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CHAPTER 1 - IMOGEN

“SO LET ME get this straight,” Stefanie said to me as I sank onto one of the white leather couches in her living room. “Jean-Luc invited you out for dinner and then expected you to entertain his girlfriend?”

“Well, technically it wasn’t dinner. It was a cooking contest, and we got to sample some of the dishes.”

Stef rolled her eyes. “Imogen, that’s not the point I was trying to make.”

I knew that. Of course I knew that. But trying to avoid the real issue—that Jean-Luc had invited me on what I thought was a date but which turned out to be definitely not a date made my disappointment easier to bear. Okay, it didn’t, but I had to try, right?

Probably I should start at the beginning, shouldn’t I? My name’s Imogen Blair, and I’m unlucky in love. And lust, and like, and anything else that might happen with a man. Take the last guy I dated, for instance. Three weeks in, he let slip that he had two kids back in Utah by his ex-girlfriend that he’d just...abandoned. Long-term prospects? Zero. Before that mistake, I’d gone out with a guy whose idea of showing a girl a good time was to take her to his mom’s house for a home-cooked dinner, nod approvingly as Mom interrogated her, then try for third base while they watched a Disney movie in the basement with Mom’s footsteps clomping overhead. Oh, and in a spectacular error of judgement a year ago, I’d gotten cheated on by a suspected drug dealer.

Bad enough, but not as awful as the two years I spent as a call girl. Life had led me down a dark path until that point, and when you’re desperate for money, and your life’s in the toilet, and you’ve watched Pretty Woman more times than was healthy, you’ll do some really, really stupid things. Eventually, I came to my senses and realised a wealthy businessman wasn’t going to buy me jewellery and take me to the opera, so I retired from that “career,” but it turned out that the assholes willing to hook up with a barista or a waitress or a nail technician weren’t any better.

By now, you’re most likely wondering why I bothered dating at all, and believe me, I’d asked myself the same question many times. I guess I just didn’t want to give up on my dream. Two of my friends had recently gotten engaged, and seeing how happy they were gave me hope. Hope that I’d find a man to share my life with. Hope that I could be one half of something special. Hope that I’d get the big white wedding I’d been daydreaming about since I was a little girl.

And then there was Jean-Luc Fortier, a pastry chef who worked at Rhodium, one of the restaurants part-owned by Stef’s fiancé, Oliver. I’d worked there for a while too until I started my own nail salon, and even now I still did the occasional evening shift when things were slow at the Nailed It, which had the added bonus of letting me spend time with Monsieur Fortier. The perfect man—soft brown eyes, long, elegant fingers, and a French accent that made me shiver. Kind, sexy, and generous with the free cakes and pastries. So what was the problem? Well, he’d friend-zoned me from the moment he first showed me around the restaurant, and I’d been trying to clamber out of that box ever since. 

Setbacks such as Jean-Luc casually mentioning his latest girlfriend left me depressed, even if his girlfriends never seemed to last for long, and that was when I did dumb things like going speed-dating or hooking up with a bartender who expected me to bow down to his four-inch dick. Stupid, stupid Imogen. After this latest debacle, with my judgement so badly impaired, I’d have to be careful not to sleep with a serial killer like Stef accidentally did.

“Have you got any wine?” I asked. I couldn’t go out with an idiot if I was unconscious, could I?

Stef regarded me doubtfully. “Are you sure that’s the answer?”

“I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

Roxy glided across the room, so elegant and six inches taller than me. “No wine. You need to find a better man than Jean-Luc. One who doesn’t send mixed signals then invite you along as the third-wheel.”

“It was probably my fault for misunderstanding.”

“What exactly did he say?”

“That he was taking part in La Parade des Chefs and would I like to come and watch?”

“No mention of a girlfriend?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure?” Stef asked.

“I think I’d remember.”

“That’s... That’s so…so rude.”

“Perhaps I should’ve asked? And besides, Jean-Luc doesn’t know how I feel.”

“Stop making excuses for him. From this moment on, it’s no more Jean-Luc. He’s not good for you, the way he keeps messing you around. We can get our cakes from somewhere else.”

