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AS DEAD AS A CHRISTMAS GOOSE

Even with the door to the room open and the venting fan on, Bernie could still smell the faint odor of gas lingering in the air.

“It’s off,” Eric Royal said to her. “I already checked.”

Bernie nodded absentmindedly. She’d figured as much. Otherwise they wouldn’t be in here now. They’d be outside in the fresh air waiting for the emergency crews to come. She was suddenly aware that Libby was standing right next to her and that her complexion was a definite shade of lime green.

Her sister pointed to Hortense’s body splayed out on the floor. Bernie studied Hortense for a moment. She was wearing a Santa Claus suit just like she said she would. Silk, Bernie judged, and tailored to within an inch of its life.

“That could have been me,” Libby said.

Bernie turned and looked at her. Libby was wringing her hands.

“How do you figure that?”

“I almost opened the oven,” Libby explained. “I wanted to.”

It wasn’t the explosion that had killed Hortense, Bernie reflected. Or at least not directly. No. The coup de grâce had been the piece of glass that was currently sticking out of Hortense’s throat …
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For Sarah and Peter Saulson,
for being good friends.





Christmas Eve Menu

Pumpkin bisque
Freshly baked Parker House rolls

Capon with apple and apricot stuffing
Brussels sprouts with chestnuts
Green beans with toasted pine nuts
Potatoes lyonnaise

Buche de noel
Assorted cookies
Coconut and peppermint ice cream with
chocolate sauce

Irish coffee




Chapter 1

Libby looked around the TV studio. She just knew she was going to hate being on TV; she was going to hate being on the Hortense Calabash Show; she was going to hate being in this stupid contest; but most of all, she was going to hate being away from the store at Christmas time.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” she blurted.

Bernie considered the remark for a second. Then she pointed to her pink suede wedges. “Well, don’t do it on these. I just got them.”

“You’re a veritable fountain of compassion,” Libby told her sister as she gestured toward one of the TV cameras on the set.

“You’ll be fine,” Bernie said. “Just think of these as your friends.”

“They may be your friends,” Libby retorted, “but they’re certainly not mine.”

“Getting a little snappish, are we?”

Libby began biting her cuticle, realized what she was doing, and stopped herself. “Anyway, I have nothing to wear.”

“What’s wrong with the tweed skirt and fitted pale blue blouse we bought down in the city last week?” her sister asked.

Another mistake, Libby reflected. Now she’d have to tell Bernie she’d returned them. She took a deep breath and let it out. “I took them back. They were too tight.” She took another deep breath while she watched her sister roll her eyes. “Well, they were,” Libby said in what she realized was a defensive tone of voice as she looked at Bernie standing there in her burgundy leather pants and hot pink V-neck sweater. It wasn’t Bernie’s fault she didn’t understand, Libby reminded herself. She’d always been the thin one.

“They made me feel like a sausage.”

“No, what you’re wearing makes you look like a sausage. I keep telling you, loose clothes make people look fatter, not thinner. And anyway, you’re not that fat.”

“That fat?” Libby squeaked. “That’s a little bit like saying I’m not that ugly.”

“I’m not doing this.”

“What’s this?”

Bernie ignored her and gestured to the black pants and shirt Libby was wearing. “At least don’t wear black on camera.”

“I’m not going to,” Libby said, even though she had been planning to. She felt more comfortable in it. It made her feel invisible. “I’m wearing my brown pants and yellow shirt.” When Bernie didn’t say anything, she added, “I’m sorry. I just think that spending two hundred dollars on a blouse is a little much.”

“Two hundred and ten dollars to be exact,” Bernie said absentmindedly as Libby watched her look around the studio. “And it was a Krista Larson for heaven’s sake.”

“So what?”

“It made you look great, that’s what.”

Libby watched Bernie walk over to one of the sinks and turn on the faucet. Nothing came out. She walked over to the second sink and tried that faucet. Water poured into the sink, but it didn’t go down. It was clogged.

