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      “You won’t be the odd one out.”

      “I’ve always been the odd one out,” Mackenzie disagreed. Her friend Leigh meant well, but Mackenzie was damned if she would be cajoled into attending another dinner party with three couples and her all by her lonesome self.

      “We’re going to have to find you someone.” Leigh moved the coffee cups off the tray and the slice of lemon drizzle cake and set it down on the table. She liked this cozy little book and coffee shop that Leigh owned. When her workday finished, this was where she sometimes liked to end up, not just for the female company but because Leigh being a small business owner meant the two had some business matters they often discussed.

      “As easily at that?” Mackenzie quipped. “Like finding a set of keys or a pen?” She dug her fork into the moist piece of cake and plopped it into her mouth. “This is a taste of heaven.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” Leigh dug her fork into the other side. They shared the huge slice which Leigh had placed in the middle of the small table. “It’s one of my bestsellers.”

      “Every cake you sell should be a bestseller.”

      Leigh pointed her fork at her. “Rourke doesn’t have any single friends, otherwise I could have set you up with—.”

      “Don’t. Stop. Please,” Mackenzie begged. “I’m not looking, and I don’t need a dinner date just to even up your numbers.”

      “But I don’t understand why you’re still single. Look at you.” Her friend gestured with her hand at Mackenzie, who shook her head. The ugly duckling had grown up and the long legs and arms she had once hated were now the thing that got her noticed, as did her height and her long, strawberry-blonde corkscrew curls. Her freckles weren’t something to disguise under layers of foundation. In Adult World, these were things to be prized. Things weren’t so bad now. She was older and understood. It was all so different than the misery she had endured during her school years.

      “I choose to be single. I choose. Besides, Bloom takes up a lot of my time.” Leigh meant well, but her friend was deliriously in love and viewed life through rose-colored glasses. She could not, and would not, understand—in her heightened sense of being in love—how anyone would want to spend their life alone.

      Mackenzie didn’t plan to spend her life alone, but for now, she wasn’t interested in taking on the headache of meeting a man and going through the assault course of a new relationship.

      “What about at Jenna and Reed’s engagement party?”

      “What about it?”

      “Did no one catch your eye?”

      “I was working.” It had been an honor to have been chosen to do the flowers for such an event; one of Starling Bay’s most eligible bachelors had gotten engaged a few weeks ago, and to a woman who had once been his maid. It had been the highlight of her time here in Starling Bay. “I didn’t have time to bat my eyelashes at anyone. Nor would I have. It’s so unprofessional.”

      “But that’s the perfect opportunity to meet someone! I’m sure both Reed and Jenna would have had plenty of single male friends. You do so many parties, Mackenzie. I don’t understand why you’ve never met anyone.”

      Mackenzie laughed at the idea Leigh had in her head, as if she sat around, twiddling her thumbs and pouting at any single male guests at these events. She usually finished up her displays before the parties started. “Meeting someone isn’t a major goal in my life, and I’m not going to rely on anyone, any man, to make my life better. It didn’t work out for my mom, and, anyway, you should know better than anyone.”

      Leigh looked away, her lashes lowered, making Mackenzie wince.

      “Sorry.” It had been a low blow to mention Leigh’s controlling and abusive ex. Over time, Leigh had slowly confided in her and told her everything. The picture Leigh had painted of that vile bully had given Mackenzie a sense of kinship with this woman who had quickly become her good friend soon after she moved to this coastal town and opened her florist shop.

      But unlike Leigh, Mackenzie hadn’t ever dated a man who had treated her badly. She’d just never allowed herself to get too close to people; she never fully believed them when they said they loved her.

      It wasn’t the bullies who had stripped her self-esteem and seeded the doubts. No. It had been much closer than that. Mothers weren’t supposed to be cruel. She’d been unlucky in that way, but her beloved grandma, the rock of her life, had more than made up for the lack of parents in her childhood, and it was to this woman that she owed everything.

      She had named her florist shop, Bloom, after her grandma’s mantra, ‘Be like the one and only Mackenzie.’ The letters of each word making up BLOOM. Those words had lifted Mackenzie through the misery of bullies who unleashed their vitriol at her, telling her that she was a freak, and that her long skinny legs had been stretched by a torture device, that her long neck looked like a giraffe’s.

