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      The smell of freshly cooked bacon assailed her as she rushed into the kitchen to place another batch of orders with her chef.

      Roxy wiped a hand across her sweaty brow. It had been a long day, starting way before most of the people in Starling Bay got up. The lunchtime crowd had only just slowed, and she still had a good few hours ahead of her. She needed to get a bite to eat, to get some energy, before she started preparing for the evening rush. And in between that, she still had bills and her daily accounts to go through. This was fast becoming a part of the day she didn’t like, so she was happy to put it off until later. 

      She barely had a moment to herself, and while she no longer spent as long in the kitchen, or waited on tables as much, there was still the paperwork, the planning, the budgeting, the constant whirl, whirl, whirl of the worry wheel in her head as to whether she would make enough this month to pay the rent, the wages, the supplies, and have money for taxes and bills, and then have something to set aside so that one day, one day, she could maybe have enough to extend the premises of the diner, expand the business, have more money and fewer headaches. And maybe buy a nice place of her own.

      No sooner had she sat down to have her lunch, when her brother, Jax, and his girlfriend suddenly joined her. “Hey.” They both greeted her at the same time and looked pleased with themselves. Jax always looked happy these days, and this fact made Roxy happy. He’d left his job as a security guard at the mall and was now working alongside Hailey—the Hollywood movie star—and keeping her safe.

      “I was about to have my lunch.” She was so bone-tired, so hungry, so in need of time to herself that, as much as she loved her brother, Jax, and had come to be good friends with Hailey, she wasn’t in the mood or the right headspace to entertain anyone. She had initially been wary of Hailey and had even resented her a little for her seemingly easy life as a Hollywood movie star. But recent events Hailey had experienced had shown her that fame had its own price.

      “You’re finally getting to sit down, huh?” Jax swiped a piece of cucumber from her plate.

      “We should maybe let you eat in peace, then?” Hailey suggested.

      Duh.

      Things were looking up for Jax. He’d been to LA with Hailey and had loved that lifestyle. He was making plans and had been talking about getting proper security training with a goal to build up a team to run operations in LA and here. He had tried that before, here in Starling Bay, on a much smaller scale, doing things like warning off abusive ex-boyfriends, but it hadn’t really taken off. He’d given up and worked odd security jobs on the side while working at the mall.

      But his life had taken a turn for the better now, and Roxy was happy for him. Her little bro was in love and had new dreams.

      It was okay for some.

      For others, life trudged along. “When are you guys leaving?”

      “Tomorrow,” Hailey answered, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief. “So …”

      “So, we were wondering, why don’t you let Hailey put in a word for you?” Jax leaned back in his chair.

      Roxy couldn’t taste the cherry tomato she had just popped into her mouth. These two were still entertaining that crazy business idea Hailey had mentioned; the one in which Roxy had no interest whatsoever. “The celebrity chef? Me going on TV? Oh, puh-leese. Can’t you let that go?” She dipped a piece of her sourdough bread into her soup and wished she had chosen the path of a nun. At least that way, she would be afforded the peace and quiet which seemed so elusive to her now.

      Hailey had mentioned her friend the famous chef a few times. Apparently, the guy was world-famous, but he couldn’t be that famous because she’d never heard of him before. He also traveled the world, cooking for many famous people, had lots of restaurants in the country, had many cookbooks to his name, was seriously wealthy, and in recent years had become well known for his TV shows. Here, he sailed into failing businesses and turned things around.

      Roxy had two problems with this. Her business wasn’t failing. It was still making a profit, albeit not as big a profit as she would have liked, given the amount of blood, sweat and tears that she had put into it, and secondly, she wasn’t about to let anyone tell her how to run her business. “Still no.”

      “Told you she wasn’t going to come around.” Her brother knew her well. There was no way in hell she was going to have a celebrity chef tell her what to do, or how to run her diner.

      No way. 

      Jax had given up trying to convince her long ago, but Hailey seemed more determined. “Why are you being so stubborn, Roxy? What if this worked? What if this helped you?”

      “Going on national TV and being humiliated?”

