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“LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT. You’re saying that I actually have to have a girl on my arm to avoid losing the faith of the board? Losing the company itself?” I asked, stifling the groan I could feel growing in my throat.

“What I’m saying,” Meghan, my lead publicist, said coldly, “is that it wouldn’t be the worst thing for you to look a little more social. Go out. Act like a real human being rather than just the shadow behind Folley. Show that you have a freaking heart.”

She threw a number of newspaper clippings down on the desk in front of me to punctuate her point.

And I released the groan I’d so far been at least trying to hold back.

Then I reached for the clippings, because Meghan was my head publicist, and that meant it was her job to not only tell me the truth about things, but also keep me in line when it came to things like my public image.

Look, I didn’t think I should have to worry about that sort of thing. I was the head of a multibillion-dollar company, and we did just fine, thank you very much. The company, a conglomerate of smaller companies that dealt with communications of all shapes and sizes, was like a spinning top, running so smoothly that anyone else should have been jealous.

I didn’t see why I should have to do anything other than keep on running it.

“What are these?” I asked, thumbing through the clippings and seeing a whole load of nothing but articles. Articles that featured my name and the name of the company I’d built.

“They’re articles,” she said sarcastically. “Articles about you.” She reached down, grabbed them out of my hands, and spread them across the table. “Articles that talk about how selfish you are, and how rich you are, and how the world itself would be a better place if you would just start sharing that wealth around. Doing good every so often.”

I looked up at her, more than a little bit shocked.

“That’s awfully rich, considering I give—and the company gives—hundreds of thousands of dollars every year to charity.”

She shot a glare my way. “Anonymously. You never put your name on those donations—no matter how many times I’ve told you that you should—and that right there is the problem, Leo. If you don’t put your name on the donations, or at least the company’s name, then you’re not going to get credit for it.”

“I don’t need credit,” I growled. “That’s not what giving to charity is about. It’s not like I’m trying to earn tokens for a prize at the end of the game. The minute I start adding my name to it, you and I both know they’re going to find something else to complain about. Hell, they’ll probably complain that I’m bragging about my own wealth by showing how much I can give away. They’ll say I’m just trying to curry favor or that it’s a publicity stunt.”

She grabbed the newspaper clippings up and shoved them back into the planner she carried everywhere with her.

Seriously, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she slept with the fucking thing. I was positive that I’d never seen her without it, and it might as well have been Mary Poppins’ handbag. She could fit everything she needed into that thing, regardless of how big or small it was.

“Well, right now it’s no kind of publicity at all, and that means it’s a waste of time and money,” she said sharply.

I snorted. “A waste of money to give money to charity. Got it. I’ll note that down in the Official Rulebook According to Meghan.”

She made a face at me. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. I’m just saying, Leo. As long as you’re making those donations anyhow, you might as well be getting some credit for it. Right now, you’re not. And your reputation is taking a hit for it.”

I blew out a long breath but kept my mouth shut.

This wasn’t the first time I’d heard exactly that, and Meghan wasn’t the first person to say it to me.

So I was well aware that this was an... issue.

But even so.

“Okay, so say I agreed to put my name on these donations when I make them,” I said, conceding the point. “What the hell does that have to do with having a girl on my arm? Or the board of the company?”

The board... was a problem. When I took the company public, wanting to get fresh blood in the place and fresh eyes on some of the deals we were doing, it had come with a big asterisk. Namely, the board, which now got to vote on most of what I did.

I didn’t take them seriously most of the time, because it was still my company. It still sported my name, and I was still the one running it and making everyone else money.

But I preferred to stay on their good side, if I could. Getting along and having a peaceful partnership made my life a whole lot easier.

Also, they could, if they wanted to, vote me out of my position. It was something my own assistant, Janice, and Meghan herself never let me forget.

And even I had to admit that it was a valid threat. Yes, the company was mine. Yes, I’d started it and packed it around on my own back with my own money until it finally started turning a profit. But taking it public had meant signing a deal with the devil.

A deal that had a line in it about keeping the damn board happy.

At my question, Meghan reached into her wonder binder and yanked out yet another set of newspaper clippings, tossing them down in front of me with what looked like a bit less anger.

“What did you do, spend your entire night going through newspapers?” I asked, giving her a jaded glance as I took this new set off the desk.

“I’ve been collecting them for weeks, actually,” she replied. “I knew I needed proof if I was going to come in here and tell you that you had to do better.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, but then turned them to the clippings without saying anything else.

Shit, there were at least twenty of them. And each of them had not only a photo—of me with some different girl—but also a story about how I was too much of a playboy to take life seriously. How I didn’t deserve to run a company so big when I couldn’t even settle down with one girl.

How I not only didn’t give money to any charities, but also seemed to specialize in being out with a different girl every night.

I closed my eyes, feeling like steam might start pouring out of my ears at any second.

Because a grand total of none of those dates had been my idea. I didn’t want a girl on my arm—or in my bed, or in my house, rearranging my cupboards or putting lacy curtains up or going through my medicine cabinet. I was quite happy on my own, thank you very much, and I planned to stay that way for as long as I could manage it.

My friends, though, had other ideas. And they’d gone through a phase of setting me up with a different girl every night, partly because they’d thought it was funny, and partly because they were girls they couldn’t date on their own.

