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      To combine two ingredients together, which do not ordinarily mix easily. 

      

      The Meaning of Emulsify in Cooking and Baking (thespruceeats.com)
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      I found that music was pivotal in connecting me to the characters as I wrote this book. Here is a list of songs that spoke to me.

      
        	Addictive – Truth Hurts, Rakim

        	Because of You – Kelly Clarkson

        	Be My Baby – Bea Miller

        	Bleeding Love – Leona Lewis

        	Blurred Lines – Robin Thicke, T.I., Pharrell Williams

        	Chasing Cars – Snow Patrol

        	Cruisin’ – Single Edit – Huey Lewis, Gwyneth Paltrow

        	Dirrty (feat. Redman) – Christina Aguilera, Redman

        	Get Low – Lil John & The East Side Boyz, Ying Yang Twins

        	Head Over Feet – Alanis Morissette

        	How To Love – Lil Wayne

        	Ice Cream – Sarah McLachlan

        	I’ll be – Edwin McCain

        	I’ll be There (feat. Trey Lorenz) – Live at MTV Unplugged – Mariah Carey, Trey Lorenz

        	It’s A Pity – Tanya Stephens

        	I’ve Been Thinking About You – London Beat

        	Love on Top – Beyonce

        	No One – Alicia Keys

        	Say You Won’t Let Go – James Arthur

        	Shake Ya Ass – Mystikal

        	Someone You Loved – Lewis Capaldi

        	Take Care – Drake, Rihanna

        	To Be With You – Mr. Big

        	Want to Want Me – Jason Derulo

        	When a Man Loves a Woman – Percy Sledge

        	Where Have You Been – Rihanna

      

    

  


  
    
      To Mr. Z,

      Always.

      Because all of this wouldn’t be possible without you.

      xoxo

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note:

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      The men of the Elite Series have been hanging around in my head waiting for me to tell their stories for many years. These are standalone stories that can be read in any order but I recommend you read them in the order that they are published.

      That being said, although Emulsify is the second book in the series, its story timeline begins before Retrograde.

      Happy reading my Lovelies.

      Things to beware of in this book: contains mature situations, adult language, and graphic sexual content.

      🍁Side note, I am Canadian, and the story’s location is in Canada.  So, the spelling and word usage contained in the story are also Canadian. 🍁

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet the Men of the Elite Canadians Series:

          

        

      

    

    
      To the outside world, they would seem an odd mix, Nicco Carisi the Canadian-Italian heir to Tesoricina the worldwide olive oil conglomerate, Aaron Ma the British-Chinese chef that created the consortium Ma’s Kitchen, based on his talent and business acumen, and Maksim Vashchenko, the Russian tycoon that runs Rimma Diamonds. Nearly twenty years of friendship later, the men consider themselves brothers.

      Once a month, the three friends gather for a game of snooker. A few treasured hours of camaraderie and escape from their busy and demanding empires. To once again be the young men that formed an unbreakable bond over Snooker, in a less than a reputable club in the back streets of London. Nicco and Maksim had been slumming while they were on summer getaways. Aaron was using his talent to hustle his way out from under the crushing weight of his humble beginnings.

      “So, I win. You cook me a nice Russian meal, Dah?” Maksim shouted, pumping his fist in the air.

      “Do I look like your bitch, Maksim? I never see you wagering diamonds. After this, we go to one of my restaurants and you pick up the tab,” said Aaron, pointing his finger at Maksim.

      “Why, would I do that when I know the owner?” Maksim said, barely able to keep the laughter out of his voice.

      Nicco was ready to play. If he let them, Maksim and Aaron would go back and forth all night. They were the two most intense men he knew, with the ability to make grown men shit their pants with just a look, yet when they got together, they reverted to their adolescence, enjoying winding the other up.

      “Can we play now?” Nicco asked exasperatedly. “Or should I leave you two alone to hold hands and figure out the wager?”

      “Fuck you!” They replied in unison.

      Nicco began setting up the table to start the game.  The wager was always the same, ten grand, mere pocket change for each of the three men. Afterwards, Aaron would prepare a meal, Maksim would provide the Vodka, and Nicco would bring the cigars. They were creatures of habit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We are all the right person at the wrong time for someone.”

        – Unknown

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          AARON
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      Outwardly, Aaron Ma appeared calm. Unbothered even. However, inside, he was seething.

      “Do you see why public personas shouldn’t screw journalists?” Ramsay Russell, his business partner, asked the moment Aaron lifted his eyes from the pages of the magazine.

      Who in the hell did Tori Mathers think she was?

      She sure the hell wasn’t a journalist. This article… No, this was not an article. It sounded like something penned by a scorned woman. A hit piece. Except she had no reason to act scorned. He had been upfront with her. Let her know from the start that he wasn’t interested in a relationship with her. All they could share was the physical.

      “Well, I had no idea it would turn out this way. Tori was all for our agreement.” Aaron finally answered Ramsay.

      Tori had taken it well. Or so he thought. The moment Aaron and his fiancée announced his engagement things changed. Ten months after their agreement had ended! First had come the drunken texts and calls. Then, the barely hinged visit where she had spewed accusations as she cried and wailed.

      
        
        “Oh, for me, you weren’t ready for a relationship, but for that bland mousy woman, you are suddenly ready to settle down! Is it because she’s young? Or is it because she’s your partner’s sister? What makes her good enough for a relationship and marriage but not me?” Tori had raged.

      

      

      In hindsight, now that Tori had taken her vendetta public, maybe he shouldn’t have been so dismissive.

