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ne more week. Gina repeated the words to herself as she
stood on the set, her makeup already starting to melt under
the hot lights trained on her.

Five more days, two shows a day. Ten shows. And the season
would be over. She would have two weeks to rest. Two weeks with no
makeup. No heels. No cameras. She would let her jaw muscles relax.
Not smile for fourteen days. No cooking either, she vowed, knowing
immediately that was one promise she couldn’t keep. Right now she
might be sick of smiling, sick of staring into a camera, sick of explain-
ing why you had to let a roast rest before carving it, sick of chopping,
dicing, slicing, and sautéing. But that would pass, she told herself.
Just ten more shows.

“Ready?” Jess asked, from just off camera.

Gina took a deep breath and smiled up at the camera trained on
her. “Ready.”

Her brow wrinkled in intense concentration as she carefully
whisked the Parmesan cheese into the bubbling pot of grits on the
front burner of the cooktop.

“Turn the pot toward the camera so we can see the label,” Jess
said quietly from the table where she usually sat beside Scott, watch-
ing through the monitor on the laptop. Where was Scott, Gina won-
dered? Jessica DeRosa, his assistant producer, was only twenty-four,
just a couple years out of film school, and she was probably quite ca-
pable of directing a show on her own, but Scott was such a control
freak, he rarely let her.
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Without warning, the gas flame under the pot flared up, and then
just as suddenly died. Gina stared down at it, grimacing in disbelief.

“You’re frowning,” Jess commented. “Come on, Gina, don’t make
it look so hard. Remember what Scott says. These recipes should
look so easy, a trained chimp could fix ’em blindfolded.”

The cameraman snickered, and Gina looked up to give Eddie a
stare of disapproval.

“Not funny,” she said. But it wasn’t Eddie, the overweight, bald-
ing veteran of three seasons’ worth of her shows, behind the camera.
This cameraman was a kid, with a frizzy shock of blond hair stick-
ing out from under a red bandanna worn piratelike, around his fore-
head.

Where was Eddie? she wondered. Were he and Scott in some kind
of meeting elsewhere—maybe over at the Georgia Public Broadcast-
ing offices?

“I'm not frowning because the recipe won’t work,” Gina said.
“The darned stove is on the fritz again. The flame keeps flickering
out. I thought Scott said we were gonna get a new stove before the
season was over.”

Jess shrugged. “I guess we’re just gonna make do with this one for
the last week. Does it make any difference?”

“Only if we want viewers to believe I know better than to try to
cook grits on a cold stove.”

“Keep stirring,” Jess advised. “And smiling.”

Perky, that’s what Scott always insisted on. Nobody really cared
how your food tasted, as long as you looked perky and happy while
you were fixing it. And sexy. Which was why she was wearing a scoop-
neck tank top that showed off her tanned shoulders and shapely arms,
instead of the bib apron with “Gina Foxton” embroidered on it in
flowing script that she’d worn the previous season, before Scott took
over the show. And her career.

“Now add the cheese,” Jess called. “And tell us why you need to
keep stirring.”

Gina made a show of turning down the burner, even though in re-
ality, the burner was stone cold and now seemingly inoperative.

“Once your grits reach the boiling point, you want to turn the
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heat way down, to keep them from burning,” she said. “Now whisk
in your cheese, which you’ve already grated, and if it looks too thick,
you can add some more of the cream to make sure you've got the
right consistency.”

She reached for the bowl of Parmesan and dumped it into the hot
grits, stirring rapidly. But now, despite Jess’s directions to the con-
trary, she was frowning again.

She sniffed as her nose, always hypersensitive, alerted her that
something was amiss.

What was that smell? She sniffed again and realized, with horror,
that the aroma wafting from the pot was not the honest corn smell
of her stone-ground grits, nor the smell of homemade chicken stock,
nor the fresh scent of cooking cream.

No. This ... this smell ... resembled nothing more than the
stink of melting polymer.

“Gina,” Jess said, a warning in her voice. “You're frowning
again.”

“Gawd, y’all,” Gina exclaimed, shoving the offending pot away,
toward the back burner. “This stuff reeks.” As sometimes happened,
usually when she was overexcited or totally aggravated, her carefully
moderated accent-eradication coaching fell away in an instant. “Jee-
zus H. You-know-what,” Gina said. “What is this stuff?”

The kid behind the camera guffawed.

Jess blinked innocently. “What?”

Gina reached over to the tray of ingredients her prep cook had
placed on the countertop, and grabbed the plastic tub of grated
cheese. Without her reading glasses, she had to hold the tub right up
to her face to read the label.

“Cheez-Ease? Is this what we’ve come to? Y’all have sold my soul
for a tub of dollar-ninety-eight artificial cheese made out of recycled
dry-cleaning bags?”

“Please, Gina,” Jess said quietly. “Can we just finish this seg-
ment?”

Gina dipped a spoon into the pot of grits and tasted. “I knew it,”
she said. “And that’s not cream, either. Since when do we substitute
canned condensed milk for cream?”
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Jess stared down at her notes, then looked up, a pained expression
on her face. “We’re having budget issues. Scott told the girls they
should substitute cheaper ingredients wherever necessary.”

“He didn’t say anything about it to me,” Gina said, walking off
the set and toward the table where Jess sat.

She hated to make a scene, hated to come across as a prima donna
or a food snob. But you couldn’t have a show about healthy southern
cooking, a show called Fresh Start, for heaven’s sake, if you started to
compromise on ingredients.

“Jess,” Gina said calmly. “What’s going on around here?”

Jessica’s pale, usually cheerful face reddened. “Let’s take a break,”
she said. “Everybody back in ten minutes.”



he crew scattered. Watching their retreat, Gina noticed for

the first time that the cameraman wasn’t the only new face

on the set. Jackson Thomas, her sound man, had been re-
placed with a chubby-cheeked black girl with a headful of dreadlocks,
and Andrew Payne, the lighting engineer—sweet, serious Andrew,
who approached lighting as an artist approached a canvas—had been
replaced with two pimply-cheeked youths whose bumbling around
reminded her of Dumb and Dumber.

“Jess,” Gina said, sliding into the empty seat beside the assistant
producer, “where’s Scott? And Jackson?”

Jess picked up the thick production notebook that was her bible
and leafed through the pages detailing the upcoming segment.

“Jess?” Gina gently took the notebook from her.

“God, Gina,” Jess said with a sigh. “You need to talk to Scott.
Really.”

“I will,” Gina said. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know,” the younger woman admitted. “He left me a voice
mail this morning, telling me he had a meeting, and he’d be in later.
That’s all I know. Honest.”

“What about the crew? Why all the changes? And why wasn’t I
told anything about budget problems?”

“Scott said—" Jess bit her lip. “At the production meeting Friday
he just said there were some issues with the sponsors. We have to
tighten our belts to get through the rest of the season. He asked
Eddie and Jackson and Andrew to stay after the meeting to talk to
him. And when I got here this morning, the new guys showed up and
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said Scott told them to report to me.” Tears glistened in Jess’s eyes.
“I'm sorry. That’s all I know.”

“It’s okay,” Gina said. “But no more surprises. What’s going on
with the next segment? The herb-crusted salmon. You’re not going
to tell me I’'m supposed to take Chicken-of-the-Sea and make it look
like salmon steaks, right?”

Jess looked off at the set, where the prep cooks were setting up
the ingredients for the next shot. “Actually, you're using mackerel.”

“Mackerel!” Gina shot out of the chair. “I'll kill Scott when I find
him.”

Although Fresh Start with Regina Foxton aired on Georgia Public
Television, the show operated not out of GPTV’ handsome head-
quarters in the shadow of downtown Atlanta but out of leased pro-
duction and office space at Morningstar Studios, which was a bland
complex of single-story concrete-block buildings located in a light
industrial area five miles away in Midtown.

"Two years ago, when she’d signed on to host her own show, Gina
had thought the Fresh Start set the most beautiful thing she’d ever
seen. That was when everything about television was new and won-
derful. Face it, she’d had stars in her eyes, big-time.

But what could you expect from a girl from small-town South
Georgia? Odum, her hometown, wasn’t exactly Hollywood. Not
even Hollywood, Georgia, let alone Hollywood, California.

She’d majored in home economics at the University of Geor-
gia, gotten interested in writing there, and after a series of reporting
stints at small-town weeklies, she’d ended up with what she consid-
ered her dream job—food editor for the Atlanta fournal-Constitution.
At twenty-six years old, she’d been the youngest woman ever to hold
that position. Back home in Odum, her mama and daddy were beside
themselves with pride for their oldest girl.

“Do you realize who else used to be food editor at the Atlanta
newspaper?” Birdelle, her mama, had demanded. “Mrs. Henrietta
Dull, that’s who. Mrs. S. R. Dull herself. My mama kept Mrs. Dull’s
cookbook right beside her King James Bible and her Eugenia Price
novels.”
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"Two years ago, Gina was doing a cooking demonstration: no-fuss
holiday desserts, it was, on Atlanta Alive!, the noontime television
talk show on the local NBC affiliate, and Scott Zaleski was the pro-
ducer.

She’d been asked back to do three more segments after that, and
after the fourth segment, and a lot of flirting and provocative e-mails,
Scott had asked her out to dinner.

He was blond and athletic, well dressed, and wildly ambitious—
for both of them.

Six months after they’d started dating, he’d sold GPTV on her
concept for a new kind of southern cooking—flavorful but healthy,
with an emphasis on fresh, locally produced foods prepared with an
updated twist on regional traditions. It was called Fresh Start with
Regina Foxton.

Their set was the same one she’d used for the Atlanta Alive! shows.
But it was starting to grate on her nerves. The cupboard doors,
whose rich dark wood looked so expensive on camera, were actually
just stained plywood, and they were warped so badly they had to be
closed with gaffer’s tape. The countertops were a cheap imitation
granite laminate, and the cooktop, donated by a long-ago sponsor,
was, as far as Gina was concerned, ready for the scrap heap.

Their offices weren’t much either. Hers was actually the former
janitor’s closet. So much for the glamour of big-time show business.
At least she could use the mop sink to wash her face.

She steamed toward Scott’s office. How could he leave her out
of the loop on so many critical changes for the show? If there were
issues with the sponsor, and with the budget, shouldn’t she have been
the first to know?

The door was closed. She knocked, waited. “Scott?”

She opened the door and stuck her head inside. Empty.

His office was tidy as always, desktop cleared, books and tapes
stacked neatly on their shelves. She plopped down in his swivel chair,
determined to confront him as soon as he showed up.

Her irritation melted a little when she caught sight of the screen
saver on his computer. It was a color photo of the two of them, stand-
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ing on the beach last summer at sunset, his arms wrapped around her
waist. Scott’s blond hair glowed in the golden light, and her own face
seemed to glimmer with happiness.

How sweet! And surprising. Scott was the least sentimental man
she’d ever known. She had no idea the photo had meant so much to
him. She reached out to touch the screen and bumped the mouse.
Suddenly, the photo disappeared, and a document materialized on
the computer screen.

Squinting at the print, she felt a passing twinge of guilt. The small
print ran together in an incomprehensible blur. She fumbled in the
pockets of her slacks and brought out the reading glasses, which also
made her feel guilty.

Scott was always pestering her to get fitted for contacts, but she’d
tried them once, and hated the sensation of having a foreign object in
her eye. Her readers were fine, she’d protested, but he’d banned her
from wearing them on camera. No glasses, no aprons, nothing, he’d
proclaimed, that might give off even a whiff of Betty Crocker. Regina
Foxton was young, hot, and gorgeous. No granny glasses!

Glasses perched on the end of her nose, she started to read.

The document was Scott’s résumé. Laid out in neat rows of black
and white, it made him out a young television phenom. Bachelor’s
degree in comparative lit, cam laude, University of Virginia. Mas-
ter’s in film and television, Florida State University. Internships
at CBS and ESPN. Before the Atlanta Alive! job, he’d produced a
Sunday-morning political debate show for a public television station
in Jackson, Mississippi, and before that, he’d been a production as-
sistant at CNN.

She read on. E. Scott Zaleski was thirty-two years old, unmar-
ried, with professional affiliations that included board memberships
for the Association of Georgia Broadcasters and the High Museum’s
Young Associates as well as the Nature Conservancy.

He was currently employed as producer and creator of the Geor-
gia Emmy-winning Fresh Start with Regina Foxton show.

Creator? Gina said it aloud. Of her show? Fresh Start?

The office door swung open, and Scott rushed inside. He was
dressed in a dark pin-striped suit, wearing the silk Armani tie Gina
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had bought him at Barney’s in New York. He stopped in his tracks
when he saw Gina sitting at his desk.

“Hey!” he said. He glanced at his watch. “Shouldn’t you be
taping?”

“I don’t know,” Gina said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I was
just going to ask you the same question. We started taping two hours
ago. Where were you?”

Scott set his briefcase down beside the battered wooden kitchen
chair facing the desk and sat down with deliberate caution. “I was in
a business meeting. But Jess is perfectly capable of directing a seg-
ment on her own.”

Gina looked him up and down, from his impeccably cut and
groomed hair to his polished hand-stitched English oxfords. “You
look very nice.”

“Thank you,” Scott said, fingering the tie. “So do you. Look,
Gina, let’s cut the drawing-room comedy, please. What's going on?
Why are you skulking around in my office?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t call waiting for you in your
office skulking. The door wasn’t locked. Why, do you have some-
thing to hide?”

He sighed. “You’ve been reading my memos.”

“Nuh-uh,” Gina said. “Just the résumé. Although that in itself
was quite a revelation. I never realized you were the creator of Fresh
Start.”

He waved his hand in dismissal. “That’s just résumé-building.
Nobody takes that stuff seriously.”

“I do,” she said. “And I didn’t realize I should have been building
my own instead of concentrating on my piddly little job here.”

He stood up and closed the office door, then sat back down.

“I was going to talk to you. Today. After I got back from my meet-
ing. ’'m sorry you had to find out about it this way.”

“Find out what?” She felt like screaming. But she’d never been
much of a screamer. “What’s going on with the show, Scott?”

“God,” Scott said. He crossed and recrossed his legs, then leaned
forward and took Gina’s hands in his.

“I’'ve been in a meeting with the Tastee-Town people all morn-
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ing. It’s not good news, Geen. Wiley wants to pull the plug on the
show.”

Tastee-Town Foods was the sponsor of Fresh Start with Regina
Foxton. What had started as a mom-and-pop grocery store in Hahira,
Georgia, in the early 1960s had evolved into a multistate publicly
traded supermarket chain with outlets all over the Southeast. Wiley
Bickerstaft I1I was the grandson of the founder of Tastee-Town. And
the current CEO.

Gina was stunned. “But . .. Wiley loves me. He loves the show.
He had me cater his fiftieth birthday party last spring. He’s been sell-
ing the cookbook in all the stores in Georgia. I was the guest speaker
at his Rotary Club meeting last month. He invited me to lunch at the
Piedmont Driving Club two weeks ago. He never said a word.”

She rolled her chair around to within inches of Scott’s. “Wiley
Bickerstaff loves me! This must be a misunderstanding.”

“Yeah,” Scott said bitterly. “He’s nuts for you. He just doesn’t love
the show anymore. Talk about passive-aggressive behavior. Wiley
always wants to be everybody’s buddy. He left it up to me to be the
bearer of bad news.”

Gina stood up abruptly. “Scott, when were you going to tell me?
After you’d already fired every single functional member of the crew
and hired on a bunch of teenagers? Or were you going to tell me
after you had me substituting Spam for pork tenderloin?”

“Hey!” Scott said sharply. “I was trying to protect you. I still
thought until this morning that there might be some way to salvage
the show. That’s why I slashed the personnel and grocery budget. To
try to show Wiley we could still produce a viable product for a rea-
sonable amount of money.”

“And?” Gina said.

Scott’s shoulders slumped. “No go. Tastee-Town’s new marketing
director is under the mistaken impression that their advertising dol-
lars could be better spent elsewhere. They’re putting all their money
on NASCAR racing.”

“So that’s it? We'll be off the air?”

Scott sat back in his own chair. “Looks like it. I'm really sorry,
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Geen. I've been putting out feelers, hoping we’d line up a new spon-
sor, but right now, I’'m not optimistic.”

“I guess not,” she said. “Since you’re obviously hunting for a new
job.”

“That’s not fair,” he said, looking hurt. “And before you go off
half-cocked, accusing me of abandoning you, you should know that
since Wiley started making noises about dumping the show, I've
pitched you all over the country. Sent Fresh Start tapes every place I
could think of. I didn’t tell you anything because I didn’t want to dis-
tract you from making the best show possible.”

“Oh.” Now she felt like a heel. First for spying on him, and
second, for coming this close to accusing him of disloyalty, when all
he’d been doing was looking out for her best interests.

“Scotty,” she whispered, coming over and sitting down on his lap,
wrapping her arms around his neck. “I'm so sorry. I had no idea. I
had no right—"

He buried his head in her hair, kissed her forehead. “It’s all right,
baby,” he murmured. “We’ll think of something. You're the best in
the business. Wiley Bickerstaff is a moron. Tastee-Town’s gonna live
to regret getting rid of us. It’s you and me against the world, babe.”

She fought back sudden tears. God. She’d been so mad at him
for keeping secrets from her, she hadn’t thought about losing the
show. Her job! She’d worked since she was fourteen years old. Made
straight As in school, never failed at anything in her life. And now,
staring thirty in the face, she was out of work. Fired, essentially. And
if she was out of a job, so was Scott.

She felt a chill of fear run up her spine.

The previous spring, after years of renting and scrimping and
saving, right after Tastee-Town signed on for another year’s worth of
shows, she’d bought the two-bedroom town house in Buckhead, the
first home she’d ever owned. What hadn’t gone into the down pay-
ment, she’d spent on furnishing it. Her five-year-old Honda Accord
was paid for, but the transmission had been making weird sounds for
the past month.

Now what?
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“I'm almost thirty,” she said aloud. “Now what?”

“Now you get back to the set and finish the show,” Scott said,
kneading her shoulder muscles.

“Okay. But no more secrets.”

“Deal,” he said.

Gina managed a small smile. “That’s my girl,” he said, kissing the
tip of her nose. Gently, he dislodged her from his lap and stood up.
“We’ve got ten shows left under contract. Let’s make ’em the best
damned shows you’ve ever done. And in the meantime, I've still got
some irons in the fire. I'll figure it out.”

She pulled a tissue from the box on his bookshelf and blew her
nose. “Okay,” she said, her voice unsteady. “I’ll do my best. I just have
one question.”

“What'’s that?” he asked.

“What's the E stand for?”

“Huh?”

“E. Scott Zaleski. You know, your résumé. I never knew Scott
wasn’t your first name.”

He rolled his eyes.

“No more secrets, remember?”

“Eugene,” he said. “Now you know the worst.”



omehow, she managed to get through the rest of the day.

After the lunch break, Scott was back in his usual seat, guid-

ing the new crew patiently through the process of filming a
fairly technically complicated cooking show.

They filmed through the dinner hour, and once the last segment
was in the can, Scott congratulated everybody on a good day’s work,
and sent them home.

“I’'ll call you later,” he whispered to Gina as he was packing up his
laptop for the day.

She smiled. Officially, their romance was a secret. But she was fairly
certain Jess and the others knew that she and Scott were an item.

After Scott and the crew had gone, she walked around the kitchen,
letting her fingertips trail across the scarred countertop. Spotting a
grease spatter on the stainless steel cooktop, she buffed it out with
the edge of a paper towel. It might be a crummy kitchen, but it was,
for four more days, her crummy kitchen.

Feeling weirdly melancholy, she decided to hit the break room for
a Diet Coke before she headed home for the night.

“Oh!” she said, spotting a tall man with his back toward her. He
turned. It was Andrew Payne, her lighting engineer. He was tacking
a note to the bulletin board.

