
  
    
      
    
  


Synopsis

			When Elle Bissett agrees to go on a televised celebrity cooking competition, she’s expecting to get some television face time, not go head-to-head with Ashley Castle, an acting rival from her youth. If she could only keep her focus on the recipes instead of getting distracted by Ashley’s piercing blue eyes, she should have no problem earning the title of Celebrity Cook Off Champion.

			 

			For Ashley Castle, appearing on the cooking competition show is a surefire way for her to earn the homemaker cred she desperately needs—at least according to her agent. The fanbase of her reality show, Queen of the Castle, has been waning steadily since her divorce. The only problem is, she doesn’t know how to cook. It doesn’t help that Elle Bissett keeps dazzling her with something more than those mad kitchen skills she keeps showing off. If she could just find a way to focus, she might stand a chance.

			What’s a few swapped recipes between former child stars?
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Chapter One

			Elle Bissett sat on the wooden stool and slid the headphones around her neck before adjusting the mic in front of her. She’d done so many voice-over gigs in the past dozen years, the motions had all become second nature. She hitched her foot onto the bottom rung of the stool and waited for Steve, the show’s director, to join her in the studio. Why she had to come all the way down here and read for the part she’d played for five successful seasons was beyond her. Yes, Dog Tails had been off the air for nearly ten years now, but with a reboot all hyped and ready for production she’d expected a script to be delivered to her home. She didn’t think she would need to log any in-studio time until they were actually ready to record.

			“I’m sure it’s just a formality,” her agent, Marigold Luxe, had told her on the phone earlier that week. “They asked that you come in for a face-to-face.”

			So there she sat, trying to remain calm and cool, waiting for some dude she hadn’t seen in years to get this formality over with, when really she had a million other things she needed to be doing. She’d spent all morning going to get her hair done and picking out the perfect outfit for this face-to-face. Of course, in the end she’d gone with her standard: dark jeans, graphic T-shirt, and black blazer. Plus she’d promised her daughter she would take her swimsuit shopping since school had finished for the year. Now that Luci’s freshman year was behind her she’d declared she was ready to level up her wardrobe for the summer, which probably translated to multiple bikinis and high-end label short shorts. Teenagers, right? But Elle knew it wouldn’t be long before her daughter was off to college, leaving her home alone with no other purpose than her career. A career that had definitely seen better days.

			Thank God the recording sessions of Dog Tails would be starting up again. Elle needed the distraction of steady work. She hadn’t had a recurring voice-over gig in nearly a year. She had the bit parts Marigold booked to keep her busy, but if the bit parts dried up, then what? Commercials? Her mother, who’d managed her career until Marigold took over, insisted she avoid them, so she had. She needed to do something to get her career up and running again. This Dog Tails reboot couldn’t have come at a better time.

			“Elle! Hello. Thanks for coming in.” Steve reached for a handshake, but Elle had been expecting a hug. The result was a very awkward dance composed of clashed greetings in which she ended up holding his hand in both of hers while he pecked her on the cheek. He cleared his throat before introducing the man who entered the studio with him. “You know Gavin James, right? He’s stepping in as our casting director this time around.”

			Casting director? Hadn’t the show been cast ten years ago?

			“Oh, you’re the guy I need to kiss up to then,” Elle said in her high-pitched Fifi LaPooch voice. “Are we adding to the cast for the reboot?”

			The men exchanged an uneasy glance.

			“Yeah, Elle, that’s kind of why we asked you to come in.” Steve shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “We’re going to go in a different direction with Fifi this time around.”

			Elle’s knees shook and she edged back onto the wooden stool. What was Steve saying? “Do you want me to change up her voice? Maybe it’s gotten a little deeper with her age. Maybe the years haven’t been kind to Fifi. Is she a chain smoker? Who’s to say? I could do something like that.”

			“That’s clever, Elle. Funny stuff. But it’s funny you should mention age.” Steve’s gaze darted around the room, looking anywhere besides at Elle. Her stomach twisted. This couldn’t be a good sign. “Gavin, do you want to tell her?”