“Good,” Libby said.

Maybe they wouldn’t have to tape after all. Maybe she and Bernie could go back to the store, and she could finish the batch of Christmas cookies she was in the middle of decorating. After all, they couldn’t cook if things in the kitchen didn’t work.

She was sighing with relief when Bernie put her hands on her shoulders and said, “Look, let’s forget about the clothes. Let’s forget about everything. Let’s just concentrate on winning.”

Libby took a step back. “We’re not going to win.”

Bernie dropped her hands to her sides. “Why shouldn’t we win?” she countered. “We have as good a shot at it as anyone else.”

And that interchange, Libby decided, pretty much defined the difference between herself and her sister.

“I think I need a cookie,” Libby said.

“Or a stiff drink,” Bernie observed.

“A cookie.” And Libby started rummaging around in her backpack for one of the chocolate chip ginger cookies she’d made earlier in the day. Given the circumstances, what was another pound or two? She took a bite. The cookie was good, but not good enough. Usually chocolate did it for her, but it didn’t seem to be working today. Maybe Bernie was right. Maybe she needed a drink. Something like a Long Island iced tea. Or a large bottle of Pinot Noir. Or a tranq.

Libby took another bite of her cookie anyway as she contemplated what was in store for her and Bernie this evening. It was no big deal. Why should she be nervous? There’d just be thousands of people out there watching her cook. What was the problem with that? Just because she probably wouldn’t be able to get any words past her vocal chords because they would be constricted in terror.

And so what if she dropped say … a chicken … on the floor, or burned it, or it didn’t cook all the way through? What then? The great Julia had done things like that all the time on her television show. But, Libby told herself, she wasn’t Julia Child. And Julia didn’t have the Heavenly Housewife, aka Hortense Calabash, of the Hortense Calabash Show critiquing her food.

Not that Julia would have stood for Hortense’s nonsense. Julia would have bashed Hortense over the head with a frozen leg of lamb or a Christmas goose if she ever pulled any of her stunts on her. Just the thought of that made Libby smile. But Libby knew she’d never raise a strand of spaghetti to Hortense, let alone a blunt instrument. Ever.

Libby took a third bite of her cookie. As she swallowed, she could almost see the slight flare of Hortense’s thin nostrils, the miniscule lifting of one of her eyebrows when she didn’t like something. What had she said to Rudolfo, the chef from Mesmerize, after she’d tasted the pâté he’d made? Wasn’t it something along the lines of, “My, what an interesting group of ingredients you’ve chosen to use. This tastes rather like a mix between raw eggplant and liver I once sampled in Uzbekistan.”

Libby had never seen a man turn white with anger before. He’d spluttered, but no sounds had come out. Needless to say, Mesmerize had gone out of business two weeks later. A week after that, Libby had heard through the caterer’s grapevine that the pâté had actually been fine. Hortense had just needed a little something to boost her ratings that week. No wonder Rudolfo had sent her a chocolate cake filled with a mixture of ganache and pureed hog intestines as a thank you for being on her show.

Or how about the time there’d been that woman on the show demonstrating one of the recipes from her new cookbook on how to use a pressure cooker, and Hortense had taken a bite of the stew she’d prepared and said, “My this is tasty"—then came the dramatic pause, never a good sign—"if you’re partial to the kind of canned stew they sell in the supermarket.”

And another career had bit the dust. Libby shuddered as she finished her cookie. What if Hortense said something like that to her about something she and Bernie made? And while it was true that her store, A Little Taste of Heaven, had a loyal and devoted clientele, people were fickle. They tended to believe what they heard on TV.

“What do you think she’s going to give us?” Libby asked Bernie.

The surprise-ingredient thing was probably the worst part of the whole contest deal as far as Libby was concerned. She spent hours and hours planning out her menus, and here she and Bernie were being asked to cook a whole Christmas dinner with some strange ingredient that Hortense was going to give them in an hour. Then if they won the first round, they’d have to do it again and again.

