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			Dear Reader:

			Allison Hobbs continues to create novels demonstrating that she is a prolific and talented writer. 

			This time she delves into the cooking reality show world and stirs up controversy with a couple, Cori Brown, hostess of Cookin’ with Cori, and her former NFL star husband, Maverick. The popular chef who once owned a soul food restaurant in Harlem finds herself entrenched in scandal and sex, while Maverick seeks pleasure—with sidepieces. But she must ensure that a clean image remains in the head- lines. Her ten-year marriage is at stake, and the two are challenged to maintain their brand they’ve fought hard to protect. 

			Throughout the story, Cori moves through life with flashbacks and memories of her deceased Grandmother Eula Mae, a former madam and a key influence. Along with Cori’s glam squad, the show’s quirky competitors make a wildly entertaining cast of characters as they concoct dishes for the winning spot.  

			As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.

			Blessings,
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			Publisher

			Strebor Books

			www.simonandschuster.com
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			For Jason Frost
Book Connoisseur and Dear Friend

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Maverick and I were not ready to become parents. But after ten years of marriage, the pressure was on us, not only from our families, but also from the media and our fans. 

			While Maverick was in Los Angeles filming a Lexus commercial, I had the task of interviewing potential candidates that the surrogacy agency considered good matches for us. We’d both agree on the final candidate, but I wanted to get the ball rolling and at least start vetting the women. 

			There was no medical reason that prevented me from carrying a baby full term; I simply didn’t want to put my body through that kind of trauma. Also, my husband and I were still building our brand and there was no way for me to fit a pregnancy into my hectic schedule. 

			God forbid if I suffered a bout of morning sickness and vomited while tasting some of the disgusting food the contestants prepared on Cookin’ with Cori, my food-based reality show.  

			Unlike other celebrities, I decided not to fake my pregnancy by wearing prosthetics. I was going to be fully transparent, documenting and sharing my journey every step of the way. 

			If the blogosphere exploded with accusations that I was buying my way out of morning sickness, labor pains, stretch marks, hanging boobs, and postpartum depression, then they were right. Why should I suffer through any of the inconveniences of pregnancy when I didn’t have to? 

			There would be controversy over our decision, but I was certain my husband and I would stand together, hand-in-hand, and face the critics. We’d argue that Maverick’s career wouldn’t have to be interrupted by a pregnancy, so why should mine? People could say and think what they wanted, but I felt it was empowering for a woman to keep her career intact—like a man—and still bring a child into the world. 

			Though the haters would probably say: Cori Brown is so selfish! So shallow! So unwomanly! I had so much influence over women in the age range of twenty-one through forty, I was certain that many out them would agree with me and come to my defense.   

			Nonetheless, controversy sold and I was looking forward to all the free publicity my husband and I would receive once the news got out that we were using a surrogate and were proud of it!

			The media had dubbed us, “Mavcor,” a blending of our first names, Maverick and Cori. Maverick earned the lion’s share of our income, but I was no slouch. Though we were already worth tens of millions, our goal was to become billionaires. The way things were going, it was entirely possible that we’d reach that goal within the next five years.  

			Maverick Brown and I had been inseparable since college when he was the star quarterback of the school’s football team, and I was his devoted girlfriend who’d won her way to his heart with superb cooking skills.

			Maverick received the Heisman Trophy and of course, various NFL teams were pursuing him. I wasn’t about to let him leave me behind, and so I persuaded him to marry me a few weeks before graduation. Although I would have preferred a big, dream wedding, I agreed to a simple ceremony before he ran off to training camp. Unfortunately, his newly hired agent butted in our business and convinced Maverick to hit me with a prenup. It was the worst prenup in history with nothing in it that benefited me, but I signed it, anyway. I had to if I wanted to marry Maverick Brown. From the day I signed that horrible prenuptial agreement, I made a decision that Maverick and I would be permanently joined at the hip. No separation, ever. And absolutely no divorce. We were going to stay together, forever—no matter what it took. 

			Before being sidelined by a knee injury, Maverick had a stellar nine-year professional football career that included two Super Bowl wins and numerous lucrative endorsement deals. With Maverick’s money, I opened a soul food restaurant in Harlem called Bay Leaf, made it a success, and then made a hefty profit by selling it. The rest of my story became history: three bestselling cookbooks and a series of instructional DVDs. I also had my own reality TV show where I whipped up Southern cuisine while blindfolded contestants, who were not told any of the ingredients, had to rely on their palates and sense of smell to duplicate the dish I’d prepared. 

			The contestants on my show were mainly untalented assholes with huge egos, but their obnoxious personalities combined with my sassiness, killer wardrobe, sexy apron, and stilettos had helped make my show a smashing success during the first season. I was set to begin taping season two in a few days.

