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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      It is a truth universally acknowledged that if you go on a blind date and it ends badly then you will invariably meet that person again at the most inopportune and awkward moment.

      Okay, so that hadn’t happened in the past (and Charlie had been on blind dates before) but it seemed that this time the universe had it in for her.

      She hadn’t even wanted to go on the blind date in the first place. Her best friend Evie had begged her to go, in disguise of course. Evie had bribed her with luxury items and who was Charlie to turn down the opportunity to give a good home to a poor, homeless designer handbag?

      It was supposed to be an in and out. She was just required to make sure the guy never wanted to see Evie again. Fine. No problem. Charlie had done it before, but this was the absolute last time she was going to do her friend this particular favour.

      But, of course, the universe had other ideas and her blind date turned out to be her new boss…
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      ‘No.’

      ‘Please, Charlie,’ Evie pleaded. ‘Just this once.’

      Charlie—Charlotte—snorted. ‘No.’

      ‘Pretty, pretty please,’ Evie said, dropping to her knees beside the bed where Charlie was lounging. ‘This is the last time I’ll ask. I promise.’

      Charlie leisurely flipped the page of the magazine she was reading—an actual magazine, not a digital one. ‘That’s what you said last time,’ she said, not looking at her best friend. ‘And the time before that. Oh, and the time before that too.’

      ‘I really mean it this time,’ Evie said, her hands clasped under her chin in supplication.

      Charlie sighed and put her magazine aside before crossing her arms and looking at Evie with a sigh. ‘How are there any men left who are willing to go on a blind date with you, anyway? Haven’t we terrorised them all by now?’

      Evie stood and flopped onto the bed beside Charlie. ‘Apparently this one has been out of the country for a couple of years.’

      ‘You know—and this is just an idea—but why not just say no to your dad?’

      Evie snorted. ‘Have you met my father?’

      Charlie took a deep breath. It was no secret that Evie’s dad didn’t take the word no very well. James Fairchild was a force to be reckoned with, which was how he built the Fairchild Cosmetics brand into the behemoth it had become.

      ‘So what’s your plan? Just continue to humiliate, scare, or flat-out disgust every single blind date he sets you up on?’

      ‘Yes,’ Evie replied. ‘And it was working too. Until this.’

      ‘Why not just go out with the guy and tell him you’re not interested?’

      Evie snorted. ‘Can you even imagine what would happen if that got back to my dad? No. This is the best way. This way he will never even consider dating me ever again even for all the money in the world.’

      Charlie couldn’t blame her friend for not wanting to be set up in an arranged marriage, especially one that was more business arrangement than anything. Charlie’d had a front-row seat to Evie’s heartbreak as time and again her boyfriends turned out to be only after her money…or more to the point, her father’s money. Evie was the sweetest person Charlie had ever known, and all she wanted was someone to love her for her and not for Fairchild Cosmetics.

      It was the reason Charlie had helped Evie out on more than one occasion when it came to blind dates. It had started by accident. Evie had dutifully gone on a blind date, even though she was sick. She’d ended up excusing herself to the bathroom and when she came back she overheard the guy talking about how badly the date was going but that it was worth it for the chance at getting into Fairchild Cosmetics. The switch had flicked inside Evie and the sweet girl disappeared. She’d ‘accidentally’ tripped on her way back to the table, covering the guy with the hot soup that the waiter had just delivered to their table. She’d then pretended to gag and ran from the restaurant, leaving the guy wondering what the hell had happened. From that point on, every date her father set her up on had been one disaster after another…purposely.

      Charlie couldn’t remember exactly how she’d gotten roped into it all. The two of them looked enough alike that they were often mistaken for sisters so Evie had the brilliant idea of Charlie filling in for her occasionally. Each time there was one ridiculous scenario after another until the blind dates had stopped. Word had gotten around the elite singles social circles and no one wanted to date Evie anymore, even with the Fairchild corporation on offer.

      Evie sat up and reached down beside the bed, slowly bringing up a gift bag, making Charlie groan.