      You’re hideous, they told her. The words had remained imprinted on her brain for many years while she had been in school. But life after school, out of her teen years, had mostly been good. It had shown her that people could be good, and nice, and caring, and that the ugliness and name-calling she had suffered had been caused by a small but loud minority who had drowned out all the good things.

      Yet her mother’s words she never forgot, no matter how hard she tried. When she had returned, not so long ago, Mackenzie decided it was time to leave. She’d moved to Starling Bay to start over, but would still visit her grandma as often as she could, even if that other woman now also lived there. She said she had changed, and asked for forgiveness. She said she’d been in rehab, and that she was now clean and had sorted herself out. She said she regretted everything she’d done but for Mackenzie, it was many years too late.

      The only person who mattered, who had ever mattered to her was her grandma, and Mackenzie wanted to repay her by making her life easier and more comfortable now that she wasn’t so able. Arthritis plagued her knees and hands mostly, though sometimes she would have a stiff neck and shoulders as well. Mackenzie had an idea about adding in a small bathroom downstairs, as well as moving Grandma’s bed to this floor, because Grandma was finding it increasingly difficult to climb the stairs.

      In the hope of trying to earn more from her business, she had added a small gift corner to her shop. It was a small display shelf with candles and pretty pouches of potpourri and other nice smelling things such as bath bombs, in case people wanted a variety of gifts.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t doing too well. Luckily, one of Leigh’s friends had a gift store and he sold vases and other gift items to an upscale department store. Mackenzie had recently contacted them with a view of creating some arrangements for them.

      “Maybe we need to get you the services of the Love Doctor? Though I think Reed said he’s only helping the men.”

      “A what?” Mackenzie stared at the one inch of cake left on the plate, and set down her fork.

      “A Love Doctor.”

      Mackenzie snorted. “What on earth is a Love Doctor?”

      Leigh pushed the plate towards Mackenzie. “I can’t eat that. You have it. You could eat a horse and you still wouldn’t put on any weight.”

      “If you’re sure you don’t want it.” But Mackenzie didn’t wait for an answer as she stabbed the last remaining piece of cake onto her fork.

      “According to Reed, he’s a guy teaching other guys how to win women over.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly serious. Haven’t you heard about his book? It’s gone viral on the internet.” She typed away on her cell phone, then turned it around to show Mackenzie.

      “The Love Doctor’s Ten Rules for Dating: How to Find the Woman of Your Dreams without Swiping Left or Right.”

      They laughed. “That’s a mouthful for a title,” Mackenzie exclaimed.

      “His angle is for men to move away from using social media and those dating apps, and to revert back to the old-fashioned way of face-to-face conversations and relating.”

      Mackenzie groaned at the sight of the bright red cover with a man’s face in a thinking pose.

      “Isn’t it gross?” Leigh agreed. “But this book is selling like crazy.”

      “Really?”

      “He’s making a small fortune. I wonder what he charges for coaching.”

      “Coaching?” Mackenzie’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “You can’t be serious.”

      Leigh nodded smugly. “Unfortunately, I am. His book is selling like wildfire. Reed said the guy is onto a great business. He’ll likely make a good chunk of change and then disappear.”

      “Smart guy.” If only it were that easy for her to ramp up her business. “Who is he?”

      “No one knows.”

      “What do you mean no one knows”? Mackenzie asked. “So how does your friend know?”

      Leigh shrugged. “He knew someone who used his services.”

      Mackenzie didn’t know whether to believe her fully. It sounded like baseless rumors doing the rounds.

      “There’s no photo and no name. He calls himself the Love Doctor,” Leigh continued.

      “How does he do the coaching?”

      “Reed knew someone who knew someone who had a friend who was getting coaching, and this guy said something about having to sign an NDA, a non-disclosure agreement, so that he couldn’t reveal the guy’s identity.”

      “That sounds bizarre.” They looked at one another and burst out laughing.

      “To think that he’s making so much money. We’re in the wrong business,” said Leigh.

      “It would seem so. Ugh, Men,” groaned Mackenzie. “Only they would need a guidebook on how to attract women.”

      “Tell me about it. Reed and the guys were in hysterics talking about it.”

      Mackenzie almost choked on her latte. “Reed would know someone who knows someone.” The guy had contacts everywhere. Although she wasn’t in the inner circle of these couples, she had attended a few dinner parties, and of course had provided the flowers for Reed’s engagement party, and so she had come to know this small crowd well. “But coaching? How? And for what?”