			Back in the early years of our relationship, I used to keep Maverick happy with the soul food recipes passed down by my grandmother, Eula Mae Barber, a former madam from back in the forties. After her brothel was shuttered, she opened a restaurant and a hotel and was able to earn a good living. Though she was considered successful, she didn’t want her twin daughters to ever have to hustle the way she had, and she sent them off to college to find good husbands—preferably doctors. Grandma Eula Mae had a thing about doctors. Even before she became senile, she spoke of doctors as if they were gods and the only men worth marrying.

			She was sorely disappointed when both her girls became college professors and married businessmen. She was even more disappointed when they put their careers first, allowing their marriages to crumble.

			Out of all of Eula Mae’s descendants, I was the only one who had an interest in cooking. I was the only one in the family who was interested in braising short ribs or frying catfish to perfection. For me, standing next to Grandma Eula Mae while she eyeballed the measurements for banana-blueberry pancakes was fascinating, like watching a scientist at work. Everyone else sat at the table and gobbled up her food, but couldn’t care less about the masterful skill it took to prepare the meal. While my cousins ran out of the house, holding their noses and complaining about the stench of chitterlings, I had my hands immersed in water, helping my grandmother clean those pig guts.  

			I was raised on soul food, but rarely touched the stuff, anymore. Maverick and I were extremely picky about what we put into our bodies. We practiced a healthy lifestyle, and neither of us would dream of stuffing ourselves with the high-fat food that had made me famous. But we didn’t share that information with the public.

			With maturity, my husband had become even more smoking hot than he’d been back in college. At age thirty-three, Maverick Brown was increasingly sought after to promote not only the usual sports gear and custom brews but also luxuries that most viewers could only imagine. Currently an analyst for a major sports network, Maverick was in negotiations for his own Sunday evening show. 

			Recently, a Hollywood casting director had offered him a juicy role in an action movie. That deal hadn’t been finalized yet, but it was only a matter of time before my hubby was showing off his ripped body on the big screen. 

			We were indeed a power couple, living our dream, and the idea of me slowing down for a pregnancy was unthinkable.

			En route to the hotel where I would conduct interviews with potential surrogates, I tweeted to my 5.85 million Twitter followers that the search had begun for the perfect gestational surrogate for Maverick’s and my future bundle of joy. Within minutes of posting the tweet, my assistant, Ellie, was ringing my phone. 

			“Your fans don’t need to know about your plans to hire a surrogate. You should delete that post, immediately,” Ellie said, sounding panicked.

			“I’m not deleting the post, so get your panties out of a bunch. My fans are going to love being included in my pregnancy journey.”

			“But you’re not pregnant, and there’s nothing wrong with your reproduction system.”

			“That’s the beauty of it all. I’m going to start a movement. After a certain age, women are badgered to put their careers on hold and start a family, but men don’t have to deal with that kind of pressure.”

			“Men can’t have babies, Cori. There’s a difference in equal rights and what mother nature intended.”

			“True, but before the women’s movement, people believed that a woman’s place was in the home—cooking, cleaning, and popping out one baby after another. And those who did go out into the workforce had to cater to their male bosses while on the job.”

			“I agree that things were bad for women back in the day, but what does that have to do with your going public about your search for a surrogate?”

			“Everything! Did I mention that my grandmother was one of thirteen children? My great-grandmother was a human breeding machine. Can you imagine having that many kids?”

			“No.”

			“Having thirteen kids is insane. God only knows the condition of her poor tummy. And with no surgery to fix it, it must have been a sight to see.”

			“It was a different era, Cori. Women accepted the effects of childbirth as natural. Having a large brood of children was normal before there was safe and effective birth control,” Ellie commented.

			“That’s my point. Do you think my great-grandmother would have given birth to all those goddamn babies if she’d had a choice?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Right. She would have been on the pill or using an IUD if they’d been invented back then, right?”

			“I agree.”

			“Their homemade birth control practices were pitiful. Between you and me,” I said conspiratorially, “my Grandma Eula Mae ran a whorehouse. She used to make her girls stuff their coochies with globs of Vaseline as a form of birth control. Now, how primitive is that?”

			“Sounds pretty antiquated.”

			“But it goes to show you that women have always sought methods to have control over their bodies. The invention of the pill was revolutionary, and for a long time, only the privileged had access to it. Just like abortions. Do you think the wealthy elite didn’t have unplanned pregnancies? Their asses got pregnant just like common folk. But only the poor were stuck with the stigma of having illegitimate children because rich people could terminate pregnancies discreetly.”

			“I’m not following you, Cori. What do abortions have to do with your using a surrogate?”

			“Currently, only a privileged few can afford to hire a gestational surrogate, but I believe that in the future, the option to carry a child or pay someone to do it for you will be as common as butt injections.”

			“It’s still not a good idea,” Ellie said worriedly. “Going public with your plans to hire a surrogate when you have no medical issues will make you appear vain and…” Ellie paused. “Never mind.”

			“No, finish what you were saying. I’ll seem vain and what?”

			“You’ll seem vain and heartless!”

			“I don’t agree. My target audience is sophisticated, progressive thinkers.”

