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      Dear Reader,

      

      This book contains references to the deaths of a parent and a young sibling as the result illness or accident. There are also references to past toxic and abusive relationships for both main characters and a side character who struggles with former alcohol abuse and addiction.

      Thematically, this entire series is a little more heart-wrenching than my other books, but there still is humor—because life is messy, but it’s also funny.

      I provide this warning so you can make an informed decision about whether to proceed. If you would rather read something more lighthearted, please check out the Imperfect Series or The Dorky Series if you haven’t already!

      

      Take care of yourself,

      <3

      Mary
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      Oliver

      

      The intercom on the corner of the desk beeps. “Mr. Nichols, Miss Fox wishes to speak with you.”

      I lift my bored gaze from the steady stream of numbers flowing across the screen and frown. “I already spoke with Finley this morning. What does she want now?”

      The last conversation we had was pointless. Finley  updated me on how the cabins for the camp instructors were nearly complete, contracts for the rest of the renovations confirmed, interviews in progress, and the student quarters were on track to be finished by the end of summer—all of which I knew and I didn’t care about anyway. The worst part of the interaction was when Archer, my childhood acquaintance and business associate who now lives with Finley, thrust his way into the conversation between me and Finley to “see how things are going.” Things being code for my emotional well-being.

      “Fine,” I said, the best answer I could muster.

      He then proceeded to update me ad nauseam on the status of all his personal and professional accomplishments of late. By all appearances, and by his own declarations, Archer is happy living in a run-down house in the middle of nowhere with Finley Fox and her chaotic family. A fact I find both annoying and mystifying.

      “It’s not Finley,” Carson says. “It’s Piper. Can I send her in?”

      My surroundings brighten subtly, the world coming into sharp focus.

      This morning started like every other Tuesday. I got out of bed at five. Drank a high-protein smoothie before running on the treadmill for an hour. Showered. Went down to the third floor to work by precisely seven a.m. Ate avocado toast and egg whites prepared by my chef at nine a.m. It was all typical. Normal. Expected. Ordinary. Gray. Boring.

      My whole life has become a series of incremental steps and chores that don’t have any meaning and do nothing to hold my attention, yet at just the mention of Piper Fox’s name, suddenly I’m off the hamster wheel, where I’ve been running in a dark room, going nowhere, and am thrust out into the sunshine with the breeze and the trees and limitless possibilities.

      Foolish. Ridiculous. Irrational.

      Why is she here? We had a tacit understanding to avoid each other after the last time.

      I shove the thought away. I can’t think of that now, not when I’m about to be confronted with her presence for the first time in three months and eleven days.

      “Should I tell her you’re busy?” Carson asks.

      Piper is out there, listening to the entire conversation, so I resist the urge to snap at Carson. To anyone else, he would sound professional and uninterested, but he’s teasing me. I appreciate that he doesn’t grovel or behave obsequiously, and I enjoy his brash honesty, annoying as it may be. It’s one of the reasons I stole him from his last employer and paid him extensively for the defection.

      “Send her in.” I glance around my office.

      This won’t do at all. The room is cold, sparse. No personal photos, all business. The desk is devoid of paperwork and has only a laptop. The whole setup—the stark colors, the size, the raised podium where my desk is, the way my chair is slightly elevated—is arranged to put me in a position of power, not in an obvious way but just enough that the guest subconsciously knows I’m the one in charge.

      But using these kinds of nonverbal cues on Piper rubs me the wrong way. It doesn’t give me the pleasure it would with anyone else. Quickly, I move out from behind the massive black desk to the sitting area closer to the door. I reposition a file from the table to the chair, and just in time, I sit on the couch, leaving the spot next to me as the only reasonable seat left.

      Piper enters, the door shutting behind her. I take a moment to drink her in, keeping my face impassive. I’ve been a fan of her artwork for many years, and my admiration has leaked into our acquaintanceship. She is petite with delicate sprite-like features. Dark hair frames her oval face, and her eyes are large and expressive. On the surface, she isn’t out of the ordinary, but her work has absorbed my interest since the very beginning. She sees things in a way that that tugs at all the emotions I’ve managed to eliminate to get to where I am today.

