted the little tube in the air, totally clueless on how to use the dang thing, and sprayed in Robby's direction. It worked—a little too well. Except instead of shooting Robby in the eye, I shot myself.
THE PAIN. I COULD only focus on the pain. And the fact that I wanted to castrate Robby. Or Dean, as he kept insisting I call him. “You can put me down now,” I grumbled, beating my fists on Robby's back. I refused to call him what he wanted—even in my thoughts. “Just because my eyes are on fire doesn't mean I'm an invalid.”
He ignored me, carrying me fireman-style. He had my body slung across his broad shoulders—one of his hands cupped around my arm and the other gripped high on my thigh—as he hurried up the front stairs to my house. Dad was going to eat his foot when he saw us. I pounded harder on his muscular back. “Come on already. Just let me walk.”
“Get the door, Anita,” Robby commanded. “Please.”
My eyes burned out of my skull and I had to claw at them again. Pain shot through me and I squealed, momentarily forgetting Robby's ridiculous caveman-macho act.
“Don't rub!” Anita shouted.
“I can't help it!” I whined.
Robby grunted. “The door, Anita.”
She ran around us and lunged for the door, but the handle slipped from her grasp as someone opened it from the other side. Dad. The color drained from his face the instant he spotted the three of us.
“What the... what happened?”
“Pepper spray.” Robby moved past Dad into the house with me still flung across his shoulders. The water at Mike's Pub had been shut off for the renovations that were supposed to be starting soon. My house had been the closest option for water. Robby kept saying we needed to flush my eyes out. I didn't care what we needed to do—I just wanted the pain to stop.
“You pepper sprayed my daughter?” Dad shouted, chasing after us.
“She pepper sprayed herself, sir.”
Robby, who was still familiar with the layout of my house, took me straight to the kitchen. Once we got to the sink, he set me down on the ground and flipped on the water. I practically dunked my head under the faucet—the cold felt amazing. I continued to flush my eyes with water, relieved for the small amount of comfort it brought. I couldn't help but notice—even with everything else going on—Robby's hand rested on the small of my back. I didn't push it away because I’d be lying if I didn’t say I found it almost comforting.
Dad hovered on my other side, inspecting my eyes. “How did this happen? Somebody better start explaining—now.”
“I asked your daughter if she'd had her breasts...um, enhanced, and she tried to spray me,” Robby confessed.
Dad chuckled. “That's my girl.” Then to my utter embarrassment, he added, “But you were right, she did. About a year ago now.”
“Daddy!” I screamed. “You can't just announce that to people! And would everyone please stop discussing my breasts?” I didn't dare glance back at Robby. He probably was either appalled or pleased with himself, neither of which I wanted to see.
“What?” Dad defended. “Everyone and their mother already knows, Maggie May. And that doesn't even matter. Who gave you pepper spray anyway?”
Anita cleared her throat. She stood at the edge of the kitchen, her purse still in hand, looking more nervous than I'd ever seen her. This was a woman who typically radiated confidence, but maybe it was weird being in my house when she only ever interacted with my family at work. “That would be me. I'm real sorry, Reed. I should have shown her how to use it. I thought—”
“It's okay, Anita. This isn't your fault.”
“That's enough water. We need milk now,” Robby murmured in my ear. He left the sink to go to the fridge, found the milk, and then poured some on a paper towel. He came back and pressed the wet milk-towel against my eyes. “Better?”
“A little,” I mumbled. Actually, it felt amazing. But I couldn't let him know that.
I hated that Robby now knew about my boob job. I wished nobody knew. If Clara would have given in and had the surgery, then no one would have had to know. It's kind of hard to tell people 'oh yeah, they grew' when your identical twin's chest didn't. Dad would have let Clara get the surgery too—no big deal—but no. Clara had called me fake and said I was ridiculous for even asking her to do it, shoving an even bigger wedge between us over the matter.
But I was proud of myself for having the procedure. Andrew had been a dog about it and assumed I was doing it for him, but the only person I had done it for was me. I felt much more confident now. I hadn't gone ridiculously big, just from an A-cup to a C-cup. And so what if I didn’t want to talk about my boobs with the world?
“Now that I've almost messed my pants for the day...” Dad joked. “It's good to see you, Robby. Really good.” The tension eased off my old man and his softer side emerged. He hadn't become 'Reed Ryder' overnight because he had a stick up his butt. He became 'Reed Ryder' because he was easygoing and impossible not to love. Still, he surprised me when he reached out and engulfed his former stepson in a giant hug. Given the way Robby's last day with my family had gone, Dad's gesture couldn't have shocked me more. “What brings you back to Blue Creek?”
Robby matched Dad's embrace with a bear hug of his own. They patted each other on the backs—the way men so often did—and then broke apart, acting like the most embarrassing moment of my life didn’t just happen.
“I bought a bar,” Robby said with a shrug. “You know, Mike's Pub over on Morgan Street.”
“No, kidding? Good for you.”
Robby leaned against the counter next to where I still stood by the sink and our arms brushed slightly. His presence beside me almost seemed protective. Was he standing so close on purpose?
“You got Old Mike to finally sell?” Anita asked with wonder. She moved further into the room and dropped her heavy purse on the kitchen counter, visibly relaxing.
“Yeah. For dirt cheap too,” Robby said. “I do bar restoration. You know, kind of like flipping houses. I buy 'em cheap, fix 'em up, and then sell 'em for a profit. This is my fourth.”
“Is there good money in that?” Dad asked.
“There can be. It's kind of a gamble each time though. I've had good luck so far.”
“And your mom? Where is she now?”
“Tampa, Florida. She's got herself a half-blind, half-in-the-grave, eighty-something-year-old billionaire,” he said, an infectious smile appearing on his lips. “Must be love.”
Dad busted out laughing, the sound roaring through the kitchen. “Good for her.” He bent over and smacked at his knee. “Good for her. Glad to hear she’s following her dreams.” Then he headed toward the fridge. “What does everyone want? I've got just about any drink you can imagine. Anita?”
While Anita and Dad busied themselves in our industrial-sized refrigerator, Robby took it upon himself to inspect my eyes. I stood perfectly still as he tilted my chin up toward him. Stealing the milk-towel out of my hand, he then used it to pat the corners of my eyes. The gesture felt sweet and my heart fluttered a little. Could these be the feelings for him I was hoping for? Whatever they were, I welcomed them—anything to distract me from Leo.
“I'm sorry about this,” he whispered. “If you want, I'll let Anita spray me and then we can both be miserable together.”
I couldn't help but smile. “How gentlemanly of you...but unnecessary. I am curious though, how did you know the milk would help?”
“My own stupidity. I was entered in a hot wings eating contest at this place in Tennessee a few years back. The wings were soaked in habañero sauce and somehow I got it in my eyes. Second worst moment in my life.”
“What was the first?”
“When I lost you.”
My mouth went dry and I immediately broke eye contact, subtly inching away from him. My thoughts jumped to Leo. I could only imagine the stupid, snide comments he'd have to say right this moment. He'd tell me how cliché Robby's words were and how he was probably using them to get under my skin. Unsure where to look, I turned toward Dad and Anita, who were returning from the fridge, each with a Corona bottle now in hand.
“Sorry, I thought I had limes,” Dad said to her. “I can run to the store.”
“It's fine, Reed,” she said, smiling at him the way she always did. “I can manage.”
Dad turned his attention to Robby. “Want to stay for dinner everyone? I'm gonna cook my famous pepper-jack burgers. It'll be like old times. What do you say?” Then he looked toward me and asked, “Is that okay with you, Maggie May?”
“I don't care.” I shrugged, trying to play it cool like Clara always did.
“I would love to stay,” Robby replied, “but I've got to pick up my daughter from the babysitter. Would it be okay if she had dinner with us too?”
A daughter? Was I hearing impaired? Nope, I'd heard him correctly. A daughter meant an ex-girlfriend or an ex-wife. Or worse, a current girlfriend or wife. One he probably loved way more than he ever loved me. No wonder I hadn't heard a single word from him since the day he left. Turning back around to face the sink, I pretended to busy myself by splashing water in my eyes all over again.
“No problem,” Dad cooed. My old man had a soft spot for kids. “The more the merrier and I'd love to meet her. What's your daughter's name?”
“Valerie.”
“Does she have a mom you want to bring too?”
“Not in this state. I'm actually a little late picking her up. Anita, would you mind driving me back to Mike's? I need to get my truck so I can go get her.”
“Sure thing, dear,” Anita replied. I continued to face the sink but felt Anita run her nails gently down my back. “Maggie, wanna come with?”
The fact that Robby had a daughter meant that he'd easily moved on from me and our shared history. And it shouldn’t have bothered me—our relationship had ended ages ago—but it still hurt. “No, I'll stay here and recover,” I replied to Anita, hastily waving her and Robby off. “You guys go.” Then, in a further attempt to sound unfazed by Robby’s revelation, I added, “Hurry back though because I'm starving.”
As they walked out, I realized something. Instead of needing Robby to keep my thoughts away from Leo, it was now the other way around.
Oh Lord, help me.



CHAPTER 12
CLARA
The car that Leo said he would send never came to pick us up. One o'clock came and went, so Steph and I were forced to find our own way to the stadium. By the time we got a taxi, waited in a buttload of traffic all the way from Brooklyn to the Bronx, we were more than late. And I was spending even more savings thanks to Leo’s oh-so-generous “gift.”
On a summer Sunday, Yankee Stadium was packed with women, men, and children of all ages, all sporting navy blue, gray, and pinstripes. Steph fit right in with her new Derek Jeter jersey, Yankees baseball hat, and two foam fingers, while I stood out in an old orange t-shirt I had borrowed from her. As if wearing the signature color of the opposing team wasn’t bad enough, I also had sketched the best Jesus face a black marker and my semi-okay artistic skills would allow, and then added 'Jesus hates the Yankees' across the front. Needless to say, my shirt received several evil stares from Yankee fans, but no one said a word to me. Maybe my purple hair was a deterrent. Between the shirt and my hair, I was definitely putting off a badass, mess-with-me-and-die vibe and I absolutely loved it.
We cut through the crowd and neared the edge of the stands, getting our first glimpse of the ball field. Already in full swing, the game was in the bottom of the fifth inning and the O's were down by three runs.
“This is freaking awesome,” Steph said loudly over the noise of the crowd. “Where are our seats again?”
“Section 103, Row 10, Seats 1 and 2. That's probably behind home plate and if so, we're close.”
Steph pointed upward at a section sign. We weren't anywhere near Section 103. What? I expected Leo's tickets to be the best money could buy. Where the hell was 103? All the way out in the nosebleeds?
Steph hurried over to the first usher she could find, and I watched as the old man signaled that we needed to go ‘that-a-way’…very far ‘that-a-way.’ “Let's go,” Steph said, returning to my side. “He said 103 is in right field—over there.” She pointed across the baseball park, as if I didn't know where right field was. Then Steph firmly grabbed hold of my hand, leading the way.
We hurried through the bustling crowd and as we made our way around the big loop of the stadium, this funny feeling settled over me. Butterflies. Those creepy little suckers had been resting in the shadows all morning long, waiting for the pristine moment to jump out and attack me. And as the stadium section numbers ticked down closer to 103, they took over my stomach and started gnawing me from the inside out. How was I supposed to act around Leo post-kiss? Did our kiss make us friends now? More than friends? Should I tell him I regretted yesterday? Did I regret yesterday? I didn't know. And I didn't like feeling so completely undone because of Leo.
Maybe Steph and I should turn around, run like hell, and leave now. But seeing how enthusiastic and eager she was about being here, I knew it wouldn't be fair to break her heart simply because I was too chicken-shit to face Leo. Therefore, I continued to let her lead me toward the inevitable, despite the queasy feeling that had suddenly settled in my stomach. Damn you, butterflies.
Next thing I knew we were at Section 103, where Steph showed a different usher our tickets, nodding when he pointed downward into the stands. She raced down the concrete steps, taking them two at a time toward the direction of our seats. Without even noticing him, she sped past a handsome, dark-haired, fair-skinned man moving up those same steps.
Leo.
Was he leaving? I froze in place when I saw him coming, and he didn't notice me until he nearly ran smack-dab into my chest. He glanced up and seemed genuinely thrilled to find me standing in front of him. “You're here,” he stated. Leo wore one of his designer suits, but it was rumpled, untucked, and missing the jacket and tie. His dark hair looked like it had started the day in its usual perfect state, but had been ruffled from running his hands through it too many times. I'd never seen Leo so messy and I liked it. But I didn't like that I liked it so much, so I reverted back to the only way I knew how to act around him.
“Of course I'm here,” I grunted, being careful not to stare directly into his eyes—they were dangerous and the sunlight did funny things to them. “I said I was coming, didn’t I? No thanks to you, by the way. We waited and waited for that car you said you would send, but it never came,” I rambled, something I tended to do when nervous. “Then we were forced to take a taxi. I'm surprised we even made it at all. What the hell! Where are you going anyway? Are you leaving already?”
“Woah, slow down, killer. What?” He smiled wider and I got the impression that sober Leo checked out about five innings ago.
“Hi, Leo,” Steph said. I guess she'd noticed that I was no longer following after her and had come back up the steps to where we stood. “Thanks for inviting me.”
“Hey, Steph,” he said back to her. “No problem. I'm glad you guys came.” Then Leo returned his focus to me. “I told you to text and let me know what you were doing. When I never heard from you, I tried calling. Your phone was off so I assumed that meant you didn't want to hear from me. I should have sent the car—I would have, had I known you wanted to come. I should have sent it either way.”
“I texted you. Then my phone died. But I did text you.”
“Who cares, guys?” Steph said. “Let's just go watch the game.” She turned and headed for our seats, but Leo didn't follow after her. Instead, he moved up one step closer. His eyes were a little bloodshot, but the red only made the blue in them burn brighter. They latched onto mine, demanding I look at him, and wouldn't let go. Those pesky butterflies returned, striking my stomach with a vengeance.
“Clara,” he murmured. “Did you mean what you said yesterday?”
I swallowed hard, my throat going drier than my Arizona dreamland. He was talking about my ‘prove to me you aren't an ass and I'm all yours’ comment. Would those words ever stop haunting me? “I said a lot of things yesterday. It's hard to remember.”
Leo frowned. I had to give the guy credit; he could function as if perfectly normal while drunk when he wanted to—probably because he'd had tons of practice. Or maybe he wasn't drunk at all. I guess I couldn't tell. “Just answer me, please.” His voice came out dangerously close to sounding sincere.
“I know what I said to you last night, Leo. And...” Now was my chance. I could tell him I had too much to drink and last night meant nothing. But for whatever reason, I found myself unable and unwilling to lie about this. “Yes, I meant what I said. Every word.”
There…I admitted it.
Leo let a few moments slip away, taking his time respond. It was torturing the crap out of me and making my heart ba-bump harder than the Jaws theme song. He opened his mouth to say something, but then glancing downward, his lips immediately formed a straight line. “Dammit, what are you wearing? You have to take that off. Now.”
“You want me to strip down naked in front of thousands of people? Pervert.” I bit my lip to hide my smile. My 'Jesus hates the Yankees' shirt elicited the exact reaction I wanted out of him. Maybe I enjoyed messing with Leo—maybe I always had. He wasn't difficult to provoke, so maybe I was somewhat to blame for the way he acted toward me over the years.
“I'm serious,” he groaned, moving aside to let a family pass us on the steps. Then he added in his best 'I'm-pissed-at-the-world' voice, “You're going to get me slaughtered wearing that. Is that the idea? Is this your latest attempt at murder, killer?”
“Chill out. No one's said a single word to me yet.”
“Yet being the operative word in that statement. The Orioles are losing. That changes and I'm a dead man.”
Why would he have been a dead man? I was the one wearing the shirt. Was Leo trying to tell me he'd defend me if anyone gave me hell about my choice of apparel? The answer to my question was ‘yes’—a resounding ‘yes.’ I'd seen Leo jump to Maggie's defense countless times, and I knew without question that he'd do the same for me.
I think he realized I was on to him, because he quickly broke eye contact and looked toward the baseball field. His hand rubbed the back of his neck and he exhaled a slow breath. I saw him make that same move yesterday when he asked me to come with him to New York. Was I making Leo nervous? Did Leo even have nerves?
He looked back at me and whatever expression I thought I saw vanished. A hint of a knowing smile formed on his lips. Then he moved up the final step, joining me where I stood. Leo stood at about six feet tall, and since I was shorter than everyone, he towered over me easily. His eyes narrowed down at me. I gulped and stared up at him, too hypnotized to look away.
“You wore that shirt to purposely fuck with me.” He spoke in a low voice, one I was beginning to like. “Didn't you?”
“No,” I breathed, but I didn't sound very convincing.
“You enjoy fucking with me.” It wasn't a question. The butterfly effect in my stomach intensified and almost made me lose my balance on the steps. “You have a funny way of flirting with me, Clara. One I never understood until just this moment.”
Flirting? Was that what this was? I didn't know I even knew how to flirt, but if that’s what I was doing, I certainly wasn’t going to admit to it. “You're delusional and possibly narcissistic,” I told him. “I wore this shirt because I hate the Yankees. It has nothing to do with you.”
“Keep telling yourself that, killer.”
Then, in an unexpected but sweet gesture, one of his hands came up and brushed a loose strand of hair out of my face, tucking it carefully behind my ear. His barely-there touch sent goosebumps to every square inch of my skin. It didn't matter that we were in a crowded, noisy, and extremely unromantic venue. I felt like the only woman in the whole stadium.
“Prove it to me,” he whispered, stealing my words from last night. He then cupped my face in his hands and planted one firm kiss on my lips before pulling away. I didn't even realize he'd kissed me until his lips were gone from mine. “Prove to me you aren't toying with me,” he continued, “that you aren't leading me on like you did with Andrew Wellington, and I'm all yours, baby. All yours.”
Unaffected by the words he'd just told me, he took off in the direction Steph had disappeared a few minutes ago. “Come sit with me,” he yelled over his shoulder. When he reached the very first row, I saw him start shimmying toward the corner of the seating section.
Talk about stupefied. I stood there, unable to move for a moment. How the hell did he know about Andrew Wellington and my so-called attempt to lead him on? And then I realized...of course Leo knew about Andrew. Leo always knew everything. He needed to start a career as one of those phone psychics. But if Leo could read me so easily, how could he think I'd purposely hurt him? His assumption didn't sit well in my stomach. Not that I didn't deserve his doubt, but now that something had started between the two of us—whether that something was about to last one hour, one summer, or one lifetime—I never wanted to think about Andrew or see his face ever again.
Which reminded me—I forgot to call and break things off with him...like yesterday. Maybe if I ignored him, he'd get the hint and forget about me. Except with my luck, I doubted I'd get off the hook so easily. I would have to call him tomorrow and officially end things. But for now, the only person on my mind was Leo.
Hurrying down the steps, I followed in the direction he just went. Arguing with Leo—or flirting, as he’d called it—had to be one of the most exhilarating things on the planet. Why had I never noticed this before?
When I reached the front row, I swiftly moved down the aisle, paying zero attention to the ballgame or the annoyed people who had to stand to let me pass. I reached the end of the row and spotted my empty seat between Leo and Steph. Leo sat with his feet propped up on the cement wall in front of him, completely blocking my way. He stared intently at the ongoing game, pretending like he didn't notice that I was standing there, waiting for him to move.
How old were we, twelve? But before I could tell him off, déjà vu struck in the form of a random memory of Leo doing something similar at one of Dad's golf tournaments. Only that time, I'd called him a dumb-head or something equally juvenile and made a very public scene. Come to think of it, I'm pretty sure I might have actually been twelve then. But I was a grown-ass woman now and I knew a very different way to get even with Leo.
Without saying a word, I grabbed the sides of Leo's seat and stepped one leg over his body. I straddled his lap and held that position, seizing Leo's gaze and letting him know that two could play his stupid game. My heart hammered inside my chest. A dull ache formed between my legs. My body began to tremble. But I had to do what I had to do. I moved my hands to rest on his chest, using every ounce of my control to ignore the oh-so-nerve-racking muscle I felt underneath his shirt. Leaning forward, I whispered in his ear.
“Maybe you already know this, since you obviously know everything about me...or maybe I just need to say this for my own good...but I hate Andrew Wellington's effing guts. We went on a few dates, but I have no intention of ever going out with him again. As for the toying—yes, I'm toying with you. But I would never purposely hurt you.” I swallowed hard and then leaned back so I could see his reaction to my confession. “Understand?”
He said nothing, but I felt as his hands slipped to my thighs and his fingers dug into my jeans. Leo watched me carefully, his eyes narrowing as if he were trying desperately to figure me out—maybe for once in his life he couldn't read me like an open book.
My breathing had become so ragged that I thought surely the whole stadium could hear it. I shifted my weight to move toward my empty seat, because if I didn't move off of him immediately, I was going to go into cardiac arrest. Before I could get away, Leo caught my wrist and motioned for me to come closer, so I leaned forward to hear what he had to say.
“That's the sweetest thing you've ever said to me.”
Heat rose to my face. I left Leo's lap and slid down into my own seat. I hadn't expected that reaction out of him. Damn my luck. I'd tried to get the better of him, but somehow—once again—he’d gotten the better of me.
“Maggie?” said a husky voice from behind me. “Is that you? I hope you know that your hair is purple.”
I turned to look behind me. A guy in his mid-twenties, who was the spitting image of Pauly-D from the Jersey
Shore, gawked at me. Really? Did everyone in Leo's life have to mistake me for Maggie? It was starting to get old.
“Clara,” Leo corrected. “I told you Maggie's sister Clara was coming.”
“Shit, there’s two of them,” Pauly-D mused. “You're like the bad twin too, aren't you?” I rolled my eyes and turned back around.
But as the game progressed, I soon found that Pauly-D wasn't as annoying as he initially seemed. His name was Tony, and he, his brother, and Leo all had season tickets, along with two other guys who weren’t here because Leo had bought their tickets so Steph and I could come. Who knew Leo had any friends, let alone perfectly normal ones? The really crazy thing was that I got the impression his friends had no idea who Leo or his family really were, and it seemed Leo sat out in these crappy seats just to keep up that façade. This shocked me on many levels, but I kept this new information to myself. I wouldn't want to blow Leo's cover.
For the remaining innings, conversation came easy. Steph asked tons of questions…about the game, the Yankees, and baseball in general. She was having the time of her life. What surprised me was how much fun I was having too. And then as the game finished and we said our goodbyes to the brothers, I realized something—Leo and I were friends. Sure we fought a lot growing up, but that didn't mean we didn't care for each other. I guess we always had and always would.
“What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Leo asked us as we walked with the crowd, heading toward the exit. “Are you going back to Brooklyn?”
“I am,” Steph said. “I have work for my internship that I need to finish tonight.”
Leo eyed me intently. “What about you? Are you going with her?”
“I hadn't really thought that far ahead, why?”
“Because if you aren't going with Steph, then you should spend the rest of the day with me.”
An excited little squeak left Steph's lips that mirrored what I felt in my chest. But instead of expressing my feelings, I simply said, “I don't know.”
“Actually,” Steph said, revising her earlier statement. “I have tons of work. Tons and tons. You better take Leo up on his offer. You'll just distract me if you come back with me. And you snore. I got absolutely zero sleep last night.”
The little liar. I so did not snore. And I also knew Steph didn't really have much—if any—work to do. She'd been telling me about her internship earlier and never once mentioned extra work. But rather than being annoyed with her attempt to play matchmaker, I found it cute. When she first started dating her ex-boyfriend, our roles had been reversed.
But then again...spending the rest of the day with Leo alone? The thought of it simultaneously scared and excited me. What would I do if the vicious snake-side of Leo's character came out to attack? I wasn't afraid of going toe-to-toe with the devil, but the more I spent with this new side of Leo, the more I could feel myself falling under the snake-charmer’s spell. Talk about a crazy-scary position to put myself in.
“Okay.” The word just slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it. “But all my stuff is at Steph's place.”
“What if I have my driver take Stephany back to Brooklyn? When he drops her off, she can give him your stuff,” he said and turned to Steph. “Is that cool with you?”
Steph nodded and it was decided. Leo and I would be hanging out...for an undisclosed amount of time. Holy day-date! I kept the expression off my face while the three of us left the stadium. Then we walked a couple of blocks to where Leo's black town car sat parked and waiting. Steph and I said our goodbyes, which were slightly tearful because I didn't know if I would see her again before fall. Then she climbed into Leo's car and I watched her disappear into traffic.
GOODBYES ALWAYS TURNED ME into a knee-quivering crybaby. I brushed my cheeks dry, hating that Leo had seen me show any emotion. I waited for him to make some snarky comment, but thankfully he didn't. We just stood there in the middle of the sidewalk—me avoiding his eyes—while I collected myself.
“So, no one gave me shit about my shirt,” I said, once I was better. “Admit it, you were wrong.”
Leo smiled. “Never. No one gave you shit because your Jesus looks more like Zach Galifianakis. I didn't want to tell you earlier because I didn't want to hurt your artistic feelings, but I bet no one even realized what you were trying to draw.”
“Whatever. You realized.”
“I'm the exception to the rule. And anytime you want to see Steph, I’ll take you,” he said, not fooled by my attempt to sweep aside my emotions. “Or I can have my jet take you. Whichever.”
“Oh.” His offer took me by surprise. It wasn't so much the offer that shocked me, but the person offering. I nodded, unsure how to respond further.
“Okay then, let's get out of here.” Leo reached out, grabbing my hand in his. His fingers intertwined with mine and he gently pulled me in the direction he wanted to go. “We can't take a cab,” he told me. “Trying to catch a cab after a game around here is always a disaster. I could call a car, but that would take forever so I hope you're okay with the subway.”
I didn’t know how he did it, but Leo looked so freaking calm as he led me down the street. My butterfly friends were back, beating my insides senseless. I tried to listen to whatever he was saying but couldn't—not while my hand was locked in his. Why did such a simple gesture have my head spinning?
We reached the subway entrance and headed down the steps. Although the baseball game ended almost thirty minutes ago, there were still people in pinstripes and blue everywhere. Leo tightened his grip on my hand and continued to pull me through the crowd. Conveniently enough, he had two of those prepaid MetroCards, which we used to bypass some of the lines before moving toward our train’s platform.
“I'm shocked as hell you know how to ride the subway,” I told him. “Beyond shocked.”
He shrugged off my comment. “It's just the subway, Clara.”
“No, it's not just the subway—it’s the whole day. You go to Yankees games, sit in the outfield, have surprisingly regular friends, and then take the subway. Who are you and what did you do with the real Leo Maddox?”
He inched closer to me, his eyes narrowing. “Do you find this other side of me offensive?”
My heart rate picked up unwanted speed. I hadn’t meant to insult him with my questions. “No, I don’t…the opposite, actually. I like these things about you...a lot. Maybe more than I should.”
He studied me long and hard for several seconds, both of us breathing just a little too heavy. For a fleeting moment, I thought for sure he was going to kiss me again. But then the train pulled into the station and the wind from the movement made my hair dance all around my face, forcing me to drop Leo's hand and to brush the hair out of my eyes.
The train doors slid open and quickly I stepped on. Leo followed. I found that there were absolutely zero places to sit. Even standing proved to be uncomfortable and awkward in the packed-like-sardines space. The car lurched forward and I fell backward into some sweaty, big-bellied, bearded man who got a kick out of me touching him. “Sorry,” I muttered and inched away, looking around for something to hold onto, finding nothing but air and other people.
Leo, who had the luxury of being more than tall enough to reach the handrails, smiled down at me. He seemed to be enjoying my great debacle, knowing I had just one option.
“It's okay, killer,” he said in a low voice, “I want you to.”
My eyes went wide. “You planned this!”
“What do you mean?” he asked, looking innocent—but I knew better.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You planned to go on the subway because you knew I would be too short to reach the handles and would have to hold onto you. Newsflash…I happen to have great balance. You just wait and see, buddy!”
He kept a straight face. “Okay then.”
As the train rounded a corner, I squared my feet, trying to keep steady. But of course, another lurch and I landed right on top of Mr. Sweaty Beard Man for the second time in a row, much to Leo’s amusement.
“You trying to feel me up, Missy?” the man asked, winking at me.
“No, sir,” I said, rushing to move away from him.
Leo laughed—he flat-out laughed at me. The guy who never laughed fell into hysterics over my stupid situation and I couldn't help but smile. Seeing him laugh melted something inside me. And then—to my surprise and his—I decided to hell with it and wrapped my arms around Leo's waist.
That shut him up right away.
Digging my fingers into the material of his shirt, I clung onto him tighter than I'd ever clung onto anything. I stared up at him while he stared down at me. Leo looked every bit as calm as he always did, but the pounding of his heart told a different story. Pressed against his chest, I could feel the wild, racing beat. It made me wonder...maybe I got to him more than he’d ever let on. The idea that I was affecting him on any level did funny things to my own heart.
Leo's free hand moved to the back of my head. His fingers dug through my hair and rested on my neck, where he gently held me close to him. Combined with the look on his face, one that made me feel like I was the most amazing thing he'd ever laid eyes on, the simple but sweet gesture brought back a memory that had been hidden away in my subconscious for years and years.
I was six and Mommy had died ten days ago. Daddy said it was a blessing that the cancer took her quickly because she didn't have to suffer for very long, but I still couldn't understand what that meant. I kept thinking about the last time I saw her. Daddy had called me into her room and told me to say goodbye forever so I did. I told her I'd see her in heaven.
But Leo never got to say goodbye to his Mommy. A couple of days after the funeral, Mrs. Maddox packed a suitcase and left in the middle of the night. Unlike with my mom, I don’t think it was a blessing that she took off quickly.
There was this clover. A four-leaf clover, to be exact. I can't remember who found it first—me or Leo. We'd been hunting for them right around St. Patrick's Day and had been lucky enough to find one. Then we fought over it. Somehow I'd ended up with it at my house. But after Daddy told me how Leo's Mommy had run away, I needed him to have my lucky clover.
I snuck out that night.
I knew the route to Leo's house by heart. I ran the whole way, keeping the tiny clover cupped in my hand and close to my heart. Getting inside Leo's house was easy. I was small enough to slip through the bars of the mansion's front gate and smart enough to know Mr. Maddox liked to leave windows open at night. Finding Leo in his giant house was the hard part. He wasn't in his room, his playroom, the game room, or the TV room—it took me forever to find him.
He was in the library. I should have looked there first since Leo loved to read. He'd spend hours and hours reading. And not the picture books I liked, the chapter book kind. I found him in the library, but he wasn't reading. He sat in a corner with his knees clutched to his chest and tears in his eyes. I'd never seen Leo cry before.
“I brought you something,” I whispered, kneeling down beside him.
It scared me to see Leo sad like that. I expected him to yell at me, tell me to go home, or tattle on me to his dad. He did none of those things. Instead, he used the palm of his hand to brush away his tears. I didn't have to remind him I was Clara and not Maggie either. Sometimes even Daddy mixed us up, but Leo could always tell us apart.
I held up the little shamrock by its stem. “It's the clover we found. You can have it now.”
“I don't want that,” he said, looking down. “We decided you were gonna keep it safe, remember?”
“I know, but my Mommy's already gone. If you have the clover, then you will be lucky. Then your Mommy will come back.”
“My Mom's not coming back.”
Wetness filled my eyes. “Don't say that.”
“Do you wish I would disappear too?”
“No. Why would I wish that?”
Leo looked up at me. His blue eyes glowed...the tears in them made them glow. “I think I do want to keep it,” he said. “I might need it one day. But we have to hide it because my dad would throw it away if he found it. Have you been keeping it in a book like I told you?”
I nodded.
“Pick a new one in here to hide it in.”
I wandered around the Maddox's great big library. The books covered the room from floor to ceiling, reminding me of the library from The Beauty and the Beast. But the books were all grown-up books. How could I even pick? I finally just chose one I could easily reach. “Is this one good?” I tried to read the front cover. “Great
Exp—? Great Experiments?”
“Great Expectations,” Leo corrected.
“Have you read it?”
“No.”
“Do you think your dad will read it and find our clover?”
Leo opened the book and tucked the little clover safely between the pages. “No. My dad never reads these books,” he told me, putting Great Expectations back in its place on the shelf.
“Why does he have a giant library if he never reads?”
“The same reason he has eighteen cars.”
“Why does he have eighteen cars?”
“You ask too many questions.”
“Can I ask one more?”
“Okay.”
“What will you use the clover for?”
A strange look came over Leo's face. Usually I annoyed him, but this wasn’t his usual 'I-hate-your-guts' look. “Because,” he whispered. “I'm going to ask you to marry me one day, Clara. And I'm going to need all the luck in the world.”
“Why? Don't you want to marry Maggie?”
Leo didn't answer me because the library light flipped on and a cold voice reverberated throughout the room, “Leonardo. What are you doing in here?”
“Great Expectations,” I said aloud, still lost in thought.
“What does that mean?” Leo asked.
“Nothing.”
I can't say how long I'd been clinging onto Leo or how many stops we'd passed on the subway. All I know is that it felt kind of wonderful holding him—so wonderful, in fact, that I couldn't do it a second longer. Call me a ten-piece-chicken-shit-value-meal, but I had to get away. Right that second.
Leo's face fell because I think he knew what was coming. The fear ricocheting through my bones was reflected in his eyes.
“Don't, Clara,” he pleaded. “Stop overthinking this.”
“I have to go.”
For once in my life, timing was in my favor. Or not, depending on how you looked at it. The train stopped at some random destination along our route, the doors slid open, and as people started to move off the train, I let my arms drop, keeping my eyes on Leo for one last lingering moment.
“I'm going back to Steph's. Let me go.”
He didn't have a chance to react because I jumped off the train just before the doors closed again. Feeling like the biggest bitch on the planet, I stood on the platform and watched Leo as the train pulled away. My heart shattered in my chest, but I had to do what I had to do. Being with Leo, dating Leo, falling in love with Leo—whatever the hell was happening between us—did not fit into my plans. Arizona was no place for a guy like Leo Maddox. And my dream of Arizona was something I couldn't give up.