			“Wrong! You’re striving to expand your brand to include sophisticated, progressive thinkers, but at the moment, your average fan can’t get rid of the extra weight she picked up during pregnancy. She prepares your Southern-style recipes for her own comfort and also because she believes the food will keep her husband from straying. Your target audience believes in your motto…Food is the way to your man’s heart and don’t you forget it,” Ellie said, mimicking the slogan I used at the conclusion of each episode of my TV show. 

			“Well, it’s a true statement. As you are well aware, I snagged Maverick with my food. The man was addicted to my cooking, among other things,” I said in a mysterious voice, alluding to naughty sex tricks.

			“Sure, you initially enticed Maverick with your cooking, but now that both of you subsist on kale juice, bean sprouts, and arugula, your catchphrase is deceptive, and it’s my job to make sure that no one finds out that you two have become vegetarians.”

			“I’m not completely deceptive. I taste the cooked food that’s prepared on my show and I’ve been known to eat a hog maw or two for promotional pieces. Only last month, Maverick ate a ton of burgers while he was filming that commercial for Five Guys.”

			Ellie sighed audibly. “You and Maverick are greatly admired. You’re considered America’s sweetheart couple, so why risk ruining your popularity by revealing an aspect of your private life that many may find offensive? Let me put out a story about your failed pregnancy attempts and several heartbreaking miscarriages. Let’s get some sympathy for you instead of contempt.”

			“You’re wrong, Ellie. My gut tells me that the public is going to eat this up. And I always go with my gut.” Before my assistant could utter another word, I blurted, “Listen, Ellie, my driver is pulling into the parking lot of the agency, so I’ll have to talk to you later. Ohmigod, this is so exciting. Wish me luck in finding the perfect carrier for my baby!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			I tweeted that Maverick and I were using a surrogate to carry our child, and fans assumed I couldn’t get pregnant. After the Internet exploded with sympathy over my plight of being barren, I had no choice but to allow Ellie to put together a statement that expressed how heartbroken Maverick and I were after suffering through three miscarriages. Though we prayed to one day be blessed with a full-term, natural pregnancy, we intended to use a gestational carrier in the meantime. 

			“Those fucking fans get on my nerves with their narrow-mindedness,” I complained to Maverick while sitting in the massive dining room of our exclusive Upper West Side apartment. Our personal chef, Tamara, quickly cleared the table of leftover appetizers and hastily exited the room as she was supposed to do.

			“I can’t believe I have to live a big lie to appease fans that aren’t as enlightened as I’d believed.”

			“You can’t blame the fans for assuming that a supposedly down-to-earth woman like you would opt for a surrogate if you’re healthy and able-bodied,” Maverick said.

			“Was that a dig? Sounds like you’ve been talking to your mother.”

			“It wasn’t a dig; I was merely making a comment. And yes, I did speak with my mom after she saw your tweet. She can’t imagine why you’d allow a stranger to carry her grandchild. Frankly, I didn’t know what to tell her.”

			“You should have told her the truth. I have too much going on in my life to put up with swollen ankles. I wear fucking stilettos on my show and it would ruin my image if I had to waddle around the set wearing orthopedic shoes.”

			“My mom is old school, and she can’t wrap her head around using a surrogate without a medical reason. To her, it’s like misusing a human body.”

			“Your mom needs to become a part of the twenty-first century.”

			Before Maverick could speak in defense of his mother, our chef reappeared in the dining room, pushing a cart with steaming covered dishes. Maverick and I put our conversation on pause while she served us.

			“Tonight, we have herb-grilled cauliflower with sautéed Portobello mushrooms and kale. And also a pine-nut pesto sauce and black pepper-cabernet reduction,” she announced with a smile. Then she poured more wine into our imported Italian crystal goblets.

			“Thank you, Tamara,” Maverick said graciously.

			I gave our chef a tight smile that meant, stop grinning at my husband, bitch. Taking a hint, Tamara scurried back to the kitchen. 

			“This is delicious,” Maverick commented.

			I nodded after sampling the grilled cauliflower. “The organic wine is a perfect pairing with the dish,” I added, taking a sip. 

			“Maybe you’ll let our newest chef stick around for longer than a few weeks,” he said with a chuckle.

			“Nope. I’m not allowing any female to get comfortable enough in my home that she starts feeling entitled to sharing my husband. It happens all the time with celebrities. The nanny, the maid, the yoga instructor, or the private chef always ends up having an affair with the husband. I don’t know how those dumb broads keep letting the sidechick win. I’ll be damned if that’s going to happen up in this piece,” I said, twisting my neck around, and completely abandoning the cheerful persona I presented to the public. 

			“You act as if I would throw away the life we’ve built together over an erection.”

			I stared at him. “Are you saying that your dick gets hard over the hired help?”

			“Of course it does; I’m only human. But I don’t act on it. I don’t do anything outside the bounds of our agreement.”

			“Our agreement is an entirely different subject, something we need to modify, but right now I’m focused on the fact that our new chef has you lusting for her. I want that bitch out of here, tonight. This will be the last meal she cooks for us.”