      I want her in a way that I can’t define. It’s a pointless, impractical, annoying desire. I built her up in my mind before we even met, when I had seen her art. That must be the reason for these feelings: artistic respect, nothing more.

      “Mr. Nichols. Thank you for seeing me. I’m sorry to drop in unexpectedly like this.”

      Mr. Nichols? She spent almost an entire night wrapped in my arms, and she calls me Mr. Nichols?

      “You cut your hair,” I say.

      She fingers the dark strands, which now fall slightly below her shoulders. “I’ve wanted to for a while, but I couldn’t before because…” She falters, forcing a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Well, I just couldn’t.” She glances away.

      My mind takes her words and body language apart and turns them over, examining their deeper meaning. Ben, her controlling ex-boyfriend, likely has something to do with her new hair preference and why she didn’t change it when she wanted to.

      “Please. Have a seat.” I gesture to the couch next to me.

      She walks over and perches on the edge of the seat, a white-knuckled grip on the strap of her purse.

      My gaze sharpens on the delicate shadows under her eyes. “You haven’t been sleeping well.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches. “Have you?”

      I’ve never slept well, a fact I inexplicably shared with Piper Fox three months and eleven days ago, in the dark of night, under the watchful glow of an ancient lamp in the Fox living room. I have been trying to erase that night from my mind, mostly by avoiding the woman sitting next to me.

      I incline my head. “Touché.”

      She shifts on the seat. “Have you heard anything from—” She clears her throat. “Have they shipped any of my pieces yet?”

      “I received confirmation that the scheduled pickup is Monday. They should arrive at the gallery by next week—Thursday, most likely.”

      Her shoulders relax a notch. “You don’t think he’ll try anything else—delay further?”

      “He can try all he likes. No one breaks a contract with me without severe consequences.” The words emerge like the slice of a knife, fast and clipped.

      She blinks, flinching.

      For the best, I tell myself even as an uncomfortable thorn twists in my stomach.

      She doesn’t need to say his name for me to know who she’s asking about. Ben—the aforementioned ex-boyfriend who is also her ex-manager. The man is the epitome of a weak-minded, idiotic tool.

      “Has he been bothering you?”

      “No.” She opens her mouth, pauses for a second, then shuts it.

      “But?”

      One slim shoulder lifts. “At first, he called me every day, multiple times a day. I blocked him. Then he would use random phones. I changed my number, and he spammed all my social media and emails. Then it stopped all of a sudden. Until last week.”

      My jaw tightens. “What happened last week?”

      “He sent a package.”

      “To Mindy’s?” Last I knew, Piper intended to stay with her sister in the city.

      She nods. “The texts have started again, from a number I don’t recognize. They’re generic—just hi, how are you kind of things—but I know it’s him.” Her shoulders droop. “I don’t know how he found me or my number. I changed it.”

      A whisper of unease slithers through me. “What did he send you?”

      Pink tints her cheeks. “Jewelry and clothing, a note about how he still loves me and he’s changed and wants to make it up to me. I sent it back. He’ll give up eventually if I keep ignoring him. It’s probably nothing to worry about. I tend to overreact lately, and Ben knows how to get under my skin.”

      The more she speaks, the more my spine stiffens. “You are not overreacting. You should always listen to your instincts.” Concern loosens my tongue. “Mindy’s apartment—is there a doorman? Some kind of security?”

      “No.”

      I frown. “You could stay here.”

      “No.” The refusal is immediate. “I can’t do that.”

      I switch tactics. “I can hire a bodyguard. Someone could be with you at all times.”

      She grimaces. “Oh, no. That’s not necessary. It’s fine. Ben’s all the way across the country. Besides, I rarely leave the apartment without Mindy. Please don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      The urge to press the issue shoves at me, but I swallow my arguments and counterpoints. “Is that why you came here?”

      Her visit doesn’t quite track. She could have called or gotten this information from Carson. Why stop by unexpectedly only for this after months of silence?

      She bites her lip, and I home in on her mouth. Her lips are perfect, pink, and heart shaped.

      “Um. Well, partly. There is one other thing I needed to… ask.” She swallows.

