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Synopsis

Maya Vaughn, the hottest young pastry chef to emerge
from the reality television machine, enjoys spending time with men
and women alike. When she takes a turn as a judge on the very show
that launched her career, she expects to find a nice change of
scenery and a little diversion.

A late-bloomer at forty-two years old, Shannon Hayes
is finally on the precipice of achieving her dreams. She has one
shot to prove she can compete with chefs half her age with much
more experience. Engaging in a fling with a judge fourteen years
her junior would almost certainly kill that chance.
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her fans another fast paced story of fire, with both buildings and
emotions burning hotly. …Dutton has done an excellent job of
portraying two women who are each fighting for their own dignity
and learning to trust again. The delicate tug of war between the
characters is well done as is the dichotomy of boredom and drama
faced daily by the firefighters. Point of Ignition is a
story told well that will touch its readers.”—Just About
Write


For the Love of Cake

© 2015 By Erin Dutton. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-62639-298-4

 


This Electronic Book is published by

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, New York 12185

 


First Edition: February 2015

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Susan Ramundo

Cover Design By Sheri
(GraphicArtist2020@hotmail.com)


By the Author

Sequestered Hearts

Fully Involved

A Place to Rest

Designed for Love

Point of Ignition

A Perfect Match

Reluctant Hope

More Than Friends

For the Love of Cake


Acknowledgments

With every new book, I learn new things from my
editor, Dr. Shelley Thrasher. Shelley, you make every book even
better and you make me a stronger writer. Thanks also to everyone
at Bold Strokes Books who does their part to produce a library that
I’m incredibly proud to be a part of.

With this book, I also got the opportunity to explore
another interest. I was honored to have Sheri include one of my
photographs in her awesome cover design. Thanks to Marcia and Lana
at Hermitage Bakery for your friendship and for allowing me to
watch you work. And for your petit-fours. They are truly
amazing.

Thanks to fellow BSB author Rebekah Weatherspoon for
sharing your knowledge of reality television. Any errors or
liberties I’ve taken are mine alone.

Thanks to D. Jackson Leigh, Donna K. Ford, Yolanda
Wallace, and VK Powell for including me in the Southeast Pride Tour
these past couple of years. Meeting up with these talented authors
inspires me to work harder and write more. And to everyone who’s
come out to visit our booths and chat with us about books. It’s so
cool to talk to fellow readers and share the excitement.

As always, I’m grateful for my friends and family who
love and support me in everything I do. I’m so blessed. This book
wouldn’t have been possible without the help of my partner,
Christina. She is always there when I need to talk about the story.
And, when necessary, she takes care of everything else, so I have
time to get the words on the page.


Dedication

To dessert…because you inspire me and I love you.


Chapter One

“You’re the most well-known openly bisexual chef on
television today.”

Maya Vaughn canted her head and regarded Charlie
Sutter with an expression she knew conveyed amusement. “Is that a
question?”

She refused to open up completely, even though she’d
agreed to the interview. Well-known for gaining access to the most
exclusive celebrity stories, Charlie pretty much expected full
disclosure. But Maya had a rebellious reputation to uphold. And
she’d managed to maintain control by insisting the interview take
place in her NoLita apartment. In fact, these days, she sometimes
only felt in control while ensconced in the light, modern interior
of her place in the trendy neighborhood of Manhattan.

She gave Charlie credit for holding her gaze
steadily. “I’m looking for confirmation.”

“That I’m the most well-known? Or that I label myself
as bisexual?” Maya deliberately drew out the question. She leaned
back in the black wingback chair, concentrating on the feel of cool
leather against her bare shoulders. She’d chosen her loose-fitting,
sleeveless top in order to project the same casual air she was
currently faking. “I don’t need a label. I love who I love.”

“Isn’t that just a line?”

She shrugged. “It works.” She stopped short of giving
Charlie a flirtatious wink, but judging by the slight narrowing of
his eyes, he’d received the message.

“In the past few years, you’ve been linked with a
number of men and women.”

She raised a pierced brow and let the statement hang
in the air, forcing Charlie to go on.

“Have you loved them all?”

“Have you loved everyone you’ve dated?”

“We’re talking about your escapades.”

“Escapades?”

“What else would you call sleeping with,” Charlie
glanced down, flipping through his index cards though Maya guessed
he only did so for effect, “six women and four men in the past
year?”

“Wow, exact numbers. So, you were just being politely
vague a moment ago?” Inwardly, she winced at the reference to the
past year, but on the outside she remained unruffled.