			“You’re overreacting, Cori.”

			“No, I’m not. How would you feel if I told you my pussy got wet from looking at another man?”

			“Does it?”

			“No!”

			“Men are different than women. And the dick is a strange creature. It can brick up over the oddest things and during the most inappropriate circumstances.”

			“For example?”

			“At the dentist’s office last week—”

			“Your dick got hard at the dentist’s office?” I stared at him in astonishment.

			“The dental hygienist ran a gloved finger across my gums and my dick got hard.”

			“Was she deliberately trying to—”

			“No,” he said, cutting me off. “It was a completely innocent act. She was merely doing her job, yet my dick responded as if it had been caressed. That’s the thing about being a man, you never know what will arouse you.”

			“Did the hygienist notice your erection?” I asked with irritation.

			“I don’t think so. I was covered with a dental drape, so I doubt it.”

			“Jesus, you’re so perverted,” I said, looking at Maverick with repugnance.

			“I disagree. I’m a normal, red-blooded man who experiences dozens of erections in the course of a day.”

			“Dozens? Jesus, over what—big titties and asses?”

			“Can we have an open and honest conversation without you getting upset? If I can’t be honest with you, I’ll keep my thoughts to myself.”

			“All right, go ahead—I’m listening.”

			“A man can get aroused by what he sees, what he hears, as well as what he feels.”

			“You get a hard-on over what you hear?” I asked, incredulous.

			“Sometimes. A woman might have a sexy sound to her laughter, and my dick will respond.”

			“That’s utterly ridiculous.”

			“That’s only one example. Exposed cleavage is a big one for me. Also, the sway of a woman’s hips when she walks. There are so many triggers, I can’t name all of them. But the thing I want to impress upon you is that I don’t cheat. I abide by our agreement.”

			“Speaking of our agreement. I’ve been doing some thinking, Mav, and I feel—”

			“Babe,” he said, softly cutting me off. “You have to stop firing the help and have faith that I don’t waver from what we agreed upon.” He stabbed a forkful of grilled cauliflower. “I enjoy Tamara’s cooking and I’d like to keep her around for a while.”

			“Were you aroused when Tamara poured your wine? Did the sound of its tinkle give you an erection?” I asked sarcastically.

			“Remind me to never divulge any more of my private thoughts since you take pleasure in using them against me.”

			I mimicked playing a violin. “Don’t be so dramatic. Answer the question, Mav.”

			“No, I’m not aroused by Tamara in any way. Her short haircut is a little Butch for my tastes and I don’t find her chef uniform particularly alluring.”

			“Good, keep it that way, and don’t let me catch you leering at her.”

			“I don’t leer; I steal glances.” Maverick laughed heartily, but I didn’t see anything funny.

			“Stop playing. You know how jealous I get.”

			“Have I ever given you reason to doubt my faithfulness?”

			“No, but…” I was about to bring up the subject of our agreement, but my heart melted when I looked up and noticed the look of adoration in his eyes.

			“In you I found my perfect mate,” Maverick said, smiling at me.

			“Okay, Tamara can stay on one condition.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Her chef pants are too tight around the butt area. I’d like her entire uniform to be a lot looser. Would you please pass that information on to her?”

			“There’s nothing wrong with her uniform. I’m not repeating anything as petty as that.  Get Ellie to speak to Tamara.”

			“That’s not in Ellie’s job description.”

			“Most of what Ellie does for you is not in her job description, but she does it anyway. She’s an assistant-slash-publicist-slash lapdog, so get her to do your dirty work.”

			“Okay, I’ll have Ellie speak to Tamara about her attire.”

			“Speaking of attire, I’d like for you to strip out of yours.” Maverick lifted his eyebrows suggestively.

			“You want me to strip, right here in the dining room?”

			“No, not in front of the help; I’m not that big of a freak. Meet me in the bedroom in fifteen minutes.”

			“Let’s go to the bedroom together and undress each other,” I suggested with a sultry smile. 

			“I’ll be there in a few. I have to make a quick call to my agent. He’s been having some trouble negotiating my new contract.”

			“Oh, no,” I uttered, concerned for Maverick. Hosting his own show was a cherished dream of his. 

			“Nothing to worry about. Some minor details have to be worked out, that’s all.” He gave me a lingering look. “Don’t even bother to put on anything sexy. I want your ass waiting in bed for me, naked.”

			A shiver went over me. After ten years of marriage, I was still hot for my husband. Luckily, I hadn’t had to kiss a lot of frogs to find my Prince Charming. I had met Maverick during our freshman year of college. He wasn’t even a star player yet, but realizing he had potential, I held on to him and never let go.

			Feeling loved and desired, I pushed away from the table and advanced toward the hallway of our huge apartment. I suddenly whirled around, intending to remind Maverick to bring the organic wine to the bedroom. 