      Hailey laughed, shaking her head slightly. “Mason isn’t like that, I mean, yes, he has to put on a persona for his show, and he can be a bit in-your-face but—”

      “In your face?” Roxy blinked at Jax. Did Hailey really not understand her? The idea of taking orders from someone was so alien to her that she wouldn’t even consider it. And having someone who sounded like he would be loud and arrogant, well, that just wasn’t going to happen.

      There was about as much chance of her standing up in front of an auditorium, dispensing business advice, as there was of her doing what Hailey was proposing.

      It would never happen.

      “We’re meeting Mason for dinner tomorrow evening. He’s a really nice guy and his show is seen by millions. I really think you should at least consider it.”

      Roxy tore off another piece of bread. She and Hailey were worlds apart, and in the beginning, before she’d gotten to know the actress, she’d been unfriendly towards her, not realizing that Jax had started to have feelings for her.

      Ever since they had been together, she’d seen how good they were for one another, and she had felt bad for her earlier prejudice towards Hailey. Because of that, she had tried to make it up to her. Now, they were good friends, but while she appreciated that Hailey was eager to help her with her business, she didn’t want any help. She could turn things around herself.

      “I have considered it. I’ve been considering it each time you mention it and I always come up with the same answer. ‘No.’”

      “How can you dismiss something without trying?” Hailey’s refusal to give up was ruining her appetite. “Mason is always looking for new material—”

      “I’m not material.” That came out a little harsher than she had intended, but Hailey smiled. Maybe she was beginning to understand her better.

      “You’re not material, no, but Mason has a new TV show, Roxy, and this is such a great opportunity for you. Why not take that huge leap of faith? You don’t know what you don’t know.”

      “I know I don’t want your friend coming here and telling me how to run my business.” That would be like hell on earth. There was also that other minor factor of going on TV. She didn’t know what was worse, going on TV and letting the world know that she was struggling or allowing a famous celebrity chef, and a man at that, to tell her what she ought to be doing.

      “I have some things I want to try.” She had customers. She wasn’t as ridiculously expensive as Fellini’s, the upscale Italian restaurant nearby, but she had been here for years, ever since she had taken over the diner from her parents.

      There were things she knew she had to do, but there never seemed to be enough time. She wanted to revamp her menus and make better use of celebratory days. Have promotions and discounts and better advertise the diner on Valentine’s Day and Mothers’ and Fathers’ Days. She had also toyed with the idea of having select hours for elderly people to come and have lunch on certain days at a reduced rate, and she wanted to introduce loyalty cards so her customers received points when they bought something. She had plans to improve the décor, to update the signage, to update the kitchen.

      She had plans; of course she had plans.

      It was time and energy that she didn’t seem to have enough of.

      “Then why haven’t you tried them, Rox?” Jax attempted to swipe another piece of cucumber from her salad bowl but she swatted his hand. It was bad enough that they weren’t letting her eat in peace, but taking the food off her plate was testing the boundaries of her patience.

      Jax’s life was working out amazingly well, but she didn’t want to have her nose rubbed in it while she was struggling to find out ways of making her own life better.

      “You know why, little bro. Maybe if you helped out more …”

      “I said I’d help you. You only had to ask.”

      “Well, you’re busy now, and you have your work to focus on.” He used to help her, more than a few years ago, in between his various odd shifts of security work, but she had taken on a few more staff members, and Jax had obviously thought things were fine. With more staff came more responsibility, wages to pay, employees to train and manage and inspire.

      “What if you doubled your income?” Jax sat forward and drummed his fingers on the table.

      He knew how to get her to sit up and take notice. “Doubled?”

      “Or tripled.” Hailey pressed her lips together. They were lovely, pouty, full lips and even though she didn’t dress like a superstar here in Starling Bay, or flaunt her celebrity status, Hailey being naturally beautiful meant that she was always noticed wherever she went. Roxy bet that she would be noticed even if she wore nothing but a plastic trash bag. She often felt a little inferior next to her, like a weed growing next to a sunflower.