      “Is that what you think? I’ve told you repeatedly that the previous ‘arrangements’ you made with women would blow up in your face. All it would take was one! One crazy bitch to bite you in the ass.”

      Fine, so Ramsay had a point. The woman trashed him personally. Labelling him a playboy, who was only interested in his own pleasure, ignoring the needs of his partner. Like she had ever left his bed without coming multiple times. So, she was full of shit, but he could let that slide.

      What Tori wouldn’t get away with was besmirching him professionally. Implying he wasn’t worthy of the many accolades that he had accumulated. That he looked down his nose at his peers. Tori had made Aaron out to be a talentless diva that lived for fame. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Aaron had worked tirelessly to become an acclaimed chef. He was renowned worldwide because he was a master in the kitchen. He had a career that spanned over twenty years, and he wouldn’t allow the likes of Tori Mathers to crumble what he had built.

      Aaron would annihilate Tori the way she was trying to do him.

      “Well, Tori has left me with no option. I’m going to have to sue her.” Aaron shook his head and sighed heavily.

      “Have you lost your mind? You are playing right into her hands.” Ramsay fumed.

      “I suppose you have a better idea?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      Oh great, Ramsay was smirking. “Ramsay, why do I feel like I will not like it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          BROOKE
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      How many rich and famous people had she encountered in her lifetime?

      Many… Too many to count.

      Yet, as the door to the private dining room swung open with a swish, the sight of him strolling into the space caused her breath to hitch. She brought her hand to her chest as if it could aid her in returning to regular breathing. Nice normal breaths. Not the unruly ones that were getting caught in her throat.

      No amount of research could have prepared Brooke Éloissaint for her first in-person glimpse of Aaron Ma. Even though she had spent hours poring over pictures and footage of the man to prepare for the article, she was there to write.

      Handsome.

      Good looking.

      Gorgeous.

      All seemed inadequate descriptions. He was simply…beautiful. The words sexy, swag, and cocky followed that assessment. It was all there in his purposeful strides.

      “Brooke…” her boss, Bartholomew, called. How had she forgotten that there were other people in the room?

      Bartholomew had been off to the side speaking with Ramsay, Aaron’s business partner. She hadn’t realized the two men had moved closer, much closer, and now stood by her side.

      “Let’s get you and Aaron introduced so we can get you settled,” Bart continued.

      Her gaze and attention drifted to the man of the hour. Aaron Ma seemed taller than his statistics had mentioned. Perhaps his heavily muscular swimmer’s build made him appear taller than the reported 6’2”. He wore his inky jet-black hair pulled back off his face. More than likely, in a ponytail, the man had long, flowing hair. Its rich blackness seemed to shimmer under the lights.

      Aaron reached the three and he graced them with a smile. Although it held tension, it was no less devastating. His smile was radiant, with perfect white teeth, enhanced by unexpected deep dimples embedded in each cheek.

      “This is Bartholomew Hjelmstad, one of Folks' owners. Bart, this is Chef Aaron Ma.” Ramsay introduced the men. They briefly shook hands when Aaron extended his hand. As they exchanged pleasantries, the deep timbre of Aaron’s voice, married with his posh British accent, produced goosebumps along Brooke’s arm.

      “This is Brooke Éloissaint…” Ramsay continued. Aaron’s arm stretched out toward Brooke, and his large hand engulfed hers, swallowing it up. After a moment of staring at the golden-tanned hand, Brooke looked up to find chestnut-colored orbs watching her. It was surprising, as his mono-lidded almond-shaped eyes looked much darker in all the photos.

      “…she will be the journalist covering the human-interest piece on you.”

      His thumb that had been stroking her hand stopped mid-stroke, and only then did she register what Aaron had been doing.

      “Pardon, come again?” The question was posed to Ramsay as Aaron suddenly released her hand as if it were searing his skin.

      “Now, Aaron, I know this isn’t exactly what we discussed.”

      “Correct, this is in fact, just the opposite of what we discussed. I apologize for wasting your time Bartholomew, Brooke, and that you came all the way here. This interview is not happening.” Aaron announced.

      Both Bartholomew and Ramsay regarded each other, eyebrows raised, jaws slack. Brooke watched as Aaron slightly inclined his head in her direction and strode off until he disappeared beyond the door he had entered the room from earlier.

      “I’m sorry about this. Stay right here. I’m just going to have a chat with him and be right back. Please have a seat.” He instructed as his Scottish brogue became more pronounced. For a big man, he moved swiftly until he too, disappeared out of the room.

      “Aaron! Hold on, not so fast.” Were the last words Brooke heard before the door swung closed.

      “Bartholomew?” Brooke asked, turning to her boss. She took a seat at the long table, and he sat beside her.

      Sheepishly, he answered, barely making eye contact. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It seems messy, and I don’t do messy. I didn’t even want to do this.”

      “I know, and I still think you are the best person to do this piece. Let’s just let Ramsay work his magic.”

      “And then what? It’s obvious Aaron doesn’t want me here.”

      “Aaron might have believed the journalist was male.”

      “Hmm, and who gave him that impression?”

      “Ramsay might have felt it was best to let him believe that.”

      “What the hell? What did you two think would happen when he realized I obviously am not a man? Did you think of the position you were putting me in?” Brooke admonished. Although Bartholomew was her ‘employer,’ the two had been friends since university. Their conversations were often free of restraint.

      “I’m sorry about this, Brooke. We will make it right, and I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “I think it’s best we just leave well enough alone. Aaron obviously doesn’t want to do this interview. Hell, I am surprised he agreed to it. I wouldn’t trust Folks. After that article Tori was allowed to publish.”