This time, Charlie waited.

“I haven’t slept with everyone I’ve been photographed
with, not that it’s anyone’s business.” She hated the defensiveness
in her voice. And she resented the focus of this interview. Despite
her many accomplishments, including an upcoming stint as a mentor
on a food-competition show, her sexuality remained forefront on
everyone’s mind. Because she identified as unapologetically bi, she
was automatically promiscuous.

“I’m not judging you, Maya.” Charlie’s suddenly low
tone set off a tingle of apprehension. “In fact, after last year I
would say you’ve earned a little recreation.”

She fought to keep her expression neutral, knowing
only the twitch of tiny muscles around her eyes gave away her
growing irritation as they trod dangerously close to a topic she
considered completely off-limits. She shifted in her chair and
crossed her legs in order to cover the instinctive squirm. The
silence grew uncomfortable as each waited for the other to speak.
Charlie leaned forward as if he meant to touch her arm, but he
never closed the distance between them. His sympathetic smile
contradicted the predatory gleam in his eyes, and she tensed for
flight. She could throw them out right now. Though she’d allowed
the cameras into the spacious living room, thanks to the open floor
plan, it was only fifteen steps across the gleaming, mahogany
hardwood to the door.

“Now you’ve got a new project coming up.”

She relaxed only slightly, uncertain if he’d dropped
the subject or if he wanted to lure her into complacency. “Yes. I’m
very excited to be taking a turn as one of the mentors on For
the Love of Cake.” The well-known reality show responsible for
her own fame was about to begin its seventh season. The producers
worried the format had become stale so they’d offered her a
contract as a mentor in an attempt to boost the ratings.

“You’re the first former alum to become a mentor. To
date, you’re still the most popular competitor.”

“That’s a matter of opinion.”

“One that many people share.”

Now she was certain she was being buttered up.

“I understand they’ve moved this year’s competition
out of New York City. Nashville, is it?” He continued to lead her
onto safe ground.

“That’s right. The producers hope bringing the show
closer to the roots of the country might connect with the
audience.” Most people assumed the South was only good for barbeque
and the meat-and-three joints known for their country cooking. But
Nashville’s food scene was evolving in every forum, from food-truck
fare to upscale dining.

“You must welcome the change of venue. Another chance
to get out from under the microscope and all.”

She braced her hands against the arms of her chair
and shifted forward. “I don’t have a need to escape.”

“No? In less than a year, you’ve taped three
television specials, written a cookbook, and made the rounds of
talk shows and magazine covers. I’d say you’ve set an impossible
pace lately.”

“Apparently not. Since, as you so aptly pointed out,
I’ve had plenty of time for socializing.” She surged to her feet,
pulled off her mic, and dropped it in her chair.

“Maya—”

“This interview is over.”

“Wait.”

“No.” Maya strode toward the bedroom, desperate to
put a wall between them. Charlie followed, his shoes heavy on the
hardwood floors.

“I only meant—”

Maya whirled around quickly, bringing them
face-to-face. “I know exactly what you meant. And you know you
overstepped. Edit what you have so far however you wish. But we’re
done now.”

*

“Jori?” Sawyer Drake called as she walked through the
front door of Drake’s Desserts. “We don’t have any customers out
here. We could flip the closed sign, lock the door, and—”

Shannon Hayes hurried through the swinging door from
the kitchen, hoping to make her presence known before Sawyer
embarrassed herself.

“Not going to finish the sentence?” Shannon asked
with an easy grin. She wheeled a rack of baked goods close to the
display case and began arranging pastries inside.

“No. I don’t think I will.” Sawyer stepped closer,
obviously drawn by the smell of chocolate permeating the entire
shop.

“Too bad. It would be the most action I’ve had in a
long time.” In the twelve months that Shannon had worked at the
bakery, she’d become friends with Sawyer and her partner Jori
Diamantina, chef-owner of Drake’s Desserts.

“To be fair, you’ve been working pretty hard.”

“Yeah, I should ask my boss for a day off so I can
get laid.” Shannon winked and tilted her head toward the
kitchen.

She wouldn’t have the energy for a social life even
if she wanted one. Though she’d been hired primarily as a cake
decorator, she had a knack for assisting customers at the front
counter as well, allowing Jori to spend more time in the kitchen
where she was happiest, anyway.