CHAPTER 13
MAGGIE
The doorbell rang. Dad was out back grilling burgers with Anita, so it was up to me to answer. Expecting to find Robby and his daughter, I pulled open the door. “Hi, come on—” I started, but immediately snapped my mouth shut.
Andrew Wellington.
He stood there in his pressed plaid shorts and polo shirt, his brown boy-band hair perfectly gelled into place, a smug smile on his lips, and flowers in his hands. In all the time we'd dated, he'd never showed up on my doorstep with flowers. Clara sure had him wrapped around her finger. I glared at him, hatred oozing out of my pores. We'd broken up...didn’t that mean I wouldn’t have to see him anymore?
“Maggie?” he asked, his eyes flickering briefly to my chest, as if that was the only way of telling me and Clara apart. I didn't understand it. Leo could tell us apart blindfolded...why couldn't he? I’d only dated the fool for four years.
“What?” I huffed.
“I should have guessed it was you, M&M. Clara never gives me that sour face. Is she around?”
“I told you to never call me M&M again! And no, she isn't home.”
I started to shut the door, but he reached up and stopped me.
“Do you know when she'll be home?”
“Tomorrow. She's in New York City with...a friend.” I desperately wanted to rub it in his face that she was with Leo, but I wanted him to leave as soon as possible and that didn’t seem like the best way to make that happen. Also, I did it for Leo's sake—I knew he wouldn't want Andrew in his business.
“Cool,” he said. “I'll swing by tomorrow then.” He started down the porch steps, calling out, “Later, M&M.”
I groaned and slammed the door. Seconds later, the doorbell rang again. “What now, Andrew?” I demanded, yanking hard on the door. But it wasn't Andrew on the other side.
It was Robby and a very cute little girl, who was standing behind his legs. My heart did a little pitter-patter at the sight of him. He now wore khakis and a button-up shirt, and his thick, brown hair was still slightly damp from a recent shower. Had he dressed up just for me?
“Was he bothering you?” Robby asked, frowning and looking toward the street where Andrew's BMW screeched away from my house.
“His existence alone bothers me,” I said, holding the door open wide. “Come on in.”
Robby walked past me, pulling his daughter along behind him. With her chocolate-brown pigtails and honey-golden eyes, she was the spitting image of her daddy. Never before had I seen a more adorable kid. Just looking at her made my frustrations about guys fade into the background.
Valerie glanced up at me with eyes as wide as saucers. “Hi,” she whispered in a sweet little voice. “Are you Maggie?”
“Yes.” I bent over so I would be at her eye level. “Are you Valerie?”
She nodded.
“It's very nice to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand. “You're way too cute. How old are you?”
“Five,” she replied shyly.
“You're tall for five.” I didn't have much experience around kids, but she seemed tall. I guessed that was another trait she got from her daddy. “Want to come see my room?” I glanced up at Robby for his approval and he nodded, an unreadable expression on his face. So I captured Valerie's hand in mine and led her toward the staircase.
“I'm gonna go say ‘hello’ to Maggie's Dad,” Robby told her. “You'll love Maggie's room, sweetie. It looks like a princess's room…at least it used to. I'll be up there in a minute, okay?”
“Okay.” She nodded. Even her freaking nod was adorable.
“It still looks like a princess room,” I said as we started up the steps. My eyes connected briefly with Robby's as we went. He smiled at me, and it wasn't the typical 'I'm-trying-to-get-in-your-pants' smile that I usually got from men. It was just a simple friendly smile so I returned the gesture and continued up the stairs.
Growing up, I'd been the biggest girly-girl ever—I guess I still was—and my room showcased that side of my personality. The walls were painted in pink and purple stripes, and I had a canopy bed with flowing sheer curtains and a powder-pink bedspread. There were about two dozen butterfly paintings of various sizes and designs scattered throughout my room and bathroom. They were dramatic and unique—Dad had hired an artist to create them for me—and my favorite thing about the room.
As Valerie and I entered the space, she gasped. Her mouth dropped open and she stared up at the walls. “It's so pretty,” she said, spinning in a full circle.
“I kept all my old Barbies from when I was little,” I told her. “Do you want to see them?”
She nodded, so I went into my closet and lugged out the tote where they were still stored.
“My twin sister Clara always hated Barbies,” I told her, dragging the tote out into the middle of my room. “I used to make my friend Leo play with me sometimes, but he's a boy so I never really had anyone to play with. Want to play with me now?”
Those were the magic words. We emptied the tote and immediately started digging through my collection. I'd been pretty particular about keeping my dolls in perfect condition and most of them were close to brand new.
After about ten minutes, I glanced up to find Robby standing in my door frame, watching us play. A giant pile of clothes and dolls littered my floor. One of his signature smiles crossed his lips as he took in the scene. He seemed larger than life and transcended time, standing in my doorway like we were teenagers again. I smiled back at him, not really able to stop myself.
“She's never going to want to go home.”
“Maybe that's my plan,” I returned. “Maybe I'll just keep her.”
“She'd probably like that. Do you mind if I join you?”
I nodded and Robby moved further into my room, sitting on the ground next to Valerie.
“No, Daddy,” she said, shoving at his side. “Girls only. You're a boy.”
He laughed out loud. “I can't play too?”
“No.”
“But we need someone to play Ken,” I said. Finding one of my Ken-dolls, I handed it over to Robby. “You can only stay if you play with Ken.” He surprised me by taking the doll and playing along. I got the impression that Valerie and Robby played like this all the time. I bit my lip as I watched the interaction—they were both just way too cute.
“She's adorable,” I told him.
“She likes you.”
“I like her too.” Brushing at the hair of the Barbie in my hand, I avoided his eyes. “She's like your mini-me.”
“There's something you should know,” he told me, his already low voice going an octave lower. “I didn't tell your dad the full truth earlier. I'm back in Blue Creek because I want to stay here for good. I bought Mike's, but I don't have any intention of selling it. You know my mom moved us around too much growing up, and I don't want the same for Valerie. In the last five years, we’ve lived in three different cities. I want Blue Creek to be our permanent home. And I'd really like your family to be part of my life again. This sounds crazy, given our history, and I hardly have any right to say it, but I've missed you guys.”
Heat shot through me at his words. I don't think I knew it until just this moment, but maybe I'd missed him too.
“Do you think we could be friends?” he asked, cooling me off instantly.
“Friends?” I repeated, testing the word on my tongue. Robby and I hadn't really been friends the first time around. Not in the way Leo and I were friends, at least.
“I know you have plenty of them, but I don't. You don't have to answer now…just think it over. Get back to me.” He started to pick up my Barbies, putting them back in the tote. “C'mon, Valerie. It's time to clean up. I'm sure dinner is ready downstairs.”
Valerie didn't complain and hurried to do as he'd asked. Once all the dolls were safely put away, I couldn't stop myself from blurting out the truth.
“I barely have any real friends,” I admitted. Robby and Valerie both stared at me, listening to my words. “I have tons of casual friends, but not many true friends. It's like high school. I used to be pretty popular, but I haven't kept in touch with a single person from back then. I have the feeling that college will be the same. Leo's all I've got...” I sighed, watching as Valerie started to pull on Robby's arm. My big speech bored the little girl and Robby probably thought I was pathetic for admitting all of this. And I wasn't even sure why I was admitting this, since I never had before. I had Leo. I'd never needed anyone else. “Sorry, I'm rambling.”
“You aren't rambling.” He swung Valerie up in his strong arms effortlessly and then didn’t miss a beat as he continued talking. “I'm the same way. It's hard to stay close to people when you're constantly moving.”
“At least you have an excuse,” I muttered.
“Not really. Why do you think I move so much?” he asked. Before I could give that another thought, he quickly added, “So, was that a yes? We can be friends?”
“Yes.” I didn't hesitate as I said the word. He gave me a huge smile, and then the three of us headed downstairs for dinner.
“There you are,” Dad said, his eyes taking in Valerie. His face blanched for a fleeting moment before he bent down to her level and gushed over the little girl. When he stood back up, he gestured toward the spread of food in front of us. “Sit. Eat. I was just telling Anita about the charity tournament in Miami coming up next week and our vacation home down there.” He turned back to Anita—who looked like she was drowning in Dad's charm—and went on, “My house is right on Biscayne Bay, overlooking the Miami skyline. I only get down there about once a year, but it's something to see. Tell her about it Maggie.”
“It is very beautiful—” I started but then I felt my phone vibrate in the pocket of my shorts. Assuming it was Leo, I pulled it out for a quick peek. Clara? I stood up immediately. Clara and I never called each other—ever. So it didn't matter that I was in the middle of dinner, I had to answer.
I excused myself and, pressing the phone to my ear, I rushed back inside the house. If Clara was calling me, then something must be terribly wrong. My twin spidey-senses were ringing as I headed for the nearest hall closet, hiding myself inside the dark space and preparing for the worst. “Clara?” I answered, my voice unusually panicky. “Is everything okay? Is Leo okay?”
“My phone's gonna die,” she said, sounding like her normal unaffected, emotionally-void self, “so listen up.” No ‘hi’ or ‘hello’ or ‘how's it going.’ She jumped right into conversation and expected me to keep up. “I need a couple favors. First, can you please call Leo for me? Tell him I'm sorry and I just need some space and time to think things over. Tell him I won't be flying home with him on his jet in the morning.”
“Why can't you call him and tell him all of that yourself?”
“Because my phone is gonna die so I couldn't call both of you. Second favor...can you come pick me up at the Roanoke airport tomorrow?”
Did someone give her glue chips as a child? “That's over two hours away!”
“So? When have I ever asked you for anything? My flight gets in at 8:39 a.m. I'm not checking a giant bag or anything so you can drive your Porsche. C'mon! You know you’ll love the drive through the mountains as the sun comes up. I'll even meet you outside. Can you do that for me?”
“Why are you flying commercial and not with Leo?”
She huffed. “I don't want to talk about it.”
“Well, I'm not coming to pick you up unless you do.”
I'm not sure if Clara's phone died or if she hung up on me, but our connection was suddenly cut off. The nerve of her, just expecting me to drop everything and come rushing to her aid. I guess that's what sisters were for…but still.
My phone buzzed again. A different, unknown number lit up the screen. “What?” I answered, my patience gone.
“It's Clara again.”
“Yeah, I figured. I'll come get you tomorrow.”
“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”
“Yeah, okay. Bye.”
We both hung up at the same time. I took a couple deep breaths, reeling. Why did it have to always be this way between us? Our whole lives had been like this. I'm not even sure where we went wrong or why we couldn’t get along, but I wasn't about to analyze it now. I had to call Leo and break Clara's oh-so-wonderful news.
I dialed the familiar number, but his cell rang and rang. Just when I thought he was going to ignore my call, he answered.
“Maggie!” he shouted cheerfully. “What's up, baby doll?”
At the words ‘baby doll,’ my heart jumped inside my chest. My breathing became sporadic and I swear I could feel all of the blood pumping through my body. I knew he was drunk—he sounded like he’d taken a bath in a martini glass or eight and came out of it whistling Dixie out of his butt. Normally that would have bothered me but not tonight. Tonight, I was just happy hearing his voice. Maybe it was only a comfort thing or maybe…could it be more?
“Hey, Leo,” I said, a little high-pitched. “Where are you?”
“Some bar. Anyway, want to come meet me?”
“I can't. I'm in Blue Creek.”
“Fuck Blue Creek.”
I giggled. “So what are you doing at some bar?”
I could barely hear him over the background noise. “I'm out with Vince and Tony,” he shouted. “We're getting drunk and I wish you were here. What are you doing?”
He wished I were there? I tried not to read too much into that statement. I knew he'd had some sort of fight with Clara. Maybe he wished I were there because he needed a friend. Yeah, that was probably it. “I'm hiding in a closet, talking to you. Robby is having dinner with us. He has a daughter. They're both out on the back deck right now and I'm in the closet.”
Thunk! It sounded as if Leo fell from his chair and onto the floor. He did that sometimes when he got tipsy. “Mags! I told you to wait for me. I told you I would take care of him. What the hell is he doing at your house?”
“Good question. It's been a crazy day.”
“I'll say. Well, get out of the closet and tell that fucker to go home. Don't say ‘fucker.’ Not with his daughter there and all, but go tell him to get his ass off your back deck—I mean it. He has no right to be there. He lost that right a long time ago.”
“Where's Clara?” I asked. The question just sort of popped out of my mouth. I didn't want to talk about her, but I needed to know what had happened between them. And I sure didn't want to talk about Robby a second longer.
“Brooklyn.”
“That's a vague answer. Elaborate, please.”
The line went quiet for a moment, as if Leo had hit the mute button. He must have gone outside because when he came back on, his voice was much clearer. “I don't know what the hell I'm doing. You should have seen the way she ran away from me on the subway today...like I butchered her dog.” He let out a noise that could only be described as a growl. “Dammit. There's such a fine line between love and hate. Do you think it’s possible to fall for someone after you've spent a lifetime hating them?”
He used the ‘l-word’ and it sat like rotten food in my stomach. But the ‘h-word’ gave me a strange sense of hope. If he hated her so much, then how could he possibly love her? “I'm not sure if it's because you're drunk or what, but what kind of question is that? If you love someone, you just love them. Flaws and all. You can't hate someone and love them at the same time—it doesn't work that way. Love is all or nothing. Sometimes your own issues get in the way, but once you strip away all the noise, you find that there is just love underneath.”
“Who knew you were so insightful? So what you're saying is...if Clara likes me, then it's not possible for her to genuinely hate me at the same time? It's an either/or kind of thing?”
Say what? I thought we were talking about Leo's feelings for Clara here, not the other way around. And then it dawned on me—Leo was asking me all of this because he was serious about Clara. Oh. My. God. But he was my best-friend! Why hadn't he fallen for me instead of her? What if he only loved Clara because I'd always been unavailable? What if my opportunity to make him mine had already come and gone years ago? What if it was passing me by right this moment?
“I have to go,” he said suddenly, not waiting for my response any longer. “There's somewhere I need to be. Now go tell Robby to get off your deck. Please. I'll see you tomorrow and we can deal with him together. Okay?”
“Okay.” I'd have to wait for tomorrow. I hoped it wouldn't be too late to tell him how wrong Clara was for him and how right I was. “Always,” I choked out.
“Always.” Then he hung up.
Getting off the phone with him, my emotions were yo-yoing all over the place. On the one hand, I loved how it felt like he was right here with me, always looking out for me, even when he was hundreds of miles away. But then every time he said something nice about my sister, it made my heart hurt. To make matters worse, now I had to go back outside and force myself to make polite conversation with Robby, who just informed me that he wanted us to be friends.
Suddenly, I felt exhausted and in no mood to talk to anyone. “I'm not feeling well,” I announced, as I peeked my head back outside. “I'm going to go lie down.” I forced a smile for Valerie, closed the sliding glass door and walked away without looking anyone in the eye.
I grabbed a glass of water as I passed through the kitchen and then headed to our media room, where I could be alone with my convoluted thoughts. I'd just curled up on the couch and flipped on the television when Robby came into the room. The glow of the TV danced across his handsome face. He sat down beside me, not bothering to ask if he could, and then he pulled my legs up onto his lap. He moved to rest his legs on the coffee table, snuggling in a little closer to me. Whoa. Friends sure as heck didn't snuggle on coaches.
“So what was that all about?” he asked, sounding genuinely interested. “You were fine up until you got that phone call.”
I sighed, shifting my attention back to the TV. An old rerun of Friends happened to be playing. “Clara and Leo drama,” I said, intentionally keeping my answer vague.
“I guess not much has changed then.”
“What do you mean?”
He rested his head on the back of the sofa. “Same story then. Same story now. Leo pining over Clara and doing nothing. I know he has his issues and thinks she hates him, but here's the kicker. Clara's always been just as caught up with Leo as he has been with her. I tried way back when to convince him but never could.”
How could Robby possibly know all of this? He'd only been with us for three short months. “You're wrong. When you lived with us, Clara liked you. Never Leo.”
He shrugged. “Maybe Clara wanted to like me. I think maybe she tried to push her focus toward anyone but Leo and I was the closest target, but she secretly had feelings for him. I could tell then and I could tell the other night. When a person pretends not to care as much as Clara does, it's obvious they do care.”
Growing annoyed at the direction this conversation had gone, I pushed up on my elbows. My eyes connected with Robby's through the semi-darkness. “You honestly believe that?”
“Yes. Maybe she doesn't even consciously know it, but why else do you think there is so much friction between her and Leo? And between you and her? The question I'm most interested in though is…when did you fall in love with Leo?”
I gasped. “I'm not—” I moved my legs off him and jumped off the couch. “I'm not in love with Leo,” I declared. “That's insane.”
“It's okay that you are.”
“I'm not!”
“Please, don't lie to me.”
I wasn’t lying…I didn’t know how on earth I felt right now except confused. I buried my face in my hands, feeling ten kinds of defeated. “I don’t even know what I’m feeling right now, so how could you?” I challenged and then paused, knowing he probably wasn’t the best person to ask my next question. Then again, it’s not like I could ask Leo. “But if I did love him, what should I do?”
“Fight for him.” Robby peeled my hands away from my face and then tilted my chin up toward him, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Leo is yours. He's your best friend, not Clara's. And maybe Leo's had a crush on her his whole life, but that doesn't mean things can't change. You know him better than anyone and I know you have a place in his heart too. It's not too late, Maggie. Believe me, I know all about regrets and you can't let this moment pass without fighting for what you want. If you decide to go after Leo, I can't promise that everything will work out and you'll get your happy ending. But maybe you will. So, ask yourself...is Leo worth the risk?”
I swallowed hard. As Robby’s words sunk in, I knew what I had to do—I needed to fight for Leo. And I was going to have to make him mine before things went any further between him and Clara. Because the answer to Robby’s question was clear—Leo was worth the risk.