      I track the motion, noting the fluttering pulse in her neck, the hitch in her breath.

      She inhales and then meets my gaze, her spine straightening, her chin lifting. “I want you.”

      My heart, the fractured organ long silent, thumps in my chest.
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      Oliver

      

      Three Months and Eleven Days Earlier

      

      I can’t sleep. Slumber is an eternally elusive state even when I’m at home, resting on a custom-designed mattress and two-thousand-dollar D. Porthault sheets. But trying to sleep on a cramped, lumpy, ancient child-sized couch with the scent of ten thousand family dinners oozing like invisible fog from its depths? Impossible.

      What could have compelled me to agree when Finley offered me this pitiable excuse for a resting place? Mindy Fox left for the city earlier in the day. I should have followed her lead and returned to my building posthaste.

      This five-bedroom house should have been big enough for all of last night’s guests, but two of the rooms are never used, left as shrines to their former occupants. That leaves three bedrooms, one for Archer and Finley, one for Piper, and the last for Mason, who was dragged here all the way from LA to celebrate Easter with the Fox tribe.

      Taylor, yet another Fox sister, is sleeping in her van out front. It’s a full house. A full, chaotic, noisy house.

      Yet… if I’m being honest with myself, I chose to stay the night here, forgoing all my usual comforts, because I didn’t want to leave. Watching all of them interact is like visiting a zoo full of exotic creatures, their behaviors bizarre, unfamiliar, and mysterious, and intriguing.

      The floorboards groan, and I crack my eyes open a slice. A figure, ashy in the darkness, separates from the stairs. My ears strain for the soft tread of footsteps marking their way through the living room en route to the kitchen.

      It’s obvious who my fellow insomniac is, based on the size of the frame and the way she moves through the space, dim as it is. Piper.

      I should ignore her. Feign slumber. She’ll go back upstairs, and I’ll continue to lie here in the darkness, alone.

      “Can’t sleep?” The words are propelled out of me without my conscious will.

      She halts halfway between the stairs and the kitchen, only a handful of steps away from where I’m lying on the couch. One hand goes to her chest, and she releases a shaky chuckle. “No. Hardly ever. You?”

      “Same.” I sit up, self-conscious in a plain white T-shirt, my sleep pants covered by an old ratty quilt. “Sorry to startle you.”

      “It’s fine.” She pauses. “I was going to make some tea.” She stands there, staring at me, making no move to actually commit to the task.

      “Okay,” I say since it seems she requires some sort of response.

      “Did you want some?”

      Say no. “Yes.”

      She flicks on an old lamp near the wall between the living room and kitchen, and it casts a buttery glow over her wan face, illuminating the oversized gray sweater that hangs on her small frame and the soft pink leggings that cling to her form.

      I shift to stand, but she stops me with a lifted palm. “Stay. It won’t take long for the kettle to heat. It’s more comfortable in here. Chamomile okay?”

      I nod.

      Comfortable isn’t the most appropriate adjective, but she’s not wrong. The kitchen has no seating, and the dining table on the other side of the living area is covered in detritus from egg coloring and dinner. The lumpy couch and faded recliner are, in fact, the best options.

      Within minutes, she’s back with a mug in each hand, passing one to me. I expect her to sit in the recliner to the side of the sofa, but instead, she sinks into the couch next to me.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      “You’re welcome.” She blows on her tea.

      I hold my cup in both hands, making a valiant attempt to keep my eyes forward, nerves singing in my veins. I’m never nervous. Somehow, this fragile creature is responsible for crafting the most gut-wrenching sculptures I’ve ever seen. It boggles the mind. She’s like a puzzle I can’t quite solve. The pieces don’t match, yet I know they fit together.

      “Do you have a hard time sleeping in strange places?” she asks.

      “I have a hard time sleeping anywhere.”

      She turns. “Why?” Her voice is low and intimate.

      I concentrate on the warm cup cradled in my palms. She doesn’t press me to answer. Something about Piper hammers at my self-restraint. All the emotions I’ve kept under tight control transform into a beast that wants to come out of hiding and bask in her sunshine. I’m both captivated and alarmed. I have no room for feelings. They are decidedly bothersome.