			Elle stood up and balled her fists on her hips. These two jackasses needed to get it together and spit it out fast. “Just tell me, Gavin. What the hell is going on?”

			Gavin opened and shut his mouth twice without producing any words. Like a trouty-mouthed fish. He looked at Steve when he finally answered. “We’ve decided to go with a younger voice for Fifi in the reboot.”

			“A…younger voice. Okay, I got you.” Elle blew out a breath. That ol’ Hollywood go-to: younger. Sure she was zipping through her early thirties, but Elle knew she still looked good. She kept up a strict skin-care regimen, wore sunblock, worked out, and drank plenty of water. She’d always had a youthful glow about her. Hell, she’d auditioned to play high school students well into her twenties. On top of it all, Fifi LaPooch was A FUCKING CARTOON CHARACTER. They could draw her as young or old as they wanted to.

			“Yes.” Steve seemed to find his voice finally. He extended his arm toward the studio door, indicating that the meeting was over. The decision had been made. “But listen, if anything else pops up, I’m sure Gavin will keep you in mind.”

			“Yes. Um, please do.” Elle’s mind was sputtering responses as she reluctantly shuffled toward the exit. Was he really showing her out? Just like that? What bullshit. “I mean, I put a shit ton of money in your in your wallet as the voice of Fifi. I’m sure there’s something I could bring to the table.” She bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from saying anything else. To keep from letting her anger bubble over in front of these men.

			Everyone came to LA to chase their big dreams, but once you were inside the community it could feel very small. Everyone knew everyone. At least everyone who was anyone. Bridge burning was ill advised if you wanted to continue to work. How many times had her mother said that to her? It was especially true if you were holding on to the tatters of your career for dear life.

			“Sure, sure.” Steve’s hand on her shoulder could have been a friendly gesture, but Elle was pretty sure he was shoving her out of the studio. “We’ll call you if there’s anything we think you could—”

			He shut the door on her before he even finished the sentence.

			Elle didn’t look at a soul as she left the building. She needn’t have worried—everyone was just as busy avoiding her. It was just so damn humiliating. They all knew she’d been replaced by someone younger, and most likely, cheaper. She’d walked into the building thinking this was a sure thing for her and now…ugh.

			As she stepped outside into the sunlight, she tried to recall what Marigold had said when she told her about the meeting. Just a formality. Right. They’d formally kicked her off the show. Had Marigold actually said “formality,” or had she done that thing where she’d said half a sentence then waved her hand in the air and let you fill in the rest? Seriously, if Marigold wasn’t her best friend from childhood and good agents weren’t so hard to find…

			Still, Elle had been counting on this gig and the potential it had to get her name out into the world. Now she needed to find something else. Something that would get her out there again and jump-start her career.

			She stabbed at her phone screen, unsurprised when Marigold didn’t pick up. Mari would know to give Elle a little time to cool off after the Dog Tails news. Regardless, there was business to take care of, so she left her agent a message. “Dinner. My house. Tonight.”

			 
 

			After bikini shopping with her daughter and a quick stop at the market, Elle settled herself in her favorite room in the house: her kitchen. She pulled up the show-tunes playlist on her phone and got to work. While the bacon cooked in the Dutch oven she chopped the carrots, minced the garlic, and sliced the baby portabella mushrooms By the time she was preparing the chicken to go in the pot, Luci had come Fosse-stepping into the kitchen in time with the “Overture” from Chicago.

			Her beautiful, enthusiastic, surfer-girl daughter. Her mere presence brightened the room, even with Elle’s lingering foul mood hanging in the air. Her long, poker-straight brown hair was drawn back in a loose ponytail, and big, expressive blue eyes flashed with laughter as she shook her jazz hands in time with the music. Her cut-off denim shorts and cropped T-shirt showed off the muscle developing on her skinny frame from the hours of swimming and surfing she’d put in over the past year. Newly sixteen, Luci managed to walk the line with charm and grace between sweet little girl and wannabe grown-up sarcastic teen, and Elle couldn’t be prouder. 