      “He has one-to-one consultations with guys and he advises them on how to find and keep women.”

      Mackenzie made a face. “Ewww.” She didn’t like the sound of that. “That sounds sleazy. What does he teach them?”

      “Tricks. That’s what.” Leigh raised an eyebrow.

      “Have you read the book?”

      Leigh wrinkled her face in disgust. “Lord, no! Who has the time?”

      “Plenty of men, by the sounds of it.”

      “Reed and the guys were reading excerpts from it on Reed’s phone. It had us in hysterics. Ten rules of dating, imagine that.”

      “As many as that?”

      “I should buy it and we’ll dissect it,” Leigh suggested. “It would make for some great entertainment one evening over a glass of wine.”

      “I’d rather watch a romcom,” replied Mackenzie.
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      Adam examined the wedding invitation, his insides filling with pride.

      Jake Parnell, a student in one of the first batch of students he’d taken under his wing, had succeeded. The guy had been a bit of a joker, and slightly coarse in his attitudes and opinions. Adam had doubts about taking him on as a student, but the guy had begged him. He said he’d gobbled up the book in a few hours and knew he needed to fix his game, that he’d been going about it the wrong way.

      Adam had relented and had taken him on and in time Jake met and fell in love with the woman of his dreams. He had invited Adam to his engagement party next week. He set the invitation on the mantelpiece with pride.

      As a self-employed advertising guru, he was doing well taking care of small businesses and clients. But his world had blown up—in a good way—recently when an idea he had tried on a whim had taken off and had now eclipsed the advertising business he’d been doing for years.

      Love coaching.

      It really was a thing. There was a demand for another way to meet women, for men who didn’t want to try dating apps, and who couldn’t navigate the keep-up-with-the-Joneses world of social media. There were men who were awkward, and who didn’t look like male models, nor had the wit or gift of gab. It was something he’d stumbled on by accident when he’d come across an online article one evening, an article that linked to a new dating website, and which taught men how to spruce up their images—even Photoshop them so that they made one look completely different to how they were in real life. It encouraged men to write descriptions that would entice women to click on their profiles.

      In his opinion, this was all wrong. Adam didn’t agree, partly because he’d tried using the dating apps and they weren’t for him. The idea of a quick hook-up didn’t appeal. He wanted to get to know the person, find a connection, but these apps didn’t lend themselves to that type of experience. He was careful, having been burned in high school where he was known as a nerdy, geeky teen with glasses and no street cred. His dating experiences even then had been miserable.

      Intrigued, he’d started writing an article about ‘the other way’, the old-fashioned way of meeting someone and talking face to face, and how to determine whether a woman was interested or not. And if so, how to go about navigating this unknown world.

      One evening, just for fun, he’d quickly put together an eBook on how to woo and win women the old-fashioned way, by being genuine, being nice, attentive, listening, caring and interested. “How to Find the Woman of Your Dreams without Swiping Left or Right” had been created half out of curiosity, and half because it had been so simple to put together. He’d created ten rules, all made up, but true, because they were what everyone knew. Common sense. And he’d decided on ten rules because from his experience people liked nice round numbers and rules. They liked cookie-cutter recipes to success, and so that’s what he gave them.

      What he hadn’t been prepared for was the response. He’d then put up a website to sell the digital book directly and put up some ads.

      The next morning, he’d woken up to over a hundred orders. Then two hundred the day after that.

      Soon he was selling hundreds of books a day and the easy money rolled in, all without him having to do much. His little experiment, his foray into something frivolous, something he’d put up because he had been intrigued, had made his jaw drop.

      It differed so much from his normal day-to-day job and yet, despite the money, he didn’t feel as happy as he should have. The truth was, he didn’t want to be known. His success was so new and so instant, he wasn’t yet comfortable with it.

      There was something cheesy, something uncool, something to be laughed at, in being associated with this piece of work. It reminded him of high school and his days where he would rather have been a jock and the envy of others, the one the cheerleaders ogled, the one the team lifted on their shoulders at the end of a game. Computer science geeks didn’t reach those heady heights.

      And so he kept his identity hidden, referring to himself as the ‘Love Doctor’ and not putting a name to his book.