“Claude’s patisserie has a good selection,” Roxy said. “That’s where Gideon always goes.”

Gideon was her ridiculously rich, obscenely hot fiancé, a man way out of my league but perfectly suited to Roxy, a girl who managed to be kind, generous, and beautiful all at the same time. And smart. Did I mention smart? Roxy was training as a neurosurgeon at Richmond General. But today, there was a flaw in her plan.

“I can’t avoid Jean-Luc. He qualified for the final in two weeks time, and I promised I’d go.”

“With the girlfriend?”

“What was I supposed to say? I’d have looked horrible if I’d refused.”

“Is she nice?”

“Marelaine? No, she’s the most self-centred woman I’ve ever met.” And she was a model, a Brazilian version of Roxy in terms of looks, but if Marelaine had any redeeming qualities, I’d yet to find them. She definitely wasn’t the right girl for Jean-Luc. He deserved better. “And her voice is like fingernails on a blackboard.”

“So cancel,” Roxy said. “You don’t need her in your life.”

“Jean-Luc asked me to do her nails tomorrow, and I accidentally agreed.”

“Accidentally?”

“He smiled at me.”

“Is she paying you for the manicure?”

Of course not. I bit my lip, embarrassed because Stef and Roxy wouldn’t let themselves get walked all over like that. 

“Apparently, she’s an influencer on Instagram, and she’ll share a post for the salon.”

“Share a post?” Stef shook her head and blew out a long breath, but then she giggled.

“What’s so funny?”

“This. Jean-Luc’s such an asshole sometimes. I mean, how can he not have noticed that you want to push him back on the counter and lick whipped cream off his naked body? You know what we should do? Find you a much hotter guy and then you can parade him in front of Jean-Luc and see how he likes it.”

“Reverse psychology?” Roxy said. “That might work. Make it clear to him what he’s losing. But is it fair on the guy? Using him to get revenge on Jean-Luc?”

“The main point of this exercise is that Imogen could meet a man who’s even better than Jean-Luc. That way, she’ll realise what she’s missing, and she’ll be so busy having fun with her new beau, she won’t even remember Jean-Luc’s name.”

Did I get any say in this? Stef’s plan had “disaster” written all over it, and I hadn’t even confessed the worst part yet, probably because I’d been in denial over my own stupidity. I buried my head in my hands. 

“Uh...”

“What?” Stef asked. “What’s wrong?”

“The hot guy? I only have two weeks to find him.”

“Why? Imogen, what did you do?”

“When Jean-Luc invited me to the second challenge, I lost my mind and asked if I could bring my boyfriend along too.” 

I just snapped, okay? After two years of pining over Jean-Luc, the green-eyed monster came out in full force. And unless I was mistaken, there’d been a vague expression of shock on his face when I mentioned bringing a significant other. A slight widening of his eyes followed by a sideways glance at Marelaine. She’d looked surprised too, although perhaps that was because she couldn’t imagine how a girl like me could possibly attract a man.

“And what did he say?” Stef asked.

“That he’d arrange another ticket.” Followed by a nonchalant shrug that I wanted to believe was him trying to deal with my revelation.

“Then we definitely need to find you a date. I wonder if Oliver’s got any hot attorney friends.”

Yes, Stef had landed an attorney. A superstar attorney with an unrivalled record for winning and actual groupies who followed him to court and tossed underwear at him whenever he gave a press conference. I also knew from Stef’s tipsy confessions that Oliver had a filthy streak as wide as the Atlantic, but the best part was that he was an excellent dad to their daughter, Abigail.

When it came to men, Roxy had gotten platinum, Stef scored gold, and I ended up with lead—dull, cheap, and poisonous if you got too close. With my biological clock ticking away, I’d have happily settled for silver or bronze, but even those seemed way out of my reach.

“Can you ask him?”

“As soon as he gets home. How about a paralegal? Would you consider a paralegal?”

“I’d settle for the janitor if he looked good in jeans and knew how to string a sentence together.”

“Gideon might know someone,” Roxy offered. “Although he usually hangs out with politicians.”