      “Tripled?” The idea speared her like a harpoon. If she doubled her earnings, that would be amazing, to triple them would be out-of-this-world crazy. It was something she couldn’t comprehend.

      She ran a hand through her hair as she considered the quantum leaps in income that Jax and Hailey dangled in front of her like tempting cupcakes. Any increase in her income would be a godsend.

      “Why don’t you look Mason up online?” Hailey suggested. “And look at some clips from his past shows? You’ll see that he turned things around for a lot of people. I don’t know if he tripled their income, but he left many with successful businesses and he transformed their lives.” Hailey put her hand on Roxy’s. “I see you working all the hours every day, and I just wish you could enjoy life a bit more. Have fun, do fun things. I just want to help you, Roxy.”

      Hailey’s words made her warm and fuzzy all over. For two women who could not be more different, Hailey had become a wonderful friend and for that Roxy was grateful. Maybe it was time for her not to be so judgmental. She had been so wrong about Hailey, maybe she would also be wrong about the chef and his show? 

      For the sake of turning her business around, she could put up with someone telling her what to do. She only had to put up with the pain for an episode. One episode. How long would it take to film one episode? Not that long, she assumed.

      She could tolerate the chef and his in-your-face ways for one episode.
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      “You’re looking great, girl!” Mason got up and hugged Hailey, happy to see his dear friend again. She looked good. Incredible. She always did, but there was something different about her today. He cocked his head. “What’s going on with you? Unless you’ve been nominated for an Oscar, I’m guessing this is due to the new man in your life.”

      “What is?”

      “This glow?” He waved his fingers in front of her face. “You look terrific. Where is he?”

      “You’ll meet him soon enough.”

      They’d spoken many times in the past few months, but this was the first time they’d met face to face. He’d been in Paris, taking care of a private matter. The divorce had come through, and he had sold the home that he and Monique had owned.

      They sat down. He’d been waiting for her, and she had run late. Something the prompt actress never did. Something had changed and he was curious to know what. “So, tell me all about it, your little vacation in … what’s it called again?”

      “My hometown? Starling Bay. It really does feel like home.”

      He sat up, because this was not the Hailey he knew. “Home? I thought LA was home.”

      She went on to tell him in great detail about Starling Bay, the place she had grown up in and how she had now fallen in love with it. So enamored was she that she was looking to buy a house there. “You’re putting down roots?” With the ink on his divorce papers still not dry, a knot twisted inside him at what the idea of putting down roots felt like. For a few months, maybe even a year, back when they had first married, he also had believed he was putting down roots.

      “I fell in love with the place.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “A place does not steal your heart, people do.”

      “Jackson has, but really, you should come for a visit, Mason. You might end up liking it.”

      “A small town?” He doubted it. He’d visited many places, had traveled around the world in luxury, stayed at the best hotels, cooked for dignitaries, diplomats, royalty and celebrities. He’d seen enough of the world in his thirty-three years that a visit to a small town wasn’t going to make much of a difference to his life, even if it had done Hailey the world of good.

      Everything was falling apart in his world.

      A server came over and they ordered drinks. A smoothie for her, a fruit juice for him.

      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? It’s so good to see you, Mason. How are you doing?” He flinched inwardly at the loaded question. They had talked on the phone a lot, and she had been supportive, had been a great friend while he’d gone through the tumult of realizing that he was the only person fighting to keep his marriage. “I’m glad to be back.”

      “Are you?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t want to talk about it. Not yet. “How about you tell me in detail what you’ve been up to, and how you met this man, again?” He knew the basics, but there was nothing like meeting face to face and getting the entire story.

      He listened intently as she told him about the documentary one of the networks had filmed of her in her hometown, and of the second premiere of her latest film, and of how, through a strange sequence of events, she had met and fallen in love with the security guard who had been tasked with protecting her.

      He slapped his hand across his neck; he suddenly remembered. “The stalker. Oh my god.” He leaned forward and took her hand. “That sounded horrific. How are you?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “You look unscathed, that’s how good you look, but I was in shock when you told me what happened.” They had spoken on the phone about it. He’d called her as soon as the story broke, about the intruder who had found his way into her hotel suite. Looking at her now, serene and stunning, he couldn’t imagine her having been in that situation. Thank goodness she had been okay.