      Outside of school, his brains had been useful, and his entrepreneurial mindset meant he was a self-starter, willing to learn, willing to prove himself and to subsequently make good money. He reinvented himself. Adulthood allowed that luxury, and soon he turned from nerd to super smooth and assertive.

      For years he had toiled and worked to make the advertising business a success, and it was, but it was hard work, too. In contrast, he’d thrown nothing at the love coaching business. No research had gone into his book. It had been comprised of common sense. Treat a woman with respect, listen, be attentive and make her feel special. These were the basics, the 101s of dating, things he assumed all men knew. Things his father had passed down to him. Basic human common sense.

      Apparently not to most men, it seemed. After sales of the eBook had gone through the roof, he’d started receiving emails from men who were desperate to learn what he had to teach. Desperate to find a suitable partner without having to put themselves on social media or dating websites.

      Who knew?

      He felt at once exhilarated, and then sleazy and questioned his ethics. After all, Adam Hartman didn’t have such a healthy romantic life himself. Who was he to be telling others how to lead their love lives?

      But some men begged him to help. He’d never received emails such as these, and when he emailed back with advice, these people acted on it and reported back to him.

      Then some men asked for one-to-one coaching. Having moved to a new town in recent months, he felt invisible and unknown, and therefore more prone to risk-taking. For those that were local, he decided to take a chance.

      This was how he’d found Jake Parnell. He wasn’t his first client, he’d had two before then, but Jake was his success story. As soon as he had signed the NDA, Adam had started coaching him. Within eight weeks, Jake had met and fallen in love with the woman of his dreams.

      Bingo!

      Success.

      Jake Parnell’s invitation to his engagement party provided one problem for the Love Doctor. He didn’t have a plus one for the event, and he wouldn’t know anyone there, but he was self-assured and confident enough to work the room and mingle with people.

      He’d already made up his mind to show his face for a short time and then go home.
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      A lot of time and effort went into creating her floral arrangements, and for this small but intimate affair held in a luxurious tent, Mackenzie had outdone herself yet again.

      Just as she was finishing up with the displays, the newly engaged couple came over and complimented her on her creations. The fiancée then asked Mackenzie if she would do the flowers for the wedding, and she had accepted, even though they hadn’t yet settled on a wedding date.

      When the happy couple had ended up in a passionate kiss, getting a little too carried away in front of her, she felt like a waitress interrupting an intimate dinner for two, and discreetly slipped away.

      She got into her van and drove off. It was late evening on a Saturday night. What would she do when she got back home? The answer to that was easy.

      Nothing.

      After a day at the shop, she was happy to have tomorrow off. Working six days a week left her completely drained by the end of her workweek but compliments and accolades from happy customers always boosted her ego and filled her with a sense of worth which had lately eluded her. Ordinarily she didn’t dwell on her past too much until her mother had returned and reminded her of the things she hadn’t had, and of the normal childhood that hadn’t been hers.

      As a teen, it had taken reading endless self-help books, and the indomitable love of her grandma, to make her feel worthwhile. Distrust and caution were woven into the fabric of her personality, so when a man, or a woman, told her that she was beautiful, she didn’t believe a word of it.

      Tonight, she would spend as she did most Saturday evenings, eating a quickly put together dinner in front of the TV and watching a romantic movie.

      As she parked outside her apartment and gathered her belongings from the van, a slow dread started to build in her belly when she couldn’t find her phone.

      “Ugh!” She groaned loudly, remembering exactly where it was, outside the tent, in one of the big terracotta pots that were on either side of the entrance. The party hosts had asked her to create a beautiful arch of flowers around the entrance and she’d set her phone on the ledge of one of the large pots—a silly place, for sure. The happily engaged couple had come over to talk to her just then and she’d forgotten all about her phone.

      She drove back, annoyed with herself for wasting more time when she was already so tired.

      The party was in full swing when she returned. Rows upon rows of cars had lined the driveway. Music floated in the air, and fairy lights twinkled and glistened outside. Laughter rippled in the warm, balmy air and as she headed towards the tent, a group of well-dressed guests were standing outside admiring her flower displays.

      She glanced at the flower pot, but her phone was nowhere to be seen. When the guests went into the tent, she rushed over to it. The pot was huge, coming up to her thigh, so she bent over and peered inside, but she couldn’t see all the way down, so she stuck her head in and fumbled around frantically.