      “Well, you know that shit didn’t happen on my watch, Brooke. That was the catalyst for me to take the helm. I can turn the magazine around and make it what it was. I know if you work with Aaron, it will repair our image not only with him but the people we want coming to us to share their stories. I will keep my promise and give you the latitude to do more serious pieces if you do me this solid.”

      “Ugh. I will keep my word, but I don’t think you two will get Aaron to agree to this. It seemed like he had a pretty good idea of what he wanted.”

      “Brooke, I have a good feeling about this. I’m sure this will work out. You’ll see, this will be a great experience for all involved.”

      “If you say so, Bartholomew.”

      “Ramsay is very convincing, and he will bring Aaron around.” They fell into a comfortable silence as Brooke took in their surroundings. The private dining room in which they were seated was located in Aaron Ma's flagship restaurant. Currently, reservations were fully booked for the next six months. A warm aubergine and silver colour scheme decorated the room...It was elegant and simple, a muted representation of the owner. Aaron was vibrant and bold.

      Ramsay entered the room followed by Aaron, interrupting her thoughts. Neither man looked pleased, so Brooke couldn’t determine which one of them had won the battle. When they both reached the table, they sat across from where Bartholomew and Brooke sat.

      Ramsay finally broke the silence. “Aaron has reconsidered his stance in participating in the article.”

      “Excellent, you and Brooke–” Bartholomew started.

      “Not so fast. First, I have some questions and some conditions before I agree to proceed.” Aaron interrupted.

      A feeling of apprehension settled over Brooke as Aaron’s eyes moved to hers. An air of weariness blanketed his features. His firm jaw set, lightly sprinkled with a five o’clock shadow, showed his disapproval.

      “How much of my time do I have to give you, Brooke?”

      “I would say two to three weeks.”

      “What will this lengthy process involve?” Aaron asked, his voice peppered with sarcasm. Brooke bristled at his tone.

      “Well, Mr. Ma—”

      “If you want to be formal, it would be Chef Ma, but you can call me Aaron,” he curtly interjected.

      “Well, Chef Ma… Aaron,” she amended as he arched one thick, shaped brow.

      “I need to get to know who you are so that I can give a comprehensive portrait.”

      “What kind of access to my life will you require to ‘get to know me’?” He asked, his voice full of challenge.

      “Professional and personal. All of it.” Her response matching his tone.

      “There has been a lot written about me over the years, and I’m sure you can find what you need from that.”

      “I guess, if you want yet another superficial piece written about you, that has no depth. Why don’t you just hire a publicist to give whatever narrative you want to put out there?” She challenged.

      A light chuckle from Ramsay reminded Brooke that she and Aaron were not alone. He was rubbing her the wrong way, and her usually chilled, unruffled personality was nowhere to be found. Had she found him attractive moments before? Yes, but now his ‘personality’ erased all that work mother nature had curated. Looks could not hide that she found him boorish.

      Brooke reminded herself she was a professional, and this opportunity would be the gateway article into writing more serious pieces. No, she wasn’t excited about capturing the life of some celebrity chef. She had not spent all those years obtaining a master’s degree in journalism and communication to only write fluff pieces.

      A change in tone may help. “Aaron, I will try to be as unintrusive as I can. My role will be to observe and document your everyday life. Now, in terms of how you have gotten to where you are, it will require me to delve into your history. I will do my utmost to do it as respectfully as possible.”

      “I suppose I can work with that. My one condition is that I get final approval of the article before it goes to print.”

      “Excuse me? Repeat that again.” Brooke really was asking for clarification. She couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly.

      “I’m certain you heard me. However, no one at your little magazine will ever have my consent to publish anything about me without my express approval.”

      “Nan mède.” She swore under her breath. This was certainly a shit show. Well, today had been a waste of time. She wouldn’t be agreeing to any such thing.

      “What was that?” Aaron smirked. By the look on his face, she was certain he had heard and understood her. Who cared? At least she wouldn’t have to work with him.

      “Aaron, I think we can come to an agreement on that matter,” Bartholomew offered.

      No, the hell they could not! It took all of her energy not to whip her head in Bart’s direction and glare at his ass. Instead, she took a measured breath and turned to him. Trying to force herself to sound calm, she plastered a manufactured smile on her face.

      “Bartholomew, I am not sure how we could. After all, that is not how things are done. I certainly am unwilling to invest all that time into writing a piece on Chef Ma, only for him to censor me.”

      “I’m sure Aaron isn’t looking to censor you. He doesn’t know us, but I have no doubt your work will speak for itself. That he won’t have resistance.”

      Brooke was stuck between a rock and a hard place. All eyes were now on her. Bartholomew’s and Ramsay’s expression begged her to play along. Whilst Aaron smirked. Practically daring her to refuse his unreasonable request. She saw it. That he had expected her to refuse. Well, she was up for the challenge.

      “Sure, I can agree with that. However, to be more thorough, I will have to add a week or two to get this just right.”

      His burgeoning smile died on his face. Checkmate.
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          AARON
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      Aaron Ma was a man of his word. He reminded himself he already agreed to do this interview. Ramsay’s words played in his head. “You are the brand. When you take a hit, the brand takes a hit.”

      The onus was on him to work with the guy from the magazine Folks to repair some of the damage Tori’s article had done. It must have been a slow news cycle, because it seemed to have a life of its own. Aaron was a callous, womanizing, prima donna that had no respect for his peers. Photo montages were constantly being pieced together as evidence. The worst of it was the people crawling out of the woodwork willing to throw him under the bus for their chance at fame.

      How would this article correct all that damage? Aaron did not know, but for the good of the company and Helena, he would give it a shot.