			In a gilded mirror hung near the entryway, I caught sight of the reflection of my husband and Tamara. He was pointing to the wine bottle on the table, probably telling her to put it on ice. I chuckled because I didn’t even have to verbalize my wishes; Maverick and I were always on the same page. But in the brief moments of his verbal exchange with Tamara, I saw a flicker of something wild and unrestrained in both their eyes.

			As I proceeded down the hall, I told myself I was imagining things and being overly jealous as usual. There was no way that my devoted husband would look at another woman with such undisguised lust burning in his eyes. And he especially wouldn’t do it in the sanctity of our home.

			But…imagination or not…that bitch had to go. I closed the bedroom door and called Ellie. “I need you to give our chef her walking papers first thing tomorrow.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Through the magic of television, a rundown old warehouse in Brooklyn, New York would be transformed into a studio where a group of judges would interact with the potential contestants for my show. But until the work crew had completed the job of altering the space, the seventy-five contenders that had been selected from hundreds had to stand in line outside the building, clutching their signature soul food dishes that they hoped would be tasty enough to earn them a spot on Cookin’ with Cori. 

			Forty people would make it inside the warehouse to actually plate their dish, and from that number, only twenty would be selected to compete. A group of chefs, a few producers, and people from the casting agency were at the warehouse weeding through the hopefuls and tasting the food that had no doubt, curdled, congealed, wilted, and fermented during the many hours that had elapsed since the signature dish had been prepared.  

			Far from the madness of first-day filming, I was in my posh dressing room at Chelsea Piers where we filmed all the episodes except the Signature Dish premiere and the season finale. My beauty team flitted about, getting me ready to tape the segment where the twenty remaining contestants would have to compete against each other and duplicate one of my signature dishes. Along with two other esteemed chefs, I would judge the fat-laden cuisine and four people would be sent home, kissing goodbye their dream of winning a hundred thousand dollars and a spread in a major food magazine.   

			Only God knew what those casting idiots were looking for in a contestant because the ability to cook certainly wasn’t a requirement. I was still baffled as to how last season had turned into such a huge success with so many colossally bad cooks competing. Casting must have known what they were doing by selecting wacky and weird personalities over those with true culinary skills.

			Last season there was the raunchy, biker grandmother who dressed in biker gear, and who used so much profanity, every other sentence had to be bleeped. I was appalled by her, but she was a big hit with the viewers. 

			We also had a stutterer last season. Whenever it was time for him to describe the dish he’d prepared, he’d hold up a finger, signaling us to wait for him to gather his words. That fucker had truly tried my patience. Being forced to smile for the cameras while listening to all the stuttering and stammering had been pure torture, but for some reason, his struggle with self-expression made for good TV. Go figure. 

			En route to the Brooklyn warehouse, Ellie joined me in the Town Car. My beauty team that included Gina, my hairstylist, Clayton, my makeup artist, and Robin, who dressed me, rode in a van behind us. Although I would only be on camera for approximately twenty minutes of the season premiere, it sometimes took up to four hours or more to get my segment right.

			If a contestant didn’t gush or grovel enough upon meeting me for the first time, we’d have to shoot the introduction over and over until the jackass got it right and either curtsied, bowed, or yelled at the top of their lungs, “Oh, my God, I can’t believe I’m face-to-face with Cori Brown.”

			“How’s the surrogate search going?” Ellie asked as the car glided along the streets.

			“Not so good.”

			“What’s the problem?”

			“I asked to be matched with a vegetarian, but the so-called vegetarians I met all had crappy diets. One woman was thirty pounds overweight due to a diet that included Oreo cookies, Red Bull, and a bunch of junk food that she felt was okay because it didn’t contain animal fat. People are so stupid. Another dumb cunt held the idea that it was okay to pop Xanax for her anxiety issues. I never realized how difficult it would be to find a health-conscious surrogate.”

			“Maybe you should have your own baby. There’s no one who’d take better care of your fetus than you.”

			I felt every muscle in my body tense. Ellie was paid to keep me feeling cheerful and optimistic, not to upset me by disagreeing with my decisions. “I thought you understood my position, Ellie.”

			“I do.”

			“Doesn’t sound like it. Did I mention that Maverick’s mother has been trying to poison him against the idea, and I can tell he’s beginning to waver…and now you?” I pursed my lips and shook my head, demonstrating my displeasure.

			Ellie looked away guiltily. Biting her fingernail, she gazed intently out the window. When she returned her focus to me, she was grinning excitedly. “Pregnant women have a beautiful glow and…and…” Ellie stammered, trying to think of the benefits of being a human blimp. “Think of all the magazine covers you and Maverick could get if you carried your own baby. I could probably get you both a Diane Sawyer interview after the baby is born.”

			“Really?” Pregnancy was starting to feel a little more desirable.

			“I’m sure of it. Your baby will be like American royalty, and after all the difficulties you bravely endured while trying to conceive a child, the world will want to see your baby and also get a glimpse of you and Maverick in your role as new parents.” Ellie was nodding her head and grinning almost maniacally, as she attempted to convince me to ditch the idea of hiring a surrogate.