Then, by the grace of God and Facebook, the cake
orders had increased steadily with her growing reputation. Last
week, Jori had hired a college student to work the counter for
summer during peak times in order to free Shannon up for
decorating.

“Is this what you two talk about when I’m not
around?” Jori asked as she pushed through the swinging door.

Sawyer shrugged. “What could be more important?”

“For Shannon? Her new career.”

“I think we’ve proved you can have sex and a career.”
Sawyer inched closer to Jori and touched her waist. “Though it
certainly is a lot more work when you throw in two careers.”

“Thank you, for describing sex with me as
work.”

Sawyer kissed Jori’s cheek, then leaned around her to
eye the fresh chocolate-chip cookies on the bakery rack. She’d only
taken one step when Jori grasped her wrist.

“Stay away from my cookies.”

“You know you’re going to give them up. You always
do.” Sawyer squeezed Jori’s hip, then smiled, reached around, and
snagged a cookie. “I’ve never been able to resist them.”

Jori laughed. “If your name wasn’t on the sign I’d
never let you get away with that.”

Sawyer pulled a five-dollar bill from her pocket and
dropped it on the counter. “Worth every penny. And you had your
chance to have your name up there.”

Jori pulled out the same comment about the name of
the bakery at least once a month. And every time Sawyer’s response
was the same. It didn’t matter to Shannon what name was on the
sign, as long as she got to come to work there every morning. She
loved Jori’s confidence in her and the creative freedom she
granted, and she also enjoyed the familial feel of the small shop
and its proprietors.

Jori punched a button on the register and slid the
five in the drawer, then pushed it closed. “I wish all of our
customers tipped like you do.”

“Ah—of course. I’m glad I didn’t give you the twenty.
So, Shannon, have you been practicing?”

“What?”

Sawyer drew an envelope from her back pocket and
turned it to reveal the return address. Then she held it up as if
pretending to read the contents against the sunlight from the front
window. “Well, I happened to grab the mail on my way in here. Why
did you use the bakery address for your application anyway?”

A month ago, Shannon had confessed that she’d applied
for a spot on the reality show For the Love of Cake. She’d
apologized for her poor timing and assured them that she probably
wouldn’t get it anyway.

“No way,” Jori said, reaching for the envelope.

“Whoa, this is Shannon’s.” Sawyer jerked it away as
Jori made one more grab for it, then handed it to Shannon.

“I hope you don’t mind that I used the address here.
My mailman keeps putting my mail in my neighbor’s box, and I’m not
certain it’s all making its way across the hall.” Shannon slipped a
finger under the loose edge of the flap and paused. “I don’t know
if I can open it.”

“Sure you can.”

“No, I can’t. I’ve been telling myself and everyone
else that the show didn’t matter that much, but now that I’m
holding this—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, give me that.” Jori snatched
it away and ripped it open. She began reading to herself while
still talking. “You’ve had us waiting for weeks. I just have to
know if—”

“What does it say?” Shannon demanded.

“You got it.”

“What?”

“You. Got. It.”

“No.”

Jori laughed and handed over the paper. “Yes.”

“Oh my God.” Shannon shook her head, shock making it
difficult to read the words on the page.

“So, I’ll ask you again.” Sawyer wrapped her arm
around Jori’s waist and smiled at Shannon. “Have you been
practicing?”

“I’ve been dreaming about cake, but I don’t know that
I’ll ever feel completely prepared.”

“Why not?” Sawyer asked as she took her turn reading
the letter.

“It’s not just the cake. I’m looking forward to being
challenged and inspired. But—it’s national television. I feel a
little queasy just thinking about it.”

“I know what you mean,” Jori said.

“Yeah, Jori would have thrown up already.”

“Okay, maybe I would have.” Jori pushed Sawyer away
playfully. “But you don’t have to sound so smug about it.” To
Shannon, she said, “You’d better get ready. You’ll be representing
Drake’s.”

“Oh, believe me. I’m aware of how much pressure I’m
under to perform.”

“Hey, I was teasing, sort of. I know how hard you’ve
worked for this. I can’t say we won’t miss you, but we’re proud of
you.”

“Even if I’m eliminated early and return after a day
begging for my job back?”

“Absolutely. You’ll have a job here as long as you
want. But I don’t think you’ll need it. You’re going to be
great.”

“So, when do you start?” Sawyer asked.

“Two weeks. Not quite long enough to get things in
order. But luckily the taping has been moved to Nashville this year
so I won’t be too far away.”

