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Chapter One

 


Charlie Bordet stared
across the table at his date and did his best to suppress a yawn.
He asked himself, once again, why he’d allowed anyone to set him
up. Things like this never worked out. The women were never his
type. They were always so safe––his lip curled ever so
slightly in distaste––and so blonde.

“So after that, I spent
six months volunteering with the emergency veterinary services in
Barrow,” his date said, bouncing in her seat. “I got to handle all
the cute widdle Arctic foxes and sea animals. It was truly
amazing!”

He flinched at her baby talk. Grown
women talking like toddlers was one of the least attractive things
he could think of. “That’s … that’s fascinating, Katie.”

She clapped her hands in delight and
bounced once again in her seat. It made him wonder if he was on a
date, or babysitting.

Katie was twenty-three, but she might
as well have been sixteen, with her blonde hair pulled back in a
ponytail, and attired like an innocent kid in practical khaki pants
and a button-up top.

He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten the
reputation of wholesome and chivalrous within certain family
circles, but it was starting to grate on his nerves. If he had to
go out with one more fresh-faced kid as a favor to his aunt or
grandma or mother, he’d scream. They didn’t seem to be getting the
message that he’d never be interested in naïve, inexperienced
girls. He wanted a woman. With fire.

“I think helping animals
is so much fun,” Katie said energetically. “There’s isn’t a more
worthwhile thing a person can do with their time. You know someone
is a good person when they go out of their way to assist a helpless
widdle animal.” She pouted at this, looking more and more like a
kid.

Enough was enough. It was time to call
off this farce.

Leaning forward, Charlie placed an
elbow on the table and stared intently at her. “Do you know what I
enjoy?”

The low, seductive tone of his voice
seemed to finally catch her attention. She stopped bouncing and
gaped at him with large eyes. “What’s that?”

“Fucking more than one
woman at a time.”

The expression on her face was nearly
priceless. He wanted to throw back his head and laugh, but that
might give her the false impression he was joking. He wanted her to
understand exactly what she’d be dealing with, so the two of them
could go their separate ways without wasting any more of their
time.

Katie shifted uncomfortably in her
seat, looking everywhere but at him. Finally, she mumbled, “I think
I’d like to go home now.”

He nodded. “Yep. That sounds about
right.” Climbing to his feet, he grabbed her sweater and tried to
help her into it.

She merely stared at him, refusing to
let him touch her even that little bit. “I-I can get that myself,
thank you.” She glanced at the exit. “I think I’ll take a
cab.”

Before he could even offer some
semblance of an apology, she went scurrying off. Charlie sighed and
ran his hands over his face.

He supposed he could have done that a
little bit better. There were ways to end a date without thoroughly
terrifying a girl. He only prayed she didn’t give specifics to his
aunt as to why their date hadn’t ended in holy
matrimony.

As he tossed some bills on the table
to cover the meal, his phone buzzed. Making his way to the
restaurant’s exit, he pulled his cell from his pocket and checked
the text message. It was from his best friend, Dex.

I’m assuming you’ve run
off another prospective girlfriend at this point and are looking
for a fun way to spend your first Saturday off in two months. Want
to meet Parker and me for drinks? You know the
place.

Charlie smiled. Dex knew him better
than anyone else. Shaking his head, he typed out a quick
response.

Already scared her off.
Give me twenty minutes.

Shoving his phone back into his
pocket, he jogged toward the parking garage where he’d left his
car. Within minutes, he was on the highway and speeding toward the
quieter, more residential area where Dex and Parker
lived.

While Charlie thrived on city life,
Dex had snagged himself a sexy school teacher from their quiet
hometown. The two of them lived in the perfect house, in the
perfect little neighborhood, in committed bliss. It was enough to
make him nauseated. Still, he and Dex had a friendship that went
all the way back to grade school, so he could forgive Dex’s
stomach-turning domestication.

Domestication. He wondered if he’d
ever find such a thing. He wasn’t against monogamy. He wasn’t even
against the concept of marriage. It was just that he’d never found
a woman who evoked any such desire in him.

All of his friends were settling down.
First it was his college friends, Jackson and Samantha. After years
of being best buddies, the two hooked up and started dating. Then
Dex met Parker, and the two moved in together shortly
after.

Charlie wasn’t all that concerned
about keeping up with them. He was still young, and not about to
settle down just because his friends had. Peer pressure was no
reason to get married. He was in no rush. He would enjoy playing
the field until a reason to change his ways came along. If one ever
did.

* * * *

“I cannot believe you said
that!” Dex gave a roaring laugh and shook his head in amusement.
“What if sweet little Katie tells your aunt Betty that her nephew
likes threesomes and total debauchery?”

Charlie frowned, swirling the contents
of his glass around to watch the beer froth. “I wasn’t thinking of
that at the time.”

“Apparently not,” Parker
said, giving one of her soft, angelic laughs.