I considered that for a second, but only for a second. I drew the line at politicians. In my days at the escort agency, Rubies are a Man’s Best Friend, they were the worst kind of client—arrogant, entitled, and stingy. They never wanted to pay the full price, and they’d quibble over the extras. Like we were supposed to throw in a free blow job just because they’d managed to tell lies convincingly enough to get elected to public office.

“Can we skip the politicians? And the property developers too.” One of those had almost been Stef’s downfall. “Call me overcautious, but I’d rather avoid anyone with ready-made holes for burying my body should a date go fatally wrong.”

“Statistically speaking—” Roxy started.

“I don’t want to be a statistic. I’ve spent enough time hanging out around you guys and Blackwood that I just want a nice, normal guy who doesn’t want to save the world or destroy it either.”

By Blackwood, I meant Blackwood Security, a security and investigation firm based in Richmond and Oliver’s main client. The whole firm seemed to be staffed by the love children of Wonder Woman and Superman, with the offspring of Thor and Charlie’s Angels thrown in for good measure. Once, I’d have gone for the superhero, but I’d heard enough tales from Stef and Roxy about brushes with death and the havoc wreaked by bad guys that I’d changed my mind. If I finally ended up with the right man, I didn’t want to sit at home alone in the evenings wondering whether he’d return on foot or in a body bag. Which was another reason Jean-Luc was perfect. How much harm could he come to in a kitchen? Sure, he nicked his fingers with a knife occasionally, but that wasn’t life-threatening. I just needed to get him to see me as girlfriend material. That was my biggest hurdle.

Which reminded me—I needed to get my hair highlighted again. Jean-Luc had complimented me last time I had it done. He always noticed little things like that.

“So no politicians, no real estate developers, no Blackwood men,” Roxy said. “How about cops? Men in uniform?”

“No cops and no military.” They were just Blackwood lite. 

“A fireman?” Stef asked. “A doctor?”

“I guess those would be okay. Bad guys don’t usually shoot at firemen and doctors.”

I’d been out with a doctor a couple of times, one I’d met when Stef got hit by a car and ended up in the hospital. He’d been nice, but I’d had my doubts over whether he was the one, and then he got a new job in Pennsylvania and that was the end of that. He’d refused to stay in Virginia—I wasn’t the kind of girl a man rearranged his life for—and although he suggested I go with him, there was no way I’d ever move to Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh was too close to Cleveland for comfort.

“Roxy?” Stef said. “You work in a hospital. Who’s available?”

“It’s tricky—most of the good ones are married. A new intern just started, but I’m ninety percent sure he’s gay. I’ll check. Someone’ll know for definite.”

Stef bit the corner of her lip, thinking. “Even if he’s gay, couldn’t he just pretend for a day? You know, until the cooking competition’s over?”

“We’re supposed to be finding Imogen a life partner here.”

“What if that’s Jean-Luc?” I asked.

“What if it isn’t?”

Stef sided with Roxy. “I’ll call Oliver and get a list of the single men at Rhodes, Holden and Maxwell.” She patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry; we’ll find somebody in time.”

This was what my love life had been reduced to—my two best friends calling around in search of a man who wasn’t either married or gay. If reincarnation existed, next time I’d come back as a nun.


























CHAPTER 2 - IMOGEN

“HOW ABOUT THIS one?” I suggested to Marelaine, holding up a bottle of Laguna Dreams nail polish. “The blue would match your eyes.”

Although I swore they glowed red occasionally as the fires of hell glimmered through. So far, she’d insulted the decor in Nailed It (“Did you get the furniture from a discount store?”), my outfit (“The top doesn’t do much for you, chica. You need a good support bra.”), and my accent (“Where did you grow up? Detroit? Did you get shot at often?”), plus she’d rejected every single shade of polish I’d shown her. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be wearing a bottle of Rainbow Shimmer Top Coat as a butt plug.

“I always think blue’s so juvenile, don’t you?”

Can you guess what colour my nails were?