      ‘No,’ Charlie said.

      Evie grinned and reached into the bag to pull out another bag. A limited edition Gucci handbag that Charlie had been drooling over for months.

      ‘But look how pretty it is,’ Evie said, waving the bribe in front of Charlie’s face.

      ‘You’re a horrible person,’ Charlie said, mesmerised by the pretty bag.

      ‘You know you want it,’ Evie said.

      ‘It’s still no,’ Charlie said, sounding unconvincing even to her own ears.

      Evie pouted. ‘You’re making the poor thing sad,’ she said. ‘And homeless. Maybe I’ll give it to—’

      Charlie snatched the bag from Evie’s grasp. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘But this is absolutely the last time.’

      Evie clapped delightedly. ‘I promise. Last time.’

      She jumped off the bed and grabbed Charlie’s hand, dragging her off the bed as well.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Salon appointment,’ Evie explained.

      ‘What? The date’s tonight?’

      ‘Sure is.’

      ‘And you already made the appointment?’

      ‘I knew you’d do it.’

      ‘That’s cold, Evie. You couldn’t give me a couple of days’ notice?’

      ‘What, and let you find an excuse to get out of it? No way.’

      ‘But I have a big day at work tomorrow. The new CEO starts—’

      ‘It won’t be a late night,’ Evie said as she dragged Charlie out the door. ‘You’ll be done by nine. Ten at the latest.’

      ‘Evie,’ Charlie whined.

      ‘Come on. We’re going to be late. We’ve got to pick up clothes too.’

      Charlie groaned, but let her friend drag her out of the apartment. She would at least get a nice dinner out of it, and a new outfit. Oh, and the bag, of course. Charlie had tried refusing the gifts before, but Evie wouldn’t hear of it. Besides, wasn’t she owed some compensation for her time? Just because she was only going to be spending her night in front of the television with a gallon ice cream didn’t mean her time was any less valuable, right?

      ‘Quick, get in,’ Evie said, pushing Charlie at the car.

      It wasn’t like they were sneaking out, they were adults after all, but…they kind of were. Or at least Evie was. James had security cameras all over the estate and if he spotted her and Charlie leaving, he would know exactly what they were up to. Charlie lived in the converted coach house on the estate with her mum. They’d lived there since Charlie was six years old when her mum came to work for James. She and Evie had grown up together and not only looked like sisters but behaved like them too. Charlie was only grateful that James hadn’t decided to set her up on blind dates as well.
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        * * *

      

      ‘No.’

      ‘I don’t think you have a choice.’

      Alexander sighed and looked at his friend and personal assistant, Ryan.

      ‘I really don’t have time for this,’ Alexander said.

      ‘The chairwoman was insistent.’

      ‘Of course she was,’ Alexander said as he sank into the couch.

      He’d been back in the country less than two hours and his grandmother was already setting him up on a date. That was not the reason he came back, and if he’d known she would do this, it would have tempted him to stay away longer. Alexander had no desire to get married, not yet anyway, and definitely not to someone his grandmother chose.

      ‘And…’ Ryan looked uncomfortable and Alexander narrowed his eyes.

      ‘And?’

      ‘Don’t kill the messenger, okay?’

      Alexander clenched his jaw before gritting out, ‘Just tell me.’

      ‘She has instructed me to schedule a date every evening for the next month.’

      ‘She wants me to go on thirty dates?’ Even Alexander was surprised by that, and he thought he was beyond being shocked by his grandmother.

      ‘To start with.’

      Alexander stood and paced the living area. They were in Ryan’s apartment. He couldn’t face going home yet. He knew as soon as he walked in the door of his grandmother’s house, his last moments of freedom would be gone. His own apartment wasn’t ready yet. Tomorrow he would take over as CEO of Parish, his family’s high-end fashion company, and he was up for the challenge. He just hadn’t realised that it would mean being subjected to his grandmother’s insistence that he got married.

      ‘Who is she?’