      She recounted the story again, in more detail now, only stopping to thank the server when their drinks were delivered. “And Jackson came to the rescue.”

      “I like this man already.” He didn’t want to even think about what might have happened had the security guard not come to her rescue. He looked around. “Where is he?”

      “He’ll meet us soon enough. He’s working out in the gym.”

      Mason held back a wry grin. Of course he was. “I can’t imagine him doing anything else. How is this long-distance relationship going to work, Hailey?”

      “It’s not such a long distance—”

      “Traveling across the country?”

      “It could be worse. We could be in different continents,” she countered. “I’m going to split my time between there and LA.”

      “Whatever for? Your career isn’t over.”

      She giggled. “I don’t film every month, and I’m going to get more discerning about the roles I take on. I can afford to split my time between the two places.”

      Love had made her thinking wonky. She was thinking of splitting her time between LA and Smallsville? But why, especially when she was at the peak of her career? “Aren’t you being overly hasty?”

      “I’ve done a lot of thinking recently. I’ve been able to prioritize what it is that I want out of life now, and it turns out that fame and wealth aren’t at the top of the list anymore.”

      “You’re brave. Bold, I would say. Insane, would be another word for it.” 

      Her blue eyes twinkled under the sunshine. 

      “I love him. He’s wonderful, you’ll see for yourself when you meet him.”

      “It’s serious, huh?”

      Hailey nodded.

      Her happiness meant a lot to him, and if she was happy—which looking at her now, he could see she was—then so was he. She’d had her share of failed romances, and the man who had saved her had to be pretty awesome if he had also managed to take a hold of her heart.

      It was always a special, precious thing to find love. He wished he had been able to hold onto it for longer than he had. “I’m ecstatic for you.” He took both of her hands in his. “I really am. It couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.”

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you and Monique.”

      “That’s the way it goes sometimes. I’m good. I’m surviving.”

      “Surviving.” Hailey made a sad face. “I don’t want you to just survive, Mason. I want you to be happy—”

      “It’s too soon for anything else. I will be happy when the new show works out. That will be a big help.” He was hedging his bets on the show. With everything falling apart, not just his marriage, he was clutching to this one last hope; his last attempt to hold onto the crown that he had claimed years ago as a world-famous chef and restaurateur.

      “The show will be a distraction.” Hailey took a sip of her drink. “Distractions are good. Tell me all about it.”

      So, he did. He went on to tell her that they were getting ready to film the first episode in a few weeks’ time and that he was looking forward to seeing how the new format would work out.

      “New format?”

      “It won’t be one episode for each restaurant owner, but there will be more of a reality TV vibe so we’re going to have eight episodes per restaurant owner.”

      “Eight?” Hailey almost choked in surprise.

      “It’s completely different than past shows.” It had to work.

      “Eight episodes on one person? Are you sure that will work?”

      He wasn’t, but it had to work, there was no way around it. His restaurants weren’t doing as well as he would have liked.

      He shrugged. He had no idea, but he had a lot riding on it. “People like getting to know the owners, they become invested in their life and business. In my opinion, it’s a great idea to follow any one owner over a longer time frame to show the transformation of that person and their business in detail. In the older shows, we condensed everything down into one episode, detailing the restaurant owner’s journey from the start, through all the blood, sweat and tears in the middle, to the happy ever after at the end. It’s my gut feeling that people don’t want to gloss over this. They want to follow the owner’s journey as it’s happening, and they want to go more in depth than the surface level gloss of what we used to show before.”

      “So …” Hailey set down her glass, her eyes twinkling with unbridled excitement. “I have just the person for you, but I’m not sure how she’ll feel about this new longer format.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Jackson’s sister.”

      “Does she live in Smallsville?”

      “Yes, she does, and what of it?”