      “He used to wake me up randomly.”

      Every cell in my body startles to awareness.

      “Early on in our relationship, before we moved in together, he would call me in the middle of the night.” Her gaze moves to the wall where the blank TV hangs. “It was always under the guise of being thoughtful. He would say he wanted to talk because we were both so busy, and he wanted to spend time with me. He missed me.” One side of her mouth tips down. “I thought it was sweet.” She stops, considers. “No. He convinced me it was sweet and normal. But then if I put my phone on silent because I had an early meeting or plans the next day, he would accuse me of not making him a priority, of not caring, of cheating, even. My need for sleep—any excuse or obligation—didn’t matter because he made me believe I was the one being cruel to him.”

      She sips her tea, and I trace the simple movement, roaming over her jawline, her neck, her long, delicate fingers cupping the mug. Her head turns in my direction, her neck resting back against the couch.

      “I wish I could punch him again.”

      She faces me and smiles, the simple movement lighting her from within. Her bottom tooth is slightly crooked, the imperfection making her more real and somehow pure. I’m knocked senseless for a few seconds.

      “I wish you could, too, and that I could join you.” She sighs. “Lord knows kicking him in the balls would be cheaper and more satisfying than therapy.”

      Her dry tone is so surprising I almost laugh. How long has it been since I laughed?

      She continues. “I can’t figure out how I fell for it, for him. How could I have let him turn me into such a passive creature who second-guessed every move and thought?”

      “It never starts badly. Controlling people begin by love bombing and then use their good deeds like sunshine to make the seeds of manipulation grow.”

      Her eyes widen. “How do you know?”

      The dry words fall out before I can stop them. “I have experience with all the toxicity humanity has to offer.”

      I shouldn’t have said it. I search for the pity in her expression, and finding none, I relax, relief curling through me when she doesn’t fawn or try to get more information about me. It’s the only explanation for why I finally answer her first question.

      “I can’t fall asleep because I’ve had to be constantly on alert for threats in my immediate environment.” When you’re asleep, you’re vulnerable to those who might hurt you.

      She sets her cup on the coffee table. “I don’t have any issues falling asleep, but I can’t stay asleep for long. Then once I wake up, it’s all over.”

      “My problem is the opposite. I can’t fall asleep, but when I do, I’m out like a light.”

      She shifts closer, the corner of her mouth tipping up. “I bet I can help you fall asleep.”

      My brows lift at the suggestion, my body heating almost instantly. “Can you?” My voice is low, intimate.

      “I didn’t mean it that way. Now my mind is in the gutter, and I can’t get it out.” Her cheeks flush, and she leans into me, nudging me with a soft elbow.

      My brief romantic interludes have been few and far between—too far between. Just her elbow against my arm is inciting a reaction.

      “Then what are you suggesting?” I ask.

      She takes the untouched tea from my hands and places it next to hers on the table.

      “Lie down and put your head in my lap.” She shifts on the sofa to give me room.

      I stare at her. She wants my head in her lap? I’m already half-hard from her statement that she can help me sleep, not to mention her proximity and casual touches, mild as they are. If we get any closer, I might melt into a puddle at her feet.

      To her, this is just an interaction shared between friendly acquaintances. This is what Piper and her family do—they laugh, tease, and touch with affection. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been hugged or touched in any way other than shaking hands for business reasons.

      She pats her lap. “Come on, Oliver. Trust me.”

      Trust me. Loaded words. I don’t trust anyone. Not really.

      I should resist—snap at her, scare her away. But the way she watches me is sweet and trusting, even hopeful. Her affection is like a drug.

      It’s only because I haven’t been with anyone in a while and crave any touch, not just hers. At least, that’s what I tell myself, allowing myself to give in because it means nothing. I turn around and angle back carefully, resting my head on her upper thighs and focusing all my attention on the ceiling.

      She smiles down at me. “Close your eyes.”

      After a few seconds, I comply.

      She smacks my shoulder lightly. “You’re so tense. If you get any more rigid, you’re going to vibrate onto the floor. Relax.”