“A boar’s head,” Bernie replied. “She’s going to give us a boar’s head.”

“Be serious,” Libby said.

“I am. Boar’s heads were the most popular item associated with medieval Christmas feasts.” Bernie paused for a moment. “Although they didn’t have Christmas foods the way we think of them. Well, that’s not entirely true. They did have plum pudding and mincemeat pies.”

Libby sighed. Her sister was full of more information than you’d ever want to know.

“I wish there was a way we could find out,” she mused.

“You and everyone else on the show.”

Of which there were seven. Actually, five if you didn’t count her and Bernie. Five caterers. Libby rubbed her forehead. She never watched reality shows on TV as a matter of principle and now she was going to be on one!

“Of course, we could always sneak into the cooler and take a look,” Bernie said. “I bet they have the ingredients stored in there.”

Libby ignored her. It was bad enough they were in the studio.

“This sucks,” she said instead. “At least Bree could have given us three or four months notice instead of letting us know at the last minute she’d booked us on here.”

“Back to the weight thing are we?” Bernie asked.

“Not at all,” Libby retorted, even though she was. If she had had even two months notice, she would have gone to Weight Watchers or Atkins or booked a cruise to Antarctica. Or Siberia.

Libby shut her eyes. She could picture Bree Nottingham, real estate agent extraordinaire, breezing into her store the day she’d made her announcement. Even though it had been cold and gray, she’d been dressed in pink, the color of the moment according to Bernie: pink tweed Chanel suit, pink slingback heels, pink Chanel purse.

“You’re so lucky to have this opportunity,” Bree had trilled after she’d explained to Libby what she’d done. “I had to fight to get you on the show, but I said, ‘Hortense, we have to use some of our local talent. It’s only fair.'”

Lucky was not the word Libby would have used.

“Maybe I could come down with typhoid or bubonic plague.”

Bernie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It would probably be bad for business.”

“Worse than me on television?”

Bernie shook her head. “Get a grip.”

“But I’m not a competitive person.” Libby moaned.

“You are now,” her sister said.

“You sound like Dad.”

“I am like Dad.”

“I know.”

Libby reflected that her dad was extremely excited that she was going to be on the show. So was her boyfriend, Marvin, for that matter. In fact, that’s all her father or Marvin had been talking about for the last three days.

“The whole world will be watching,” Marvin had told Libby, a comment that had sent her straight to the freezer for some homemade coconut ice cream.

As Libby looked around the set again, she wondered who the hell had a television studio built onto the back of their house anyway? Hortense Calabash, doyenne of the cooking channel, queen of sauces, and resident of Longely, that’s who. Libby couldn’t even use the excuse that she and Bernie were too busy in the store this time of year to take the time out to do this.

“Hortense’s house is only fifteen minutes away,” Libby remembered Bree Nottingham telling her.

Like she was some kind of moron. Of course Libby knew how far away Hortense’s mansion was. They lived in the same town for heaven’s sake. Not that she ever saw her. They didn’t exactly move in the same social set, which was fine with Libby. But then everyone in the world knew where Hortense’s house was. Okay. They had known a couple of years ago. According to the latest polls, her popularity was being eclipsed by a show on cooking caveman style. But it was still pretty popular.

“We’ve been friends since camp,” Bree had chirped.

“Good for you,” Libby had wanted to say to Bree. That woman had been the bane of her existence since the fourth grade.

“I should kill her,” Libby observed. “I’d be doing the universe a favor.”

Bernie raised an eyebrow. A well-manicured one, Libby couldn’t help noticing. Maybe she should get hers done too. Before tonight. But the thought of having someone put hot wax on her eyebrows and then ripping the hair out made Libby shudder.