“For Sale,” it said, listing a Fender guitar and amps, a Seadoo Set
Ski, and lastly a 2006 Harley-Davidson Fat Boy. “Awesome condi-
tion. Sacrifice at $18,000.” All his toys.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said softly, squeezing his arm. “You're selling
the Fat Boy?”
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“Got to,” he said, his jaw clenched. “Heather’s pregnant.”

“'m so sorry,” Gina said. “I only found out about the show
today.”

He shrugged. “Heather hated that bike.”

“But you loved it. It was your baby.”

“Got a real baby on the way now. And no job.”

He turned away and headed for the door.

“Andrew,” she called.

He turned around, his face unexpectedly sullen. “Yeah, I know.
You're sorry. Scott’s sorry. Everybody’s sorry. And me and Eddie and
Jackson are the sorriest of all. Cuz we’re out of work. You have a nice
life now, Gina. Okay?”

She felt stung by his simmering anger. “Andrew, I really am sorry.
I could kill Wiley Bickerstaff. You know what they’re doing, right?
Pulling our show because they think NASCAR racing is the next best
thing to sliced bread. Can you believe it? The women who shop at
Tastee-Towns don’t care about NASCAR. They want to know how
to fix simple, delicious meals for their families.” She shook her head.
“I don’t get it. Not at all.”

Andrew’s smile was bitter. “That what Scott told you? The guy’s
got balls of solid brass, I'll give him that.”

“What do you mean?” Gina said, feeling a familiar chill run down
her spine. “Tastee-Town has a new marketing guru. He somehow
persuaded Wiley that car racing makes more sense than cooking.”

“Man,” Andrew said. “Zaleski’s really got you snowed, doesn’t he?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gina said, her voice
chilly. “I'm sorry the show’s been canceled. Even sorrier that you and
the others lost your jobs. I'm out of work too, now, you know. But it’s
business. You can’t blame that on Scott.”

“Business?” Andrew hooted. “Monkey business maybe.”

“You’d better go,” Gina said, turning her back on him. “Before 1
forget how much I like you.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, turning. “I’'m outta here.”

She heard the heels of his cowboy boots clomp across the lino-
leum floor, and then heard the break-room door swing shut. More
footsteps echoed in the empty corridor.
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“Wait,” she called, running after him. He was at the rear entry
door when she caught up with him.

“Now what?” he asked, his voice nasty.

“What don’t I know?” she asked, afraid to hear it, afraid not to.

“You really want to know? All of it? The truth?”

She lifted her chin and met his belligerent stare with her own.
“The truth.”

He hesitated. “Aw, hell, Gina. Jess said we should all just suck it
up and keep our mouths shut. But the hell with that. You got a right
to know who you’re dealing with.”

“Just tell me,” Gina said.

He scratched his chin. “I don’t know anything about the NASCAR
thing. That’s a new one on me. Maybe that’s the story Wiley put out
to save face. What I do know is that ain’t the reason Wiley Bickerstaff
canceled your show.”

“And the real reason is?”

“Crap.” He said it under his breath.

“Just tell me,” she urged. “I'm a big girl. I can take it.”

Andrew took a deep breath. “Last week, when you were down in
Odum, visiting your folks? Scott was visiting the Bickerstaffs. Only
Wiley wasn’t home at the time. In fact, Scott wasn’t visiting at the
Bickerstaff house at all. The way I heard it, he and Danitra Bicker-
staff were checked in at the Ritz-Carlton in Buckhead.”

“What are you saying?” Gina whispered.

“Mr. Bickerstaft got to wondering how come Danitra had book
club every Thursday night, but she never had any books around the
house,” Andrew said. “Dumb bitch. Book club! Have you ever met
Danitra? The only book she’s interested in is Wiley’s checkbook.
I heard he hired a private investigator. Had her followed. And last
Thursday, the detective followed her to the Ritz, where she checked
into a suite. Not five minutes later, Scott Zaleski showed up at the
front desk, introduced himself as Mr. Bickerstaff, and asked for the
key to the suite. You believe that? The bitch checked in under her
own name. And with Wiley’s American Express platinum card!”

“That’s a lie,” Gina said heatedly. “Scott wouldn’t do that.”

“You wouldn’t think so,” Andrew agreed. “No matter what else
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you think about the guy, you can’t say he’s stupid. Still, he did screw
the boss’s wife and manage to get all of us fired in the process.”

“How . .. how do you happen to know all of this?” Gina asked,
her voice breaking. “It’s probably just vicious gossip.”

“Nope, not gossip,” Andrew said. “I'm sorry, Gina. But if I'm
lyin’, 'm dyin’. Jessica went to Paideia School with Meredith Bick-
erstaff, Wiley’s daughter by the first Mrs. Bickerstaff, and Danitra’s
stepdaughter, who happens to be a year older than Danitra. Meredith
told Jess the whole story last week, right after it happened. Half of
Buckhead’s heard it by now.”

“Not the half live in,” Gina said.



he was a zombie. Driving aimlessly around Interstate 285,

circling the city, mesmerized, as usual, by the sight of the

downtown Atlanta skyline illuminated in the orange-and-
blue glow of an early summer sunset. At some point, she turned off
the Honda’s struggling air conditioner and rolled down the windows,
wanting the feel of the hot, moist air on her face, wanting the burn of
exhaust fumes in her nostrils, the smell of hot asphalt, to remind her
that she was, despite all indications to the contrary, alive.

When the transmission began its ominous knocking sounds, the
numbness began to wear off, and she allowed herself to recognize feel-
ings and emotions. Tears streamed down her face. She pounded the
dashboard and swore a blue streak. Damn Scott Zaleski. And Danitra
Bickerstaff. And for that matter, damn Mrs. Teasley, her fifth-grade
teacher, with her frizzy home permanent and pursed-lip disapproval
of Regina Foxton’s big ideas about growing up to become a famous
writer in New York City.

“Little girls who can’t diagram compound sentences don’t grow up
to become writers,” Mrs. Teasley had told her, after she’d stood before
the blackboard, flummoxed by gerunds and participles and all the rest.

Damn Iona Teasley, Gina thought. Her caustic predictions of a
dead-end future had filled a fifth-grade Regina Foxton with a steely
determination to succeed no matter what. To prove Mrs. Teasley
wrong. Middle school, high school, college, the years were a blur.
Back in Odum, Birdelle had turned her old bedroom into a shrine
of plaques, trophies, and framed certificates, all of them attesting to
Gina’s superlative abilities.
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Mama. Oh, Lord, what would Mama and everybody else back
home think when they found out their hometown star was a dud—a
has-been at thirty. Maybe that’s where she would end up—back home
in Odum, after her condo was repossessed and the Honda gave out.

It was only when she parked the car in front of the renovated
brick midrise in Virginia Highlands that she had a clear idea of her
destination for the evening.

Normally, a visitor had to call up and be buzzed into the slate-
floored lobby. But Gina knew the key code, and she punched the four
numbers in with a fury that surprised her.

She didn’t wait for the elevator, which was slow anyway. She
climbed the three flights of stairs, and wasn’t even winded by the
time she was ringing the doorbell at Unit 3C.

She didn’t actually ring it, as much as lean on it.

Scott opened the door. Music boomed from the ceiling-mounted
stereo speakers. His theme song: “Eye of the Tiger” from one of the
Rocky movies. He was bare-chested, wearing only a pair of loose nylon
shorts and sparkling white athletic shoes. He was glistening with sweat,
and clutched a plastic water bottle in his right, gloved hand.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hello, Eugene,” she said, sailing uninvited into the condo.

His rowing machine was set up in the middle of the wood-floored
living room. His racing bike hung from hooks on the wall, and his T-
shirt was draped across his treadmill. Aside from the weight bench,
set up in front of a wall of mirrors, the only other furniture in the
room consisted of a tan leather sofa, a glass-and-chrome coffee table,
and a huge, wall-mounted, sixty-inch flat-screen television.

“Don’t call me that,” he said. He picked up the remote control
and shut off the stereo.

“Why not? It’s your name.”

“Now what?”

“You slept with Danitra Bickerstaff. And that, dear Eugene, is why
Wiley shut down my show.”

His face was suddenly alive with emotion. “Who told you that?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Gina said. “And don’t bother to deny it, be-
cause I know it’s true.”
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“Christ,” he muttered, picking up a towel and mopping his chest
with it. He pulled the T-shirt over his head and took a drink of water
from his bottle. “What do you want me to say? You’ve already got
everything worked out in your head. But it’s not all black-and-white
like you want it to be.”

“It seems pretty black-and-white to me,” Gina retorted, perching
on the back of the sofa. “First you screwed me. Then you screwed
Wiley Bickerstaft’s wife. Wiley found out. He canceled my show.
Seems to me I got screwed twice. But I didn’t enjoy it nearly as much
this last time, Eugene.”

“Yeah, this is all about you, Gina,” Scott said, suddenly animated.
“Your show got canceled. You're out of a job. You got screwed. You,
you, you. How about me? Did you ever think about good old Scotty?
Hell, I've got two years of my life invested in this show. When I met
you, you were just a wannabe foodie. No sense of style, no talent. You
were a fuckin’ joke! With your goofy-ass glasses and home-ec lady
turtleneck sweater. I'm the only reason you ever got on television,”
he said, poking her in the chest with his index finger.

“Don’t do that,” she said, her voice low.

“I saw something in you,” he continued, poking her in the chest
again.

“Don’t—"

“I packaged you, I pitched you to Tastee-Town, and I won us two
regional Emmys. When Wiley started making noises about cutting
back the ad dollars, I went to Danitra, because she was such a big fan
of the show, to see if she could talk Wiley into renewing our con-
tract. So yeah, maybe I got a little too chummy with her, maybe I
made a mistake. But don’t fool yourself into thinking this is all my
fault, Gina.”

His face was pink with anger. He jabbed her again.

“Scott, stop

But he was wound tight as a tick.

1

she said.
“I went—"
poke

“—to the wall—”
poke
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“—for you—

“And this is the thanks I get,” he raged, poking her so hard she
had to take a step backward to get away from him. She stumbled, and
when she regained her footing, he was inches from her face.

“A bunch of jealous bullshit!” he screamed.

She ducked instinctively, but nothing happened.

“Christ!” he said, dropping his hands to his sides. He was winded,
panting. “I'm sorry,” he said finally. “You know I’d never intention-
ally hurt you, Gina.”

She shook her head, wanting to clear the image of his towering
over her, fists clenched.

“Gina...”

“I shouldn’t have come here tonight,” she said. She took a last
look around the room, and then she walked out.



riving home, Gina tried to make her mind tackle practi-

cal matters. She still had four more days of shows to tape.

With Scott. The memory of his face, twisted with anger,
was still too fresh. No matter. She was a professional. She would get
through this.

But then what? A new job. Where? Her old job at the Constitution
had been filled long ago, and anyway, her heart wasn’t in newspapers
anymore, even if there were any job openings. Television? What was
it that Scott had called her? A wannabe foodie? Home-ec lady?

She pulled into the parking space in front of her town house, but
left the Honda’s motor running. She found herself smiling at the
thought of her home. She thought about the paint colors she’d ago-
nized over, the window treatments her mother had sewn for the bed-
rooms, the thrift-store sideboard she’d stripped and refinished for
the dining area. She couldn’t bear to think of those rooms, stripped,
her furniture and belongings loaded in a moving van. A soLD sign
tucked in the front window.

Speaking of that window . . . the living room lights were on. She
groaned. Lisa. With all the trauma of the past day, she’d forgotten
about her little sister. She did not have the strength to deal with tell-
ing her about the day’s events. Not tonight.

Gina turned the key in the lock of her front door and with her last
ounce of strength pushed it open with her hip and staggered inside.
Dropping her pocketbook and laptop on the floor, she flopped down
on the oversize down-filled sofa and kicked the shoes from her swol-
len feet.
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“I want my mama,” she said, groaning.

The skinny blonde sprawled on the carpet in front of the televi-
sion with a headset and Xbox controls looked away from the screen,
where she’d just aced another killer in her seventeenth game of Halo
that evening.

“What?” she asked, removing the headset and scooting over to
where her big sister appeared to be in a near coma state. “What’d
you say?”

“Mama,” Gina repeated. “I wish Mama were here. She’d rub my
feet and fix me some supper and bring it to me on a tray in bed, and
brush my hair till I fell asleep.”

“I thought that’s why you were sleeping with Scott Zaleski,” Lisa
quipped.

“Lisa!” Gina said, horrified. “Who says I'm sleeping with my pro-
ducer?”

“Not you,” Lisa said. “You never let anything slip about your sex
life. But you are, aren’t you?”

“No comment,” Gina said.

“But you totally are screwing him,” Lisa persisted. “I know you’re
on the patch. I see the box in your medicine cabinet. How is he,
anyway? He seems kind of distant when he’s around me. My guess is,
he’s an animal in bed. My friend Amber says those Nordic types are
usually hung like a horse.”

“Scott and I are over,” Gina said dully. “Anyway, we are not talk-
ing about this.”

“Over? Did you two have a fight?” Lisa said eagerly.

“I refuse to discuss my private life with you,” Gina said wearily.

“Oh, give up the prissy-sissy act,” Lisa said. “We both know you’re
no virgin. And neither am I. All these late hours you keep when you're
supposedly working? My ass! I bet the two of you were screwing like
bunnies. So let’s stop this two-maiden-sisters charade.”

“No,” Gina said, sitting up with an effort. “Mama made me prom-
ise to keep an eye on you while you’re in Atlanta. You’re only nine-
teen. When I was your age—"

“You and Mike Newton went all the way at the Wayfarer Motel
on Jekyll Island after you split a bottle of Southern Comfort. It was
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spring break, and you told Mama and Daddy you were going to the
beach with your sorority sisters.”

Gina’s eyes goggled. “How did you know that? I never—”

“I found your old diary in a shoebox in the bottom of your
closet,” Lisa said, swigging from the bottle of Natty Lite she’d left
on the coffee table. “Everybody at home thinks you were a model
citizen. Miss Teen Vidalia Onion. Only I know the real truth. You
were a bad little girl, Regina Foxton,” she said, wagging the beer
bottle at her.

“Give me that,” Gina said, taking a swipe at the beer bottle and
missing when Lisa jerked it out of her range.

“First off, I was only runner-up Miss Vidalia Onion. Ashley John-
son won the pageant that year, because her daddy sent her to Jack-
sonville for a nose job her junior year of high school. And if you ever
tell a single soul in Atlanta that I was once entered in beauty pag-
eants, I will personally snatch you bald. After I kick you out of this
condo and slap your tiny hiney on a Trailways bus all the way home
to Odum.”

“You wouldn’t,” Lisa said confidently. “You don’t want me ending
up like Mama. Forty pounds overweight, sitting on the sofa all day
watching Dr. Phil and calling up her Sunday school friends on the
prayer chain.”

“Watch your mouth,” Gina said severely. “I'm not kidding now,
Lisa. Mama and Daddy have made a lot of sacrifices for both of us.
It’s not easy for her being home now, with both of us grown and
living on our own in Atlanta. Her blood pressure’s way too high, and
she can’t teach anymore—"

“Yada, yada, yada,” Lisa said mockingly. “I'm just messin’ with
you, Gina. I love Mama. I really do. You know that.”

“You don’t show it,” Gina said. “When was the last time you called
her? Or went home for a weekend?”

“I’'ve got class,” Lisa replied. “And work.”

“Speaking of which,” Gina said, “what are you doing home to-
night? I thought you have a computer lab on Monday nights.”

“It’s after ten,” Lisa said, yawning theatrically. “Lab got out an
hour ago.”
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“You cut class,” Gina said. “Didn’t you? I tried to call earlier and
the line was busy for an hour straight. You weren’t at computer lab,
Lisa. You were sitting right here playing that idiotic video game.”

Lisa shrugged, not bothering to deny it. “The teacher’s assistant
who runs the lab is the world’s biggest doofus. I gave my password to
one of my friends, and he logs me on to the computer. This guy will
never notice I'm not there.”

“Lisa!” Gina said. “You have got to quit cutting. You’re only car-
rying two classes as it is. If you flunk this class, your grade point aver-
age drops below three-point-oh, and you lose the Hope Scholarship.
With Mama taking early retirement, they can’t afford to pay tuition
and housing and everything else.”

“I'm not gonna flunk,” Lisa said, tossing her long blond hair over
her shoulder.

“You flunked out of Georgia Southern last year,” Gina reminded
her. “A whole year’s tuition down the tubes. Do you have any idea
how upset Daddy was?”

Lisa bit her lip. “I szid I was sorry. I got a job waitressing at Hi-
Beams and paid back every dime, didn’t I?> And I'm here, going to
Georgia State, living right here under your thumb to save money,
aren’t I?”

“Do not mention Hi-Beams to me,” Gina snapped. “If anybody
in Odum ever saw you skipping around that juke joint in those booty
shorts and that hot-pink tube-top uniform, our parents would never
be able to show their faces in town again. You looked like a ho in that
getup.”

“I made eighty bucks a night in tips,” Lisa said defiantly. “A hun-
dred sixty a night during football season. Paid off the note on my car,
and bought Mama a Kitchen-Aid mixer for her birthday. It was the
best damn job I've ever had. And I’d still be doing it if you hadn’t
stuck your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“Enough!” Gina said, sinking wearily back into the sofa cushions.
“I’ve had the worst day of my life. All I want tonight is a glass of wine
and a hot bath.”

“About the wine . . .”
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“Oh, Lisa,” Gina said, shaking her head. “Is there any more of
that nasty Natty Lite of yours?”

“One,” Lisa said. “I’ll get it. Are you hungry? How ’bout a Hot
Pocket?”

“I’d rather be hungry,” Gina said. “Is there any yogurt?”

In answer, Lisa handed her a carton of plain nonfat yogurt, a clean
teaspoon, and a freshly opened bottle of Natty Lite beer.

“Thanks,” Gina said, taking a sip of beer. She scooped up a spoon-
ful of yogurt and ate it, quickly finishing off the whole carton in eight
neat bites.

“I don’t get it,” Lisa said, sitting down in the club chair opposite
her big sister. “You’re around food all day. Why don’t you just eat on
the set?”

“No time today,” Gina said, not wanting to elaborate. “We shot
two shows back to back. I was gonna have a piece of apple pie from
the second show, but the crew kids devoured the pies as soon as we’d
shot that segment. Just as well. They were loaded with sugar. I don’t
need the extra calories.”

“Ha!” Lisa guffawed. “You are the skinniest now that you’ve
ever been in your whole life. I never see you eating anything except
yogurt, or maybe an occasional piece of fruit. Hey. You don’t have an
eating disorder, do you?”

“No. I have a perfectly normal appetite,” Gina said primly. “I just
have to really watch everything I putin my mouth. I've got the Sewell
women’s curse—small bones, big butt. And you know the camera
adds twenty pounds.”

“I bet you don’t even wear a size eight,” Lisa said. “I tried on your
Juicy Couture tracksuit, and it looked like it had been spray-painted
on me.”

“Good. Stay away from my velour tracksuit,” her sister or-
dered. “You have a bad habit of staining and tearing other people’s
clothes.”

“Bitch.” Lisa mouthed it—but slowly, so her sister could tell just
what she was not saying. “You’re home later than usual tonight,” she
said, changing the subject. “What’s up with that?”
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Gina felt her right eye twitch. “It’s the last week of taping for
the season,” she said finally. “We’re running out of money and time.
Trying to cram two weeks’ worth of work into one. I'm going to bed
now. Turn out the lights and lock up, okay?”

But Lisa had the headset on again, locked and loaded for her next
video battle.

Gina trudged into her bedroom and shut the door behind her. In
the bathroom, she dropped her clothes on the floor and stood under
a scalding shower so long she looked like a boiled lobster when she fi-
nally emerged from the water. She knew she should slather eye cream
on her face to combat the dark circles that were already emerging.
She should blow her hair dry and lay out her wardrobe for the next
day’s shoot. But she was too tired. And anyway, what did it matter?