CHAPTER 14
CLARA
Darkness hugged every corner of Steph's tiny room. The only light that could be seen came from the red glow of her alarm clock, and I swear the damn thing was mocking me. I had an early flight to catch and needed to catch some serious zzz’s, but time just kept slipping away and with it, all opportunities to get a decent night's rest.
12:00 A.M.
1:00 A.M.
2:00 A.M.
As tired as I felt, I couldn't get my brain to calm the hell down. For the second night in a row, I listened to Steph saw away at some serious logs, and every time I closed my eyes, I saw Leo's beautiful blue eyes. Damn him. Damn those eyes. They were driving me freaking insane. Why wouldn't my brain let it go—let him go?
I knew I had made a rational decision when I ditched him on the subway, even if rational wasn't my usual style. Leo and I were about as different as two people could get and we didn’t want any of the same things out of life. He wanted to follow in his father's footsteps, and I wanted to run like hell from anything even remotely resembling my father's footsteps. Now Maggie and Leo together—that made sense. They both liked money, clothes, and other materialistic bullshit. And more importantly, they got along, whereas Leo and I couldn't go a day without fighting. So why did I feel so shitty about this? Ugh! Double ugh!
A little after two in the morning, sleep finally started to take its hold on me. I felt my eyelids go heavy and my thoughts began to blur. And that was when I sprang out of bed, wide awake all over again.
I had to call Leo. I just had to. I wished I could pretend this weekend never happened. To act as if that one kiss hadn't changed everything between us. To face every future holiday as if he meant absolutely nothing to me. But the simple reality was…I couldn’t ignore what my heart wanted.
At that exact moment, I heard a noise outside Steph’s front door.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
I stumbled into the living room through the darkness. Forgetting the fact that this was New York City and that it was the middle of the night and it was someone else’s apartment, I reached for the doorknob and yanked open the door.
Leo.
On the door step.
My breath hitched in my throat as his steel-blue eyes—barely illuminated by the street lights—took me in.
I should have considered my appearance before opening the door because I was dressed in only a tank top and a pair of panties. My hair was down, covering my shoulders, and I'm sure I looked as if I just rolled out of bed. I had just rolled out of bed. Leo didn't seem to care though. Instead of looking at me like I was a mess, he looked at me like he wanted to devour me alive.
Neither of us moved nor spoke. Leo had changed from earlier and was now wearing shorts and a t-shirt tight enough to show off his chest muscles beneath. Before seeing his naked backside the other morning, I never knew what he had going on underneath because he never wore clothes that even hinted at anything. Or maybe he was right when he said I’d never bothered to notice. But right now I noticed and couldn't seem to stop myself from staring a little too hard and a little too long.
Leo exhaled a slow breath and rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. That same move! Now I knew what it meant. He was nervous and those nerves had everything to do with me. I loved the effect I seemed to have on him. I waited for his eyes to drift up my body and find mine, and when they did, nothing could have prepared me for the way my heart slammed inside my chest. Damn those eyes. They took my breath away and made the empty space between us feel like miles.
I don't know who made the initial move, but in the very next second his lips were on my lips and we were kissing, wildly and desperately. I was shocked to find that I was just as hungry for him as he was for me. Leo backed me against the door frame, his demeanor turning all 'take-no-prisoners' as he pinned me in place with his hips. His hands traced up and down the curve of my body until they wound their way through the loose strands of my hair. He was in control, I was totally at his mercy, and I. Didn’t. Even. Care.
Leo's mouth moved from mine and he kissed a trail down my neck. I tipped my head to the side, giving him all the access he wanted. The initial force behind his kisses began to dissipate. All the passion remained, but everything slowed down and turned super sweet, super cherishing, and super loving.
“Don't ever run away from me like that again,” he said against my neck. “You can talk to me. You can always talk to me, okay? It's not like I'm going to bite.” And then, much to my surprise, he dragged his teeth along my skin and bit me gently.
I squealed and gave his chest a playful smack. “You ass!”
“Whatever. You like it.”
Leo still had me pinned in place. His hips were square with mine and the evidence of his arousal pressed unapologetically into my belly. I rubbed my hands up and over his shoulders, pausing at his neck. Leo studied me for a couple of long moments, and then the next thing I knew we were kissing again.
I could have kissed him for hours but he abruptly pulled away, asking breathlessly, “Inside?” I nodded against him and his hands slid down my back to grab my ass. He lifted me up, my bare legs wrapping around his waist, and he walked us over the threshold. The inside of Steph's apartment was pitch black, but Leo still led us into the unknown. Where did he think we were going to go? I was too caught up in the moment to worry about specifics and only focused on peppering him with kisses as he walked.
Leo's leg banged into the coffee table. “Shit.”
“Couch.”
I said the word and then—as if the couch suddenly had a homing beacon inside it—Leo located it in an instant. He lowered me down onto the cushions and then covered me with his body. I absolutely loved the feel of him on top of me. He held most of his weight off of me, but the feel of his chest pressed tightly to mine, all encompassing, did funny things to my already racing heart. My legs locked back around him and I shifted to line up all of our good parts.
Leo wanted me and I wanted him right back. The reality of it all had me so hot that I knew, without a doubt, I was ready to give up my virginity. It wasn't just about timing or hormones or lust—it was about Leo. Even though he and I sure as shit didn't make sense, I realized in that moment...who cared? To hell with making sense. My heart wanted what it wanted, and there was no mistaking that the guy on top of me was at the top of that list.
But Leo had other plans. He shifted his weight off me and moved to sit at the other end of the couch. Really? I pushed up to my elbows, ready to scratch his eyes out. Seconds after I figured out what I wanted—ready to cross a very big line with him—and he moves off me? What the hell?
“What are you doing?” My words had a warning laced through them. I couldn't quite see his eyes through the darkness and I'd never needed to see them more. “Get back over here, please.”
“I can't.”
“Then what do you even want? You're confusing the hell out of me.”
“I just want you,” he said, sincerity laced through his words. “I want you more than my next breath.”
My heart began to thump even harder than it already was. I opened my mouth to speak but he kept talking.
“Believe me, Clara. It would be very easy to lay you back down, ease myself inside you, and fuck you senseless. But I can't just screw you on some random couch where anyone could walk in on us. And I can't screw you while the room is spinning and I'm slightly shitfaced. I don't even want to screw you. I want to make love to you. The slow, sweet, all night long kind of love.” He sighed and buried his face in his hands for a moment. “I can't believe I just said that out loud, but...” he paused and looked back up at me, “it's true.”
My mouth went dry—talk about brutal honesty. I didn't know what to say or how to react. Sitting statue still, I stared at him and found that all I really wanted was for him to wrap his arms around me again.
“Say something, Clara.”
I swallowed hard and then answered him. “Get back over here, please.”
He groaned. “I just told you why I can't.”
“I know and I'm not asking you to screw me. I've spent a lifetime not touching or holding you...and I really want to now. Besides, it's kind of cold over here without you.”
He moved back to me in a heartbeat. Our legs tangled together as we adjusted and got comfy. He ended up on his side and I nuzzled in close to his body, my head resting in the nook of his arm. I couldn’t believe we fit together so perfectly. He didn't kiss me on the lips anymore, but the way his mouth ran along my jaw and his fingers tenderly traced over my stomach just under my tank top, I could tell he still wanted to.
“Can I stay the night?” he whispered.
“I assumed you were going to.”
“Good.” He sat up briefly, yanked off his shirt, and then lay back down. He used his shirt to cover as much of my legs as he could. “Are you still cold?”
There’s a fat chance in hell any woman could be cold pressed up against Leo's naked chest. “I'll manage, thanks.” His arms squeezed me tighter and I buried my face into his warm, hard chest. He smelled like Leo, which made me think of Blue Creek and my childhood. It was a smell so familiar and yet, up until a few moments ago, so forbidden that I couldn't seem to stop myself from breathing him in.
“I might be a little drunk and imagining things, but are you sniffing me?”
“Nope.”
“It kind of feels like you are.”
“Nope.” I sniffed dramatically just to mess with him. “You know what's weird?” I said a few minutes later as we both were starting to drift off to sleep. I'd been trying my hardest to stay awake, but the late hour had finally caught up with me. “I can never tell when you're drunk and when you aren't.”
“That's because I'm usually faking it.”
Say what? “What's that supposed to mean?”
“It means that every time you see me with one of those Gibson Martinis—the kind with the onion that I'm always drinking—it's really just water. Douglas at the club is cool. He hooks me up.”
That had to be the most ridiculous thing I'd ever heard. And I'd heard him spew some pretty random craziness out of his mouth over the years. Leo, borderline alcoholic, was really a fake drunk? I still didn't understand. “Does that mean you were sober when I hit you with the golf cart?”
“Yes.”
“I carried your heavy ass up to your room and you were perfectly fine?”
“Yes.”
I don't know what came over me but I bit him. He'd only nipped at me before, but I flat-out bit him. My face was already pressed up against his chest and his skin was right there in front of me, asking for it. I didn't bite hard enough to draw blood or anything—the skin over his chest muscles was way too taut for that—but hard enough to get his attention. And boy, did it ever. That impulsive act started a tickle war. One that I lost. One that ended with Leo on top of me, pinning my wrists above my head and pressing little kisses all over my face.
“Say you're sorry, killer.”
“Never.”
“Fine.” I thought he was going to continue messing around, but instead he pressed his lips to mine in the most soft and tender way possible. His tongue met mine in a light dance that was all about touch and sensation. Between his sweet-as-hell kiss, the way he had my arms above my head, and the faint amount of moonlight outlining his shirtless body, I was practically convulsing underneath him—I’d never been so turned on in my life.
But once again, Leo cut things short. He shifted off my body, muttering a string of curse words under his breath. He moved back so that he lay beside me rather than on top of me.
“We should go to sleep before I break all the boundaries I'm trying to keep with you.”
“One more thing,” I whispered. “Tell me why you fake it. Please.”
He sighed, but proceeded to tell me without filter. “I used to get shitfaced like it was my job. In high school mostly. Then I stopped because drinking would always take me down a very dark rabbit hole. I did a lot of stuff I'm not proud of. Stuff that would make your skin crawl. Stuff that's hard to live with now. I hated myself and I guess I needed an alternative...” He paused for a moment, as if trying to think over his next words. “People still expect me to act a certain way, and I keep up the act because it's easier to pretend. Or maybe I just like messing with people. I don't know.”
I bit my lip. What the hell did all that mean? I knew Leo was far from perfect and I knew he had a darker side. But, seriously, what did that mean?
“Does Maggie know this?”
“She doesn't.”
“I won't tell...” I had no reason to tell Maggie anything. “But Leo...why did you just tell me? You didn't have to.”
“You asked.” One of his hands moved to cup my face. “You always ask all the hard questions. I don't know why, but I have to be honest with you. It's a very scary but liberating feeling. There's no pressure to be anyone but myself when I'm with you. And getting to spend so much time with you over the last couple days...well, I've never felt so free in my life. I’ll tell you anything you want to know, Clara. Just tell me we won't ever go back to where we were three days ago.”
I gulped down a strange lump that had formed in my throat. “We won't.”
“Good. We can talk more tomorrow. Let's go to sleep now, killer.”
So I did.
SOMETHING POKED MY SHOULDER. I woke up from a dead sleep to find Steph staring down at me. She looked adorable dressed in her work clothes, all prim and proper in black and white. And for some reason, she had this big, cheesy grin plastered on her face.
“Nice,” she mouthed.
It took me a second to process where I was and who I was with. Two strong legs and two extremely defined man-arms were tangled around my body, covering me better than a Snuggie. Leo. He'd stayed the night and hadn't moved an inch since we fell asleep together, unless you counted his slow and steady breaths. I didn't want to move. I'd never been so comfortable in my whole life, and I'd certainly never spent the night in anyone's arms before. Could I freeze this moment and live in it forever?
The night before...Leo had been so freaking sweet to me. I'd heard people call Leo Maddox many different names—none of them nice enough to repeat—but no one in their right mind would have ever accused him of being ‘sweet.’ Those annoying, pesky butterfly friends of mine started fluttering around in my stomach again. If Leo woke up acting anything less than the way he was with me last night, I didn’t know what I'd do.
“I told you,” Steph whispered, still hovering over us. “I told you he wouldn't be able to stay away from you long. I knew he was crazy about you. Now you owe me twenty bucks.”
I rolled my eyes. When I'd showed up at Steph's place last night, she'd tried to convince me that Leo and I were “made for each other” or some bullshit like that. I guess the little traitor was still sporting her Team Leo t-shirt.
“I need to finish getting ready. You should get up soon unless you want my roommates drooling all over Leo,” she whispered, giving me a quick wink. “And who knew he was so religious? It's hot.”
What? Before I could ask what the heck she was talking about, she turned and left me all by my lonesome.
“I'm not that religious.” Leo's voice came out rough and scratchy, totally taking me by surprise. His eyes were pinned shut, but he blinked them open to look at me. Oh man…totally not fair. His eyes had a smokiness to them and his still shirtless body wasn't for the faint of heart. Dammit! He was sexy as hell in the morning, while I'm pretty sure I looked like something the cat dragged in.
“Um, you look good,” I mumbled like a complete moron, and my cheeks instantly flamed. Did I really just say that? Um, you look good? Really? Someone shoot me now, please. I buried my face into the couch.
Leo cupped my face in his hands and forced me to look at him. He had the biggest, most out-of-character smile on his face. “Don't get shy on me.” He rocked his hips into mine, showing me how very not shy he was at that moment.
The muscles low in my belly clenched. I guess Leo didn't give a rat's ass about how bad I looked in the morning because—morning breath and all—he pressed his lips to mine and stole a kiss. And then another. Then another. He sucked my bottom lip into his mouth and nibbled on it like breakfast was served. His fingers moved to my waist, tracing along the edge of my panty line, tempting and teasing me.
“Why is there a naked man on my couch?” came a voice from across the room.
Can you say awkward? I pulled out of Leo's grip at hyper-speed and scrambled off the couch. Lydia—the roommate I’d given the Yankees hat to—had her eyes narrowed at me. Seriously? If Leo wasn't here right now, I would totally give her a piece of my mind. This might be her place, but it's not like I screwed him on her couch. Besides, the way her eyes kept darting over to Leo, I could tell the only person she was annoyed with was me.
“This is Leo,” I said. “I hope it's okay that he stayed over. We're gonna leave as soon as Steph is ready for work.”
Her lips pursed for a short moment. “Whatever.” She shrugged and went for the coffeemaker in the kitchen, mumbling, “You could at least put some pants on and stop showing off your boyfriend.”
I turned back to Leo, hoping he hadn't heard Lydia use the ‘b-word.’ I think he might have, because that crazy-big grin was back on his face. He stood up and yanked on his shirt in one quick motion. For a fraction of second, I got my first view of his chest in daylight. He was cut and lean, and his abs made me want to go buy a damn gym membership. Not to mention the other tattoos he had going on. I had noticed the angel wings before on his back, but I never would have guessed he had more. His chest boasted three or four, but he covered up before I could get a good look at any of them.
Truth be told, I'd never cared for tattoos. I didn't understand why a person would mark up their body permanently. I loved changing my hair and was basically obsessed with purple at the moment, but it's not like I wanted to keep my purple hair forever. However, in three seconds flat my whole viewpoint on the matter changed. Tattoos—specifically, tattoos on Leo—were hot as sin. And here's the deal...all my old perceptions of Leo went flying out the window too. The only thing left lingering was the need to know more about him. Why had I never bothered to notice him—the real him—before?
He walked toward me and very casually planted a kiss on my forehead. My ability to speak failed me, and like a totally dweeb I stood there staring up at him. I was still caught up in all the things running through my head—all the ways I had judged him in the past and all the ways I seemed to be wrong about those judgments. I felt guilty. And clueless. And upset at myself for being so close-minded.
“I'm sorry I never noticed you before,” I blurted out, my voice shaky. “I'm sorry I was mean to you over the years. Because I was. You were meaner, but...I could have been nicer. And I'm sorry I ran away from you on the subway. That was just rude. And in high school—even when we only saw each other over holidays and summers—I knew you were in a dark place. I knew something was wrong with you and that all your fucked-up-ness was really just some giant plea for help.” Tears formed in my eyes. “I'm sorry because I knew and I looked the other way and—”
He stopped my words with a kiss.
I kept trying to talk. “Leo—”
“Stop it.” He circled his arms around my shoulders and squeezed me tight against the solid wall of his chest. He buried his face between my neck and shoulder and took a deep breath. “None of it matters. I'm better and you're here now. None of it matters.” He held onto me like no one ever had before. I heard clinking noises from the kitchen so I knew Lydia was still present and maybe someone else now, but I didn't care.
“Where are your pants?” he whispered after a few moments. “As much as I like you without them, I need you dressed so we can get out of here. Where's Stephany?”
“I'm here,” Steph said. “Sorry I keep barging in on your moments, but I really need to leave for work now or I'm going to be late."
I broke out of Leo's grip, nodding briefly in Steph's direction before hurrying from the living room. My heart thumped like a rabbit as I dashed into Steph's room, yanked on yesterday's clothes, gathered up my purse and shoes, and rushed back to the living room. Leo handed me my cell phone, and then the three of us left the apartment.
“I guess this is goodbye again,” Steph muttered. She eyed Leo's black town car parked on the street and then turned to catch me in a quick hug. “No tears today,” she whispered into my ear so Leo couldn't hear. “He's a great guy and it's obvious he likes you. Don't think too hard about what that means. Just go with it and see where it leads you. Remember, life's no fun without the risks. And text me as soon as your plane lands.”
Too afraid I might burst into tears all over again, I only nodded my goodbye. Steph let go of me, surprised Leo with a giant hug, and then hurried off down the street toward the subway.
Left alone with Leo again. But while I was nervous about it yesterday, today I was okay—I even welcomed it. Leo took my hand in his and, without a single word, led me over to his town car, held the door for me, and followed me into the vehicle.
“JFK,” he told his driver. The poor guy probably had to sleep out here all night. Leo must have been exhausted too because he slumped way down and rested his head on the back of the leather seat. He motioned for me to come to him so I scooted over and snuggled in close to his chest. Then I turned his right arm over and traced my fingers over his little scar that he said reminded him of me.
“I'm flying home commercially.” Leo tensed as I said the words, and I knew instantly that Maggie hadn't delivered my message. It didn't shock me that she hadn't told him. She probably hated the idea of me and Leo together, but I wanted to change her mind about that. “I booked the ticket yesterday when I wasn’t so sure about us. You came over and everything's different, but I still want to go home on my own. Maggie already agreed to pick me up from Roanoke, and I need the two-hour car ride with my sister to try to smooth things over with her. Or at least attempt to. For this thing—whatever is happening between us—to even have a shot at working out, then I need to be on better terms with your best friend. You get what I'm saying?”
His body relaxed. “You'd do that for me?”
“Yes.”
“Okay then. Can I at least walk you to your gate when we get to JFK?”
“Okay then,” I joked, repeating the phrase he so frequently liked to use. Then I shifted in his arms to get a better look at him. “Um, how exactly are you going to get through security without a ticket?”
A sly grin spread over his lips. “I'm Leo Maddox. I'm pretty sure I can handle it.”
I laughed. “Whatever, you ass.”
He smiled wider.
We reached the airport and the driver dropped us off at the crib. Leo popped open the trunk and pulled out the bag that I had sent back to the hotel with his driver yesterday. I had completely forgotten about it. It had my bathroom supplies and extra clothes that I bought in Greenwich Village. I tried to take the bag from Leo, but he insisted on carrying it. We entered the airport and while I printed my ticket, Leo waited patiently, doing something on his phone. After I finished, he caught me staring not-so-subtly at him. He smiled, grabbed my hand, and we walked in silence, hand in hand, toward security.
Crazy. Was this how couples acted together? I'd never experienced any form of a relationship before, unless you counted whatever I had last week with Andrew. Which I didn't. And I guess I really liked the simplicity of this moment.
We reached security, and after I showed the TSA person my ticket and driver’s license, Leo handed over his license and then his phone. We made it through security and to my gate, where they had already begun boarding my flight.
“Did you just buy a ticket so you could walk me to my gate?” I didn't need to ask. I knew he had. “You shouldn't have done that. I would have been perfectly fine alone.”
“I know, but I wanted to walk you.”
“You're ridiculous. Kind of sweet, but still ridiculous.”
His face became very serious. “I'd buy a thousand tickets for the chance to spend a few extra minutes with you. To be honest, I'm a little worried that at any moment I'm going to wake up and this will have all been a dream—you’ll hate me again, and I'll still be stuck trying to figure out how to change that. So, yeah, of course I'm going to try to prolong the moment.”
A rush of warmth flooded my chest. I didn't know what to say so I stood up on my tiptoes, grabbed his neck, and pulled his lips to mine. His mouth was partially open and I caught him by surprise. He sucked in a sharp breath and instantly gave into my kiss, which was passionate, tender, and mixed with lots of emotions. It also held a promise—as least on my end—that this wasn't a last kiss, but a first of sorts. We were together now and going back to Blue Creek wouldn't change that.
Final boarding call for USA Air Flight 833 to Roanoke. Final boarding call.
Damn, I had to go. I quickly pulled out of Leo's grip—I was a ripping-off-the-Band-Aid kind of girl—and rushed for my gate. But I still couldn't bring myself to get on that plane. I turned back around and raced back to him. Being dramatic and totally not caring, I leaped up into his arms. My legs locked around his waist and I kissed him like this was Armageddon and I was Bruce Willis, leaving to save the planet from a giant meteor.
“Fuck, Clara,” he growled into my mouth. His hands tangled into my hair and he met my kiss with equal intensity. “You're making me want to strip you naked and have my way with you right here on the airport floor.” He set me down, my feet hitting solid ground. “Now get your sexy ass on that plane. Please.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just so you know...if you're dreaming, then I'm dreaming too. And I'm gonna make sure you never wake up,” I promised. Then I hurried for my gate and boarded the plane.



CHAPTER 15
MAGGIE
A pink haze lit up the sky, the cool grass held a dewy shine, and the birds seemed to sing just for me. I walked out my front door feeling more alive today than I had in a long time and found myself actually looking forward to the two-hour drive that loomed ahead of me. I hated to admit it but Clara was right when she said I would love driving through the mountains, watching the sunrise.
Heading for our garage, I found my Porsche missing from its usual parking spot. Where was my beautiful Baby? I had a mini-stroke until I remembered leaving my car with the valet yesterday.
By the time I walked the mile and a half to the clubhouse, I was running late and had sweated off my makeup but was still in a halfway decent mood. I hopped in my car and set out on my trip. Something about the open road had a magical way of clearing my head—it was better than therapy. Some of my best thinking happened behind the wheel.
And I certainly had a lot to think about. Yesterday, Leo had been talking nonsense about love and hate. But there was no hate whatsoever in my relationship with Leo. We simply had friendship, trust, loyalty, and tons of history. Clara didn't have any of that with him, and she would never be able to take care of him like I could. What Leo really needed was someone to calm him, someone who could deal with his different moods and whatever darkness festered inside of him, and someone to always be there for him—someone like me. Whatever he had with Clara would probably self-destruct soon enough anyway.
Then there was Robby to think about, but I avoided thoughts of him completely—or at least I tried to—because he was about eighteen times more confusing than Leo so I found it was safer to focus on Leo.
I reached the airport, ready to face Clara and take charge of my life. I'd checked the flight arrival times and knew Clara's plane was due to land on time. I'd factored in the time it would take the plane to taxi and the time a normal person might need to walk through the airport. All things considered, I expected Clara to be waiting outside on the sidewalk for me as I arrived. But naturally, even with the late start I had getting on the road this morning, Clara wasn't waiting for me. It took an additional ten minutes and three circles around the airport before I spotted her wild purple hair.
Oh. My. God. The monster sitting on top of her head was hideous. Did she murder a Care Bear and make it into a hat? And her outfit was worse. She wore skinny jeans, a pumpkin-orange t-shirt that clashed horribly with her hair, and dollar-store sunglasses. Her only saving grace was the studded vintage leather jacket she wore over her orange shirt—something I would never actually wear, but that I secretly wished I could pull off. Still, between her hair and the rest of her clothes, who would purposely choose to look like that? If I wanted, stealing back Leo would be way easier than I thought.
I parked at the curb next to where she stood. In her hands, she carried two tall coffees and an over-stuffed shopping bag. I jumped out of my car, afraid she was about to spill coffee everywhere.
“I got you one,” she offered, trying to hand me a coffee.
I didn't take it. “That was nice of you, but I don't drink coffee and you can't bring yours in my car. I don't like food or drinks inside Baby—it makes me nervous. Can you please drink it or throw it away before we go?”
“Really? You named your car Baby?”
“Yes.”
She stared at me for a moment. Then she turned and headed toward the nearest trashcan, tossing both coffees. Awkward as ever, we both climbed into my car and started for home.
“How was the drive?” she asked, taking me completely by surprise since usually Clara just ignored me.
“Fine. How was the flight?”
“Kind of awful. I feel nauseated and loopy.”
“Are you going to get sick? Should I pull over?”
“Nope, I'm peaches. Totally peaches.”
She just used my freaking word. I bit my tongue—hard—and refocused on driving. I didn't even know how to respond to that. Why were we even talking at all? Then Clara laughed, which surprised me so much that I jumped a little in my seat.
“I'm just screwing with you. I didn't sleep much last night. Only maybe an hour. Then I accidentally fell asleep for twenty minutes on the plane. Don't you hate that feeling? I tried to stay awake because I knew it would be torture to fall asleep for such a short amount of time and then have to wake up all over again. Anyway...so, yeah. That's why I feel weird. I'm exhausted, not hungover. And I'm dreading Dad's inevitable ass-reaming. I can just picture him now. Sitting on the couch, biting his fingernails, waiting for me to the walk through that door so he can tell me all the ways I screwed up this weekend. Classic Dad. And—”
“What happened yesterday with you and Leo?” I interrupted. I couldn't listen to her ramble another minute and the question just sorted of jumped out of my mouth. “You seemed upset when you called.”
“Don't you and Leo tell each other everything? I’m surprised you even need to ask.”
“We do, but I want to hear your side of the story. We're sisters. We should be able to talk about stuff like this. Is that so unreasonable?”
I glanced over at Clara and she met my eyes with an easy stare. “Leo spent the night with me,” she said casually. “Is that what you're asking about?”
“What?” I gasped. She should have slapped me—it would have hurt less. “First Andrew...and now Leo? If you're trying to seek some kind of crazy revenge on me by getting to the guys in my life, then...you win! Okay? YOU WIN!”
She huffed. “Maybe Andrew deserves the broken heart I tried to give him for cheating on you. And maybe Leo deserves the same for being such an asshole to me his whole life, but—”
“Andrew never cheated while we were together!” I yelled. What a cold, heartless b—
“And my farts smell like Fruit Loops. I'm sorry I have to be the one to break this to you, but Andrew is a pig. A cheating, lying pig. You're lucky he's out of your life. And he kisses like a Doberman. Gross.”
I missed my exit. I'd been so stupefied that I missed my exit. I was now headed down Highway 81 in the wrong direction. “How do you know this? Did you sleep with Andrew too?”
She made a gagging noise. “Ew, no. Leah told me. She's been screwing him on and off for over a year and suspects there have been others. I'm sorry. In my weird way, I was trying to protect you and get even with him. My plan backfired in my face and I'm sorry for that too.”
I didn't respond. I clenched my jaw and sped for the next exit.
“And you didn’t let me finish…I would never do that to Leo. I like Leo. Like really like him. And when I said Leo spent the night, I didn't mean I screwed him. Damn, do you think so little of me? I'm a virgin, Maggie.”
My breath came out in short, sharp gasps. I couldn't focus on Clara or her claim of virginity. All I could think of was Leah and Andrew together...for over a year! “How...what...” My throat went hoarse. “Why would Leah tell you this?”
“For some strange reason, she tells me everything. I think it's because I'm the only girl who's halfway nice to her. Whatever. That doesn't matter. I thought if I dated him and broke his heart, I could give him a taste of his own medicine. I also thought if he dated me—and you saw us together—you'd be too repulsed to ever go back to him. I only wanted to hurt Andrew, never you. Leo got in the way of that plan. I can't date Andrew while I have all these feelings for Leo going on inside me. I'm so sorry. Really, I am.”
I didn't know who or what to believe. All I could focus on was the pain in my heart. Clara didn't say another word for the rest of the drive home. She just sat beside me, alternating between staring out her window and staring at me. After the longest two hours of my life, we finally pulled into the driveway.
“Thanks for telling me,” I whispered. “Someone should have sooner, but thanks.”
She got out of the car and went inside, and I did the only thing I knew to do—I called Leo. He picked up after the first ring.
“Hey, Mags. You won't believe who—”
“Did you know about Andrew?” I blurted out, cutting him off. “Did you know about him cheating on me?”
“What?” he asked, sounding genuinely shocked. “Cheating when?”
Of course Leo didn't know. I shouldn't have second-guessed his loyalty. I waited for the tears to come but they never did. My tears ducts must have been broken because I felt so incredibly miserable yet I couldn't cry. “I don't know. Something like the entire last year we were together.”
“I'm at my house. Come over. Now, Mags.”
“Okay. I'll be right there.” I dropped the phone onto my lap, restarted my car, and raced the short distance over to Leo's mansion. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't think. I only knew I needed to be with the one person in the world who could ground me and make me feel safe.
Leo stood and waited for me at the bottom of his front porch steps. My foot slammed on the brake when I saw him. He was dressed in golf clothes—a white polo shirt and khaki shorts, his standard for summertime. I’d always known he was attractive. Always. With jet-black hair, his intense eyes, and those rare but insanely beautiful smiles of his, I don’t know why those things never really registered in my mind before this weekend. Was it really love I felt for him or was it...Robby? Oh no, not good. I'd been so focused on Leo that I hadn't noticed the person standing beside him.
I got out of my car tentatively, my insides like Silly Putty. Why on earth was Robby here? Leo moved without hesitation across the pavement and caught me in a giant hug. His arms engulfed my shoulders and he squeezed me hard. As he held me, I glanced across the driveway to Robby. His hands were in his pockets and he kicked at nothing on the ground, but he gave me a small smile when he noticed me watching him.
“I didn't know about Andrew,” Leo whispered into my shoulder. “I'm so sorry. Who told you this?”
“Clara,” I whispered back. I felt Leo tense, but surely he must have already come to that conclusion. He usually thought two steps ahead of the rest of the world and had a special way of figuring out things that other people missed.
“Why would Clara date Andrew if she knew that?” he growled, sounding hurt and angry all at once. He pulled out of our embrace and immediately started pacing beside me in the driveway. “Fuck this. Fuck me. I still can't make sense of her and Andrew together.” He ran his hands through his thick hair, making it stand on end. “One moment it feels like she’s all in with me and then the next, everything comes back to fucking Andrew.”
This was it. This was my golden opportunity to throw Clara under the bus. But I couldn't watch Leo in so much agony—not when I knew the truth that could instantly take away that suffering. “Clara hates Andrew, just like you thought. She thinks he's a lying pig who kisses like a Dachshund. Or was it a Doberman? She also said something about wanting to protect me while giving Andrew a taste of his own medicine, but she couldn't date him while she had feelings for you. She wasn't mean to me today. She may have told me a bunch of stuff I didn't want to hear, but overall she was a lot nicer than she's been in years. I'm pretty sure you have everything to do with that. So stop pacing like a trapped animal—it’s making me dizzy. And don't pull at your hair like that or you’re going to go prematurely bald.”
Leo stopped moving and let his hands fall to his sides. He let out a giant breath and then started moving up the steps to his house.
“Where are you going?”
“The library. I was working on a project before Dan here interrupted me. So get rid of loverboy and then come find me,” Leo said before disappearing inside his house.
My eyes fell on Robby. We stared at each other in silence for a moment or two before he spoke first, “That was the most selfless thing I've ever seen anyone do. I'm in awe of you, Maggie. Complete awe.”
That was my undoing. For some strange reason, the tears that wouldn't come minutes ago decided to make an appearance. And they weren't the cute 'single-tear-glistening-down-your-cheek' type. No. They were the 'horrible-uncontrollable-I-hope-snot-isn’t-coming-out-of-my-nose' type. Robby had me in his arms in an instant. I bawled and blubbered into his shirt while he held me, never asking me to explain where all my tears were coming from. He just held me. When I finally calmed down, he used his thumbs to brush away at my tear-stained cheeks. I dared a peek up at him and suddenly I was fifteen all over again—lost in his touch and kindness and the depth of his eyes.
Crap.
Maybe I loved Leo. Maybe I didn't. But I knew one thing for sure—I still had it bad for Robby. “You should go now,” I told him. “Everything is so confusing right now and I just need you to go.”
He nodded. “I'm only a phone call away if you need me.”
I nodded back and he left me, walking across Leo's long driveway in the direction of his truck...his truck that I had once again failed to notice sitting nearby. Darn it—if that thing were a snake, it would have bit me. I didn't watch him leave, but instead raced up Leo's steps and into his giant home.
His library was gorgeous and sophisticated, much like every other room in Leo's house. Walls of hundreds and hundreds of books stretched to the ceiling. Heavy curtains blocked out all daylight and the only source of light came from a few 1970's-style lamps with glass shades. Leo stood in the back corner with a book in his hand. He flipped open the front cover briefly before dropping it into a large pile of books at his feet. I cleared my throat to get his attention and he looked up at me.
“I'm okay,” I told him before he could ask. “I don't want to talk about it. And no, I don't want you to break Robby's jaw or any other part of his body for me. I can handle him myself, okay?”
“Okay.”
“And same goes for Andrew.”
He frowned. “I can't make any promises with Andrew. He's at the top of my shit-list and not just because of you. Anyway, want to go watch some old 80's movies, eat ice cream, and pretend our problems don't exist?”
“Yes.” That sounded perfect on multiple levels. I tried not focus on my complicated feelings as I followed Leo out of the library and toward his movie room. I wanted a piece of sanity and a moment to breathe. Being with Leo, doing our normal routine, provided that for me.