“Hortense?” Bernie asked as Libby was contemplating what the wax thing would feel like on other parts of her anatomy. “What would her legion of crazed fans do? How would they know what to cook or how to serve it?”

Libby frowned. “No,” she said. “I meant I want to kill Bree Nottingham for making us do this.”

“She didn’t make you,” Bernie pointed out in her most reasonable—albeit irritating—tone of voice.

“Not in the literal sense, no,” Libby conceded. But when the social arbiter of Longely tells you to jump, and you’re in the catering business, you ask what hoop she has in mind.

“Well then. There you go,” Bernie said. “Anyway,” she continued, “this will be good exposure for the store.”

“A Little Taste of Heaven doesn’t need any more exposure,” Libby replied. “We’ve got more customers than we can handle as it is.”

“Not if you hired on more staff,” Bernie pointed out.

“We don’t have the room.”

“We could expand,” Bernie replied.

“That would mean moving,” Libby said.

“And we’re fine where we are,” Bernie finished for her.

“Well, we are,” Libby retorted as she watched Bernie saunter over to the sink.

She and her sister had had the “moving discussion” at least once a week for the past year. But Libby was holding fast to her convictions. She knew too many other places that had been doing well until they expanded. What Bernie didn’t seem to be able to grasp was the amount of planning that the kind of expansion Bernie was talking about would involve.

But then her sister had always been like that. Diving headlong into something seemed to work for her, Libby thought to herself. She didn’t know how, but it did. It was like Bernie’s shoes. How she could walk, let alone work, in them was something that Libby had never been able to fathom.

As Libby watched her sister pass by the mini Christmas tree sitting on the end counter, she reflected that it felt strange being on the set. It wasn’t as if she was a big fan of Hortense, because she wasn’t. In fact, she hated her, hated everything she stood for. But still. She’d watched Hortense’s program on TV from time to time with her dad.

She’d seen those cabinets with the red door pulls, the signature gleaming dark red Viking range while sitting in her living room, and here she was on the set looking at them for real. Somehow they seemed smaller in real life than they did on the screen. It made her feel odd in a way she couldn’t explain.

“I’m not sure we should be in here,” Libby repeated. She knew she’d said it before, but she couldn’t help herself. After all, the doors to the studio had been closed, and a sign posted had the words NO ENTRANCE clearly written in big black letters. “We should be in the green room.”

“We will be there—eventually,” Bernie said. “That’s one of the advantages to living nearby. We get to come early.”

“But the sign …”

Bernie gave her the look. “I didn’t see it. Did you?”

“Not after you hid it behind the table.”

“I didn’t hide anything,” Bernie protested. “Is it my fault if the thing slipped?”

“But—” Libby started to protest.

Bernie cut her off before she could say anything else. “I just wanted to take a look around before everyone else comes on the set.” She pointed to a door over to the right. “According to Bree, the real cooking is done in the other kitchen. This set is just for the show.”

“What are you doing?” Libby demanded as Bernie crossed the room.

“Taking a peek, of course.”

“They probably have an alarm,” Libby told her.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Bernie opened the door and stepped inside.

“Looks like our kitchen,” Libby heard Bernie say.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” Libby told herself. But she followed Bernie inside anyway. What was it her father always said about in for a penny, in for a pound?

There was a metal table in the center, clusters of pots hanging from the ceiling, steel racks full of assorted pans, and two large ovens that looked as if they’d seen a lot of use.

One of them was on. Libby resisted the urge to peek. That would be going too far. Instead she went over to the table in the middle and picked up one of the glass pinecones that were in a wicker bowl in the center.

“I wonder what these are for?”

Bernie shrugged. “Christmas ornaments?”

“They’re pretty.” Libby put the pinecone down and looked at the tray of meringue mushrooms on the table. “They’re perfect,” she said.

“Yours are just as good,” Bernie told her.