      Before entering the dining room, he looked through the porthole window to gauge what he was walking into. He spied Ramsay speaking to the journalist. The man stood an inch shorter than his business partner. However, he had a lean build, with white hair. That consoled Aaron, a seasoned professional might get the job done.

      Only once he had entered the room did Aaron see its third occupant. A young black woman stood to the side, who hadn’t been visible from the window. He would have dismissed her if not for the fact that the two men came to stand on either side of her.

      Now that the journalist was right in front of him, Aaron could see he was a younger man in his mid-thirties. His hair was so light blond that it appeared to be white. Ramsay began the introductions, letting him know Bartholomew was one of the owners. He supposed an owner writing the article could work to his advantage.

      Wait? What was that?

      The woman was to be the journalist. Aaron took another look at her then. She barely looked like she was out of school. Was she a frigging intern? Nope! He would not allow this charade to continue. Aaron pulled the plug on the whole thing. Good, he hadn’t wanted to do it, anyway.

      His only moment of pause had been the look of dismay on the young lady’s face. Oh well, they could find another article for her to cut her teeth on.

      Aaron was barely out of the door when he heard Ramsay coming after him. “Aaron! Hold on, not so fast.”

      He continued to his office as if he hadn’t heard him. “Come on, mate.” Ramsay called.

       Still, Aaron remained silent, refusing to respond. Only after they had made it to his office, and Aaron had taken a seat behind his desk, did he address Ramsay. “What the hell was that? You wasted everyone’s time with that stunt.”

      “You finished? We have already gone through the pros of doing this interview. They far outweigh the cons. I know you would have preferred a male journalist after what happened with Tori, but maybe this is better?”

      “How is this better?”

      “The magazine and a woman righting that shit work they called an article.”

      “You tell me how some kid is supposed to fix the shit storm I’m in?”

      “Bart and I go way back. He says she is the best person to handle this project.”

      “Where was Bart when they published that malicious story about me?”

      “He wasn’t in an operational role then. It is your situation that made him become active. Listen, he wants the magazine to stop being viewed as a tabloid and more like entertainment news. Bart wants to work with us to fix this.”

      “No.” No, explanation needed.

      “Aaron, stop acting like a wee lad. This is business, plain and simple.”

      “How is this going to help?”

      “By allowing this journalist, Brooke, who you haven’t screwed, nor will you screw…” Stopping, he looked at Aaron pointedly. “…to interview you, will help the mag repair the label of you being a manwhore who makes Christian Grey look like a kitten and thinks every other chef is beneath him.”

      “I take objection to that, Ramsay.”

      “See, I know you aren’t any of those things, but we must find a constructive way to communicate that. It is taking focus away from the charity work you are doing. Not to mention how this is all affecting Helena. She loves you and all that is being said about you is getting under her skin. It bothers her that they’ve got you all wrong. If you won’t do it for the company, do it for my sister.”

      “You’re playing dirty.” Aaron grumbled.

      “But?” Ramsay inquired.

      “Yes, I will allow Brooke to write the piece on me. But I will have some stipulations.”

      “What stipulations, Aaron?”

      “Ones which are none of your business. I will discuss them with Brooke.”

      “Aaron, don’t be an asshat.”

      “Are we returning to our guests or not?”

      The two men headed back to the dining space. Ramsay entered the room first, allowing Aaron to hang back slightly. He observed the interaction between Brooke and Bartholomew as they sat beside each other. The way the man had angled his chair in her direction. If he had to guess, there was something between them. It ruffled his feathers slightly. An older man in authority and a younger female employee wasn’t a good look.

      Speaking of looks, Aaron took a moment to examine Brooke as he silently joined the others at the table. She had an overly polished appearance, from her jet-black shoulder length micro locs parted perfectly to the left, to her staunchly conservative attire of a navy-blue suit and white blouse buttoned up all the way to the top, down to short French manicured nails. Oh wait! That was a substantial rock.

      On the surface, she appeared to be a confident woman, but Aaron could see the telltale signs of her nerves. She looked up at him then and smiled, keeping her teeth hidden from sight, while she worried her bottom lip with her teeth and played with the flap on her bag in front of her on the table. Some may have found this endearing, but Aaron was determined to dislike Brooke, so he took it as a sign to mistrust her.

      Ramsay informed their guests that Aaron had relented. While Bartholomew looked relieved, he noticed Brooke didn’t seem to share her boss’ enthusiasm.

      It mildly surprised Aaron to hear her voice when she first spoke. The raspy, breathy quality of her soft tone reminded him of an old Hollywood actress.

      Hearing that Brooke would have to spend two to three weeks shadowing him didn’t sit well with Aaron, though he agreed. He was going to kill Ramsay. He had said the journalist would be with him for a couple of days. Then again, Ram had also said the journalist would be a ‘he’.

      Maybe his ‘stipulation’ would have Folks reneging from their involvement. Aaron was in shock when Bartholomew immediately agreed. He noticed he was not the only one. Brooke looked furious. Her large, almond-shaped, obsidian-coloured, eyes narrowed dangerously. First at her boss, then they settled on him. Despite his reluctance, he had to give her credit. The look was gone in a flash and replaced with a frosty expression.

      That should have been his first clue that she would be a formidable opponent. The second was her craftily countering. She would require more of his time for the article. Two more weeks, to be exact.

      Aaron had a hectic schedule that saw him moving from location to location between restaurants, his office on site at Fusion, and Ma’s Kitchen headquarters. All he could hope was that it would be all too much for her.

      “Perhaps we should leave Aaron and Brooke to work out what schedule would suit them best,” Ramsay offered.