CHAPTER 16
CLARA
“Dad,” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Dad, where are you? I guess you're not home. I guess that means I'm not in trouble. I guess you don't care that I called out of work, skipped town, and have pastel-colored hair.”
Sweet—Dad wasn't home. This was a very good sign. And then I saw the note. On the counter, in his handwriting, sat the promise of my inevitable 'ass-reaming.’
Clara,
We're having a family dinner tonight. Six sharp. Also, I scheduled you to work today at 11:00. Check in with Mary Ann at the Pro Shop. You'll be giving golf lessons. Dress appropriately please and don't make a scene with Mary Ann.
Love,
Your (very angry but trying to keep his cool) Dad
Golf lessons? Seriously? He must be angry because he knew how I despised golf—or at least I'd led everyone to believe that I despised golf. I glanced at the clock on the stove. 10:55. Well, shit. I guess I was going to be late then.
I showered, braided my wet hair, brushed my teeth, and skipping my makeup, I threw on some yoga pants and a neon yellow tank top, rather than preppy, boring golf clothes. Then I headed for the garage in search of my old golf clubs and a pair of golf shoes. I found everything I needed and started the mile-and-a-half trek toward the Pro Shop.
Mary Ann—the manager of the shop—already had a stick up her butt when I let myself into her back office. “You're an hour late,” she barked at me from her spot behind her desk. “I have half a mind to call up your Daddy and tell him. You're lucky your first appointment called and canceled or I would.”
I bit my tongue and kept my mouth closed—for once.
She huffed and pointed at a clipboard with a sign-up sheet on her desk. “I guess it's nice of you to offer free lessons. Quite a few people signed up.”
A brief glance at the list and I found that my day had been divided out into hour-long time slots. And not just today, but for the next two weeks! So this was my punishment…forced to teach others golf—for free, apparently—when, for all the world knew, I hated golf.
“Sinclair Longerburger is your next appointment. Be nice to him.” Mary Ann snatched up the clipboard before I could study it too closely and then swiveled around in her chair, effectively dismissing me. For the love of Pete! What had I ever done to her? She'd never been the kindest to me, but this was way worse than usual.
I didn't argue. Instead, I left her office and went searching for Old Man Sinclair. Fortunately, I happened to like the kooky old man who loved golf more than anything. He was Leah Longerburger's grandfather and had been a member here for many years. Most importantly, he wasn't an asshole like most of the other club members.
I found him outside massaging his knee, his wispy white hair standing on end. “Hello, Mr. Sinclair.”
“Oh my, pumpkin pie, your hair is purple.”
I laughed. “It is.”
“It's very pretty.”
That was the exact reaction I would have expected from him. “Thanks. Is there anything in particular you'd like to work on today? Your short game?” I knew he had vision problems and shot pretty blindly for the hole. It's a wonder he still played such a good game.
“Honey, I'm turning eighty-three this weekend and I'm only getting worse and worse at this game. Lessons won't do me much good, but what I'd really like is some company. Would you mind putting up with an old man?”
“I would be more than happy to do that.”
Playing with Sinclair was pretty wonderful. He was easygoing and constantly made me laugh. Typically, I played alone. Every other Sunday during the school year, I drove an hour away—so I wouldn't risking the possibility of running into Maggie—and I'd play alone at a podunk backwoods golf course in the middle of nowhere. I went to all that trouble because I didn't want the world to know I still loved golf. But Sinclair noticed immediately that I was still in practice.
“You're making me look bad, sweetie,” he said as I sunk my second birdie in a row. “But I'm glad you're finally back to playing. I hope I can watch you on TV someday like I always watch your Daddy.”
See, now that was why I didn't let people know I still played. “I'm not back, Mr. Sinclair. I'm just having fun with you today.”
He winked at me. “I understand, sugar. Anyway, our hour is up so we should head back. I think Mrs. Ritter signed up that rascal son of hers for a lesson after mine.”
For the rest of the day, none of my other appointments were as fun as my first, but my day wasn't as miserable as I might have anticipated. Actually, people were surprisingly nice. They took me seriously, soaking up every moment of my lessons as if Reed Ryder himself were their instructor. I even began to not dread the fact that I would have to do it all over again every day for the next two weeks. Still, when I walked into my house at six o’clock later that day, I was utterly exhausted, slightly sunburned, and thoroughly famished since I’d skipped breakfast and lunch.
“Hey guys, I'm home.”
No answer. I walked into the kitchen and dumped my purse onto the counter. I looked out the sliding glass doors and noticed Dad hovering over the grill, while Maggie set the patio table for dinner out on the back deck.
Out of nowhere, two strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled my body against a very solid chest. I knew instantly that those were Leo's arms around me. His smell and his touch were becoming too familiar not to know. When did he get back to Blue Creek? It didn't really matter. I was just happy he was here. I leaned back, snuggling to get closer to him. Obviously not caring that I was sweaty from head to toe, he planted a trail of kisses along my shoulder and across my neck. I couldn't help it when a little moan escaped my lips.
“Hi, killer. You're like fucking nirvana for sore eyes.” His hands slipped up and down my waist. “I didn't know I could miss you so much after only a few hours, and I love that I can touch you like this.” His touch grew bolder and he moved his hands over my chest, gently squeezing and caressing above my shirt. “Tell me I'm a pervert and I have to stop. Tell me and I will.”
I didn't want him to stop—his touch was doing all kinds of funny things to me. I pressed into him more and felt the substantial hardness of his erection against my ass, letting me know just how happy he was to see me again. “Hmm,” I murmured, my voice throaty.
“Dammit. Tell me now, Clara.”
Pinning my lips tightly together, I told him nothing. Instead, I tilted my head to the side so that he had better access to my neck. I learned last night that I loved being kissed there and Leo sure knew how to do it right.
“Okay then. I gave you fair warning. Remember that.”
His hands continued their exploration. My breathing turned heavy, which only seemed to motivate him further. When one of his hands moved inside my shirt, the warmth of his fingers grazing my nipple caused me to shiver all over. His expert touch tweaked, pinched, and traced in a feather-light way. Oh my! No one had ever touched me like this before. My body trembled and I steadied myself by placing both of my hands on the counter. My eyes remain glued on Dad and Maggie outside. They were talking and laughing, but all they had to do was glance in this direction and they'd see Leo all over me.
Leo must have realized this because he moved us a couple of feet to the left so we would be out of view. His other hand joined in the action and he pulled my tank top down, completely exposing my breasts to the kitchen. I was panting so hard I couldn't think straight, and my nipples were as hard as diamonds under his touch. He'd clearly done this before.
“You have the most perfect tits. I've been fantasizing about touching them since we were twelve years old.” He turned me around to face him and then took a step back so that he could get a better view of my naked chest. I couldn't breathe and my heart banged around like a ping pong ball, but I wasn't embarrassed because Leo's blue eyes took me in like I was the most perfect thing he'd ever seen.
“You're beautiful,” he whispered, kissing my cheek. Then he pulled my tank top back up so that it once again covered my chest. “Too beautiful.” His eyes weren't on me anymore and his cheeks were totally flushed. I couldn’t believe I'd made Leo blush. And I hadn't even said a single coherent word to him since I’d walked in the door. He moved over to the other side of the counter, breathing heavy, gripping the edges of the counter, and trying to regain some composure. I had him all kinds of worked up. Hot damn, he was sexy! His eyes were dark and stormy, with a depth that stole my breath away. All I wanted was to get lost in them and never be found.
“Leo. You're—”
I was about to tell him how incredible he was and maybe even how badly I wanted to jump his bones right that moment, but Dad and Maggie walked into the kitchen. Two seconds earlier and they would have found me with my shirt down. Somehow I found that hilarious and I couldn't wipe the dumbass smile off my face. Thank the Lord for Leo's sixth sense and for stopping things when he did, because I probably wouldn't have stopped even if the Pope himself walked into my kitchen.
“There you are,” Dad said to me. “Honey, I'm sure you're tired. Dinner’s almost ready, but why don't you go shower first? Oh, and there is aloe under my sink. You're a little sunburned.”
“Okay.” I nodded, unable to look back in Leo's direction. If I did, I'd probably give it away to the world that we were together. We were together, right? I guess we didn't have an official title or anything—yet—but in my mind he was mine. But was I ready for Dad and Maggie to know? Actually, at this point, I pretty much wanted to shout it from the roof.
“Why are you smiling like that?” Maggie asked, ripping me from my thoughts.
“I'm having a good day,” I said truthfully, then turned and raced upstairs. A very cold shower was in order.



CHAPTER 17
MAGGIE
I'd been having a good day myself. While eating my weight in ice cream, I watched three of my favorite movies under a shared blanket with a very handsome man. What more could a girl want? During my time with Leo, we barely touched—only accidentally brushing feet on three separate occasions while under said blanket—but we laughed and carried on like we were kids again. I felt whole and right when I was with him, but I wasn't sure if that was more about comfort or love. Because there was no denying that I'd shared a pretty big moment with Robby earlier. Maybe I was vulnerable though and Robby had been in the right place at the right time. Or maybe a little piece of me never stopped loving Robby. I just didn't know.
What I needed was a chance to kiss Leo. I'd been thinking about it all day because I needed to know where my heart was at. A kiss would tell me…right?
“Kids, grab some drinks and meet me out back.” Dad juggled a ceramic platter in one hand and his special butter-lemon sauce in his other hand. I helped him open the sliding glass door that led to the back deck, but I lingered in the kitchen with Leo. We were alone, and although I'd been alone with him all day, suddenly my heart went wild. I was going to kiss him. Right now.
Oh
Lordy!
“Want a water?” Leo opened the fridge, oblivious to the change in me.
“Sure.” Moving across the kitchen, I took the water he handed me. We were close enough that I could smell the light scent of his cologne, and I inched closer so that I could kiss him. He was tall—not as tall as Robby, but tall enough that I couldn't easily catch his lips against mine. I'd have to jump or grab him or...
Leo held two water bottles in one hand and began to step away from the fridge. I'd been too busy over-analyzing and now the opportunity to make my move had passed. I followed him outside, wondering what the heck I was even thinking.
Dad took his lobster tails off the grill and plated them. He sat down in his usual spot at the head of the table, and I sat beside him where I always did. Leo had a usual spot too—right beside me. If Clara wasn't at dinner, he'd sit in her spot, but since she was here tonight, I expected Leo to sit next to me. I expected wrong. Leo sat on the opposite side of the table—in the spot no one ever sat in—right next to Clara's usual spot.
What the heck? Leo’s seat selection sent a resounding message. Not just to me but to Dad too. Leo and Clara were together. How foolish was I?
Clara, who might have just set a world record for the fastest shower ever, came rushing outside with her hair hanging wet around her shoulders, wearing her typical yoga gear. She took the seat beside Leo like it wasn't weird that he'd chosen to sit beside her instead of me and started loading food onto her plate. “I'm so hungry I could eat this table. I didn't have breakfast or lunch. And Mary Ann is such a ‘you-know-what’ that she wouldn't even let me borrow a dollar to hit up the vending machine. I guess I should start carrying cash around like you always say, Dad.”
“You should have called me,” Leo told her softly. “I would have brought you something.”
“I didn't know you were back in Blue Creek until...” Clara paused, an uncharacteristic blush covering her face. “Until a few minutes ago.”
“Okay then.” Leo grabbed Clara's hand in his, locking their fingers, and then reached across the table for mine. I hesitantly gave it to him. Then Leo glanced in Dad's direction, staring at him impatiently. “Say the prayer, Reed. Please. So she can eat.”
Dad’s mouth was hanging open, and it appeared he’d been rendered speechless. After a few moments of sitting frozen in place, he swallowed hard and then completed the circle before saying the blessing.
We all ate in silence for a few minutes after that—except Dad, who wasn't eating a bite.
“So,” Clara started, “Old Man Sinclair turns eighty-three this weekend. You should throw a party for him, Dad. I mean, he's been a member forever and you're always looking for excuses to throw parties. What do you think?”
Dad nodded slowly and then seemed to recover slightly. “That sounds wonderful. I have my tournament in Miami this weekend, but I can set everything up with Darlene, the event planner. Those things practically run themselves anyway. What a great idea, honey. Would you like to host it?”
“Um, okay. I guess I could do that.”
“You don't have to do anything other than show up,” Dad said. “That's all I do when I host.”
Oh. My God! Did we just enter into an alternative universe? The twilight zone? Peewee’s freaking playhouse? Well, whatever place this was, I couldn't sit and quietly watch one minute longer. “I had to work for you Saturday morning, Clara. You called out and the restaurant was short-staffed and I worked for you. You're welcome. It would have been nice to run away to New York with Leo for the weekend, but some of us are mature enough to handle our responsibilities.” Leo glared fiercely from across the table as I ranted, telling me with his eyes to shut up, but that didn't unnerve me. Somebody needed to put Clara in her place, and if Dad wasn't going to do it, then I would. “And you could have killed Leo! Not to mention, the extra work you created for the landscaping staff, thanks to your joyriding. Do you even think?”
“Maggie,” Dad said, stopping me. “We could sit here and go over every little thing Clara did wrong this weekend or we could have a nice family dinner. It's not often that we all get to sit down together like this.”
So, I had entered another universe. I tried to relax and eat my dinner, but I couldn't manage it. The worst part was Leo. He kept stealing glances at Clara and finding little sweet ways to touch her. Then Clara would catch Leo staring at her and this Cheshire cat smile—one that went along with her purple hair—would light up her face.
I realized then that it wasn’t Clara’s immaturity from this past weekend that was bugging me; it was how different Leo was behaving around her. Sure he was just eating and barely speaking, but he was relaxed. Actually, he’d been relaxed pretty much all day. And the Leo I knew didn’t ever relax—unless he was high or drunk, which he obviously wasn’t right now. Could it be possible that Leo and Clara were good together?
I immediately stood to my feet. “I'm sorry, guys, I'm feeling sick,” I announced. “I ate way too much ice cream earlier with Leo. This dinner looks delicious, Dad, but I really need to go lie down.” With those parting words, I left the back deck and hurried inside.
I needed to catch my breath and time to process that I might have been wrong about everything. I’d just made it under the covers of my bed when Leo suddenly appeared in my room.
“Hey,” he said, hovering close to the edge of my bed.
“Hey,” I replied, confused but happy that he’d followed me.
“Your dad wants you back downstairs. He has something he needs to tell us all.”
I frowned. I’d thought for a moment he’d chased after me because he was concerned for me—I guess I thought wrong. Or not, because the next words out of his mouth sounded very concerned.
“Are you okay, Maggie?” Leo asked. “You’ve been a little off all day. Are you sure you’re okay with Clara and I being together? I know it’s happening fast, but it’s going to be permanent…so I need you to be okay with this.”
Permanent? I decided I should just be honest with him. “I just need time, Leo. I’ve always had you all to myself and now suddenly…I don’t.”
The muscles in his jaw tightened and he slowly nodded. “Just so you know, no matter what, nothing could ever change our friendship. You’re the only thing in my jacked-up life that has ever been a fucking constant. Nothing will ever change that.” He rubbed his hands through his hair. “So would you please come back downstairs? You and Clara have your issues—I get that—but I’d really like you to come finish dinner with us.”
I gulped. “I thought Dad needed me downstairs.”
“He does. But I’d like you down there too.”
What other choice did I have? If Leo needed me downstairs, then that’s exactly where I needed to be.



CHAPTER 18
CLARA
Dinner with Dad was going well. Pretty damn well, actually. And Leo sitting beside me... He might as well have used a giant megaphone to announce that we were together—together together—and I was loving every minute of it. He’d also had his hand resting on my thigh under the table, rubbing back and forth, sending little shivers all over my body. I had been loving that too.
And then the look on Maggie's face when Dad basically told her to shut up—priceless. I didn't feel bad that Maggie had to work for me on Saturday because there were other servers Anita could have called instead. Anita liked Maggie and probably called her first because she wanted the company. I did, however, feel bad about the landscaping staff having more work to do because of me. I must have left tire tracks out on the golf course when I went joyriding. Maybe I could make them some muffins or bring them lunch one day this week—something to make up for it.
That left Leo and his bruised ass. Maybe I could make it up to him somehow too, and I didn't mean with muffins. The thought of Leo's glorious naked butt popped into my head, causing a scalding flash of heat to spread across my skin. Reaching for the water bottle beside my plate, I took a giant gulp. The naughty thoughts would have to be saved for later...when Dad wasn't present.
If only he’d gotten up instead of sending Leo to go get Maggie. I had no idea what he wanted us all to hear—and neither did Leo, based on the curious look on his face—but something was definitely off with my Dad and we were about to find out what it was.
Now my stomach was home to a giant school of flesh-hungry piranhas, eating me from the inside out. Whatever Dad had to say was obviously important, and I nervously fidgeted in my seat as I waited for Leo and Maggie to return to the table.
“Before Maggie and Leo come back, I want to talk about what happened this weekend,” he said, letting out a giant huff. I waited for him to start yelling, but his voice remained surprisingly even. “Everything Maggie said was right. But the reality is that I have bigger things to worry about than hounding you and expecting changes I won't see. Not only that, you're twenty-one and this is likely your last summer at home. The last thing I want is to spend it fighting. So I'm willing to forgive and forget if you do two things for me in return. One...the lessons. Mary Ann called earlier and said that overall, things went great for you today. Do you think you can keep it up for the next two weeks?”
I nodded, shocked at how easy I was getting off the hook and surprised that Mary Ann had anything nice to say about me.
“Okay, good. Two…the hair. It has to go. You can dye it red, brown, or back to blonde—any normal color. But the purple can't stay.”
I couldn’t stop the frown on my face or the feeling of disappointment in my heart. I loved my purple hair. Of everything I did wrong this past weekend, the hair was the one thing he focused on? Ugh! Really?
“I don't hate it,” Dad continued. “It actually kind of suits you, but...it has to go. We have an image to uphold at the country club, and you're just as much a part of that image as I am. I need you to change it—immediately. I mean it, Clara.”
This was why I wanted to move to Arizona. I didn't want to be part of any image that needed upholding, but I didn't have the energy to argue with him either. Not when there was some news that he needed everyone here for still hanging over my head.
“Okay,” I said, admitting defeat, “I'll dye it back.”
“Thank you.” Dad stood up, rearranging some of the dishes on the table. I noticed now that he hadn't even touched his food.
Leo and Maggie came back outside and Dad immediately stopped what he was doing to sit back down. “Have a seat,” he said to them, “We have something to discuss.”
Maggie sat down at once, saying nothing. It took Leo a few seconds longer to sit down, but then he did—again by me. Adrenaline started rushing through my veins, making me feel shaky. Was this conversation going to be about Leo and me? Maybe I'd let the hair thing go without a fight, but if he told me I couldn't date Leo, then the gloves were about to go on…or was it off? Whichever.
“It's about Dean,” Dad stated.
Dean? Never heard of him. I might have been relieved that Dad's big declaration was directed toward this Dean person and not my love life, but the noticeable tension on Leo's face wouldn’t allow me to relax. He swore a string of curse words hardly appropriate for the dinner table before saying, “His lurking ass is really starting to piss me off. Did Maggie tell you how he showed up on my doorstep this morning like a complete stalker? Reed, you need to tell him to get out of our lives. He's starting to screw with Maggie's head. Hell, he's starting to screw with my head.”
“He's not screwing with my head,” Maggie defended. “I'm just fine.”
Leo let out a huff. “By fine, you mean he's wormed his way back into your life without explanation of where he's been for the last six years? Maybe you've forgotten the way things went down, Mags, but I haven't. That bastard made you promises on top of promises and he never kept one of them. Now he's suddenly back and you're fine. Well, I'm not fucking fine.”
Holy mother of all things holy. Leo was seriously pissed and I was seriously confused.
“This is my life and you need to let me handle it, Leo,” Maggie said. “I get that you're trying to protect me, but I really can handle this. I'm fine with him coming back to Blue Creek. He's been nice to me.”
Dad nodded in agreement. “She's right. Dean's a good man. He hasn't had an easy life, but I trust that he's just trying to do right by what he knows. Anyway, it's not Dean I wanted to discuss. This is about his daughter, Valerie.”
“Who the hell is Dean?” I snapped.
“Robby,” they all answered in unison.
Leo leaned back in his seat and tilted closer to me. “Dean is Robby. He changed his name, tricked Maggie into bringing him as her date to the gala the other night when she didn't recognize him, and now he's being secretive as hell.”
Maggie again jumped to Dean's defense. “He didn't trick me!”
“Robby has a daughter?” I asked, not really caring about the rest of the drama. “How old?”
“Five,” Dad answered.
“Oh.” My breath left my lungs as the dots connected. Now I understood what the big deal was. My body started to tremble in excitement. “This is incredible. Crazy—but incredible.”
A hint of a smile appeared on Dad's face. “I think so too.”
“What's incredible?” Maggie asked, confused. My twin was never any good at connecting dots. “Daddy?”
“Oh, that’s just great,” Leo said, stiffening beside me. “Reed thinks Robby's daughter might be his.”
A SISTER. HOLY GUACAMOLE. This was un-freaking-believable and I could barely contain my excitement. I’d always wished I could have more siblings—one that I actually got along with would be nice—and now that wish was coming true.
Maybe.
“It's mere speculation,” Dad said. “The only thing I am basing this on is the girl's age.”
Maggie's face held little emotion as she spoke. “She looks so much like Robby. She has his dark hair and his eyes. Even his height. But I guess it could be possible...it would mean...” She swallowed hard. “It might mean that Robby never broke any of his promises to me. And having her as a sister would be kind of wonderful. She's really sweet. What are you going to do about it, Dad?”
“Nothing.” Dad shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do right now.”
Leo choked on a big gulp of air. “The hell you can’t! You can call your lawyer. You can demand a paternity test. If it turns out she is your kid, Reed, then you can fight for custody. Nothing, my ass.”
“No,” Dad urged, “I can't do any of that. If Monica had custody of the girl, then I would do everything in my power to fight for her. But—and this is what I was trying to say before—Dean is a good man. His name change was about his father, nothing else. Now it's his story to tell so I won't go into the details, but it’s clear he's had a lot on his plate over the last six years and good reasons for not getting here sooner. Now he's back in Blue Creek and I get the impression that he's back because he wants to make things right. We have to have faith in him and wait this out.”
Dad wanted to let Robby reveal everything in his own time, but for once, I agreed with Leo. It was because of Dad’s good
faith that Robby’s scheming con-artist of a mother contaminated our lives in the first place. It made me wonder how far the apple had fallen from the tree. Was Robby—or should I say Dean—just as conniving as his mother? At seventeen, he'd been pretty damn charming...and that was when he was ugly! Now that he'd turned all Greek god on us, what if he wanted to use his good looks and this little girl to swindle money out of us?
Dad and Leo continued to argue. Leo wasn't the sit-on-his-ass type, and I guess I wasn’t either. If I knew where Robby lived, I'd march over to his place right this minute to demand answers, but I didn't have the first clue where to find him. After a few more minutes of listening to them go back and forth, I had to weigh in.
“Look, I'm overjoyed at the possibility of having another sister,” I told everyone. “Really, I am. Best news ever. But I have to agree with Leo on this one. We have to do something.”
Leo shot me look like I'd just shocked the shit out him. Actually, I think I shocked myself more. Who knew I would ever openly agree with him about anything? I noticed Leo visibly relax because of it, and his hand immediately caught mine under the table, squeezing gently. Damn. Despite everything going on, my heart fluttered at the contact.
“If you didn't want to take any action,” Leo started, his voice ten times calmer now, “then you shouldn't have included me in this conversation. I'm pissed and you're indifferent and there's nothing I can do about it.”
Dad, who hadn't raised his voice once or faltered from his calm demeanor, looked hurt by Leo's words. “I included all of you in this conversation because all of you are my family. You too, Leo. And when the shit hits the fan, if you can't turn to your family, then who can you turn to? Finding out I might have another child is not an easy pill to swallow. I'm not indifferent—I’m pissed too. I'm angry and sad that I missed the first five years of this girl's life, but I'm trying my best to stay calm. I'm trying to decide what the best thing is for us and for Valerie.”
“Okay then,” Leo said, sounding as if he was finally admitting defeat. “Can I at least call my private detective and see if he can't dig up anything on Monica or Robby?”
“Sure. That's a good idea.”
“I need to catch my breath,” Maggie announced as she stood to her feet. “I'm going to go for a drive. I might stay the night in Blacksburg if I make it all the way up there. All this...it's just a lot to take in—”
Ding dong. The front door bell was barely audible on the back deck, but Maggie stopped speaking instantly and her face paled at the sound.
Dad stood too. “All three of you, I want you to promise me right now—not a word of this. I mean it. If that's Dean at the door, then not a word. I need time to figure out exactly what I want to do and he can't know that we know.”
Ding dong. Ding dong. Ding dong.
“Man, someone is sure persistent. I'll go get it,” I offered, jumping up from my seat. Maggie wasn’t the only one who needed some time alone to process all of this. Closing the sliding glass door behind me, I hurried through the house, fully prepared to give Robby the third degree—despite what Dad just said. But when I flung the front door open, it wasn’t Robby who was standing there.
Andrew Wellington.
Damn my luck. I’d forgotten to dump him...like days ago. Now on top of everything else, I had Andrew to deal with. This wasn't going to be fun.
“Clara? Yikes, what happened to your hair?” he asked as I stepped outside, joining him on the porch.
“Jesus. Thanks for the compliment.”
“Sorry, I didn't mean to insult you. It's just shocking, that's all. Actually, I kind of like it.”
“Yeah, whatever.”
“No, I do.”
“Are you here for a reason?” I asked impatiently. “My family is kind of in the middle of something and—”
He grabbed me. The dickwad reached out, pulled me from where I stood, and in an instant, his lips were on my lips. He pressed his body flush with mine like I'd been gone for weeks and he couldn't wait a second longer to get his slimy tongue in my mouth. I nudged at his chest, pushing him away from me. “Sorry, Andrew. You can't kiss me. I fucked Leo.”
Talk about effective—that got him to put on the brakes. I'm not sure why those untrue words popped out of my mouth so easily but they did. I hadn't really considered how I was going to carry out my plan to hurt him, but an opportunity to go for the jugular had presented itself and I took it. Andrew stepped backward off the front porch, bending over with his hands on his knees and his face wrinkled in pain. “Once?” he coughed out.
Did that somehow make it okay? “No. Repeatedly.”
He moaned, clutching one hand to his chest. It took him several seconds to compose himself enough to even look at me. He didn't deserve any sympathy, but I suddenly felt absolutely awful. I'd never purposely been this cruel to anyone in my life and it actually hurt me seeing him so hurt. Dammit.
“I went away with him to New York for the weekend and it just happened,” I explained.
He nodded and slowly straightened back up. I noticed his hands were shaking and his eyes were unexpectedly filled with tears. “Are you going to keep fucking him?”
I gulped. “Yes.” I couldn't retract the lie now that I'd put it out there and truthfully, if Leo would have given in to me, I would have slept with him—repeatedly. “We're together now. Like together together.”
“Then you should know he does this sort of thing all the time.”
“What sort of thing?”
“Do you really think you're the first girl he's whisked away on his private jet and put up in one of his fancy park suites in Manhattan? You're a pretty toy, Clara, but for the kid who has everything money can buy, there will always be a prettier toy out there. And when Leo gets bored—like he always does—where will that leave you?”
My breath became trapped in my lungs. I didn't know enough about Leo's past relationships to contradict Andrew. And unfortunately, I sort of believed him. It didn't surprise me to find out that Leo might be a manwhore. But before I could dwell on that any longer, Andrew once again surprised the hell out of me. Instead of kissing me again, he gave me an honest-to-goodness genuine hug. I didn't return the gesture, but I didn't push him away either.
“Leo's not good enough for you,” he muttered. “He's not good enough for anyone. Don't let him into your heart because he will break it the first chance he gets.” He let his arms fall away from me and then started off toward his car.
The problem was...I'd already let Leo into my heart.
“You're wrong,” I shouted before Andrew could leave. “Leo's good. Maybe some of the stuff he does isn't so good, but he's good. He would never hurt me.”
I know he heard me but must have realized there was no point in arguing, because he got in his car and drove away.
“You mean that?”
I shrieked in surprise and whipped around to find Leo standing on the porch behind me, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck in that sexy way he did when he got nervous. His eyes were so freaking blue—lit up by the sinking sun—that they totally unnerved me in two seconds flat.
“How much of that did you just hear?” I demanded.
“Everything. Maggie and I heard everything.”
The front door opened wider, revealing my twin sister with an unreadable expression on her face. I guess I must have left the door ajar and hadn't known they'd been standing behind it, listening the whole time.
“Why did you tell him we slept together when we haven't?” Leo asked curiously.
Blood rushed to my face. I didn't really want to hash this out in front of Maggie. “I don't know. I wanted to hurt him. Did Maggie tell you that he cheated on her? When he confessed he liked me a couple of weeks ago, that's when I came up with the idea to fake-date him. I thought I could use his feelings against him—make him fall hard and then crush him the first chance I got. Seemed like now or never,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.
Leo gave me a small smile. “Well, I personally enjoyed seeing Andrew bent over, dry-heaving on your front lawn.”
Maggie giggled. “Classic.”
“You guys saw that?”
“We were peeking through the window. Next time just kick him in the balls. It will have the same effect and get the job done quicker,” Maggie said.
Despite myself, I laughed. I'd spent so many years butting heads with Maggie and Leo, but for the first time ever it felt like the three of us were on the same team—I loved it.
“You're ruthless, killer,” Leo said, smiling widely at me now, “and very deserving of that nickname.”
The easy smile faded from Maggie's face. “Well, I’m still going for a drive, so I better go before it gets dark.” Then she hugged me. Of all things, she hugged me. “Thanks for getting even with Andrew for me. You're braver than I am,” she said as she let go and walked off toward the garage.
Seriously? Did that just happen? I swallowed hard. This day just went from weird to weirder.
“Are you mad about what I told Andrew?” I asked Leo, now that we were alone. He'd moved to lean against the porch railing and had his arms crossed over his chest.
“No. I don't care if you tell the whole world that we slept together,” he said with his signature cocky smile. But it only lasted for a moment and then his face grew serious. “I'm hoping one day it might be the truth. But you need to know...some of the stuff Andrew said about me was true. I have taken other girls away for weekends away in my jet. Not because I liked them, but because I wanted to get them in bed. I haven't done that sort of thing for a while now, but that doesn't excuse it.” He sighed heavily. “Because I'm crazy about you. This isn't the time or the place I wanted to say this, but you need to know...I'm in love with you. Clara, I always have been.”



CHAPTER 19
MAGGIE
Driving usually cleared my head. That wasn’t going to work tonight though. Too much had happened. Leo and Clara were 'together together'—as she put it—and I didn't exactly know how to handle that. I intended to drive to Blacksburg and stay the night at my apartment there, but somehow I ended up parked in front of a very rundown apartment complex.
Robby's very rundown apartment complex.