“Not quite,” Libby said as she followed Bernie back out onto the set. Hortense’s had more texture to them. Libby was wondering what kind of pastry tube Hortense had used to get that pebbled effect when she realized that Bernie was talking.

“You know,” she was saying, “Hortense may be the ultimate bitch, but you have to hand it to her in the interior design department. Although I like what you did better.”

Libby smiled. “Me too.”

But what Hortense had done wasn’t bad at all. She’s just gone in a different direction. And it had taken her a lot less time to execute, something Libby reminded herself she should bear in mind for next year. The mini Christmas tree on the end of the counter was decorated with homemade cookies that Hortense had baked, painted with gold leaf, and shellacked on her last show. The bows that were knotted around the garlands of greenery were made out of a cream-colored organza that had been shot through with gold thread.

In addition, Hortense had taken light green glass bowls and filled them with smooth river stones, into which she’d embedded groups of ivory tapers. She’d put those on the windowsills. A huge poinsettia that Hortense had placed in a reed basket woven in Africa sat on the kitchen table, while a lavender plant sat off to one side of the sink. The effect was both elegant and homey at the same time.

Libby sighed as she looked around. There was no denying that Hortense was a genius at what she did. She excelled at taking simple household objects and giving them a new look. Though drying cattails, spraying them gold, and making them into Christmas wreaths was going a little too far, in her opinion. She was just thinking that the Shredded Wheat wreath wasn’t a particularly good idea either when she heard a noise.

“What was that?”

Bernie shook her head. “I didn’t hear anything.”

“I did. It’s coming from behind the door on the left.”

“That’s Hortense’s office.” Bernie cocked her head and listened for a moment. “I think you’re right. I think someone is in there.”

Libby felt a wave of panic. Why did she always let Bernie talk her into these things? “What if it’s Hortense?”

“It’s not. And even if it is, so what? We’re not doing anything wrong.”

Somehow Libby didn’t think Hortense would agree with her sister’s assessment of their situation. “How do you know it’s not her?”

“Because she’s getting her hair done.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. I know the woman who does it.”

“I still think we should leave,” Libby said.

“You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do.”

After all, Libby reasoned, since they weren’t supposed to be here in the first place, why not get out while the going was good.

“Don’t you want to find out what’s going on?” Bernie said.

“Why assume something is going on?”

Bernie pointed to the door. “Then what’s that noise?”

“A mouse?”

“A mouse on steroids.”

Libby bit her lip. Why had she ever said anything to Bernie? All Bernie ever did was complicate things.

“After all,” Bernie said, “what’s the worst that can happen? That we’ll be thrown out of here, and isn’t that what you want anyway?”

“I hate when you do this,” Libby told her.

“Do what?” Bernie demanded.

“Twist my words back at me.”

“I’m not twisting anything,” Bernie said as she moved toward the door. “Except maybe my ring. I was just repeating what you’ve been saying the whole day, which is that you don’t want to be on the show. Right?”

Libby had to concede that was true.

“So it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” Libby said. She knew Bernie’s reasoning was faulty; she just didn’t know why. “Wait,” Libby cried as Bernie grasped the doorknob.

“It’ll be fine,” Bernie assured her. She pulled.

The door flew open. As Bernie walked in, Libby caught a glimpse of Consuela Batista bending over a file cabinet.


Chapter 2

Bernie stopped short. She didn’t know what she’d expected to see, but it certainly wasn’t a view of Consuela’s ample derriere. Some people, she decided, shouldn’t wear pants with large tropical flowers on them.

“What are you doing?” Bernie demanded, not that the answer wasn’t fairly self-evident.

As Consuela turned and straightened up, Bernie frowned slightly. She knew she’d seen her before in another context, with a different name, but try as she might, she couldn’t remember. The question had been bothering her since she’d first seen the feature about Consuela in Food magazine last year. Then she’d forgotten about it until she’d seen her name on the list of contestants.

“Me?” Consuela replied. “Me? How about you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Bernie said.