If the salon had been empty, I’d have been tempted to give her a few choice words and kick her scrawny behind out the door, but my two assistants, Lisa and Charlene, both had clients, and my next appointment was waiting on the pale-grey leather couch by the door. No, diplomacy would have to win today, even if I cracked a tooth keeping my mouth shut. 

What the hell did Jean-Luc see in this bitch? She might have been pretty on the outside, but she had an ugly soul. Unfortunately, he did have a tendency to get blinded by aesthetics—every man had a flaw or two, and that was Jean-Luc’s biggest. 

“Then how about a French manicure? That’ll emphasise your natural beauty.”

She nodded and huffed as if she was the one doing me the favour by allowing me to touch her talons. I’d wanted to file them shorter—better to stir her cauldron with—but she insisted on keeping them far too long to be practical. The logistics puzzled me. I mean, how did she wipe her ass with those claws?

I worked in blessed silence, willing myself not to smudge anything because that would undoubtedly lead to grumbling and she’d probably report my incompetence back to Jean-Luc too. Why did I let people like her make me feel so inferior? Just because she glided through life on five-inch pumps, looking down on the rest of us, didn’t mean I was any less of a person. 

As a teenager, I’d been first runner-up in the Junior Miss Cleveland pageant, but my former job and endless dating disasters had chipped away at my self-confidence until I second-guessed myself on everything. I’d read enough self-help books to know I did it, but changing my ways was a whole other problem.

We always have at least one reason to smile.

The framed quote above Marelaine’s head had been hung there by Bradley, the interior designer Stef had co-opted to fit out the place, and most days, I could think of plenty of reasons to be happy. I loved my job. Opening a nail salon had been my dream for years, and I finally had the freedom of being my own boss. 

Cheer up, Imogen.

I pictured Marelaine tripping over on the runway. There, now I felt better.

“All done. Just be careful not to touch them until the polish is completely dry. You’re welcome to wait in the reception area if you want.”

“Do those sofas have proper lumbar support?”

Thankfully my next client, Debra, appeared beside me before I could wrap my fingers around Marelaine’s slender throat.

“The sofas are a bit lumpy,” Debra said. “Perhaps you’d rather leave?”

“I’ll need a cab,” Marelaine told me. “Can you do my nails again in a couple of weeks?”

“I’m afraid I’m fully booked.” 

Screw her Instagram post. No amount of advertising was worth the stress of having to deal with Marelaine.

“Really?”

“Yes. I, uh, I’m taking some time off because my boyfriend and I are getting a puppy.”

“A puppy?”

“Yes. Like a baby dog.”

Oh, hell. What was I even saying? Obviously complete gibberish was spewing from my mouth because even Debra was looking at me strangely.

“What kind of puppy?” Marelaine asked. “My brother has a purebred Schnoodle.”

Debra snorted. “What the heck is that?”

“A Schnauzer crossed with a Poodle.”

“If it’s a cross, how is it a purebred?”

Marelaine looked at Debra as if she was too stupid to be let out alone, then turned to me with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. 

“Are you going to call that cab?”

With pleasure. I’d even shove her into it with my foot if it would help. 

Debra managed to keep a straight face until Marelaine teetered out of the door on her obscenely high pumps, tossing a curtain of ebony hair behind her.

“What a bitch. You’re really getting a puppy?”

“I wish. Not when I live in a fourth-floor apartment and work all day.”

“Aw, puppies are cute. You could train it to sit by the door and growl at women like her. Or your boyfriend could help to take care of it.” She gave me a nudge. “You sly little minx. Why didn’t you tell me you were seeing somebody?”

Debra was a sweetheart, more of a friend now than a client, and as a rich banker’s wife who got easily bored, she’d quite happily chat from dawn till dusk. If I didn’t have an appointment right after hers, we often went out for coffee or lunch. She always paid, and I always felt guilty, but she insisted a generous expense account was a perk of being married, as if getting hitched was a business transaction rather than a lifelong commitment to love. I’d had sex for a living, and now that I was older and—I liked to think—wiser, there wasn’t a credit card limit high enough to convince me to wed a man in exchange for material things. 

“I’m not seeing anybody.”

“But I just heard you say—”

“It’s a long story.”