“So close, but not near enough. Even if the producers
would allow it, I doubt you’ll have time to be here. I don’t know
how we’ll find someone to fill your shoes that quickly,” Jori
said.

“I went to school with a talented woman named
Mackenzie.”

“Emphasis on decorating?”

“Well, she’s not as good as me, but—yeah, she’s a
great decorator.” She winked. “I can pass on that you’ll be looking
for someone, if you’d like.”

“Absolutely. Tell her to drop by sometime.”

Shannon scanned the letter once more, then folded the
pages. She got her bag from under the counter and shoved them
inside, her fingers brushing the magazine she’d put there earlier
and forgotten about.

“Have you seen this?” She slapped the magazine on the
counter between her and Jori. Sawyer started to lean in, but Jori
snatched it.

“It was waiting in my mailbox yesterday.”

“Yum,” Jori murmured as she gazed at the cover.
“Thank God your mailman didn’t give this away.”

“What is it, some kind of cooking magazine?” Sawyer
asked.

“Sort of.” Shannon blushed. “There’s an article on
Maya Vaughn in there.”

Jori flipped the pages until she found the story.

“Who’s Maya Vaughn?” Sawyer narrowed her eyes at
Jori.

“The hottest pastry chef on the planet.” Jori tossed
Sawyer a sexy smile, obviously knowing she could get away with that
type of comment.

“I thought you were the hottest pastry chef on
the planet.” Sawyer moved closer, surveyed the full-page photo
opposite the feature story, and whistled.

From where Shannon stood, she could see the photo
clearly, though she didn’t need to. She’d already read the article
several times and studied the picture for longer than she was
willing to admit. In fact, she’d read every article she’d found
featuring Maya since she first appeared on the very show she would
now be a part of. Though she hated to admit it, she even read those
trashy rags at the supermarket checkout if she saw Maya Vaughn on
the cover.

Though not as vocal, Shannon’s own reaction to the
photo had been as instant as Sawyer’s. In the shot, Maya stood in
front of a stainless-steel worktable with a row of pots hanging on
an overhead rack behind her. Her platinum-blond hair, nearly shaved
on the sides and longer on top, featured a fuchsia streak in the
front and swirled above her head in a style that surely defied
gravity. In one fist, she grasped a whisk, raised in the air as if
poised to fight. Her white chef coat hung open, revealing a black
T-shirt with bright-pink lettering on the front. The swirls and
lines of several tattoos began around her wrists and disappeared
under her coat sleeves, which were shoved halfway up her
forearms.

The rips in her jeans seemed strategically placed to
make Shannon’s heart and other places pound with lust.

“Shannon?”

She tore her eyes from a hint of inner thigh. Damn,
if that rip were two inches higher Maya could be arrested for
indecent exposure. “What?”

“I know that look.”

A hot blush spread over her face and she couldn’t
meet Sawyer’s eyes. “Her work is amazing. I admire her talent.”

“Yeah? Where exactly do you see her talent in that
picture?” Sawyer laughed. “Hey, I don’t blame you, she’s sexy. But
I didn’t know you went for that type.”

“What type? Young enough to be my daughter? I
don’t.”

“She’s not quite that young, is she? But I wouldn’t
blame you,” Jori said, grinning when she earned a scowl from
Sawyer. “I may be practically married, but I’m not dead. Look at
that face, she’s gorgeous. And her style—hot in an edgy, unstable
sort of way.”

Maya’s oval face, creamy skin, and high cheekbones
could have been called classically beautiful if not for the ring
piercing one perfectly arched eyebrow. Shannon had seen photos in
which Maya appeared serene, her features smooth and graceful. But
in this picture, her eyes flashed, her nose wrinkled, and her mouth
curled slightly as if the photographer had caught the beginning of
an aggressive growl. Piercings and tattoos—she’d never imagined
that at forty-two years old she would find herself so attracted to
a much-younger woman who looked more like a rock star than a chef.
Was this some type of mid-life crisis?

“So, seriously, you’re both that impressed by this
chick?” Sawyer asked, glancing between them.

“She’s a rock star, professionally, of course,”
Shannon said, stumbling to cover up the direction her thoughts had
just taken. Her stomach had been knotted ever since Sawyer had
brought that envelope. Now, worry that she’d be insanely outmatched
and get sent home the first day would keep her up at night for the
next two weeks. She didn’t need to deal with nerves about meeting a
chef of Maya Vaughn’s caliber as well. She just hoped she could
stick around long enough to exchange more than a few words with
her.