“I’m not the one who’s ridiculous,” Consuela shot back.

Bernie watched Consuela narrow her eyes. She’s good, she thought appreciatively. Given the circumstances, most people would have looked at least a little guilty or startled, but not Consuela. No, siree. She was practically vibrating with indignation. She looked like a hen about to peck someone to death.

Of course, the way Consuela was wearing her hair might have inspired her behavior, Bernie mused. Over the years, she’d noticed a correlation between bad hairstyles and bad behavior. Bernie was trying to figure out how Consuela had managed to achieve that look—Bernie was guessing paste—and why she’d want to, when Consuela opened her mouth and began shrieking for help.

Again, this was not what Bernie had expected. For a moment, Bernie was rendered speechless as she listened to Consuela’s screams. They were, Bernie reflected, impressively loud screams. In fact, they were the kind of screams that nineteenth-century novelists might describe as bloodcurdling, although how blood could actually curdle was something Bernie had yet to figure out. Obviously, blood could boil being a liquid and all. But curdle? No. Bernie didn’t think so. As far as she knew, only milk curdled.

“Stop,” Bernie shouted; but as she did, she realized that her lungs were no match for Consuela’s, who was now shrieking away like some sort of demented banshee, although here again, on reflection, Bernie wasn’t sure that banshees shrieked, so this was another infelicitous phrase.

From what she’d read, banshees were supernatural beings in Ireland and Scotland who took the shape of old women and moaned or sung outside of houses where people were going to die. So then where had the expression “shrieking like a banshee” come from? It was probably from a piece of literature. She was trying to figure out which story it could be when the door that led to the other kitchen banged open. Eric Royal, Hortense Calabash’s personal assistant, came running in.

Bernie decided he looked like a crane. Now this was a man who needed to update his look. His bowl haircut pointed attention to his large, curved nose, and his clothes, tight bell-bottom jeans, single-button lavender velvet jacket, and white shirt made him look even skinnier than he already was. The whole sixties thing definitely wasn’t working for him. But what would? Bernie wasn’t sure.

“What is going on?” he demanded.

Consuela stopped her screaming, pointed her finger at Bernie and Libby, and announced, “I caught them snooping around in here. They were looking for the file with the ingredients.”

Unfrigginbelievable, Bernie thought. Talk about chutzpah. Talk about unmitigated gall. She was just opening her mouth to say something when out of the corner of her eye she saw Libby moving past her.

“She’s lying,” Libby yelled as she shook a finger at Consuela. “She was the one looking in the file cabinet.”

“Me?” Consuela drew herself up. Bernie was interested to see that Consuela’s heels were higher than hers. “You’re accusing me?” Consuela asked. “That is ridiculous. I do not need to cheat to win this contest.”

“And you’re saying I do?” Libby spat.

Consuela shrugged and inspected her nails. Bernie noticed that each one had a silver star in its center.

“Think what you want,” she told Libby.

Eric Royal cleared his throat. “Ladies, ladies,” he said as he reluctantly moved forward into the fray—a fray it was perfectly obvious to Bernie he didn’t want any part of.

Consuela snorted and turned away from him while Libby didn’t even look up. Poor sap, Bernie thought as she laid a hand on her sister’s shoulder, gave it a gentle squeeze, and stepped out in front of her.

“So you’re accusing us?” she asked Consuela.

“What did I just say?” Consuela replied.

“Frankly, I’m not sure what to think,” Bernie answered. “I’m really quite shocked at this show of perfidy.”

“Perfidy?” Consuela repeated uncertainly.

“That’s what I said,” Bernie told her as she reflected that it appeared as if Mrs. French, her fourth-grade English teacher, had spoken the truth when she’d said, “Children, trust in a large vocabulary. It will always serve you well.”

“You’re nuts,” Consuela retorted, gathering steam again.