      Ryan looked at his ever-present tablet, even though Alexander knew he’d memorised the information.

      ‘Evelyn Fairchild. Daughter of James Fairchild of Fairchild Cosmetics.’

      Alexander sighed. He had to hand it to his grandmother. It would be a good merger. A fashion house and a cosmetics brand would go hand in hand, but was marriage really necessary? Couldn’t they just broker a business agreement?

      ‘Do you want to see a photo?’

      ‘No,’ Alexander replied. ‘I don’t care what she looks like. I’m not interested either way. Who are the others?’

      ‘Jacinta Furlough, daughter of media magnate, Cliff Furlough.’

      ‘He owns Splash!, right?’

      Ryan nodded.

      Splash! was a popular online fashion magazine, so again, it would be a good business merger, not that it would convince Alexander to get married. They should keep marriage and business separate, as far as he was concerned. He didn’t need to have the romance and the breathless, all-consuming love—Alexander was far too pragmatic for that—but he did want to at least be able to hold a conversation with whoever he ended up marrying. A friendship of sorts, at the very least. If he was going to share a house and a bed with someone, he should at least like them.

      ‘There are a few socialites,’ Ryan went on. ‘And the daughter of a senator—’

      ‘No,’ Alexander said, sitting back down and pulling out his laptop. ‘Marrying into a political family would be the worst-case scenario.’

      ‘Oh,’ Ryan said, pausing.

      Alexander looked up. ‘What?’

      ‘Melody West is on the list.’

      Alexander groaned. ‘Seriously? Melody West?’

      ‘She was your high school sweetheart.’

      Alexander snorted. ‘Sweetheart? Hardly. She only dated me because she wanted to make that other guy jealous. What was that guy’s name?’

      ‘Me,’ Ryan said with a grin. ‘It was me.’

      Alexander smirked at his friend. ‘That’s right. The football star. My friend Ryan Hollis. And why was it you didn’t want to date Melody?’

      ‘That would be because I was already dating someone,’ Ryan replied. ‘As you well know.’

      ‘And how is dear Amy?’

      ‘Married,’ Ryan said with a giant sigh. ‘She’s the one that got away.’

      ‘So maybe you should be the one to go on the date with Melody?’ Alexander froze and then slowly smiled. ‘Or…’

      ‘No,’ Ryan said, shaking his head. ‘There is no way I am going to go on these dates for you. Your grandmother would have my head. Besides, we look nothing alike.’

      ‘Why do we need to look alike? Nobody knows me here.’

      ‘Maybe not, but your photo is all over social media.’

      ‘Damn it,’ Alexander muttered.

      ‘Your grandmother…’

      ‘Yeah. I get it.’ Alexander purposely didn’t have a personal social media account, but it looked like that was shot to hell now.

      ‘You could just marry the first one—’

      Ryan stopped mid-sentence after the look Alexander gave him.

      ‘It was just a suggestion,’ Ryan said. ‘It would free you from having to go on the rest of these dates and get your grandmother off your back. You never know, maybe one of these women would be open to doing the whole ‘fake marriage’ thing. Draw up a contract. Have a definite end date.’ Ryan shrugged. ‘Then you’d be free to concentrate on the company and not have to worry about all this.’

      ‘I see disaster written all over that suggestion,’ Alexander replied, looking back down at the work on his laptop screen.

      ‘Okay, well, I’m just trying to help.’

      Alexander sighed. ‘I know. I’ll talk to my grandmother. She can’t really expect me to go on a date every single night for the next however long she intends to keep this up.’

      ‘Are you sure about that?’

      Alexander grimaced. ‘No, but I can hope, right?’

      He turned back to the work in front of him. He could at least get something done before the disaster of a date his grandmother was forcing him to attend tonight. Coming back was meant to be about the company and not about him getting married. His grandmother, the force of nature that she was, should be retiring and enjoying her life, not spending her days in the office. Her recent health scare had been the catalyst for Alexander coming home. He’d learned a lot in Europe and enjoyed his time over there, but he was also glad to be back. The company meeting tomorrow morning weighed on his mind, though. Many people would think he was unqualified for the position, and he had to prove them wrong. He should spend the evening going over his notes and preparing, but he had to go on a date with someone he didn’t know and had no interest in getting to know.