      Bartholomew’s eyes widened comically in objection to Ramsay’s suggestion. What the hell was up with that?

       “Brooke, would you prefer we all stay while you and Aaron work out your schedules? Just so you two can get used to each other?” Aaron bristled at Bart’s tone. Sure, he didn’t want to do the interview, but she wasn’t unsafe with him.

      “No, it’s unnecessary Bartholomew. I am certain Aaron and I can work it out on our own,” Brooke replied.

      “Well, if you’re sure?” Bart pushed.

      “Positive.” Brooke declared.

      “I think it best to work that out in my office.” Aaron advised.

      “Sounds good to me.” Brooke agreed.

      All the occupants of the table stood as the group prepared to part ways.

      “Call me if you need me, Brooke.” Bartholomew added, squeezing her shoulder.

      “I’ll be fine,” Brooke stated.

      As Aaron and Brooke walked away, he looked over his shoulder, only to catch her boss looking after her longingly. Oh, there was definitely something there. The poor guy looked like someone stole his puppy.

      As they walked towards his office, curiosity got the better of him. He had to ask, “Is your boss always so protective of his employees?”

      “I think he just wants this entire experience to go well for all of us, the magazine included. As do I.”

      “We will see how it all plays out, Brooke.” Aaron wanted the complete debacle with Tori to be a thing of the past. If Brooke could help to make that happen, well, it was in his best interest to give this process a try.
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      You can tell a lot about a man by the space he works in, Brooke thought. Aaron’s office was vast. Several shelves full of accolades adorned the wall behind his desk. Awards, certificates, and degrees bore witness to the fact he was constantly challenging himself as a chef. It had taken little research on Brooke’s part to discover that Tori’s description of Aaron professionally was completely inaccurate.

      Off to one side, there stood a large whiteboard. Someone meticulously wrote a handwritten menu on one side, while what appeared to be random food lined the other. Displayed knife sets occupied a dedicated space. It piqued Brooke’s interest. She wanted to know the story behind it.

      This was the second time she found herself in his office. Yesterday she had only been there briefly as they scheduled for the next four days.

      
        
        Brooke had schooled her reaction as he set their meetings for the ungodly hour of six in the morning. Although she didn’t raise an objection, her face must have given her away.

        “I thought you wanted to get to know me, and the ins and outs of my day. Well, what better way than to start my day with me?”

        “You start your days at six o’clock in the morning?”

        “No, I actually start my days much earlier, but over the next few days, I plan a later start.” He’d smugly informed her.

      

      

      Brooke typically wasn’t an early riser, but once she was up, she was ready to face the day. Her disposition was cheery once she had her favourite latte in hand. Aaron could not say the same. By the looks of him, you would think she was the one who had selected the meetup time.

      Not that he looked dishevelled. No, never that. Although he wore his hair down, every strand looked perfect as it flowed over his shoulders. A black t-shirt never looked so good as it stretched over his sculpted torso. The black stressed the vibrant colours of the ink displayed on his skin.

      After his terms and conditions were met yesterday, she thought they had turned a corner and Aaron would cooperate today. Since her recent arrival, his face had been the antithesis of someone willing to collaborate with her. Brooke couldn’t figure out if it was because of the early hour that he’d selected, or he had backpedalled and was going to make her job infinitely more difficult.  

      Aaron had been on the phone since she got there five minutes ago. She had knocked upon her arrival, and he had called her in. “Come on in, Brooke.”

      Then, as she stood before his desk, he’d scowled at her, only to gesture for her to take a seat, and continued his call like she wasn’t in the room. In order to get a better understanding of her surroundings, she took a lot of time to observe them. His large walnut desk was modern and well organised. It was clear everything had a place. Two frames sat facing him. She wondered what or who were on them.

      Brooke stood and walked to the wall full of photos. She wondered if he realised how much the display gave away about him. There were so many candid photos with celebrities, his peers, and even world leaders. However, the larger frames were with Ramsay, along with his close friends Nicco and Maksim. She scanned the photos, looking for one of his fiancée and found none. She’d been so absorbed in her perusal that she hadn’t realised he had finished his call or that he stood beside her.

      “What are you searching for?” Aaron inquired.

      “Your fiancée.” As he caught her off guard, she answered without censorship.

      “On my desk.” His suspicion peaked.

      “Ready to get started?” The cheer in Brooke's voice grew more forceful as she returned to the leather seat in front of his desk.

      “Yes, Brooke.” Surprisingly, rather than retake the seat behind his desk he took the seat beside her. Considering her for a few seconds, he narrowed his gaze.

      “Is Brooke short for something?” He finally inquired.

      “No one has ever asked me that before.”

      “Is it?” Aaron pressed.

      “Actually, yes, it is.” Brooke smiled.

      “It couldn’t be Brooklyn,” he guessed.

      “It isn’t.”

      “This is like pulling teeth. What is Brooke short for?”

      “My full name is Sherbrooke.”

      “Hmm, that’s different, but it suits you.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Brooke countered. In response, he just shrugged as if to say, ‘take it however you want to’.

      “My morning seems to have cleared up. You have my undivided attention. So, where do we start, Sherbrooke?” Aaron queried. She sensed he wanted to lead their exchanges, and she was happy to allow him to do so to garner his cooperation.

      “Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me something about your parents.”

      “I’d rather not.” He stated. Then looked at her pointedly.

      Great, this was going to be painful. How could she write an article about him if he wouldn’t open up to her? Brooke doubted that pushing him would help. Although he chose to sit in a chair a couple of feet away, his body language screamed he’d rather be on the moon. Everything about his posture was rigid, from the set of his shoulders to his jaw. A drill sergeant would have been pleased.