      Her panic trebled when she couldn’t locate the darned thing. Her phone was her lifeline. It was how her grandma got a hold of her, as well as her customers. Because the pot was so big, she couldn’t feel all the way around the base from one position, so she maneuvered her way around it, walking slowly and with her head still inside, one hand feeling along the base while the other hand remained on the pot’s rim to prevent her from falling inside. With no success, she dipped her head in further, her feet lifting off the ground until she was almost on tiptoes.

      Then she screamed as she lost her balance and tipped right in, the ridge of the pot pressed firm against her stomach and now both of her hands inside the pot, on the base of it as she did a bendy-legged cartwheel. Her body froze, but she could feel her ears turning red. This had nothing to do with her being face down in the pot.

      “Do you want a hand?” It sounded like a man’s voice, and she was in no position to turn it down.

      “Please!”

      Hands appeared on either side of her waist, large hands it felt like, which pulled her back so that her feet could touch the ground again. She slowly straightened herself up and turned around, embarrassed, her face flushed, heat burning her cheeks, and the blush turning deeper as she found herself staring into the glittering eyes of a tall and handsome-looking man.

      “Hey there,” his voice was deep, his eyes filled with amusement.
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      It was like a scene out of a romantic comedy. Adam couldn’t believe his eyes, witnessing the entire event, from the moment this gorgeous creature arrived on the scene and seemed to be looking for something. She’d looked around the pot, then inside, then she’d bent over completely and stuck her head inside.

      It was her cell phone that was now snugly sitting in the pocket of his jacket. He’d been busy talking to Jake’s parents, otherwise he would have rushed over and put her out of her misery and handed her phone back there and then. He might even have prevented her from tipping her head inside the huge pot. But when she’d fallen inside, with only her slim and delectable legs in dark-colored jeans sticking up in the air, he’d rushed over to help.

      Even though he’d asked her permission for him to help her, he hadn’t known what to do with his hands; didn’t know how to help her up and out of the pot without laying a finger on her. As bold and as daring as it was to make such a move on a total stranger, he placed his hands on the woman’s waist and gently helped her up.

      She uncurled herself hastily before brushing her hands down her shirt and her jeans, then moved her huge, curly locks away so that he could see her face more clearly.

      He flexed his hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know how else to help you out.”

      “Um … thanks … I was looking for my cell phone.”

      “Ah.” He fished it out of his pocket and started to hand it over. But just as she was about to take it, he asked her, “How do I know it’s yours?” It seemed prudent to check first. She seemed taken aback.

      “It’s mine. How else would I know where it was?”

      She had a point.

      “Why do you have it?” she asked.

      “I heard it ring.”

      She opened her mouth in shock. “I need to check who called.”

      “Well, can you give me a phone number, or something else to prove it’s yours?”

      Her brows slashed together in indignation, and she stared at him as if he were an imbecile. “It’s mine. I fell into a flower pot trying to find it. What else did you think I was doing in there?”

      “I had no idea. Maybe like all the other guests, you were admiring the flowers, and somehow … I don’t know how … you fell in.”

      Her lips twisted. “A guest? Dressed like this?” She pinched the fabric of her jeans.

      “Yes.” He searched her face, and her heart skipped a beat, or three.

      “I’m wearing jeans.”

      He shrugged. “You still look like you came dressed for this party.” She rolled her eyes at that. “I’m not saying that to creep you out. I’m stating a fact, that’s all,” he said, worried that he might be coming across as a loser who was desperate for her attention.

      “Okay, detective. Please let me have my phone back. It’s late, and I’m tired, and …”

      He could sense her urgency. “What’s the photo on it?” he asked, not because he didn’t believe her, but because he wanted to talk to her, and he didn’t want to risk that she might take off once she’d gotten her phone back.

      “It’s a photo of my shop, Bloom.” She folded her arms, sulky teenager like. He almost expected her to roll her eyes again any moment now.

      “Mind if I check?” he asked, before he pressed a button that would light up the display scene.

      “It’s been in your possession this entire time. Check away all you want.”

      He pressed a button and as he peered closer, he saw the front of a shop, exactly as she had described. “Bloom,” he said, “is this yours?”

      “Yes. I came here to do all the floral arrangements.” She waved her hand at the magnificent arch over the entrance to the tent.