      He didn’t want to go there. He had filmed shows in plenty of small towns, but he preferred cities more. The bigger restaurants, diverse clientele, the craziness and frenetic busyness added to the sizzle he wanted to depict. It made for better TV to have an overworked and struggling business owner rushing around in a busy kitchen, tending to a restaurant full of hungry people.

      He didn’t see that happening in a laidback small town.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t think a small town is going to capture the essence of what we want …”

      “Listen to yourself. Jackson’s sister would be great, and Starling Bay might be a small town but it’s not dead. This is me; I’ve lived in LA for years and I love it so much I’m buying a home there.”

      “You’re really trying to sell it to me, aren’t you?”

      “You might be pleasantly surprised. Don’t knock something until you’ve tried it.”

      “I’m worried that it might be too small. Too boring. Too much of nothing going on.” 

      “Mason! That’s a preconceived idea if ever I heard one.”

      “It’s what I believe.” But Hailey seemed insistent, and she would have his best interests at heart, and for this reason alone, he was prepared to listen. “Tell me more.”

      “Her name is Roxy.”

      “Roxy? She sounds kind of foxy.” He raised an eyebrow to enhance his cheesy line.

      Hailey rolled her eyes. “That is lame, coming from you.”

      “I’m serious. Why is she a good fit for my show?”

      She told him how Roxy was working hard but wasn’t seeing the success she had hoped for. “I want to help her, and maybe going on your show could be just the thing for her.” Hailey sipped her drink through the straw. 

      He already had the first contestant lined up to star in the first season. Buffalo Bill from Brooklyn, so called because his restaurant, Buffalo Bill’s, had caught Mason’s eye. The man was loud, brash, not prone to listening, and Mason could see at once why his restaurant was failing. The décor was outdated, which wasn’t a big deal, but his food wasn’t enticing, and his brusque manners, while they enticed some customers, frightened many others away.

      “The problem is, we’ve drawn up our short list of people we want on the show, and we’ve just signed contracts with the first guy. Filming starts in a few weeks.”

      “So, I’m too late?”

      “You must really like this woman, if you’re working so hard to get her on the show.”

      “You should see her. She works such long hours. She’s always working, and I feel bad that she’s not seeing the results she wants.”

      “I’m looking for interesting characters. People with personality who will pull in the viewers.”

      “Roxy is interesting. She’s stubborn and headstrong, and she’ll give as good as she gets.”

      He was intrigued, just a little. “How’s that?”

      “Why don’t you come and meet her.”

      “I’m a busy man! Get her to come and meet me.”

      “She won’t come. She won’t leave the diner,” Hailey told him. “If filming starts in a few weeks’ time, why don’t you come back with us? You said things have been hard lately. You’re dealing with personal stuff, and then you’re diving headfirst into a new show.”

      “Always gotta be working. It’s the best remedy for distraction.” He’d been in Paris for too long. Selling the mansion, getting the divorce finalized, settling who took what couldn’t be done in the blink of an eye.

      “Come,” she urged him. “We can hang out there, you can recharge. You might be surprised.”

      He could not believe the transformation in his friend. If Hailey was considering splitting her residence, he was intrigued to visit. And if her friend was half as interesting as Hailey had made out, she might very well be a good candidate for the later shows. There was no harm in finding out. 

      “Okay, then. I’ll come back with you and stay for a few days. Meet your friend.”

      “Great.” Hailey raised her glass to his again. “There he is.” Her face literally glowed and she beamed for joy staring at something behind him. He turned to see what it was that had this effect on her. A tall guy, with a black t-shirt and jeans, and tattoos, walked towards them. He looked as if he had just walked off a film set. “You met him in Smallsville?” 

      “Starling Bay, Mason. Stop being so condescending.”

      He rose as Hailey introduced the two men. “So, you’re the chef dude, huh?”

      “I am. Mason Brandt, good to meet you.”

      “Likewise. I’m Jax.”

      They shook hands.

      “I’m the only one who calls him Jackson.” Hailey grinned as Jax put his arm around her and hugged her close to his chest. They sat down.

      “Let’s get you a drink.” Mason summoned a server. “Hailey was telling me I should consider having your sister on the show.”