			I envisioned a whimsical nursery with our little mocha-colored prince or princess grinning at the camera from its canopy crib. 

			“Can’t we get the same kind of media attention if a surrogate carries our child?”

			Ellie wrinkled her nose. “The public doesn’t warm up to children born from surrogates. It doesn’t seem like the kid is actually yours if it lived in the womb of another person.”

			Sulking, I didn’t bother to respond. It was my turn to stare absently out the window while Ellie scrambled to rearrange her thoughts in a manner that was more in alignment with my plans. I wanted that Diane Sawyer interview badly, but I didn’t intend to have to struggle to lose baby weight in order to look good during the filming. 

			The sudden trill of my cell phone startled me. I was pretty certain it was Josh, the executive culinary producer of my show, calling with an update on the chaos ensuing at the warehouse. He was probably frantic for me to hurry and get there. Josh was such a control freak. He organized every single detail of a given episode, including what went into the cabinets and fridge; what was cooking on the stovetop and even what utensils and pots needed to be on hand for each segment.

			Viewers would be shocked to discover I had little influence over what happened on the show. Josh had the final word on everything, including the food I prepared on the show. I was still brooding over the fact that he had rejected my smothered chicken, broccoli, and bacon casserole, stating that the dish had too many components to fit into the show’s format.  

			I didn’t bother to grope inside my purse for the phone; I let it ring, preferring to enjoy a few moments of peace and quiet before I entered the chaotic world of reality TV.

			The aggravating sound of the phone stopped and then started again. This time an obnoxious jingle emanated from Ellie’s pocket. She answered quickly and before I could protest, she passed her phone to me, whispering, “It’s Maverick.”

			“Hi, sweetie,” I sang into the phone, relieved that it was my darling husband calling and not Josh.

			“After we discussed keeping Tamara, you went behind my back and fired her. Why would you do that?” Maverick sounded livid and I couldn’t figure out how to tell him that I got rid of our chef over what appeared to be a look of lust.  

			“I’m working, Mav. Can we discuss this when I get home tonight?”

			“No. I want you to answer a couple of questions right now. First, what did Tamara do that warranted getting fired? And second, why did you think it was okay to dismiss her and bring another chef into our home without discussing it with me?”

			“I didn’t hire a new chef, yet. I was going to talk to you about it, tonight.”

			Maverick seethed silently for a few moments, and then said, “Your irrational jealousy is getting out of hand.”

			“I know, I know,” I whined, hoping to win some sympathy points. “It’s just that…well, I could tell that Tamara wanted to do more than cook for you.”

			“Dammit, Cori. You have to get a grip. Last night, Tamara told me confidentially that she tries out all her recipes on her fiancé before cooking for us, and that she never prepares anything for us unless it passes the test with him. I could tell by the way she spoke about him that she’s very much in love.”

			Apparently, I’d misinterpreted the look that had passed between Maverick and Tamara, and I felt embarrassed. Moments later my embarrassment turned to irritation. “Why doesn’t the bitch wear an engagement ring?”

			“She told me she doesn’t like to wear it while she’s working with food.”

			“She shares a hell of a lot of her personal life with you,” I said with an edge to my voice.

			“Maybe she’d share more with you if you didn’t treat her with such disdain. I find myself having to be extra friendly to make up for your coldness.”

			“In what rule book does it say that I have to be chummy with the hired help?”

			“She was recommended by one of the network execs, and you’re making me look bad.”

			“I’ll be nicer to the next chef. I’ve decided to hire a man this time.”

			“Oh, you decided,” he said in a vexed tone. “Well, I don’t want another chef. Tamara didn’t do anything wrong, and you need to apologize to her and ask her to come back.”

			“You can’t be serious. Look, there’s something about her that rubs me wrong, and I don’t want her around.”

			“You’re being ridiculous, and you should be ashamed of yourself.” He hung up, leaving those derogatory words echoing in my ears.

			Despite his manly, super-jock image, my husband could be such a bitch sometimes. After ten years, he should have been more understanding of my insecurities. Perhaps it was irrational, but I didn’t like the way Tamara interacted with him. The way-soft voice she used when she spoke to him and the way she made extra comments about the food, irked me to my soul. If getting rid of Tamara gave me peace of mind, then so be it.  

			Maverick would forget all about Tamara when he tasted the scrumptious food that her replacement prepared.

			“How’s the search hunt going for my new personal chef?” I asked Ellie as I returned her phone.

			“I have three candidates to interview while you’re filming today.”

			“Great.” I stepped out of the car and braced myself for the insanity that awaited me inside the warehouse. In the course of the next few months, I would neglect every other aspect of my life—including my marriage—as I put in twelve-hour days on the set, and sometimes longer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			With Ellie at my side and the rest of my team behind me, I sauntered onward with my usual self-assurance.  But the closer I got to the door, the more panicked I felt. Suppose last season’s good ratings were merely a fluke and this time we ended up getting canceled? How would that affect my cookbooks and DVD sales? And what about the Cori Brown cookware collection deal that my agent was working on—would that fall through? What would I do if my career took a huge hit while Maverick’s continued to soar? 