      He had long admired the flower displays, because they were eye-catching and unusual, and it was a surprise to discover that this woman had created them. “You made those?” Not being good with his hands, he admired people who were. She nodded.

      “I’m impressed. They’re eye-catching.” Just like she was. Tall and striking, with that mane of curls. She stood out, first because of her height, and then because of her gorgeous face. “They stand out, your displays. I can’t put my finger on why.”

      “Thank you.”

      Roses and other flowers, and stunning colors, pink and white, with dashes of blood red. She had used lots of foliage and greens. As a man to whom flowers were of no particular significance, even he had stopped and stared in awe. Her story made sense now, and the way he’d found her. He gave her the phone back.

      She quickly checked it. “My grandma called,” she remarked, before rushing away quickly without even saying goodbye. He raced after her, but she was already on the phone talking to someone. Her grandma, he presumed.

      Shamelessly, he followed her away from the house and across the large driveway as she weaved in and out of the parked cars, not ready to have her leave. He didn’t know anyone here and talking to her was infinitely preferable.

      He waited out of earshot, not wanting to eavesdrop, and as soon as she put the phone away, he raced over without knowing why.

      She opened the door to her van. In the lamplit shimmering light, he could make out the name of her shop on it.

      “Are you leaving already?”

      “I’ve got my phone. That’s all I came back for.”

      “Why not stay a while?”

      She laughed. “I’m not invited. I was here to do the flowers.”

      She was striking to look at, yet unaware of her looks. Something about her drew him to her, but he couldn’t place what it was. He wasn’t fixated on physical beauty to the point that he disregarded all else, but the manner of their meeting, and the fact that she seemed humble, and coy, made him want to talk to her more. What type of woman would be so concerned about talking to her grandmother?

      “Why flowers?” he asked, finding a safe topic to discuss.

      Her eyes narrowed, she tilted her head, the light falling on her silky skin and highlighting her high cheekbones. She was a mesmerizing sight; too bad she was so eager to get away. “I like making pretty things. It was the one thing I was good at. I’m better at making things with my hands, and with flowers, I found a way to make something that I could earn a living with.”

      “I like the way you think.”

      “We all have to do something, right? I could never sit in an office, behind a computer, so this is how I ended up doing what I do. You’re very inquisitive.”

      She didn’t mince her words.

      “I’m nosy, you mean.”

      She checked her phone again. “I was trying to be polite.”

      “I’m not good at making things,” he confessed. “Which is why I’m intrigued by people who can. Artists, designers, sculptors, florists.”

      “Is that a pick-up line? Lumping florists in with highly creative people?”

      “You don’t think you deserve to be?” He lifted his chin, appraising her. “You have a talent. You should see what I would do, given a few flowers and some grass.”

      “It’s not grass. It’s foliage.”

      “You see, I know nothing. And, to answer your question, no, that’s not a pick-up line.” He hoped he wasn’t starting to sound like the desperate men who came to him for dating advice.

      “Okay.” Her tone was wary. His gaze fixed on her friendly smile as she opened the van door again.

      “You can’t leave,” he tried frantically to think what else they could talk about, but he was failing badly, and as a love coach, this was ridiculous.

      “Why not?” This time she didn’t close the van door but kept it ajar.

      “Because I’ve only just met you. That was some way to meet.”

      Her brow wrinkled, and she stared at him as if she didn’t know what to make of him. “One I hope to forget, and fast.”

      “I won’t tell anyone.” He took a step towards her and held out his hand. “Adam Hartman.”

      She stared at it for a few seconds tentatively before shaking it. “Mackenzie Jeffers.”

      “Mackenzie,” he said, rolling the name around his lips. She looked like a Mackenzie. Not a Susie, or a Kate, or a Chloe. Her name was different, and appealing, and it fit her like a glove.

      “Nice to meet you, Adam. Enjoy the party.” She climbed inside her van and drove off.

      Mackenzie Jeffers from Bloom.

      It was a name and a woman he couldn’t forget.
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      She was used to seeing that look of interest in men’s eyes. It often made her flinch, the way some men stared, their greedy gazes raking in her body from head to toe, as if she were nothing more than an object.

      But with this man who found her phone and had done his level best to keep her engaged longer than she intended to stay, there had been nothing sleazy.

      He had been refreshingly nice.

