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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE


“I HOPE YOU are hungry, Cole,” Mom said.

“For your cooking, Mom, I’m always hungry.”

“Sounds like something your father would say. God rest his soul.”

“Well, perhaps his top-notch taste buds were passed down to me.”

Sunday night dinners with my mother had been a tradition since my father had passed a year earlier. While both of us had struggled with the loss, her world had been totally shattered. All the plans she had for their long and happy retirement together had been forever altered in that split second. One moment he was there; the next he was gone. But I swore I’d step up and try to fill the void. To help my mother move on and not dwell on his loss forever.

“Hey, it’s almost time for our favorite show, Mom. Isn’t tonight the big announcement?”

“My neighbor Jane tells me that one contestant is going to be local.”

“How would Jane know?”

“She has a friend of a friend in the industry.”

I walked across the room and switched over the television. The day my parents brought that television home remained etched in my mind. I must have been four years old, as I hadn’t started school yet. It was top of the range back then. My father always insisted on getting the highest quality and keeping it forever. And the television was no exception. With no remote control and a box the size of a small table, I thanked goodness that it wasn’t black and white. After about sixty seconds, the picture finally appeared.

“What channel is it on, Mom?”

“NBC, I was watching the news.”

I carefully turned the dial, counting out three clicks. Once I felt confident that I’d arrived at the right channel, I headed back to join my mother at the dinner table.

“Good evening, and welcome to ‘Oh So Fine’ season 25,” the presenter, Mike Mullens, said.

My mother served up a massive plate of her fried chicken, hushpuppies and gravy. I doubted she could have fitted another morsel of food on the plate.

“Our first contestants, representing the West, will head to Los Angeles for the knockout round.”

“Why must they always put the West first, Cole?”

Mike Mullens reminded the audience of the application process, highlighting the thousands of applicants, and the conditions of entry. After a few minutes, he introduced the first contestants for season 25, Stuart and Naomi from Oakland, California. The process was simple, once announcing the successful contestants, a phone call was placed to speak to them. I wasn’t sure how it all sounded spontaneous, but it seemed to work well enough.

Besides Stuart and Naomi, there were contestants from right up and down the West coast, including Seattle, Portland, Denver, Phoenix and Albuquerque. Making it hard for anyone to claim favoritism. And the beauty of the show was that contestants making it through to the semi-finals got to host the judges at home. That meant that judges and contestants flew right across the country to savor meals prepared in any of the many cuisines. A true melting pot experience.

“Why would anyone call themselves ‘The Seafood Savant’?” I said, as Stuart introduced himself, without hardly mentioning his daughter, Naomi.

“Perhaps he doesn’t know what it means.”

“Then why would you say it?”

“Not everyone thinks things through as well as you, Cole.”

With half the contestants selected, the television station switched to an ad break. And sure enough, with millions of people waiting with bated breath for the second group to be announced, it felt like a long break. I counted nine ads of around thirty seconds. And all the usual suspects were included. Appliance manufacturers, grocery stores and snack companies were well represented amongst them. Finally, I saw the previews of the week’s most popular shows come up, meaning resumption of the show was imminent.

“If that horrible Mrs. Collins and her daughter are on the show, I will not watch it, Cole.”

Now that was completely out of the blue. I’d rarely heard my mother speak ill of anyone before. I wondered what Mrs. Collins had done that was so despicable.

“Welcome back. And now it’s time to announce our contestants representing the East.”

The second Mike Mullens’ words finished, our telephone rang. But unlike the antiquated television, I’d insisted on equipping my mother with an up-to-date mobile phone about a year before.

“Aren’t you going to answer that, Mom?”

“It’ll go through to voicemail. I’ll call them back after the show.”

This wasn’t unusual for my mother. She rarely answered the phone, preferring people to leave a message. I looked at the phone. Even upside down, I could tell it was a call from out of town.

“I think you need to answer it, Mom. It’s long distance.”

“Who do I know from out of town? It’ll be someone trying to steal my retirement funds.”

Arguing with my mother would not change her mind. We both knew that. Thankfully, my phone rang a few seconds later.

“Hello, this is Cole Brewster,” I said, answering the phone.

“There’s always someone from Boston,” Mom muttered, absorbed by the television.

“Is this Cole Brewster, son of Wendy Brewster?” a female voice asked.

“Yes, it is.”

“Then please hold.”

“That girl from New Orleans seems rather nice, Cole. And she looks single.”

“Yes, Mom. I’m on the phone.”

“I told you not to answer it.”

“Hello, this is April Atkins from ‘Oh So Fine’. Please get ready to speak on air with Mike Mullens.”

Now we’d been watching Mike Mullens for the past forty minutes. And my mother was totally absorbed in the television. Each time I tried to get her attention, she shushed me and increased her focus away from me.

“Mom, I think I know who’s representing North Carolina.”

“Shush, Cole. They’re about to announce it.”

Knowing that getting my mother’s attention was pure folly, I stood and moved towards her. If the mountain won’t come to Mohammed, as they say.

“And finally, representing North Carolina, we have Wendy Brewster and her son, Cole.”

My mother turned to me with a shocked look on her face.

Our discussion with Mike Mullens wasn’t the most insightful, nor the most entertaining. But Mike was a pro and handled us with aplomb. He welcomed us to the show, asked us a few background questions and stated that our flights to New York City and accommodation would be confirmed within forty-eight hours. My mother was left speechless. I’d been the one to enter us for the show. I desperately wanted her to get excited about something. Little did I expect to get selected.

While we spoke to Mike on the phone, a clip of an interview we’d recorded at the local news television station played. I’d taken my mother to the station on the promise of discussing the impact of my father’s death on the family and her future. The questions were about us and the loss before shifting into cooking. Our time cooking together was what helped us move on from my father’s unexpected death. Little did my mother know it was being recorded for ‘Oh So Fine’.

“Are you excited about the competition, Mom?”

“I’m still shocked. But there’s no-one else I’d rather share the experience with.”

“I’ll pick you up on Wednesday morning to take us to the airport. Don’t forget to browse through your recipes.”

“I will. Be sure to wear something nice, Cole. You’re going to meet lots of nice single girls.”


CHAPTER TWO


THE TRIP TO New York City took a little over three hours. A large chunk of which was spent in New York City traffic. Still, my mother and I found it hard to contain our excitement as we pulled up at the studio. It was impossible to miss, as enormous posters were plastered all around the historic building in the Chelsea Market area. It felt weird to see posters of my mother and me on buses and cabs on the way into town. But crowds shouting our names took the weird to a new level. Even if they were probably merely rent-a-crowds.

“I’ll grab the suitcases, Mom. Wait for me inside the building.”

“Let me help you with that, Mr. Brewster,” a rather burly man said. “I promise they’ll be waiting for you at the end of the day.”

I’d read about all the scams in New York. But this didn’t sound familiar. And the guy wore a ‘Food Network’ t-shirt with his rippling biceps obvious to all. I placed my backpack over one shoulder and hurried after my mother.

The ground floor studios weren’t hidden in some creepy, dark warehouse. Rather, the ground floor of the refurbished historic building was covered by forty-foot sheets of glass. Making it possible to see rows and rows of cooking benches, stoves and grills from the street. Every possible cooking utensil was laid out on the benches along with every pot or pan I could imagine. And rows of kitchen appliances stood plugged in and ready to perform almost every preparation method. The sight was truly breathtaking.

What have I signed us up for? This isn’t a local fair cooking contest. I worried it would be too much for my mother to handle. After all, we lived a simple life in a quiet part of an even quieter town. We weren’t celebrities. Sure, my mother was the best cook I’d ever known. But pure ability would not win ‘Oh So Fine’. The past winners all had a massive social media game. That was what set the show apart. The winners were voted on by the public. Not the judges.

As I stepped inside the building, the noises of the city faded away, dropping my heart rate in half. And while it wasn’t quiet by any means inside the building, the drone of the traffic and shrill of sirens were no longer apparent. I spotted my mother about twenty feet away. I worried that she’d be overcome by the noise and general intensity of the moment, so rushed towards her.

“Here he is,” my mother said. “This is my boy, Cole. He’s single, you know.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said, more focused on her welfare than anyone else.

“Cole, this is Morena and Lara Costa from New Orleans. See, I told you she was a beauty.”

“You’re right about your boy being handsome, Wendy. Let’s lock in that dinner,” Morena said.

To say I felt like the prize bull at the state fair would be an understatement. After doing my best not to make eye contact for a solid three minutes, I finally regained my composure as the mothers chatted away like lifelong friends.

“Are you feeling as embarrassed as I am, Lara?”

“Possibly more so.”

As our mothers appeared to discuss the terms of the dowry for our wedding, I exchanged pleasantries with Lara. Well, if that’s possible amidst the hustle and bustle of a pre-show welcome.

“I see you are from New Orleans, Lara. I hear it’s quite beautiful.”

“It’s got a wonderful vibe. History, music and wonderful Cajun food.”

Initially, my eyes scanned the room as I tried to make sense of the chaos. But on closer inspection, perhaps my mother was right. Lara stood about 5ft 9in and had long dark hair with incredible cognac-brown eyes. While she wore a simple blue and white floral dress and black cowboy boots, she sure filled the dress out in all the right places. I could imagine that she had at least five-million avid Instagram followers. Something that worried me more than a little.

“What do you do for a living, Lara?”

“I run a…”

“…she’s an influencer,” a girl I hadn’t noticed interjected.

“Sorry, this is my sister, Luna. Momma named her that because she’s a little crazy.”

“Okay, nice to meet you, Luna. I’m…”

“…Colt Brewster from Raleigh, North Carolina. Yes, I know.”