			I hated it when I couldn’t control the negative chatter inside my mind. 

			Ellie moved forward and opened the door for me. I entered the warehouse, awed that the interior of the dismal building had been converted into a bright and beautiful studio set. There were shimmering hardwood floors, a raised platform that was decorated with gorgeous flower arrangements and lush greenery, and of course, the fanciful letter “C,” the logo for Cookin’ with Cori, was festooned in various places throughout the vast space. 

			I was pleased, but didn’t let it show. Then I smelled the stale odor that seeped from beneath the new flooring. An unpleasant scent that was embedded in the ceiling and in the walls of the old warehouse. It was a musty, dank scent that all the razzmatazz in the world couldn’t disguise. I was certain that none of the other major cooking competition shows filmed their premieres in an old warehouse. I hated the way the network cut corners with my show. Suddenly irate, I began barking orders at anyone unfortunate enough to cross my path. 

			Totally ignoring the group of contestants who were gawking at me, I headed to my designated dressing room. The place was a shithole and hadn’t been spruced up like the set.  Luckily, I was camera-ready and only needed a quick touchup from hair and makeup. 

			Clutching a digital tablet, Josh followed me into my dressing room and shooed away my glam squad. He pulled up images and videos of the twenty competitors who had made the cut.

			A few of the contestants looked normal, but there were plenty of wacky ones, like the Asian chick who wore blue contact lenses and matching blue hair with yellow ends. Another oddity was a white guy named Angus who had a shaved head with colorful tattoos decorating his scalp. Josh assured me that Angus wasn’t a white supremacist, but was merely a young man expressing his individuality. There was a Wiccan chick who chanted while cooking and who wore black everything, including jewelry, nail polish, and lipstick. We also had a white Baptist preacher on the show who wore his hair in a fifties-style, Elvis pompadour.

			You’d think that a soul food show hosted by a black woman would have a heavy concentration of African American contestants, but like all the other reality shows, Cookin’ with Cori had only a token few. Josh’s explanation for this slight was that the show had to appeal to the masses. Of our three token blacks, there was one woman and two men. The black woman, LaTasha, was average-looking, and on tape, she seemed bubbly and likeable. Of the two black men, one was a dwarf who had to stand on a crate to reach the stove. The other, Michelangelo (his real name), was so fucking gorgeous, I was certain he was an aspiring actor, using my show as a platform to get into the film industry. His handsomeness was slightly edgy with his jet-black hair styled in a short Mohawk with natural curls from the nape of his neck all the way up to his hairline. His dark hair contrasted nicely with his russet-brown skin tone, and his penetrating light-brown eyes.

			According to his bio, Michelangelo was twenty-four years old. I watched his introductory video and got the impression that he was somewhat full of himself. He probably thought he’d win with his looks, but I had news for him.

			“So, who’s going home?” I asked Josh. It didn’t matter that the contestants hadn’t even begun the “Replication Round” where they tried to imitate my food with at least three of the top ingredients. Based on their lack of showmanship and TV appeal, Josh had already decided who would be the first to go home. 

			“Honestly, the cheerleader from Texas—Doralee Harper—should be going home,” he admitted. “She doesn’t know an apron from her asshole, but she’s perky and the camera loves her, so we’re going to keep her around for a while.”

			I peeked at her testimonial on the tablet. Cobalt eyes, tall and leggy with big, fake boobs, Doralee was conceited as hell, talking a mile a minute while flipping waves and waves of long flaxen hair. The sound of her Texas twang grated on my nerves, and despite not having met her personally, I instantly hated everything about her.  

			Josh took the tablet from my hand and quickly swiped through images. “This one is probably going home tonight.”

			I gazed at the video of a puny, dorky, white kid named Ralphie. Twenty-two years old and rather effeminate. He was the nutty professor type with buck teeth and large-framed glasses on a narrow face. During his testimonial, Ralphie fought his emotions as he tearfully expressed that his love of Southern cooking came from the African American foster mother who raised him. There was a montage of photos of him through the years, embracing his foster mother during important events such as Christmas, Thanksgiving, birthdays, and family reunions where lily-white Ralphie stood out like a sore thumb amidst a pack of hood rats. The foster mother, a roly-poly woman, smiled broadly in all the photos, revealing approximately four missing teeth in the front.  

			“Can Ralphie cook?” I inquired.

			“He can cook his ass off. His food rivals yours,” Josh replied, shaking his head ruefully.

			“So, what’s the deal? Why do you want to give him the ax?”

			“Our behind-the-scenes test audience doesn’t like the visuals of him with the black foster mother and the hood rat family members. The foster mother’s look is so…well, it’s so stereotypically black. And her butt is so humongous, it’s distracting.”