“Well, you’ll get to find out soon enough. She’s the
newest mentor on the show,” Jori said.

Shannon nodded. “I know.”

“So how does this thing work, anyway?” Sawyer
asked.

“The contestants are split into three groups, and
each group works with a mentor. Every show, someone gets put up for
elimination.”

“So there’s like a thirty-three percent chance you
could be working pretty closely with her for the next several
weeks?”

Shannon nodded.

“Oh, man, I can’t wait to watch this show.”

*

“Hey, turn on channel five. It’s about to start,”
Maya called from the kitchen. She stacked a few brownies onto a
plate, picked up two glasses of skim milk, and headed for the
living room. Her assistant and often taste-tester, Wendy, sat on
one end of the sofa, legs folded beneath her, bare feet peeking out
of the flared legs of designer sweatpants. Maya handed her the
plate. “Try these.”

Wendy took a bite and chewed slowly. “Nice. Peanut
butter?”

Maya nodded.

“Very good. But the ratio is off a little. It’s
almost too much peanut butter.”

Maya tasted one and agreed. Next time, she’d cut back
a bit on the peanut butter and the sugar as well. “Too sweet”
didn’t belong in Wendy’s vocabulary, but Maya wanted a bit more of
the nuttiness to come through.

She shifted her attention to the television as her
face flashed on-screen, followed by Charlie’s. With his strong jaw,
the cleft in his chin, and a sexy, perpetual five-o’clock shadow,
she could easily imagine how he was able to charm the truth out of
so many interview subjects. Seriously, the man didn’t have a line
on his mocha skin, not even around his striking green eyes.

“Why do you watch these interviews?” Wendy gestured
at the screen with a brownie and grinned when a piece flew onto the
coffee table in front of her. “Sorry.”

Maya faked a stern look, grabbed a napkin, and picked
up the crumbs. She hated messiness. At home or in the kitchen, she
liked her surroundings clean and organized. Wendy, however, was
only so fastidious when it came to her appearance. She liked every
perfectly arranged ebony hair in place to accentuate her angular
features, and she shadowed the lids of her almond-shaped eyes just
so. But when it came to her surroundings, she could thrive in chaos
just as well.

“It’s amusing to see how far off my story gets once
they chop it up in editing.”

“I don’t think I could stomach it.” Wendy winced as
Charlie brought up Maya’s troubles from the previous year. “You
know you could clear all of that up.”

“Full disclosure? Why should I?”

“Look. I know they haven’t earned it—”

“I don’t owe anyone an explanation about the
decisions I make.”

“I would hardly call it—”

“Since when are you so big on coming clean? Are you
going to come out to your grandmother?”

“One does not just come out to one’s very traditional
Chinese grandmother. It’s not even the same thing.” Having raised
Wendy, her grandmother was more like a parent, but in many ways,
the two-generation gap was very apparent. Wendy had endured far too
many speeches about how her father’s American blood made her lazy
and disrespectful. She didn’t want to add deviant to the list.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not giving away what little
privacy I have. That’s it. He signed off on the rules, didn’t he?”
Maya jabbed her finger toward the television, though the interview
had concluded. She didn’t insist on controlling every interview she
did, so when she asked for a topic to be off-limits, she expected
to be respected. Wendy had spoken with Charlie prior to the
interview and had assured Maya that he understood the
limitations.

“Yes.”

“He’s lucky I let him use what he already had.”

“Are you ready for Nashville?”

“No. Is there even anything to do there?” Maya
accepted the subject change as an admission that she was right
about Charlie. She and Wendy had worked together for seven years,
since just after Maya won her season of For the Love of
Cake. And she could count on one hand the number of times
either of them had ever admitted the other was right. Apologies
after a disagreement were even scarcer. But it worked for them.

“Hell if I know. But you already agreed.”

“Okay, but they downplayed that whole moving the show
from New York to the damn Bible belt until after the ink dried on
my contract. I mean, look at me. How am I going to fit in down in
Hicktown?”

“I don’t think Nashville’s like that. I’ve heard it’s
fairly progressive—”

“If you finish that sentence with ‘for the South,’ so
help me—”

“Well, it’s too late to back out so you’ll have to
make the best of it.”

“Fine. Find me some cool places to hang out while I’m
there. Please tell me there’s at least one gay bar.”

“Don’t you mean a bi-bar?”

“Very funny. Is there one or not?”