CHAPTER 20
CLARA
Stupefied. No other word could better describe how I felt in that moment. A couple of days ago, I would have bet money on the fact that Leo Maddox didn't even know what the word ‘love’ meant. Now, one of his many layers—a great, big, giant one—was just ripped away and it had left me confused as hell.
“What?” I couldn't catch my breath. I couldn't see straight. I needed to sit so I collapsed onto the concrete steps, my back to Leo.
“I love you,” he repeated.
“Yeah, I heard that part already,” I groaned. “So, last summer when I called you ‘gay’ and you called me a ‘lesbian’—you were secretly in love with me the whole time?”
“Yes.”
“At my graduation party, when you called me ‘ridiculous’ and said I was a baby for getting into that fight with Dad, telling him I never wanted to play stupid golf again—you secretly loved me then too?”
“You were being ridiculous and childish. Everyone knows how much you love golf. But yes, then too.”
“And when—”
“Yes, Clara. Yes, every single moment, good or bad, I’ve loved you.”
Goosebumps pricked at my skin and tears stung at my eyes. “Why?” I dared a glance over my shoulder and our eyes met. He hadn't moved from where he stood by the porch railing, and despite the heaviness of his words, he looked so freaking calm and collected. “Why me? I don't understand.”
“I don't understand it either,” he said and then shook his head before quickly adding, “No, that's not true. I understand it perfectly.” He moved across the porch and sat down beside me on the steps. My whole body tensed as he reached out and intertwined one of his hands in mine. He was trembling...or maybe that was me. I couldn't be certain. All I could do was stare blankly at our joined hands.
“I love you because you say and do whatever the hell you feel,” he told me. “You aren't afraid to call me on my shit and tell me when I'm being an asshole. You look at life differently than anyone I've ever met—like it's a gift and you can't get enough. You don't make friends easily, but when you do, you're the most loyal person I know. You can be incredibly thoughtful yet unbelievably stubborn, and I love both of those sides of you. And when we're in the same room...I can't take my eyes off of you. I always want to be near you and hear what you have to say, even if it only leads to us fighting.”
This strange whimpering sound escaped me. He really did love me? All these years—all this time—Leo had been in love with me?
His free hand cupped my cheek as he said, “I care about you so much it hurts. I want this to work between us. I've never wanted anything more.” Without even thinking, I leaned into his touch and my eyes drifted closed. I let out a sigh of contentment as he dipped his head, brushing his lips against my shoulder. The gesture was so tender that it sent a jolt of electricity through every square inch of my body.
“Um.” I swallowed hard and opened my eyes, still confused about so many things. “What did you mean when you said you haven't done ‘that sort of thing’ for a while? You haven't taken girls to different destinations or you haven't…uh, dated?” My face blazed with heat as I spoke, but I needed to ask.
“Both. I lost myself for a long time to drugs and drinking and girls, but you saved me. Without even knowing it, you helped pull me out of the dark. That night freshman year, when I fell off that balcony in The Village, a lot of shitty things had been running through my head. Then you appeared and it reminded me of how crazy I'd always been about you. It gave me hope when I needed it more than ever. And since that night, I've been working at being better. I'm not sure I'm ‘good’ like you told Andrew, but I'm trying. And no, I haven't dated since then. I’ve been all yours, even if you didn’t know it. Always yours. Do you remember sitting with me after I fell that night?”
I breathed in deeply and closed my eyes. I had to think hard, but the rest of that night came back to me as if it had happened yesterday.
Leo cursed as he dropped his cigarette into his lap and fell backward off the railing he'd been perched on. His head thudded hard against pavement. Holy cow, that had to hurt.
I rushed up to him.
“Dammit, gravity,” he moaned.
I laughed, utterly surprised and oddly relieved he hadn't cursed me. I bent down to offer him my hand. As he took it and allowed me to pull him up, I noticed he smelled like straight bourbon, but I was tipsy myself so I couldn't really judge. “You dumbass,” I joked.
“You smartass,” he retaliated, smiling.
“You must have hit your head pretty hard. I haven't seen you smile in years.”
He pursed his lips together, trying unsuccessfully to wipe the smile off his face. I laughed again as he wobbled into me.
“Steph,” I said, turning to my friend who stood watching us. “Could you go inside and see if maybe they have some ice? He might have a concussion.”
“Are his pupils dilated? I read once that's a sign of a concussion.”
I looked up at Leo's familiar blue eyes. His pupils were huge, but I was willing to bet that wasn't from hitting his head. “They are.”
Steph hurried inside for the ice. I sat down with the unsteady, clearly-stoned-and-drunk-and-who-knows-what-else Leo, and let him rest his head on my lap. He was lucky he caught me in a good mood or I never would have been so nice to him.
“You don't have to stay with me,” Leo said. “I'll be fine.”
I already had my phone out, searching for ‘signs of concussions.’ “I need to wait with you until I know you're okay.” It wasn't like he was some stranger off the street; this was Leo and I couldn't just leave him.
“I'm okay now,” he said groggily.
“Whatever.”
Thinking about it now, Leo hadn't been all that nasty to me over the last two and a half years. I'd been so caught up assuming he'd be mean whenever we were together that I'd never given him a chance to be nice. Had he really not dated anyone since that night? As in not slept with anyone?
“A few minutes with you was all I needed and suddenly nothing seemed so bad anymore. So, even if nothing comes from this—if it all ends tonight—then at least you finally know how I feel. Either way, I'm always going to be here and I'm always going to love you. It's not something I can stop. Trust me, I've tried. But like I said when I kissed you in the Alligator Lounge, I sure as hell don't want to fight my feelings anymore.” He stood to his feet, his hands moving to his pockets, and I got the impression he was waiting on an answer. Did I love him back? I wasn't exactly sure—this was all happening so fast. And frankly, some of the stuff he’d said scared the shit out of me. But did I want this to end tonight? Hell no.
“Leo, I—”
Totally interrupting the moment, Dad came out the front door just then and joined us on the porch. “Oh, there you kids are.” His eyes shifted back and forth between Leo and I—like he knew something was up—but he didn't comment on it.
“Did you need something, Dad?” I asked.
“Yeah, I called Ed over at Ed's Heads Salon. He happened to be there late today and said you could come over. You need to leave now though,” Dad told me. “He won't wait around forever.”
For crying out loud. The old man was so dead set on me changing my hair color that he called and made me an appointment! I stood to my feet, a little shaky from all of the adrenaline still running through my veins. I was on a high from the things Leo had told me and coming back down to reality wasn't easy.
“Fine, Dad.”
“And Leo,” he said, motioning for Leo to follow him. “Come inside and tell me more about that private detective you know.”
Dad disappeared inside, fully expecting Leo to follow behind immediately.
“I better go,” I told Leo. “He's going to harass me until I change my hair.”
He gave me the cutest frown, one that made my insides flip-flop. “I like the purple.”
“Me too. But you know how it is, all about appearances around here…”
“Oh, believe me, I know.”
Yes, if anyone knew what it was like, it would be Leo. And here was something else I’d never really considered—just how much we really had in common. How could I have been so blind to what was right in front of me? This was all just too much to take in at once.
“Well, if you want, you can come over to my place after…I'll be around,” he said, sounding uncharacteristically unsure of himself.
I nodded, gave him a quick peck on his very tempting lips, and then hurried for the garage.
IT TURNS OUT THAT GOING back to blonde wasn't as easy as I thought it would be. My hair needed bleaching, toning, and then had to be dyed once again, so it wasn't a quick-fix sort of process. I let Ed figure it out while I sat there and tried to relax, except the synapses in my brain were working double time and my head felt like it was on fire.
I'd already decided that I would most definitely be going over to Leo's house after my hair was finished. How could I say no to him after his sweet-as-hell confession of love? I'd have to be a moron to ignore that. As for my virginity...well, that was getting thrown the hell out the window tonight.
“Holy shitballs!”
“Does it burn your scalp?” Ed asked, jolting in surprise. He'd only just started working the medium-blonde dye into my hair.
“No, sorry. I was just thinking out loud.” I dug into my pocket, pulled out my phone, and quickly dialed Steph. I needed some serious support and no one gave better advice than Steph.
Thankfully, she picked up after a couple of rings. “Don't panic,” were the first words out of her mouth. “Just breathe.” Okay, freaky—she knew me way too well.
“I'm not panicking,” I whined. “Okay, that's a lie. I'm totally panicking! Leo told me he loved me. He told me he's always been in love with me. And get this! He told me he hasn't dated anyone in the last two and a half years. That's crazy, right? I hated his guts and secretly he's been waiting around for me. Who does that?”
“Aw,” Ed cooed, butting into my conversation. “That's the cutest thing I’ve ever heard. Leo Maddox loved you and even though you didn't love him back, he still waited for you. I knew I liked that boy.”
“Where are you?” Steph demanded. “Who said that?”
I ignored Ed and answered Steph. “Getting my hair dyed back to blonde—Dad’s orders. That's the nosy hairdresser talking.” I playfully stuck my tongue out at Ed. He'd been doing my hair for years and I knew he was harmless.
“I already knew Leo loved you,” Steph confessed. “So tell me something I don’t already know.”
I sucked in a breath. “What do you mean you already knew? I didn’t know so how could you know?”
“Nothing too specific, just a feeling. Like the fact that he was super worried when you took off by yourself from the Alligator Lounge that night. He didn't like you walking around the streets of Brooklyn—alone and in the dark. Which I totally get, even though my neighborhood is pretty safe. I guess you can't be too careful though, and I had to practically tackle Leo to keep him in the bar. That's why I kept texting you on your walk home. Leo kept making me ask you for status updates. He wouldn't let it go until he knew you were home safe.”
“Oh.” My heart warmed. “You could have let him go after me.”
She huffed into the phone. “You always get so weird about guys. I thought if he chased you, then you'd freak out like you always do. Guys push and you shut down—it’s how you operate. I didn't want you to do the same thing with Leo just because he was worried about you. Do you even realize how picky you are?”
“I'm not picky,” I declared. “Only the weirdos like me.”
“I call bullshit! Decent guys are always asking you out. And you always freak out, one way or the other.” Steph started talking in a high-pitched voice, doing her best impression of me. “This guy's too short. This guy talks too much. This guy's way too nice. Your standards are sky high and I never understood it—until now. You know what you were really saying all those times you were being freakishly picky? You were really saying 'this guy isn't Leo.’”
Reality sliced through me like a sharp knife.
The last few days I'd been so focused on peeling back Leo's layers, I’d never considered my own. Why was I so damn picky? I’d barely dated and when I did, it never ended well. Actually, I never gave anything an opportunity to end good or bad because I always ended relationships before they started. Was it all because of Leo?
“I have to go, Steph. I have to go see Leo.”
“Finally!”
“Thanks, I'll call you tomorrow.”
I wasn’t off the phone a second before Ed butted in again. “So you and Leo, huh?”
I nodded. “Are you going to tell me how you always thought he’d end up with Maggie?”
“Nope, I certainly won’t. That boy needs some light and you, my dear, are pure sunshine.”
“Okay,” I responded, not sure what else to say. Ed continued on with my hair, gossiping about locals I had zero interest in but providing a desperately needed distraction. When everything was said and done and my hair was back to its natural blonde color, I left for Leo's house, knowing full well that I was about to hand over my V-card to the last person I ever thought I’d give it to.



CHAPTER 21
MAGGIE
With my heart racing, I crept the short distance from my room, across the hallway, and into Robby's bedroom. Like every other night, Robby stood waiting for me on the other side of his door. His golden eyes were soft and warm, and his perfect smile reached his eyes as I entered the room. In an instant, he scooped me into his lengthy arms and hugged me hard.
“Hi there, beautiful,” he whispered and carried me toward his bed. “What took you so long?”
“I was waiting for Dad's light to go out. Took him forever tonight.”
Robby laid me down and joined me under the covers. His gentle fingers rubbed over the fabric of my pajamas and he grabbed me, pulling me close against him. We'd been spending the night together like this—snuggling and kissing—every night now for almost a month. We'd been extra careful not to get caught and had purposely kept our relationship a secret. Well, Leo knew. But he wasn't going to tell anyone. If we told people, then surely Dad would be stricter about our sleeping arrangements—probably put a lock on my door or something silly like that—and I didn't want these sleepovers to end. So during the day, Robby and I spent very little time together. But at night...well, I lived for these nights. I was the happiest I had ever been.
Robby tilted my chin up toward him. He always did that when he wanted me to look at him or if he wanted to kiss me. Right now, he wanted to kiss me—and he did. We kissed and kissed and made up for all the lost time during the day.
“You know,” Robby said a few minutes later. “I heard my mom and your dad fighting again. He thinks she's seeing someone else and he's probably right. It's been three months and that's the longest she's ever stayed with one man. My gut tells me we don't have much time left. Maybe only another week or so.”
I swallowed hard, willing myself not to cry. I knew Robby was right. I knew Dad and Monica's relationship wouldn't last much longer. What I didn't know was what would happen to my relationship with Robby when Dad's ended.
“I hate talking about this,” I said.
“Me too, but we need to.”
“I don't want this to end—ever. I love you.” There, I said it. And my heart lodged itself up in my throat as I did. I'd never said those three little words out loud, mostly because I feared that my feelings were stronger than Robby's. He was two years older than me and more mature. What if he thought I was some lovesick little child? What if thought there was more to this relationship than he did? Oh God, help me. What had I just said?
But instead of laughing at me or denying me or ignoring those words, I felt Robby smiling against me. “Really? You love me?”
Heat burned across my cheeks. “Yes.”
“I love you too.” He grabbed me tighter, his lips connecting with mine. Then he brushed his tongue gently against mine before saying the words over and over against my mouth, “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
I giggled, my heart expanding inside my chest so much that it almost hurt. He was perfect. This moment was perfect. And I never wanted it to end. Ever.
“Sorry, I should have said it first because honestly, it's all I've been thinking about the last couple of days. And I promise, no matter what happens with our parents, I'm going to keep on loving you forever. I mean that, Maggie. You're
my everything—my whole world. If Mom takes me away, then I'll come back. First chance I get, I'll be right back here with you. I promise. Nothing could stop me from loving you.”
Thinking about the past made me almost as breathless as if it had happened yesterday. Even after all this time, Robby's last words to me still made my heart beat a little faster when I thought of them. He and I never had sex, but after confessing our love to one another, we almost went all the way—almost. But I'd been wrong about my Dad being asleep that night, and he had walked in on us before we took things too far. Not that it mattered so much these days. Both of us had moved on, right?
As for Robby's promises...well, I’d held onto them for dear life for the next few months. But as time went by and I never heard from him, it became more difficult to believe they were true. When a year passed without even a phone call, I let go of all hope. I couldn't keep believing he'd come back into my life or it was going to destroy me. I somehow managed to move on, eventually meeting Andrew. Even though things obviously went south, I learned that it was possible to move on. I chalked up the “relationship” I had with Robby as something I’d built up in my young and naïve mind.
So...
Why was I now sitting in my car, parked outside Robby's apartment complex, more nervous than ever before? Finding out that Valerie might be my sister certainly threw me for a loop, and I told myself she was the reason I drove all the way over to his place, but I'm not sure I even believed myself.
Taking the key from the ignition, I left my car and slowly walked toward the breezeway that led inside Robby's apartment complex. Inside the breezeway there were four doors. One had to be Robby's, but since these doors weren't visible from the street, I didn't know which was his. And honestly, I hadn't been paying much attention the night of the gala. I guess he had my full attention now. Trying to decide which door I wanted to knock on first felt like playing Russian roulette. Fortunately, one of the doors opened and the game was over before it began.
Slow breaths. Slow breaths. Slow breaths. Robby looked just as handsome as ever standing there, filling up the doorway to his place. He wore that same cut-off sweatshirt—the one that showed off his muscles—and I fought the urge to reach out and touch his perfect arms. No one's arms should look that good. Leo was gorgeous in his own right, but there was just something special about Robby. “Hi,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.
“Hi, Maggie.” He gave me one of his smiles—the kind that could make nuns drop their panties—and opened the door wide for me. “Come on in.”
With my nerves on fire and my knees trembling, I moved past him and into his place. I was careful not to touch him as we lingered for a moment in the very narrow entrance hall. I dared a glance around and found that the inside of his place was modest but clean, a contrast to the apartment’s exterior. There was a kitchen, an area that held a four-person table, and a small living room. Valerie sat on the couch in the living room. She jumped to her feet when she spotted me and raced over. I tensed as her little arms engulfed me. Then, without a single word, she dropped her arms and hurried back over to the couch.
“She's a TV addict,” Robby explained. He moved into the kitchen and started piling what looked like leftover chicken casserole onto a plate before heating the food in his microwave. “Are you hungry? I saw you waiting out in your car...so, I left some for you. My cooking isn't your father's, but I promise it's edible.”
How embarrassing. “You saw me waiting?”
“Yes, and I'm glad you decided to finally come in. I was about to come out and get you.”
I nodded, growing more nervous by the second. “Dinner would be nice. I didn't really eat much at my Dad’s during dinner.”
We both sat down at his table, and he watched as I ate the chicken casserole. It was pretty delicious—actually, one of the best meals I’ve ever had. I rarely had “comfort foods,” and this was comfort food at its best. When I finished, he took my plate to rinse it before returning to sit across from me. “Fifteen minutes, sweetie,” he yelled to Valerie in the living room, “then bedtime.”
“Okay, Daddy,” her little voice replied.
Turning back to me, Robby finally addressed the giant elephant in the kitchen. He spoke low enough so that Valerie couldn't hear him, saying, “You're here because you want answers and I will tell you everything. I just want you to know, before we relive the past, that I never wanted to hurt you, Maggie. I mean that.”
But he had hurt me. He'd hurt me more than anyone or anything in my life. Good intentions and reality were two very different things. I was starting to believe that Robby might have sacrificed his chance to come back to me because he'd been busy raising his sister, but that still didn't explain why he'd never once called in six years. Except instead of asking the hard questions, I went for an easy one first. “Why were you at Leo's this morning?”
“Leo and I used to be friends once,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Leo doesn't really make friends.”
“No, we were friends. You and I spent too much time pretending we weren't a couple—which was a mistake, by the way, we never should have hid our relationship—that I actually had tons of time to bond with Leo. As crazy as that sounds.”
“But you and Leo are nothing alike.”
“So? We were both teenage boys. We played Xbox and snuck beers out of your dad's industrial-sized fridge.” He chuckled at the memory. “We didn't need to have a lot in common to be friends. And if you really think about it, we weren’t all that different under the surface. We both had one neglectful parent and one absentee parent growing up.” Robby reached across the table and rested his hand over mind. The gesture shocked me, but I didn't move away from his touch. “When I left, I hurt Leo too. But I meant what I said about us being friends again. I get how important Leo is to you and I want to fix my friendship with him as well. I won him over once and I'm confident I can do it again.”
I retracted my hand. “Good luck.”
“I don't need luck.” He shrugged and stood to his feet. “I've got to go get Valerie ready for bed. Give me a few minutes, please? There's still so much to say.”
“Okay.”
He nodded and headed off into the living room, were I heard him tell Valerie it was time for bed. Before they disappeared, Valerie bolted over to me and gave me a second hug. “Goodnight, Maggie,” she whispered and then took off running down the hall and out of the room, followed by Robby.
Awkwardly, I stood and moved into the living room. The reality that I was actually in Robby Harvey's apartment—both of us grown up and years away from where we started—hit me hard. I never expected this day to come, because I honestly never thought I’d see him again. Now it was here and I hardly knew what to do with myself. I thought over the things Robby had just told me and I realized—quite disappointed in myself—that I still didn't have any real answers. I'd wasted time addressing pointless issues when I had so many more important questions.
Robby came back into the room and had just sat down in the recliner across from me when I blurted out, “Is Valerie my sister?” I could have tiptoed around the question all night, but it was easier to say the words as fast as possible and hope for the best. Besides, I needed to get the conversation going or I was going to forget why I was really here—to get answers...not fall in love with the guy all over again.
His eyes narrowed. “What gave you that impression?”
“Is she or isn't she?”
“Isn't.”
“Your sister then?”
“Maggie...” He rested his hands on his knees and leaned forward. His brown eyes stared intensely at me, looking as if I'd upset him by even asking this question. “Valerie is my child. I haven't lied to you. I don't understand what you're trying to get at, but I can assure you she's mine. Not my mom's. Not your dad's. Mine.”
I nodded. Suddenly, my eyes and throat burned with unshed tears. Stupid me. Without even realizing it was happening, I'd let hope in. I'd thought for a second that maybe, just maybe, if Valerie wasn't his child, then that might have meant he'd continued to love me all this time. How moronic could one person be? Then another thought overtook that one. I was Maggie Ryder, for goodness’ sake! Girls wanted to be me and guys—lots of guys—wanted to date me. So why was I about to let Robby Harvey hurt me all over again?
I could do the math. Valerie's age meant that Robby had basically gone off and screwed some other girl days after leaving me. He'd played me, and I couldn't let him do it twice.
I stood to my feet, my confidence shooting back through me like a jolt of electricity. “I'm ready to walk out that door and out of your life forever because you left, you didn't call, and you obviously wasted no time forgetting me and finding someone else,” I said, waving my arm in the direction of Valerie’s room. “So, no. We can't be friends. But I do need to know why you changed your name. Tell me quickly, please. Tell me so I can go.”
“Sit down,” he urged. “Please, let me explain.”
“No.”
He stood, his calm demeanor now gone. “Fine. My father's name was Dean. I took it after his death. There's your answer. Go if you'd like.”
The tension in the room grew thick enough to suffocate. Robby's chest rose and fell like he'd just broken free from being held underwater. The muscles in his strong arms flexed as his hands curled at his sides. He seemed angrier than I'd ever seen him, but there was only pain in his eyes. And as much as I wanted my feet to move me toward the door, they didn't do as I commanded—and neither did my mouth.
“I don't want to go,” I muttered.
“I don't want you to go either,” he said, breathing in and out a few times. “I loved my dad. I never got to know him growing up. Mom kept him from me, always saying he wasn't good enough for us. Then Valerie was born. Mom didn't want to deal with another child, so she sent us both away to my father. He took us in. No questions asked. He was a loving, wonderful father, and then he died. I wanted to honor him somehow and so I changed my name. The name Robby came from some 90’s pop singer Mom had a crush on when she was growing up. I'd rather be named after my father than some boy-band member that history's already forgotten.”
“How did he die?” I asked.
“Heart attack.”
Before I could comprehend what I was doing, my feet moved me across the room. Tears broke free and streamed down my face. A big part of me was still madder than a snake, but I also found myself drawn to him in some powerful way I couldn't explain. Being that Robby—or should I say, Dean—was way taller than me, I couldn't easily reach up and grab him. So, I did what any rational girl of my short stature would do. I stepped up onto the coffee table beside where he stood, firmly grabbed the sides of his face, and drew him close to me.
Our lips connected and for one brief, amazing moment, Dean melted into me. His hands trailed up my back, pulling my body closer. His lips were warm and soft, lingering against mine, and then suddenly they were gone.
“No,” he whispered as his hands dropped and he backed away. “I can't.”
His rejection felt like knife to the heart. I used his shoulder as a prop to step down from the table and without another word, I turned and hurried for the door.