      Maybe he should have stayed in London.
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      ‘Pink hair? Really?’ Charlie looked at Evie, her eyebrows raised skeptically.

      ‘Tonight’s mission is to make sure he has absolutely no desire to ever see you—me—again,’ Evie said as she adjusted the short skirt Charlie was wearing and then took a step back to appraise the finished product.

      ‘So…short skirt, ridiculously high heels, pink hair, and stage makeup? I think you’re stereotyping.’

      ‘I think you look fabulous,’ Evie said. ‘This new eyeshadow palette is the bomb, by the way.’

      ‘Even if you do say so yourself.’

      Evie shrugged and grinned. ‘I can’t take all the credit, but it was my idea.’

      Charlie rolled her eyes, although she couldn’t deny Evie’s claim. Evie worked in the product development department of Fairchild Cosmetics, and she was good at what she did. Somehow, Evie had the knack of spotting a trend before it became a trend and capitalising on it. And she was correct. The eyeshadow palette was amazing.

      ‘But back to your criticism, I’m trying to think like him,’ she said. ‘I might think you look amazing, but a stuck-up rich boy looking for a trophy wife would not.’

      ‘How do you know?’ Charlie asked, checking out her reflection. She did kind of look incredible, but it was leagues away from what she normally wore. Gone was the plain black suit, the sensible mules, and the wire-framed glasses. In their place was a long, pale pink wig, a sparkly miniskirt, and purple contact lenses. She looked nothing like the woman who woke up each morning and went to work.

      ‘Look for yourself,’ Evie said, flashing her phone screen in Charlie’s direction.

      ‘This is the guy I’m meeting?’ Charlie asked.

      ‘Yup.’

      Charlie was almost ashamed to admit that Alexander Parish was gorgeous and exactly her type. Ashamed because it felt like a betrayal to her friend. She shouldn’t be attracted to this guy on principle. But objectively speaking, if she met him in a bar or bumped her shopping cart into him in the grocery store—not that Alexander Parish would do his own shopping—she would have found him gorgeous and probably would have fantasised about getting to know him better.

      But no. He was the enemy and Charlie’s mission was to turn him off and make sure he looked elsewhere for his business merger.

      ‘So this is the last time, right?’ Charlie said, turning away from the mirror to look at her friend, who was sprawled on the tufted couch, scrolling through her phone.

      They were in a salon that catered to all things wealth and luxury. It wasn’t the first time Evie had brought her here to be primped and pampered before a blind date. She just hoped it was the last. It also wasn’t somewhere she would go if not for Evie. They might be best friends, but they were worlds away when it came to social standing. If Charlie’s mother, Joanne, hadn’t taken the live-in housekeeping job for Evie’s father, then they would have never met, let alone become friends. Growing up together had bonded them like sisters, even if their respective bank accounts should have made them more like strangers.

      ‘Of course,’ Evie replied, not looking at her. ‘I wouldn’t have even asked you except that it was an emergency.’

      ‘Why couldn’t you just dress up and do this?’

      Evie put her phone down and sat up with a grin. ‘Because I have somewhere else to be.’

      ‘Of course you do,’ Charlie said with a sigh. ‘Is it another one of your weird hobbies?’

      ‘What’s weird about taking a cooking class?’

      ‘Except it’s not just a cooking class, is it?’

      ‘Not…exactly…’

      ‘What is it this time? Outlander? Game of Thrones?’

      ‘Ooh, Game of Thrones would be a good one, but no. It’s Lord of the Rings.’

      ‘And you’re dressing up as…? Arwen? Galadriel?’

      ‘Rosie.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Rosie Cotton.’

      ‘Who is Rosie Cotton?’