      Alright, he wasn’t up to discussing family. Maybe a change in tactic would help.

      “Aaron, what is your absolute favourite thing to eat?”

      “Baked potato,” he answered.

      Was he serious? Is this what her day was going to be like? No, she had not woken up at four o’clock for this bullshit. Brooke didn’t even need this job. She had been content doing freelance pieces while she taught courses at the local community college. After all, it wasn’t about the money. There was no problem financially for her.

      Bartholomew! This was all his fault. He had convinced her to join Folks, and he would give her latitude to write the kind of articles she wanted to. However, he had baulked when she pitched the idea of doing the piece about Kiefer Ritchie, the serial killer. Ritchie had reached out to Brooke about having a chat. Bart had given excuse after excuse for his refusal.

      So, when Bartholomew had come to her about interviewing Aaron, she had initially refused. She didn’t want to get in the shit storm that Tori had created. But Bartholomew promised her if she did this for him, he would allow her to feature the Ritchie story.

      That was why she was here, she reminded herself. This wasn’t worth it. Aaron Ma did not merit the headache of having to deal with him. Except Brooke couldn’t walk away with an unanswered question.

      With a deep sigh, she gave in and asked, “Why a potato?”

      “Potatoes are to food, what a black dress is for a woman’s wardrobe. They are versatile and can go with anything. But can stand on their own.”

      Aaron became animated as he discussed the virtues of the humble potato. She even got a mini history lesson on tater’s contribution throughout the years. It was all worth it because he was talking. They talked for a few hours about some of his favourite meals. It was clear Aaron Ma was passionate about the science of food. His knowledge of terminology and practices was impeccable. The man was engaging as well. He didn’t drone on and on. He asked questions encouraging dialogue. Everything was going so well. His tone and body were relaxed and inviting.

      It was probably her fault. She was tenacious and wanted to steer the topic back to his origin. Brooke thought it was clever when she asked, “Did your mother teach you to cook?”

      “No,” Aaron shut down. Gone was the amiable smile. In a split second, coldness bathed his features, camouflaging the warm, open man that had been sitting before her.

      “We started off early. How about we call it an early lunch?” He suggested.

      To prevent them from parting ways on this acrimonious note. Brooke hopefully suggested, “If you don’t have plans, maybe you can show me your kitchen and we can whip up some lunch?”

      “Sherbrooke, if you wanted a free lunch, all you had to do was say so. You can go through to the dining room, and I’ll see that they comp your lunch.”

      No! No ‘mister high and mighty’ did not just speak to me that way! Reaching for her bag, Brooke snatched it from the back of the chair, tugging at it so hard her gum and phone went flying. She didn’t stop to pick up her items as she continued her hunt for her wallet. Once she found it, she allowed her purse to drop to the floor. Brooke pulled an un-embossed black card from the slot and slapped it on the desk in front of Aaron.

      A small part of herself cautioned against letting anyone take her out of character. In an instant, the voice was silenced. Brooke would be damned if she let him talk down to her like that. Getting to her feet, she let him have it with both barrels.

      “Égaré! Oh, you take one look at my size and decide I’m looking for a free meal?”

      “What? No—” Aaron attempted to interject.

      Cutting him off, she continued, “I am trying to do my job! I can pay for my own damn meals. I don’t need you or anyone else to pay for a damned thing. Tu es fou de me parler comme ça. J’en ai marre de ta merde.” She spit out, storming out of the office.

      Brooke had to get the hell out of there. She had enough of his shit. She could feel the telltale signs of anger induced tears prickling her eyes.
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      The door to his office rattled in the wake of her departure. That had gone south quickly. Aaron knew he had taken his statement too far, but he never imagined that Sherbrooke would think he referenced her weight. He certainly had no problem with her body type. She was short in stature, but her compact frame was full-bodied, with plentiful curves. Women came in various shapes and sizes, and he had always appreciated them all.

      A sudden buzzing drew him from his thoughts. He caught sight of her phone by his feet, and a shiny small silver pack. Leaning down to retrieve them, he studied her phone and the package of gum. Aaron had to go after her. Her card still lay on his desk too. He grabbed that as well and rushed out of his office. He looked down the hall just in time to see her disappear into the staff washroom. Well, he would wait for her to exit. The very idea that anything he had said hurt a beautiful woman and made her think he thought she was anything less than didn’t sit well with him.

      Besides, Sherbrooke did not know that she had hit a nerve with Aaron. He had been notoriously tight-lipped about his upbringing. And for good reason. Of course, he could have done what he normally did and skirt the issue or change the topic. However, there was something about her that called for him to bare his soul. It was disturbing and the result… was what caused him to lash out. Over the course of the next half hour, her phone buzzed consistently in his pocket.

      It was odd to see the boss holding up the wall directly in front of the washroom. Aaron drew curious stares, as it was unusual to see him not doing something. Still, he remained rooted to the same spot. Despite briefly considering knocking on the door, he didn't do it as patience won out.

      Aaron’s head snapped up at the sound of a gasp. Sherbrooke stood frozen to the spot where she had just exited the bathroom.

      “Hiya,” he greeted. His movements were cautious as he abandoned his post on the wall.

      “Aaron?” She queried.

      “I was wondering if I can have a moment of your time?”

      Upon hearing his request, she raised her eyebrows and tilted her head. Aaron took that as a sign that they could talk things out.

      “Let’s go to my office.” He instructed as he held out his arm as if to guide her in that direction. Wordlessly, she turned to where he pointed and headed to his office. She powered ahead, forcing him to push his long legs to keep up with her.