      Jax let out a loud exhale. “Good luck with that.”
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      She had finished for the day and was about to leave when her phone rang. With a sinking heart, she saw it was a video call with Hailey. She and Jax were enjoying the good life in LA where they had been for the past few days.

      Roxy really wasn’t in the mood to take a call, let alone one in which they could see her. Up until now, she had received only text messages—updates about Hailey’s talks with the TV chef—and a few photos of them having fun.

      Her phone continued to ring and she ignored it, hoping that Hailey would hang up. When she didn’t, and because Roxy was too polite to send it to voicemail, she answered it.

      “Hey.” She was looking her worst, after a day at the diner, and Hailey would be all glammed up and looking glamorous as usual.

      “Hey! Are you busy right now?” Hailey’s voice was loud, and Roxy could hear music in the background.

      Roxy rolled her eyes. When was she not busy? “I was about to go home.”

      “Oh, good. You’ve finished for the day. Do you have a few moments?”

      “I do now.” She pulled up a chair and sank into it.

      “We’re with Mason, you know my chef friend, the one with the TV show. He wants to meet you.”

      “Meet me?” Roxy bolted upright, and ran a hand over her hair, trying to smooth it down. “Meet me where?”

      “Calm down. He suggested it might be a good idea to do a video call with you so that he can get a feel for the type of person you are.”

      “He needs to get a feel for the type of person I am?” Roxy chortled. “I need to get a feel for the type of person he is.” The deal cut both ways. “It’s noisy,” she pointed out. “Where are you?” 

      “At a bar. Someone’s playing the piano.”

      “How nice.” What a lovely life for some. She couldn’t remember the last time she had gone out for dinner or spent an evening with friends. She didn’t really have a group of close friends. If she had any evenings out it was attending the SBWEB meetings. The Starling Bay Women’s Entrepreneurial and Business evenings were attended by women she aspired to be like, though even on those nights she barely had much to say.

      “He only just suggested it. Sorry to put this on you without any prior warning. Jackson and I are busy for the next couple of days and this is the last time we’re meeting Mason. Are you free to talk to him now?”

      Roxy blinked in hesitation. The opportunity was as enticing as running naked through a crowded mall. She didn’t like video calls, and she was very aware that she didn’t look her best.

      Hailey had met with him a few days ago and discussed the possibility of Roxy being on the show. The fact that he was now interested in speaking with her indicated that things were moving on. She wiped her hand across her brow. It was the end of her long shift at work, and she wanted nothing more than to go home, shower and collapse in front of the TV. A bit of notice would have been good. “Do we have to do it now? As in right this minute?” Talk about springing something on her when she was least prepared.

      Hailey winced. “Yes. He’s not going to get on a plane until he’s got some idea of what you’re like and whether you’d be a good fit for his show.”

      “I wish you’d let me know sooner.”

      “He didn’t tell me until now. Let him see you in your natural environment. It’s now or never, Roxy. He already has someone lined up for a show but I convinced him that you would be great. Let me get him to come over.”

      “No!” But Hailey’s face disappeared, and as the camera phone zigzagged, it was too dark for her to make out anything clearly. 

      Then Hailey appeared again, a real close-up as her voice dropped to a whisper. “Try to impress him. You’ve got something on your cheek.”

      “Where?” Roxy rubbed her cheek, then saw Hailey turn her head and speak to someone. It sounded like Jax.

      Hailey came back on the screen again. “The other side. Good luck. This is Mason. She’s all yours, Mason. This is Roxy.”

      In the next second, a stranger suddenly appeared on the screen. Roxy sat up even straighter and wished she had at least taken her hair out of the ponytail. But it was too late. Her face was sweaty, the way it always was at the end of the day, and her hair was probably greasy enough to be noticeable. She wanted to vanish in a puff of smoke.

      She’s all yours? Roxy resented that, and just as she was about to protest, a young man appeared on the screen. She blinked a few times. She hadn’t expected him to be so young looking. She’d been meaning to look him up online, but she hadn’t had time yet. The shock of his youthful face surprised her because from the way Hailey had described him, from all he had achieved, and all the things he had done, she had expected him to be old.