      And he had found her cell phone, and that had been the main thing. She’d called and spoken to her grandma. She panicked each time she got a call from Grandma because she worried that something bad might have happened to her. Thank goodness everything was okay.

      As she drove back, the sky an even deeper, darker color of ink, she wondered if she could have stayed. She hadn’t been invited, but she could have hung around for another fifteen minutes instead of rushing back to an empty home with nothing but a leftover sandwich for dinner.
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      “I need your help, dude. I’m begging you. I’ve read your book and I need to know your secrets! Please.”

      Adam tapped his pen on the table, mulling over the email that had been sent to the Love Doctor. It was becoming more difficult to juggle his time. Thank goodness he had a different phone line for the love coaching because it was one way of ensuring a split between his two businesses.

      Even though he had business clients to tend to, the lure of the money from his new endeavor was impossible to resist. He couldn’t make his mind up about what to do. Sometimes he was tempted to throw the towel in on his advertising business and go all in with being the Love Doctor. Jake had been his first success story and knowing that he had helped him to find and connect with someone special had been priceless. He’d felt a sense of achievement, as if he’d made a difference in someone’s life.

      But there were times, like now, when he was putting together a presentation for a business client who needed it urgently and yet this email stared back at him, taking all of his attention.

      I need your help, dude. I’m begging you.

      Those words reached into his soul and made it impossible for him not to do something. But as for secrets, there weren’t any. It was all common sense. The guy was from around these parts, near Starling Bay. Adam huffed out a slow breath. He’d been this guy once. He’d needed guidance. This guy sounded desperate. He had to at least meet with him and, depending on what the guy was like, he could offer one-to-one coaching.

      He closed the email, told himself he would reply later. As with Jake, he would make the guy sign an NDA and then he could rent out a small meeting room at the hotel in town, because talking about someone’s love problems wasn’t easy to do in the lobby of a hotel.

      He sat upright, as a new idea blossomed in his head. If he met with this new guy, he could also pass by the florist’s place. He’d already looked up where she was based, and it was not far from the hotel.

      Yes, he could help this man. He opened up his email, attached the NDA and asked the guy to sign it.

      

      A few days later, Adam walked into The Grand Hotel and could tell right away that the guy with the slightly round belly, wearing a security guard outfit and looking uncomfortable, was his potential new client.

      He walked up to him. “Patrick?”

      The guy’s eyes turned larger. “You’re the love coach?”

      Adam put his fingers to his lips and looked around. “Remember what I said? Please respect my privacy.”

      “Sure, dude, sure.”

      Adam ushered him in into the room, eager to get this over and done with so that he could go drop in on Mackenzie. All casual like, as if he was just passing by, which he was. “It’s Love Doctor, not ‘coach’.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “Technically, no.”

      “But aren’t you offering me coaching?”

      “It’s a branding thing, let’s just forget about it. What can I do for you, Patrick?”

      “I don’t know.” Patrick raised his hands in a gesture of defeat. “I’m not having much luck with the ladies. I’m trying real hard but I don’t know where I’m going wrong.”

      “That’s your first problem. Don’t try so hard. Women can tell when you’re doing that because you come across as desperate.”

      “Don’t try so hard?” Patrick repeated the words as if they were magical and with the power to transform his life. His brow furrowed as he seemed to concentrate. “Got it. Don’t try so—”

      “See, there you go again. You’re trying too hard.”

      “Am I?”

      “You’re repeating what I’ve said.”

      “Huh?”

      “Calm down.” Adam got up and paced around the room. “Breathe. Chill. Relax. You’re looking to attract a woman, not defuse a bomb.”

      “I’m looking to attract a woman. I’m looking to attract a woman.”

      Adam scratched his jaw. The dude was repeating it as if it were a mantra. “You’ve got this, Patrick.”

      “I’ve got this.” Patrick breathed in, a deep, loud inhale, but beads of sweat had formed on his brow.

      “Patrick?”

      “I’m relaxing. I’m taking your advice.”

      Adam was perplexed. “Are you hot?”

      “Women don’t think so.”

      “Are you hot?” Adam rolled his eyes and opened a window.

      “Now that you mention it.” The guy wiped a hand over his brow, making Adam wince. “I’m not usually like this, but lately, I seem to get all nervous and fall to pieces. I’m losing my game.”

      “Your game?” Adam lowered his chin. “Tell me about the last time you made someone laugh.”