      I press my lips together, trying not to think about things that are rigid, and do my best to ease my tight limbs. It must be good enough because a moment later, her fingers thread through my hair, rubbing and massaging my scalp in gentle strokes. Her thumbs press against the center of my forehead, near the eyebrows, applying pressure before smoothing down and out toward my temples, where they circle for a few long, blessed minutes.

      I nearly groan. What is this sorcery? I’ve never felt anything like it. I almost forget how turned on I am.

      Once my head relaxes, the rest of my body follows, loosening into jelly, the tension flowing out like water through a sieve. Time ceases to have meaning. Between the press of her fingers, the heat of her body, and the calming scent of tea, I can finally fall asleep.
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      Piper

      

      The Next Morning

      

      My neck hurts. Something lumpy and uncomfortable is digging into my side. I can’t move my legs. They’re being weighed down by a heavy, heated object.

      I blink my eyes open, and there’s nothing but white. Holy hell—I’ve gone blind.

      I blink. No, wait. It’s a T-shirt. A white T-shirt. It’s moving rhythmically up and down.

      Oliver.

      My neck hurts because it’s propped up on his bicep. The lump digging into my side is the couch. The heavy thing weighing me down is Oliver’s leg slung over mine. We’re facing each other. I’m on the inside, my back to the sofa, and we’re wrapped around each other like longtime lovers.

      I’m snuggling with Oliver. Oliver, the billionaire. Oliver, the man who used his private jet to fly across the country and rescue me from my psychotic ex-boyfriend. Oliver, the most fascinating and intriguing person I’ve ever met, who punched Ben in the face for making a derogatory remark about me. The same Oliver who then let me clean his bloody knuckles and assured me in a low voice that he would never let Ben hurt me again—in a tone that allowed no doubt—all right before he manipulated me and my whole family into going into business with him.

      Oliver was dead set on acquiring our family property. He purchased all the parcels around Fox Cottages, and when Finley resisted his offers, he sent in his lackeys to try to convince her to sell. But she wouldn’t, despite the fact that she’d fallen behind on property taxes and the whole place was practically crumbling down around her. She couldn’t let it go. We grew up here. It’s all we have left of our father and Aria.

      When Oliver’s normal tactics wouldn’t work, he sent in Archer to try to seal the deal. But Archer and Finley fell in love—and then we found a way to keep the property in our family and retain majority ownership. First, we agreed to turn the property into a camp for at-risk youth, and then, I agreed to create four pieces for Oliver’s gallery in SoHo in exchange for an additional one-percent stake in the summer camp.

      I get why he wanted the deal so badly. He was hoping to create something like the type of camp where he met Archer when they were kids. According to Archer, Oliver has no family left. He lost everyone when he was just a child, and the camp was the only place he wasn’t miserable. The goal is admirable even if his methods were a bit calculated.

      My heart threatens to beat out of my chest with the combination of anxiety and pleasure surging through my system. Surely, it’s loud enough to wake him up. Carefully, I shift my head to bring my gaze to his face. He’s sleeping.

      I take the opportunity to catalogue his features while he’s not in motion. I never get the chance to really scrutinize him. Awake, he’s a force of energy, like a supernova, powerful and enigmatic. When he enters a room, the air prickles with intensity.

      Not now. His features are softened with sleep, young and serene. There’s no hint of the domineering and intense presence that surrounds him like a cloak when he’s alert.

      My sisters think he’s callous and unfeeling, but I’m not so sure. Maybe it’s the artist in me, searching for beauty in the darkness, wanting to believe after Ben that not all men are monsters. It’s the honesty that gets to me the most. Oliver doesn’t pretend to be anything he’s not. He’s not a liar. Ben lied like it was an art form, a requirement for existence, as necessary as water and sunlight.

      After meeting his parents, it was easy to understand why he resorted to lying so frequently. He was an only child, his parents both successful, his mother an attorney, his father a real estate mogul. Both of them demanded perfection in all things. It was no wonder he tossed out lies as if they were confetti and every day was New Year’s Eve.