While Morena and my mother were keen on a union, Luna wasn’t quite as welcoming. Unless that was merely her style.

Thankfully, soon after the contestants were ushered through the building and into a large meeting room. And given Luna wasn’t a team member, that gave me a little one-on-one time with Lara.

“I apologize for my sister, Cole. She’s a little intense.”

“Not a problem. I admire her boundless energy.”

“We’re really nothing alike. She’s more like my mother.”

“Yes, I know what you mean. My mother is a little more outgoing than I am.”

“You must have some sort of social media game, Cole. Else you wouldn’t be here.”

“Our local television station did most of the work.”

Lara was easy to talk to. It turned out that she’d lost her father in the past year as well. And she was on the show to help save the family business, a restaurant her father started after arriving in America from Peru. While ‘Oh So Fine’ excluded qualified chefs from competing, Lara and her mother were merely home cooks. Her father had been trained, as had her sister Luna, who took over running the restaurant after his passing.

“What would you do with the five-hundred thousand dollars if you win, Lara?”

“Save the family home and business.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Let’s chat about that before this is over. I work in finance and may be able to help.”

“There’s nothing other than a massive cash injection that could make a difference,” Lara said, reaching out and gently touching my arm. I felt the hair on my arm respond instantly.

“How about you, Cole? What would you do with the money?”

“Wow, I haven’t even considered it. I applied for the show to help my mother find a purpose after my father’s passing.”

“You sound like a wonderful son.”

“That’s quite a stretch. But I’ll probably let her decide what to do with the money.”


CHAPTER THREE


DAY ONE OF the contest started with a recap of the contest format and a reinforcement of the rules. Thankfully, we could cook whatever we wanted, but throughout the contest the focus was on fine dining, and three-course meals. If we wanted specialist ingredients, then we had to pre-order them. Thankfully, New York was a melting pot, offering cuisines from all over the country and, largely, all over the world.

By 10:30 am, the twelve East Coast contestants were introduced to the kitchen. With one simple task. Make yourself lunch. That provided the perfect opportunity to familiarize ourselves with the studio kitchen, including the massive Cool room, and separate freezer, a storage area full of pots and pans, and another space full of every appliance a cook could ever want. My mother made calabash-style shrimp, using the fresh seafood flown in from Massachusetts.

“What can I get you, Mom?”

“I need a small pan, some oil and a sieve.”

With the contestants heading in all directions, I imagined what the actual contest would be like. Complete chaos instantly came to mind. We’d have three hours to complete three courses. Planning seemed to be the name of the game. While my mother collected all the ingredients, I headed to the storage area to find the pots and pans.

“Mom, there’re heaps of appliances available.”

“Now Cole, if there’s one thing we need to be, it’s authentic. We owe that to North Carolina.”

“But time is of the essence.”

“We cook in the traditional way. And if that’s not good enough, we’ll live with the consequences.”

While my mother cooked the shrimp to a perfect golden glow, I checked out some of the competition. Morena and Lara were stationed next to us. And unlike us, Lara did most of the heavy lifting. Her knife skills were sublime. I stood dumbfounded as she filleted a complete mid-sized redfish for her meal in seconds. Meanwhile, Morena collected the ingredients, pots and utensils. And when it came time to fry the fish, Lara controlled the massive grill like the conductor of a symphony orchestra.

On the workstation to our right, two brothers from Boston wrestled with a massive crayfish. It emerged from an enormous pot, perfectly pink and ready for seasoning. Next to them, two sisters from Indiana created mouthwatering Hoosier sandwiches. The meat smelled incredible. To our far left, a father and daughter pulled together a basket of Buffalo wings with a super spicy dipping sauce. I counted at least six chilies being mixed in the sauce. And finally, two thirty-something ladies from Philly created the perfect cheesesteaks. By the time we got to eat, I was ravenous, and a touch intimidated.

“Let’s sit with Morena and Lara,” my mother suggested.

I didn’t need any persuading as I followed my mother with our meal in hand.

“Do you mind if we sit here?” I asked.

“Don’t be precious, Cole, sit,” Morena said.

Without thinking, I did what I was told.

“Something smells good,” I said. “What are you eating?”

“Blackened redfish with Cajun spices,” Lara replied.

“What spices make it Cajun?”

“If I told you, I’d have to kill you,” Lara said, smiling.

It was obvious this was a competition, and I wasn’t getting a straight answer.

“What are you eating, Cole?”

“Calabash-style shrimp, a North Carolina delicacy.”

“Do you want to swap samples? I’m always looking to experience something new.”

How could I say no to that incredible smile?

“Sure, Lara,” I said, holding my fork out with a piece of the delicious shrimp on it.

Lara cut a small piece of the redfish and loaded it up with sauce. With both forks loaded, we each steered our forks towards each other’s mouths. From the first taste of the Cajun sauce, my mouth broke into a major ‘flavorgasm’. But when the fish collapsed off the fork and onto my tongue, I knew my palate would never be the same. The sweet fish mixed with the spicy sauces left a mark on me. A delicious one indeed.

I moved my fork towards Lara’s luscious lips. As she opened wide, I brushed the shrimp over her bottom lip before resting the fork on her tongue. Lara didn’t take the shrimp straightaway. Instead, she slid her tongue over the saucy delight before biting off half. I held the fork still as Lara’s eyes reflected the sensation occurring in her mouth. An ear-to-ear smile crept slowly across her face as she took a second bite and swallowed it whole.

“Hello, this television show is classified G, thank you,” my mother said.

“What do you mean, Mom?”

“Look around you, Cole.”

I lifted my head to see all the other contestants looking my way. But that was just the beginning. Everyone in the studio looked our way. But what really surprised me was that cameras continued flashing from outside the building for a further ten minutes.

“We were merely sharing lunches, Mom.”

“It wasn’t what you were doing, Cole. It was how you were doing it.”

“We’d better announce the engagement before it hits the papers,” Morena said.

I looked at Lara, who was turning as red as I felt.

“Just kidding. There’s never been a romance on ‘Oh So Fine’,” Morena said.

I noticed our fellow contestants reaching for their telephones. And then looking directly at Lara and me. I picked up my phone and searched ‘Oh So Fine’. Before me sat photos and even video of Lara and me sharing our meals. But while the visuals looked relatively innocent, the words called us out as a new celebrity power couple. I laughed as I read the ridiculous statements from eyewitnesses.

“Perhaps you should kiss for the cameras?” my mother said.

“Mother, what made you say that? I’m sorry, Lara.”

“I’m just saying what everyone is thinking, Cole.”

“No-one is thinking that, Mom.”

I looked around the room. Everyone was staring in my direction. Waiting with bated breath for our next move.

“Well, if a kiss would help our popularity, I wouldn’t say no,” Lara said.

I turned to Lara, trying to fathom what words had just left her mouth? Was she joking or was she serious?

“I’m game if you’re game, Lara. But we’d better sell it.”

Lara turned towards me, and I moved my hand over her shoulder and behind her head. I felt her shiver as my hand connected with her glorious mane. Her cognac-brown eyes remained wide open as I pushed my lips towards hers. It felt like I was starring in a rom-com. One of the movies my mother and I watched each Sunday night after dinner. As my lips reached Lara’s, I felt an unexpected softness. Not in a bad way, but in her manner.

I counted to ten all the while trying to contain my excitement before pulling back. The crowd inside erupted into applause, while the cameras outside flashed for another thirty seconds. Lara found it difficult to hide her smile. I sort of felt a little the same.

“Now, let’s plan the wedding,” Morena said.

“North Carolina is beautiful in spring,” my mother added.


CHAPTER FOUR


THE BUZZ SURROUNDING Lara and me seemed to run unabated all afternoon. Every time I looked outside the studio, photographers were poised ready to take more photos of us. And while we didn’t cross lips again during the filming, that doesn’t mean I didn’t think about it. Lara’s kiss was one of the sweetest I’d ever tasted. But I knew we were merely playing a game. I’d entered the world of celebrity and seemed to have taken to it pretty quickly.

Once all the activities were done for the day, we collected our suitcases and boarded a bus for the hotel. The Hilton New York Fashion District sat about two blocks east and ten blocks north of the studio. Far enough away to offer a little anonymity. Well, at least that’s what I expected. But as Lara and I entered the hotel, cameras flashed and even kids held up signs with slogans on them. It appeared we were known collectively as ‘Colara’ in the press. Something that sounded a wee bit contagious to my liking. Still, at least the studio staff delivered us safely inside the hotel.

As we headed for the elevator, I heard someone call my name from behind.

“Cole, you better stay away from my sister, or I’ll find someone to make you,” Luna said.

“We’re just playing up for the cameras, Luna,” Lara interjected.

“You stay out of it, sis. Or something may slip out.”

I watched Lara pull back and look at her mother.

“We are here with one goal in mind. And your weird romantic notions can’t afford to impede that goal,” Luna said.

Wow, this must have been the most uncomfortable elevator ride I’d ever taken. And we were only halfway up.

“It’s nothing personal, Cole. But my sister is right. I’m sorry for leading you on.”

You could hear a pin drop for the following five floors. Everyone looked at the wall or at the floor numbers. Until finally, the doors opened.

That night, my mother and I skipped dinner and hit the sack early. Thoughts of what I’d done wrong ran through my head for a short while. But within ten minutes I was fast asleep. My alarm rang out a brief seven hours later. It was 4:00 am and time to prepare for a full day of filming. While my mother hit the showers, I checked out the news of the day. Not surprisingly, even the national broadcasters were running the romance and fine dining headline.

After a short bus ride, we arrived at the studio at about 6:00 am. I briefly said hello to Lara and Morena, but avoided Luna like the plague. My mother even held herself back, something I’d rarely seen. It seemed Luna was manager of the Costa team, and what she said was law.