They’d been living vicariously through me.

“For the record,” I muttered, “I wasn’t having fun on any of those dates. And none of that was my idea.”

“You and I know that,” Meghan muttered back. “But no one else seems to. And I can’t get a word in edgewise with the press when they decide to talk about your dating habits. You’re either out there alone, the loneliest bachelor ever to bachelor, or you’ve got a different model on your arm every single night.” She put her palms down on the desk and leaned toward me, her dark blue eyes incredibly serious. “The end result, Leo, is that we’ve got a lot of rehab to do on your reputation. The board doesn’t like that you’re drawing the wrong sort of attention, and Janice and I have both heard murmurings about them taking a vote. It’s time to make you friendlier to the public eye.”

Well, shit. I hadn’t wanted to take her seriously. I’d wanted this to all be some sort of joke.

But I had learned to take her seriously when she looked at me like that. She had never used the board to try to bully me into doing a publicity stunt before.

It made me very, very nervous that she was doing it now.

“So what do we do, oh guru of publicity?” I asked, my own face as serious as hers. “I don’t want the board breathing down my neck any more than you do. And I pay you to take care of things like this for me. So what’s the plan?”

Finally, she allowed a smile to stretch her lips. “Easy. Start attaching your name to those donations. Get a girl that the press can take more than one picture of. Keep her around for a while—and make sure she’s smart enough to handle the paparazzi. Take her to the charity auction next week so there are plenty of pictures of you two. Play the good boy for a month or two.” The smile grew and became mischievous. “After that, you can go back to being the curmudgeon who doesn’t like going out because he doesn’t like to be recognized. I promise.”

I lifted my brows. “You’re showing me all the pictures the press has taken of me, and yet you’re going to shame me for not wanting to go out because of the press and their cameras? Low blow, Meghan.”

She leaned in even closer, the grin turning crafty. “Leo, it’s my job to make sure your public persona is sparkling and perfect. I use whatever tools I have available to me. Find a girl by the charity auction at the end of the week, or I’ll do that for you, too.”

She turned on one stiletto heel and was gone before I could point out that I didn’t need a matchmaker.

Though to be honest, she probably would have done a better job of finding a girl than I was going to do.

I watched her walk out of my office, my mind still spinning in circles around the idea that I was being required to find a girlfriend—for an evidently unspecified amount of time—and sign my name on the dotted line of my charitable contributions.

Just to please the board.

Look, I’d known when I took them on that it was a double-edged knife. I’d known good and well that there were going to be additional rules and that I’d have to start allowing people other than myself to have a choice in how the company ran.

I just never thought they’d be playing matchmaker for me.

I shook my head, groaned at the thought of actually taking a girl on more than one date—and pretending to like it—and then turned off my computer and got up.

It had been a tough day already, and I had an office at home. An office where neither my publicist or assistant could randomly walk in on me and start issuing demands. I’d get a lot more work done there than I was going to do here.

Because unlike this office, my penthouse was completely devoid of other humans.

And I liked it that way.
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OLIVIA
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IT HAD TO BE NEARLY ten in the morning when I woke up, and for long, terrifying moments, I couldn’t remember where the hell I was... or how the hell I’d gotten there.

Believe me when I say that few things are more terrifying than waking up in a car in an alleyway between towering buildings—which are set on a very noisy street—and having absolutely zero memory of how you’d come to be there.

I went quickly over my body, trying to figure out whether anything was missing—like a kidney, which I’d heard people stole sometimes if they found you under the right circumstances—and quickly came to the conclusion that everything was there and accounted for. All four limbs, attached. No obvious signs of trauma.

No holes in my trunk where my kidneys might once have been.

I could see straight, and my tongue was still in my mouth.

No, I don’t know why my tongue would have been missing. But when you also can’t remember where you are or why, you tend to check random things, I guess.

Honestly, I’d never been in this situation before, so I didn’t know if that was true at all. But it certainly was for me.

I was putting frantic fingers up to my face to see whether that was still attached when my brain finally—finally!—decided to chime in and add to the freaked-out conversation going on in my subconscious.

You, it said coldly, are a fucking idiot. You know exactly where you are and how you got here, because you drove yourself.

Drove myself. Right.

Wait, what?

And then, memory. Of everything. I remembered exactly where I was—Minneapolis—and how I’d gotten here—via my car.

Which was one of the only things I’d brought with me when I hightailed it the hell out of Bloomingdale, the town where I’d been living down the street from my mother for the last five years.

Longer than that, actually. I’d been living there my entire life. 

Not anymore, though.

I sat my car’s seat up and stared blearily through the windshield toward the street at the end of the alley, casting my mind back to the way I’d come screeching into Minneapolis last night, stereo blaring and my eyes still stinging with angry tears.

It had taken me four hours to get here, going eighty the entire way. And four hours hadn’t been enough to forget about what had happened in Bloomingdale during the day.

I’d always known that my mother’s newest boyfriend, Roger, was a real piece of shit. More than that. He was the kind of guy who raged at her and threatened her constantly... and then turned around and made her think that it was her fault he was doing it. Then he sweet-talked her until she forgot about what an asshole he was.

I had never
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