      “Hi.” She forced a smile, mentally adjusting herself to his age, and his looks. She didn’t feel anywhere near ‘presentable’ and felt ill prepared to impress him. 

      “Rox, is it?” he asked.

      “Roxy.” Only certain people called her Rox. This man certainly didn’t qualify for that. 

      “Ah, Roxy.” He stopped and took a sip from his glass. “Is that short for something?”

      “Is what short for something?”

      “Roxy.”

      “It’s short for Roxanne but most people call me Roxy.” She wasn’t sure exactly where he was going with this conversation.

      He nodded, as if he were assessing her. Already she felt on edge. Uncomfortable, not only because there had been no preparation for this, but because this man was … peculiar. She didn’t know what to make of him. 

      He touched his cheek. “Uh, Roxy … you have something on your cheek.” 

      Hailey had told her. Too bad she’d rubbed the wrong cheek. She rubbed her cheek briskly. “Gone?”

      “Gone.”

      She felt foolish, as if she had physically tripped and fallen flat on her face in this interview.

      “Tell me about yourself.” He smiled, but it was no ordinary smile. He looked smug. She could imagine what he was thinking, probably that she was struggling and desperate and she needed his help to save her.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know everything about you.”

      That sounded creepy. “I don’t want to tell you everything about me.”

      “I don’t need to know your dress size, or your favorite color, or what your favorite designer label is. I want to know about your business.”

      That told her. Also, she didn’t shop for designer labels. Already, he was making assumptions about her that were so wrong. But she needed his help. “Okay.” She let out a slow, shaky breath. This was worse than going to the bank manager to ask for a business loan. Being as brief as she could, she told him how she had taken over the diner from her parents and that she’d been working hard for years but was getting frustrated with the way things were going.

      “You’ve taken over the family business.”

      The way he said it made it sound as if she’d made a mistake, which, to be truthful, is what she’d started to feel lately. “Is that a bad thing?” 

      “No, but in my experience, when people take over the family business, it’s often not because they have a passion for it, but because it seems like an easy option.”

      “It’s not an easy option,” she shot back. He was making it sound as if she’d done something wrong, even though he hadn’t come out and said those words, it was the way he was making her feel.

      “I know that. It’s not. You’d be better off going and getting a job. Why don’t you?”

      Get a job? Why was he asking her such questions? It took her all the way back to high school when her careers teacher told her that it wasn’t going to be easy, finding her feet in a world with her grades. Even now she could see Mr. Greyson staring at her and telling her it was a good thing her parents had a diner she could help out at. She never forgot his laugh, and his conviction that she would never amount to anything. The man was waiting for an answer, his hard eyes unflinching as he dared her to give him a reason. “Because I want to be my own boss, and because I can make this work. The success of my diner is proportional to the amount of hard work I put in.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “What?” The man was beginning to confound her. These were not the types of questions she’d expected.

      And when she didn’t reply, “Is it?”

      “What are you asking me? Are you trying to bait an answer out of me? I wanted to run the diner because my parents were looking to get out of the business, and I thought I could run it. I’d helped them out for years. I knew it.”

      “And how’s that going for you?”

      She stopped, clamped her jaws together as she wondered at this man’s superpower to piss people off. “It’s going well. It’s going wonderfully well. I don’t even think I need to be on your show to turn my business around.”

      “Then why are we having this conversation?”

      “Because Hailey wouldn’t let up.”

      “You’re blaming Hailey?” He lifted his glass again, the corners of his lips turning upwards before he took another sip.

      “I’m not blaming anyone. I’m trying to answer your questions, your riddles, as best as I can, but I think you’ve maybe had too much to drink and you’re not making sense.”

      He chortled. “You think I’m drunk?”

      She forced herself not to answer.

      “And what is it that you’re hoping to get out of this relationship, if by some miracle I decide to let you on the show?”