She pulled back the coverlet on her bed and folded it neatly at the
foot, as she always did. Got under the sheets and reached out a hand
to turn off the lamp. Sitting in the middle of her bedside table, she
saw her answering-machine light blinking. Call waiting.

Let it be Scott, she thought. Let him be calling to apologize. To
tell her it was all a horrible practical joke. Let everything go back
to the way it was before today. Her hand hesitated, but finally, she
punched the play button.

“Hello? This is Mrs. Birdelle Foxton calling for Regina . ..” Her
mother’s voice, sweet, slow, and southern as sorghum syrup, dripped
concern. “Honey, your daddy’s cousin Flossie called here today, be-
cause she’d picked up your cookbook at a yard sale over in Besse-
mer. Flossie said she’d used your applesauce cake recipe, but it didn’t
come out too good. I had her read me the recipe, and sure enough,
it only called for two eggs. Gina, you know I always use three eggs
and an extra stick of oleo, and my cake never comes out too dry. I
think you should call up those publisher folks and have them change
that...”

Not tonight, Mama, Regina thought wearily, punching the ma-
chine’s stop button. She cut off the light and lay back on the pillows,
willing herself to sleep. Her stomach growled loudly.

No! she thought. Absolutely not. She rolled onto her stomach.
Five minutes later, it growled again. She turned on her right side, and
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then her left. She tried to clear her mind, tried to meditate. It was no
good. Her brain wouldn’t shut up.

Growwwl. There it was again.

With a sigh, she got out of bed and padded over to the dresser.
She opened the top drawer and rooted around among the neatly
folded garments until her fingertips felt the crackle of cellophane.
She snatched the bag from its hiding place, avoiding looking at her-
self in the mirror.

Tucked back under the covers, she ripped open the cellophane
bag and shoved a handful of fried pork rinds into her mouth. She
closed her eyes and let the pure piggy pleasure, the sandy, salty
crunch, work its magic.

There, she told her rumbling tummy. There now. Shut the
heck up.



he morning sun shone brightly off the burnished alumi-

num skin of the travel trailer set up at the farthest edge of

the asphalt parking lot abutting the Morningstar Studios
complex. A bright blue awning stretched from the back end of the
trailer, bringing blessed shade for the woman who sat under it in a
plastic lawn chair. Only nine o’clock in the morning and it was al-
ready ninety degrees.

Valerie Foster put down her third cigarette of the day, sipped her
second cup of coffee, and sighed loudly. She thumbed her Black-
Berry, ignoring the thirty-seven unread e-mails and checking, as she
did every morning, the temperature in Maine. Sixty degrees. Val
didn’t actually know anybody in Maine, had never actually even been
to Maine, despite the fact that she’d spent two years as a floor direc-
tor at the actual Fox news affiliate in Boston. Still, it gave her comfort
to know that somebody, somewhere, wasn’t already stewing in their
own juices as she was in this beastly Atlanta weather.

She sighed again, loudly, for the talent’s benefit.

But her talent didn’t hear her. Or if he did, Tate Moody, the host
of Vittles, an outdoor cooking/lifestyles show on the Southern Out-
doors Network, was ignoring her, as usual.

He stood a few yards away, tossing a bright yellow disc up into
the air, again and again, as he did every morning. And this morning,
like every other morning, Tate’s English setter tore off after the disc,
feathery tail flying, nimbly catching the Frisbee in midair.

“Good boy!” Tate called encouragingly. The dog dashed to the
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far edge of the parking lot with the Frisbee, then circled back briskly,
coming to stand six feet from Tate.
“Good, Moonpie,” Tate said. Then, sharply, “Bring
The dog crouched down, the Frisbee clamped between his teeth,
and looked at Tate, his head cocked sideways, as though taunting his
owner, Valerie thought. She could almost see one of those little car-

'”

toon bubbles above the dog’s grinning face.

“As if,” the bubble would say.

“Moonpie! Bring!” Tate called.

“Tate, come,” Valerie said.

The dog inched closer, but Tate ignored her.

“Goood,” Tate said cautiously, holding out his hand for the Fris-
bee.

The dog wagged its tail furiously, stood up, and trotted away
toward the line of scrubby pines that grew up at the edge of the park-
ing lot. Once there, the dog plunked himself down and began happily
gnawing the edge of the Frisbee.

“Tate,” Val pleaded. “Enough with the dog. He’s too stupid to
tetch. He’s like a dog version of a bimbo. Gorgeous, but dumb as a
damn rock. Come on now. Let’s get to work. The crew will be here
any minute, and you know Barry Adelman is coming today.”

Tate Moody crossed his arms over his chest, ignoring his produc-
er’s entreaties.

“Moonpie is not dumb. His daddy was a two-time grand master
at the national field trials. He’s hardheaded, yeah, but he’s only ten
months old. He’s still just a puppy. That’s why I've gotta work with
him every day. So he’ll be ready for the quail-hunting show we’re
gonna shoot down in Tallahassee come fall.”

“That’s months away,” Val pointed out. “Right now we’ve got to-
day’s show to worry about. Adelman and his guys are supposed to get
in sometime this afternoon. They’ll want to see the footage we shot
out at the lake yesterday, and then watch you as we shoot. Luckily,
the film from the lake is spectacular.”

Tate’s deeply tanned face broke into a wide smile. “Wasn’t that
the prettiest mess of shellcrackers you ever saw?”
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“Terrific. But you know all those fish look the same to me. I can’t
tell a shellcracker from a salmon.”

"Tate laughed. “Remind me again why I hired you to produce this
show?”

She took a deep drag from her ultra-slim filtered cigarette. “Be-
cause I'm the best in the business, and you know it.”

“And?”

She narrowed her eyes as the smoke plumed upward. “And be-
cause I’'m the one who’s going to get you off this piece-of-crap South-
ern Outdoors Network and into the big time. The Cooking Chan-
nel, Tate, that’s where we’re headed. New York, baby.”

“You can go to New York,” Tate said affably. “I’'m staying put.”

Val shook her head. Tate had seemed excited when she’d given
him the news that The Cooking Channel was interested in Vittles,
but he had been quite clear that he had no intention of ever living
anywhere outside the South.

He reached into the pocket of his baggy green cargo shorts and
pulled out one of the liver treats the trainer had suggested he use
when working with the dog.

He turned away from Val and held the treat out so the dog could
see and smell it.

“C’mere, Moonpie,” he called. “Come, boy.”

At the sight of the delicacy, Moonpie dropped the Frisbee, pricked
up his ears, and came trotting obligingly over to his putative master.

“Sit,” Tate commanded, holding the treat just above the dog’s
head.

Moonpie sat, his tail thumping the ground in anticipation.

“Sit pretty,” Tate said.

The English setter sat regally erect, head up, brown eyes shining,
perfectly still.

“Tell me this is not the most beautiful dog you ever saw in your
life,” Tate said softly, scratching the dog’s chin.

“Oh, he’s beautiful, all right,” Val agreed. “And your viewers are
going to go crazy for him when this new season starts to air. I mean,
a dog sidekick. It’s brilliant television.”

“And so original, too,” Tate said dryly.
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“It hasn’t been done on a cooking show before, so as far as I'm
concerned, it #s original,” Val insisted. “Anyway, you know, your de-
mographics skew amazingly female for Southern Outdoors. Some-
thing like forty-five percent. And thirty percent of those are women
under thirty-five. That’s one reason TCC is so hot to take a look at
our show. They know you not only deliver the NASCAR guys their
other shows don’t draw, but the women too. And that’s golden.”

“The NASCAR guys I understand. Every man who lives in the
South likes to think he’s some kind of rugged outdoorsman, even
if his idea of roughing it is a night without a remote control in his
hand,” Tate said. “It’s the women part I don’t get. I mean, what’s that
all about? Why are all these chicks under thirty watching a show
about hunting, fishing, and cooking? And on the Southern Outdoor
Network, of all places? You know, I was at Bargain Mart this morn-
ing, buying a spool of monofilament line, and when I looked up,
there were half a dozen girls—none of ’em could have been drink-
ing age—following me to the cash register. Honest to God, Val, one
of ’em asked me to autograph her tattoo. And it wasn’t on her arm,
either.”

He bent over and wrapped his arms around Moonpie, who re-
sponded by lavishly licking his hero’s chin. “It’s crazy, isn’t it, little
buddy?”

Valerie took another deep drag on her cigarette, admiring, as she
did always, the view of her star’s backside.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “It all depends on how you look at
things.”



er cell phone started to chirp at six o’clock. After a night of
much angst but little sleep, Gina was already mostly awake.
She looked at the caller ID screen on the phone. Scott.

“Pig,” she muttered, burying her head in the pillow.

Five minutes later he called again, this time on her house phone.
And five minutes after that he tried her cell. The chirping and ring-
ing kept up, intermittently, all morning. When she emerged from
the shower, dripping wet, she saw that he’d left three messages on
the answering machine. She erased them all without listening, grin-
ning sadistically as she stabbed the machine’s delete button over and
over again.

Let him call, she thought as she blew her hair dry. He could ra-
tionalize, apologize, strategize. He could cry, he could grovel. She
and Scott were over. But somehow, she had to get through these last
shows as best she could, head held high. Dignity intact.

“I will survive,” she vowed, remembering the single girl’s disco
anthem. She might be jobless, washed up at thirty. She might end up
living in a double-wide in the Piney Grove trailer court back home,
but she would survive. And she would do it without Scott Zaleski.
The pig.

At seven o’clock, Regina stumbled into the studio’s makeup room,
a coffee mug clutched in one hand and her shooting script in the
other.

“Uh-oh,” said the six-foot-seven man with skin the color of cin-
namon. He got up from the makeup chair and put down the issue of
Allure he’d been reading. His head, which had been shaven clean,



Deep Dish a 33

gleamed in the bright overhead light, and his immaculate starched
white dress shirt and tight white jeans gave him the appearance of an
African-American Mr. Clean, an effect he was not unaware of.

“Did we have a bad night last night?” he asked, gingerly touching
her face. “Girl, the size of the circles under your eyes, we gonna need
some industrial-strength concealer today!”

“Just do what you have to do,” Gina said, settling into the chair
with a sigh. She managed one more gulp of coffee before he took the
mug from her hands, frowning.

“Caffeine? Have we not discussed that caffeine is not your
friend?”

Regina reached for the mug, but he held it behind his back.

“Don’t start,” she warned. “Caffeine is my best friend. My only
friend. I swear, D’John, I'll take my vitamin E, I'll drink five gallons
of water a day. I'll use SPF 200 sunblock. Just don’t ask me to give up
coffee. It’s my absolute last vice. I need my coffee. Especially today.”

“Fine,” he said, returning the mug and then fastening a plastic
cape around her neck. “Drink your coffee. But don’t blame me when
you wake up one day and realize your pores are the size of manhole
covers.”

“I won’t,” Gina said, taking another sip of coffee. She picked up
the magazine he’d just put down. “Anyway, I don’t believe caffeine
hurts your skin.”

“Whatever,” D’John said. He took a bottle of water and began to
spritz her hair with it. “Two years of esthetician school. Two years
working with the top, and I mean, the #op dermatologist in Miami,
six years doing makeup and hair for every print or television shoot
of any importance done in South Beach. Not to mention my own six
years on the runway in Paris, New York, and Milan. But no, don’t
take D’John’s word for it that caffeine is ruinous to your skin.”

“Um-hmm,” Gina said, closing her eyes and pretending not to
hear.

“Scott’s been in here twice looking for you this morning,” he
said.

“Um-hmm,” she said, playing not interested.

“Something up with you two?” he asked.
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She shrugged.

He waved his comb in front of her face. “Hello? Miss Foxton? Am
I supposed to pretend I don’t know the real deal? ’Cuz DJ can act if
he has to. Poor baby,” he said, massaging her shoulders.

Her eyes met his in the mirror. “So you know the whole story?
About why we got canceled?”

“Mmm-hmm,” he said. “Danitra Bickerstaff! That heifer! She
ain’t nothin’ but a hank of overprocessed hair held together with
Botox and silicon. You know, I thought Scott had better taste than
that.”

“Not to mention better judgment,” Gina said.

D’John held up a strand of her hair and examined it. “And speak-
ing of hair? Scott thinks we need to take you blonder. And I have to
concur.”

“Why? So I'll look like a hottie in the unemployment line?”

“Hello?” D’John said, arching one eyebrow. “The ash blond
you’re at now is fine for regional television.” He reached for the rack
of hot rollers near the mirror. “But if you’re going to go national,
you need to look more polished.” He began wrapping her shoulder-
length hair in the jumbo rollers.

“What are you talking about?” Gina asked, swiveling the chair
around so that they were face to face. “What have you been hear-
ing?”

“Sweetie,” D’John said. “Cut the act. That don’t play with DJ. I
know all about these boys from TCC. I mean, how often does a black
stretch limo pull up to Morningstar Studios? And we are all thrilled
to pieces for you.”

“What boys from TCC?” Gina asked. “What are you talking
about?”

D’John put both hands on his hips. “Are you telling me you didn’t
know Barry Adelman, Mr. Big Shot from The Cooking Channel,
and his cute little-boy assistant flew down here from New York this
morning to check you out?”

“D’John,” Gina said. “I am dead serious. I have no idea what you
are talking about. Why would this Adelman guy be here in Atlanta,
at Morningstar Studios?”
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“Maybe because he helps run a network devoted to cooking—and
you happen to have a television cooking show?” D’John said, raising
one eyebrow.

“My hand on my mama’s bible,” Gina said. “I’'m completely in the
dark. As usual.”

“Well,” D’John said, “all I know is, I saw them huddled on the set
with Scottie when I came in this morning. And then this Adelman
guy asked Jess to send out for espresso for him. And she came run-
ning in here, about to hyperventilate because the man handed her a
hundred-dollar bill. For espresso!”

Gina pulled her cell phone out of her pocketbook and stared at
the call log. A total of six missed calls from Scott. She scrolled down
to the last message, which had been left less than half an hour earlier,
and pressed the play button.

“Gina,” Scott said, his voice near a whisper. “Stop screwing
around and get in here. Barry Adelman, the vice president of pro-
gramming at The Cooking Channel, is here. And I mean right here,
at Morningstar Studios. I sent him your tapes last week. He’s in town
today to take a look at another cooking show, and he decided to come
by and check us out. The show, I mean. Dammit, Gina, pick up the
phone. Talk to me.”

Slowly, Gina put the phone down on the counter. “You’re right,”
she told D’John. “I thought Scott was calling to apologize. But he
was trying to tell me about The Cooking Channel guys.”

“And?” D’John coaxed.

“Scott sent them tapes of the show, without telling me. He never
said a word! Now these guys are in town to see somebody else, and
they came by to see us. Me, I mean. That is, the show.”

“See?”

“I'm screwed,” Gina said glumly. “You said it yourself. I look like
crap. My face is all splotchy, my eyes are swollen from crying—”

“Don’t worry,” D’John said, patting her shoulder. “You’ll be fine.
Better than fine. You’ll kill. Just put yourself in D’John’s hands now.
We don’t have time for your color this morning. I’ve got somebody
coming in as soon as I'm done with you. But tonight, when you’re
through shooting, I want you to come over to my place. I'll mix
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up your new color, and we’ll send out for Chinese and play beauty
parlor.”

“Nothing too radical, right?” Gina said. “You know how my fans
are. They never want me to change anything. I got two dozen e-mails
after last season’s first show, just because I got my ears pierced.”

“Screw the viewers,” D’John said airily. “You were born to be a
blonde. And I'm the man who’s going to take you there. Think Jean
Harlow. Carole Lombard. Think bombshell, baby!”

“You’re making me nervous,” Gina told him, smoothing moistur-
izer over her face.

“Scott says we have to take your whole presentation up a notch if
you’re going national,” D’John said. He bent down and looked at her
face, clucking in disapproval. “And you have got to start getting more
sleep. There’s only so much concealer can do, you know.”

“I'll try,” Gina agreed. She closed her eyes and tried to relax as
D’John began applying her makeup.

He hummed as he worked, and the featherlike strokes of sponge,
brush, and powder puff made her sleepy. She had nearly dozed off
when she heard the door of the room open.

“Oh,” a male voice said. “Sorry.”

Regina opened her eyes. The intruder was tall, but not as tall as
D’John. Maybe a shade over six feet. His brown hair was wavy and
needed combing. He was deeply tanned, with a nose that was too
big for his face, and starting to peel. Intense blue eyes under bushy
eyebrows a shade darker than his hair. He wore faded blue jeans, a
short-sleeved turquoise golf shirt, and scuffed-up boat shoes with no
socks.

“Uh,” he said, looking from Regina to D’John. “Sorry. I didn’t
know anybody else was in here. I’ll come back.”

“Wiait!” D’John said sharply. “Who were you looking for?”

“Uh, D’John?”

“You found him,” D’John said crisply. “And you are?”

“Tate Moody. My producer, Val Foster, said you’d be expecting

2

me.
“Oh yes,” D’John said. “You’re the fisher boy, right?”
Moody laughed. “Sorta.”
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D’John waved toward the other seat in the makeup room.

“Never mind. Sit. I'll be with you as soon as I'm done here.”

“You sure?” the visitor asked, squirming in the chair and glanc-
ing down at his watch. “I've gotta be on set pretty soon. Some dudes
from New York are coming in, and Val said—"

A few notes of banjo music filled the air. He glanced down at
his lap, rolled to one side, and took a cell phone from his right hip
pocket.

“Hey,” he said abruptly.

Gina glanced at D’John and raised one eyebrow. D’John shook
his head.

Her own cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen and saw that
it was Scott calling again. Quickly, she shut the phone off.

D’John busied himself with her hair, removing the hot rollers,
fluffing, teasing, spraying. They both worked hard at pretending not
to listen to Tate Moody’s telephone conversation.

“So what’s the word?” Moody demanded. “I thought you were
gonna call yesterday. You said we’d hear something by five o’clock,
no later.”

He listened but didn’t like what he was hearing. He frowned and
rubbed his forehead.

“No. No! That’s impossible. I don’t have that kind of money. I
thought you understood that.”

He listened, then interrupted. “Wait, dammit! No, you listen.
There is no way. Okay? That’s not even close to what I can afford.
Anyway, I happen to know another parcel, just down the road, sold
six weeks ago, for fifty thousand less than they’re asking. And that
piece has deep-water access. Yeah. That’s right. I am watching all the
local transactions. You tell them that. This ain’t some dumb hillbilly
they’re dealing with.”

He shook his head violently. “No. I'm through. I mean it. Tell
them I'm walking away from the deal. Yeah. Well, you tell ’em what
you want. I'm done.”

"Tate Moody snapped his phone shut. He inhaled deeply. “Shit.”

Glancing over at D’John, his mood seemed to worsen. “Look,
man, I gotta go.”
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“Wait,” the stylist said. He gave Regina’s hair a final touch. “We’re
done.”

He stepped over to Tate Moody’s chair and whisked another plas-
tic cape out of the drawer in the makeup table.

When Regina made no attempt to leave, D’John gave her a ques-
tioning look.

She held up the magazine she’d been pretending to read. “Don’t
worry about me. I just want to finish this article about sunscreens.
Go ahead with him.” She turned and smiled sweetly at Tate Moody,
who gave her a sour look. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“How long’s this gonna take?” Tate asked, turning toward the
stylist.

Instead of answering, D’John spun Tate around in the chair. He
bent low at the waist and peered into his subject’s face. He lightly
touched Moody’s face, lifted a lock of his hair, sighed, clucked his
tongue in disapproval.

“Hmmm,” D’John said. “Yes. Your producer is absolutely right.
You do need me.”

Tate’s face flushed. “Now, uh, listen. I don’t really want—"

“What have you been doing to this skin of yours?” D’John asked.

“My skin?” Tate leaned in toward the mirror. “Nothing. I mean,
I wash it. And I shaved this morning—"

“With what?” D’John asked. “A dull butter knife?”

“A razor, of course,” Tate said. “Shaving cream. Barbasol. Like
that.”

D’John turned to Regina. “Will you listen to that? Barbasol? Who
knew they still made that mess?”