“I’m looking forward to meeting the judges, Cole.”

“From what I’ve heard, Martha and Nigella will have brief contact only.”

It took two hours before we hit the kitchen. And by that time, I’d been dressed and re-dressed, had makeup applied and been lectured on speaking clearly and to the cameras. The cooking part of the show appeared the straightforward part. But the reality part of the show was completely foreign to me. Thankfully, I had my mother by my side, else I don’t think I’d have kept my cool. If it wasn’t one person instructing you, it was two or three others.

I glanced towards Lara once or twice, and she appeared just as frazzled as I did. Still, she had her game face on and, with Luna barking instructions from the bleachers, was too focused to engage. That made sense, as my mother was our key person. But Lara was the Costa family secret weapon. Watching her in action was truly inspirational.

“Focus, Cole. There’ll be time for that later.”

Around 10:00 am we started our first course. Mom had run me through the menu in detail earlier in the morning. I knew exactly what ingredients, pots and utensils we needed and had scoped out where to find everything. As Mom prepared the shrimp, I started the corn puree. With the basics in place, Mom moved on to the Chorizo Popcorn while I tackled the baby corn, snow peas and baby radishes. With everything in place, Mom started plating up. Something that was well beyond my capabilities. But I was supportive in spirit.

“One down, two to go,” I said, before giving Mom a high five for a job well done.

“I hope you are having fun, Cole.”

“I’m a bit stressed, Mom.”

“At least the house is not riding on it.”

After a thirty-minute break, we reassembled for the main course at about 1:30 pm. Again, I headed off to secure the right ingredients, pots and utensils while Mom got the workspace prepared. ‘Carolina Mountain Trout with Asiago Grits’ was not something I’d eaten at home. But Mom didn’t seem to worry that she hadn’t made it in quite a while.

“It’s like falling off a horse, Cole. You never forget it.”

While I struggled with the analogy, I marveled at her composure.

The trout plated up beautifully. And even though there were grits under the fish, it looked like something from the pages of a culinary magazine. Mom had knocked it out of the park, blending pristine ingredients to create a tour de force. I even noted one of the assistant judges watching Mom dish out the grits.

“You can have some if you like,” Mom said.

To which the assistant judge took up her offer, ending up with a broad smile.

The last session kicked off at 4:30 pm. For dessert, Mom had chosen her famous ‘Pumpkin Donuts with Ganache’. One of my all-time favorite meals, let alone desserts. By this stage I had my role down pat. While Mom prepared the bench, I did the running around, returning with everything on the list. I even secured one of the mixing appliances, much to my mother’s dismay.

“Take it back, Cole. Someone else may need it.”

We finished up cooking around 5:30 pm. Our fate was now in the lap of the gods. After each meal, the assistants took the meals away for judging. I couldn’t believe how chilled Mom was considering everything we’d been through. But she was a trooper. The first thing she did was head over to the Costa family workstation and congratulate them. Within thirty seconds, Mom and Morena were chatting away like long-lost friends again.

The last activity of the day was for each team of contestants to head into the judging room for feedback. Lara and Morena headed in fourth, and we were last. I hoped that wasn’t an omen, but seeing Mom in action made it all worthwhile. Only the four top teams as confirmed by the judges would be included for viewer voting. Making for a real chance our journey would be over before we left New York. I was prepared for elimination but noticed Lara and Morena appeared very nervous.

Finally, the judges appeared and walked to a central position.

“We’ve been blown away by the quality of meals provided. But unfortunately, two teams will leave the competition today,” Martha said.

The Costa family were first through. Followed by the Boston brothers. The Philly thirty-somethings were called out next. And the last team through was the Brewsters.


PART TWO


CHAPTER FIVE


THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I awoke at 6:00 am. As a travel day, it felt good to know we’d survived the first round. Whether we made it to the semi-finals, and got to host another team, sat firmly in the hands of the viewers. Social media voting via Instagram would determine our fate. And that of our fellow contestants. Heading to the bus just before 8:00 am, we bumped into the Costa family in the lobby.

“I can’t believe how tasty that Calabash-style shrimp was,” Lara said.

“Mom is the best cook I’ve ever met. Apart from you, of course.”

“As long as the votes keep rolling in, we’ll be happy,” Morena interjected.

“Is there a tally? Where can I find that?” Mom interjected.

Early voting had the Costa family well ahead with almost ninety percent of the votes. You could throw a blanket over the rest, although the Brewsters were currently sitting in last place.

“Who are you hoping to meet in the semi-finals, Lara?”

“There’s a guy who calls himself ‘The Seafood Savant’. I’ve always wanted to visit San Francisco.”

One of the studio officials called us through to a waiting bus. As we exited the hotel, I couldn’t believe how many fans and photographers lined the sidewalk.

“Well, it looks like our journey is over. But it’s been a brilliant experience.”

I watched as my mother and Morena chatted away non-stop. It was like she’d found a new best friend. Someone she could discuss almost anything with.

“Do you want it to be over, Cole?”

“No, hosting a meal would be such a buzz. Mom is incredibly house proud and adores showing off North Carolina.”

As the line to get on the bus dwindled, I stood back to give Lara the room to board. But what she did next totally threw me.

“Then let’s get you a spot in the semi-finals, Cole.”

Lara stopped dead in her tracks, pointed her body towards the photographers and slid her hands around my neck. Once I locked eyes with her, I offered no resistance. Not that resistance was anything I considered. As Lara’s lips pressed against mine, cameras clicked, flashes set off, and fans cheered.

“Are you ready to sell this thing properly, Cole?”

Still reeling after the ten-second kiss, I slid my arms around Lara’s back and pulled her close. I felt her heartbeat increase as our bodies pressed together. Meanwhile, Lara’s tongue, gently parted my lips and explored deep sections of my mouth.

Not wanting to be outdone, I pushed my tongue past Lara’s and returned the favor.

“See you in the semis,” Lara said before turning and boarding the bus.

“It’s a date,” I said, watching my celebrity crush board the bus.

While she wore a simple t-shirt, jeans and cowboy boots, just the sight of her sent tingles throughout my body.

After several prompts from the studio assistants, I finally boarded the bus. My mother sat beside Morena, chatting away about everything and nothing. I looked for Lara, but that only confirmed my worst fears. She sat in a window seat behind Morena with Luna sitting next to her. And Luna appeared to be giving it to her on all fronts. I heard the bus door close behind me, prompting one of the studio assistants to pull me down onto a seat beside her.

The trip took about an hour. Possibly not a bad thing, as my heart was still racing when we arrived at the airport. I waited for my mother before disembarking, but Luna corralled Lara and would not allow another slip in her plans to occur. Luna held up her phone and appeared to be lecturing Lara. Something that I found difficult to reconcile. After all, Lara had millions of fans. She must have known what she was doing.

I never got the chance to say goodbye to Lara. Luna made sure of that. But we did exchange wistful glances as she headed to her gate and I to mine.

“Thank you for giving me this gift, Cole,” my mother said as we waited to board the plane.

“I hope it hasn’t spoiled the show for you.”

“No, it’s only made it my favorite by a greater degree. Because it reminds me of me and you.”

“You and Morena seemed to hit it off.”

“Our situations are similar. We both have children who would do anything for us.”

“I love you, Mom,” I said, reaching out and hugging her.

As we waited for the plane to board, the television played a story about ‘Oh So Fine’. Before my eyes was video footage of Lara’s first kiss. And then my response.

“You two make such a handsome couple, Cole.”

“I hope Lara still makes the semi-finals, Mom. Luna seemed awfully pissed.”

The television showed an update of the round one voting. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Not only was there a clear leader in the viewers’ voting, but there was also a clear second place.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing, Mom?”

“Yes, when did you kiss Lara?”

“Not that, Mom. Look at the voting.”

“That looked like more than just a goodbye kiss, Cole.”

“Mom, look at the voting.”

“I can’t see without my glasses. What does it show?”

I ran through the numbers on the screen. And by the time I’d finished, our voting had increased another ten percent.

“I’d love to host Martha and Nigella at our home, Cole.”

“Don’t get too excited, Mom. There’s still another forty-eight hours of voting.”

“I’d love to see the look on Mrs. Collins’ face.”

The next two hours provided some much-needed downtime. I lay back, placed my earphones on, and drifted away into a deep relaxation. By the time the flight attendant alerted us to arrival, I almost felt like my old self again. I felt happy to be back in Raleigh, North Carolina. Away from the hustle and bustle of New York City. The revving of engines, shrill voices of hawkers, and dust storms emanating from the subway vents.

I collected our suitcases and headed for the exit. Following my mother through the automatic doors, I was surprised to hear someone call my name.

“Cole, do you have plans to see Lara again?” A man holding a microphone asked as I exited the building.

“Nothing is locked in at this time.”

There must have been about a hundred people waiting at the airport exit. My mother was in her element. She loved the attention. Answering questions about the show and about her son’s apparent dalliance. I was far more reserved, although I knew any publicity might pave the way for me to meet Lara again. After half an hour, we caught that cab. It appeared we were no longer off-the -radar.


CHAPTER SIX


I MUST ADMIT to watching social media closer in the seventy-two hours after our New York trip than ever before. Not that our clear second place changed along the way. Somehow, we’d been successfully voted into the semi-finals, alongside Lara and Morena. The top-ranked team in the East, the Costa family, went up against the second-ranked team in the West, ‘The Seafood Savant’. While we went up against the top-ranked team from the West, the Gonzalez family, a father and daughter team from Phoenix.

During the lead-up to the semi-finals, my mother and I had several media commitments. Thankfully, all of them were conducted at home, or at the local news service studios in downtown Raleigh.