			“His foster mother isn’t the one competing,” I said snippily, giving Josh the side-eye after his harsh criticism of so-called black characteristics.

			“But she’s a huge part of his storyline, and if he makes it to the finals when the families come on the show, there’s not a thing wardrobe can do with that massive butt of hers. And I doubt if the execs would be willing to pay for any emergency dental work for her.”

			“Hmm,” I murmured thoughtfully as I swiped though the numerous images of Ralphie with his family.

			Josh continued pleading his case against Ralphie. “The foster mother seems to be the loud, boisterous type and the test audience doesn’t think she’ll be able to turn down enough to fit in with the other, uh, more dignified families.” Josh giggled conspiratorially as if he were in the privacy of his own home, poking fun of blacks with his white friends. 

			Livid, I cocked my head to the side and stared at Josh.

			“Why’re you looking at me like that?”

			“You find it funny, huh? It’s okay when white people rescue unwanted black kids, but it’s an aberration for a black family to help an unwanted white child. Since it’s too uncomfortable for you and your test audience to watch, you all decided to make fun of Ralphie’s loving foster mother and call her all kinds of crude names.”

			“No, you’re missing my point,” he said, assuming a look of innocence.

			“You enjoy laughing at the shenanigans of low-class blacks, don’t you? Hell, you probably laugh at me behind my back.”

			“That’s not true,” he protested. “I admire and adore you—and you know it, Cori.”

			“I’m not convinced. I believe you lump all blacks in the same boat as Ralphie’s foster mother. You perceive us as ignorant coons, and utterly primitive people, with big butts that viewers find distasteful and insulting.”

			“I shouldn’t have said those things, but you have to believe me, I didn’t mean anything by it.” 

			Unforgiving, I sneered at him. “I was always aware that you were racist, Josh, but I never realized you were a confederate flag-waving, neo-Nazi-type racist.” 

			Josh gasped and his face drained of all color. “How can you say such a terrible thing about me? I’m the most liberal person you’ll ever meet, but I have to do what’s best for the show. Forgive me for sounding racist. It’s not what’s in my heart.”

			“You pretend to be liberal, but your hatred of black people is glaring, and quite terrifying. I bet you’re a secret, card-carrying member of the Klan or the Tea Party. You could be an undercover white supremacist for all I know.” I looked at him with all the disdain I could muster.

			“Oh, Cori, you know that’s not true. I’m Jewish and gay—a double minority, myself. I would never…” His voice trailed off as if overcome by deep emotion.

			Technically, Josh was my boss and he had the final say on important issues, but since he was blubbering one apology after another, I figured I might as well milk the situation for all it was worth. Hell, the buffoonery and heathenishness I saw on those videos of Ralphie’s foster family made me cringe. But I disagreed with Josh and his test audience. A white boy speaking with a heavy ’hood dialect, along with a ghetto family would be the kind of train wreck entertainment that viewers wouldn’t be able to tear their eyes away from.

			“What do I have to do to prove I’m not racist?” Josh asked in a hoarse tone.

			“Get rid of the Texas cheerleader with the snatched waist and fake tits. I find her boob-job to be distracting,” I said, emphasizing the word, “distracting.”

			“Touché. But you have to admit that Doralee is gorgeous. The test audience loved her. Our ratings will be through the roof with her on the show. Her mother is a former beauty queen, and having the two of them together on camera during the finals will be such a boon for the show.”

			“I want her out of here.” I made the cutthroat gesture. “I don’t even care who the other three rejects are, as long as Ralphie isn’t one of them. For once, I’d like the pleasure of tasting food prepared by someone with a smidgen of cooking ability.”

			“Getting rid of Doralee is a big mistake,” Josh said gravely.

			“I’ll take the risk,” I retorted.  

			Josh groaned.

			“By the way, what’s the story of the hunk with the brawny chest and the dreamy light-brown eyes?” I softened my tone, indicating that I was over my hissy fit.

			“Michelangelo?”

			I nodded. “He’s hot.” 

			“Smokin’,” Josh agreed. “All of the members of the crew are crushing on him.”

			“And what about you?”

			“I’m happy with the man I have at home, but I have to admit, Michelangelo is delicious eye candy.”

			“Does he know his way around the kitchen or is he simply a pretty face, using the show as a vehicle for his acting debut?” I hoped he was a serious cook because I was already thinking of hiring him to work for me after the show wrapped. Since I only kept personal chefs for a few months, by the time Michelangelo was available, he’d be right in time to replace whoever was Tamara’s replacement’s replacement. I hoped Dreamy Eyes would be able to prepare tasty vegetarian cuisine. It was time for my husband to experience what it felt like to have hot male competition walking around the place where he should have been most comfortable—his own home!  

			“Not only does Michelangelo have movie star good looks, but he can also throw down,” Josh said, trying to endear himself to me by using black slang. I tossed him a tight smile. I had to get along with him in order for the show to run smoothly, but now that he’d revealed his racist side, I’d definitely be giving Josh the side-eye from now on.
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