“What’s wrong with Barbasol?” Tate demanded.

“What’s wrong with Barbasol?” D’John’s voice was mocking.
“Why not just wipe a piece of sandpaper across your jaw? Why not
throw rubbing alcohol on your face while you're at it?”

“Huh?” Tate rubbed his hand across his chin.

Regina stifled a laugh. “I think maybe what D’John is trying to
say is that he doesn’t think Barbasol is an appropriate product for you
to use.”



Deep Dush & 39

“Appropriate?” D’John cried. He grabbed Tate’s hand and dragged
it across his own smooth brown cheek.

“Do you feel that?” D’John asked. “That’s what a well-groomed
man’s face should feel like. Moist. Firm. Healthy.”

“Healthy?” Tate seemed unconvinced.

“Now. Feel that skin of yours,” D’John ordered.

"Tate shrugged and did as he was told.

“And?” D’John asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Feels fine to me.”

“Fine?” D’John shrieked. “You think it’s fine that your face has
the same texture as some nasty old work boot that’s been left out in
the sun for about ninety years? You think it’s fine that a man with
your looks has never properly cared for his own skin?”

“Hey, man,” Tate said, his face darkening. He started up from
the chair. “I thought I was just coming in here to get my sideburns
evened out a little. Val never said anything about—"

“Stop!” D’John said dramatically. He pushed Tate back into the chair.
“Tell me,” he said, pausing for effect. “About your skin-care regimen.”

“Regimen?” He glanced over at Regina, who’d given up on the
magazine, and was now openly laughing.

“Your routine,” she prompted. “How do you take care of your
face?”

“Ah, hell,” Tate said. “I shower. I shave. I use soap, if that’s what
you’re asking. Life Buoy. What else is there to a ‘regimen’?”

“Life Buoy,” D’John wailed. “Kill me now.”

Tate stood again and headed for the door. “Okay. Fun time’s over.
See you folks later.”

“Go then!” D’John replied.

“I'm going,” Tate said. He got to the door, stopped, and turned
around, then walked back to Gina.

“Excuse me,” he said, extending his hand to her. “I don’t think I
caught your name.”

“I'm Regina,” she said, dimpling sweetly. “Regina Foxton.”

“And what exactly do you do, Regina Foxton?” His southern
drawl was suddenly pronounced.
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“Oh, I have a little show. It’s nothing much. Just regional televi-
sion,” she said, being deliberately evasive.

“But she’s probably going to be moving over to the networks,”
D’John blurted out.

“D’John, hush!” Gina said sharply. She turned back to Tate
Moody with a shrug. “Wishful thinking. D’John thinks I'm cut out
tor Hollywood.”

“Ya never know,” Tate said, unfastening the plastic makeup cape
and dropping it on the counter. “Anything can happen in televi-
sion.”

“Exactly,” she said, giving him a little finger wave. “Bye now.”



erk,” Regina said quietly, as the door closed.
“Hmm,” D’John said. “Cute, though. If you like the rustic
look.”

“Tate Moody,” she said thoughtfully. “What do we know about
him? And why are The Cooking Channel execs in town to see him?
I thought you called him a fisher boy?”

“You know as much about him as I do,” D’John said. “They usu-
ally shoot on location or over at Ajax Studios downtown, but Ajax is
being torn down, so they’ve moved here temporarily. His producer,
one of those ballsy New York—gal types, came by last week and said
her talent needed some sharpening up because he was being consid-
ered for a network television slot. She said he spends a lot of time
hunting and fishing for his show.” He opened a drawer in the counter
and dug around among the hairbrushes and combs until he came up
with a business card, which he handed to Regina. “Here.”

“Valerie Foster,” she read. “Executive Producer, co-creator, Vit-
tles, a Southern Outdoors Network production.”

“Vittles?” they both repeated it at the same time.

“What kind of show is named Vittles?” D”John asked.

“WEell, it must be a cooking show if The Cooking Channel is in-
terested in him,” Gina pointed out. “According to the message Scott
left on my cell, he’s the real reason this Barry Adelman is in town. I'm
just an afterthought.”

“Never,” D’John said loyally. “He doesn’t have a prayer.” D’John
gave a dismissive sniff. “He’s a goober. And that skin! He has the
complexion of an eighty-year-old.”
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“And the buns of an eighteen-year-old,” Gina said. “And don’t
pretend you didn’t notice, D’John Maynard. I saw you watching
when he walked out of here.”

“Oh, buns,” D’John said dismissively. “We’re talking about a
cooking show, right? It’s all about the food, right? And despite your
problem complexion and caffeine addiction, nobody’s food is better
than yours.”

“Scott says it’s not about the food at all,” Gina said quietly. “That’s
why he told you he wants to sharpen up my look. Make me blonder.
Cuter. It's why I can’t wear my glasses on camera, and I had to buy
a whole new wardrobe for the new season. Low-cut tops, brighter
colors. And obviously, Tate Moody’s producer is just as concerned
about his looks, or she wouldn’t have sent him to see you.”

“I could help him,” D’John said, his face taking on a dreamy qual-
ity. “Give him a decent haircut, add some texture, some layers, maybe
some chunky color around the face. And of course, the skin needs a
lot of work. The clothes, too. I'd put him in earth tones—"

“D’John!” Gina said, punching him in the arm. “Whose side are
you on here?”

“Beauty doesn’t take sides,” he said primly.

“Well, you’d better,” she said. “Or don’t bother to come slinking
around my set looking to be fed anymore.”

“Bitch,” D’John said, giving her an air kiss so as not to muss her
makeup.

“Pissy old queen,” she said fondly, air-kissing him back. “What
time do you want me to come over tonight?”

“Make it eight,” he said. “You want Jade Palace or China Doll?”

“Jade Palace,” she said quickly. “But no moo shu pork for me. And
no rice. Just some egg-drop soup and some steamed ginger shrimp.”

“B-o-r-ing,” D’John sang. “See you at eight, then.”



cott was standing on the Fresh Start set, deep in conversation
with two black-clad men who pretty much had to be the vis-
iting executives from The Cooking Channel.

“Here’s my girl,” he called, catching sight of her. He trotted over
to her side. “What took you so long?” he whispered, his lips brushing
her cheek, a proprietary arm flung casually across her shoulder. “I've
been calling you all morning. Didn’t you get my messages?”

“Don’t push your luck,” she warned, wriggling out of his em-
brace. “I got your last messages, about the Cooking Channel people.
That’s the only reason I'm here. Because I'm a pro. But I am not your
girl.” She looked him straight in the eye. “Are we clear on that?”

Stung, he took a quick step backward. “Clear,” he muttered. “As
long as we’re being professionals here, remember it’s your career on
the line here today, not just mine. The Cooking Channel wants a
southern cooking show in their new fall lineup. They’re looking at
you, and one other guy. This is our big break, Gina. For real. I know
you’re pissed at me, but don’t blow this, okay?”

“Pissed?” She gave a humorless little laugh. “Oh, Scott. You are
so clueless.”

“Barry,” Scott said, to the shorter, older of the two men. “This
is—”

“Regina Foxton. Of course,” Barry Adelman said, clasping Regi-
na’s hand between both of his own. “Younger and much sexier even
than you look on camera.” His accent was not what she’d expected.
Not Brooklyn, or Queens, not even all that northern—midwestern
maybe.
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He was mid-forties, she thought. Quite short, with a head that
looked too big for his compact body; tiny, elfin ears pressed close
to his head; and gray hair, thinning on top, but in the back sweep-
ing to the neckline of his collarless black silk T-shirt. He was dressed
entirely in black, of course. Expensive black. Soft shirt, soft black
trousers, and sockless feet in complicated-looking Italian leather san-
dals.

“You're too sweet,” Regina murmured. “I'm so glad to meet you.
I’'m a huge TCC fan—"

“No,” Adelman corrected her. “We’re the big fans. Of you. And
Fresh Start. Those tapes Scott sent. I gotta tell you, it takes a lot to
get me excited. But I am very excited about you. And your show.”

“Barry’s wife was the one who got him to call me,” Scott started
to say.

“My wife!” Adelman exclaimed. “Christ! She watched the tapes
while I was out of town, and ever since, she’s been driving me crazy,
insisting that I take a look. But I gotta say, she was right.”

“Wendy is very astute about food,” the other visitor put in. Gina
decided he must be the assistant. Young, maybe twenty-four, with
milky white skin, pale blue eyes, and short-cropped blond hair, he
was dressed in an inexpensive version of his boss’s wardrobe, right
down to the black sandals.

“Astute!” Adelman said, with a short laugh. “You could say that.
She’s got every cookbook ever published, went to cooking school in
Italy . . .” He snapped his fingers and looked at the assistant.

“Alicia LaRocco’s school. In Tuscany,” the assistant said.

“And Paris . . .” Adelman said, turning again to the assistant.

“Pierre Bouget,” he said. “In Provence. He only takes three stu-
dents every summer. Pierre adores Wendy.”

“Not that she ever really cooks,” Adelman said, laughing in a way
that made Gina think he didn’t find that so very funny.

“Barry and Wendy travel extensively,” the assistant explained.
“And Wendy is a senior account executive at Storman-Davis. So you
know how crazy her schedule can get.”

“Oh,” Regina said, secretly wondering what Storman-Davis was.

“Crazy,” Scott agreed, nodding agreement. “We’ll have to send
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your wife Gina’s cookbook.” He glanced around the set until he spied
the person he was looking for.

“Jess!” he called loudly.

Jessica was standing at the editing table, scribbling something
in her ever-present yellow legal pad. She looked up and scurried
over.

“Jessie,” Scott said, “I need you to send a copy of Regina’s latest
cookbook to Mr. Adelman’s wife.”

“I can do that,” Jess said, scribbling a note to herself.

“Overnight,” Scott said. “Can you overnight it?”

“Of course,” Jess said. “Address?”

“Mr. Adelman’s assistant will give you the address,” Scott said. He
looked expectantly at the assistant.

“Hi,” the young man said, holding out his hand to Scott’s assis-
tant. “I'm Zeke Evans.”

“We’re about ready to start,” Jess told Scott, after she’d written
down Wendy Adelman’s address.

“Great,” Scott said. He looked at Gina. “Ready, gorgeous?”

She felt herself flush. “Absolutely.”

“Scott says you’re doing seafood today?” Barry said.

She nodded. “Southerners are really fortunate that in most places,
fresh fish is pretty accessible and affordable. But too many people are
intimidated by cooking fish. They don’t want to fry it, the way their
grandmother did, but they’re worried about a lot of fancy or expen-
sive ingredients.”

“Right,” Adelman said. “I like what you’re telling me.”

“I'm doing a shrimp-stuffed flounder fillet,” Regina said. “And
shrimp remoulade and a crab casserole. Of course, I'll encourage
people to look for fresh, wild shrimp, like the ones we get here in At-
lanta that are trucked up from the Georgia coast. But even if they use
frozen bagged shrimp from a discount grocer, they can get a really
wonderful taste.”

“Good!” Adelman said. “Accessible. Our focus groups tell us
viewers like it when we show the kind of upscale recipes they getin a
good restaurant, or read about in Gourmet or Bon Appetit, but they’re
turned off when they see ingredient lists with herbs or flavored vin-
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egars or crap like that they never heard of and can’t get in Mudflap,
Oklahoma.”

“Gina’s all about accessibility,” Scott volunteered. “For every
recipe she does on the show, she refers to the Web site, where we tell
viewers how they can source everything shown on the show.”

“And we list prices,” Regina added.

“Geen?” one of the cameramen called from the set. “Can we get
some light levels on you before we start?”

“Go ahead,” Barry urged. “Pretend we’re not even here.”

As if, Regina thought, as she stood motionless in front of her
stove, while Scott and the others set up lights and worked out camera
angles. Today, the set looked cheesier to her than it ever had before.
Small-time, it seemed to shout. Her stomach churned, and she could
feel beads of sweat pooling in the small of her back as she looked
over at the small knot of people staring into the computer monitors
set up on Scott’s editing table. Scott and Jess were there, of course,
along with Adelman and Zeke, the assistant. But there were three or
four other visitors she didn’t recognize, standing in back of the table.
A woman wearing dark glasses seemed very interested in the whole
process. And yes, damn it—Tate Moody stood there too, with that
smug look of secret amusement on his face.

“Can we roll?” Jess asked loudly.

“One moment.” Suddenly D’John darted to her side with a powder
puff and a comb, patting her nose dry and rearranging a strand of
hair that had somehow gotten out of place. “You're a goddess,” he
whispered in her ear. “The camera loves you. I love you. Now just
smile pretty and knock their fucking socks off.”

“They’re not wearing socks,” Gina whispered back.

“That’s fine, D’John,” Scott called.

The makeup man gave her a barely perceptible pat on her butt
and flitted off the set.

“Ready, Gina?” Scott asked.

She took a deep breath and nodded yes.

“All right,” Scott called. “Let’s boogie!”

“Hey, y’all,” she said brightly, looking directly into the camera.
“I'm Regina Foxton. This is Fresh Start, and today, we’re gonna cook
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up seafood, so fresh and simple, so delicious, that you’ll wonder why
you don’t serve seafood to your friends and family more often. I call
this segment ‘Fishing for Compliments,” and in just a moment, you
all will be fishing for a pen and pencil, or clicking onto our Web site,
to make sure you have every detail of these wonderful recipes written
down to use at home.”

Later on, when they broke for lunch and she sucked down two
ice-cold Diet Cokes in her dressing room while D’John repaired the
makeup she’d sweated off, she realized her back ached and her feet
were throbbing. She’d been so nervous, stood so rigid, smiled so
hard, she felt like she’d just run a marathon.

“How do you think it’s going?” she asked, as D’John held a curl-
ing iron to her bangs.

“Fabulous,” he said. “Like always.”

“Liar,” she said. “My hands were shaking so bad I couldn’t even
mince the onion for the stuffing. And when the flounder fillets stuck
to the pan while I was trying to flip ’em over, I thought I'd pee my
pants. Darn that cheapskate Scott for using frozen fish. I've told him
a million times—"

“Nobody noticed a thing,” D’John said soothingly. “And the men
in black are loving you. They’re out there right now, scarfing up your
shrimp like a couple of condemned men.”

“The shrimp!” Regina cried, sitting up straight in her chair. “Did
we get the beauty shots done before they ate ’em all up?”

“Relax,” D’John said. “I heard Jess tell the prep-kitchen girls to
fix triples of everything today, because we had guests on the set. In
fact,” he said, picking up a napkin-covered plate he’d snuck into the
room, “I even brought a plate for you.”

He whisked the napkin off the plate with a flourish, but Regina
pushed it away with a shudder.

“Oh no. Nuh-uh. I can’t eat. Not when I've been wrangling floun-
der and shrimp and crab all morning.”

D’John frowned. “I never see you eat anymore. All you do is swill
those horrible sodas. How many Diet Cokes do you drink in one
day?”

She shrugged. “Not that many. One when I get up, while the cof-
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tee’s brewing. Another couple while we’re going over notes before
shooting starts. And I have one with lunch.”

“You have one instead of lunch,” D’John said. “And it’s not healthy.
All that caffeine.”

“I'll get a salad after we finish today. I promise.” She looked at her
watch. “We start again in fifteen minutes. I think I'm just gonna shut
my eyes for a few minutes and take a little catnap.”

“Good plan,” D’John said. “Don’t put your head down, and don’t
smear your mascara.”

“Promise,” she said, holding up three fingers as a pledge.

“Guess I'll go eat me some of this shrimp,” D’John said.



alerie Foster waited until the Fresh Start crew was pre-

occupied with sucking up to the black-suited men from

New York. When the moment came, she seized it, as she
always did.

Grabbing one of the paper plates from a stack on the counter of
the Fresh Start set, she scooped up a huge mound of the shrimp re-
moulade. Setting another plate atop the shrimp, she heaped it with
Regina Foxton’s Granny Smith apple and mint slaw. A third plate
held a thick slab of buttery lemon pound cake with oozing layers of
lemon curd.

Whisking a piece of aluminum foil from the pocket of her slacks,
she neatly covered the whole pile, and within a minute was hurrying
away from the set, with Tate lagging a few feet behind.

“Jesus, Val,” he said sharply.

“What?” She turned and gazed over the tops of her dark glasses at
him. “You have a problem?”

“You just looted that set,” Tate said, moving up beside her. “What
if somebody saw you? What if Adelman and his lackey saw you?”

“Nobody saw me,” she said, although she picked up her pace just
in case. “Anyway, so what if they did? This is research.”

“It’s poaching,” Tate said. “You don’t know that they don’t need
that food for the rest of their shoot.”

“Too bad if they do,” Val said breezily.

She moved through the darkened concrete block hallway at a
near gallop. Not because she actually feared being found out. Valerie
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Foster feared little, and anyway, she did everything at the same speed,
Tate thought. Flat out, full tilt.

When they’d reached the doorway to the makeshift Vittles set in
the parking lot of Morningstar Studios, she stepped aside, her hands
full of the filched food, to allow Tate to open the door.

“Hey, Tate,” yelled BoBo, one of the cameramen, “I think Moon-
pie’s looking for you. He was barking and whining and scratching at
the door of your camper. I let him out on his leash a little while ago,
and he peed, but he still hadn’t settled down.”

“Thanks, BoBo,” Tate called. “But it’s not a camper. It’s a travel
trailer.” He hurried toward the Vagabond, and while he was still a
dozen yards away he could hear the dog’s whimpers.

“Hey, buddy,” he said, standing outside the Vagabond’s screened
door. “Settle down. I'm coming.”

As soon as he opened the door, the dog jumped down and sprang
up and planted his paws on Tate’s chest.

“Hey, now,” Tate said, ruffling the dog’s ears. “I'm back. What’s
all the fuss about?”

"Tate sank down into a lawn chair under the awning, and the dog
hopped up into his lap.

“Cute,” Val said, ducking under the awning. She set the plates of
food down on the top of a folding aluminum table and pulled up an-
other chair alongside it.

“Mmm,” she said, after her first taste.

In an instant, Moonpie was off Tate’s lap and crouching down at
Val’s feet.

“Don’t even think about it,” Val said, poking the dog with the
pointed toe of her shoe. “Bad Moonpie.”

The dog whined softly. Val licked her fingers and held the plate
out to Tate.

Reluctantly, he picked up a shrimp, dipped it in the remoulade,
and chewed thoughtfully. Wiping his hands on the napkin that had
covered the plate, he took another shrimp, hoping that the first had
been a fluke. It wasn’t. In fact, the second taste revealed yet another
subtle layer of flavors. He tossed a shrimp to Moonpie, who caught
it in midair.
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“So much for her piddly little regional television show,” Tate said
ruefully.

“What’s that?” Val asked, between bites.

“Regina Foxton,” he said. “I met her in the makeup room this
morning. She obviously knew who I was, that I was the competi-
tion. When I asked her what she did, she just said she had some little
sorry-ass regional show.”

“She’s right. It is sorry-ass,” Val said. “Did you see that set? It’s
held together with duct tape and chewing gum.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Tate said glumly. He pointed to his plate. “This
is what matters. We’re screwed.”

Val kept chewing. The pile of discarded shrimp tails grew on her
pilfered plate. She picked up one of the thin slices of lemon that was
tossed in with the peppery pink shrimp, and sucked on it.

“So we don’t do shrimp for today’s show,” she said finally. “What’s
plan B?”

“You tell me,” Tate said, using his fingertips to dip into the apple
slaw. “I can’t fry shellcrackers for these guys. Not after they’ve seen
that and tasted that incredible flounder of hers.”

He licked his lips, and then his fingertips, then scooped up an-
other mouthful of the slaw.

“Damn,” he said, when he’d finished chewing. “Sour cream in-
stead of mayonnaise for the slaw dressing. With apple cider vinegar.
And slivers of fresh mint. Damn.”

“Too precious,” Val said dismissively. “Can you imagine what your
fans would say if you suggested they use something besides good old
cabbage for cole slaw?”