Wendy gestured to Maya’s phone on the coffee table.
“You’ve got Internet on that thing.”

Maya shook her head. “Research is in your job
description.”

“Are you even aware that there should be a line
between professional and personal?”

“Then why do I keep you around?”

“Because I’m the only person willing to have
absolutely no life except accommodating your insane schedule.”

“That’s right.” Maya snapped her fingers. She gave
Wendy a hard time, but she would never truly let her think she
didn’t appreciate her sacrifice and hard work. She paid her very
well and offered as many perks as she could. Over the years, Wendy
had become a friend and the only person Maya trusted
completely.

Despite her words, Wendy picked up her own phone and
began tapping the touchscreen. Within a few seconds, she flipped
the display around and showed Maya the website of one such
establishment in Nashville.

“Was that so hard?” Maya stood and retrieved a manila
envelope from the backpack she’d dropped by the door when she came
in earlier. “These are the files on this season’s cast.”

“Gimme.” Wendy grabbed them and scanned several
papers. “Are you sure you didn’t have anything to do with choosing
these?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Because so far, they’re all gorgeous.”

“You think I’m that superficial?” Maya picked up the
sheets as Wendy set them aside. A young, athletic-looking brunette,
fresh from culinary school, a slim African-American man with broad
shoulders, and a preppy baby dyke with the collar of her polo shirt
standing up. While Maya’s gaydar pinged, her libido remained
silent. Too butch. And by the fresh-faced look, too innocent.

“Oh, here she is.” Wendy held up a photograph.
“Middle-aged—what do you think? Washed up wannabe-chef or soccer
mom with a cake-decorating hobby? Not bad looking, though.”

Prepared to play along, Maya snatched the picture out
of her hand while Wendy flipped to the bio page. Unlike the usual
airbrushed headshot, this photo appeared to be a cropped version of
a snapshot. It depicted a woman seemingly mid-smile, as if the grin
hadn’t completely formed yet, but her full lips definitely teased
upward. The tiny lines that creased the corners of her eyes hinted
that her humor often reflected in the light-brown irises.

“Oh, Soccer Mom it is.” Wendy tapped a finger against
the page. “In order to fulfill a lifelong dream, she went to
culinary school after her daughter graduated high school.” She
tossed the bio on the sofa cushion between them and picked up the
next contestant’s information.

Maya scanned the soccer mom’s sheet. According to the
bio, Shannon Hayes was forty-two years old, but she listed only one
job in the culinary field—at a bakery in Nashville. With so little
experience, she’d likely be one of the first eliminated, which
would be a shame, because Wendy was right. She was good-looking.
She glanced at Shannon’s picture once more, then laid the paper on
the pile and reached for another one.


Chapter Two

“It’s just how I imagined it would be.”

Shannon glanced at the woman seated next to her whose
already high voice was driven up an octave with excitement. Then
she turned her attention back to the buildings passing by outside
the window of the sleek black SUV. Less than an hour ago, she’d
left her home for an undetermined amount of time. The email she’d
received from the producers indicated a tentative timeline for
filming all but the finale episode. Depending on when she got
eliminated, she might be gone a day or, if she was lucky and made
it to the end, almost three weeks. She’d secured her apartment and
arranged for her daughter and son-in-law to check on it, hoping for
the latter. The SUV picked her up at her front door, then swung by
the airport to retrieve the other three occupants. Now, as they
rode through downtown Nashville, she tried to imagine it through
the eyes of a visitor. She drove past these bars, restaurants, and
souvenir shops lining Broadway every day on her way to Drake’s, and
though she certainly felt different today, the storefronts appeared
disappointingly familiar.

“I just love country music.” The woman practically
crawled into Shannon’s lap while trying to see out the window on
her side. “Look, do you think he’s a singer?” When she turned her
head to follow the retreating back of a man in a cowboy hat on the
sidewalk, her face was uncomfortably close to Shannon’s.

The man could be a street performer or an aspiring
recording artist. In this woman’s field of vision the cowboy stood
out among the crowd. She didn’t see that the majority of the people
were either tourists or everyday businessmen and women who worked
in one of the many multistory buildings lining the streets. In
fact, if one looked past the honky-tonks, downtown Nashville wasn’t
much different from many American cities of its size. Within a few
blocks, the skyscrapers gave way to a mix of strip-style business
complexes, several universities, and residential areas made up of
everything from turn-of-the-century architecture to newly
constructed condo complexes.