CHAPTER 22
CLARA
I'D NEVER BELIEVED IN fate, but tonight it sure felt like the universe or some invisible force was pulling me toward Leo's house—pulling me toward the inevitable. I'd bolted from him yesterday on the subway because I'd been afraid of all these new feelings. Now...all I wanted was to embrace everything. Life was short and unpredictable—I’d learned that the day Mom died—and I couldn't let this moment pass without taking everything I wanted from it.
Being as calm as possible, given the circumstances, I marched up the steps toward Leo's front door. I didn't bother knocking and let myself inside. Most of the lights were off and everything was eerily quiet. I set my purse and keys down, ignoring my sporadic heartbeat, and ventured deeper into his house. Déjà vu played weird tricks on my mind, and I recalled that night as a kid when I'd snuck over here with that tiny clover clutched in my hand.
I found Leo in the den just off the foyer. The den was one of those fancy rooms that rich people had just because. It served no real purpose other than to show off priceless junk. Leo was fast asleep, curled up in the most uncomfortable position on the most uncomfortable-looking floral couch. I stepped into the room, nearly tripping over some of the junk. What the hell? Was someone redecorating? About damn time. Leo's whole house looked like a museum and needed some serious updating. I stepped over the junk and inched closer toward the couch where Leo was sleeping.
Nothing could have prepared me for the simple sight of him. He'd fallen asleep wearing his glasses. Dark frames. Wide rims. I knew he wore contacts typically and glasses on occasion. I just didn't know something plastic could make my already pounding heart go off like a jack-hammer. Seeing him lying there, peaceful and alone in his big, empty house, took my breath away. And it wasn't just the glasses making me feel all these crazy emotions. It was the echo of his sweet words still fresh in my mind. He'd told me he loved me and that meant everything.
His eyes flickered open to catch me staring. I probably looked like a psycho-stalker the way I was hovering over him, but there wasn't an ounce of annoyance on his face—only a vulnerability most people would try to hide. But Leo hid nothing. Somehow I'd stripped down the last of his walls and the only person left lying on that couch in front of me was Leo. The real Leo—beautiful, broken, misunderstood, sweet-as-hell Leo.
Reaching my hand out for his, I led him out of the cluttered den, across the foyer, and up the grand staircase. No words were exchanged. Each step felt like a mile and my heart drummed so hard it beat in my ears. It was dizzying, to say the least. Leo's bedroom sat directly off the top of the stairs. Once we made it inside, I flipped the light on. I wanted to see everything that was about to happen. I also pushed the door closed behind us, locking it.
We were alone now and the rest of the world couldn't touch us, making me feel very free and playful. I planted both of my hands on Leo's hard chest and gave him a small shove toward his white, cushy four-poster bed. He hardly budged, and when I tried a second shove, he caught my wrists against the solid wall of his chest. I pouted up at him.
“What are you doing?” he whispered.
“You,” I said, taking a deep breath.
He had on the best poker face ever. Several seconds ticked by before he responded, “I don't want to rush this.”
I tried to wiggle my hands free from where he still had them in a vice-like grip against his chest. It was no use—Leo wasn't letting me go. I stopped squirming and dared a better look up and into his eyes. They were smoldering blue, smoky and burning with anger. Wait, no. It wasn't anger. It was lust. Red-hot rip-your-clothes-off lust. Lust that my body desperately wanted to take advantage of. But Leo seemed to be fighting it. Why?
“Who cares if we rush this?” I asked softly, trying to put whatever was bothering him at ease. “I don't. You shouldn't either. I'm not ready to say certain words out loud, but I can give you something else. I can show you how I'm feeling. Please, Leo. Let me show you. You told me on the subway to stop over-thinking and now you're doing the same exact thing. So, stop it.”
His grip on my hands loosened, but his expression didn't soften. I wanted him and I could see in his eyes that he wanted the same, but he was still being hesitant for some reason. My hands slipped up his chest and I cupped the sides of his neck. Standing on my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to his and kissed him. He kissed me back, but the kiss felt more mechanical than passionate. All his walls were building back up at an alarming rate. I needed to do something.
My hands moved under his shirt and I traced my fingers up his clearly defined abs. He didn't have an ounce of fat on him and merely touching him made my breathing turn heavy.
Keep calm and carry on, I told myself. I grabbed the edges of his shirt and yanked it up over his head. His glasses came off with his shirt and I tossed them both to the floor. He stood still and let me do as I pleased. Next I went for his belt buckle, unhooking it, and then his shorts. His clothing dropped unceremoniously to the ground, leaving nothing left! Leo apparently didn't wear underwear.
My whole body started to tremble, while my eyes traced up and down Leo's naked form. I knew he'd be gorgeous underneath his clothes, but I really hadn't prepared myself for this level of perfection. I understood now what Steph had meant this morning when she called Leo “religious.” Each of his tattoos had various religious undertones. I didn't understand what they all meant, but I liked the way they complimented his lean, muscular figure. And then there was his... um, member. Well, it was just as beautiful as the rest of him. Thick, long, velvety, and very big! My eyes wanted to drift over his body forever, but then I realized...
Holy hell, I still had on my shoes while he was buck-ass naked!
I gulped. Hard. Then I gulped again. I dropped down to my knees, not really sure what I was doing but letting instinct take over. I'd meant what I'd said earlier. I wanted to show him how much I cared for him. I still wanted to do that. Never had I come close to doing this before, but maybe if I started to do something, it might shock Leo out of whatever the hell was wrong with him.
My nervous fingers reached out and I took him in my hand. Daring a glance up, I found Leo watching me with a look on his face that told me he was desperate to see what I was going to do next. So I moved my hand experimentally, stroking toward the base of his length and then back toward the tip. My fingers traced with the lightest of touches. Leo moaned a guttural, almost primitive noise. Wow! I enjoyed getting that kind of a reaction out of him so I continued with my feather-light movements. I looked up at him again and—finally—a change in him had occurred. His head had dropped back and his mouth was open. He'd snapped out of whatever had been holding him hostage, and he was back to being all mine again. Go me!
That gave me all the courage I needed. Leaning closer, I placed my lips around the head of his erection and tentatively sucked him into my mouth. My tongue moved in tiny circles around the tip. He jerked at my contact. “Whoa, killer. You don't have to do anything you don't....”
His sentence went unfinished. He couldn't get the rest of his words out because I didn't let him. I dug my fingernails into that fine ass of his and sucked him deeper into my mouth. He said every curse word known to man, knotted his fingers through my hair, and started moving his hips to match my rhythm. I had some idea of what I was doing because I'd heard Steph and other girls discuss this kind of thing before. I'd been an active listener, but what no one had ever mentioned was how much enjoyment I could get out of it. I felt powerful, in control, and wet—really wet.
Just when I was really starting to get the hang of things, Leo moved himself out of my mouth, grabbed the sides of my arms, and pulled my fully clothed body up against his naked one. He didn't seem to care where my mouth had just been because he pressed his lips firmly against mine, kissing me like I was his and nothing else mattered. Now this was more like it! There was nothing mechanical about this kiss, and I unquestionably fell a little deeper under his spell.
Only when we were both breathless did he break the kiss. Leo rested his forehead against mine and stared fiercely into my eyes. A cocky smile played on his lips and all my control went flying out the freaking window. Maybe I'd been the one to start this by waking Leo, dragging his gorgeous ass upstairs, and stripping him naked, but there was no doubt in my mind that he'd be the one finishing it.
“I need to be inside you,” he whispered in a husky growl. He pushed me so that I fell backward onto his cozy bed, his eyes stalking me like a lion ready to consume its prey. And Leo looking at me like that—while completely naked and sporting an almost painful erection—was sexy as hell. My body buzzed with excitement because I knew he was about do things to me that I'd only read about in books. I couldn't understand what had made him apprehensive before, but that version of Leo had long disappeared and the 'I'm-going-to-make-you-see-stars' Leo had replaced him.
The first thing he did was quickly rid me of my shoes and socks. Then he yanked off my yoga pants in one quick motion. Now that those annoying articles of clothing were out the way, his pace slowed. He inched the fabric of my tank top upward, planting a trail of kisses and little licks over my newly exposed skin. He reached my bare breasts and expertly kissed each one in turn, his mouth moving slow and lingering in all the right places. Each flick of his warm tongue made my nipples pucker tighter and tighter.
“Leo...” I half begged, half moaned. “I need... I need...”
“I know what you need, baby,” he said, his breath hot against my skin. “I'm getting there. Hang on.”
He pulled my tank top the rest of the way off, tossing it aside. Then he took hold of my wrists and positioned both of my hands high above my head. Rocking back on his knees, he went for my panties next. Setting a torturous pace, he slowly slipped them down my legs, leaving me completely exposed and at his mercy.
Now that I was very naked and very turned on, Leo paused to study me. He took his sweet-ass time doing it too. His stare was intense and I instinctively moved my hands down to cover up. He placed them back above my head. “You're so damn beautiful. I always knew you would be. Let me just look for another moment.”
Heat seared across my flesh. I expected his eyes to continue running over my body, but they never did. Instead, his gaze remained locked on mine for a few seconds that seemed to last forever. Then he leaned down, kissed my cheek, and whispered against my ear. “You're blushing. Are you sure you want to do this? We can go play Monopoly or watch a movie or argue about something stupid. Whatever you want. I'll be just as happy.”
“Do I look like I want to play Monopoly right now?”
I felt him smile. “No, you don't.”
“This is what I want,” I said, my voice breathy. “I don't think I've ever wanted anything more.”
“Good. I needed to hear you say that. Are you on birth control?”
If he thought I was blushing before, I certainly was now. “Yes. Dad made us both go on it when he found Maggie and Robby in bed together that one time.”
“Thank you, Robby,” he muttered. He placed both of his palms on my bare stomach, his fingers spanning the width of me. With his knees, he nudged my legs apart and then filled the space he created. He grabbed his length in one of his hands and positioned himself close to my entrance so that we were millimeters apart but not touching. And I swear, I felt just as much as if we were. The anticipation of how easily he could ease himself inside me had my body trembling all over again. Needing something to hold, I clung onto Leo's strong forearms and braced myself.
“I don't want to wear a condom with you,” he said in a serious tone. “I don't want anything between us. I promise I'm okay. It's been well over two years since I last had sex, and I've been checked since then.”
I didn't even care. “Whatever. Just stop teasing me.”
“Teasing?” he asked with a sexy smile. “I can show you teasing.” His eyes latched onto mine and his hips moved carefully forward, the tip of his erection hitting my heat. Gasping in surprise, I couldn't help it when my body bucked at our light contact. Okay, I might have been wrong about not touching being just as good as touching—touching was way better.
But Leo didn't move inside me. Instead, gripping himself in his hand, he moved his length up and down, back and forth, slipping against me and spreading my wetness all over. Then he moved the head of his erection a little higher and brought it over my clit. He paused for a second before moving in slow, small circles. Oh, yes! He felt so warm, so perfect, and so damn sweet. My body started to quiver under his touch, begging for more, begging for him to take me higher.
My legs spread wider for him. My fingers dug into his biceps. My eyes drifted closed. Damn, I knew I wasn't going to last much longer. Was I ready to completely let go with him? Yes, I think I was. And just as I figured this out, his deliberate movements stopped.
My eyes snapped open.
He smiled widely and shifted closer. “Keep still,” he whispered against my mouth. His hands moved over my body until one came to the junction of my thighs. “I'm gonna kiss you now…” He ran a finger slowly over the center of my heat. “Here.” Then he moved his body down and positioned his head between my legs, pressing his lips against my most sensitive spot.
Oh my, Leo! My breath caught in my throat. It's hard to say what shocked me more—the heavenly feeling of his expert kisses or that Leo Maddox would ever willingly do something so selfless. But there was no time to analyze things now. I ran my fingers through my hair, desperately needing something to tug at, and let myself feel everything he was giving me. His tongue moved over me in hot strokes and his arms snaked under my thighs, angling me closer to his mouth. Deciding I had to watch him, I propped myself up on my elbows. His eyes flickered up to meet mine, and I saw that they were dark with lust, fearless, and totally in control. I always knew Leo was intense, but I’d never considered how that side of his personality would translate during sex. And man did I like it. His stare, combined with his touch, had me seconds away from falling apart.
I'd had orgasms in the past. Twenty-one years of being a virgin meant that I'd obviously had to learn how to pleasure myself solo, but this... Holy shit! I knew that when I did fall over the edge, it would be like nothing I'd ever felt before. A flash of heat spread over my skin, but I fought it because I realized I needed more.
“Leo—stop. I wanna come while you're inside me.”
He stopped, his eyes studying me for a brief second, before he moved to cover my body with his. Then kissed me hard, the taste of my arousal on his tongue, and positioned himself between my legs. He brought his erection up to my entrance, carefully letting the tip penetrate me. I shifted, needing more of him inside me.
“Don't move, baby.”
His steel-blue eyes held onto mine and I froze.
“This part might hurt. I'll do it quick. When I get inside you, I won't move for a minute so you can get used to me. Okay, killer? Then we'll take it from there. I don't want to hurt you. And if you need to stop, tell me and we will.”
How did he know I was a virgin? I would have been embarrassed—I mean, seriously, was I that obvious?—but his words were soft and I'd never felt more cared for. Biting my lip, I nodded. “Okay, Leo. I trust you.”
“Good.”
His hands gripped under my thighs, angling my hips, and then he didn’t waste another second. I held my breath as I felt him rip through my virginity, but the pain wasn't nearly as bad as I was expecting it to be. Leo stopped once he was inside me, just like he promised, and hovered on locked arms above me. Maybe I should have felt more pain or even fear, but I could only focus on my wonderful reality.
Leo Maddox and all his sexy, naked, glory had his erection—his very big erection—shoved deep inside me, filling me to the hilt, and he wasn't looking at me like some asshole who only wanted to score. His breathing grew raspy and the veins in his neck bulged as he struggled to stay perfectly still inside me, but his eyes remained sweet and caring. He looked at me like I was his entire world and that this moment was everything he'd ever wanted. It was the hottest thing I'd ever seen. Needing to touch him, I raked my hands over his hard, naked chest, which was slightly damp with sweat. He quivered under my touch. Not moving seemed to be killing him. Actually, it was killing me too.
“I'm used to you now. You can move,” I urged.
He smiled at me but still didn't budge.
“Seriously, Leo. Please—start moving.” I grabbed hold of his firm ass and tried to move him myself.
Leo's eyes instantly took on a never-seen-before primal look and then he gave in—finally. He moved his hips back and then plunged into my heat again. Not so gently either. I yelped in surprise but loved the feeling. It hurt, yes, but it was a good kind of hurt.
“Yes! Do that again!”
He moved back and filled me again with another sharp thrust. Then another and another... until he fell into a rhythm that made the pain disappear. It felt way too freaking good and I locked my legs around Leo's waist, needing more of him. I lifted my hips to meet his next thrust, gasping when I did, and my movement caused a deep, animalistic grunt to break free from Leo’s lungs. That single noise made me crazy and I had no choice but to meet each of his movements so I could feel that connection over and over again. The pressure built until I needed more—I needed to come. Maybe I was feeding into his already huge ego, but I couldn't help myself.
“Leo, please,” I begged.
The fire in his eyes doubled as he continued pumping in and out of me. Then suddenly, he wrapped one of his arms under my lower back and pulled my body down to the edge of his bed. He stood on the ground, moving my right leg so he had something to grip, and instead of his movements growing quicker, they slowed. Softly, sweetly, carefully—he inched himself in and out of me. He reached one hand between my legs, touching me right where my body was screaming for it. And that one touch was all I needed. I opened my mouth to scream as I shattered, but the sound was robbed from my throat as wave after amazing wave of pleasure steamrolled over my body. The muscles deep inside of me contracted, clutching Leo hard. My back arched and Leo brushed both of his hands over my stomach and across my bare breasts, the feeling magnified in that heavenly moment. All the while, he continued to move in and out of me, riding out my orgasm. With one word on his lips—Clara—Leo plunged into me one final time before his body tensed and I felt his warmth spill inside me. My eyes never once left Leo's and it was the most intense moment I'd ever shared with another human being.
When my breath returned and the world started making sense again, Leo bent down—his sweat-glistening chest pressing against mine—and he kissed me. He was still hard and still buried deep inside me. A playful smile tugged at his lips.
“Thank the fucking Lord you hit me with that golf cart.”
“Anytime,” I joked, unable to keep myself from returning his infectious smile. “And I guess I got your pants off after all.”
He laughed and when he did, I felt him move slightly inside me. I knew we both felt it because the smile disappeared from his face and lust darkened his eyes. Electricity blasted through me and the muscles deep inside me clenched in an automatic response. I wanted him all over again. I may have been sore, but I didn't care.
Leo pushed up onto his arms, his hips rocking gloriously in the process, and he studied me, probably trying to do his mind-reading trick. “Are you okay?”
“Never better,” I whispered.
That must have been all the assurance he needed because, ever so slowly, he eased in and out of me. “My offer to play Monopoly still stands.”
“Shut the hell up, Leo. Don't be an ass.”
“I'm beginning to think every time you call me an ass—or some variation of the word—it's really just a term of endearment. Am I right?”
Cupping the sides of his face, I pushed my tongue deep into his mouth and kissed him with every ounce of my being. Something about what he said just jolted my world and I needed him. My legs wrapped around his waist and suddenly we were having sex again—the conversation, over.
This time was different though. I was very wet from where he had just come inside me. Leo could have taken advantage of that in a different way, but his movements stayed rhythmic, gentle, and extremely controlled. He focused more on kissing and touching me as he moved, and it was pure heaven. I'd never felt so sexy or loved, so cared for or happy. It didn't take long before I was falling apart again.
Leo found his release soon after me and then we lay there, unmoving—a tangle of limbs and sweat—until our breathing returned to normal. Leo eased himself out of me, grabbed the corner of his duvet cover, and yanked it on top of us. I felt raw, ripped open, and utterly exhausted. But it didn't matter. I was safe. I was home. And I quickly drifted off to sleep in his arms.
THE SHRILL BEEP-BEEP-BEEP of an alarm startled me awake. My bare legs were tangled up in Leo's sheets and when I dove, trying to silence that annoying sound, I fell straight out of bed and onto my ass. I scrambled to my feet, only to find Leo—one-hundred percent buck-naked in bed, lying on his stomach with his arms curled up under his pillow—laughing at me. I'd taken all of the covers with me when I fell, so there was nothing blocking my view of his drool-worthy buttocks and the angel wings that highlighted his strong, muscular back. I froze like a deer caught in the headlights, while Leo made zero effort to cover up. Seriously! Did his body have to be so freaking perfect? Between that and the unshakable look of his eyes as they took me in, it was unnerving.
Trying to snap out of my stupor, I pounded my hand down on the alarm clock to effectively shut it up. “Not funny!”
“Kind of funny,” he countered, his voice husky from sleep. “Now, get back in bed. Please.”
Nervous as ever, despite all the things we did last night, I crawled in beside him. He tugged at my waist and pulled my burrito-cover-self in under his arm, trapping me and then pressing his lips against my temple. “I was buried in you twice last night and today I plan on exceeding that number, so don't go backwards with me,” he said in a low, intimate voice. “And I’m sorry about the alarm, baby. I set it because I know you have your golf lessons today. Forgive me? I didn't mean to wake you up like that.”
“It’s fine, but help me out of these covers before I get claustrophobic.”
Leo started pulling me free. He tried to keep a straight face, but I saw one very sexy grin trying to break free. By the time he got me out of my confinement, my heart was racing and my breathing rate had doubled. We were now both wonderfully naked with our limbs tangled on top of the sheets.
“Are you okay?” he asked me. “You seem different today.”
“It's just...you make me shy,” I whispered into his chest, all of a sudden finding myself unable to meet his pretty blue eyes. “And nervous and scared and crazy-insane. And the last couple days, there's been this weird feeling in the pit of my stomach that won't go away. Fluttering. But please don't think I'm going backwards with you. It's just that…well, it’s daylight and I've never been naked like this with anyone before.”
He hooked his finger under my chin and tilted my face up toward him. “Trust me, the feeling's mutual. Remember that day at the pool last year when you asked if I was gay?”
I rolled my eyes. “How could I ever forget that?”
“Yeah, well neither could I. You marched over in your swimsuit and laid your fine ass down beside me. I'm not sure what you were reading, but you were biting your lip and blushing. I swear, I couldn't move or think or breathe. That's the real reason I never got up to change or swim. I had to picture my Great-Grandma Bunny the whole time just to keep from embarrassing myself. I couldn't even manage to have a normal conversation with you.” He swept a finger over my shoulder and down the length of me, stopping to trace small circles on my thigh. “So...I'm ecstatic that you're feeling some of the same things that I've always felt for you.”
His words made me feel ten times better. He was just Leo. Honest and sexy as ever, but still just Leo. My moment of weakness faded and I ran my fingers over his chest, something I was never going to get tired of doing. “I play up the indifference thing so people don't know what I'm really feeling,” I confessed.
“I know. But when it's just you and me, you don't have to do that anymore. To hell with the rest of the world—they don't matter.” He rolled us together so that I ended up straddling his lap. I rested my hands on his chest and his blunt fingernails dug into my hips. He lifted me up, positioned me just right, and I bit back a scream as he brought me down on his erection. His action took me by surprise on many levels. I'd been so absorbed in our conversation that I hadn't realized how wet and ready I was or how hard he was. Suddenly he was inside me and I bit back a moan.
“Last night, I was scared too.” His eyes bore into mine.
“You were?” I breathed. My body tried taking over all rational thought, but I wanted to know this. “Is that...um...why you froze up on me?”
“Yes. Then you dropped down to your knees and I realized I was your first. No man can ignore the gravity of those unspoken words.” Again, he lifted me up and lowered me gently back down so that he was deep inside of me. “Why were you still a virgin, Clara?”
“Um.”
“You're the most impulsive person I know, but you never felt the need to chase after that impulse?” He rolled us. This time, he was on top. He began easing in and out of me, as if he could no longer control himself to hold a conversation during sex, but still he said between ragged breaths, “Tell. Me. Please.”
“Because...” His movements continued. I didn’t know why, but everything seemed more real this morning. Like the light of day made it all so much clearer. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. My body climbed higher and higher—a natural reaction to Leo—even though my mind was splintering in a million different directions. “Because...” Shit. It dawned on me exactly what Leo was asking. Why him? Why now? And I realized that there was only one answer. “Because I love you.”
An orgasm I hadn't been expecting devoured me. For a brief wonderful moment, I forgot what I'd just admitted and only felt the high. I felt weightless and happy and free. And then as I came back down, reality sunk in. Maybe Leo had already confessed it first and maybe it was true, but my words still terrified me. I knew I had to run like hell—this was just too much.
After Leo found his release, I scrambled out of bed and started getting dressed as fast as possible. My pants...I found those no problem and yanked them on. Forget the underwear. My socks and shoes were on my feet a second later. But where the hell was my shirt? I couldn't leave without a shirt.
“I have my lessons,” I mumbled, avoiding Leo's eyes. He'd gotten out of bed and I felt him watching me, but I couldn't look at him right now. I covered my chest with my arms as I searched the floor. “Dad's gonna kill me if I'm late again.”
“You still have thirty minutes.”
“Have you seen my tank top?” The stupid thing had to be here somewhere. “Or do you have some kind of shirt I can borrow? Like a white t-shirt or something?” Tears stung at the backs of my eyes, but I couldn't let Leo see me cry. Oh God, this was turning super embarrassing, super fast.
Leo rummaged around in one of his dresser drawers and pulled out a white shirt. He walked across the room to hand it to me, but when I went to take it from him, he didn't let go. Lord help me, the tears were threatening now. I had to keep it together. “Give me the shirt, Leo.”
“It's not going to fit you.” His voice came out all gritty, not even close to its usual calm and collected tone, but he let go, giving me the shirt.
I yanked it over my head and then dared a glance up at him. I expected to see him looking angry, based on the past alone, but his eyes were soft and even brimming with unshed tears. I'd been waiting for years for my perfect guy, my perfect romance, the stupid pet names, and the whole perfect future together. And now…all of it was smack-dab shoved in my face. Why—seriously, why—did it have to be Leo freaking Maddox?
Leo reached up as if to touch my face but dropped his hand. His jaw clenched and he said nothing as he turned to get dressed himself. He didn't bother with fresh clothes and instead put on his day-old clothes from the floor. After putting on his socks and picking up his shoes, he crossed the room to where I was still standing. “This is the part where I lose my temper,” he said, his voice even and controlled. “We just spent a great night together—the best of my life—and now you're being ridiculous. Fucking ridiculous.”
“Don't call me ridiculous.”
His eyes narrowed. “I call it like I see it, sweetheart. Is it really so terrifying to love me? If so, then go on—run off if that's what you have to do. But don't expect me to always chase after you when you pull this kind of bullshit.”
And there he was. The snake with blue eyes. The boy I grew up with. I should have known he was still buried inside, waiting to attack. I'd been distracted by all of his charm and the sex, but now I could see crystal clear. Mentally, my heart cracked apart and I fell to the floor crying, but on the outside I stayed as strong as ever. My best friend, indifference, came rushing in to save the day. The emotion slipped off my face and I gave him a small, I-don't-give-a-shit shrug. Maybe he could tell it was fake, but I did it anyway. “Whatever. Goodbye, Leo.”
With steady hands and my head held high, I turned and hightailed it the hell out of there. And, as promised, Leo did not chase after me. I should have never expected anything more.



CHAPTER 23
MAGGIE
Fifteen mosquito bites. I'd fallen asleep in my car with my window cracked, and it seemed as if I'd been an all-night-long buffet for the blood thirsty things.
I can't. Those had been Dean’s only words. I can't. No explanation. No apologies. Only two horrible words. I can't. I'd misread all the signals—for the second time in my life—and it had once again left me heartbroken. Ripped open. Crushed. Embarrassed. And I had a splitting headache on top of a stomachache to go along with my foolishness. After Dean said those two little words—I can't—I'd left his apartment and turned off my phone. Going to Blacksburg for the night hadn't felt like an option. I'd needed to be someplace comforting. That's why I'd parked on the banks of Blue Creek and stayed here for the night.
The early sun sparkled on the water. It was beautiful and reminded me of Leo. We used to play in this very spot as kids. We'd skip rocks across the riverbed, try to catch tadpoles, and sometimes float a mile or so downstream on inner tubes. Clara always tagged along with us. Even though Leo and I were closer, she always was around too. There were even some days when the three of us actually got along. I missed those days.
Last night may have been a disaster, but I did learn one important thing. Even if Dean royally rejected me, our little almost-kiss told me everything I needed to know. I didn't—nor would I ever—love Leo in that way. How could I when I still felt so much for Dean? I thought I'd gotten over him years ago. I even thought I'd loved Andrew. But I hadn't. The rest had only been distractions—bandages to conceal the split in my heart—when in reality, I still loved Dean. Good thing I never kissed Leo. How awkward would that have been?
With a huge sigh, I started my car's ignition and headed home. As if the last couple of days hadn't been dramatic enough, I found that Dad wasn't alone when I got to the house. Anita's white truck sat parked—crooked—in our driveway. Please let her be over for driving lessons. I chanted the words on repeat in my head as I took the porch steps two at a time.
“Dad,” I called, once inside the house.
“In here, honey,” came Anita's soft voice. I found her perched on one of the bar stools, a plated waffled drenched in syrup sitting in front of her. “Your daddy is outside grillin' up some sausage.” She chuckled. “Does that man grill everything?”
A sliding glass door separated us, but I glanced up to find Dad outside, hovering over the grill like always. Was it happening again? Had Dad entered into another whirlwind relationship—one that would involve a quickie marriage and costly divorce—just like the one he'd had with Monica Harvey? “So, you and dad are together then,” I wondered out loud, plopping down on the seat beside her.
“Oh God, no.” She gently touched my shoulder. “Well, not that I'm aware of. I've always liked your daddy. He's an honest, kind man. I've dated too many men who ain't been those things to me. Reed just asked me over for breakfast and I came. I wanna hope that means he's wantin' more than a business relationship with me, but it's too soon to know for sure. And if that upsets you, then you best tell me now. I won't purse it further if you don't want me to.”
I decided in an instant that it didn't upset me at all. Anita wasn't a witch like Monica Harvey. And even if she was, I’d learned after that debacle that nothing could ruin my relationship with Dad. He loved me unconditionally, and it didn't really matter who he dated or married or divorced. Just like Leo dating Clara didn't really have to affect me that much either, I realized.
“I approve,” I told her. “One hundred percent. Just don't count on me to call you Mom.”
She burst out laughing. “Oh honey, I will strangle you if you ever call me that. And don't you dare tell your daddy anything. I'd be real embarrassed if he knew we had this conversation. I’m sure he only asked me over to go over next week's schedule or something else work related like that.”
“No way. Dad only grills for people he cares about.”
“Really?” she asked, sounding surprised and hopeful.
Dad came back into the house another second later. “Hey, Maggie May. I saw you two laughing from outside. What's so funny?”
“Nothing,” I answered, my eyes flickering briefly to Anita. Her cheeks had turned a cute shade of pink. I quickly glanced back at Dad and before he could inquire further, I said, “But I have some news. Valerie is not your child. She's Dean's.”
Dad's jaw dropped and so did the plate of sausages onto the counter. “Maggie,” he scolded.
“What? I thought you'd be relieved.”
“I guess I am, but we all agreed last night that we would wait.” Dad's sharp eyes took in my day-old clothes. “Didn't you go to Blacksburg last night?”
“No, I went to Dean's.”
The lines on his face crinkled. “And you're calling him Dean now too.”
“Daddy,” I whined. “I didn't stay the night at his place. Look at my arms.” I jetted my arms forward to show off all the bug bites. “I parked by Blue Creek and slept in my car. I didn't feel like coming home or driving to my apartment. I needed a night alone to think. But would it really have been so bad if I had stayed with him?” Ever since Clara and I started college, Dad had relaxed considerably on how late we stayed out with boys. Why was he suddenly becoming protective now? I thought he liked Dean. He called him a “good man” yesterday. Plus, shouldn't I be the one making these kinds of decisions for myself? Not him...or Leo, for that matter. Speaking of… “Where's Clara? Did she stay with Leo?”
Dad sighed. “You and Clara are both old enough to make your own decisions. As long as you stay safe and tell me where you're going, then my only choice is to trust you both. But don't forget, if you decide to get involved with Dean, then he comes with the whole package. As for your sister, I'm relieved she's with Leo. He's fiercely protective and will always look out for her. Maybe that means I can finally have a little piece of mind. Your sister can be very stressful, you know. The only reason I let the whole New York thing slide so easily was because she was with Leo.” He kissed my forehead and moved toward the waffle maker. “I guess I'm glad you confronted Dean and figured that out for the rest of us. Anyway, are you hungry?”
“Starving.”
I heard the side entrance door open and immediately thought Clara’s ears must have been burning. Except it wasn't Clara…it was Leo. “Morning,” he said as he passed through the kitchen. He headed straight for the living room, not really looking at any of us, and I noticed that I wasn’t the only one still sporting yesterday's clothes. “I'm going to go lie on your couch for a while. So, yeah, ignore me.” He disappeared just as quickly as he had appeared, and I heard the TV click on in the living room.
“So much for your relief.” I gave Dad a look and then followed after Leo. He was stretched out on the couch, his arms crossed behind his head, eyes glued to morning cartoons. “That had to have been your most dramatic entrance ever. What are you doing on my couch?”
“Wallowing.”
“Oh.” Wallowing? Leo basically invented the word, but this seemed different then all those times he got drunk and moody. Somehow this seemed...real. “What happened?”
He swallowed and appeared to focus harder on the TV, but I knew better. “Nothing I want to talk about.”
My stomach flipped. I couldn’t remember the last time Leo didn’t want to tell me what was bothering him. “You're scaring me a little.”
“I'm peaches.”
I came around the couch and sat on the floor, blocking his view of the TV. He had no choice but to look at me. His eyes were bloodshot, looking as if maybe he hadn't slept or that he'd been...crying? No. Leo would never cry, right? Now my stomach did a full-on belly flop.
When it became painfully obvious that he didn't want to talk about it, I decided that I could try and distract him with how humiliating my life had become. “Okay, fine. I’ll talk first. There's something I need to tell you anyway. The last couple days, I thought I was in love with—”
“Jesus H. Christ,” Dad huffed, marching into the room. He had the house phone clutched tightly in his hand. Anita came into the room behind him, her face rather pale.
“I just got off the phone with Mary Ann at the Pro Shop,” Dad said, shaking his head. “Clara never showed up for her lessons. She did call, however, telling Mary Ann she was sorry she had to cancel all of them.”
Dad's words permeated the air. Any idiot could see that Leo's dramatic entrance and his self-proclaimed 'wallowing' had everything to do with Clara. And Clara calling out of work surely had everything to with Leo.
“I'm trying to decide if I should be angry or worried,” Dad said, his attention shifting to Leo. “Which is it, son?”
Leo sat up, running one shaky hand through his hair, while the tension in the room grew so thick I could barely breathe. “Worried,” he muttered. Then he stood and dashed out of the room.
I chased after him. “Leo! Wait!”
“Not now, Mags!”
He was already halfway in his car before I caught up with him. “Yes, now!” I screamed, wrapping both of my hands around one of his arms, pulling uselessly against his strength. “You are NOT going to run off to get drunk or high or whatever it is you do when think you can't handle your problems! I won't let you this time! I just won't!”
“I'm fine.”
“No, you aren't! Don't think I never notice all of your attempts to self-medicate because I do—constantly! And do any of them ever work for you? No! So, please...don't go.”
He took a deep breath. Then he stopped fighting me and closed his car door. The next thing I knew he was hugging me, holding onto me tight, letting way too much of his weight rest on me. How many times had I used him as my shoulder to cry on when my relationships went up in flames? Too many to count, that’s for sure. And now our roles were suddenly reversed.
Several minutes passed before we broke apart. I looked up tentatively at Leo's face to find that his eyes were now stone cold. Even robots showed more emotion.
“What happened?” I whispered.
“When we were in New York, Clara asked me to prove to her I wasn't an ass. She wanted to let me in and I think maybe she did. And the first chance she gave me to prove myself, I ruined everything—story of my fucking life. Why is it that I can't control my temper around her?”
“Because you love her. We all do stupid things when we're in love.”
“Then I must be the biggest moron there ever was.”
Probably horrible timing, but I couldn't help it when I burst out laughing. “You and me both. Dean shows back up, confusing the heck out of me, and the last couple days I somehow convinced myself I was in love with you! Omigosh!” I kept laughing, bending over my knees. “I was even going to kiss you to try to figure out who I liked more, you or him. If that's not moronic, then I don't know what is.” My laughter came to a screeching halt. That's why Dean said 'I can't.’ He still thinks I have feelings for Leo. Oh God, why didn’t I think of that before?
“So, you don't love me?” Leo asked, his eyebrows lifted.
“No. Sorry, not like that.”
He let out a huge sigh of relief. “Thank the fucking Lord.”
I smacked him. “Hey, you don't have to be mean about it.”
The corners of his mouth twitched upward ever so slightly.
“So,” I said, “this older, wiser, very sexy guy told me a couple of days ago that I had to fight for what I wanted—”
“Me?”
“No, Dean.” I rolled my eyes. “You're two months younger than me, silly. Anyway, he told me that I shouldn't let the moment pass without fighting for what I wanted. How many times in your life did you say something nasty to Clara, instead of grabbing and kissing her or telling her how much you really cared about her? I'm guessing a lot. Same goes for me. I stuck with Andrew for four years—four years!—and now I can't even remember why. So, let's do this. We have to fight for the people we love or else you're gonna end up like your father—a cold bastard who has more money than God but nothing to really show for it—and I'll end up a trophy wife in a loveless marriage with someone like Andrew.”
One of his perfect smiles came out. “Did you just say bastard?”
“Shut up!” I walked around to the other side of his car. “C'mon. Let's go find Clara. We both have some groveling to do. I haven't been exactly nice to her over the years either.”
He nodded and we climbed in the car.
TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, Clara had yet to turn up and we were all now officially worried. Leo hadn't eaten, slept, showered, or spoken much. We'd driven around all of Blue Creek looking for her the day before and found nothing. No one had seen her or had any clue where she might be, and she wasn't answering her phone. Leo even tried emailing her. Why he had her email in the first place, who knows? But it didn't matter because that had proved useless too. Clara had disappeared into thin air and part of me, though I wouldn't voice it out loud, feared it might be for good.
ANOTHER TWENTY-FOUR HOURS later and Leo and I were sitting on a plane, halfway to New York City. Thank goodness he’d showered today. After two days of wallowing, something in Leo had snapped this morning and suddenly he was different. Confident. Eager. Maybe even...excited? I wasn't really sure what to make of his change in attitude, but we were going to the city and that was that.
“I have an errand to run and then we're going to Brooklyn.”
“That's fine.”
We'd been forced to fly commercial since Leo's dad currently had the family jet. Leo couldn't even get us first-class tickets and we'd been oh-so-lucky to get two seats in the same row with a screaming toddler. But the most noteworthy part of the day so far was the fact that, despite everything, Leo hadn't complained once. No snarky comments. No f-bombs. And that, more anything, told me he genuinely loved my sister.
The plane reached JFK and we hurried through the airport. We hadn't brought bags and our return tickets were booked for a flight home in six hours. So whatever Leo needed to do, we didn't have much time to do it and traffic always sucked in New York.
Outside the airport, Leo claimed a yellow taxi from the long line that waited by the curb. I knew how much he preferred having his own driver, but I guess there hadn't been time to call him. The second the taxi door slammed shut, Leo pulled out way, way, way too much money and handed it over to our driver.
“I'm going to need your services for the whole day. Well, roughly five or six hours.”
The driver stared wide-eyed at the wad of cash in his hands.
“Is that gonna be cool?” Leo demanded.
Finally, the man nodded. “Whatever, man.”
“Good. Now head to Harry Winston. Fifth Avenue. And, please, drive as fast as you can.”
“Are you kidding me?” I shouted at Leo, choking on my own tongue and gasping for a decent breath. “Harry Winston! As in the jeweler, HARRY WINSTON?”
“Relax and buckle your seat belt.”
The taxi driver zipped the car into traffic, causing my body to lurch into the door. Oh God, we were going to die. I hurried to buckle my seat belt and then returned to scolding Leo. “You're nuts! You can't be serious about this.”
There was only one reason a guy would go to Harry Winston.
“I said relax. I know what I'm doing.”
There wasn't much time to continue yelling because I spent the entire car ride to the Upper East Side silently praying to Jesus. Please, let us make it there alive! Please, let Leo come to his senses! Our cabbie must have had a death wish because my knuckles were white when we reached Fifth Avenue in record time. Leo's assistant, Regina, stood at the curb, obviously waiting for us. “I won't be long,” he told me and the driver. “I'm dropping something off and then we can head to Brooklyn.”
“No.” I grabbed hold of Leo's arm before he could leave the car. “I don't trust Regina.”
“What? You've never mentioned this before.”
“I know. She's probably a great assistant and I have no clue what you need her to do for you at Harry Winston, but I don't trust her.”
“Okay then,” Leo said simply and got out of the car. He said something to Regina and I watched as she turned in a huff and hurried away. Leo looked back at me and shrugged. Then he disappeared into the store. Soon after, the car horns started blaring and our cab driver was forced to start circling the block.
An hour later, Leo came out of the store empty-handed.
“Did you get what you needed?” I demanded.
“Yes.”
“Can I see?”
“It's not ready, but I called Great-Grandma Bunny, since you don't trust Regina. She said she'd be able to pick everything up and meet us back at the airport.”
I laughed. “She's ninety!”
“She's fine.” Leo leaned forward and told the driver, “The Alligator Lounge in Brooklyn.”
Alligator Lounge? Oh, Lordy!