Finishing up the last of the shrimp, Valerie moved on to the pound
cake with her usual efficiency.

Tate reached over and pinched off a corner of the cake, tossing it
into his mouth, savoring the immediate lemon rush.

“Amazing,” he said finally. “My granny made lemon pound cake,
and I thought hers was the best I'd ever tasted. Until just now.”

“So go back to Possum Trot and smack your granny,” Val said.

“She’s dead,” Tate said.

“Whatever.”
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“And I'm from Pahokee, not Possum Trot.”

“Tell me something new,” Val said, yawning. “Like what we’re
going to do about today’s show.”

“Not fish, that’s for damned sure.”

“Fish is exactly what you are going to do,” Val said. “It’s too late
to change the show now. We don’t have time to shop and rewrite, and
anyway, the crew’s been working on prepping everything all morn-
ing. Not to mention the fact that I don’t intend to waste that gor-
geous footage we shot of you yesterday.”

Tate shook his head. “We’ll look like rubes next to that show
Regina just shot.”

“Not at all,” Valerie insisted. She leaned closer to Tate and took
his hands in hers. “Look at me,” she said, squeezing tightly.

“I am. You've got a little green thing on your tooth. I think it’s
maybe a piece of mint.”

“Funny,” she said, running her tongue across her teeth.

“It’s gone now,” he said.

“Seriously,” she said. “I want you to look at me and listen closely.
No more funny business. Do you remember what you told me the
night we met in that bar down in Costa Rica?”

“That I would have won the fishing tournament if the damned
airline hadn’t lost my tackle box with all my good-luck rigs,” Tate
said promptly. “And that wasn’t a lie. You can’t win a billfish tourna-
ment using borrowed equipment, I don’t care how good you are.”

“What else did you tell me?”

He thought about it. “That you were the most beautiful woman
I'd ever met, and my roommate was passed out drunk back at the
dock, and that you’d never made love until you’d done it in a ham-
mock?”

“Speaking of semi-true,” she said dryly. “But that’s not what I'm
talking about. ’'m talking about what you said you wanted out of
life.”

“Oh. That.”

She dropped his hands and pushed her chair away. “You remem-
ber?”

“I’d been hittin’ the cerveza pretty heavy. I remember that part.
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And I remember you turning down my offer of the hammock.”

“You're starting to piss me off,” she warned, looking at her watch.
“And we don’t have a lot of time to waste right now.”

“Okay,” he said with a sigh. “I told you the only thing I really
wanted out of life was a life—a real life, spent outdoors, doing things
I was passionate about. Fishing, hunting, a good dog, a good woman.
Like that.”

“And I told you?”

“You told me I could have it all, if I hired you to produce my
show.” Tate said. “And if I wanted it bad enough.”

“And do you?”

He reached down and ruffled the soft white fur on Moonpie’s
head. “Yeah. I do.”

“Good,” she said, standing up. “Then let’s go get what we both
want. Barry Adelman is down here because he’s seen all your shows.
He approached us, not the other way around. He sees something he
likes in you, Tate. Just like all those girls in the Bargain Mart. And
those horny housewives sitting in their Barcaloungers in Birming-
ham. Not to mention the NASCAR guys. You let me worry about
little Suzy Homemaker and her kitchen tricks. You just do what
you’ve been doing. Right?”

“I guess,” Tate said. He crumpled up the empty plate and tossed it
in the trash barrel by the Vagabond’s door. He coaxed the dog inside
by tossing him the last bit of fried fish.

“Sorry, buddy,” Tate said, fastening the screen. “Time to get back
to work.”

“Just a minute,” Val said. She leaned in close and wiped a trace of
sour cream from his upper lip, then unbuttoned the top two buttons
on his work shirt. “There,” she said, satisfied.

He blushed.

“One more thing,” she said, stopping him with a hand on his arm.
“No more stalling. Tomorrow you go see D’John, and let him work
his magic.”



ate felt himself relax as soon as he heard the Viztles theme

music piped through the studio. He ignored Barry Adel-

man and his unnamed assistant and gazed steadily into the
camera, doing the same thing he’d done that first time Valerie Foster
aimed her handheld camcorder at him on that beach in Costa Rica.

He grinned easily—as easily, Val said, as if he were talking to his
mama and daddy, down in Pahokee, Florida.

In fact, that’s how she’d instructed him to start the show. “Don’t
think about talking to an audience,” she’d suggested. “Just think
about talking to your folks.”

“Hi, Mama, hi, Daddy,” he’d always say at the start of every show,
flashing his dimples, as if to say, “Look at your boy now.”

His viewers loved that kind of cornpone stuff, according to Val.
And the smiling and the dimpling came easy to him, just as most
things in his life did.

“Today,” he said, once the theme music faded, “I'm going to take
you with me, out to a little lake just outside—"

“No,” Val called.

The cameraman glanced over at her.

“Today, Moonpie 'n’ me are gonna take y’all to a little bitty ol’
lake,” Val coached, laying on her version of a phony southern accent
that set his teeth on edge.

"Tate’s grin disappeared. “I'm not illiterate,” he said evenly.

“I'd never suggest you were,” Val agreed. “You're just folksy,
okay?”

He shook his head and frowned. But Val winked and gave an
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almost imperceptible nod in the direction of Adelman, who was
seated right beside her at the editing table.

“Folksy,” Tate said finally.

“Just pick it up with the lake bit,” Val said. “And while you're at
it, go ahead and walk over to the fridge while you’re talking, and get
out the dish with the fish fillets.”

“The fillets are right here on the counter,” Tate said, pointing to
them.

“Well, I want them in the fridge. It’s too static and boring having
you just stand there like that. Could you do that for me, please?”

“There’s a dish of fillets already in the fridge,” offered Darryl, the
prep chef. “Do you want them already soaking in the buttermilk? Or,
we could have him add the milk on camera?”

“Let’s have him mix up the buttermilk and . . . what goes in it?”
she asked, looking down at her notes.

“Hot sauce,” Darryl said, holding up a bottle of Texas Pete.

“Right,” Val said. “Yes. Let’s have him do all of that on camera.
We’re cutting the shrimp segment we’d planned, so we can afford to
have him stretch out the fish fry a little bit.”

“No shrimp?” Darryl’s thin face darkened. “When was that de-
cided?”

“Just now,” Val said firmly, letting him know the subject was
closed. “Tate, just take all the steps slowly. You know, pour the but-
termilk, add the hot sauce, like that.”

“All right,” Tate said.

“You can blather on about the stone-ground cornmeal, and what
to substitute if you don’t have cornmeal or buttermilk—"

“If you don’t have the buttermilk or cornmeal, you oughta just
forget the whole thing, and go to Captain D’s,” Tate said.

“But if we’re going to eat fast food, we don’t need Vittles, now, do
we, sweetie?”

“Right,” Tate said. He leaned against the counter and watched as
Darryl poured vegetable oil into the deep-fat fryer.

“How long do I have before that thing starts sputterin’ and
smokin’?” he asked.

“Five or six minutes,” Darryl said. “And don’t forget to check
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the temperature gauge before you submerge the basket with the bat-
tered fillets,” Darryl said. “According to the manufacturer, you want
it right at 425 degrees.”

“Good point,” Val said. “Make sure you tell what the oil tempera-
ture should be when frying fish, even if you’re just using whatever
pan you have at home.”

“Like a cast-iron skillet,” Tate said.

“Perfect.” Val beamed. “In fact, say something like that. You
know, like, ‘Mama, this new fryer’s great, but it’ll never beat your old
cast-iron skillet at home.””

“My mother never fries anything,” Tate said. “I don’t think she
even owns a cast-iron skillet.”

“Keep that to yourself,” Val advised. “The point you want to make
is that kitchen safety is right up there with God and country at Tate
Moody’s house.”

“Trailer,” Tate said.

“Whatever,” she said. “Let’s get this show moving.”



hat’s it, everybody,” Scott said, after they’d finally finished

with the setup shots for the next day’s show. It was close

to six, and the crew had been working steadily since eight.
Adelman and his assistant had slipped away much earlier in the after-
noon, but Regina felt as if she’d completed a triathlon.

She slipped out of her shoes and reached down to massage her
aching calves. At the start of the new season, Scott had insisted
that she wear heels for the show because he said it made her look
sexier.

“The viewers at home can’t see my legs,” she’d pointed out.

“No, but the heels make you two inches taller, and they make
your boobs look bigger,” Scott said.

She’d looked down at her chest, her feelings hurt.

“You know what I mean,” Scott said quickly. “The heels accentu-
ate what you’ve already got. And that’s a good thing.”

Gina watched now as Scott, standing behind the editing table,
chatted with Deborah Chen, the station’s publicist. His blond hair
contrasted sharply with her shining, blue-black, shoulder-length
hair. She laughed at something he said and pretended to slap his face.
Scott looked away and caught Regina watching.

Gina looked indifferent. Or at least, she hoped she looked indif-
ferent. Or insouciant. Gina longed to be insouciant. For now, she
tucked the hated high heels under her arm and padded, barefoot,
toward her office.

“Great show,” Scott said as she walked past, intent on ignoring
him. “Adelman loved you.”
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“He’s nuts for you, Gina,” Deborah agreed. “He asked me to have
a bunch of color publicity stills shot of you tomorrow.”

“He did?” Despite her indifferent insouciance, Gina felt her pulse
blip.

“Absolutely,” Deborah said. “I was just telling Scott, be sure you
wear something really neutral tomorrow.”

“Neutral?” Regina frowned. “Won’t that make my skin and hair
look washed out?”

“Not at all,” Deborah assured her.

“Hey,” Scott said. “Why don’t we go catch some dinner and talk
it over? If we leave now, I know we can get a table at LaGrotto. I'll
call Gino and tell him it’ll be the three of us.”

“LaGrotto! Yum!” Deborah said. “Are we celebrating already?”

“I don’t see why not,” Scott said. “I snuck over to the Viztles set
and watched Tate Moody for a little while this afternoon. I thought
Adelman looked bored out of his gourd. I don’t think Moody is gonna
be towing that double-wide of his to Manhattan any time soon. How
’bout it, Geen?”

“No, thanks,” Gina said quietly. “Remember? You told D’John I
need to be blonder if I'm going for national exposure? He’s going to
put the color on tonight.”

Deborah looked from Gina to Scott, trying to assess the situa-
tion.

“Oh?” she said.

“But don’t let that stop you two,” Gina said. She wondered what
was up with Scott and Deborah Chen. Was he sleeping with every
woman in Atlanta? And how had she not noticed before how chummy
the two of them had gotten?

“Another time, then,” Deborah said.

“Maybe,” Gina said. She was getting good at feigning indiffer-
ence, she thought.

Walking out through the studio’s now deserted reception area,
Gina realized, when she caught sight of the deepening sky, that she
hadn’t seen daylight since leaving the town house early this morning.

Morningstar Studios was more glamorous sounding than it was
in reality. Located in what had once been a gritty warehouse district
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off Monroe Drive, in the shadow of the Interstate 85 overpass, the
studio, formerly a commercial printing plant, was nothing more than
a shoebox-shaped cinder-block affair. The studios took up half the
building, and the other tenants consisted of three or four photogra-
phers, a caterer, and a wholesale florist.

It was early July, but a faint chill hung in the early evening air.
From the clump of pine trees at the far edge of the parking lot, Gina
could hear the hum of cicadas, and when she inhaled, she smelled the
honeysuckle that grew on the parking lot fence. She was glad of the
light cotton sweater she’d thrown on over her sleeveless tank.

The parking lot was mostly empty, with the exception of a dozen
cars parked near the far end of the studio, where she saw the glint of
sunlight on an odd-looking vehicle.

She walked on past her own car, and toward the vehicle. She
passed a crudely lettered sign that read Vittles with an arrow pointing
toward a pair of doors to the studio. As she got closer, she saw that
the vehicle was a vintage travel trailer, with quilted aluminum siding
and a shape reminiscent of a canned ham. Was this the double-wide
that Scott had been referring to? Did Tate Moody really live here?

As she got closer, she could hear . . . something. A high, plaintive
keening.

Quickening her step, she bypassed the double doors that led back
toward the Vittles set and followed the sound.

Now the trailer was directly in front of her. It was hooked up to a
gleaming red pickup truck—an old Ford—the kind with the hump-
back wheel wells and varnished wood truck bed. The gleaming red
paint of the pickup truck drew her like a beacon, and in the slanted
rays of the late afternoon sun, the highly polished aluminum trailer
reminded her of some kind of magic bullet.

But what was that sound?

A blue awning extended over the door to the trailer, leaving it in
deep shadows, but as she got closer, she could see that the trailer’s
aluminum outer door was propped open, leaving a screen door ex-
posed.

Now the keening subsided, and she saw a shape, a medium-size
dog—white, with big caramel-colored patches over each eye, and
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floppy, feathery ears, standing on his hind legs, pawing frantically at
the screened door.

“Hey there,” she cried, rushing over. “Hey there, sweetheart.”

In answer, the dog threw itself against the door, fell over back-
ward, then scrambled back to his former position, tail wagging a mile
a minute.

“Poor baby,” she crooned, putting her hand up against the screen.
The dog licked her hand through the screen, and her heart melted.

She looked around. Nobody was in sight, and clearly, this poor
penned-up creature was in dire straits.

“Did the bad man go off and leave you all alone?” she asked, in a
singsong, babyish voice.

In response, the dog hurled himself again at the door. He stood
up, a little wobbly-legged this time.

She tried the door, but it wouldn’t budge. She grasped the handle
again and yanked, hard.

The door flew open, and the dog shot out like a rocket.

“Whoa!” Regina cried. The dog ran over to one of the pine trees,
lifted his leg, and relieved himself, taking what seemed to her at least
five minutes.

“Poor thing,” she said again. “I’ll bet you were about to explode
in there.”

When the dog was done, he trotted over to Regina.

“Good boy,” she said encouragingly. “Come on. Let’s get you
back inside.”

The dog cocked his head to one side, and she could have sworn he
winked at her. She took a step forward, one hand extended, as though
she had a delicious treat to offer him.

When she was within a foot of the dog, she reached out to grab
his collar, and without warning, the dog took off.

“Hey,” she called, as he zoomed across the asphalt. “Come
back!”

He appeared to be headed straight for the double doors leading to
the Vittles set, and he was barking his head off, as if to tell his master
he was coming home.

One of the doors opened, and the dog ran inside.



ate was demonstrating his grandmother’s method for sea-
soning a cast-iron skillet.

“BoBo, pull the camera in as close as you can get on
that,” Valerie instructed. “Tate, turn your wrist and look into the
camera.”

“I'm not double-jointed, Val,” Tate griped.

Just then, a medium-size bundle of white-and-brown fur burst
onto the set, propped his front paws on the kitchen counter, and
snatched the basket of hush puppies that had just come out of the
deep fryer.

“Son of a bitch,” BoBo hollered as the dog streaked past, spilling
the boiling hot fritters all over the floor.

“Moonpie!” Tate yelled, dropping the skillet.

“Cut!” Val screamed. “Cut, damn it.”

Beside her at the editing table, she could swear she heard Zeke,
the silent assistant, snigger.

“Tate, get that damned dog out of here,” Val ordered.

Having managed to corner the English setter beneath the set’s
rustic kitchen table, Tate was holding out a bit of fried shellcracker,
trying to lure the dog out.

“I didn’t let him in,” Tate said. “Last time I checked, he was locked
up safe and sound in the trailer.”

“Well, somebody let him in,” the producer said waspishly. “And
he’s just destroyed the swap-out for the hush puppies.”

“Get the girls to fix some more,” Tate said, just as waspishly. “It’s
only cornmeal and buttermilk, for Pete’s sake.”
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“Connie?” Val’s head swiveled in the direction of her prep cook.
“How long will that take?”

The heavyset black woman wiped her face with the edge of her
white apron. “It’ll take a while. We don’t have any more cornmeal.
I'll have to send somebody out to get some more.”

“For Christ’s sake!” Val snapped.

“Here, Moonpie,” Tate called softly, attempting to wedge his
body under the table. “Come get the nice fish. You love fish. It goes
great with hush puppies.”

The dog chewed happily on the basket that had contained the
fritters and edged backward, away from his master.

“Do dogs like fried fish?” Zeke asked.

“I don’t know,” Adelman said. “Tate, does that dog of yours like
fried fish?”

"Tate groaned as he stood up. “Only if I fix it.”

Without warning, the dog chose that moment to dash out from
under the table, where BoBo, who’d been backing away from the set
and the dog, promptly tripped over him, sending his heavy camera
clattering to the concrete floor. Moonpie yelped his outrage.

“Christ.” Val jumped up from the editing table.

BoBo cradled the camera in his arms like an ailing infant.

Tate’s face was ashen. “Is it broken?”

BoBo pointed to the smattering of glass on the floor from the
smashed lens. “Kinda.”

The producer sat down again and banged her head on the editing
table. “This just is not my day. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

“Can we . . . get another one?” Tate asked, looking from BoBo to
the producer.

“BoBo?” Val gave him a pleading look.

The cameraman stared down at the floor. “It’s after six. The
rental house we sometimes get equipment from is closed. There’s
another place, in Nashville. I guess I could give them a call. But even
if they’re open, and they have one, and they overnighted it to us, we
still wouldn’t get it till tomorrow at the earliest.”

“Call ’em,” she said, her lips pressed together in a grim white line.
“But in the meantime, get that fucking dog the fuck out of here!”
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As if on cue, Moonpie, who was now cowering at Tate’s feet,
looked up and whined.

“Come on, boy,” Tate said softly, grasping him by the collar.
“Time to go home.”

Instead of trotting along obediently beside his master, as he would
have done any other time, the setter decided to do what setters do.
He sat, planting his haunches firmly on the concrete floor.

“Moonpie,” Tate said, his teeth clenched. “Heel!”

The dog sat.

“Dammit, Moonpie,” Tate whispered. Finally, he bent down and
gathered the sixty-pound dog into his arms and staggered toward the
studio’s rear door. He opened it, stepped outside into the dying sun-
light, and ran directly into Regina Foxton.

Her face was pink with embarrassment. “Oh!” she said, taking a
step backward. “You caught the dog. Good. I was afraid—"

She stopped, seeing the look on Tate’s face.

“You did this?” he asked. “You let him out of the trailer? Why
would you do something like that?”

“He was howling,” she said, taking another step backward.
“Scratching at the door to your trailer. He was frantic. I was just
going to let him go to the bathroom. But he got away from me. He
ran, and I couldn’t catch him. And then somebody opened the door
from inside the studio and let him in. And it was locked. So I couldn’t
go after him—"

“You just shut down my show,” Tate said, interrupting her. “Big
coincidence, huh? The guys from the network are down, taking a
look at both our shows. Yours goes just fine. Wonderful. Then they
step over to watch Vittles, and all of a sudden, my dog gets let into the
studio, and all hell breaks loose.”

“I didn’t intentionally let him in,” Gina protested. “I told you, it
was an accident.”

Tate was crossing the asphalt parking lot in the direction of his
trailer at a rapid clip, with Regina trailing behind.

“Oh,” he said, abruptly turning around to face her. “Oh, it was an
accident,” he said, his voice mocking. “That makes it all right that
my cameraman tripped over him and dropped and smashed a camera
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that can’t be replaced. All with Barry Adelman and his sidekick sit-
ting there watching.”

“Hey!” she said sharply. She ran up beside him and tugged at his
arm. “What are you implying? That I deliberately let the dog out to
sabotage your show? To make you look bad and me look good?”

He didn’t turn and he didn’t look at her, he just kept stalking
toward his trailer. “That’s what happened, isn’t it?”

She stopped and planted her aching feet on the still-hot asphalt.
“Just a minute, mister,” she hollered. “You wait just one dadgummed
minute.”



oBo looked up from the cell phone he’d been hunched over
for the past thirty minutes, furiously speed-dialing every
professional contact in the phone’s memory.

“Uh, Val?”

