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Chapter 1

Ohe 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 explaining 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, watching through
the monitor on the laptop. Where was Scott, Gina wondered? Jessica DeRosa,
his assistant producer, was only twenty-four, just a couple years out of film
school, and she was probably quite capable of directing a show on her own,
but Scott was such a control freak, he rarely let her.



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, balding
veteran of three seasons’ worth of her shows, behind the camera. This
cameraman was a kid, with a frizzy shock of blond hair sticking out from
under a red bandanna worn piratelike, around his forehead.

Where was Eddie? she wondered. Were he and Scott in some kind of
meeting elsewhere—maybe over at the Georgia Public Broadcasting 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 reality, the
burner was stone cold and now seemingly inoperative.

“Once your grits reach the boiling point, you want to turn the 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 contrary, 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. “Jeezus 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 segment?”

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?”

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.”



Chapter 2

The 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 replaced 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 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’s handsome headquarters in
the shadow of downtown Atlanta but out of leased production 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 wonderful. 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 Georgia, gotten
interested in writing there, and after a series of reporting stints at small-town
weeklies, she’d ended up with what she considered her dream job—food
editor for the Atlanta Journal-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.”

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 producer.

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, standing 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, cum laude, University of Virginia. Master’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 assistant at CNN.



She read on. E. Scott Zaleski was thirty-two years old, unmarried, 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 Georgia
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 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 segment 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 something 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 meeting.
I’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 morning. 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 Bickerstaff III 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 selling 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 reasonable 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 dollars 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, Geen.
I’ve been putting out feelers, hoping we’d line up a new sponsor, 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 distract 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 payment, 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?
“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.”



Chapter 3

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

break, Scott was back in his usual seat, guiding 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’1l 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 condition. Sacrifice



at $18,000.” All his toys.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said softly, squeezing his arm. “You’re selling the Fat
Boy?”

“Got to,” he said, his jaw clenched. “Heather’s pregnant.”

“I’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 I 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 linoleum floor,
and then heard the break-room door swing shut. More footsteps echoed in the
empty corridor.

“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 Bickerstaff were checked in at the Ritz-
Carlton in Buckhead.”

“What are you saying?” Gina whispered.

“Mr. Bickerstaff 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 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’, I’'m
dyin’. Jessica went to Paideia School with Meredith Bickerstaff, 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 I live in,” Gina said.



Chapter 4

She 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 feelings
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.

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, because I
know it’s true.”

“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
Bickerstaff’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.
“DOI’]’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 contract. 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!” she said.

But he was wound tight as a tick.

“I went—"

poke

“—to the wall—”

poke

“—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 intentionally 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.



Chapter 5

Driving home, Gina tried to make her mind tackle practical 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 agonized over, the window
treatments her mother had sewn for the bedrooms, 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 telling 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 swollen feet.



“I want my mama,” she said, groaning.

The skinny blonde sprawled on the carpet in front of the television 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 producer?”

“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 talking
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 promise to
keep an eye on you while you’re in Atlanta. You’re only nineteen. 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 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 Johnson won
the pageant that year, because her daddy sent her to Jacksonville 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 pageants, 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 tonight? I
thought you have a computer lab on Monday nights.”

“It’s after ten,” Lisa said, yawning theatrically. “Lab got out an hour
ago.”

“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 carrying
two classes as it is. If you flunk this class, your grade point average 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 said 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 hundred
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...”

“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 spoonful 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 put in 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 ordered. “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?”

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 finally 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, because she’d picked up your
cookbook at a yard sale over in Bessemer. 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 machine’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 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 herself 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.



Chapter 6

The morning sun shone brightly off the burnished aluminum 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 already ninety
degrees.

Valerie Foster put down her third cigarette of the day, sipped her second
cup of coffee, and sighed loudly. She thumbed her BlackBerry, 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 director 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 Outdoors
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 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 cartoon 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 Frisbee.

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 parking 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 fetch. 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 producer’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 today’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?”

“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. “Because I’'m
the best in the business, and you know it.”

“And?”

She narrowed her eyes as the smoke plumed upward. “And because I’'m
the one who’s going to get you off this piece-of-crap Southern Outdoors
Network and into the big time. The Cooking Channel, 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.

“It hasn’t been done on a cooking show before, so as far as I'm
concerned, it is original,” Val insisted. “Anyway, you know, your
demographics skew amazingly female for Southern Outdoors. Something 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 morning, buying a spool of monofilament line, and when I
looked up, there were half a dozen girls—none of ’em could have been
drinking 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 responded 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.”



Chapter 7

Her 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 ringing 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, grinning 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 rationalize,
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 cinnamon. 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, 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’1l 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 top 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.

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 speaking 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 hearing?”

“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?”

“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 running 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 programming 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 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 moisturizer 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.”

“Wait!” 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 me.”
“Oh yes,” D’John said. “You’re the fisher boy, right?”

Moody laughed. “Sorta.”

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 glancing 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.”

“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 plastic cape
out of the drawer in the makeup table.

When Regina made no attempt to leave, D’John gave her a questioning
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.”

“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.

“Oh, I have a little show. It’s nothing much. Just regional television,” 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 for Hollywood.”

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

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



Chapter 8

J 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 usually
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 considered 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, Vittles, a
Southern Outdoors Network production.”

“Vittles?” they both repeated it at the same time.
“What kind of show is named Vittles?” D”John asked.

“Well, it must be a cooking show if The Cooking Channel is interested 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.”

“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 quality.
“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.”



Chapter 9

S cott was standing on the Fresh Start set, deep in conversation with two

black-clad men who pretty much had to be the visiting 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 embrace. “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 Regina’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.

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 sweeping 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 sandals.

“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 students
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 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 assistant. “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 expensive 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 Atlanta 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 get in 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 vinegars 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 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 curling 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 flounder 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 coffee’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.



Chapter 10

Valerie Foster waited until the Fresh Start crew was preoccupied 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 remoulade. 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 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 