CHAPTER 24
CLARA
There are beautiful people all over the world, yet somehow it always seemed to surprise me when I came across one. Take Sloane Richards, for example. Nicest lady ever, especially given her occupation. Used car salesman…or saleswoman, to be exact. We'd met on the phone a couple of months earlier. She was a long-lost friend of Leah Longerburger's dad and she'd agreed to help me when the time came. And the time had definitely come.
“...and here they are.” Sloane handed over the keys to my new used car, dangling on a shiny metal ring. I stared at them, unable to look away. Those keys represented more than just a car. “Are you sure there isn't anything else I can do for you?”
“No, thank you. Really, you've done too much already.”
She'd sold me a car—my very own car!—for dirt cheap. It wasn't some crap-junker either. It was a four-door, blue Honda Civic. Sure, I had a beautiful Porsche, a clone of Maggie's Baby, sitting back home in Dad's garage, but this new car already had so much more sentimental value than my other car ever had. Sloane had also picked me up from the airport and driven me around town when I first arrived in Arizona. I'd been skeptical of her at first, but she'd turned out to be genuinely nice and helpful.
“Are you still staying at that fancy hotel? That worries me. Whoever you ran away from... I'm scared that they could find you because of that hefty hotel bill. I'm sure they don't take cash.”
No, the Maddox Hotel I was staying at certainly didn't rent rooms by the hour. “I'm using a friend's credit card and it's only gonna be for a couple more days. Now that I have a car, I'm sure I'll find an apartment and a job soon.”
She nodded. “Call me if you need anything else.”
“I will,” I told her, but knew I probably wouldn't. I left the used car lot and headed for the nearest supermarket. There were essentials I'd desperately needed since I got here—like food. I couldn't afford to eat another meal at the hotel’s upscale restaurant, so I loaded up on junk food before going back to my empty room.
Phoenix was everything I'd ever dreamed it to be. I'd kind of braced myself for disappointment but hadn’t felt let down yet. The humidity-free heat, the sunshine, the casual atmosphere, and the cactus—I about died from excitement when I saw my first one—had all lived up to my fantasies. I was here and halfway to my goal of freedom. And I couldn't have done any of it without Leah Longerburger.
Two days ago, I left Leo's house wearing his white shirt, running as fast as I could across Dad's golf course. I called Leah from my cell phone and when I arrived, she was waiting for me at the back of her moderate-sized house. Her blonde hair had knots in it like I'd woken her up, and her blue eyes grew fierce with rage as she took in my appearance.
“You slept with Andrew, didn't you? And he took off in the morning, like a dick. Like he always used to do with me. Like he was better than me. I knew your stupid plan to get even with him was just that...stupid!”
“Not Andrew,” I whimpered. “Leo.”
“What?”
“It doesn't matter. It's time for Arizona.”
Leah and I had never been super-duper besties like Steph and I were, but we were still fairly close and she'd always been surprisingly loyal to me. I'd been upset after finding out that she'd been sleeping with Andrew while he was still my sister's boyfriend, but he'd hurt her too so I'd gotten over it fast. And after the way she'd come through for me over the last couple of days, swapping her cell phone with mine, lending me her credit card in exchange for the blank checks I'd written her, helping me book my plane ticket, driving me all the way to Dulles Airport to fly out here, I knew now that she was one very good, super-duper bestie. I kind of wish I would have known that sooner.
I sent her a quick text.
Me: Your dad's friend Sloane was totally freaking awesome. I've got a car now. I'll find an apartment tomorrow...hopefully...then I can stop using your credit card. If Dad looks into my bank account (can he do that?), he'll find the checks to you. Just so you know.
Leah: Don't worry. I'm like a vault. And Leo tried to call you once again today.
My stupid, torturous heart ached at the mention of his name. He'd tried calling once the day of our fight, once again yesterday, and this made for a third time. What could he possibly want? To tell me again how ridiculous I was? I certainly didn't want to hear it, and I'm glad Leah had my phone to ignore him for me.
Me: Ignore him. Has my dad or Maggie tried calling?
Leah: Only Leo.
For some reason, that just plain pissed me the hell off.
Me: Okay. Thanks for everything and I'll text you again tomorrow.
Leah: No prob.
Tossing Leah's phone on the nightstand, I plopped down on the cozy hotel bed. I laughed because I swear Leo had the same exact bed and comforter in his room. That would be my luck, right? I'd only chosen to stay at a Maddox Hotel because I'd needed a little something familiar the last couple of days. As much as I loved Arizona, a small piece of me missed home. And let's face it, I'd never stayed in any other kind of hotel so my ingrained brand loyalty kept me glued here. But I was beginning to think that maybe it was a little too familiar. It was kind of hard to forget the asshole man I loved when I was sleeping in a copy of his bed.
You'll be able to let go in another couple of days, I assured myself. Despite the acidic feeling that was eating away at my insides, I hoped I'd be okay soon. I was strong and I didn't really need Leo or his fancy hotel to make it easier to adjust to a new city, but still...the comfort factor of this place was impossible to deny.
I grabbed the phone again from the nightstand. It was time to send a message to the one person I couldn't avoid texting any longer.
Me: Hey, Steph. This is Clara. Operation AZ in effect. I've been here two days now. I'm sorry it took me this long to text you. I'm good though. And it's perfect here.
A reply came instantly.
Steph: Yeah, I know. Guess who just walked into the bar with your sister?



CHAPTER 25
MAGGIE
There were no actual alligators at the Alligator Lounge. Go figure. I hadn't expected there to be any, but after the shock of going with Leo to Harry Winston, nothing would have surprised me today.
“Let me do the talking,” Leo insisted, pausing as we entered the bar. “You stand there and look pretty.”
“Hey now,” I said, pretending to be offended.
“You know what I mean. And if it comes to it...do your thing.”
I nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. This wasn't our first rodeo.
We ventured inside further. The place was slow since it was a Thursday afternoon, but it had to be one of the funkiest, coolest bars I'd ever been in. All I could think about was Dean and his bar restoration work. I wondered what kind of style he went for when making over places. Would he love this offbeat décor or would he find it tacky? An image of Dean swinging a hammer with his sculpted arms popped instantly into my head. Did he do most of the manual labor himself? With arms like his...surely he did. And if his arms looked that good, what did the rest of his body look like?
I gulped, heat zapping through my body as my imagination began to run wild. Then a second image trumped the first. One of me standing on Dean's coffee table, kissing him. Why, oh why, had I done that? No wonder he'd turned me down so effortlessly.
“—and when is she working again?” Leo was asking the bartender. I'd spaced out for a moment, but the edge in Leo's voice instantly snapped me back to reality. “Tonight? Tomorrow? Steph's friend is missing—the girl with the purple hair—and we could really use your help. I tried her apartment before coming here and her roommate seemed to think she'd be working.”
The bartender shot me a look. He was cute. Dark hair. Piercings. Sleeves of tattoos. “Look, man,” he said, his eyes shifting back to Leo. “I think you should leave. I can't give out personal information like that. Is there some sort of special place I can call for you?”
“What?” Leo asked, enraged.
I giggled. Ah, he thought I was Clara and that Leo needed to be institutionalized because of it. “He’s talking about my twin,” I told him, acting innocent. I fingered a strand of my hair, tilting my head and giving him a giant smile. “There are two of us, silly.”
“Oh,” the bartender said, smiling back at me. “Gotcha.”
Leo huffed, giving me a staged glare and then turning his evil stare at the guy. He could be incredibly fierce when he wanted to be, and if he ever looked at me like that I'd probably pee my pants. “Can you fucking help us or not?” he grunted.
“Not,” the guy said flatly.
Leo turned and left the bar in a huff. I had to give my friend credit. At least he didn't try to punch the guy in the face or anything. I mean, I kind of wanted to myself, but I put on my sweetest smile and inched closer to the bar. My arms hit the counter and I leaned over slightly, ensuring he'd get a good look down my shirt. “My sister can be quite unpredictable and she's gone missing. I'm sick with worry.” I lightly traced one hand over my collar bone. That poor sap, he was practically drooling on the counter. Wow, my boob-job was worth every penny. “And Stephany might be the only one who can—”
“Enough!” Out of nowhere, Stephany popped up from behind the bar. She smacked the starry-eyed bartender on the arm. “I can't listen to you two flirt another minute longer. Can't you see she's playing with you?”
The guy stared dumbfounded at me. “What?”
“Ugh!” Stephany groaned, before moving the partition to the bar and walking over to my side. “Where did Leo go?” she demanded.
I led her toward the door and she followed. We found Leo outside, leaning against the building's brick façade with his arms crossed. “Please tell me that worked, Mags.” He noticed Stephany with me and his hard expression softened. “Thank God. Were you inside the whole time?”
Stephany's cheeks went pink. “Yes, sorry.”
“She was hiding,” I blurted out.
Leo frowned. “Why?”
“Because I know where Clara is.” Stephany shifted from one foot to another, avoiding eye contact with both of us. “I might not agree with everything Clara does,” she continued, “but I'm not gonna tell you where she is either. I would never betray her trust like that...even if it was for her own good.”
“Okay then.” Leo shrugged. “You don't have to tell us anything. But Maggie and I did come all this way, so could you at least let her know we were here, that her whole family is worried, and that we all want her to come home? Not just me...well, maybe especially me...but could you please tell her that?”
I might be good at sweet-talking a cute guy from time to time, but—in the right circumstances—Leo could out-persuade me by miles. All he had to do was flip on the charm, pick up on a person's underlying emotions, and he could probably sell pornography to a nun. He'd inherited those skills from his father, so it surprised me that he wasn't using them right now. Why wasn’t he pressuring Stephany more? Weird too, because she struck me as someone who would crack easily.
Stephany nodded. “I'm sorry I can't help more.”
“We'll figure out another way to find her,” Leo said, giving Stephany an unexpected hug. “But Maggie and I have to go now or we'll miss our plane home.” Leo took my arm, pulling me quickly away from the girl and toward our waiting taxi. I was completely confused as to why we would just leave her when she obviously had all the answers.
“What are you doing?” I whispered. “We still have two hours before the flight.”
Leo left my question unanswered. Instead, he counted slowly under his breath as we walked away. One one-thousand, two one-thousand... Then, just as we reached the taxi and Leo reached five one-thousand, I heard footsteps racing down the sidewalk.
“Wait,” Stephany cried. “I'm coming with.”
“And they don't call me Leo Maddox for nothing,” he whispered.
THE PLANE RIDE HOME was dreadfully boring. Great-Grandma Bunny had met Leo at the airport, as promised, and she'd handed over Leo's “special package.” Unfortunately, even though I thought I’d timed a trip to the bathroom just right, I hadn't escaped having to see the woman. She loved Leo to death, but pretty much despised the rest of the world. She'd pinched my butt—literally, pinched my butt—and told me I'd put on weight. Gee thanks, nice to see you too. Fortunately, we were able to catch an earlier flight home so I didn’t have to see her for long.
Now, here we were in Leo's car, driving the familiar route toward Blue Creek with the sun sinking low on the horizon, and no one had spoken in over an hour. Being the one stuck in the backseat, I felt a little carsick and my hair was windblown from Stephany's cracked widow. Leo knew better and had his up. But the worst part was the uncomfortable silence that dragged on and on. I decided I couldn't bear another nanosecond of it.
“Is it going to be okay that you're missing work?” I asked Stephany.
“I'll call in sick tomorrow at my internship,” she replied. “They're pretty laid back there, so I'm hoping it won't be a big deal. And I explained everything to Jesse, the bartender you were shamelessly flirting with in order to solicit information, and he agreed to cover my Saturday shift.”
“Sorry if that made you uncomfortable. He was cute, but I'd never date anyone with all those tattoos. Not my thing.”
The car fell back into awkward silence after that comment. Was that the wrong thing to say? The bartender had been cute—not Dean cute—but not repulsively ugly either.
Speaking of Dean… With nothing more to say, my thoughts had nowhere else to go but to him.
I'd been so quick to tell Leo that we should fight for the people we wanted, but what had I done? Nothing, that’s what. I'd followed Leo around the last couple of days like a lost puppy, trying to preoccupy my mind with other things. I guess rightfully so...it's not like I'd heard a single peep from Dean since I’d stood on his darn coffee table. But I'd let him disappear from my life once before—did I really want to let it happen again? Twice might kill me.
“When we get home,” I said, breaking the silence the second I’d made up my mind, “I need you to go somewhere with me as soon as we drop off Stephany at the house. I came with you on your crazy trip to New York and now I need you to do the same for me.”
“Okay,” Leo said without hesitation. “I can do that.”
For the rest of the car ride, I thought over exactly what I needed to tell Dean and the questions I still wanted him to answer for me. I fully prepared myself to be rejected again because things undoubtedly weren't going to end well for me. I guess the words ‘I can't’ still sat heavy on my heart.
When we reached Blue Creek, we dropped Stephany off at my house. She'd been there before and had met Dad a few times, so hopefully it wouldn’t be too awkward for her to be alone with him. Then Leo drove us over to one very rundown apartment complex.
“This is it?” Leo asked, taking in the dilapidated building. “Please tell me he does not live here.”
“It's not that bad.” But actually, it was pretty bad. The complex looked as if it had suffered through a zombie apocalypse. “Well...the inside's kind of nice,” I offered.
“Fine.” Leo cut the ignition to the car. “Go tell the bastard you're in love with him. Then you both can ride off into the sunset on white horses or some shit like that.”
“You think this is a mistake?” I asked anxiously. I trusted Leo’s opinion and he wasn’t exactly sounding sold on the idea of me being with Dean.
He shrugged. “I honestly don't know if we can trust him or not. Six years ago I would have said ‘go for it’ without hesitation. But now... I'm usually good at seeing through people's shit, but I can't tell with him and that pisses me off.”
“And that's why you're coming inside with me.”
He gave me a look.
“Remember New York? Now move it!” I said playfully, knowing that, despite his apparent hesitation, he wouldn’t miss this for the world.
Leo half-laughed, half-groaned. Then we both got out of the car and walked toward the breezeway that led to Dean’s front door. I clung fiercely to Leo's arm as we went because, truth be told, I could barely walk on my own. My nerves were shot, my breathing was a mess, and my heart felt like it was going to pound out of my chest.
“I've never seen you like this,” Leo told me as we reached the door. He knocked, a strange smile plastered to his face. “This is gonna be entertaining.”
I opened my mouth to tell him off, but my words were cut short when the apartment door swung open.
Oh. Lordy!
I couldn't move. I couldn't think. I couldn't breathe. Dean stood there, the water from a recent shower dripping deliciously down his face and bare chest, like he'd just stepped out of one of my wildest fantasies. He had a tiny pink towel, short enough to be Valerie's, wrapped tightly around his waist, barely covering up his goodies.
“What are you two doing here?” he asked, the annoyance in his voice clear. His eyes shifted from me to Leo and then back again. “This isn't something I need to see...and it's late.”
My gaze wouldn't budge from his naked chest. “Um? We...um.”
“Close your mouth, Mags,” Leo muttered, “before you start drooling.”
I swallowed hard. The words that wanted to come out—I love you despite everything—were stuck in my throat. Finally, I managed to peel my eyes off his body and blink them upward. Instantly, I snapped out of my lust-coma because the look on his normally easygoing face was way too harsh. Not just harsh but screaming mad. Because of me? But he was the one who'd—
“You can't keep showing up at my place,” Dean grunted. “Especially with Leo. It's messing with my head.”
“I’m messing with your head?” There was my voice. I found it and it came out as harsh as the look on his face. “What about you messing with my head? Acting like you care one minute and then telling me you can't the next. That's pretty much the very definition of messing with a person's head!”
Leo huffed. “He thinks you and I are together because we showed up here together. That's what he means by ‘messing with his head,’ Mags. Calm down.”
“So you're not together?” The anger mellowed in Dean's voice and something that sounded like hope replaced it very quickly.
“No,” Leo answered.
“Why are you here then?” Dean asked.
“Why do you think she's here? To wash your damn dishes?” Leo groaned and shoved past Dean, moving into his apartment. “I'll be on the couch. Where's the rugrat?”
“She's already in bed,” Dean whispered, paying little attention to Leo, his focus only on me. “Is that true? You're here for me?”
“Yes, Dean. I'm here for you. I only thought I—”
He unexpectedly grabbed my hand and yanked me outside into the breezeway, pulling the door closed behind us. “You called me Dean.”
“Sorry, it must have slipped out.”
A small, curious smile crept over his face. “And I'm guessing you being here also means that you don't love Leo.”
My heart started to pound even harder. “No, I definitely don't.”
“That—” He took a step closer to me, invading my space. “—is very good news.”
His hands moved to grip the sides of my neck. I sucked in a breath at his tender touch, a flame igniting inside my chest. It had been so many years since he'd touched me like this, but in that second, it felt like not a day had gone by.
“What are you doing?” I gasped.
“What I should have done the second you walked into my bar. You belong with me. Not Leo. Not Andrew. Only me.”
He drew me in close and kissed me—the way I was always supposed to be kissed. Slow and soft. Hot and sweet. Until I felt it in my toes. His arms moved to wrap around my waist and held me close to him.
He was right. All this time and all these years, as much as I’d tried to convince myself otherwise, my heart had always belonged with him. Nothing would ever change that. Unstoppable tears rolled down my cheeks. I broke away from him, shoving at his chest.
“What took you so long to come back to me?” I yelled. “You promised! You promised and I waited, but you never came. I missed you and all I wanted was to have you back.”
He took a couple of breaths, and even though I’d just shoved him, he caught my hand and pulled me back against him. The water from his shower had dried and the feel of his bare chest was warm and comforting. Maybe I wanted to stay mad at him, but being wrapped up in his arms felt too insanely good. I couldn't push him away a second time.
“I missed you too,” he whispered against the top of my head. “I missed you every single day, but I didn't come back because…well, for the longest time I had myself convinced that I wasn't good enough for you. I was embarrassed because I’d gotten a girl pregnant. I never told you, but I wasn't a virgin when we met. I knew you were…or I assumed you were, but we never discussed it. I got Valerie's mom pregnant before I even met you. My mom knew, but being her typical conniving self, she withheld that information until the worst possible moment. She told me in the car, seconds after we left your house and your family forever.”
“What?” I breathed into his chest.
“You had a perfect little future ahead of you. And I had nothing. I was no one. Just some kid who probably wouldn't amount to much, who had a con artist for a mother and a baby on the way. I couldn't ruin your life like that.”
“So, you decided everything for me? For us? And you couldn't even call to tell me what you had decided?”
“Yes.” He swallowed hard, resting his forehead against my forehead and staring down into my eyes. “And I've regretted it every day since. I love you, Maggie. And I came back to Blue Creek for you. If you want me to leave you alone forever, I will, but I had to come back. I had to see if I still had a chance.”
I stared up at him, my chest heaving and tears still blurring my vision. My insides were like lava mixed with goo. I wanted to scream and yell and break something. But all I managed to do was mutter, “I love you too. But don't you ever make a decision like that for me again.”
The biggest, most perfect smile filled his beautiful face. “Yes, ma'am,” he said, bringing his lips back to mine. He caught my legs and scooped me up against his chest. I wound my arms around his neck as he deepened our kiss, our tongues mingling, exploring, and demanding. His appearance might have changed drastically, but his touch and taste were just as I remembered. He didn't kiss like most boys—like he had a finish line he needed to cross. He kissed as if he meant to savor and worship me forever.
By the time he set me back down, my chest was buzzing with warmth. I'd never felt so alive or so loved. “We better make sure Leo's okay in there,” Dean said, rubbing at my wet cheeks. My eyes were surely all red and puffy from crying, but I didn't shy away from him. “But first, are you okay?”
“I feel a whole lot better than I have in a long time,” I responded.
He nodded. “You know, Leo's a good friend to you, but I knew all along you weren't in love with him. I just needed to make sure you knew that.”
I gently shoved at his arm and we went inside. “You shouldn't suggest crazy things like that when people are feeling vulnerable and lost. They might just believe you.”
“Well, I learned my lesson on that one.”
We walked into the living room and found Leo passed out on the couch. He'd been doing that in odd places lately. “Did you guys kiss and make up?” he asked, apparently not as asleep as I’d thought.
“Yes,” I answered.
“Good.” He rubbed at his tired eyes and stood. “I'm gonna get going then. Call me in the morning. I need to come up with a new plan. I think Steph's going to be a dead end. She's clearly worried about Clara—I don't think she would have come home with us if she wasn't—but she's not gonna crack.”
“What's going on with Clara?” Dean asked.
“She ran away,” I answered with a shrug. “Leo got in an argument with her and then she disappeared a couple days ago. Dad's pretty worried this time.”
“Our argument wasn't even that bad,” Leo insisted, like he'd been insisting for two days. “But I was an ass and she won't even answer her phone. We already checked her friend’s place in New York and she wasn’t there, so I don't know where she could be.”
Dean scratched at his jawline. “She probably went to Arizona then.”
“Arizona?” Leo asked, his face paling dramatically.
“Yeah. She mentioned it once or twice to me way back when. I can't really remember, but I think she used to call it her ‘Arizona Escape Plan.’”
Leo and I both just stared at him for several long moments. Maybe I'd heard her mention Arizona before—years ago—when she'd been upset about something stupid. Had her juvenile threats to run away been real? Why Arizona? And could she even pull something like that off? She'd need money and I doubted Clara had any saved.
Leo must have believed it was possible because he muttered, “Thank you, Dean.”
“I'm not sure I did anything. Arizona is a big state.”
“It's more than I knew two minutes ago,” Leo said sincerely. “Now...could you please go put some clothes on, pack a bag, and grab the rugrat? I'm sick of looking at you in that towel and this neighborhood isn't safe enough for a kid. I'm actually a little afraid that my car's been stolen in the thirty minutes we've been inside your place. I have a giant home with enough rooms to house an army, and you and Valerie can stay with me until you figure out something better. Or stay however long you want. Whatever. Just go put on a damn shirt already.”
A cheesy grin lit up Dean's face and he walked over to Leo. Then he did the most shocking thing imaginable—he hugged him. Not just a tap-tap on the back either, but a full-on bear hug. I nearly fainted at the unexpected sight of it. Well, goodness gracious, Dean did it. He won over Leo, just like he said he would. And it barely took him ten minutes to do it.
Leo immediately pushed Dean away from him. “Don't turn this into a bromance. Go put on some fucking clothes.”
Dean laughed before turning and heading through a door. I mouthed a quick omigosh in Leo's direction and then quietly followed after Dean. His room was smaller than my walk-in closet at home. He already had a duffel bag unzipped on his bed and he was filling it with a few of his belongings.
“So just like that, huh?” I said to him, closing the door behind me. “Leo says move in and you immediately start packing.”
Dean stopped what he was doing and looked at me with an oh-so-serious expression on his face. “If it were just me, do you think I would take Leo up on his offer?” Before I could respond, he continued, “I can tell you that the answer to that question would be a ‘hell no.’ But it’s not just me…I have Valerie to think about, and there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her. I’d bite whatever bullet, sell whatever organ, do whatever needs to be done to give her the best life that I can. And if that happens to include taking Leo up on his offer to give her a safer place to live for a short while, then that’s what I’ll do.”
He shrugged, shoving a few more things into the bag, as if he didn’t just rock my world with the words he just spoke. I was also reminded of some unanswered questions that I couldn’t wait another minute to ask.
“Dean,” I said, the tone of my voice stopping him in his tracks, “I don’t necessarily need to know who Valerie’s mom is, but I do need to ask why you have her.”
His body tensed immediately and he asked, “Why does it matter?”
I could tell he had misunderstood the motivation behind my question so I gentled my voice and said, “It matters because, from the few times I’ve met Valerie, I can see myself falling in love with her…the same way I love you. And I need to know that there isn’t a chance that someone will walk in one day and take away someone that I love.”
His eyes shone as he responded, “After I found out that Valerie’s mom was pregnant, I contacted her to see what I could do to help. She told me she was putting her up for adoption, that she was too young and there was too much she wanted to do in life. I couldn’t let her give away my kid, so I told her I wanted to raise the baby and she happily signed over all parental rights. So, to answer your question, I have her because her mom didn’t want her and I did. And even if she decides one day that she does want Valerie, she can’t have her so you have nothing to worry about.”
He grabbed some jeans and a shirt from a drawer, tossing them onto the bed. His hands moved to the little pink towel still wrapped around his waist. “I'm gonna change now. So, unless you want to see the show, you better go back out to the living room.”
He gave me exactly two heartbeats to decide. When I made zero effort to leave, the little towel dropped and my mouth dropped along with it. Searing heat exploded in my chest and I stood there in a trance, watching him. He had a body like a prized stallion—sharp lines, hard muscle, thick thighs, and a slim waist. His unwavering confidence made him twice as sexy. When my eyes finally finished tracing over his body and finally made their way up to his face, I found him smiling at me.
My face burned red hot. My hands needed something to do, so I tugged at a strand of my hair. Wow, he was one sexy beast. Then Dean moved toward me. God, help me. I took a step backward, my butt hitting his dresser. I'd seen my share of naked men before, but he was the first to turn me into a trembling little girl.
He reached around me and grabbed something off the top of his dresser. Oh. Boxers. He pulled them up over the most intimidating part of his anatomy and then continued to put on the rest of his clothes. Once he was completely covered, I could breathe again. Always a good thing when there were still important things I needed to know.
“What about us?” I asked, biting at the inside of my lip. “What happens now? You have a daughter. I have school to finish. Do we just pick up where we left off?”
“Those are some heavy questions.” He shook his head, grinning.
“Sorry.” I felt foolish for jumping ahead of myself.
“Don't be. I like those questions.” He came over, planting one big hand on each side of my waist. His touch made my heart race even harder than his naked body had. And that scared me most of all. If he wasn't one-hundred percent on board with this, I'm positive it would leave me broken-hearted all over again.
“Those questions are the exact reason I came back to Blue Creek. I don't have all the answers, but maybe together we can figure them out. The first step is dinner.”
“Dinner?”
“Yes, dinner. I'd like to take you out on a date this weekend. First, we have to help Leo find your sister, of course, but then I would love nothing more than to take you somewhere fancy enough where you can wear that red dress of yours again.”
“You liked my red dress?” I stared into his chest, feeling my cheeks burn all over again. Dang it, I needed to learn how to control myself around him.
He moved his hands to tilt my chin up toward him, the way he used to do when we were younger. Being that he was so much taller than me, sometimes it was easier to avoid looking directly into his eyes. He always liked to correct that. “You in that dress...it's been haunting me. I used to have all these expectations about what it might be like to see you again after so many years of missing you. Then you go and exceed every single one of them. It nearly knocked me to my knees when you walked into my bar—so sexy and confident—in that dress.” He swallowed hard. “I'd like to see you in it again.”
“Fine. I will have dinner with you, and I will even wear the red dress. But I have one condition…Valerie gets to come with us.”
The easy smile left his face for just a moment, a serious expression replacing it. “I love you, Maggie Ryder. You never cease to amaze me.”