Shannon pressed her head into the headrest, trying to
restore a degree of personal space. The woman grinned and settled
back in her seat with a toss of her long blond hair.

“Sorry, I’m Alice.” She grabbed Shannon’s hand from
where it had rested on the seat between them and shook it
vigorously. She glanced around as if including the other man and
woman in the vehicle in her introduction. They both nodded
politely, but neither engaged in conversation. “I’m so excited to
be here. But I’m real nervous because I left my cupcake shop with
my second cousin looking after it, and she’s not very dependable.
But how could I turn down an opportunity like this? I mean, I’d
probably sell my soul, let alone my store just to make it on this
show.”

“Shannon,” she said when Alice took a breath. But she
didn’t have time for anything more before Alice began again with a
running commentary on the height of the buildings around them.
Apparently, the only building in her South Georgia town with more
than two stories was the courthouse and that was just “on account
of being the county jail as well.”

The SUV stopped in front of a brick building. While
the place looked old, the façade didn’t give many hints about the
occupants. Large multipaned windows spanned the side of the long
rectangular building.

“Where are we?” Alice asked as they climbed out of
the SUV.

As Shannon stepped out, the smell of fresh asphalt
stung her nose. She imagined that not long ago, before the location
was reclaimed for the show, a map of weed-filled cracks had tracked
across this parking lot. “I don’t know the exact building, but it
probably used to be a warehouse for a manufacturing company back in
the early 1900s. They built a bunch of them close to the railroad
lines.”

“So we have a local?” the neatly dressed
African-American man asked as he too exited the vehicle. With one
finger, he pushed his black-framed glasses up his nose.

She nodded. “Born and raised.”

“Mason.” He clasped Shannon’s hand in a quick, yet
firm shake.

“Shannon.”

“Yeah, I caught that. You know, in between.” They
shared a smile as he gestured toward Alice, who had shifted the
target of her one-sided conversation to the remaining member of
their group.

The petite young woman, who looked barely out of her
teens, seemed adept at ignoring Alice’s ramblings. She tugged down
the hem of her tailored button-down shirt and pulled at the
waistband of her skinny jeans, which rode a bit low for Shannon’s
taste. Shannon hardly kept up with the latest fashion trends, but
she had seen some of her daughter Regan’s friends dress similarly.
The young woman effectively shut them out with a look that said she
thought she was much too hip to converse with them.

Two other vehicles pulled up and unloaded, but before
Shannon could assess the new members, they were all ushered toward
the building. They ambled along like a flock of sheep, crowding
together as they reached the door, then filing through one by one.
The same sense of nervousness that kept Shannon quiet seemed to
pervade the group as well.

Their guide called out as they walked, identifying a
locker room, hair and makeup, and craft service. Walls had been
constructed and painted beige in order to differentiate the various
areas, but the soaring ceilings of the warehouse had been left open
above them. They entered a conference room that smelled of fresh
paint and new office furniture, and were directed into the chairs
around a large rectangular table.

“Everyone please get settled so we can begin,” a man
called as he entered the room. “I’d like to welcome you all to the
show. I’m Hugh, one of the associate producers. You may hear me
referred to as an ‘AP,’ and I’ll be around a lot. Before we put you
guys in front of the cameras I want to go over a few things.” He
scanned the group, making eye contact briefly with each of
them.

For the next thirty minutes Hugh paced the front of
the room, tugging at the brim of his faded ball cap, and explained
what they should expect from the experience. They’d already signed
confidentiality agreements detailing these rules. But he reiterated
that they would have no access to television or Internet. Also,
during any telephone calls with family and friends they weren’t
allowed to discuss details regarding the show.

She wasn’t thrilled about having only limited
communication with her daughter, especially considering Regan was
currently thirty-seven weeks pregnant. She could go into labor
during the taping of the show. Shannon had already discussed the
situation with the producers, who’d agreed to give her time to go
to the hospital when the time came, but they couldn’t guarantee how
long she’d be granted. She’d balked when they asked to send a
cameraman along with her, knowing Regan wouldn’t want cameras
anywhere near her hospital room. In the end, Shannon had consented
to talk about the experience in an interview afterward.

“I hope you’re all well rested, because we’ll be
filming every day. After filming is over, please remember the
details of your contracts—complete confidentiality regarding the
results of the show. You’ll resume your normal lives for eight
weeks while the episodes continue to run, and then the top three
will move on to the live finale. You must wait until after the
finale airs to discuss the results with anyone, including
and especially the press.”