“I was too preoccupied
with my irritation to think about future ramifications. I swear if
I get set up with one more ‘Disney princess’ type, I’m going to
scream. Life just isn’t fair sometimes.”

Parker and Dex shared a quick look
that instantly had him on edge. It was one of those ‘couples
looks’, meaning they were about to say something he wouldn’t like.
It was a look that said they were about to gang up on
him.

“Speaking of unfair…”
Parker said, trailing off the end of her sentence for Dex to
finish. Which he dutifully did.

“Parker has this friend…”
Dex idly played with his fork, walking the prongs along the
tablecloth. “She’s found herself suddenly unemployed and is hard up
for a job.” His eyes lifted from the fork to latch onto his
friend’s gaze. “You were just saying the other day how understaffed
you were…”

“No.” Charlie answered,
his tone firm and resolute. He could not be taking in strays. His
restaurant was a top-notch, classy establishment. He had restaurant
critics showing up all the time. He’d been featured in three
different papers last month. He could not afford to blow things
when his business was taking off. “I can’t risk taking on
inexperienced staff right now.”

Parker’s eyes widened and she waved a
hand frantically in the air. “She’s not inexperienced. She took
culinary classes in college. She’s practically a bona fide
chef.”

Practically. That word scared him.
“Every position in my restaurant is very demanding. My employees
have an exemplary work ethic.”

“That won’t be a
problem.”

Charlie narrowed his eyes at Parker.
She’d apparently dug her heels in, and seemed willing to fight the
issue. One glance at Dex told him he wouldn’t be getting any help
there either. “No.” He shook his head, feeling himself weaken at
the wide-eyed way Parker gaped at him. “I’m sorry. I just …
can’t.”

“Please?” She widened her
eyes even further, and he swore he saw a tear there. Damn, she was
good.

“I…”

“Let’s bet on
it.”

The comment from Dex was so
unexpected, Charlie turned to his friend in confusion.
“What?”

“Let’s make a wager. I
win––you hire Parker’s friend. You win? We’ll drop the subject and
you won’t hear about it again.”

“What sort of bet are you
suggesting?” Charlie asked, wary.

Dex shrugged one shoulder, his
expression and demeanor lazy. “I don’t know…” He glanced about the
restaurant as if searching for something for the two of them to bet
on. “How about a wine tasting test? Parker orders us each a glass.
The first to guess wrong, loses.”

Charlie gave a bark of laughter. “You
do remember I own a restaurant that serves wine, right? I take
monthly trips to vineyards to pick out the best selections. I’m an
expert on wines. Whereas you––you’re more of a beer sort of
guy.”

Dex leaned forward with a wicked grin.
“Then it should be easy for you, huh?”

Charlie felt as if he was being baited
in, but he couldn’t see the downside to this bet. No way would he
lose. He couldn’t. “Fine,” he said confidently. “You’re on. But
when I win, I don’t want to hear any more nonsense about hiring
this vagrant who can’t hold a job.”

Parker scowled at him. “My friend is
not a vagrant.”

Charlie waved this comment off and
motioned toward the waiter. When he arrived, Dex quickly filled him
in on the bet and sent him off with Parker to check out the wine
selection.

Once they were gone, Charlie turned to
his best friend and shot him a dirty look. “Way to back me into a
corner.”

Dex returned the look, seemingly not
intimidated in the least. It could be because he had a good hundred
pounds and half a foot in height on Charlie. “It wouldn’t kill you
to hire her. And if she screws up? Well, at least you gave it a
shot.”

“When she screws up, it
could cost my restaurant a bad review.”

Dex rolled his eyes. “Please. When was
the last time you got a bad review?”

“Years. And I want to keep
it that way.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but Parker
returned with a glass of wine.

“Here we go, gentlemen.
The party is about to begin.”

* * * *

Six glasses of wine later, Charlie had
begun feeling more than a little tipsy. He’d thought the plan would
be to sample each round of wine until one of them got one wrong,
but they were paying by the glass. Both he and Dex shared each
glass, drinking them down to the bottom to get their money’s worth.
They’d each made it this far without a miss. Parker was off getting
glass number seven while Charlie sat and blinked foggily at Dex.
Damn. He’d have one hell of a hangover in the morning if they kept
going at this rate.

Dex didn’t seem to mind
his own, somewhat inebriated state. He grinned at Charlie, his
expression still managing to appear arrogant. “This is my round,
Charlie boy. I feel it. You’re going down.”

Charlie shook his head in an attempt
to lift the fog. “In your dreams. As I said earlier, I’m the wine
expert. You’re just wasting your money.”

Parker appeared suddenly at the table
with the newest glass in hand. “We’ll just see about that.” She
held the long-stemmed glass out to him. “It’s your turn to go
first.”

Charlie seized the glass from her and
took a deep breath. He needed to end this soon or he’d be miserable
at work the next day. “Here goes nothing…” He tilted the
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