			“Do I smell bacon?” Luci danced over to the stovetop. “Mom! Mom, are you making coq au vin?”

			“Yep. Aunt Mari is coming for dinner.” She swooshed Luci out of her way and added the veggies to the pot.

			“Oh! Are we celebrating?”

			“Possibly holding a wake,” Elle mumbled.

			“Mom!”

			“She didn’t get the reboot.” Marigold appeared in the doorway. Her curly red hair bounced around her full face and her bright red lips hitched into an apologetic smirk.

			Elle added the last of the ingredients into the Dutch oven before turning to face her best friend. “That’s right. I just got the plain old regular boot. Right to the ass.”

			Marigold swooped through the kitchen, pausing only to kiss Luci on the top of the head on her way to the cabinet where Elle kept the wineglasses. She poured two glasses of red without missing a beat. “I’m sorry about that, honey. I thought maybe if you went in there and they saw your face it would snap him out of this cheap-ass decision.” She leaned over Elle’s shoulder to try to get a peek at dinner.

			“Well, you were wrong.” Elle swatted her away and clapped the lid on the pot. “They did not give one damn about my face. Hand me my wine and I’ll think about forgiving you.”

			“You made coq au vin?”

			“Yep.”

			“With those cute little pearl onions I like?”

			“Yep.” Elle sipped her wine. “Even though you sent me into the lion’s den without so much as a heads-up.”

			Marigold hitched her hip up on one of the stools at the kitchen island. “Okay, are you done with that yet? It’s the business. You know how it goes.”

			Elle took her time sliding the pot into the oven. It wasn’t about going for a part that didn’t work out. Marigold was right—she’d been there before. Many times. It wasn’t even about being left out of the reboot. The truth was she just plain needed a job. Any job. Well, almost any job.

			She brought the bottle of cabernet as she settled in across the counter from her best friend. “Yeah, I’m done.” She topped up their glasses.

			Luci looked up from her phone long enough to steal a sip of Marigold’s wine. Elle shot her a warning glance which was met with an innocent raise of the eyebrows before her daughter turned her attention back to her phone. It was hard to believe in three years her little girl would be going off to college. Luci had big plans to either take the business world by storm someday or become a champion surfer. Either way, college came first. But once her baby flew the nest Elle would be all alone for the first time since…well, forever. 

			After a two-year battle with cancer, her own mother had passed away almost six months earlier, and the place still felt her absence. Hell, it probably always would. The three of them had lived there together in the home in which Elle grew up. Elle’s father had died suddenly of a heart attack when she was only two, leaving her mother to raise her daughter alone, just like Elle was doing with Luci now. She wasn’t ready to think about what she would do once Luci left home. She’d definitely need something else on which to focus. Some raison d’être. She was only thirty-three. She still had a lot of acting-career life in her, no matter what those Dog Tails dudes thought. A new direction was just the thing her career needed, and landing a solid acting gig seemed like a stepping stone to that path.

			“I’m not really mad about Dog Tails.” Elle sighed. “At least I’m not mad at you. That Steve, though, what an asshole.”

			Marigold made sympathetic sounds through a mouthful of wine.

			“But, Mari,” Elle continued, “you gotta find me something. There’s gotta be a part out there that I’m perfect for. Just not—”

			“I know, I know.” Marigold held up a halting palm. “Not commercial work.”

			Luci snorted but kept her gaze trained on her phone.

			“I don’t need your opinion, Lu. I’ve been in the business. I know what I like and what will destroy my soul. Or at the very least make Grandma spin in her grave.” Elle turned her attention to her best friend. “I need to get my face back out there. Give me something, please.”

			Marigold tapped one denim-blue-tipped fingernail against the side of her glass, silent for a moment as if grappling with a thought. “Okay, Elle, I might have something that would get your face on television, but it’s kind of a reality type of thing.”

			“Reality television?” Elle groaned. Would she have to sing or eat gross things? Some type of celebrity death-match scenario? “Reality television is so ten years ago. I mean, who even does these shows anymore?”