Shannon glanced around, still trying to gauge the
personalities of the others in the group. Hugh continued talking
about the importance of being aware of the cameras while also
ignoring them. The contestants should know where the cameramen were
so as not to block an important shot, but shouldn’t appear to be
looking into the lenses.

When he was finished, he brought in two other
producers, who began another spiel about expectations, much of
which overlapped what Hugh had already said. The group spent the
first half of the day sitting in the conference room reviewing
legal necessities.

During downtime, Shannon tried to check out the
competition. In addition to the three from her SUV, there were
eight more contestants. She didn’t catch all of the names, but she
absorbed a few details. There was Ned, whose boring name didn’t fit
his ostentatious appearance at all. A strip of bright-blue hair ran
down the center of his otherwise shaved head, and she would be
surprised if he had an inch of untattooed skin below his neck. He
carried himself with the bravado and swagger Shannon had come
across often in chefs who felt they had something to prove.
Sometimes they had the talent to back it up, and sometimes they
didn’t.

In direct contradiction, Lucia, a petite Hispanic
woman, conducted herself with quiet confidence. She held her
posture, even while seemingly at rest, as if attempting to offset
her short stature. The firm set of her jaw and the alertness
shining in her dark eyes indicated she could be a formidable
opponent.

*

“So, are you ready to see where you’ll be spending
most of your time for the next several weeks?” Hugh clapped his
hands together, and the contestants jumped in their chairs. He
moved toward the door, his movements slightly twitchy. His nervous
energy probably burned enough calories to keep his frame that lean.
Shannon put him in his mid-forties, and he’d mentioned earlier that
he’d been involved in the show from early on.

They wouldn’t meet the mentors or the host until
filming began. The producers wanted their authentic reactions to
those introductions on film. They would see them for the first time
that afternoon in the kitchen.

The chorus of yeses sounded both excited and
hesitant. As they made their way through the building, the
backstage feel of the warehouse gave way to more polished sets,
decorated walls, and strategic lighting. The cameras around them
multiplied until every time Shannon tried to turn away from one,
she came face-to-face with another. And being told not to look at
them only made her want to more. Judging by the way the others
jerked their heads back and forth, they were all experiencing the
same problem. The sheer number of people running around the set
surprised her. Hugh passed most of them up without an introduction,
and Shannon guessed they were the many production assistants and
crew that actually kept the set up and ready for filming. Much of
the ingredients, supplies, fondant, and even, in some cases, layers
of cake would be prepared in advance. Everything had to be
available the moment it was needed so no time was wasted when they
could be filming.

She followed the other contestants into the kitchen,
quietly agreeing with the awed exclamations around her. She didn’t
know a chef whose heart didn’t quicken at the sight of
stainless-steel counters and top-of-the-line commercial appliances.
While the area looked spacious enough, the twelve chefs filled it
quickly. And soon, when they were working to complete timed
challenges, the area would seem even more cramped. Shannon hoped
the trembling anticipation she felt inside wasn’t visible to the
others. She felt like a racehorse waiting for the gate to open.

“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, take a few minutes to
look around. After lunch we’ll start filming, and your access to
the kitchen will be limited to challenge time only.”

They all moved quickly, eager to memorize the
kitchen. As a fan and past viewer, Shannon assumed her ability to
efficiently locate tools and ingredients could mean victory or
defeat. She only hoped the layout would be the same every day. Each
workstation included a two-burner stovetop, a cutting surface, a
small workspace, and a folded nylon case that probably held a set
of knives.

As she circled the tables, she noted the location of
mixers, pots and pans, and accessories on her way to the pantry.
Metal racks, five shelves high, contained various flours, sugars,
and, among other things, a larger variety of spices than she’d ever
had the luxury of working with.

An array of colorful fruits graced one long table.
She’d read somewhere that the show regularly donated unused
perishable food to local shelters and food banks. She counted
herself lucky to have been selected for the show, but just thinking
about what she could do in this kitchen made her even more
determined to stick around as long as possible.

Before she could spend any more time plotting how to
make that happen, Hugh called them out of the kitchen. He directed
the group to a large space where they would spend much of their
downtime between shots. Comfortable-looking sofas and stylish
chairs clustered on one side of the room, and several round tables
and chairs spread out over the other side.

He left them to enjoy lunch—a variety of gourmet
salads and sandwiches. After they ate, someone would return to take
them
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