      ‘She’s a hobbit. She is Sam’s girlfriend.’

      Charlie looked at her friend for a long time before she laughed. ‘You’re dressing up as a hobbit?’

      ‘What’s wrong with that?’

      ‘Um, well, for a start, you are too tall and too thin and…well, you look more like Galadriel than Cate Blanchett did in the movie.’

      ‘Now who’s stereotyping?’

      Charlie sighed and looked down at herself. ‘Are you sure this is going to work?’

      ‘How can it fail? You saw the photo of him. I’ve been stalking the social media pages his grandmother set up and the photos are all the same. He’s always in a suit and he always looks so serious. You are the absolute last person he is going to want to marry.’

      It shouldn’t hurt. Charlie knew what Evie meant by the comment. She certainly didn’t mean that Charlie wasn’t the right person, or that she wasn’t good enough. Evie just meant the character they had created wasn’t the right type for this guy. It still stung, though. Not that Charlie wanted to get married. She had too many things she wanted to achieve before she even thought about marriage. Charlie wasn’t even sure she wanted to get married. Her mum hadn’t bothered remarrying after Charlie’s father took off to parts unknown and she wasn’t any worse off. Joanne was better off, in Charlie’s opinion, not that she remembered her deadbeat dad. And as for children, well, she wasn’t sure she wanted those either, and even if she did, there were other ways of having a child. She didn’t need a man for that.

      An alarm on Evie’s phone chimed, and the nerves in Charlie’s stomach fluttered to life. High school drama studies came in handy right then. Charlie drew in a deep breath and then let it out slowly. She imagined pulling on a mascot costume. No longer Charlie Macintosh, she was Evie Fairchild. Or at least, a fictional version of Evie Fairchild.

      ‘You look ah-mazing,’ Evie said, standing in front of her and resting her hands on Charlie’s shoulders. ‘You are going to crush this and crush him. Remember. No mercy.’

      ‘No mercy,’ Charlie repeated.
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        * * *

      

      Alexander watched the woman walk toward him and inwardly cringed, although he was careful to keep his poker-face in place. He’d hoped, at the very least, that they might have at least had a pleasant dinner. If he had to be here anyway, it would have been nice to have an actual conversation, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. If his grandmother saw the woman walking toward him, she would have a fit. Wasn’t this woman supposed to be an executive of her father’s company? She did not fit the company mould at all, even if she was wearing what he suspected was makeup from the latest product launch.

      Yes, he’d done his homework. Not because he was interested in marriage, but because he was a businessman and it just made good business sense to know what was going on in businesses around him. If his grandmother was considering a merger with Fairchild Cosmetics, then it was only prudent of him to research them.

      ‘Alex!’ she cried, louder than was necessary, louder than was polite in the restaurant, causing the other diners to stop and stare.

      The Michelin starred restaurant was the jewel in the crown of the accompanying hotel it resided in and it took months to get a reservation, which meant his grandmother had been planning this for a long time or she had pulled some strings. Either scenario was entirely plausible, knowing his grandmother. He very much doubted their usual clientele wore skirts that rivalled a disco ball and yelled greetings across the dining room. Although, he had to admit grudgingly, the length of the skirt and the height of the heels she wore gave a tantalising and generous view of her legs. The pink hair he could do without.

      Alexander stood to greet her as she tottered closer—how the hell did she walk in those shoes, anyway? Standing had been a good idea because, as she stumbled over the last few steps, she practically fell into his arms. Her laugh grated in his ear—again, too loud—and did he smell booze on her breath? Was she drunk? The press of her body against his was disconcerting, to say the least.

      She air-kissed both his cheeks, something he detested, and then stepped back before plonking herself inelegantly into a chair before he’d had a chance to pull it out for her. He took a moment to gather himself before he sat. She had put her elbow on the table and was leaning her chin on her hand, watching him.

      ‘It’s nice to meet you, Evelyn,’ he said after clearing his throat. ‘I’m Alexander Parish.’