      “That’s easy. We have a shop that sells calendars and fancy notebooks. They’re real fancy and real expensive. More expensive than a notebook has any right to be, gold embossed and with gold on the edges…”

      “Stick to the story, bud. Just the facts. Nothing else.”

      “Okay, so there’s a woman who works in there, and she thinks I’m funny. I make her laugh, and half of the time I’m not even trying to.”

      “Then why does she laugh?”

      “She says I have a funny take on things. She’s funny too, she says things that are odd, but funny. It’s cool.”

      Adam noted that Patrick seemed more calm and in control when he was reciting the tale. “When you were talking just now, you were calm.”

      “I was calm.”

      “You were telling it just as it was in your head. That’s the kind of guy you have to be. Calm and cool.”

      Patrick nodded, then frowned again. “My friend is dating Hailey Ross.”

      Adam blinked at him. “Who?” The name sounded familiar.

      “Hailey Ross. The actress. She was here some time a few months ago.”

      Adam tried to think. He’d heard of her. “The action heroine?”

      Patrick nodded again. “Yeah, the one in the Monica Martins movies. My friend is dating her.”

      Oh, geez. Adam bowed his head into his hand. The ‘my friend is dating’ disturbed him. While he’d known that some of these men might be desperate, he hadn’t been prepared for them to be crackpots. Delusional.

      “I can’t set you up with a Hollywood star. That’s not the type of thing I can help you with.”

      “Uh … yeah, I know, dude. That’s not what I want. Hailey’s nice and all, but I know my limit now, I guess. I’m just an average guy, maybe a little less than average—”

      Adam pointed his finger. “Stop that. Just stop.”

      “But a guy like me, I’m not going to get a girl like that,” Patrick protested. Adam’s patience was beginning to wear thing. He glanced at his watch. He had a client meeting online later today but before that he wanted to go see Mackenzie. For what, exactly, he didn’t yet know. The temptation of walking into the florist’s shop suddenly seemed like a better option compared to wasting time with this weirdo.

      “I have to cut this short, Patrick.”

      “What? Is this it? I paid sixty bucks for this?”

      “This was just a getting to know you meeting. To see if we could work together. There’s no charge for this.” It cost him to rent this room for an hour, but he’d have to write that expense off.

      “Phew.” Patrick wiped the sweat off his brow. “That’s good, because I don’t get paid a lot for what I do.”

      “What do you do?” Adam glanced at the guy’s uniform again.

      “I work at the mall just out of town.” Patrick shrugged. “It’s not fancy or anything. I don’t get to suit up like you, but it’s not bad. I get by. My friend, Jackson, he’s living the high life now. Got his own security company out in Hollywood and—”

      “Jesus.” Adam muttered under his breath. “I’m really not sure I can help you, Patrick.”

      The man’s face dropped, incredulity making his eyebrows shoot up like hairy caterpillars. For a moment Adam thought he was going to cry. “You can’t help me? You’ve decided, just like that? You don’t know what it’s like, being a loser like me.” He got up, disappointment rolling off him in waves.

      Adam sucked in a breath. He did know because he had been a loser like that once. “Okay, Okay.” He’d give the guy one more chance. “But I don’t want to hear anything about your friends.” He air quoted ‘friends’. Hailey Ross, my ass. “This is about you. About upping your dating game. I’ll teach you how to approach women, and then I’ll give you tips and advice about how to find and keep the woman of your dreams.”

      “I’ve already found her.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve already found her.”

      “The woman selling the fancy notebooks?” Adam asked.

      Patrick shook his head. “The one I’m interested in doesn’t know I exist.”

      “She doesn’t know you exist?”

      “Not in the way I want her to. She’s my boss, and I’m just another security guard at the mall.”

      Adam’s eyes grew large. “Your boss?” Talk about making a huge mistake. “Are you sure you want to go there, buddy?”

      “You don’t think I can?” Patrick’s expression resembled a wet fish. “Just because Jackson and Hailey—”

      There he went again. “Okay, buddy,” Adam said quickly. “That’s what we’ll focus on for lesson two.”

      “Lesson two. Okay. Gotcha.”

      “I’ll be in touch.” Adam hastily picked up his leather binder and made a move to leave. There was no way he could bill this guy at all. The meeting had barely lasted fifteen minutes. Now, onto the real reason for his visit to the town center today.
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