      This relationship? She didn’t like the way he phrased that. She also didn’t like his tone, and what he was saying. She didn’t need this. A few minutes of phone conversation had her wanting to throw something at him. She couldn’t see how she would cope doing one show with him. But just as she was about to fire off a hotheaded reply, the bone-tired weariness crawled across her neck and shoulders, reminding her that the last few months had been like banging her head against a wall. Working hard and not seeing a corresponding improvement in her bottom line.

      Maybe this pigheaded and insufferable man might have the keys to her success? She schooled herself to calm down. “I’m hoping that you will be able to give me advice on my business and help me figure out where I can do better, what I should stop doing, and how I can increase my profits.”

      “What do you think you need to stop doing, Roxy?”

      If she knew that then she wouldn’t need to go on his show. It was beginning to annoy her that he was asking her these questions when she was just so tired, and she was already annoyed that he’d sprung a phone interview on her when she was least prepared.

      “I’m hoping that going on your show will help me to see more clearly, at least, this is what Hailey thinks. She says I could benefit from being on your show.”

      “She also says, as does your brother, that you don’t like being told what to do.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I see that about you.” 

      “But I’ve reached a stage where I’ll take all the help I can get.”

      “What would you consider to be your strength?” he asked, his eyes shimmering. 

      “My …. uh … my strengths?”

      He hadn’t asked her a single thing about her the menus, or the people she employed, or the hours she opened the diner.

      “Being stubborn and sticking to my guns.”

      “Interesting.” Then he laughed, as if she had amused him. “I’ve heard all I need to.” Without even saying ‘goodbye’ or finishing off nicely, he handed the phone back to Hailey.

      “How was it?” Hailey whispered.

      Roxy forced a smile. “Great. Just great.”

      “Oh, good!” Hailey’s high-pitched squeal told her she bought it.

      Roxy hung up and stared into space, going over the conversation again.

      “Was that the bank manager again?” Ella walked past carrying a tray full of dirty plates and cutlery, only this time she stopped and placed them on the table.

      Roxy set her elbows on the table and scrubbed her face. “No. He doesn’t call this late.” She always dreaded the bank manager’s phone calls, but she would have gladly spoken to him now instead of that man.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. It was one of the suppliers. Nothing important.” How easily the lie fell from her lips. She breathed out a sigh, forcing herself to make a move otherwise she could easily sit here all evening and fall asleep. It wouldn’t do to tell Ella anything yet, or the rest of her small staff. Her chances of being on the show didn’t sound too promising.

      Ella picked up the tray. “Have a good evening.”

      “You too. See you tomorrow.” Roxy got up slowly. She had to stop thinking that Hailey’s famous chef friend was the answer to her prayers. It was probably just as well. He had a slight arrogance, and I’m-better-than-you air about him. Not to mention that annoying little smirk on his face. 

      While she needed help in her business, she wasn’t sure that this man could help her as much as she wanted to believe he would. Being around him would probably cost her sanity.
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      The woman was as abrasive as steel wool. He liked that. Of course, he could also see that she had a problem with taking orders; Hailey and Jackson had warned him as much. 

      But she had character. She had gallons of feistiness; and he could see all this after a quick first video call.

      Most people he met were ready to roll over and do everything and anything he suggested. He could tell an interesting character within a few minutes of talking to them. Most people were deferential to him. They were in awe, hanging onto his every word just because of who he was. Many were more prepared to listen to him without questioning anything. 

      He didn’t want that.

      Of course, he had the occasional ones who gave back as good as he gave them. People like Buffalo Bill, who he’d be meeting soon enough. But on the whole, most normal people made for boring TV and he didn’t want boring TV. He was already taking a risk with the new show format.

      He welcomed people like Buffalo Bill, like Roxy. They had substance. Character.

      “So?” Hailey stared at him with her huge saucer-like eyes. “What do you think?”

      “She’s … interesting.”

      “You can say that again.” Jax lifted his beer bottle in agreement. “My sister has been called many things and ‘interesting’ is one of the better words.”

      Hailey crossed her fingers. “You’ll have her on the show?”

      He scratched his jaw. “She’s
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