She looked up from the laptop, hands pressed together as if in
prayer.

He shook his head sadly. “Sorry. No go for today. Nothing’s avail-
able. Not here, or Nashville, not even in New York, until Monday
evening at the earliest. You want me to go ahead and have them ship
a replacement camera?”

Valerie fumbled desperately on the tabletop for her leather ciga-
rette case. She was down to a pack a day now—and that was with a
nicotine patch firmly affixed to each of her upper arms. She shook
out one of her ultra-slim menthols, lit up, and inhaled so deeply she
seemed to suck all the oxygen from the set.

Exhaling slowly, she nodded through the cloud of smoke wreathed
around her head.

Sitting two chairs away, Zeke fanned the air furiously with both
hands, making extravagant choking noises. “Really!” he said, pushing
his chair away from the table.

Val’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, and she drew deeply from the
cigarette again. “Fuck,” she said, exhaling at the same time.

BoBo held the phone up, questioning. “So—should I go ahead
and tell ’em to ship it? It’s the last one they’ve got.”

She reached for her Day Runner, slid out her personal Visa card,
and handed it over to her cameraman. “There goes my budget.”
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She stood up and rubbed the small of her back.

“Okay, everybody,” she called loudly. The cameramen, the light-
ing tech, the sound man, the prep cooks, and the food stylist all
stopped and looked expectantly in her direction.

“We’re shut down till Monday night. I need everybody back here
at four o’clock, no later. Everybody got that?”

The crew gave a collective groan and immediately started to clear
the set of food and equipment.

“And, Connie,” Val said, her voice rising.

“I know, I know,” Connie said, stacking a tray with the mixing
bowls and pans Tate had been using. “Cornmeal. Lots of cornmeal.
I’ll put it at the top of my shopping list.”

“What about the fish?” Val asked. “Can it keep till Monday?”

Connie rolled her dark eyes in answer. “Sure. If you want to stink
up the whole studio cooking nasty three-day-old fish, be my guest.
But don’t ask me to cook that mess.”

Zeke sniggered.

Val shot him a look. She put her hands on her hips now, mirroring
her prep chef’s defensive stance.

“Well, what do you suggest? Do we have any more fillets in the
freezer?”

“Nuh-uh,” Connie said. “Tate fried up everything he caught.
Guess you’ll just have to send him back out to that pond to catch an-
other mess of fish.”

Val frowned. She knew her star’s weekend plans, and was well
aware that he wasn’t planning another fishing trip.

“We can’t use another kind of fish as a stand-in?”

Connie frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Tate’ll be
able to tell. And you know how he is about that kind of shit. I'm not
gonna be the one to hand him a plate of trout or bass fillets when the
recipe clearly says we’re cooking shellcracker.”

“You leave Tate to me,” Val said. “Just do me a favor. Call all your
seafood dealers and see what they can come up with that looks like
shellcracker. We can use the earlier footage of Tate dipping it in the
breading, and nobody will see a thing. Just call me at home tonight,
and let me know what you found.”
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Connie pursed her lips, picked up the tray, and stomped off the
set, muttering as she went. “I'm not callin’ Atlantic Seafood and
askin’ them if they got what I know they ain’t got. . ..”

Val turned and gave Barry Adelman and his assistant a weak
smile.

“Food divas,” she said, adding an expressive shrug. “I'm sure you
deal with this kind of thing all the time in New York.”

Adelman nodded without saying anything, his pen busy jotting
something on a yellow Post-it note, which he promptly pressed to
the sleeve of his assistant’s shirt.

In fact, now that she was standing right in front of him, she could
see that Zeke’s shirt seemed to be generously papered with a small
forest of yellow stickies.

“I’'m really sorry about today,” Val said, trying not to stare at Zeke.
“I hope you won’t think your trip was wasted. This was just one of
those days. And about the dog . . . what can I say?”

She flicked a long ash onto the floor. “It was inexcusable. I'm
going to have a talk with Tate. I myself am a huge animal lover. But,
well, Moonpie—let’s just say he’s uncontrollable. I told Tate—"

Barry Adelman leaned over and plucked a Post-it note from a spot
directly under Zeke’s Adam’s apple, and handed it to her.

She read it aloud. “Dog = awesome.”

Adelman nodded. “That dog is a natural.”

He paused and looked around to see if anyone else was listening.
Everyone else, of course, was rushing around trying to make their
escape for the weekend.

Lowering his voice, Adelman went on. “I'm not really in a posi-
tion to tell you this. I mean, it’d be very premature . . .”

Val batted her eyelashes and moved closer to the executive. “Any-
thing you tell me would be totally confidential, Barry.”

“Zeke!” he said, snapping his fingers.

His assistant sprang to his feet.

Adelman scanned Zeke’s chest, finally picking a slip of paper from
the assistant’s right shoulder. He smiled coyly and handed it to Val-
erie.

“Sponsorship tie-in?” she read.
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“Exactly,” Adelman said.

Valerie wondered what she should gather from this cryptic ex-
change. Should she hazard a guess? But if she guessed wrong, would
Adelman think her some kind of mental defective?

“Ahh,” she said finally.

“Dog food,” Zeke said, in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Riiight,” Val said, grinning. “Of course. It’s funny you should
mention that. Because I happen to know that the ChowHound folks
are looking to launch a whole new ad campaign in the fall. They’re
crazy to have Tate endorse their premium dog-food line. There’s
even talk of using Moonpie in some of the ads.”

This, of course, was a blatant lie. There was no such talk that Val
knew of. ChowHound’s corporate offices were located in Atlanta, it was
true. Like everybody else in town, she’d stopped and stared at the eight-
story headquarters building in Midtown that was shaped like a giant
red fire hydrant. But she’d never even met anybody from ChowHound.
Still, that could all change. It would change, she vowed to herself.

“Pet-care products,” Zeke added knowledgeably, plucking a Post-
it from directly above his left nipple. He read aloud from it. “Thirty-
eight billion dollars last year.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Val said, almost purring. “And that’s only
one of the sponsorship opportunities we see for Tate and Moonpie.
Once they’re in a national venue. That’s why I was hoping we could
have dinner this evening. I know Tate is dying to have some one-on-
one time with you.”

“Hmmm,” Adelman said. He looked at his watch, and then at
Zeke.

“Can’t,” Zeke said, handing his boss a yellow Post-it clinging near
his left wrist. “Flight’s at eight.”

“Next time,” Adelman said.

Zeke packed up his bulging leather messenger bag and Adelman’s
laptop case.

“But what about the show?” Val sputtered. “You really didn’t get
to see what Tate can do.”

“We saw,” Adelman said. “I’ll be in touch. In the meantime, send
me that footage of the dog stealing the food, would you?”



Deep Dush & 69

“Sure,” Val said. As she watched the men walk off, she flung her
cigarette to the floor and stubbed it out.

Adelman turned, and Val visibly brightened.

“Just what kind of dog is he?” he called. She could see Zeke’s pen
poised above the pad of Post-its.

Val had to think fast. “He’s a setter,” she said. “A Landrover setter.
Very rare breed. Tate has the only one in the state.”



ate whirled around to face Regina, and Moonpie squirmed
in his arms.

This woman was truly starting to get on his nerves. At
least, he thought smugly, he knew now that she was no threat to his
own career ambitions. He had never seen anybody who looked less
like a potential network television star. The carefully arranged hair-
style he’d seen created just that morning was now a distant memory.
Perspiration plastered her light-brown hair to her forehead. There
were dark mascara smudges under both eyes, and a trace of what he
guessed was either flour or powdered sugar on her forehead. Also not
to mention that she was barefoot and that the neckline of her sleeve-
less top showed a much more tantalizing view of her cleavage than
she surely intended.

“Mister?” he repeated, his voice mocking. “Did you just call me
‘mister’? Where the hell are you from, Reggie?”

“Odum, Georgia,” she snapped. “Not that it’s any of your busi-
ness. And don’t call me Reggie.”

“Why not? You don’t look anything like a Regina.”

She frowned. “Nonetheless, that’s the name my mama and daddy
gave me. My friends call me Gina. You, however, may call me Regina,
if you have to call me anything at all.”

“Okay, RE-gina,” he said, purposely emphasizing the first syl-
lable. “Excuse me, but now that you’ve ruined my show and made
me look like an idiot to Barry Adelman and his associate, I've got to
put my dog back in the trailer. And then I've got someplace I need
to be.”
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He turned and resumed his trek to the trailer, but now she was
hot on his heels again.

“I'm sorry about your camera. Truly, I am. But I did noz sabotage
your show,” she said, out of breath from trying to keep up with him.
“I would never do something like that.”

“Because you're such a Girl Scout,” he said sarcastically.

"That stopped her for a moment.

“I don’t like your tone,” she called. “And another thing. Stay away
from my set when I'm taping from now on.”

He turned around again, tightening his grip on Moonpie as a pre-
caution, because the dumb animal seemed determined to rejoin his
new friend. Regina Foxton stood in the parking lot with her hands on
her hips, glaring daggers in his direction.

“You mean your piddly little regional show? Why shouldn’t I
watch? Do I make you nervous?”

“No!” she lied. “I just don’t want you stealing any of my recipes,”
she said finally.

“As if.”

That really seemed to fire her rockets. She ran right up to him,
her jaw clenched in outrage, and Moonpie, the traitor, wriggled in
his arms and wagged an enthusiastic greeting.

“So it’s a coincidence that you saw me shooting my seafood epi-
sode this morning, and then, this afternoon—magically—you happen
to also tape a seafood show with Barry Adelman sitting right there in
the studio.”

She was definitely right up in his face. So close, in fact, that
Moonpie stretched out his head and gave her a big sloppy slurp in
the face.

He expected her to scream, or jump backward, but the dog’s af-
fection seemed to have a softening affect on her. She laughed and
scratched his chin, setting off another spasm of heavy breathing and
tail wagging—by Moonpie.

“Hey, buddy,” she crooned, letting the dog continue his disgust-
ing display of affection. “I like you too. It’s not your fault your owner
is a big ol’ butthead.”

“Nice language from a Girl Scout,” Tate said.
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She continued to ignore him, and to lavish attention on Moonpie.

“What’s his name?’ she asked.

“Moonpie,” Tate said coldly.

“What kind of dog is he? A Brittany spaniel?”

“He’s an English setter,” Tate said. “Actually, if you want to get
technical, he’s a Llewellen setter. Are you done now?”

She flicked him a look. “With you, yes.”

“It’s a hunting and fishing show,” he said, desperately needing to
have the last word.

“What?”

“Vittles,” Tate said. “My show.”

“Oh, yes,” she said dismissively. “So I heard. Kill it and grill it. I
getit.”

“I cook seafood all the time,” Tate insisted. “Today’s show was
scripted weeks ago. We taped the fishing portion earlier in the week.
So, obviously, there was no way I copied your idea.”

“If you say so,” she said. She gave Moonpie a farewell pat on the
head, turned, and walked away, head held high.



hen Gina got home, Lisa met her at the door. She was

wearing a vaguely familiar looking, too-tight, low-cut

lime green T-shirt and a pair of gray gym shorts with the
waistband rolled down around her hips, and the words “pop TART”
emblazoned right across her butt cheeks.

“How’d it go?” she asked. “Did those Cooking Channel guys love
you? When do you find out if you get the show? Do you want a glass
of wine? I bought a bottle of that chardonnay you like. You owe me
six bucks.”

Regina stashed her laptop on a console table near the door, and
allowed herself to collapse into the nearest armchair.

“Is that my shirt?” she asked pointedly.

“Huh? I guess.”

“Except that when it belonged to me I seem to remember it had
sleeves,” Gina said. “And a neckband that did not threaten to expose
my boobs to the whole world.”

“Yeah. I fixed it for you,” Lisa said, twirling around. “Better now,
huh? You weren’t going to wear it tonight, were you?”

“Never again,” Gina assured her. “And how do you know any-
thing about The Cooking Channel?”

“Hello?” Lisa said. “D’John called here looking for you. He filled
me in on everything.”

“Everything?” Gina asked, dreading the answer.

“All of it,” Lisa assured her. “So, Scott was boinking the sponsor’s
wife? Right under your nose? And he got your show canceled? How
trashy is that?”
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“Pretty darned trashy,” Gina said wearily. “Look, can we not talk
about Scott tonight? I am just whipped.”

“Okay,” Lisa said. “Let’s talk about The Cooking Channel. It’s a
big deal, right?”

“Very big,” Gina admitted. “It’s what I've been dreaming of
since I started writing about food. TCC is only eight years old,
and they have ninety million viewers. You know Peggy Paul, that
woman who does all the cooking segments on Oprah? She had a
little mom-and-pop restaurant in Birmingham. One of Oprah’s
producers had dinner there one night, and she liked the barbecue
so much, she had them overnight ten pounds of it back to Oprah in
Chicago the next day. Peggy Paul did one guest shot on Oprah, and
within a month she had a cookbook deal with a major publisher, and
TCC signed her up even before it came out. Now Peggy Paul has
had the number-one best-selling cookbook on the best-seller lists
for two years in a row.”

“Good, huh? But your cookbook was on the best-seller list too,”
Lisa said loyally.

“Only a regional best seller,” Gina said.

“D’John says you shouldn’t worry about getting the new show,”
Lisa said, plopping down onto the carpet next to Gina’s chair. “He
says you're a lock.”

Gina managed a smile. “He might be a little bit prejudiced.
Anyway, it’s not a sure thing at all. They do want to add a southern
cooking show, but there’s another guy in the running.”

“No way.”

“Way,” Gina assured her.

“Who is the turkey?” Lisa asked.

“Nobody you’ve ever heard of,” Gina said. “He does a show called
Vittles, of all things.”

“Oh, my God,” Lisa shrieked. “Are you talking about Tate Moody?
The Tate Moody?”

Gina stared at her sister. “You’re saying you know about him?
Since when do you watch cooking shows? You don’t even watch
mine, and I pay the rent around here.”

“Everybody I know watches the Tatester,” Lisa said unapologeti-
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cally. “He rocks. In fact, Southern Outdoors rocks. My friends have
parties to watch those shows. Like, Andy? This friend of mine? He’s
in my calculus class? His favorite show is The Buck Stops Here. And
Sarah? You met her. She loves Kickin’ Bass. But everybody’s favorite
is Vittles.”

Lisa scrambled to her feet, went to her room, and came back with
a DVD.

“A bunch of us went in together and bought the first season of
Vittles, and then Sarah bootlegged copies for all of us.”

“I don’t believe this,” Gina said, holding the DVD gingerly by the
fingertips. “My baby sister, who can’t even make microwave popcorn
without burning it, watches a television cooking show. A show about
killing animals, cutting them up, and cooking them. Tell me this. Are
any of the recipes he does on his show even remotely edible?”

“Who knows?” Lisa said cheerfully. “He could make Kool-Aid
and peanut butter sandwiches and I'd watch. I'm tellin’ you, Geen,
the Tatester is hot. Not just hot. Smokin’ hot. Make sure you watch
episode three. That one’s my all-time favorite. He’s like, on a boat,
down on the Gulf Coast, throwing this cast net . . .”

She rolled her eyes and licked her lips. “Without a shirt. Check
out the six-pack.” She fanned herself with both hands and grinned. “I
just totally had an orgasm thinking about it.”

Gina stared at her younger sister. “Lisa, that is the crudest, most
pathetic thing I have ever heard of.”

“Don’t knock it if you haven’t tried it,” Lisa said.

“I think I’ll pass,” Gina said. “Anyway, I've got to get changed and
get over to D’John’s.”

“Oh, my God,” Lisa said. “D’John is so awesome. I love his place.
And he always gives me samples of the coolest makeup and stuff.
Lemme go too, okay?”

“Deal,” Gina said. “Just one thing.”

“What now?”

“While I'm in the shower, you change your clothes. We are not
leaving these premises with you dressed like some hoochie-mama.”

“D’John’s gay, Geen,” Lisa said. “He so is not looking at me that

»

way.



76 & MARY KAY ANDREWS

“And I am so not going anywhere with you until you put on some-
thing to cover your butt cheeks.”

ina had just turned onto Cheshire Bridge Road when she heard
the high thin wail. A44ARRRRR.

She jerked the steering wheel hard right and pulled over the con-
crete curbing and into the parking lot of a seedy bar with painted-
over windows.

“Whoa! What are you doing?” Lisa asked. “D’John’s place is two
blocks down.”

Gina half turned in her seat to look down the street. “Police car.
State law says you have to get completely out of the way for an emer-
gency vehicle.”

She heard the siren again, but frowned when she couldn’t see any
flashing lights.

Lisa rolled onto one hip and held up her cell phone.

AAARRRR. The incoming call light flashed off and on.

“Here’s your emergency,” Lisa said, handing the phone to Gina.

“What in the world?”

“Don’t hit the talk button unless you wanna talk to Mama,” Lisa
warned. “That’s her ring tone.”

“Lisa! Gina choked back a laugh. “That’s awful.”

“No. It’s efficient. This way, I know without even looking at the
readout when Mama’s calling. So if I'm at a party or a noisy club, I
don’t pick up. Saves us both a lot of heartache.”

Gina waited a minute, and then punched the button to listen to
the message Birdelle surely had left.

“Hello? This is Mrs. Birdelle Foxton, calling for Lisa. Lisa? Is
this you? I'm getting kind of worried, honey, because you haven’t
returned any of my calls all week. And I haven’t heard from Gina,
either. Anyway, I did want to let you know that I saw that precious
Tiffany Tappley last week at church. Well, of course, she’s Tiffany
Dugger now. She married one of the Duggers from Hazlehurst. He
does something for the government. She had the sweetest little boy.
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I forget his name. And she told me to be sure and tell you to call her
next time you’re home. Well, that’s all for now, honey. You be sweet,
you hear?”

Gina pressed the end button and pulled the Honda back onto
Cheshire Bridge Road.

“Did you know a girl from home named Tiffany Tappley?” she
asked. “Because Mama saw her at church and got the whole rundown
on her, and she wants you to be sure to call her when you’re home
again.”

“Tiffany Tappley? That slut? I can’t believe she had the nerve to
set foot inside a church,” Lisa said.

“WEell, she did, and Mama got the whole report. You can listen to
her message if you want to catch up with good ol’ Tiff.”

“No thanks,” Lisa said. “I haven’t talked to good ol’ Tiff since she
got knocked up at the end of eighth grade.”

“Good news,” Gina said, turning into the parking lot for D’John’s
apartment. “She’s married to one of the Duggers from Hazlehurst.
According to Mama, he’s got one of those good government jobs.”

“She must be talking about Tommy Dugger. He inspects hog feed
for the State Department of Agriculture.” Lisa sighed. “Mama thinks
that’s a great job because he brings home free peanuts that aren’t
good enough to feed to hogs.”

“Eew,” Gina said.

“And you wonder why I never return her calls,” Lisa said, getting
out of the car.

‘John emerged from his kitchen wearing a spotless starched

white lab coat with “Dr. Evil” embroidered over the left breast.
It was a hot spring night, so he was bare-chested and wearing loose
white cotton drawstring pants and white rubber clogs.

Regina eyed the plastic mixing bowl he carried in both hands. She
was seated in a high-backed bar stool in D’John’s tangerine-painted
dining room, wrapped in a matching tangerine-colored plastic cape.

“Just how blond are you taking me?” she asked.
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“Geeeeen,” Lisa managed, from between lips tightly drawn by
the herbal mud mask D’John had applied to her face. “He’s a genius.
You have to trust him.”

D’John blew the baby sister a kiss, and she nodded her receipt. He
couldn’t wait to complete his work on the braver of the two Foxton
sisters. Already he’d cut her hair in a daring jagged bob he’d pro-
claimed was “Metallica meets Dorothy Hamill.” Next up for Lisa, he
thought, would be some yummy aubergine highlights.

But in the meantime, Miss Regina was having second thoughts.

“How blond?” she repeated.

Before she could resist, he snapped on a pair of thin latex gloves
and quickly began applying the bright gold goo to her hair.