“Do you think you’ll make the grand finale and reconnect with Lara?” a reporter asked.

“That is the goal.”

‘Colara’ was the talk of the country in the fortnight between contest rounds. And the excitement didn’t appear to be abating. Still, my mother embraced her newfound celebrity, even buying a raft of new outfits. And not just any outfits. It seemed our trip to the Big Apple changed her outlook. And instead of wearing pant suits and sensible shoes, my mother became somewhat of a local fashion icon. Thankfully, a few outlets were happy to sponsor her. Keeping the cost of her new image quite manageable.

I watched the East-coast first round episode of ‘Oh So Fine’ a few times. Both with my mother and alone. The Gonzalez family was a formidable opponent. And one that was highly skilled in the kitchen. Diego Gonzalez emigrated to the USA from Mexico as a young adult. He met his wife and had five children, the oldest being Amelia, his partner in the contest. Their specialty was Mexican food with a modern-day twist. And they’d been clear winners in the East.

As my mother and I boarded the plane for the five-hour flight across America, I marveled at how far my mother had come out of her shell. Though the odds were stacked against us, as Amelia, like Lara, had millions of social media followers, I thanked my lucky stars for this wonderful opportunity. I hadn’t seen my mother as happy and engaged since that fateful night almost eighteen months earlier. And happy looked good on her. I truly hoped that once this was over, my mother would continue with her new purpose.

“Now we’ll be asked to eat the food and comment on it for the camera, Mom.”

“Yes dear. I’ve watched the past twenty-four seasons, you know.”

“But the trick is to find something wrong with our rival’s dish.”

“Cole, I’ve brought you up better than that. We Brewsters only focus on the positives.”

“But Mom, it’s a competition. You understand we are trying to win.”

“I’m enjoying the ride. No matter how long it lasts.”

I didn’t want to tell my mother the real reason for me wanting to make the grand finale. That a trip to New Orleans had become my sole motivation.

“You’re right, Mom. Let’s show them North Carolina hospitality.”

Arriving at 6:00 pm on the night before filming, we were met at the airport by a studio assistant. After a five-minute drive, we arrived at the Hilton Phoenix Airport. Thankfully, the fans and photographers could be counted on one hand. Either the West coast wasn’t interested in ‘Colara’, or shots of me alone weren’t valuable enough. With a solid nine-hour sleep under my belt, I joined my mother for the twenty-minute drive to the Gonzalez residence in Paradise Valley.

While everything looked spontaneous to the viewer on television, everything was shot and reshot many times in real life. The meet and greet between the Gonzalez family and Brewster family took four takes to get right. Once we finally made it inside, my mother presented a gift to Diego.

“Thank you for having us in your lovely home,” my mother said, handing over a tin full of North Carolina Cathead Biscuits.

With the judges still hours away, Mom and I were shown to the table. Amelia had gone all out and decorated the table to the highest standard. Her theme was, unsurprisingly, Mexican. With a mix of knick-knacks ranging from Day of the Dead, through Mexican flags, to mariachi bands. All bases appeared to be covered. It took the studio team about twenty minutes to set up the cameras. But once in place, both teams were reminded of the run of the day.

“I can’t wait to taste your authentic meals,” my mother said.

“That’s a great start,” one of the studio assistants said. “Let’s capture the unveiling of the menu.”

After about another ten minutes, the studio assistant stood in for the judges and introduced the Gonzalez family.

“Our menu includes ‘Chicken Chimichangas’ for the first course, ‘Apache Trout a la Huevos Limon’ for the main course, and ‘Apple Crisp’ for dessert,” Diego said.

Around 10:00 am we were served the first course. I’d never tasted chimichangas before and was pleasantly surprised. They looked delicious and tasted just as good. The crispy fried tortilla provided a wonderful texture, while the shredded chicken and myriads of spices provided the flavor explosion I was hoping for. This was quite an intimidating first dish to come up against and one which I’d rate eight out of ten.

“Your spice mix perfectly complemented the moist chicken and crispy tortilla,” my mother quoted for the camera.

At about 1:00 pm, the second course was ready for us to taste. While we ate fish at least twice a week, the structure of the dish took me completely by surprise. It was crunchy, more like a fish taco than any trout I’d tasted. But while it looked simple, the flavors were out of this world. With explosions of citrus, and corn, and egg and vegetables complementing the perfectly cooked fish.

“That texture is truly divine. The perfect mix of crunch and flavor,” my mother quoted for the camera.

Finally, at about 4:30 pm, the dessert was ready to taste. And that’s when Martha and Nigella arrived. Focus immediately shifted towards them, with re-filming of all introductions, comments and judgements taking place posthaste. While we sat at the table, it was only for background props. All focus shifted to the judges and remained there until they exited an hour later. I found the dessert a little disappointing. But it showed the Gonzalez family were human, after all.

“Thank you for a lovely evening,” my mother said as we left.

I shook Diego’s hand and moved to hug Amelia, only Diego moved across and blocked my way. I looked into his eyes, noting a threat in line with his stance.

“It was a pleasure visiting your home, Diego. We look forward to hosting you at our home in North Carolina.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


AFTER TWO NIGHTS in Phoenix, it felt wonderful to be back home again. There was a real buzz in town. Not because of us. But with the expectation of Martha and Nigella arriving. I felt like telling everyone that they had only flown in for an hour and then flown out again. But didn’t want to unveil what went on behind the curtain. With a week between the home visits, my mother hadn’t wasted a second. I’d never seen the house so clean. And the kitchen had been scrubbed to look brand new.

The Gonzalez family hosting had gone viral. And while the voting didn’t open until the airing of our hosting, there was considerable noise around about Diego’s treatment of me at the end of the night. Instead of people appreciating Diego’s protection of his daughter, a lot of conspiracy theorists started hurtful rumors. When asked by the media, I stated I was surprised by the way it looked on television. And in no way did I feel threatened by Diego. Unfortunately, it took the focus away from the food.

The first hosting of the second semi-final was held in New Orleans. As the highest-ranked team from the East, the Costa family won the right to host first. Apparently, a position most likely from which to win. Well, according to history. Morena and Lara hosted Stuart O’Leary, ‘The Seafood Savant’, and his daughter Naomi. But unlike in the first semi-final round, the contestants did not play nicely. Well, one male contestant in particular. Comments such as ‘I’m happy to show you how to cook fish’ and ’not bad for an amateur’ made it to air. I could only imagine what didn’t make it.

As I watched the episode, I felt like calling Lara and apologizing on behalf of men everywhere. But the one thing I’d forgotten to do in my kiss-laden stupor was to ask Lara for her phone number. I watched agonizingly as a misogynist from the Bay Area attacked the loveliest girl I’d ever met. It was heartbreaking. Thankfully, Stuart was trolled hard after the episode aired. To the point where he had to switch off his socials.

“Are we ready for the big day tomorrow, Mom?”

“I’m just proud to be representing North Carolina on the big stage.”

“No last-minute changes to the menu?”

“It’s a bit late for that, Cole. Everything is in the kitchen ready to go.”

“That Stuart guy was a bit of an asshole. Didn’t you think, Cole?”

That was the first time I could recall hearing my mother swear. Perhaps she’d picked up more than just a new fashion sense in New York City.

“I couldn’t have said it better if I’d tried, Mom.”

The studio folk arrived early on the day of the hosting. And by early, I mean 6:00 am on the dot. No wonder Diego may not have been at his best the week before. But my mother was up and dressed and even offered breakfast to every member of the crew. They weren’t allowed to accept, but no trips were needed to the coffee shop that morning. I did my best to support Mom, handling all minor queries and staging the three sets of pots, pans and utensils.

At about 8:00 am, the doorbell rang. Thankfully, the Gonzalez family nailed the greeting in a single take. To say Diego was a little cool towards me would have been an understatement. Especially when Amelia blushed as I gave her a good old fashion North Carolina welcome. My mother had dressed the dining room up in classic Southern style. Lace tablecloths, blue and white china plates with starched napkins in sparkling silver rings, and beautiful white fragrant flowers adorned the table.

“Welcome, Gonzalez family, to our home. We hope you enjoy this North Carolina dining experience and look forward to sharing our table with you,” Mom said.

“That’s a take. We couldn’t have scripted it better,” a studio assistant said.

“Let the games begin,” Diego said.

Suddenly, visions of Stuart O’Leary aiming to take down the Costa family flashed before me.

“On the menu tonight, we have some North Carolina treats for your palate. For the first course, we have a ‘Brunswick Stew’ taster. For the main course, we have ‘Calabash Seafood’. And finally, for dessert we have ‘Peach Cobbler’,” Mom said.

“Let’s keep rolling,” the studio assistant said.

As my mother and I returned to the kitchen, I couldn’t help but feel proud. We were representing the family, the town and the state on national television. And my mother was killing it.

While ‘Brunswick Stew’ sounded heavy for a first course, my mother packed all the flavors into a small sample pot that not only tasted wonderful, but looked perfect for the Instagram post. We stood and watched as Diego and Amelia sampled the dish. Their faces clearly showed how much they liked it, even if their commentary told a different story. I suppose they were in it to win it.

“The range of vegetables could have been vaster,” Diego commented for the camera.

The main course of ‘Calabash Seafood’ was not only my mother’s go-to dish, but it was also legendary in North Carolina. And I’d never tasted seafood as fresh as that my mother prepared. The wafer-thin batter left the fish, shrimp, and crayfish ready to melt in the mouth. And no one had ever had a bad thing to say about it. Until then.

“I’m not a big fan of the batter. It’s too light,” Diego commented for the camera.