      As Brooke entered Aaron's office, she did not sit, but instead stood near the door, which Aaron promptly closed.

      “Let’s have a seat, Sherbrooke.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Fair enough. I wanted to apologise. The comment I made earlier was uncalled for, but I in no way meant to be disparaging.”

      “Okay.”

      The buzzing in his pocket reminded Aaron that he was in possession of her items, removing her phone, packet of gum, and her credit card. He made a show of slowly handing them to her. She looked up at him as she took the items and thanked him. The slight redness of her eyes had Aaron desperate to offer an explanation.

      “Honestly, I can’t say how sorry I am about my behaviour. This whole mess with Tori is doing my head in. Of course, that’s no reason for me to speak to you the way I did. Can I make it up to you?”

      “Thank you for your apology, really. There is no need to make it up to me. Excuse me, I have to get going,” she said, trying to push past him to the door.

      “Sherbrooke, I would like to continue to work with you. To be perfectly transparent. Your questions struck a nerve, and in hindsight I should have voiced that, rather than lashing out. Please allow me to make you lunch, prepared with my own two hands as a peace offering?” A charming smile appeared on his face.

      “I appreciate that, and I should have responded in a more professional manner. Listen, we can take a break and I can go grab some lunch, and we can meet back up in an hour?”

      “You will not get a better meal anywhere else. Let me make you lunch.”

      “Conceited much?” Apparently surprised, her eyes rounded.

      “You have no idea. So, can I have the privilege of making you lunch, Sherbrooke?”

      “Sure, but first I wanted to tell you my suggestion for lunch was just to get you relaxed again. It seems your cooking world does that for you.”

      “It does, so let’s get to it.”

      “One last thing. I know this may not be the most professional, but I wanted to tell you I don’t agree with what Tori did. I’m not here to ambush you. That’s not what a journalist does. There is a craft to what we do. It’s not about being sensational. My Dad interviewed so many people and never betrayed his integrity, I’d like to think I learned from him.”

      “Who is your dad, Sherbrooke?”

      “Gerald Éloissaint from the news show The Hour.” Gerald’s style of reporting impressed Aaron.

      “You didn’t want to follow in his footsteps and be on television?”

      “Noo, I have a face for print.” She smiled and shrugged in that way women often did after self-deprecating themselves. In his humble opinion, she had no cause to feel that way. He could tell she meant it, and it bothered him for a reason he couldn’t explain.

      “You know that’s a terribly inaccurate joke.” Aaron couldn’t help but correct.

      “Hmm. About this lunch you promised me?”

      “Come on, moneybags, let’s head to the test kitchen.”

      “Moneybags?”

      “Yes, Miss let’s slap down my black card.” He added with a wink.

      A walnut wardrobe stood in the corner. Aaron walked over, opened it up, removed one of the white double-breasted chef jackets that hung inside, and put it on. Then he grabbed the hair-ties he kept on his wrist, securing his hair in a topknot. Removing another one, he handed it to Sherbrooke. “You’ll need to put your hair up as well.”

      While he left her to the task at hand, Aaron retrieved a package of industrial hairnets from the top shelf. He placed one on his head. After seeing Sherbrooke's hair arranged in a bun, he put one on her head as well.

      “There. Now we're ready,” he announced.

      It never occurred to him that his action was unusual. However, Sherbrooke gave him a peculiar look.

      During the short walk to the test kitchen, Aaron explained this kitchen was what the name implied. Its purpose was to test new recipes and do runs of meal service. Employees also used it to eat their meals.

      “They can’t grab the meals from the main kitchen?”

      “Not if they like having jobs,” he quipped.

      As they entered the test area, Aaron’s mind moved on to what he would prepare. He immediately disappeared into the walk-in fridge, leaving Sherbrooke to explore.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” she praised. “It is so immaculate in here. I bet one could eat off the floor.”

      “While I pride myself on the hygiene of all my kitchens, that’s a disturbing thought,” he commented as he returned to stand beside her. “Have a seat on the stool.”

      Aaron watched, trying to hide his amusement as she struggled to situate her short frame on the seat. Her feet didn’t reach the floor. Instead, she perched them on the bottom rung.

      When she finally made herself comfortable, she asked, “What are you making us for lunch?”

      “Lady’s choice. Either the absolute best Steak-frites or Croque Monsieur, you’ve ever had.”

      “Which one would be the best I ever had?” Brooke mused, tapping her finger on the counter before her.

      Without hesitation he answered, “Both.”

      “I think I‘ll go with the Croque Monsieur. It was my dad’s favourite.”

      “I was sorry to hear about your dad. Along with your family, the entire country mourned. He was a national treasure,” he solemnly added.

      A sadness briefly blanketed her features. He immediately felt sorry for his comment. Aaron felt he had caused her enough distress today.

      “Thank you for that. Can you get to making my grilled cheese sandwich now?” She said with a smirk. He could tell she purposely said it that way to get under his skin.

      “Croque Monsieur is not a mere grilled cheese sandwich, which I am sure you are aware. I think I’ll have to make you my personal take. Are there any allergies, intolerances, or dietary restrictions I should be made aware of?” He asked as he moved about, gathering the key ingredients.

      After a pause, she informed him, “other than raspberries?”

      “Which you don’t like,” Aaron stated.

      “How did you know it wasn’t an allergy?”

      “You made the face a teenager does when something isn’t to their liking.”

      “Well,” she huffed. Crinkling her nose, she squinted at him.

      “Sort of like that. It makes sense, given you are barely out of your teens.”

      Her throaty laugh filled the air. “I am a long way from my teenage years, Aaron. How old do you think I am?”