I gave Debra a brief summary while I painted her nails in gradated shades of blue with white tips to remind her of her recent vacation in the Caribbean. Beaches to die for, she said, and some great boutiques if you knew where to look. At that point in time, I’d have settled for a two-week break in Guantanamo Bay if it got me out of going to the next round of Le Parade des Chefs with Jean-Luc and Marelaine.

But Debra was upbeat as always. “You like dogs, right? The puppy?”

“The imaginary puppy.”

“There’s a single guy in my yoga class who adores animals, and he’s definitely got the right equipment, if you know what I mean.”

“You’re a married woman—should you be looking?”

“When he’s wearing spandex, staring’s practically unavoidable. Anyhow, I bet he’d be your plus one if I asked him nicely.”

“Spandex?”

“Niles is insanely flexible, and the man’s got stamina. You could do worse.”

“Why’s he single?”

“I overheard him telling Tiffany Meyers that his ex betrayed him, and he just couldn’t forgive her for what she did. I guess she cheated, but that was, like, three months ago, so I doubt he’s looking for a rebound fling. Do you want me to talk to him?”

What other options did I have? I might have exaggerated about my schedule for Marelaine’s benefit, but I still had plenty of bookings for the next two weeks, so I didn’t have time to start my own manhunt. And Debra seemed happy in her marriage, even if it wasn’t the type of relationship I’d choose for myself. Could her suggestion really be that bad?

[image: Image]

“Is that purse made from leather?” Niles asked after we’d introduced ourselves outside Nailed It. Debra had worked fast—a little over twenty-four hours after our conversation, and she’d already arranged a date with her flexible friend.

“Uh, no? It’s Scotchgrain.”

“That sounds like leather.”

“It’s PVC-coated canvas.”

The Mulberry purse had been a surprise from Roxy last week, a late birthday gift she’d picked up on a trip to New York with Gideon. He had to travel for work, and he loved to take Roxy shopping when she tagged along. She said there were only so many trinkets she could use, so she’d started buying things for other people instead.

“Huh,” Niles said, stepping back to peer at my feet. This evening, I’d worn a pair of fancy jewelled flip-flops with skinny jeans and a shimmery top. “Did you know that there’s only a finite amount of plastic in the world?”

“Yes.”

“Do you recycle?”

“As much as I can.”

“Good. That’s good. Well, shall we head to dinner?”

He walked off before I could agree, and I had to concede that Debra had been right about his physique. He’d worn a pair of perfectly-fitted slacks, and that butt… It was just a shame he seemed a bit…odd. 

“Where are we going to eat?”

“Marie’s Garden.”

“That new fish place?” 

He turned, aghast, his beautiful blue eyes widening as his chiselled jaw dropped.

“That’s Marine Garden, and they murder tuna. And octopi, and plaice, and squid, and grouper, not to mention all the other innocent sea creatures that get caught up in the fishermen’s nets. The health of the oceans is declining, and if we keep eating fish, even tilapia will be on the endangered list.”

“I thought they farmed tilapia?”

“A travesty. Imagine spending your whole life in a watery prison, being fed on genetically-modified corn instead of plants and algae. It’s inhumane.”

Shut up about the fish, Imogen. Best not to mention the delicious grilled sea bass I’d eaten at Marine Garden with Stef last month.

“So you’re a vegetarian?”

“A vegan. Do you know how much suffering exists in the dairy and egg industries? All the male calves and chicks that get slaughtered because man has deemed that they’re not useful?”

Uh, I hadn’t ever really considered that. But one thing I did know for sure was that almost every dish Jean-Luc created contained either eggs, cream, or butter—usually all three—and I was ninety-nine percent certain that his masterpiece at Le Parade des Chefs part deux would horrify Niles. No way could I take him as my date, even if I managed to overlook the other flaws that were becoming rapidly apparent. But nor could I make an excuse and hightail it home, because Debra had set me up with him, and she was a client who I couldn’t risk upsetting.

I took a deep breath and kept walking, following Niles as he strode towards a shiny green Mercedes parked at the kerb. A very nice car. Sporty. Expensive. What did Niles do for a living? He didn’t strike me as a businessman, but he obviously had money if he could afford a vehicle like that.