Finally, my mother’s ‘Peach Cobbler’ took desserts to a whole new level. Featuring fresh peaches picked a day ago a few miles up the road, the plated meal was a work of art. And it tasted divine. Served with a simple scoop of homemade ice cream, I marveled at my mother’s artistry.

“The peaches were a little overripe for my taste. Perhaps less would have been better,” Diego commented to the camera.

I felt like running to my mother’s defense and punching Diego right on the nose. But I didn’t need to. Martha and Nigella ripped everything Diego had commented on to shreds. Words like perfection, balance and sensory sensation were thrown about in every critique. I found it impossible to wipe the smile off my face.

“I hope you don’t take it to heart. We just want to win,” Diego said as he headed out the door.

I stood beside my mother as the last of the studio folk left. Never had I felt as proud of her. She never stooped once to our competitor’s level. Following her mantra, ‘if you can’t say something nice, then don’t say it’. Even if this was our last time in the ‘Oh So Fine’ kitchen, I never regretted a second of it. Except perhaps not getting Lara’s phone number.


PART THREE


CHAPTER EIGHT


THE DAY AFTER we hosted, I slept until almost midday. It wasn’t just the physical toll of being on my feet all day; it was the emotional toll as well. While I woke refreshed, I felt completely wrung out emotionally. Not as much by the activity, or the studio crew, but by the nasty comments emanating from Diego Gonzales. Still, I felt happy never to have to meet this person ever again.

“Are you up, Mom?” I yelled as I left the guest bedroom.

“Breakfast will be ready in five minutes, Cole.”

After draining my bladder, I followed the sounds to the kitchen. I stood dumbfounded before a breakfast spread that could easily have filled a family of six.

“I wasn’t sure what you felt like, Cole, so I prepared a bit of everything.”

“Mom, you didn’t have to. I’m heading home this morning.”

“I can’t have you starting the day on an empty stomach.”

“There’s no chance of that now, is there?”

My reasons for staying overnight were twofold. First, I wanted to help my mother return the house to normal. Move the furniture, replace the knick-knacks, and tidy up. But scanning the kitchen, dining and living rooms, it appeared my mother had already done everything. My second reason was to check in on her mental health. After such a big day, I wanted to make sure she came down safely.

“What time did you get up, Mom?”

“Around 6:00 am, Cole. I wanted to get the house sorted before you came out for breakfast.”

My mother really was the nicest person I’d ever known. And I felt blessed to call her mom. Even if she was a little overzealous sometimes. I knew it came from a place of love.

“Can I help with anything, Mom?”

“There are a few pots that need to go back to Luigi at the diner.”

“Sure, where are they?”

“In the trunk of your car.”

I noticed that the television wasn’t on. Something not uncommon in my mother’s house, but unexpected given the day before.

“Aren’t you interested in the reaction to our hosting, Mom?”

“We can’t change anything. It’s done.”

“Do you mind if I switch the news on?”

The local station was brimming with ‘Oh So Fine’ news and gossip. Most of which appeared to be completely unfounded. Apparently, I’d made approaches towards Amelia, like the predator that I supposedly was. At least in Diego’s eyes.

“Can you believe that rubbish being spruiked, Mom? The Gonzalez family will do anything to make the grand finale.”

“Morena suggests turning off the television and being happy with what we’ve achieved.”

“That’s good advice, Mom.”

I watched as the focus shifted towards the final hosting of the second semi-final. ‘The Seafood Savant’ got his turn to wow the judges and viewers from his kitchen in Oakland.

I checked the time and worked out that Lara would be in the air. Traveling from New Orleans to Oakland would take most of the day. Especially if they had a stopover or two. I sat on the living room lounge scrolling through my phone. Checking out photos of Lara in the competition to date. Oh, those delicious lips. And those mesmerizing eyes that pulled me in. There were even a few shots from behind, highlighting her God-given curves.

Wondering about Lara’s background, I shifted to her Instagram page. Wow, over two million followers. How does anyone get that level of following? I scrolled through her photos but noticed something peculiar. Lara was only in a few shots. Sure, it appeared to be a food blog, but there were more photos of Luna and Morena than there were of Lara. How could that be? I wished I could reach out and chat with her. Hang on, what did Mom say?

“How did Morena suggest turning off the television, Mom?”

“What do you mean, Cole?”

“When were you speaking with Morena?”

“Oh, we chat several times a day.”

“What do you mean by chat, Mom?”

“There’s an app called FaceTime. It allows you to video or chat with friends.”

“Yes, I know FaceTime very well, Mom.”

“Then why are you asking me about it?”

“Mom, are you Facebook friends with Morena?”

“Of course, Cole. She sent the friend request when we were in New York.”

I could only imagine what Morena and my mother had been chatting about.

“Can I look at your phone, Mom?”

With Mom’s phone in hand, I read back through the chat history. At least Morena appeared to think highly of me. I noted half a dozen comments about getting the two families together after the show finished to see if sparks still flew. And my mother wasn’t exaggerating. I’d counted at least twenty calls between the two women since we’d left New York City.

“Do you think you could ask Morena for Lara’s contact details, Mom?”

“They’re in the air for another four hours, Cole, and then have a big day of filming tomorrow. Perhaps we’ll wait until they get home.”

“Sure, but could you send her best wishes from me?”

“I don’t think that Luna would be happy. Let’s wait a day or so.”

I couldn’t believe that my mother was blocking me. Holding me back from the love of my life. I returned to the doom scrolling, acting a little like a scolded child. While my head knew that my mother was right, my heart screamed blue murder. I Googled Lara and again found it hard to find her gorgeous face. Sure, there were plenty of photos of Luna and Morena, but very few of Lara.

Changing tack, I Googled Luna. While there weren’t any solo photos of her, there were a couple with her family. And write-ups in high-profile magazines about her culinary skills. Apparently, she’d attended the prestigious ‘Culinary Institute LENOTRE’ in Houston, Texas. And had worked at Michelin star restaurants before returning to the family business when her father passed away.

The stories were inspirational. And brought a tear to my eye. Perhaps I’d misjudged Luna. She appeared to be fully focused on saving the family business and home. A situation I really couldn’t fathom being in. It made my almost perfect life seem even more so.

“Sorry, Mom. You’re right. Wish them well from me when you think the timing is right.”

The countdown to the airing of the next ‘Oh So Fine’ episode was on. And time seemed to drag on and on and on. I returned the pots and pans to Luigi and brought back a wonderful Italian meal for our dinner. While my mother loved to cook, I knew she wanted to watch that next episode even more. As Mom turned on the television, I plated up the Italian feast. It was go-time.


CHAPTER NINE


“LOOK, THERE’S MORENA and Lara, Cole.”

I felt my heart race the moment I saw Lara. She strolled up the path to the front door with Morena, wearing a gorgeous strapless A-line dress boasting pink and green flowers on a black background. Black vertical ribbing gave the dress a body-hugging look. Her long black hair drizzled over her shoulders and quite a noticeable cleavage before continuing about six inches down her dress.

Lara’s makeup emphasized her soulful eyes and pouty lips. I couldn’t believe how sophisticated she looked away from the kitchen. And she moved with a style and grace I’d never noticed before. The cameraman must have agreed with me, as he focused on her backside for five seconds longer than necessary. A pair of black leather ankle boots with a four-inch block heel completed the outfit perfectly. My heart rate remained high while I watched her enter the O’Leary family home.

The home looked like it could have housed the Brady Bunch. Of mid-century design, it sprawled across the block with rooms above and beside the prominent garage. A river-stone porch and chimney dominated the street view. While the weatherboard exterior gleamed light green in the sunshine. As ‘The Seafood Savant’ opened the door to greet the Costa family, I felt he kept his eyes on Lara way too long.

“Welcome to our home restaurant,” Stuart said. “We are pleased to share the perfect seafood feast with you. I assure you, you will never look at seafood the same way again after tonight.”

I almost choked on my drink as Stuart’s words came out.

“What an absolute tosser.”

“Give him the benefit of the doubt, Cole.”

“Would you like to let us know what you are cooking, Stuart?” Nigella asked.

“Sure, please open your menus and be prepared to be transported to a five-star Michelin restaurant,” Stuart said.

Stuart ran through each item on the menu, stopping to assure the lucky diners that they’d be in for the dining experience of their lifetime. He laid the syrup on so thick I’m surprised the microphone could pick up any reactions.

Knowing how the hosting was filmed, I wondered whether Stuart was being a complete prat in front of Martha and Nigella, or just Lara and Morena. It almost seemed as if he was bullying the Costa family into submission. But while Morena and Lara were two of the loveliest people I’d ever met, I knew what was on the line. And I was totally confident that no amount of bullying would convince them to give in.

The first course emerged after a word from the sponsors. And to say that ‘The Seafood Savant’ looked pleased with himself would have been an understatement. As he picked up the plates and headed into the dining room, the cameras showed him calling the entrée ‘a perfect ten’ and ‘a work of art’. Funnily enough, the editing cut to Lara as his words came out. Now, that’s something that I could agree with. A mix of scallops, shrimps and sardines sat in the middle of a large plate, all drizzled with olive oil. To my eye, it was pretty basic.

Morena and Lara did well to find positives to say about the entrée. However, the judges were not as diplomatic. Words like basic, well-cooked, and lacking flavor and texture flowed from the judges’ lips. After watching Stuart come back down to Earth with a thud, it was time for the main course. Based on what I saw, I expected a judges’ score below seven, rather than the ten that Stuart predicted.

The main course followed in a similar vein to the first course. Sand crabs, which apparently had been caught that morning by ‘The Seafood Savant’, were accompanied by minimal broccolini, and a garlic glaze. And while it may have tasted wonderful at the table, the presentation fell flat on the television. Compared to Lara’s plating a few days earlier, the dish looked quite amateurish. But again, Stuart called it a perfect ten.