			“Mom.” Luci looked up long enough to roll her eyes. “People who want to get their faces out there, obvs. Like you, DUH.”

			“The kid is right.” Marigold shrugged. “Look, I need to check on a few things before I can set up a read for you, but if it works out it could be a good way to get you back in the game.”

			“Reality television?” Elle repeated before draining her glass.

			“Don’t say it like that.” Marigold frowned. “It’s not like that. This could be just the kind of thing you need. You’ll be on TV with recurring potential. But, Eleanor, I swear if I pull these strings and get you on this, you’d better play nice or I’ll have nothing to send you on but commercials.”

			A recurring part on television and all she had to do was promise to play nice? Absofuckinglutely. “I can do that. I’m in.”

			




Chapter Two

			Ashley Castle wiped her hands on her apron and took the kind of deep, calming breath her personal yoga trainer would have advised her was necessary to blow her worries out. Would have advised if she hadn’t had to let him go. Just the latest in a line of budget cuts the producers of her reality television show, Queen of the Castle, had rolled out.

			All she had to do was finish making these chocolate chip cookies in front of the cameras, do one quick scene with her ex, and the season would be a wrap. In theory, it was a simple plan.

			But for some reason when she went to the sink to soak the mixing bowl and turned on the faucet, the water merely trickled out instead of its usual robust flow.

			“What the heck?” she muttered as she wiggled the lever, attempting to turn it on and off and on again. No dice. “Ugh.”

			“Hey, Ash!” David’s voice was full of sunshine as he came in through the back door. His tone adjusted as he registered Ashley’s frustration. “What’s wrong?”

			“There’s something wrong with the sink.”

			“Let me have a look.”

			“Be my guest.” Ashley stepped to the side so he could reach the lever, but she didn’t have high hopes. David wasn’t exactly the handyman type.

			“Is the sprayer working?” he asked while simultaneously squeezing the sprayer.

			“David!” Ashley squealed and put her hands up but not quick enough to completely shield herself from the water coming out of the perfectly functional sprayer.

			“Oh, Ash,” he laughed. “I’m so sorry. I guess it’s working fine.”

			“I guess so.” Ashley’s wry tone didn’t stop David’s laughter. A typical theme on the show this season—she had somehow become the straight man to David’s accidental cute-dude antics. Ironic—she had come out as definitely not-straight since their divorce. But she had no doubt the viewers would eat this up. She ignored the muffled laughter from the crew and tied a bibbed apron around herself hoping to avoid looking like a participant in a wet T-shirt contest. The network would definitely frown upon that. “What are you doing here anyway?”

			“Oh, I can’t find Slash’s guitar. Do you think it’s in the attic?”

			These were the types of scenarios they’d been using all season to show the former couple interacting despite the fact their divorce had been finalized. David had moved out of the house three episodes in. It didn’t seem to matter to the viewers, they still wanted to see them together.

			“Could be.” Ashley slid the baking sheets into the oven and bumped the door shut with her hip, doing her best to appear unflappable for the audience watching at home. Finally, the damn cookies were baking. “Go on up and have a look.”

			“Thanks, Ash.” David flashed one of his Hallmark movie handsome heartthrob smiles at her before dashing out of the kitchen.

			When the show started, Queen of the Castle was all about sweet moments between them. Ashley Castle and David Carlson, America’s sweetheart couple from the hit teen drama Canyon Rock High all grown up and married in real life. David pursuing his rom-com leading-man roles. Ashley the doting wife managing their perfect home. It was a reality television dream scenario, and viewers ate it up. But now after four seasons and one shocking divorce, it seemed it was the chaotic moments that kept viewers coming back. According to the network people the viewers came to laugh at their missteps, much like the crew was doing now as Ashley dabbed at her soggy shirt with a dish towel while David went in search of a rock god’s autographed guitar.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll handle the sink,” she called after him then gave an exaggerated shrug for the cameras.

			“And that’s a wrap for Ashley,” James the director bellowed from the far corner of the room. “We’ll grab that final shot of David out front looking all suave with his guitar ready to head out on location for his manly-man action film, and that will be the season.”