      ‘Evie,’ she replied and then picked up a knife, turning it point down on the table and twirling it. ‘Call me Evie.’

      ‘Evie,’ he repeated and then shook his head. ‘I prefer Evelyn.’

      ‘Hm, but it’s my name, not yours,’ she replied. ‘I don’t think you get a say in the matter, Alex.’

      ‘It’s Alexander.’

      She grinned at him and…damn. Her smile should not affect him. He didn’t like her. She was too loud and…and…too colourful and…too much. Even her smile was too much. It made him uncomfortable.

      ‘See,’ she said. ‘You just proved my point. You don’t like people calling you Alex and I don’t like people calling me Evelyn.’

      ‘Fine, Evie,’ he said, the name tasting sour on his tongue. ‘I ordered wine and some entrees.’

      Evelyn—Evie—pouted. ‘I don’t get a say in what I eat or drink? You’re not exactly a twenty-first century guy, are you Alex-and-er,’ she said, dragging out the syllables of his name.

      ‘You were half an hour late,’ he replied. ‘I thought you might like to have something waiting for you when you arrived, although I dare say you’ve already indulged.’

      Evie flipped her hand. ‘A little tipple in the car on the way over.’

      He hoped she hadn’t been driving at the time, but he couldn’t be sure. She looked just irresponsible enough to drink and drive and think nothing of it.

      ‘Do I at least get to choose my own main course?’

      ‘If we make it that far,’ Alexander muttered under his breath.

      Her eyes widened, and then she smirked. Those purple eyes—they had to be fake—turning sultry. ‘A man of action,’ she purred. ‘I like it. Should we just skip all this pretence and head upstairs? I assume you already have a suite here?’

      That shouldn’t have been tempting. She was not his type, and he certainly was not the one-night-stand kind of guy, and yet…

      ‘Ah, no,’ he said as the waiter approached with the wine.

      Alexander nodded when the waiter presented the bottle for his inspection and ignored the eye roll from his date.

      ‘Would you like to see it?’ he asked peevishly.

      ‘I’m sure whatever you picked is fine,’ she replied airily. ‘You look like the kind of guy who knows all about pretentious wine. It all tastes the same to me, anyway.’

      Alexander tasted the wine and then nodded again to the waiter, giving him the go-ahead to pour. The sooner they got through this night, the better. Alcohol would definitely help to ease the pain he knew he was going to have to endure.

      ‘So Alex,’ Evie said, after taking a large gulp of wine. ‘What do you do? Stocks? Bonds? Accounting?’

      ‘Family business,’ he replied through gritted teeth.

      ‘Same! We do have something in common after all.’

      Alexander watched her carefully. He got the feeling she didn’t want to be here as much as he didn’t. Was this all an act?

      He leaned back in his chair as he studied her, more intrigued than was good for him. ‘What about you, Evelyn?’ he asked, purposely using her full name just as she had purposely shortened his. ‘You work in product development, correct?’

      Evie smirked at him as she ran the tip of her finger around the top edge of her wineglass, making it sing. ‘You did your research,’ she replied.

      He shrugged. ‘I like to be prepared.’

      Evie bit her lip, and his eyes were drawn to it without his consent. ‘You’ve got that on me,’ she replied. ‘I like to fly by the seat of my pants. Spontaneity is my middle name.’

      ‘Evelyn Spontaneity Fairchild,’ he murmured, watching her. ‘Interesting.’

      ‘Evelyn Amanda Spontaneity Fairchild,’ she replied, winking at him.

      Alexander lifted the wineglass to his lips and sipped. He should make an excuse and leave. Staying here and talking to her—sparring with her—was not the plan for the evening. He was simply doing his duty to get his grandmother off his back. He should absolutely not be entertaining the idea of getting to know her better. She was everything he didn’t need or want in his life.
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      What the hell was she doing?

      This was not what Evie wanted. Charlie had gone rogue and was struggling to get the mission back on track.

      Why the hell was he so…intriguing?

      Charlie didn’t think
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