Martha and Nigella praised the quality of the ingredients, one of them wishing they could have cooked the dish themselves. But in terms of taste, presentation and texture, it appeared to be a miss. Morena added a lovely comment about growing up in Peru and smelling crabs cooking as she came home from school. But Stuart took that comment completely the wrong way. Lara praised the size of the portion. I rated the dish at best a six.

And finally, after a rather long ad break and what looked like a serious flirt piece with Lara, it was time for dessert. Thankfully, Naomi was a gun with desserts. And while the team included ‘The Seafood Savant’, it was actually Naomi’s work that excited me the most. Her ‘Key Lime Pie’ looked to die for. It was an absolute work of art. Better than anything I’d ever laid my eyes on before. Both Morena and Lara finished every last morsel. Morena even requested a copy of the recipe.

Martha and Nigella echoed the Costa family feedback. Perfect taste, perfect texture and perfectly presented was the conclusion. And not surprisingly, the dish received a ten out of ten from both judges. Naomi’s smile showed the first emotion I’d seen from her. That was until she headed back into the kitchen, where Stuart let her have it with both barrels. I felt sorry for her. After all, she’d done nothing wrong. Apart from upstaging her father on national television.

At the end of the night, the judges recalled the O’Leary family and asked Morena and Lara to stand beside the table.

“Thank you both for your outstanding efforts,” Martha said. “While we rated this hosting a forty-four out of sixty, and the Costa family hosting a fifty-seven out of sixty, it’s now over to the viewers. In seventy-two hours, we’ll know which of you will reach the grand finale.”

“Before we go, could I ask a quick question?” Stuart said.

“Sure, Stuart. What would you like to know?” Martha said.

“What would happen if it were discovered that one contestant was a professional chef?”

“They would be disqualified immediately.”

“Then I suggest you look closely at the Costa family. Especially Lara.”

“Wow, I didn’t see that coming, Cole.”

“I hope the haters don’t react, Mom.”

“I’ll send Morena a message and let her know we’re supporting her.”

After reminding the viewers to go online and vote for their favorite team, the show was over. At least for that night. While the credits rolled, they provided an update on voting for our semi-final. In a fairly close race, we had almost sixty percent of the vote. Something that caused Mom and me to look at each other with jaws wide open. Perhaps we hadn’t cooked our last meal. But even if we made the final, we were the fourth-ranked team. So, we’d be traveling within the week.


CHAPTER TEN


WHEN VOTING CLOSED and the final results were tallied, we won the first semi-final with a little over fifty-five percent of the vote. The second semi-final wasn’t anywhere near as close. The Costa family won with a little over eighty-five percent of the vote.

“I can’t believe we’ve made the grand finale, Mom. What am I going to wear? I hear it’s a little warmer in New Orleans.”

By the time the results were in, my mother had connected me with Lara.

“Congratulations on making the grand finale, Lara,” I messaged.

“Thanks, Cole. Don’t tell Luna I said so, but good luck.”

“You’ll knock it out of the park. We’re just pleased to come and visit.”

“I’ll show you my restaurant. Perhaps I’ll even cook you a meal.”

For the following few days, I was over the moon. I headed straight downtown the following day and bought myself a couple of new outfits. I took a colleague with me and gave her a simple brief. Make sure I look good on television, but even better in real life.

“The rumors are true, are they?” my friend said. “‘Colara’ is a thing.”

“I’m not in a position to confirm or deny that.”

My mother saw the grand finale as a chance to put the cherry on top of her showcasing of North Carolina’s cuisine. Neither north nor south, North Carolina was often overlooked by the cooking fraternity. And my mother saw this as the perfect opportunity for North Carolina to get recognition. To be honest, just making the grand finale was all the reward I sought. Seeing how happy and energized Mom was gave me no regrets.

“I can’t believe I’ll be in New Orleans in two days, Lara,” I messaged.

“You may want to check. I think you’ll be flying to Oakland.”

“Ha ha, very funny. You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

All that came back was a hyperlink.

The article headline was ‘Oh So Scandalous’. What was this about? Was it clickbait? Or some fake news? I read the article. Not once. Not even twice. I must have read it six times. Holy crap. What happened? How can this be real? I must be having a nightmare. But on the seventh time I read the story, the words finally sunk in. Lara was right. By all accounts, Mom and I were heading to Oakland.

Our short-term lull in exposure suddenly evaporated in the forty-eight hours before the first hosting. There were television and radio interviews. Our phones almost rang off the hook. And while many of the questions were about the grand finale, I fielded just as many about my relationship with Lara. Was it fake? Just a ploy to get votes and popularity. Did I know the truth about the Costa family? Was I part of the scam?

The six-hour trip to Oakland wasn’t pleasant, but at least it gave me an excuse to switch my phone off and escape. Mom was surprisingly calm. Her focus was well and truly on the menu and how to represent North Carolina on the big stage with pride. Her energy and enthusiasm picked me up just when I needed it. Arriving at Oakland airport, a crowd of reporters thrust cameras and microphones into our faces. And many of the questions were just plain rude. Thankfully, Mom was there to support me.

‘The Seafood Savant’ somehow appeared even more self-assured when he opened the door.

“Didn’t expect to face actual competition, hey?” Stuart said.

“Is someone taking your place?” my mother said, prompting me to gulp.

Stuart was lost for words for the first time I could recall, something which made for first-rate television.

The O’Leary family menu comprised oysters, lobster tail, and strawberry shortcake. With the dessert being the star yet again. Naomi’s pastry was perfect. It held the filling high and then crumbled as the spoon touched it. How she pulled that off, I did not know. But credit where credit’s due, both my mother and I made glowing comments for the camera. The seafood courses, as expected, were well cooked but somewhat bland. Not that we let that be known. However, Martha and Nigella did not hold back.

Two days later, we hosted the second grand finale dinner. I couldn’t believe how totally chill my mother was both before and during the hosting. It seemed her desire to showcase North Carolina was her superpower. And one that was impervious to anything. From the second the O’Leary family stepped into our house, it was game on. And my mother took no prisoners.

My mother took on ‘The Seafood Savant’ at his own game. Only she put a heavy North Carolina spin on every item on the menu. For the first course, she created a ‘North Carolina Clam Chowder’. Unlike the more prominent North American dish, this chowder made the clams the hero of the dish. She followed that up with ‘Barbecue Lime and Chili Crayfish’. Freshly caught and perfectly cooked, she made the chili and lime elevate the dish to restaurant quality. And for dessert, my mother cooked a ‘Peach Berry Sonker’.

While Stuart lectured my mother on how to cook crayfish properly, Martha and Nigella told it exactly as it was. Each dish scored a nine or ten out of ten, placing our total score at fifty-six out of sixty. Another triumph. And while Naomi’s strawberry shortcake scored two tens, the O’Leary family received a total score of forty-four out of sixty. Our fate was then placed in the hands of the viewers.

We needed to be available three days later for the winner announcement. But the rules didn’t dictate that we needed to be at home. I arranged for my mother and me to get away from the cameras and interviews and head somewhere much quieter. Staying at a small hotel, we headed out to dinner at a restaurant on the evening of the winner’s announcement. One that had been recommended highly to us. And it took me almost three hours to get ready for the big night.

“Booking for two, for Brewster,” I said as we reached the restaurant.

“Yes, come this way,” the maitre d’ said.

The restaurant was off the main drag but well patronized.

“I can’t wait to taste this meal, Mom.”

We ordered a veritable feast from the menu. And everything tasted amazing. But just before 8:00 pm, as the ‘Oh So Fine’ winner was about to be announced, the waitress brought the chef over to speak with us. My phone rang seconds later. I answered the video call.

“That was the most incredible meal I’ve ever eaten,” Mom said to the chef.

“Oh, wow. Where are you?” the studio executive asked.

“You may recognize this face,” I said, turning my phone towards the chef. “Lara, say hello to the people of America.”

I scanned the room to promote the name of the restaurant.


PART FOUR


CHAPTER ELEVEN


MY MOTHER AND I signed over the winner’s check to Morena. We didn’t need the money, and it was a life-altering amount for them. A gift that would ensure they had a home and business for years to come. But we kept the twenty-thousand-dollar contestant allowance. And that well and truly covered our New Orleans holiday. In return, the Costa family gave us free meals whenever we were in town. It sounded like we got the better end of that deal.

“Now, Lara, you go and make yourself presentable,” Morena said. “You and Cole are finally going on a date.”

“I thought I looked presentable already, Momma.”

“I must agree with Lara,” I said, admiring Lara’s figure-hugging jeans and t-shirt once she’d removed her apron.

“Don’t be silly, Lara. You only get one chance to make a first impression.”

With the restaurant customers gone, my mother and I helped Morena with the cleanup. For the first time I could recall, Luna was nowhere to be seen. And considering she was the food blogger with over two million followers, I chuckled to myself that she’d missed a front seat to the biggest culinary news of the week. But I didn’t mind. I knew as soon as Mom and I got home, we’d be celebrities again. At least for a single news cycle.

Hearing footsteps, I turned towards the rear stairs of the restaurant. What I saw instantly took my breath away. Standing before me was an angel dressed in white. I had to pinch myself to confirm it was real. Lara wore a simple white dress, with long sleeves and a plunging neckline. To say it was fitted would have been an understatement. It hugged every inch of her shapely body. A three-inch split increased the three inches of leg already on display. And white four-inch stiletto ankle boots lifted her gorgeous eyes to about level with mine.

“Where are you taking my daughter, Cole?”

Given I’d just finished one of the best meals of my life, I wasn’t sure.