			Just like that the cameras stopped rolling and Ashley was officially on summer hiatus.

			David jogged back into the kitchen. “Hey, Ash. Can we talk for a minute now that they’re done filming in here?” Without waiting for a response, he put an arm around her waist and guided her into the camera-free space of the dining room.

			“What’s up?”

			“Listen, Ash, I know you’re hoping they’ll renew us for another season, but maybe it’s time to let it go. I don’t mind the cameras following me around while I’m working, but my personal life…” He gave a shy shrug.

			The plan for the show next season was to follow each of them as they moved on with their separate lives postdivorce—David the charming leading man, Ashley navigating life in LA as an out-and-proud lesbian. Although David had always been honest with Ashley about his feelings, he wasn’t ready to come out publicly. He worried it would hinder his ability to get roles, and Ashley understood. The time had been right for her, but people needed to come out on their own terms and timeline. But still, she had an agenda that required keeping the show on the air.

			“You can’t quit on me now.” She hated how desperate she sounded. She blew out a sigh. “I still need this.”

			“It’s just that between the Hallmark stuff and this action flick, I’m gonna really have my hands full,” David said as he grabbed her upper arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. The tender touch of a best friend. “Plus, the real fun of doing the show was doing it with you.”

			“I know.” She felt the sting of tears at the back of her eyes. The same thought had taken up plenty of space in her brain lately, but she didn’t second-guess their decision to end the marriage. She needed to be true to herself. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t miss hanging out with David though. The show connected them. “I’m just not ready to give it up.”

			“Okay. If they renew us I’ll give it one more season.” He smiled at her. Those bright blue eyes that melted hearts all across America shone with kindness. “But you don’t need this, Ash. You can do whatever you want after Queen of the Castle ends. You just need to figure out what that is. In the meantime, I’m here for you—you know that, right?”

			“I do.”

			They both laughed at the irony of her simple statement before David gave her a sweet peck on the cheek and headed out to film his last scene.

			In her heart she knew David was right—her future was wide open now. But how to fill it, that was a whole other matter. She’d followed her mother’s blueprint up until now by marrying a TV heartthrob. Ashley’s father, though in his seventies, was just as much the handsome soap opera star now as he was back in the 80s. Her mother’s entire existence was predicated on being the beautiful woman on his arm. A gig that worked fine for Belinda Castle, but for Ashley, it just felt a little…flat. She wanted more than a life as a high-society woman going from one charity luncheon or fashionable social event to the next. But what that “more” was exactly, she had yet to sort out. She’d have plenty of time to think on it while waiting for the network to decide the fate of her show. Heaven knew she’d need something to fill her days during the hiatus. Maybe it would be margaritas and romance novels poolside. That would be fun, right?

			Ashley’s thoughts were interrupted as her agent breezed in through the back door.

			“They were filming David out front, so I figured I’d just slip around back,” Jill said as she zipped straight to the fridge and helped herself to a bottle of Voss water. “Listen, Ash, we need to talk about your plans for the off-season.”

			Ashley balled up her apron and tossed it on the counter. So much for the summer of booze and books. “So it is an off-season and not a final wrap on the series?”

			Jill sat at the breakfast bar and took a sip of water. “It’s no secret that since you and David split viewership is on the decline. The network people seem to think viewers aren’t getting that homey feel from you anymore. And they want that homey feel.” Another sip. She was stalling. Choosing her words carefully. She was very good at what she did. That’s why Jill Porter had been Ashley’s agent from day one of her career as a preteen. “The network’s still on the fence about renewing Queen for another season.”

			On the fence. That sounded pretty bleak. Sure, Ashley could get other acting gigs. Just shy of turning thirty, she could totally keep busy with Lifetime or Hallmark Channel movies. There were tons of those roles out there for her as long as her reputation wasn’t tanked by the demise of Queen of the Castle. Plus, Queen was her show. She was appearing in people’s living rooms every week sharing a piece of her real life with them. Well, maybe not her real life. The life on the show was a lot more polished than her actual day-to-day. But millions of people saw her face and her home and a life that was a reasonable facsimile of her real one, just with a tinge less chaos and a tad more home cooking. Her divorce from David had been heartbreaking, but if the show was canceled it would truly be the end of that chapter of her life. That was something she doubted she could handle.