      “Absolutely not! I recognize a trap when I see one. But feel free to set me straight and tell me how old you are?”

      “It’s not that serious. I’m thirty-one.”

      The shock almost had Aaron dropping the bread he was bringing to the prep table. “Are you having a laugh? You look like a twenty-year-old.”

      Another inspection failed to produce the telltale signs that Sherbrooke was the age that she claimed.

      “Wow, you are really laying it on thick.”

      Aaron dropped the topic. Instead, they discussed the ingredients he chose and why. Her knowledge of food impressed him and he told her as much.

      “What can I say? I am a foodie,” she beamed.

      At some point, he offered her a glass of wine. They were both relaxed, and the incident that happened earlier was far behind them.  

      Aaron had topped the Croque Monsieur with a sunny side up quail egg. It impressed him she hadn't baulked at his selection and was halfway through her meal. They were enjoying their food when Ramsay stuck his head in.

      “Hello Brooke,” he greeted. “How is this one treating you?” He asked, placing a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. Which was promptly shaken off.

      “Well, he’s feeding me, so there is that,” she replied.

      In a moment of distraction, Ramsay grabbed a half of Aaron's sandwich.

      “Oi, asshole. Don’t take food from my plate. You know I hate that shit.”

      Ramsay’s response was to wiggle his eyebrows while he took a huge bite.

      “Did you need something, Ramsay?”

      “Do you have any more of these?” Ramsay asked as he finished his last bite.

      “No. Not for you,” Aaron snapped.

      “That’s cruel mate. I’m a growing lad. I didn’t need anything. I was on-site and thought I’d check on you both.” Ramsay looked between Aaron and Brooke, and seemingly satisfied he excused himself.

      “You two seem to have a close relationship.”

      “We do. We have been partners for over twenty years. When we met, we were practically kids. Ramsay was in his last year of Uni, and I had just finished my first culinary course. We did not know how far we would reach. All we knew was how to graft, so we kept our heads down, and bore down and kept working.”

      Just as they finished their meal, Sherbrooke’s phone buzzed in her purse on the table beside her. She looked at it as it continued to buzz. However, she made no move to retrieve it.

      “Go on and get your phone. I will clean up in here. How about I meet you back at my office once I’ve gotten this place back in order?

      “That sounds good.” She agreed, jumping on his offer. Grabbing her purse, she thanked him for lunch and exited the kitchen.

      The whole prep exercise had gone well. He felt more comfortable in her company. Now he was confident that having her around wouldn’t be the hardship that he originally thought it would be. Sherbrooke, being around, wouldn’t turn his world upside down the way Tori had.
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      It had been hours since Brooke had checked her phone. Bartholomew had left a few messages. She shot him a quick text, letting him know everything was going well. No need to mention the rocky start she had had with Aaron. She was pretty confident that they had turned a corner. He really wasn’t that bad.

      Eddie, her best friend, had messaged to wish her good luck on her assignment. They had met in grade seven and had immediately taken a liking to each other. Their love of books, especially murder mysteries, and baking had bonded them. They also had the same dry sense of humour.

      How was she so popular today?

      Isabelle, her older sister, had texted and called. Although they were only four years apart, her sister mothered her so much she called her Manmi Deux.

      “Isabelle, Komen ou ye?”

      “Mouin pa twòp mal, non.”

      “Manmi Deux, you called?”

      “Yes, I have a meeting in Toronto next week, so I’ll be in town for three days.”

      “Sounds good. I will get your room ready.”

      “Is your friend going to be around?”

      “Do you mean Javier?”

      “Yes, that Dominican boy you insist on seeing.”

      “Isabelle, please don’t start. You know we are engaged. I’ll check my fiancé’s schedule and let you know if he will be in town.”

      Aaron returned to his office, taking a seat beside her. He removed his hair net and let down his hair. Every strand fell perfectly, as if he had spent hours arranging it.

      “Listen, I am on assignment. I will call you back later, Isabelle,” she advised her sister. Barely waiting for her response, she disconnected the call. 

      “Sisters,” Brooke groused to him with a half shrug.

      “Wouldn’t know I don’t have any siblings.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “We will discuss all of that, and I’ll be as open as I can. Let’s just table the discussion about my family for another day.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Brooke discussed a safer topic, the empire that Aaron, with the help of Ramsay, had built. As she accessed her phone's notes, she found the file titled Ma's Kitchen.

      “Ma’s Kitchen has over thirty restaurants?” She inquired to confirm her research.

      “We are currently at thirty-eight and we should be at forty by the beginning of next year.”

      “Among all of those locations you’ve accumulated 27 Michelin stars?”

      Nodding, he answered. “Yes, three stars for the nine restaurants rewarded.”

      “That’s impressive, and would you consider the flagship to be the first location in London?”

      “London is my first location, so it holds a special place in my heart.” A look of nostalgia transformed his features. However, he continued, “No, I would have to say Toronto’s Fusion is the flagship, it’s where I spend the most time.”

      The accompanying smile was telling. It was clear this location meant a lot to the chef. It must have, of all the places that Aaron had lived, this was the place he decided to officially make his home. She would have to delve deeper into that.

      “What’s the one thing that you want people to know about Ma’s Kitchen?” Brooke probed.

      “Our success depends on the brilliant team we’ve assembled. Our staff is international and diverse. We have the most assorted culinary organization in the world. I’d say we are far more progressive than our counterparts,” Aaron informed. He beamed like a proud papa. The narrative in the media was that he was all about himself and his image. However, the pride that Brooke heard in his voice was for the collective.  
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