“Leave them alone, Morena,” Mom said. “They’re young and should enjoy it while they can.”

“Then, we’ll see you sometime tomorrow.”

I hailed a cab and held Lara’s hand while she jumped aboard. As I did, a message came through from my mother.

“Where to, sir?” the cab driver asked.

“The Hotel Monteleone, thank you.”

“Is that where you are staying, Cole?”

“Tonight, we are.”

Lara cuddled in tight for the ten-minute ride. Her face beamed with excitement before tempering.

“Did you read that article I sent you, Cole?”

“Several times.”

“Then you know my secret…” Lara said before our lips connected.

With Morena’s help, my mother had booked a luxury suite on the top story of the old hotel.

“Should we get a photo at the Carousel Bar, Lara?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got a better ride planned for you.”

I never realized that elevators moved so slowly until that moment. But eventually, we stood alone inside our room.

“This room is bigger than our house, Cole.”

“What was that you said about the ride of my life?”

“Okay. But I need to know you accept me for who I am.”

“What do you want me to do, Lara? Ask anything, and I’ll do it.”

A wicked smirk crossed Lara’s beautiful face.

“On your knees, frat boy.”

While I knew Lara was playing, I also knew there was a serious side to her request. I instantly complied. As I did, Lara slid a pair of white lace panties down her legs.

“It’s time for dessert.”

I reached out and slid my hand up Lara’s leg, starting at her boot, sliding onto her calf and up her thigh before sliding my hand across and grazing her toy. The second my hand hit the soft skin, I felt Lara’s toy jump in excitement.

“I’ve a feeling this delightful delicacy may get me hooked, Lara.”

“That’s the plan.”

Shuffling closer, I grasped Lara’s jewels in one hand while gently stroking her toy with the other. The response was immediate.

“You won’t break it, Cole.”

I slid my hand from root to tip. While feeling foreign at first, I soon got the hang of it, prompting Lara to lean against the bedpost.

“It tastes even better.”

Sitting at eye level was five inches of rock-hard pleasure. I didn’t need any further prompting, driving my lips deep over the full length.

“Ah, yes. That’s the way.

Lara’s hand slid into my curly locks and guided me along the way. She didn’t need to say a word; we were both perfectly in sync.

I pulled back and pushed forward a few times, feeling Lara shiver as I did. As Lara’s hand pulled and pushed my hair faster, I sped up my action. Shivers turned into shakes before I heard the magic words.

“I’m coming.”

Bracing myself for Lara’s gift, I held deep until every drop had been delivered. That’s when Lara collapsed back onto the bed.

I waited until Lara’s five inches became three inches before joining Lara on the bed. Cupping her gorgeous face, I pushed my lips towards her and shared the bounty I’d just received. I felt Lara’s heart beating quickly against my chest as her vanilla and cinnamon aroma invaded my lungs.

“Not a terrible start, Cole. But there’s one more test you need to pass.”

“Clothes on or clothes off?”

“Definitely clothes off.”

I rolled over and undressed. Lara stood by the bed and unzipped her dress. I couldn’t take my eyes off her as all her assets were suddenly revealed. Standing for a moment, I removed the last of my clothes, prompting Lara to smile.

“Where do you want me, Lara?”

“On all fours up on the bed.”

I waited for Lara to smile, but it never happened. She couldn’t be serious.

“Or are you going to disappoint me?”


CHAPTER TWELVE


I ASSUMED THIS was some sort of test. And I got it. Lara was the most incredible girl I’d ever met, yet somehow, she remained single. Sure, her working hours weren’t ideal for a relationship. At least not one in the traditional sense. And she appeared to have been let down in past romances. Something I simply couldn’t fathom.

“Sure. Do your best,” I said.

I moved forward and kneeled on the side of the bed. Turning my head towards Lara, I noticed her grab something from her handbag. Upon turning back towards me, I saw Lara squeeze a bottle and slide a handful of something along her tool. After around a dozen strokes, her full five inches were on display again.

“This may feel cold at first, Cole.”

A drizzle of lube dropped between my ass cheeks. Surely, she’s not serious. Why would she be…

“Hold on tight. I don’t want you getting away.”

I felt something press against my flower before Lara’s hands moved to my hips. The first few seconds felt quite weird and foreign. Sure, I’d had plenty of experience of things leaving my ass, but this was the first time anything had returned. It took two thrusts before I felt Lara’s pelvis bump against my ass, and another thrust before the most insane pleasure I’d ever felt rippled throughout my body.

Once docked, Lara took her time to rock back and forth slowly, at an even rhythm. Each thrust felt like a thousand hands caressing me from inside. While each pull back imbued pleasure differently.

“Do you like that, frat boy?”

“Yes…” was all I could say.

Over the following minute or two, Lara’s actions became rougher and less deliberate. Hey, I still felt the most incredible pleasure, especially when she pushed really deep. But her actions sped up until her pelvis pounded my ass cheeks. Until finally, all good things must end.

“I’m coming,” Lara screamed.

A warm inner glow took over from the insane pleasure. Lara collapsed against me, holding our connection tight for another minute. Eventually, I dropped onto the bed, carrying Lara gently onto the mattress on top of me. Lara kissed my neck, prompting me to turn my head.

“Okay, you’ve proved yourself, Cole. Now it’s your turn.”

“Shouldn’t we wait until your gift returns?”

“It’s not like a Christmas present. It’ll come out when it’s ready.”

I felt a little embarrassed about my question. This was new ground for me, and I wanted everything to go perfectly.

“Then, I want to be inside you.”

“Your wish is my command.”

Lara rolled onto the bed, allowing me to roll over beside her.

“Let’s get you comfortable, and ready for the ride of your life.”

With a couple of pillows behind my head, I made myself comfortable. Lara reached for the lube and placed it beside us. She turned and straddled me before reaching out and licking my weapon. Unsure what to do, I did likewise.

“There’ll be time for that later, frat boy. Lube me up.”

Feeling Lara’s heavenly lips wrap around my weapon, the blood suddenly rushed from my head. Her lips felt divine and quickly had my full six inches glowing purple. I heard her squeeze the tube of lube.

“Hold out your hand, Cole.”

I did as instructed, feeling the cold liquid drop into my palm.

Lara worked my tool with both hands, applying a liberal coating of lube while I prepared her perfect pink flower. With her hands still working my tool, Lara turned to face me and placed the tip of my weapon against her flower. And she dropped, a few inches at first, but then the whole way.

“Oh, Cole, you get right in there, don’t you?”

Pushing with her legs, Lara lifted slowly before dropping like a stone, pounding my pelvis with her shapely ass as she did. Those first few lifts felt heavenly. As if my weapon was being massaged along its total length at once. Firmer than a pussy, but much more sensual. I lay back and gave in to the pure pleasure.

I watched Lara’s face light up with excitement as each move pulled a different lever. Her mesmerizing cognac-brown eyes told an obvious story. She was in ecstasy. Each time Lara dropped, her eyes pushed up and out of sight. Each time she lifted, her focus came back momentarily. Feeling Lara labor, I placed my hands on her hips and helped her move smoothly. Pretty soon I felt totally responsible for our joint pleasure.

“Go deeper,” Lara screamed.

I pulled her hips down with increased force. Each drop went deeper and deeper until I could no longer control my body any longer.

“I’m coming,” I screamed.

Lara’s body dropped, as deep as any time before. She let out an audible growl as I felt my gift leave my body and transfer into Lara’s. I held her deep with all my strength to maintain our connection for as long as possible. Lara’s smile told me she’d been more than happy with my performance.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


THAT NIGHT WAS the perfect end to our ‘Oh So Fine’ experience. And while that had nothing to do with the culinary delights, it had everything to do with coming down after the high I’d been on since New York. Lara took me places I never imagined existed, all while never leaving our suite at the Hotel Monteleone. I learned so much about myself and the extraordinary benefits of dating a transgender girl.

The winners’ check provided everything that the Costa family had been fighting for. It saved their restaurant and their home while guaranteeing their continued life in America. Lara had enough money to hire a chef for the family restaurant. Though she never did. Family meant more to her than working at a Michelin star restaurant. But the money and notoriety allowed her to uplift the family restaurant’s offering. Drawing critical acclaim from culinary figures like Martha and Nigella as she did.

But Lara got to cut her hours back. And spend a lot more time away from home. If she wasn’t visiting North Carolina to savor my mother’s cooking, I was enjoying meals in New Orleans. And my mother often joined us, although she became quite the North Carolina culinary celebrity. Not only did she release a cookbook that remained on the New York Times Best Sellers List for six months, but she also picked up a regular gig on the local news.

Luna finally came around and acted more friendly towards me. Even if she occasionally had to be dragged back into line by Morena. Entering ‘Oh So Fine’ had been her idea. A Hail Mary to save the family from returning to Peru. And she’d put everything on the line to do it. Even changing the ownership of her social media accounts and putting her successful influencer career on the line. Though she didn’t expect it, after ‘Oh So Fine’ her followers actually took a major jump.

‘Colara’ continued to trend for a month after the grand finale aired. And Lara and I got many offers to guest on television shows. But I decided my celebrity phase was over. And Lara was even less interested in opening her life up to question-hungry journalists. I’d achieved everything I could ask for when I applied to the show. My mother found a new lease on life, and I found the love of my life. Both outcomes I considered ‘Oh So Fine’.
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Thank you for reading one of my books! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it for you. I’m probably in the process of working on another book right now.
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YOUR FEEDBACK WOULD BE APPRECIATED

Did you know that being an author is very much a SMALL BUSINESS?

REVIEWS are the easiest way to say THANK YOU to an author. A review is a FREE gift that has great value and encourages the author to produce more books.