“D’John?”

“Well”—he pursed his lips in thought—“Scott wants you way
blonder. This is my own formulation, and I haven’t really given it a
name yet. I’d say your new color is less slutty than platinum, and more
intellectual-looking than a honey blond. Let’s just say it’s somewhere
between Marilyn Monroe in Some Like It Hot and Lauren Bacall in
Key Largo.”

“Huh?” Lisa managed. Her idea of a classic movie was Dude,
Where’s My Car?

Regina sighed. “I think he’s trying to say that when he gets done
with me, I'm going to look like a somewhat brainy bimbo.”

“Dingbat!” D’John cried. “I’ll call it Dingbat Blond. Oooh. I've
got to write down my formulation, because once your public gets a
look at your hair, I am going to become Hollywood famous.”

“Cool,” Lisa said. She plugged her ears with her iPod’s buds and
immediately began bopping to her own secret beat.

“You’ll be fabulous,” D’John assured Gina, with a pat on her
shoulder. “D’John can do no wrong.”

Regina took a sip of her wine and sat back while he applied the
strong-smelling chemicals. When her entire head was coated with
goo, multiple strands of hair had been pasted to long strips of alumi-
num foil, and her whole head had then been wrapped in plastic like a
leftover Sunday roast, D’John wheeled over a menacing-looking ma-
chine and lowered the bullet-shaped hood over her head.
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He picked up a plastic kitchen timer and set it. “Twenty minutes
till magic time.”

The doorbell rang. “That’ll be Stephen, the takeout boy from
Jade Palace, with our dinner,” D’John said. “And he is the most lus-
cious little piece of dim sum you have ever seen!”

Gina shook her head in mild disapproval, and D’John opened the
door for Stephen, who, to Regina, merely looked like a surly Asian-
American young adult with baggy jeans and a straggly soul patch on
his chin.

As the two men opened the white cardboard takeout boxes and
the plastic containers of egg-drop soup and arranged them on the
tabletop, the smell of sizzling pork wafted through the room and
Regina’s stomach growled.

D’John whispered something to Stephen, who laughed and
blushed, and the men stepped into the kitchen.

ina’s stomach growled again, so loudly she was sure the men
could hear it.

Quiet, she thought, patting her tummy. She took a long drink of
wine and tried to think of something besides food.

Today, for instance. According to Scott, the taping had gone
really well. He was a pig, but he did know television production.
Barry Adelman had seemed interested in her concept of fresh, acces-
sible southern food. The prep girls said he’d raved over the shrimp
during lunch, and he’d even asked her to e-mail the flounder and
slaw recipes to him.

But Adelman had hurried away to watch Tate Moody’s taping
before she really had a chance to chat with him.

The thought of Moody made her scowl. Stupid creep. Catfish-
frying, gun-toting pseudo-foodie. The idea that she would ever stoop
to dirty tricks to win this slot on TCC made her blood boil. And that
poor sweet dog, Moonpie, locked up in that trailer all day. She took
another sip of wine and wondered, idly, if Moonpie’s invasion really
had ruined the taping, as Moody claimed. She really hadn’t let the
dog loose on purpose, so if things had gone badly for Tate Moody,
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it totally was 7ot on her conscience. At least, that’s what she tried to
tell herself.

Eventually, she put the wineglass down and felt herself relax for
the first time all day. Her eyelids fluttered and then closed.

Such a pleasant dream. She was back at her grandparents’ farm in
Alma, Georgia. She’d spent the morning picking strawberries from
Gram’s patch. She was barefoot, and the sun-warmed soil squished
between her toes as she popped the sugar-sweet berries in her mouth,
eating nearly as many as she plunked into her plastic bucket. Gram
had baked her a little yellow butter cake in the special tin tart pans
she used only for what she called her “pattycakes” while Gina picked,
and she was just taking the cakes out of the oven when Gina wan-
dered into the kitchen, berry-stained face and fingers and all.

Gina heard the oven bell dinging as she sat down at the linoleum-
topped table to help Gram trim the tops from the berries and sprin-
kle them with sugar. Now Gram was reaching into the Frigidaire and
bringing out the blue bowl heaped full of sweetened whipped cream.
She placed each pattycake on one of her treasured pink Depression
glass plates, then spooned a mound of berries on top of the cake,
ending with big dollops of whipped cream, and then just a few more
berries, their bright red juice dribbling down the edges of the cake
and pooling onto the pink plates.

Gram and Gina held hands then, and they sang the special bless-
ing they’d learned at Sunday school before digging into their treat.

There would never be anything that tasted better, sweeter, than
those cakes. And after they’d cleaned up the dishes, Gina and Gram
went out to the porch to play Go Fish.

She was winning, had all the cards facedown on the green-painted
porch floor, when someone touched her shoulder.

“Geen?”

Gina opened her eyes. Lisa was standing in front of her, eyes
wide. Her mud mask was dried and cracked in about a zillion pieces.
In her hands she held a piece of tin foil with a four-inch-long strand
of Dingbat Blond hair dangling from it.

“Huh?”

Gina looked down at her lap. Half a dozen more strips of foil were
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scattered about the tangerine-colored cape, all of them clinging to
similar-size strands of Regina Foxton’s very own hair.

Regina shrieked. Lisa shrieked. D’John came running into the
dining room, and when he saw Gina, his shrieks drowned out theirs.

Only Stephen, the cute takeout boy, did not scream.

“Dude,” he whispered. “Dude, that is 7ot cool.” He turned and
ran for the door.

“OHMYGAWD!” D’John cried. He yanked the hood of the pro-
cessor into the up position “What happened?” Gina asked.

D’John whipped the plastic from her head and yanked her up and
out of the chair in an instant. “Quick. Into the kitchen.” He dragged
her over to the sink, stuck her head under the faucet, and started
spraying her hair with water.

“Lisa!” he called. “Bring me that bottle of shampoo from the
bathroom. And the conditioner. Stat!”

Regina could see nothing. She could feel first the cold, and then
the warm, water streaming over her head. Her neck hurt and she
wanted to stand up, but D’John kept his hand firmly planted on the
top of her head.

“Precious Jesus,” she heard him mutter. “Precious Jesus Lord.”

Then he was lathering her head with shampoo, and her scalp felt
oddly cool.

When the water stopped running, he stood her upright. For a
minute, she felt dizzy. He wrapped a towel around her head, and ten-
derly dabbed at her face with another one. Now he was dragging her
back into the dining room, pushing her gently down into the chair
she’d been sitting in.

“We’ve got to get you conditioned,” he said, squirting a huge glop
of conditioner into the palm of one hand. He patted it over her head,
gently working it into her scalp, which still felt strange.

“Tell me what’s happened,” Regina said. “What’s happened to my
hair?”

She saw Lisa and D’John exchange a shared look of horror.

“Tell me!”

D’John took a deep breath. “The timer,” he said, searching for
words. “It must have gone off. But I didn’t hear it. I was just in the
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kitchen, talking to Stephen. I guess I lost track of time. Because I
didn’t hear the buzzer—”

“No,” she said flatly. She stood up and ran into the bathroom.
There, in the gold-framed mirror in D’John’s bathroom, she stood
face-to-face with the truth.

Her scalp reminded her of her granddaddy’s cornfield come
autumn, once the harvest had started. Ragged strands of damp hair
stuck up in random hedgerows.

“Precious Lord Jesus,” she whispered, echoing D’John. She sat
down on the edge of D’John’s commode and began to cry.



ou absolutely sure you wanna do this?” Tate asked, shaking
his head in disgust.
“Absolutely,” Val insisted. “Hit me.”

Tate lifted the cast-iron skillet from the tiny two-burner stovetop
and deftly slid the fried eggs onto the stack of pancakes on Val’s wait-
ing plate.

“Thanks,” she said, pouring a stream of maple syrup over every-
thing, and then tucking into it with an energy that amazed him, slic-
ing the eggs with the side of her fork, then curling a whole pancake
around the oozing egg and shoving it into her mouth.

It was Sunday morning. Val called this a production meeting. Tate
called it a pain in the ass. He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat
opposite her at the red Formica dinette table in what he called the
dining area of the Vagabond IV. It was also, when the tabletop was
flipped down across the button-tufted red leatherette upholstered
benches, and a mattress slid atop it, the guest bedroom.

She chewed furiously, then sighed. “Heaven.”

Moonpie, wedged tightly beneath Tate’s feet, lifted his snout and
whined appreciatively.

“Absolutely not,” Tate said sternly. “If she wants to eat a heart
attack on a plate for breakfast, that’s her problem.” He scratched the
dog’s ears as a consolation prize.

As Val ate, Tate read over the notes she’d made about the upcom-
ing week’s shoot, pausing occasionally to sip his coffee.

Her plate mopped clean of every vestige of pancake, syrup, and
egg, Val brought out a cigarette, lit it, and inhaled deeply.
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Tate swiftly reached across the table, took the cigarette from her
fingers, and stubbed it out on the plate.

“Hey,” she said.

He got up and rinsed the plate in the minuscule stainless-steel
kitchen sink, which also doubled as the bathroom sink, which was
why there was a small porthole-sized mirror mounted above it.

“I’'ve told you a million times,” he said, scrubbing at the caked-on
egg. “You can’t smoke in the Vagabond. This is the original mahog-
any paneling. The original upholstery. It’s forty-two years old, and
it’s pristine. And it’s gonna stay that way.”

She lifted her head and blew out one defiant smoke ring toward
the pristine forty-two-year-old ceiling. “You let the dog in here.”

“He doesn’t smoke,” Tate said. “He gets washed weekly with a
hypoallergenic shampoo, and I brush him outside.”

“You’re the prissiest damn straight man I ever met,” Val said, fid-
dling with her cigarette lighter.

“I'll take that as a compliment,” Tate said. He wiped the thick
porcelain plate clean and slotted it into the wall-mounted plate rack
that topped the kitchen’s only cabinet.

“I'll bet you’re gonna tell me those are the original plates that
came stocked in the original damn kitchen,” Val said.

“Nope. According to the owner’s manual, the original plates were
green melamine. But they were long gone, and besides, I don’t like
to eat off plastic. I bought these on eBay. They’re from a diner in
Pontiac, Michigan, called the Chat 'n’ Chew. Same town the Vaga-
bond was manufactured in. The diner closed two years after the fac-
tory did, which was 1967,” Tate said. “So, the original owner could
have replaced the dishes that were included with the optional kitchen
package. I know I would have.”

“And this stuff is of vital importance to you,” Val said, rolling her
eyes.

“Itis,” he agreed.

She sighed again. She’d had a long e-mail from Barry Adelman
after he got back to New York on Friday night. Or Saturday morn-
ing, actually. The e-mail’s time stamp indicated it had been sent at
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2:30 A.m. Adelman wrote that he’d liked the show, liked what he
called Tate’s Q-factor, thought the food was fine. But he really, really
loooooved the Vagabond. And Moonpie. Which was a fact she in-
tended to keep to herself.

“All right,” she said, glancing down at her notes. “I had a call from
Connie on the way over here this morning. And you’re not going to
like what she said.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“She’s gone to every fish market in Atlanta, called everybody she
knows. She was able to find some small white fish fillets, but she doesn’t
think they look anything like the shellcracker fillets we started shoot-
ing with on Friday. I don’t think it’s that big a deal. We’ll just have to
make do. BoBo called, and the replacement camera should get here
first thing tomorrow. When we reshoot, we’ll just have him cut away
to the oil sizzling in the pan, or the already soaked and floured fillets.
Once they’re coated in flour, you can’t tell whether they’re shellcrack-
ers or chicken breasts. So that’s what we’ll use. Pounded thin chicken
breasts.”

“What? No. Nuh-uh. No way,” Tate said. “No faking. We start
that, pretty soon I'm substituting pork loins for venison, and God
knows what comes after that.”

“Nobody will ever know, Tate,” Val said. “Or care.”

“I'll know,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And 1
care.”

“Fine,” she said, tossing her pen onto the tabletop, and matching
him glare for glare. “What do you suggest?”

He stood up, put his authentic heavy vitreous china coffee mug in
the sink, and rinsed it out.

“Moonpie,” he said.

The dog scrambled to his feet.

“Come on, boy,” Tate said, opening the Vagabond’s screen-fitted
door.

“And where do you think you’re going?” Val asked. “We've still
got the rest of the week’s scripts to go over. We need to decide on a
dessert to go with the grilled quail breasts you’re doing for Tuesday’s
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show, and figure out what you want to do about the shrimp debacle.
We really don’t have time for the talent to throw a temper tantrum.”

“Okay,” Tate said. He jerked his head in Val’s direction, and then
toward the door. “Like you said, time’s wasting. Let’s roll.”

“Roll where?” she asked, reaching for her purse, patting her pocket
to make sure she had her cigarettes. She really needed a smoke.

“Cedar Creek,” he said, helping her navigate the Vagabond’s fold-
down steps. “You just said, I need a mess of shellcrackers. Which
means we need to get on the creek in the next half hour, before the
sun gets too high, and the water heats up too much.”

“But the script,” Val protested. “We’ve got so much work to do—"

“We can talk about it on the drive over there,” he said.

“I don’t fish,” she said. “I'm Jewish. We’re not a fishing people.”

“Whatever. You take notes. I'll fish.”

An hour later, Tate pushed the twelve-foot aluminum johnboat
into the cool brown waters of Cedar Creek. Val sat in the bow, slath-
ered in insect repellent and swaddled in an orange life jacket that
seemed to swallow her small frame. Tate sat in the back. Moonpie,
panting happily, sat in the middle.

Using the handle of the nearly noiseless electric trolling motor,
Tate steered them to a spot half a mile downstream. He cut the
motor, sniffed, and nodded his approval. Quickly, he baited a small
hook with a worm retrieved from a Styrofoam cup at his feet, and
with a flick of his wrist cast the worm into the shadows of a willow
tree on the creek bank. The red-and-white cork bobbed brightly on
the surface of the water.

Tate sniffed again. “They’re here all right,” he said. “Bedded up
good.”

“How do you know?” Val demanded.

“Can’t you smell ’em?” he asked.

She made a face and swatted at a fly. “I smell dirt. And I smell dog.
But that’s about it.”

“That’s not dirt you're smelling,” Tate said, lifting his rod tip
gently to set the bobber rocking. “It’s a kind of sour smell, right?”

“It ain’t perfume,” she said.

“Pan fish like shellcrackers bed up in the cool mud on the creek
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bottom,” Tate said. “It’s a real distinct smell. That’s how you know
they’re here.”

“Fascinating,” she said. She reached down to the pocket of her
jeans and brought out the steno pad she’d brought along.

“Now what about the dessert for Tuesday?”

“Peaches,” Tate said.

“All right.” She scribbled it down. “Cobbler? Pie? Dumplings?”

“Aaahh,” Tate said. The rod tip bent sharply, and he reeled with
one smooth motion. Seconds later, he pulled in a brilliant orange and
yellow fish slightly larger than the palm of his hand.

Moonpie’s tail thumped the aluminum bottom of the boat in
approval. Wordlessly, Tate slid the fish onto a stringer, placed the
stringer in the water, and was soon baited up with a fresh worm.

“You make it look so damn easy,” Val said. “Every time out. How
do you do that?”

He shrugged. “It’s only easy if you know what you’re doing. And
I’'ve been doing what I'm doing now since I was a kid. Anyway, you
know how often I go out and come back with nothing. It’s not like
this all the time.”

“But a lot of the time it is,” Val reminded him.

“Right time of day, right weather, right bait, right equipment,”
Tate said. “After that, I guess it’s mostly about luck.”

“And you’re mostly lucky,” she said with a grin. “That’s why
you’re gonna get that slot on The Cooking Channel. Now . . . about
those peaches?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “No pie. Um . . . 'm thinking.” He flipped
his polarized sunglasses to the top of his head, took out a handker-
chief, and wiped his face, which was glistening with sweat in the
hot midmorning sun. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “Oh, yeah. Grilled
peaches. With a sorghum rum glaze. And homemade vanilla-bean
ice cream.”

“You can grill peaches?”

“Sure,” Tate said. “You split ’em in half, pop out the pit. Leave
the peel on. Brush the cut surface with some lemon juice and a little
melted butter. Grill ’em for a minute or two, take ’em off, and brush
on the glaze.”
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Val scribbled furiously. “Sorghum. What’s that?”

“Southern version of maple syrup,” he said. “You could use maple,
of course, but since we’re talking southern food . . .”

“And the rum?”

“Dark rum,” he said decisively. “And you put the glaze on at the
last minute, otherwise the high sugar content gives you too much of
a char on the grill. And of course, you’re gonna serve it with a scoop
of homemade vanilla-bean ice cream.”

“I dunno,” Val said. “That sounds pretty fancy for a show like
Vittles.”

“What’s fancy about it?” he asked, reeling in another fish.
“Peaches. Sorghum syrup, or maple if you can’t get sorghum. Rum.
And, oh yeah, a little grated fresh ginger goes in the glaze for extra
zip.

Moonpie scooched forward on his haunches to sniff the fish as it

”»”

flopped around in the bottom of the boat.

“Moonpie!” Tate said sharply.

The dog lifted his snout and fixed his master with a baleful look.

“You think he’d eat a live fish?” Val asked, fascinated and repulsed
at the same time.

“Maybe,” Tate said, adding the shellcracker to the stringer and
putting it back in the water. “He eats bugs all the time. I've seen him
eat a live shrimp, and a minnow. But I'm thinking a live shellcracker
would put the hurt on his gut. Anyway, we don’t have any fish to
spare this trip.”

“I don’t know, Tate,” Val said finally. “Don’t get me wrong. The
peach thing sounds delicious, but honestly, it sounds to me kind of
like something Regina Foxton has done on Fresh Start.”

“No way,” Tate snapped. “I just made the recipe up. Right here
on the spot.”

“I'm not accusing you of stealing it from her,” Val said sooth-
ingly.

“Damn straight,” he said, casting out again. “I've never even really
watched her show.”

“We watched several episodes together yesterday, remember?”
Val said.
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“Yeah, but she never grilled any peaches,” he insisted. “Anyway,
she’s not the only damned person who knows how to cook with fresh
stuff. What about that show I did with the tomatoes and fresh basil?
And don’t I grill fish with lemon all the time? And chives? Hell, I was
using chives before chives were cool.”

“Hey!” Val said, realizing she’d hit a nerve. “I'm on your side, re-
member?”

“Regina,” he muttered. “Dopiest damn name I ever heard. Prob-
ably a stage name. You ever know anybody named Regina in real
life?”

“There was a Regina Manoulis in my Spanish class, ninth
grade.”

“Doesn’t count,” Tate said. “You’re a Yankee. I'm talking about a
Regina in the South. She claims she’s from the South, right?”

“Somewhere in Georgia,” Val said. “And she’s sure enough got a
believable accent.”

“Everything about her is phony,” Tate insisted. “Don’t you
think?”

“I dunno,” Val said. “I just thought she was pretty all-American
looking.”

“Nobody looks like that all the time,” Tate said darkly. “Look at
you, for instance.”

“Thanks,” Val said.

“You know what I mean,” he went on. “The makeup, the clothes.
So buttoned-up looking. Like out of a magazine or something.”

“Some men like women who look like that,” Val said. “Scott Za-
leski sure seems to.”

“Who? That producer of hers?”

“Mmm-hmm,” she said. “Word is they’re an item.”

“Figures,” he said, grumpily. “Barbie and Ken. The perfect couple.
Never a hair out of place on either of ’em.”



ina!” Lisa pounded on the bathroom door with both fists.
“Come on, Geen. Let me in. You gotta let somebody see it.
I’'m your sister. I'll still love you no matter what.”

“Go away,” Gina wailed.

“It can’t be that bad,” Lisa said, putting her cheek to the door
frame. “It’s Sunday afternoon. You’ve had on that conditioner D’John
gave you since Friday night. He said that would fix you right up.”

“Yeah, right,” Gina retorted. “He’s bald. Why should I believe
anything a bald guy says about hair?”