			The oven timer buzzed and Ashley pulled out the cookies. “You guys want some chocolate chippers?” she asked the crew who remained in the kitchen packing up cameras, lights and sound equipment.

			The crewmembers all made polite but declining noises and seemed to focus even more on packing up. They’d all been around long enough to know that the food on set that was actually made by Ashley was not always suitable for consumption. At least not if you wanted something that tasted good. Or was certain to stay in your stomach. Any time they needed to show a delicious meal being consumed they filmed Ashley in the kitchen, but brought in prepared food.

			Ashley turned back to Jill. “Maybe I do need to punch up my homey-feel skills.”

			“Yeah, you should probably just dump those in the bin.” Jill cast a dubious glance at the misshapen and slightly burned cookies. “Do you need to check in with David before he leaves? I have a lead that we can talk about over dinner.”

			“We’ve already talked, it’s fine.” She shook her head. “I’ll whip something up for us to eat. I think I have some eggs in the fridge.”

			“No need.” Jill waved her phone. She knew all about Ashley’s cooking too. “I’ll order something.”

			 
 

			“So, the way I see it, while you have this break you should find something to do that boosts your homemaker cred.” Jill topped off their wineglasses. The readers perched on her head held her gray-streaked, shoulder-length, honey-blond hair off her face. Dressed in her usual casual-professional look—today it was slim-fit dark-blue jeans and a white button-down oxford shirt accented with several silver chains and bangle bracelets—few people would guess she was approaching her sixtieth birthday. Ashley often wondered how she herself had grown from child to woman over the years they’d worked together, but Jill still looked nearly the same age as the day they’d signed the agenting agreement. Jill was timeless like that. She recorked the bottle as she continued, “I got a call earlier today that could be that very thing.”

			Ashley popped one last bite of sushi into her mouth and waited for the other shoe to drop. Her favorite sushi, wine, and the chipper attitude about what to do on her summer break…it was too easy. Jill was the only agent she’d ever had, and she always did right by her, but she was holding something back. “I’m listening.”

			“How would you like to be on Celebrity Cook Off?” Jill shook her hands like sparkle fingers when she said it as if that would sell the idea. “They’re building a really great cast, and you could be part of it.”

			“That would sound great if I could actually cook.” Ashley laughed. “You saw what happened earlier. I couldn’t even get a hungry camera crew to eat my chocolate chip cookies. And that was premade dough. All I did was literally scoop and heat.”

			“Okay, fair.” Jill nodded and took another sip of wine. “But being on a cooking show would definitely highlight your homemaker side. And right now, if you want any chance of keeping your show afloat you have to show the network and the fans that you’ve still got it. You’re still Queen of the Castle. With or without David.”

			Ashley sighed. Her show was in jeopardy and her summer schedule was wide open. Without a project to occupy her she would spend long days and potentially sleepless nights waiting for a decision on the fate of Queen of the Castle by the network higher-ups. It made sense that she should fill that time doing something that could have a positive influence on the fate of Queen. Even if it was a long shot. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to have her face on the television week after week to stay fresh in the minds of her fans. Still, there was the little detail that this was a cooking competition, and she couldn’t cook to save her life.

			“Jill, I think this is a good idea, but won’t I need to actually cook?”

			Her agent nodded, but to her credit her confident expression didn’t waver. “Don’t forget—this is television where anything can happen. They’ve made you look like Suzy Homemaker for years on Queen of the Castle with good ol’ TV magic. We’ll just summon up some of that.”

			“We cut the scene and bring in previously prepared prop food.” Hadn’t Jill been on the set dozens of times when the crew pulled that classic move? “I don’t think that’s going to fly on Celebrity Cook Off. They’re going to expect me to actually
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