      Oliver, for all his eccentricities and surliness, doesn’t pretend to be someone he isn’t or say things to make himself appear superior or in charge. He doesn’t need to. Sometimes, I catch him watching the rest of us, his face dark and wary, like an apex predator that’s discovered something peculiar and doesn’t know whether to attack or run. He tends to sit just far enough away to listen and observe but not quite close enough to truly be a part of the group.

      A door opens and closes in the kitchen. Footsteps tread across the linoleum. Taylor. She slept outside in her VW bus, where she lives most of the time.

      I shut my eyes. I’ll pretend I’m still asleep. Maybe she’ll stay in the kitchen. Maybe she won’t come into the living room and ruin this moment. Maybe I can lie here and bask in the fact that I actually slept for more than a few hours for the first time since leaving Ben.

      Oliver’s breath changes. He inhales slowly, and then the arm on my waist tightens.

      Unable to bear it any longer, I have to look. His eyes meet mine, heavy lidded and fuzzy with sleep. His mouth tilts into a semblance of a smile.

      Shock slaps me in the face. He never smiles—even though what he’s giving me now couldn’t be described as a full smile but is more like a twitch of the lips. My stomach flips over three times and then fills with hot liquid want.

      Oliver is always so pressed and polished and suited up. Here in the gray light of early morning, a line bisects his cheek from where it was resting on the sofa, he has a dusting of stubble on his jaw, and his hair is rumpled.

      Damn. He might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. We gaze at each other for an interminable moment. I want to be the one he always gives that little half smile to.

      Then his gaze sharpens on me, his eyes widen, and he jerks away, thudding onto the floor.

      I sit up. “Are you okay?”

      Taylor appears in the doorway from the kitchen. “What was that? Piper?”

      He pops to his feet like a shabby billionaire jack-in-the-box.

      “Um.” Taylor’s gaze darts between the two of us, and she puts a hand on her hip, laughter in her voice. “Do you care to explain this unconventional sleeping arrangement?”

      “Excuse me.” Oliver’s voice is smooth and flat, like we’re in a board meeting and not in my childhood living room after he woke up in my arms and promptly fell off the couch. He swipes his overnight bag off the coffee table and disappears down the hall toward the guest bathroom.

      Taylor’s brows hit her hairline. Her eyes are full of mischievous joy when they meet mine. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”
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      Piper

      
      “I want you.”

      Oh crap. What did I just say?

      “I mean, I need you.” My welding torch, capable of reaching six thousand degrees, has nothing on the heat of my face right now. “I mean, I didn’t mean that.”

      “Then why don’t you explain what you do mean.” His voice is frosty, his face an expressionless mask.

      Dammit. I did mean it.

      I’m an idiot. I don’t know why I was thinking I could show up here after months had passed and he would fall all over himself to speak with me. I thought maybe he cared. I thought we had a moment—more than a moment—but maybe I was wrong. Maybe Ben was right when he said I would never find someone else and no one could want me.

      How will I know? How can I tell? I search Oliver’s face, but his eyes are unreadable.

      My heart accelerates, my palms slicking with sweat. Now what?

      I need another excuse for coming here. I knew this wouldn’t work. I knew I would chicken out. I need another plan.

      He’s staring at me while I have my inner panic attack, his eyes dark and unreadable, his lips flat and dispassionate.

      Quick. Say something, anything. “I have problem with…”

      My brain, obviously. Men in general. Creating any kind of art to fulfill the terms of the contract I signed with him. Lustful thoughts about Oliver and an old couch. Pick a problem—there are plenty.

      My nerves a raw bundle in my throat, I blurt out the first thing I think of that’s a partial truth. “I need somewhere to finish the pieces. For the exhibition. There’s no room at Mindy’s, and I have nowhere to, uh, work.”

      He frowns. “Don’t they rent artist work spaces for this sort of thing?”

      He would know about places like that. They do have rentable studios in literally every borough, dang it. Now I need to elaborate.

      Oh, what a tangled web we weave.

      “That’s what I’ve been doing, but it’s not working. The co-op studio spaces, they’re too crowded. Too many people and prying eyes, you know. I need a private place.” I swallow, and the words keep going, bubbling out of my mouth like they’ve developed a will of their own—a terrible, awkward will. “I suppose I could go back to Whitby, but I was already struggling there, and, um, with Finley and Archer and now Jake coming home—not to mention all the construction going on—it will be… I’ll be in the way. I’m not sure what to do.”