“You can’t stay in there forever. You gotta eat.You gotta sleep.
And you gotta go to work tomorrow. You've still got more shows to
tape, right?”

“Work!” Gina shrieked. “Oh, my God. I can’t go to work looking
like this. 'm a freak.”

“Just let me in. It can’t be that bad. Even if it is, we’ll fix it. We’ll
make it all right. I promise.”

A moment passed. Lisa heard the lock click. The door swung
open an inch. She took a deep breath and stepped inside.

Her sister, Regina Foxton, was sitting on the side of the bathtub.
She was wearing pale pink baby-doll pajamas, with a damp towel
draped over her slumped shoulders. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her
hair was quite blond, what there was of it.

Lisa swallowed hard and tried to think of something cheerful to
say.

“It’s . . . cute,” she said finally. “And it really shows off your facial
structure.”
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“Liar,” Gina said glumly.

Lisa sat beside her and slung an arm over her big sister’s shoulder.
“It’s not that bad, really. I mean, it’s short, yeah. Shorter than you’ve
ever worn it before.”

“Yeah, since I was, like, three?” Gina said. “You’ve seen the old
pictures.”

“Come on,” Lisa said, getting up and taking her sister’s hand.
“Come into my room. Will you let me see if I can fix it?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Gina said dully. “Cut it all off. Shave my head if
you want. My career is over. No job, no man. No money. You think
they’re still hiring at Hi-Beams?”

“Stop talking like that,” Lisa said, leading her into her own bed-
room, sidestepping the piles of clothing and shoes, dirty dishes,
books, and dog-eared magazines. “Sit,” she ordered, pointing to the
slipper chair in front of her dressing table. She picked up a pair of
scissors and walked slowly around Gina. “I’m just gonna even it out a
little,” she said finally. “It broke off unevenly, especially on the sides,
which is why you’ve got those kinda Bozo the Clown clumps going
on. I'll feather it around your face, and trim off that kinda mullet
thing you’ve got going in the back.”

“Fine,” Gina sighed and closed her eyes. “Whatever.”

Lisa snipped and hummed, combed, then hummed some more.
She stopped once, picked up the “Sexiest People Alive” issue of People,
and leafed through it until she found the picture she wanted. “Aha!”
she said softly. She picked up the scissors again, snipped some more.
“Hold still now,” she ordered, wrapping the abbreviated strands of
her sister’s hair around her curling iron. “I'm not used to working
with hair this short, and I don’t want to burn you.”

“Whatever.”

After a few minutes, she put down the curling iron and spritzed
Gina’s hair with her favorite finishing gel. With her fingertips, she
separated the curls into tendrils, working this way and that until she
was satisfied with the results.

“Open your eyes,” Lisa said finally.

“I'm afraid.”

Lisa gave her shoulder a gentle poke. “Open!”
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Gina opened one eye slowly, then the other, quickly. Her hands
flew to her face.

“Oh, my God!”

Lisa smiled proudly. “You like it? I was going for a sort of Gwen
Stefani look. But not as radical, of course.”

Gina leaned into the mirror, then leaned out. The woman in the
mirror was a stranger. On Friday night, she’d been what she’d always
thought of as average, on-a-good-day-pretty. Shoulder-length brown
hair with blond highlights, brown eyes. Good skin, tanned now from
a couple weekends at Scott’s rented house up at the lake. Button
nose with a bump on the ridge from a skateboard accident in seventh
grade. Mouth a little wide for the shape of her face, but her first boy-
friend had said her lips reminded him of Julia Roberts, which she’d
taken as a compliment.

Now she was somebody new. Loose wisps of blond hair curled
around her head, and her eyes peeked out from feathery bangs. Her
eyes looked bigger. Her cheekbones were more pronounced than she
remembered. Her neck and shoulders felt naked.

“Geen? Say something. Do you really hate it that much? I mean,
maybe D’John could do it better. He’s been calling. He really feels
awful about what happened. He said to tell you he can give you ex-
tensions. And nobody will be able to tell—”

Gina threw her arms around Lisa and squeezed. “Shut up, fool.
It’s great. Really. I mean it. You saved my life.”

Lisa’s mouth flew open. “Really? No shit? You like it?”

Gina blinked back tears. “Really. It'll take some getting used to.
And you’ll have to show me how you did it. But yeah. It’s way better
than I could have hoped for. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Lisa beamed. “That’s okay. I mean, you’re welcome. But, since
you mention it, I'm a little short of cash this week—”

The doorbell rang then, startling them both.

“Are you expecting somebody?” Gina asked.

“Uh,” Lisa said. “I think maybe it’s Scott.”

“Scott!” Gina cried. “What does he want? You didn’t tell him
about my hair, did you?”
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“D’John told him,” Lisa said. “We were afraid you’d never come
out of that bathroom. You wouldn’t answer your cell phone or
the house phone, so he started calling my cell at the butt-crack of
dawn.”

“Go to the door,” Gina said, giving her sister a shove. “Make him
go away.”

“He won’t,” Lisa said flatly. “This is the second time he’s come by.
Anyway, I think you guys need to talk. Straight up.”

“Lisa,” Gina moaned. “I can’t do this. Not like this. Not yet.”

Lisa picked up her car keys and headed for the front door. “Sorry,
Geen. It’s now or never. I'm going over to Sarah’s to play Halo for
a little while.” She gave her sister a finger wave, then opened the
door.

Scott stood on the doorstep, holding a brown paper shopping
bag from Whole Foods. Gina ducked back inside the bathroom and
slammed the door before he could get a good glimpse.

“Hey, Lisa,” Scott said, stepping inside the condo. “Thanks for
doing this for me.”

His damp black hair still bore comb marks, and he had the Blue-
tooth earpiece for his BlackBerry in his right ear. Lisa had never seen
him without that earpiece. Scott’s blue jeans were sharply creased,
the sleeves of his pale aqua button-down shirt rolled up a precise
two and a half folds. He wore his Gucci loafers sockless, but spit-
polished. His idea of Sunday casual.

Lisa looked him up and down. She was wearing a tight faded
army-green tank top with no bra, and she had her hands jammed into
the back pockets of faded cut-off camo fatigues that she wore with
the fly half-unbuttoned, the waistband rolled down to her skinny ex-
posed hip bones.

“I'm not doing it for you, fuckwad,” she said, her voice dripping
acid. “I'm doing it for her.”

She started to shoulder past him, but stopped short when their
faces were only inches apart.

Lisa’s blond hair had been dyed a scary shade of purple, and she
was wearing it in a bizarre kind of Dutch-boy bob with jagged-edged
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gel-spiked bangs. She had the same melted Hershey’s Kisses dark
brown eyes as Gina, but hers were kohl-rimmed and menacing. “And
you better not say a damned word about her hair. ’Cuz if you make
my sister feel any worse than she already does, I will hunt you down
and bitch-slap your sorry ass into next week.”

His face flushed, and he started to say something cute, but Lisa
cut him short.

“Believe it,” she warned. “I'm not sweet like Gina. I’'m a South
Georgia redneck girl through and through. I'd just as soon cut you as
look at you. You don’t wanna mess with me.”

“I was just going to ask you how she is,” Scott said, setting the
shopping bag down on the floor.

“She’s shitty,” Lisa said. “That’s how she is. I hope you brought
some good news about this Cooking Channel deal along with what-
ever kinda cheap-ass food you got in that sack.”

“Barry e-mailed me this morning,” Scott said stiffly. “He’s in-
trigued with the concept of Fresh Start. And he loves the tapes I sent.
So we are definitely in the running.”

“Great.” Lisa nodded. She jerked her head in the direction of the
bathroom door. “Tell her.”

“Iwill.”

“And remember what I said about making her cry.”

When Lisa was gone, Scott took the shopping bag and un-
packed its contents on the kitchen counter. Cold sesame noodle
salad. A small container of chilled grilled honey-lime salmon.
Two ripe nectarines. He took out a bottle of Perrier and un-
capped it.

He tapped on the bathroom door. “Gina,” he said.

“Go away,” Gina said. She stood at the bathroom mirror, patting
concealer under her eyes.

“I’'ve got good news, honey,” Scott said.

“You don’t ever get to call me honey again,” Gina said. “Save that
for Danitra Bickerstaft.”

He winced. “I'm sorry. I deserved that. You’re right. I screwed up.
Big-time. But we really do need to talk. About the show.”

“What about the show?” Gina fastened the diamond studs in
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her ears, then rejected them. With hair this short, she needed
statement earrings. She found a pair of Lisa’s earrings in a dish
on the counter. They were two-inch silver hoops. She screwed
them in, and slowly rotated her head from side to side. Yes. Good.
Maybe she should get a second set of piercings. Lisa had half a
dozen holes in her ears. Why not? It wasn’t like her public was
going to get a chance to comment on her appearance once she
was off the air. Maybe she’d go really punk, and get a tattoo. Like
a tiny little shattered heart, right above her breast. Lisa had a red
devil tattoo, right above her butt crack. If Birdelle Foxton ever saw
that, Gina thought, she would have a myocardial infarction on the
spot.

“I need to talk to you face-to-face,” Scott said.

Gina took a deep breath and opened the door.

“Jesus!” Scott said, taking a step backward. “What did you do to
yourself?”

She tried to bite back the tears. “This was all your idea,” she said
finally. “You’re the one who wanted me to go blonder.”

Suddenly, he remembered Lisa’s warning. He did not need to
upset Gina any more than was absolutely necessary. And he really
didn’t want to find out what a South Georgia girl like Lisa was ca-
pable of in the ass-kicking department.

“It’s nice,” he said finally, touching one of the tendrils that curled
above her earlobe. “It’ll just take some getting used to.”

Gina felt an involuntary spasm of pleasure at his touch, but she
pushed his hand away. She was done with all that.

“You said something about good news?”

“I did,” he said. “I brought you some lunch. Let’s sit down and
talk like two civilized adults, can we?”

“'m not hungry,” she said, but she followed him into the
kitchen.

He got two plates from the cabinet, and set them out with the
cold noodles and the salmon. He poured two goblets of Perrier. Like
he owned the place, she thought bitterly.

She picked up one of the nectarines, sat down, and bit into it.

He took a fork and wound the sesame noodles around the tines.
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He did it perfectly. “We’re definitely in the running with The Cook-
ing Channel,” he said, pausing to slurp the noodles.

“You’re sure? Even after that catastrophe with the flounder?”

“Positive,” he said. “Barry loves the concept of Fresh Start. He e-
mailed me as soon as he got back to New York. He as much as told
me we're a lock.”

“As much as? What's that mean?”

Scott took a bite of the salmon and washed it down with Perrier.
“He wants us to ship the tapes of this week’s shows just as soon as
we’ve got ’em in the can.”

“What about Tate Moody? And Vittles? Are they still in the run-
ning too?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Scott said. “That guy’s a joke. A dog as a
sidekick? On a cooking show? It’s a health hazard. Anyway, how gim-
micky can you get?”

“Have you seen that dog?” Gina asked. “I have. He’s precious.”

“Listen to me,” Scott said, reaching out and taking her hand. She
slapped his away. He looked wounded. “You are a natural for this net-
work. You are an amazing cook. We have an innovative, original con-
cept with Fresh Start. Now, I know I hurt you. But I swear to God,
it was a one-time-only deal. You’ve got to believe me. I care about
you. Deeply.”

She looked away. “I can’t ever trust you again. It’s all so humiliat-
ing. ...
He sighed. “All right. You’re right. Let’s not talk about us now.
Let’s talk about the show.”

She took a sip of the Perrier. “What about the show?”

He put his fork down on the edge of the plate. “I brought over
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some wardrobe for this week. I'd already set it up with ZuZu’s in
Buckhead.”

“What kind of clothes?” Gina asked, frowning.

“Nice ones,” he said. “Expensive stuff. Look. This is our big
break, Gina. Network television. National exposure. Do you know
what that can do for your career? We're talking about a seven-figure
contract. Your show will be on the air seven days a week, in every
market in this country. Canada too. And don’t forget the overseas



Deep Dush & 97

market. Peggy Paul’s show is a huge hit in England. And that’s just
television. Your cookbooks will be instant best sellers. You’ll have en-
dorsement deals. Appliances. Cookware. Tabletop. And then there’s
packaged food lines. Frozen entrées. Maybe even your own lifestyle
magazine.”

For a moment, she allowed herself to dream. Her own magazine!
And another cookbook. She’d been jotting down ideas for months
now. She wanted to take what she called southern heritage recipes,
like her grandmother’s banana pudding, or Mama’s Coca-Cola pot
roast, and update them—get rid of the packaged preprocessed ingre-
dients and return to healthy, flavor-filled seasonal ingredients. . . .

The loud ringing of a cell phone brought her back down to
earth.

Scott glanced down at the BlackBerry tethered to his Italian
leather belt. “Excuse me,” he said, getting up. “I've got to take this.”

He walked outside. She went to the front window and watched
him, pacing around, shouting. She could see the protruding muscles
in his neck, his hands chopping the air in agitation. It reminded her
of Friday night. When he’d stood over her, totally absorbed in his
own rage.

Five minutes passed. Scott came back inside. He found Gina in
the kitchen, packing the food he’d brought back into the Whole
Foods shopping bag.

“Here,” she said, handing him the bag.

“What's this?”

“Your food,” she said. “Also your razor, the CD you mixed me for
Valentine’s Day, the sweatshirt I borrowed from you up at the lake,
and a pair of jeans you left here a couple weeks ago.”

“That’s it? End of conversation?”

Gina gave it some thought. “Pretty much. I'm keeping the dia-
mond earrings, because they’re pretty, and I think, all things consid-
ered, I deserve them.”

He shook his head. “This isn’t like you, Gina. I told you, we've
got great things ahead of us. We're a team. . . .”

She forced a smile. “This is the new me. The adult me. I hope
and pray TCC picks me to be their new southern chef. If they do, I
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guess we have to work together. That’s what adults do. They keep on
going, even when things get ugly. If they don’t, I guess I’ll have to
find a new job. One that doesn’t involve you.”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “Look. It doesn’t have to be like
this.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It really does.”



n Monday morning, Gina forced herself to look squarely in

the bathroom mirror. The hair fairy had not made an over-

night visit. The short blond wisps framing her face were the
same alarming length and color they’d been when she finally went to
bed Sunday night.

Fine. It was only hair. She’d been telling herself that for the entire
weekend. It was time to start believing it. She had a million things to
do before taping started later in the day.

In the bedroom, she gathered up the outfits Scott had brought
over on Sunday. She grimaced at the olive green satin blouse with the
long, billowing sleeves and the deep V-neck that he’d selected for the
Thanksgiving show. The olive would make her skin look sallow, and
the sleeves would end up dragging in her pie dough. The blouse had
a $560 price tag and a designer label she’d never heard of. But then,
she’d never even been inside ZuZu’s, which was in an exclusive shop-
ping center on West Paces Ferry Road, where she never shopped. It
wasn’t that she didn’t like nice clothes. She did. But she was used to
finding them deeply discounted at Filene’s Basement, or on clearance
at Bloomingdale’s. She could have bought three or four outfits for
the price of that one blouse, she’d protested.

“Last season’s leftovers,” Scott had said of her bargain duds.
“That’s fine for your personal life. But on air, you’ve got to look up-
to-the-minute. Your viewers want to aspire to the kind of life they
assume you’re leading.”

“Anyway,” he’d added, “you don’t have to pay a dime for the
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clothes. The folks at ZuZu’s are giving them to you—in return for a
wardrobe credit at the end of the show.”

Gina grimaced again as she crammed a faded blue Atlanta Braves
ball cap onto her head. She didn’t mind cooking with products and
equipment donated by sponsors. But wearing freebie clothes . . . She
shuddered a little. It seemed somehow creepy.

"Today was not the day to think about this, she decided. She had
too much to do.

It was only 6:00 a.m., and she had to get down to the farmers
market south of the city to buy the fresh produce and the turkey for
the taping, then fight Monday-morning traffic on I-75 to get back to
the studio to start prepping.

By the time she’d backed the Honda out of her parking spot, her
T-shirt was already sweat-soaked. “Ugh,” she said aloud. “Thanks-
giving in July.”

With an eighteen-wheeler overturned just below the exit to the
stadium, and the resulting snarl of fire trucks, ambulances, police
cars, and gawkers, it took her an hour to get to the State Farmers
Market in Forest Park.

She drove directly to Boyette’s produce stand. The Boyettes
were her favorite produce dealers. Richard had traded in a successful
career as a medical malpractice attorney for the life of a gentleman
farmer, while Rachel, his daughter, was a talented artist whose vivid
oil paintings of eggplants and sunflowers and rustic farm landscapes
were interspersed among the bushel baskets of Silver Queen corn
and purple-hulled peas.

Rachel, who she guessed was in her early twenties, was using a
dolly to move cardboard boxes of tomatoes toward the stand. She
stood up and waved tentatively when she saw Gina’s familiar car pull
up to the loading dock.

“Gina?” she said, squinting. “Is that you?”

Gina lifted the dark sunglasses. “Hey, Rachel. Yup, it’s me. I'm
kinda incognito today.”

“Guess so,” Rachel agreed. “Whatcha need?”

Gina pulled her list from her backpack.

“Everything. We’re shooting Thanksgiving today. So, squash, of
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course, yellow, acorn, pattypan if you've got ’em. Green beans. Sweet
potatoes. I need peppers. The prettiest red, yellow, and green you’ve
got, for the beauty shots. Oh, yeah. And pumpkins, of course.”

“Pumpkins?” Rachel laughed and shook her head. “You're kid-
ding, right?”

Gina lowered her sunglasses to let Rachel see just how serious
she was. “I never kid about pumpkins. We need three or four for the
beauty shots, and then, let’s see, maybe three of the small Sugar Baby
ones to cut up for the actual pies.”

“Gina, you're from South Georgia, right?”

“Odum,” Gina agreed. “Doesn’t get much more South Georgia
than that.”

“They pick pumpkins in Odum in July?”

Gina shrugged. “I guess. My daddy didn’t really farm. Mama
keeps a garden. Mostly tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, and okra. Oh,
yeah, and butterbeans.”

Rachel giggled. “Gina, you don’t harvest pumpkins in July. Dad-
dy’s growin’ ’em, but they won’t be ready till at least the end of Sep-
tember.”

Gina felt a trickle of perspiration roll down her neck. She looked
up and down the rows of growers’ booths in the darkened shed.
“What about these other guys? I mean, I hate to give the business to
anybody else, but I've really gotta have those pumpkins. They don’t
even have to be organic.”

“Feel free to ask,” Rachel said. “Maybe somebody’s growing a va-
riety we don’t know about. In the meantime, you want me to box up
the rest of the stuff on your list?”

“That’d be great,” Gina said, handing over the sheet of paper.
“I'm really running behind schedule. And I still have to find a couple
fresh turkeys.”

“In July? Good luck.”

For the next thirty minutes, Gina cruised the huge covered sheds
in the car, trolling for the elusive summertime pumpkin. Most of the
farmers and wholesalers laughed or shook their heads when she in-
quired about the availability of pumpkins.

Thirty minutes later, she was back at Boyette’s.
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“Any luck?” Rachel called, as Gina pulled the car alongside the
booth.

“Nothin’,” Gina said, wearily opening the trunk of the Honda.
“I'm screwed.”

“Maybe not,” Rachel said, starting to load the cartons of pro-
duce in the trunk. She crooked a finger at Gina. “Come on inside
the office.”

Boyette’s office was nothing more than a wooden lean-to, with an
oscillating fan tacked to a wall, and a couple of sawhorses and a slab
of plywood filling in as a desk. Rachel’s easel took up one corner of
the room.

But there, sitting square on the desktop, was one smallish but oth-
erwise perfect cantaloupe-size pumpkin.

“Rachel!” Gina gasped, throwing her arms around the younger
woman’s neck. “How on earth?”

“It was Daddy’s idea,” Rachel said. “I was telling him about the 