CHAPTER 26
CLARA
So freaking amazing. I sat on the hood of my new used car, watching the sun sink over the Grand Canyon...bawling my eyes out. I literally could not stop the waterworks, which unfortunately was starting to gain some attention. Three different tourists had come over to ask if I was okay, and I told them all the same lie—It’s so beautiful, I just can't help it.
And it was beautiful—swirling pinks and oranges, contrasting perfectly against various shades of brown—but I realized that it would be so much more beautiful if I had someone to share it with. I came all this way to stupid Arizona and it was perfect, but something was still missing. I hated that that something had to be Leo.
With the world's biggest sigh, I scrambled off the hood and climbed into my car. Pissed and hurting, I started the long drive back toward Phoenix. As I drove, one thought took root and blossomed in my mind. I loved Leo. Go figure. Maybe he was a little rough around the edges, but that was just who he was. And actually, the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was my favorite thing about him.
Damn him and his blue eyes.
On the verge of breaking down in a crying fit all over again, I dug Leah's phone out of my pocket and dialed Leo's number. It rang and rang. It was after eleven on the East Coast and Leo probably wouldn't answer, but then suddenly he did.
“Hello.”
I froze. My tongue turned fat and heavy in my mouth. His words—Is it really so terrifying to love me?—echoed in my head. Translated from Leo-speak, those words actually meant just love me for who I am. And what did I do? I ran away...again—like a little pansy. Just like his mother did to him all those years ago, I realized. What had I done?
“Hello?” he asked, groaning. “I can hear you breathing on the other line. If you're selling something, I already own it and—”
“Who is it?” I heard a deep male voice ask.
Shit. I really needed to hang up right about now, but I kept the phone pressed to my ear. Even if Leo was annoyed and cranky, it still felt comforting to hear his voice.
“I don't know,” he replied to the other person. “But look...there's plenty of food in the kitchen, towels in all the bathrooms...help yourself, okay?”
I couldn't hear the other person's response. I guess Leo had company over. It seemed like he was carrying on with his life just fine. Or was he? Leo never had guests in that big house of his. Outside of the holidays, of course. So, why would he now?
His voice interrupted my thoughts. “Clara?” he whispered softly. “I know it's you and don't you dare hang up on me.”
Double shit.
“Your mysterious silence tells me it's you, baby. You don't have to say anything. I realized something today. That—”
Holy dead cell phone! Worst. Timing. Ever. I pulled over to the side of the road and screamed bloody murder at the steering wheel. I'd been too boneheaded to remember to get Leah's charger from her when we'd exchanged phones, and now Leo was probably thinking I'd hung up on him. And just as he was about to tell me that he realized something. My luck couldn't get any worse. I had to go home...now.
I didn't care that it was Leo I loved. I didn't care if that scared the shit out of me. I didn't care that a relationship with him would probably take tons of work, because we both certainly had issues. I didn't care...because I loved him. Maybe a part of Leo had always been deeply ingrained in me, and that's why I'd held my virginity and my heart so close to me all this time. Maybe I was waiting for him. Whatever. I didn't need to analyze it a second longer. I just needed to get back to Blue Creek.



CHAPTER 27
MAGGIE
We were at the airport—Dulles this time, which wasn’t too far from Washington DC. There weren't any direct flights from Roanoke to Phoenix, so our fastest option had been to pile into the Range Rover late last night and head up north. Dad was missing his tournament in Miami, but that seemed like the least of his worries. We knew where Clara was now and that's all that mattered.
After Dean and Valerie had gone over to Leo's house, I’d decided to do some snooping at mine. A simple look at the search history on Clara's computer and there was no doubt she was in Phoenix.
About the same time I figured that out, Leo came rushing over to my house—Leah Longerburger at his side—with the same exact information. I guess Clara and Leah were better friends than I’d ever noticed, and Leo somehow figured out that they'd switched cell phones. I'm not sure what Leo said to make her so verbose, but Leah had offered up information like a convict who was minutes away from the electric chair.
He’d tried to suggest we wait for Clara to come home on her own, but the second he found out she was staying in one of his hotels—information courtesy of Miss Loose-Lips Leah—he'd demanded we all get in the car immediately.
“Is the airplane gonna be fun?” Valerie asked after we’d already made it through airport security. The little girl had a giant smile on her face and her excitement was contagious. “Will it hurt my ears?”
“It kind of sounds like a loud buzzing noise while you're in the air, but it won't hurt. I bet you'll fall asleep for most of the trip. I like to sleep on planes.” I stood with her in one of those airport mini-stores. It was a family tradition to stock up on goodies before a flight, so I was buying her one of everything. “They have coloring books. Do you like to color?”
She nodded so I added that and some crayons to my purchase. After I paid, we left the store to find Dean. The three of us—plus Dad, Leo, Stephany, and Anita—were all waiting for our nine o'clock flight. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried about Clara. I wanted her home, safe and sound. Our relationship would never be perfect, but I still loved my sister and wanted her happy. I especially wanted Dad and Leo to relax, so getting her home was my number one priority. Getting to spend a little more time with Dean and his daughter was my second priority.
He'd agreed easily when Leo asked if he and Valerie wanted to come with us. Even Anita wasted no time in jumping in the car. My heart swelled when I thought about how my family already had a lot more love in our lives than we ever realized.
“You really didn't have to come,” I told Dean when Valerie and I met back up with him by the bathrooms. I rubbed at my tired eyes. Today was one of those days I wished I drank coffee. I could barely function. “But I do love that you're here...even though I’m so sleepy, all I want to lie down on this carpet.”
“I know I didn't have to come,” he said, wrapping an arm around my waist. His touch made me shiver, even though I wasn't cold at all. “But I missed six years of being present for all of your family's shenanigans, and I couldn't miss this. Plus, I've got a funny feeling you guys will be talking about this one for years.”
“Come on, kids,” Dad said, walking up to us from among the sea of moving people. “They're boarding in ten. We need to get to the gate and these crowds make me nervous with Valerie here.”
“Leo's still in the bathroom.”
“I'll go get him,” Dean said and disappeared for a moment. I held Valerie's hand for the short time he was gone. Soon both guys emerged from the bathroom. Dean gave me a small shrug and then took Valerie's other hand.
Other than the five o'clock shadow he had going on and the fact that he wasn't wearing one of his suits—only regular jeans and a t-shirt—Leo appeared completely normal. I knew better though. His face was a little too pale and his eyes a little too jumpy. How had I never noticed before that he loved Clara? Maybe others couldn't see it so easily, but Leo Maddox wore his heart on his sleeve.
“We've got another five hours to go. Calm down, Leo—”
“Jesus Christ. Fuck me.”
“Leo! Language!” Dad and I scolded at the same time. He'd been doing a good job about not swearing around Valerie. I shoved at his shoulder, but stopped when I noticed where his eyes were fixated.
Clara was here. In the airport.



CHAPTER 28
CLARA
Leo ran toward me through the crowded airport like a crazy person. I couldn't believe he was actually here, and I hardly had a chance to breathe or think before he was suddenly standing in front of me. His chest rose and fell, his eyes taking me in, but he stopped just short of closing the last of the distance between us.
My suitcase slipped out of my hand, falling to the ground beside my feet. It wasn't heavy, but my shaky hands couldn't carry it another second longer. I'd just gotten off a red-eye flight from Arizona by way of Chicago. I was utterly exhausted and I could barely stand.
But seeing Leo jolted something awake inside of me. I'd come all this way, sold my new used car back to Sloane, and left my Arizona dream behind me—and I did it all for him. Because I loved him. Because I wanted the rough-around-the-edges side of him just as much as I wanted his sweet-as-hell side. And now he was here, looking smoking hot with several days’ worth of stubble coating his jaw and rumpled no-product hair, as if my imagination had spontaneously materialized him. But I didn't know what to say to make up for running away from him, so I stood frozen in the middle of the airport—people swirling around us in a hurry to get to their different destinations—staring at him, while flesh-eating butterflies gnawed at my insides.
Hours could have ticked by, but it was probably only a couple of seconds before he spoke first. “Hey.”
I gulped. “Hey.”
“What's that?” He nodded toward the stuffed animal that my hands were gripping the hell out of. I'd forgotten I was still carrying the one thing that had made the journey back with me from Arizona.
“Um…an armadillo.” I stared down at the gray, 'I'm-so-ugly-I'm-cute' little thing. “I got him in the gift shop in Phoenix. It's dumb, I know, but I got him for you.”
“They have armadillos in Arizona? I thought that was Texas.”
“You're right. It's really stupid.”
I bent down, ready to bury my foolish gift away in my suitcase. Leo bent down with me, his hand stopping mine on the zipper of my bag. “Give me the stuffed animal, Clara.”
The soft way he said my name and the light touch of his hand on mine had me giving up the armadillo in an instant. Leo stood back up, studying the stuffed animal for a moment. I stood up too, fidgeting with the hem of my shirt. I'd never been so embarrassed by something so silly before.
“He reminded me of you,” I explained, “because armadillos have hard shells. But then at the same time, they're cute and soft on the inside. And—”
“You're so fucking adorable.”
My eyes darted up to his. “What?”
“You heard me. I love your gift, and I especially love how flustered you're getting. It's really sexy. I have tons of expensive shit and nothing I own means as much as this. It means you thought of me while you were away.” He dug around in his pocket. “I actually got you something too. And now you can watch while I get flustered.” My already thumping heart started to race. He pulled out something silver. “Give me your hand,” he commanded. His words were strong, like he knew exactly what he was doing, and he didn’t seem at all flustered like he just said.
I extended my hand and saw that the flash of silver was a bracelet. His fingers traced against my skin as he clasped it around my wrist. It wasn't flashy or covered in diamonds like something I would have expected from Leo. The bracelet had elegant silver links of varying sizes, and there was one little charm dangling. A four-leaf clover charm, to be exact.
“Leo?” I stared blankly up at him.
“I can remember that night in my library perfectly. And for years I searched through random books, finding nothing and thinking the clover was lost forever. Great Expectations. I had forgotten the title until you said it on the subway. That's the actual clover, by the way. I had it dipped in white gold. I've always wanted to give it back to you.”
“Holy shit,” I muttered. I had a knot the size of a big-ass truck stuck in my throat.
“I know you never wear jewelry...so if you'd rather wear it as a necklace or something else or not at all, I'll understand.”
“No, it's perfect.” Suddenly, the distance between us was growing torturous. I couldn't stand not touching him another moment longer, but he still wasn't budging an inch toward me.
“I'm gonna say stupid shit sometimes,” he admitted. “That's a given. And you're probably gonna find new and interesting ways to piss me off. That's a given too. But nothing can take away from the fact that I love you, and I'm pretty sure you love me too. At the end of the day, that's all that will ever matter. I know you're not going to trust me one-hundred percent immediately, given our history, but one day you will. And I know you will because I'm going to spend the rest of my life proving that, yes, I am an ass, but...I'm your ass.” He sighed, burying his face in the furry body of the armadillo. “Fuck. That came out awful.”
I moved closer to him, pulling his hands down so I could see his face again. “Nope, it was perfect…and so are you. I love flustered Leo just as much as I love the rest of you.”
He gave me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen on his beautiful face, and I had no choice but to fling myself at him. I leapt into his arms, gripping his neck tight and squeezing my legs around his waist, and then pressed my lips to his. Not so gracefully either, I might add. Jeez...he was just too damn cute not to try to jump his bones right there in the middle of the airport.
I loved that he hadn’t apologized or taken back any of the things he’d said during our argument. Because I knew I had been ridiculous—even fucking ridiculous, as he'd called me—for leaving him seconds after spending a wonderful night together. I knew that. And I liked the way Leo never sugar-coated anything.
“Dammit,” he growled into my mouth. “What is it with you and airports? Do you enjoy trying to make me hard for the whole world to see?” He smiled against my lips. “It's another one of your sweet ways you try to murder me, isn't it, killer?”
“Shut up and kiss me, you ass.”
And he did. His lips were warm against mine and his tongue hot as it pressed inside my mouth. He made the blood pumping through me feel like fire, just like he did every time he had kissed me, and I couldn't get enough. I didn’t think I'd ever be able to get enough. It's funny...I never imagined that the boy who'd driven me crazy growing up would turn into a man who could drive me crazy in a whole new kind of way.
I only broke away from kissing Leo when I heard a squeal. He set me down and a second later someone tackled me from behind with a hug—Steph.
“Where did you come from?” I asked, confused but excited to see her.
She hugged me harder. “Sorry, but I had to stop you before you screwed Leo in front of your whole family.”
My eyes went wide as I looked over her shoulder. Dad and Maggie, plus a few stragglers, were here in the airport…for me. “You brought an entourage?”
“Leo brought an entourage,” she corrected.
“Seriously?” I whined. Now that they'd seen that I'd spotted them, they all began to walk toward us.
Leo pulled at my hand. “I realized—after Maggie found all of the Arizona websites in the search history on your computer—that maybe our argument wasn't the only thing that sent you running.”
“No, it wasn't. But you're the only reason that brought me back,” I told him sincerely. “So… this is about to get super awkward.”
A second later, I was surrounded. Dad, Maggie, Anita—uh, why was she here?—Dean/Robby, and my possible little sister all stood around me, blocking the flow of traffic through the airport and staring at me like I was some kind of lunatic. Maybe I was.
“Did you two kiss and make up?” Maggie jokingly asked Leo. She had a shit-eating grin plastered across her face, and I was guessing she must have kissed and made up with Dean, who had a pretty strong grip on her hand.
Leo didn't bother to answer her question and instead reached to pick up my suitcase. As he stood up straight, he whispered against my ear, “Talk to your family, Clara. Instead of pretending like you don’t care, just talk to them. They love you and you need to realize that.” Then, right in front of Dad and everyone, he pressed a lingering kiss to my lips. I forgot for a second where I was until he backed away, saying, “Anyone without Ryder DNA...follow me now.”
And they did.
Left alone with only Maggie and Dad, I dared my first glance up at Dad. I worried most about what he would say and the great big inevitable ass-reaming he'd surely have for me today, but the anger I expected to find in his eyes wasn't there. And then he shocked the bejesus out of me when he reached out and engulfed me in a hug. “Good Lord, Clara,” he said with a sigh. “You're so much like your mother. It drives me crazy.”
“I am?”
He hugged me tighter. “Yes, she shines so brightly through you.” He broke the hug and continued talking. “Did I ever tell you girls about the time your mom and Leo's mom disappeared to Mexico for a weekend? They stole my car and drove across the border a few days before our wedding. I was so worried—terrified really—but she came back just in time. I never knew exactly what made her go, but I think that wildness of hers still lives in you today, Clara. I guess Maggie got my more practical genes.”
“And his good looks,” she deadpanned. When did she become a comedian?
“Yes, that too,” Dad laughed. “Anyway, I think either way you belong here in Virginia—with us. I like my family whole, but if Arizona is still a place you want to move to, then I will take you there myself. After you finish school, of course. I just want you to be happy, Clara. No matter where that is.”
“What if I hate working at the country club?” I asked, being completely honest for the first time in a long time.
“You hate it?” he asked, sounding genuinely surprised.
“I despise it.”
“Then you're fired.” He gave me a small smile, brushing his wispy blond hair out of his eyes. “I'm only kidding. If you don't want to work there anymore, you don't have to. I had dreams that maybe you and Maggie would run it for me one day. But those are my dreams, not yours.”
Wow, that was easy. But quitting work at the club wasn't exactly what I wanted. “Actually, I guess I enjoyed giving the golf lessons. So maybe working for you this last summer wouldn't be too bad. It's just...sometimes it feels like you and Maggie are a team, while I'm the black sheep reject living in the cupboard under the stairs. Not that I'm actually living under any stairs, but do you get my point? I actually used to feel that way a lot with Leo too, but everything's different with him now. At least, I hope so.”
Dad and Maggie both stared at me for a moment. Then Maggie spoke first, “And you call me the drama queen.” She rolled her eyes, clutching me in a giant side-hug. “I love you even when you're annoying. So does Dad. So does Leo. We've been running around like idiots the last couple days trying to find you, silly.”
“Neither of you even tried to call me. Leah said so.” The tears I knew were coming finally made their grand appearance, leaking out of my eyes and down my cheeks.
“That's because Leo thought you needed your space and wouldn't let us. He can be very persuasive when he wants to be. But we want you home and we want you safe, just as much as he does. Now, can we please leave the airport? I'm sleepy since none of us got any rest last night.”
I nodded, but I didn't miss the tears in my sister's eyes through my own. I guess when she stopped worrying about pointless shit like shoes, clothes, and boob-jobs, she wasn't half bad. I'd always assumed the worst with Leo—that he only cared about frivolous things too—but I'd been completely wrong about him. Maybe there was a whole lot more to my sister as well.
“Okay then,” I said. “Where's Leo? Let's get the hell out of here.”
Dad gave me one more hug as we joined back up with the others. “Just because Maggie and I naturally get along more easily than you and I,” he whispered to me, “that doesn't mean I love you any less.”
The tears tried to work their way out again. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”
“Well,” Dad said to the group. “Let's move on outta here. We're gonna have a big party tonight at the club for Sinclair's birthday. Not that I need any other reason to celebrate—I've got both my girls right where they belong.”
Leo came from behind, wrapping an arm over my shoulders and tucking me in close against his side. I fit there perfectly and I never wanted to leave. While everyone else started moving toward the exit, we fell several steps behind them.
“I was right, wasn't I?” he said, cocky as ever. “Your family loves you and there was no fucking way they were going to let you disappear to Arizona.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You were right.”
“I'm always right, so you should probably get used to it.”
I laughed. Then I pulled at his arm and stood on my tiptoes so I could whisper in his ear, “The only thing I plan on getting used to is spending more time with you.”
He stopped walking. “When we get back to Blue Creek, you're coming over to my place and we're making up for lost time.” His voice went low, turning into more of growl. “I want you naked in my bed with your legs wrapped around me. I've missed having my little snuggler with me the last couple nights.”
My eyes went wide. “I snuggle?”
“You don't just snuggle, you cling. It's really nice.” He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Because as tough as you are most of the time, I like when you show me your softer side.”
I stared at him. The realization that we had more in common than I ever could have imagined left me a little shell-shocked, my skin prickling with goose bumps.
“C'mon, your family is waiting for us,” he said, tugging at my hand.
We rejoined the others and made our way out of the airport to where my Dad's Range Rover was parked. After cramming inside, I curled into Leo, hoping to get a little sleep on the way home.
“Oh, here's your phone,” Leo said, pulling it from his pocket. “I got it from Leah.”
“Thanks,” I muttered, surprised to find it wasn't dead like usual. I saw that I had an unread email—that was odd. Who would email me in the summer? I clicked on it and found that Leo had. “You emailed me?”
“Delete it,” he said quietly. “You don't need to read it.”
“Why? Is it mean?”
“No. It's sappy as shit and irrelevant now that you came back.”
“Oh.” But of course that made me want to read it even more so I opened the email.
Once upon a time, there was a skinny little blonde girl, no taller than a tadpole, with a big heart and an even bigger mouth. And then there was the boy next door. He loved her his whole life, but never knew how to handle that. So, he pushed her away and pushed her away, until one night he fell off a railing and bumped his head. She appeared, as if by magic, and picked him up off the ground. She kept an eye on him, even though she should have pushed him away for always being so mean. He knew then that nothing in his life would ever be worth anything until he figured out a way to win her heart...
I stepped in front of the golf cart, Clara. You hitting me wasn't an accident. I saw you coming and I had to do something. Because if I didn't...then one day, I would blink and you'd
be gone, happily married with two-point-five kids to some guy who wasn't me. I stepped in front of it...expecting nothing more than a bruised ass, but gaining everything.
And since I’m confessing everything right now, I need you to know that I lied when I said
don't expect me to always chase after you when you pull this kind of bullshit.
I'd chase you a million times and then a million more.
So, I'm coming to find you and when I do, I'm bringing you home. I knew what I wanted when I was six and that hasn’t changed…it never will either. Don't even try to argue with me about this one because you'll lose. I love you.
Yours, Leo
I finished reading and snuggled closer into his side. He said nothing, but I felt his grip on me tighten. I realized then that my Arizona never was a place, it was a person—and that person was Leo.



CHAPTER 29
MAGGIE
My hands were shaking as I entered the code to Leo's front gate. It was after midnight and all the lights were already out at the mansion.
Sinclair Longerburger's 83rd birthday party had been a success. My whole family had gone and we'd had a blast, eating, dancing, and miraculously all getting along. But the whole time my insides had been eating me alive. Maybe it was because I saw Dean drop that little pink towel and I couldn't remove the image from where it was permanently lodged in my cerebral cortex, but polite conversation and hand-holding with him just wasn't cutting it for me. We had plans to go out to dinner tomorrow night, but I couldn't wait for that either.
So when Dean left the party to take Valerie to Leo's since it was past her bedtime, I'd gone straight home to change and get ready. I'd slipped on the red Zac Posen dress, not caring if I was committing a major fashion faux pas. Instead of red heels, I'd paired the dress with black ones because I wanted them to match the black, lacy panties I wore underneath.
To heck with dinner. Our first date was going to be way more amazing than that.
Taking a breath—one that did not calm my nerves in the least—I marched up the front porch steps. I had a key and let myself into Leo's place, which was completely quiet so I tried to walk across the marble floors as softly as I could in my heels.
“Maggie?”
Lord have mercy! Leo and Clara were in the kitchen eating what looked like leftover pizza—Clara sitting up on the counter, wearing one of Leo's t-shirts—and they’d both just caught me creeping around like a fool. Someone might as well have yelled ‘booty call’ over a loud speaker.
“I was just...” I couldn't really think up a good lie at the moment.
“Yeah, I know,” Leo said across the darkness. “Valerie is staying in Bunny's room. She liked the wallpaper in there. And Dean is in the suite at the end of the hall. Left side. Not the green room, the blue room.”
“Thanks.”
“I was wrong,” Leo admitted before I could get away. “Dean's a good guy. Sometimes shitty stuff happens to us and we have to deal with it, but it's how you deal with it that makes you who you are. He deals a lot better than the rest of us.”
So with Leo’s seal of approval, I carefully walked up the stairs, passing room after room until I ended up in front of the suite at the end of the hall. My skin tingled with anticipation. I wasn't exactly sure what to expect. Yes, it took me twenty minutes just to pick out my underwear, but I couldn't really plan for how Dean would react to me sneaking into his room like we were kids again. He had a daughter now. He had responsibilities I couldn't even comprehend yet.
He might have told me—twice now—that he still loved me, but there was still a lot of pain and years that had passed between us.
I didn't expect one night together to simply fix everything, but I couldn't help but want to dive head-first into the deep end with him. I slowly turned the door handle and walked through the threshold into the unknown. The light was on in his room and I found Dean awake, sitting on the bed, still in his suit from the party as if he were waiting for me.
“There you are. I thought...” His words trailed off as his golden eyes took in my dress. “You're breathtaking.”
His words were sweet, but I was sick of the politeness he'd been showing me all day. I wanted the man who dropped the pink towel right in front of me—the one who could unnerve me like no one else could. I took a breath, my heart racing, and prepared myself to do exactly what I came here to do: finish what I started six years ago.
One at a time, I pushed the straps of my dress off my shoulders—the material stretchy and easy to get out of—and shimmied the dress down. I wasn't wearing a bra, since this dress wasn't the kind that needed one, and the material fell, pooling at my feet. I side-stepped out of it carefully and then, bending one leg, I reached to take off one of my heels.
“No, leave those on.”
I stopped and stood up straight. A shiver flashed across my skin, making my nipples prick and turn rock hard. His eyes were all-consuming as they drifted over my exposed body. I guess I didn't need to worry about him turning me down.
“Come here.”
His words were rough. Guttural. Commanding. He wasn't the same boy who'd fumbled in the dark as he took my clothes off when I was younger. He was more confident than I could have imagined, and I wanted to show him that I wasn't afraid either. This was exactly what I wanted. I walked toward where he sat, my eyes on his, until my hands came to rest on his chest. Even through the layers of clothing, I could feel his hard, perfect muscles underneath. His hands rested on my hips, his fingers digging into the material of my barely-there underwear.
He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I won't be able to stop if we go any further.”
“I don't want you to stop. Ever. You belong with me just as much as I belong with you.”
At my words, his mouth moved to cover mine. His tongue ran along the seam of my lips, probed inside, and lingered for only a taste. Then his lips left mine and started to move downward. “I'm going to show you exactly how much I’ve been missing you all these years,” he whispered, his breath now grazing my neck. His hands skimmed up my waist and trailed over my chest. “Shit, these are nice.” He let the weight of my breasts rest in his big hands, his fingers rolling and pinching my nipples.
I automatically arched my back into him, letting him explore. He took his time and then spread his legs apart, an open invitation for me come closer. I didn’t hesitate to take it and he began pressing light kisses across my skin, his tongue flicking hot and sweet.
“I hate to sound like a guy, but these are heaven.”
My breath came out in sharp gasps. “You like them bigger?”
“You were perfect then and you're perfect now.” His hands moved to rest on my butt. His fingers pulled at the fabric of my underwear, tracing the edge, moving dangerously downward. “Sit on my lap now, Maggie. Keep the shoes on.”
He held my hands and I did what he asked, crawling carefully onto his lap until I ended up straddling him, the substantial bulge in his pants straining against the fabric of my underwear. His hands and mouth went back to worshiping my chest and I thoroughly enjoyed the attention, even though my heart was pounding out of control and his slow pace was driving me a bit insane. Just when I was about to beg him to touch me—in other places—his hands began their descent. Oh Lordy! His fingers gently made their way to the edge of my lacy underwear, skimmed down the sides, and then suddenly he pushed the material aside. He wasted no time filling me with one finger, and since he had big hands, he didn't need more than one. So when a second one joined the first, I bit down hard on my lip to keep from screaming out.
He eased his fingers in and out. “You're soaking wet,” he whispered. He swirled them around once inside me before spreading my wetness briefly over my most sensitive spot and then pinching me there. Jesus, help me! I was in such a daze that it took me a moment to realize that his fingers weren't in me anymore. He lightly squeezed my thigh. “It's my turn to strip for you.”
What? Oh. My. Good. Ness. He wasn't kidding. He moved me off of his lap, sitting me down on the bed, and stood up to start undressing. Now we were talking. I perched up on my knees, resting my hands on my hips, and gave him my best 'hurry-up-or-else' look.
He swore under his breath, rushed to lock the door, and started undressing at hyper-speed. His suit jacket, pants, and tie were all gone in nanoseconds. What kind of strip show was that? When he slipped off his boxers and came charging toward me, I couldn’t care less.
His hands met my waist. Lifting me with ease, he tossed me back on the bed. His face was serious, his strong jaw was set and determined, and if I didn't already know how gentle he actually was, I might have been frightened. Inching my legs apart, he filled the space and covered me completely. He brushed his hands lightly down my thighs, followed by my calves, and finally over my heels. He knocked my shoes off and then in one quick motion, he tore my underwear—literally tore them off. If I hadn't been so turned on and kind of impressed, I might have been angry.
“Sorry, those had to go.”
“It—” I was about to tell him that it didn't matter, when he ran a finger down the center of my heat. Another second later, he brought his erection to where his finger had just been and let the tip penetrate me. “Wait,” he said abruptly, “I need a condom.”
He was about to leave me and that was the last thing I wanted. “No.” I grabbed hold of him tight. “We don’t need one. I’m on birth control and have been since we almost went all the way before.”
Dean cupped my face in his hand. “Well, this is the perfect moment to finish what we started,” he said. Then he slammed inside of me.
“DEAN!” I called out, a mixture of surprise, pleasure, and excitement. He moved his hand over my mouth, rotating his hips in a circular motion. He was way bigger than any guy I'd ever been with and this was...different. The really good kind of different. Arching his hips, he thrust powerfully into me. I couldn't help it when I moaned into his hand.
“Hush, Maggie, or the whole house is gonna hear you,” he chided, but the tone in his voice told me he was beyond pleased.
He moved his hand off my mouth and then his hips picked up a glorious rhythm of retreating and filling me. “Holy mother of…” I breathed into the space between his shoulder and his neck. The pressure built and he moved faster, the friction between us incredible and frankly, unexpected. I'd never been very good at climaxing during sex. But this was...intense.
His hands moved to grip under my thighs, angling my legs higher against him. I pulled at his legs too, wanting him harder and deeper inside me. He gave me exactly what I craved, meeting me powerfully, until I could no longer take it and the sweet release hit me like a tidal wave. It was pure heaven as the muscles inside me contracted around him, squeezing and taking. I tried to call out his name, but he slipped his tongue deep in my mouth, catching my screams.
But this was far from over. He quickly pulled out of me, shifting beside me on the bed, positioning himself so that my butt met up with his groin. Hooking one of my legs over his hip, he spread me wide. I wasn't really sure about this, but his lips were on my shoulder and his fingers were softly caressing my breasts and stomach, so I wasn't about to argue.
“Take me in your hand and guide me inside,” he commanded.
I quivered at his words, but I wasn't about to back down from a challenge. His erection was right there waiting for me and I did as he asked. I loved the feeling of him filling me from behind, while his hands had easy access everywhere else. His thrusts turned powerful once more, and while one strong arm wrapped tight around my waist to move me as he wished, the other hand reached between my legs to glide against me.
Omigosh! I was going to come—again. “Dean,” I whimpered.
“Let go, Maggie, I’m all yours,” he whispered in my ear.
I couldn't have screamed if I wanted to because all my breath was trapped in my throat. Dean continued to shove into me, prolonging my orgasm, and making me thank my lucky stars that I'd hunted him down in the first place. His release came a moment later, when he hastily pulled out of me and I felt as his warmth spilled hot onto my thigh.
He growled into my back, holding onto me tight. “Sorry. I know you said you’re on birth control, but I had to pull out. One day, when you're finished with college and have my ring on your finger, I would love nothing more than to have a mini-Maggie running around. How's that for answering all the tough questions? I love you, Maggie Ryder, and I can't wait for that day. But until then, maybe we should be a little more careful.”
“I understand.” And I did. Dean knew better than anyone what could happen if we weren’t careful. “Should I get dressed? Do you want me to go now because of Valerie?” I tried to pull away, but he held me tighter.
“Hell no,” he said against my shoulder. “You're spending the night. I'm not done with you yet. Valerie will wake up at seven like clockwork so as long as you’re dressed by then, we’re good. And besides, I want her to get used to having you around because I’m hoping you’ll be around as much as possible.”
My cheeks were hurting—that’s how hard I was smiling. “You’re gonna get sick of me.”
He squeezed me tighter. “Not possible. The only thing that makes me sick is how stupid I was for letting you go. Never again though. When I said I was all yours, I meant it. I always have been and always will be…if you’ll have me, that is.”
Dean loosened his grip slightly so I turned, pushed him onto his back, and then climbed on top of him. I leaned over, my breasts brushing against his chest and my lips touching his, and whispered, “Yes, of course I’ll have you. Is right now too soon to start?”
“Now is perfect. I’m pretty sure you owe me a favor anyway.”
THE END
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