      The last sentence is the full truth. I have no idea what to do. I’m lost. Floundering in the dark. And running out of time. I asked for six months to create a few sculptures. That time has been cut in half, and I still have nothing.

      I can’t tell him the full truth of the matter, but maybe I won’t have to. I have the slenderest filament of hope that I can use at least one of the pieces being shipped over from LA—although I can barely remember what I was working on before. Those last few weeks with Ben were like a shadowy nightmare. Now I’ve woken up, but the dregs of the terror have left a gaping hole of numbness, and the will to create has fled along with my sanity.

      If I don’t want to lose everything, ruin my reputation, and endanger my entire career all because some asshole ripped my confidence to shreds, I need to get work done. I need to get my mojo back. I was hoping to get my mojo back with Oliver in other ways, as per one of Taylor’s litany of suggestions, but obviously, that’s not happening.

      He’s silent, focused on something behind me, the gears shifting behind his gaze as his mind calculates the problem. I catch my breath and use the opportunity of his distraction to check him out. I haven’t seen him in months.

      He’s unchanged, still all sharp lines and precise edges, elegantly lean, with dark hair and thick brows. He’s like a sleek jungle cat constantly alert for prey—if a jungle cat wore a bespoke suit and never had a hair out of place. He’s always perfectly coiffed, a contrast to my inner mess. I want to ruffle him up, make him lose that meticulous control he wields like armor.

      “Make a list of anything you require, and get it to Carson today. I’ll have something for you by the end of this week.”

      What were we talking about? Oh right. I need work space, apparently.

      My stomach flips. If he gets it done, that means I’ll actually have to do the work or tell him the full truth. Panic flares, along with frustration. If I can’t create, then who am I?

      “Um. Okay.”

      His phone buzzes between us, and I glance down. He picks it up quickly but not before I catch a glimpse. The display shows Emma, and the preview of the message is a series of colorful heart emojis.

      Something in my chest twists. Of course, he probably gets a dozen different texts like that from a dozen different women every day.

      He sets the phone to the side. “Was there anything else you needed?” His tone is still cool, impersonal.

      “No, thank you.” I force my legs to propel me to my feet and then make my way to the door.

      I slip into the reception area, intending to leave it at that. This couldn’t have gone worse, even if I had come here intending to humiliate myself, which I sort of did.

      What was I thinking?

      I thought he would be different. I thought I could be alluring, mysterious, seductive. I’m an idiot. A lamppost has more seduction skills than I do.

      Carson taps away on his computer at the desk parked right outside the door, his posture ramrod straight.

      Oliver follows me out. “Did you drive here?”

      Surprised, I halt just beyond Carson’s desk. No.”

      I haven’t owned a car in two years. Ben convinced me to sell mine when I moved in with him, since we went everywhere together anyway. I didn’t realize at the time that it was one more way to control me.

      “I took the subway.”

      Oliver frowns. “Carson, call Brienne.”

      “I don’t want to put anyone out,” I say.

      Carson speaks, still typing, his fingers not missing a beat. “You’re not. I already had Brienne on standby. She’ll meet you at the elevator.” He nods down the curve in the hallway.

      “Right. Thanks. Bye.” I escape this oh-so-uncomfortable conversation and round the bend. Out of sight, I stop to catch my breath.

      What is it about Oliver Nichols that turns me into a complete chucklehead? “I want you.” I can’t believe I said that. Lord, kill me now. My face heats, and I cover my cheeks with my hands.

      I’m still standing there, trying to pull my shit together, when Oliver’s voice echoes down the passageway. “Are you finished with the findings for DataBlocks?” The words are brusque and clear as day.

      There are no carpets or anything soft to absorb the sounds. Everything is

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Preface
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Mary Frame
      


      		
        Another Fox Bites the Dust
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Mary Frame


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/thefoxandtherebound_ebook_amazon.jpg
o
REBOUND

MARY FRAME