Reviews can be short, such as simply “I liked it.” It’s the number of reviews that helps the most.

Amazon has simple privacy settings for reviews. It’s easy to hide a review from your profile while still providing important feedback.
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#1 - Leave a review on Amazon

#2 - Leave a review at Goodreads
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Thanks again for taking the time to read the book!

Yumi


TRAPPED
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Would you travel halfway around the world at an hour’s notice? What checks and balances would you insist on?

Robert Fletcher is a lucky guy. At twenty-six, this conservative mid-western guy works out of the Boston office of a top global consulting firm. With an apartment in the trendy Beacon Hill district, he gets to travel the US each week solving complex problems for the largest companies in the country. And his latest assignment has tongues wagging and consultants worldwide eager to pick his brain.

But Robert’s dreams are bigger. And he knows that the spotlight in consulting is fleeting. To leverage his great work, he needs to jag a global assignment. One that will launch his career into the consulting stratosphere. So, when someone pulls out of the perfect assignment at the eleventh hour, Robert’s name comes to the top of the list. And he gets the opportunity of a lifetime. One where he is paired with the firm’s gun consultant, a force of nature who takes no prisoners and never fails to deliver, Cassie Johnson.

Naturally, Robert jumps at the chance to work in Glasgow for three months, on a project that will be as challenging as it will be career-defining. But when he hastily agrees to join Cassie at her hotel of choice, he signs up for Cassie’s lifestyle, twenty-four-seven. And that places him in completely foreign territory. Three months is a long time to be trapped in someone else’s life. Especially when that someone is your polar opposite. But sometimes adversity is what you need in order to find success. And Robert quickly discovers opportunities he never imagined possible.

If you like transgender romances with action and heart, like ‘Love Actually’, then you’ll love ‘TRAPPED’. The latest story from indie-author, Yumi Cox.

Will Robert successfully resist temptation, or will new opportunities prove just a little too enticing?


FREE DRESS FRIDAY
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How far would you go to secure the job of your dreams? What lines would you cross? What lines wouldn’t you?

Harrison Tate is a mid-western farm boy looking to launch a stellar legal career with the most prestigious anti-discrimination law firm in the country. Securing one of the rarest and most sought after legal practice internships, Harrison knows he’s only one step away from the graduate role that could pave his future career with gold. After five years of hard work, he must make every post a winner during his ten week stint, or risk losing the opportunity of a lifetime.

From his first day at the firm, and first interactions with his co-workers, Harrison discovers his kryptonite. And there’s no shortage of it. It seems there’s a gorgeous woman around every corner. And most of them fall into his sexy mature woman sweet spot. Harrison finds it impossible to shift his focus from his colleagues and onto the work. And having been nick-name headshot Harry, it seems he may just about have the pick of any girl in the office. He even thinks there’s a bounty been placed on his back.

So, when Harrison gets a reprieve, he jumps at it. Two weeks in a sister office supporting the firm’s top legal eagle, gives Harrison a first-hand view of his future career. And removes him from temptation. Or so he thinks. Because his gorgeous boss, Karen Smith, is more of a handful than an office full of stunners. ‘Don’t sleep with the boss’, was his mentor’s parting words. But that looks increasingly difficult as Karen has him well and truly in her sights. Like a lamb to the slaughter, he finds himself in the hands of a seductress, in what seems like a very faraway land.

If you like transgender romances with more than a touch of drama and intrigue, like ‘The Crying Game’, then you’ll love ‘FREE DRESS FRIDAY’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Harrison be able to navigate his way through deep and treacherous waters, or will one night of pleasure destroy his dreams forever?


DEEP INSIDE
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How far would you go to satisfy your partner’s sexual urges? What lines would you cross? Any you wouldn’t?

Tony Walsh is loving life. Married to the woman of his dreams, living in the most awesome apartment in Manchester, and thriving in a job he loves with great friends, life couldn’t get much sweeter. And with his seventh wedding anniversary coming up, he has spent months planning the most romantic night to celebrate the milestone in style. He even has the ‘let’s start a family’ talk planned. Nothing could make his life more perfect.

But Margaret, the love of Tony’s life, isn’t on the same page as Tony. Or even in the same library. Even dining at the perfect restaurant and being surrounded by a room full of loving couples, doesn’t get Margaret feeling romantic. She seems more interested in chatter on her phone and other patrons than she is in Tony. And when a message from her new work friends invites them to a local club, she begs Tony to go.

Since recently moving jobs, Margaret has changed her hair, her clothing and spent lots more time with her new work colleagues. And when Tony meets her friends at the Vanilla lesbian bar, Tony quickly discovers the reason behind the changes in Margaret. Sarah, a drop-dead gorgeous nineteen-year-old bisexual girl with a passion for married women and swinger clubs, has more than just a little crush on Tony’s wife. And that feeling appears to be reciprocated.

If you like coming-of-age romance stories where the characters are trying to reignite that spark like ‘Crazy, Stupid, Love’, then you’ll love ‘DEEP INSIDE’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

How far will Tony go to compete for Margaret’s affection and save his marriage? And could those changes alter Tony’s view on sex and marriage, forever?


WE MET BY ACCIDENT
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Do you believe that a single decision can change the direction of your life?

Dane Henson is not a risk taker. Born and bred in middle America, the most courageous thing Dane ever did was move two hours north to Minneapolis to join a graduate program straight out of college. Young, handsome and the sort of guy everybody gets along with, Dane’s exterior hides a shyness and conservative nature that keeps him well and truly out of love’s way.

After starting work as a salesman for a clothing wholesaler, his days and weeks are spent on the road hustling fashion accessories to make a sale. And six months into his new career, Dane has learned to use his youthful exuberance and good looks to his advantage. Both his sales results, and his star, are definitely on the rise. But a big part of his success has come from a relationship forged with the flamboyant Stef Moon, buyer for the five hundred store ‘Christopher and Banks’ fashion chain.

Returning from his regular Friday afternoon call on Stef, Dane is excited to ring the sales bell, signalling another extraordinary sales performance. But the gods seem to have other ideas. A one-hour commute quickly becomes a ten-mile carpark with no end in sight. Dane has always relied on his GPS for navigating his new town, but now he must choose whether to take a risk and forge his own path or end up sitting in traffic for hours.

If you like transgender romance stories in the vein of ‘Sliding Doors’ where a single decision can change a life forever, then you’ll love ‘We Met By Accident’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

How will Dane’s decision to follow his instincts lead him to find the love of his love life in the most unexpected place?


APARTMENT 314
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Do you believe in love at first sight or does true love of a soul mate take time to blossom?

Alexander Andersen is young, good looking and a successful sports journalist. He seems to have the world at his feet. But Alexander’s housemate and best friend, Ludwig, seems to one-up Alexander on every front. From jobs to income to girls, Ludwig always seems one step up the ladder from Alexander.

When the apartment down the hall, apartment 314, gets rented, the boys have high expectations. But flight attendant Britt and her social media maven sister, Emma, exceed all expectations. The boys think all their Christmases have come at once. Both girls are new in town, model level attractive, and amazingly, single. The perfect combination.

But alpha Ludwig soon turns the arrival into yet another competition. A two-part bet that will see the winner get his laundry done, and have their rent paid, for a month. The race is on to date one of the sisters. That is until a mystery girl walks from apartment 314 and steals Alexander’s heart. Tall, brunette and with brown eyes, this girl intrigues, and really stands out against the blonde-haired, blue-eyed population of Oslo.

If you like transgender romance stories with an air of mystery and plenty of fun, then you’ll love ‘APARTMENT 314’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Ludwig successfully alpha Alexander away from the gorgeous girls of apartment 314, or will Alexander win the bet, and love of his life, by taking a massive chance on love?


THE APPRENTICE
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What would you do if you got offered a job that paid ten times your current salary? Are there lines you wouldn’t cross?

Shane Gold has just secured his first job, as Apprentice Electrician for Sparks Electrical. Short, skinny and naive, he wonders how he secured the job ahead of more physically capable candidates. But while Shane loves his job and working for his hot young boss Brian, his $150 per week salary is going to be challenging to live on.

Shane’s first job is a full re-wiring of Bella’s Bordello, a brothel owned by Madam X and renowned for its Virgin Conversion Therapy. He can’t believe he gets paid to spend two weeks at a brothel, learning the ropes, getting coffees and hanging out with the sexy staff.

And his favourite staff member is Natasha, the most popular gurl at Bella’s. She has everything he wants in a girl and then some. Things heat up when Shane discovers how Madam X keeps her costs under control. How will Shane spend his four hours VIP credit and will he finally pop his cherry?

If you like transgender romance stories where the hero and heroine come together, then you’ll love ‘The Apprentice’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

How will Shane spend his VIP credits and why will it change his life, and relationships with Natasha and Brian, forever?


ABOUT YUMI
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Yumi Cox is a young writer on the rise from the beautiful city of Newcastle, Australia via Kyoto, Japan.

Growing up amongst the rich culture of Japan, Yumi was able to explore her imagination through comic books, short stories and classic novels.

Moving to Australia at age thirteen, she experienced passion, love and sex for the first time, which she channels into her writing.

Yumi spends her time equally between the traditional and reserved Japan and the youthful and vibrant Australia.

Yumi chose to become a writer of erotic romance in order to embrace the duality of her life.

Checkout Yumi’s novels on Amazon or Goodreads.

Or follow her on Facebook or Twitter.

STORY IDEAS ARE ALWAYS WELCOME

If you’ve got an idea for a novel, or there’s a kink you particularly like, drop Yumi an email – she’d love to include your feedback in her next novel!

Want to get in touch with her? That’s also easy! Email: yumi@yumicox.com
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