“This is your car?”

The Mercedes pulled away, and Niles gave its receding taillights a dirty glare. “Are you kidding? Do you realise how much fossil fuel that thing consumes?”

“Uh, no?”

I feared a lecture on carbon emissions, but Niles broke into a beaming grin instead. Boy, he looked really pretty when he smiled. The world was full of injustices.

“This is my vehicle.”

I followed his gaze to the spot revealed behind the Mercedes, to…to… “What is it?”

“A rickshaw.” He sounded like a proud papa. “Countries in the Far East have managed to develop an environmentally friendly mode of transport, and it’s about time we brought that technology to the United States.”

Technology? It was half a bicycle with a bench on wheels attached to the back of it, painted green and decorated with leaves and flowers. A sky-blue roof was folded down behind the seat.

“And you’re the man to bring it?”

“Absolutely. I started Richmond Rickshaws last year, and now I employ seventeen pedalists. I’ve just taken on a new business partner, and we’ll be branching out into Raleigh by the end of the year.”

“Today Richmond, tomorrow the world.”

He didn’t pick up on the sarcasm. “Just the continental United States to start with, then maybe Europe. There’s too much competition in Asia and South America.”

“You’ll be busy.”

“Franchising, that’s the best business model.” He flashed me another devastating smile. “It’s important to make time for my future wife and child too.”

Well, he wasn’t shy about his plans, was he? “Just the one child?”

“The planet’s already overpopulated.” He waved an arm at the bench seat. “Please, jump on board.”

Any hopes I had of keeping my head down and staying incognito as Niles pedalled furiously towards Marie’s Garden were quickly dashed when lights lit up around the edge of the hood and reggae music blared from speakers screwed to the bottom of the armrests.

“The electrics are powered by kinetic energy,” Niles shouted over the noise of the cars blasting their horns as he got in their way. “Totally renewable.”

Wonderful—at least my moment of mortification was eco-friendly. I arranged my hair so it covered most of my face as Niles bumped the rickshaw up onto the sidewalk to get around a traffic jam and nearly took out a pedestrian. Weren’t there rules that these things had to follow? I hadn’t even decided whether I wanted to be buried or cremated. Should I draft my last will and testament in a text message and send it to Stef?

Ten minutes later, Niles swerved in front of a pickup without signalling and pulled into the parking lot of Marie’s Garden, oblivious as the driver cursed him out of the window. I’d survived. And if I couldn’t get a cab back, I’d walk before I climbed on board that death trap again. 

A neon sign above the door proclaimed Marie’s was 100% Vegan, 100% Raw. Dammit, I’d have to stop at McDonald’s on my way home too. What on earth would I say to Debra when she asked me how it went?

“Here we are,” Niles said, helping me down from his contraption. “Marie serves the best food in Richmond, and while we eat, you can tell me all about this problem Debra mentioned. Something about needing a man to attend a function with you because you’re worried about going alone?”

“Oh, er, that… It got cancelled. Like, I got a phone call half an hour ago.” My knees almost buckled when my feet touched the ground—a delayed reaction to several near-brushes with death. I hazarded a guess that rickshaw drivers didn’t have a long life expectancy. Niles grabbed my hand to pull me upright, then dropped it just as quickly.

“My apologies, I should’ve asked before I touched you. Every woman has the right to bodily autonomy.” True, they did, but no girl was gonna complain if a guy saved her from landing on her ass. “The event was cancelled? That’s a shame, but at least we can enjoy dinner tonight.”

Niles scooted on ahead to open the door for me, and I had to admit that in some ways, he wasn’t so bad. During our dinner of seven-colour salad followed by frozen mango cake, which was surprisingly tasty, he lectured me on the destruction of the rainforests but also remembered to check my food was okay and ask if I wanted anything more to drink—non-alcoholic, of course. And he wasn’t afraid to show his emotions—when he told me how he’d caught his so-called vegan ex eating the bacon sandwich that ended their relationship, he actually shed a tear.
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