As Bernie listened to Consuela rant on about how terrible Bernie was for using a word like that, it occurred to her that the more wrought up Consuela became, the less Spanish her accent sounded and the more New Jersey it became; suddenly she knew where she remembered Consuela from.

“You went to school in Hoboken,” Bernie told her, breaking into Consuela’s ravings. “Your name used to be Darlene Brown.”

Bernie was interested to see that Consuela shut up. Instantly. Bernie could see a flicker of fear passing over her face. And why shouldn’t it? After all, Bernie reasoned, Consuela had made her rep as a plucky Dominica who’d cooked her way up from the ghetto.

That was her brand, as they liked to say in the advertising business. Bernie wondered what her fans would think if they knew that Consuela was just a middle-class Jersey girl who knew as much about rice and beans as someone from Ohio. No, they wouldn’t be too happy, Bernie was willing to wager. Once credibility was lost, it was hard to get it back.

“You’re crazy,” Consuela told her.

“No. I’m not. You used to go out with Peter Dorset. We met at a party once.”

Consuela lifted her chin up. “I’ve never been to Hoboken.”

Bernie laughed. “You are such a liar.”

Consuela gasped and put her hand over her heart. “Excuse me?”

As Eric moved forward, Bernie noticed that he had a small stain on the lapel of his lavender jacket. It looked like oil, Bernie thought. Or maybe grease. Eric waved his hands in the air to get Consuela’s attention. She ignored him.

“Did I hear you right?” she asked Bernie.

Bernie smiled at her. “Of course, I meant that in the nicest possible way.”

She was about to add something else equally insincere when the door opened again and Hortense Calabash, strands of hair wrapped in little pieces of foil, sailed into the room, the arms of her silk kimono flapping behind her. Eric froze. As Bernie watched Hortense approaching, she reflected that she looked a lot older off screen than on, even allowing for her lack of make-up.

“Eric,” Hortense demanded. “What is going on here? I can hear the noise in my room for heaven’s sake. How can I focus?”

“I’m so sorry,” Eric said.

Hortense looked him up and down. A moment elapsed, then she said, “Don’t be sorry, Eric. Sorry is a waste of time. Just fix the problem and move on. This is a television show, not a kindergarten.” Two red dots of color appeared on Eric’s cheeks. He started to say something, but Hortense held up her hand. “I’m not interested in an explanation,” she informed him. “I’m really not. Explanations are excuses, and I don’t tolerate excuses.”

Eric took a step back, looking for all the world, Bernie thought, like a whipped dog.

“Yes, Hortense,” he said.

Hortense ignored him and glanced around the room. When she got to Consuela, her eyebrows shot up and her nostrils quivered ever so slightly. She moved toward her. “How good to see you again,” she purred as she came to a stop in front of her.

“You too,” Consuela muttered.

When Hortense smiled, Bernie reflected that her teeth looked like Chiclets. Whoever had done Hortense’s veneers should be sued.

“I hope you’re all right,” Hortense said.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” Consuela asked.

Hortense put her hand over her mouth for a moment and shook her head. It was, Bernie reflected, a gesture designed to show great concern for your fellow man.

“Well, I heard you were having that small problem with your suppliers. I hope you managed to fix it.”

Consuela clenched her jaw muscles.

“Everything’s fine,” she spit out.

“Good. Good. Good,” said Hortense. “I’m so relieved.” She shook her head and moved over to where Libby was standing. “And Libby,” she said, looking her up and down, “our very own star. I’m so glad you and your sister could come.”

“Me too,” Libby said in what Bernie considered to be a very unconvincing tone.

Hortense reached over and patted Libby’s hand.

“Our own little local celebrities.” Hortense turned to Eric. “It’s true, you know,” she told Eric. “What’s more, they’re crime fighters in the bargain. You didn’t know that, did you, Consuela?” Hortense asked.

Consuela shook her head.

“Yes. They’re quite famous.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Libby demurred.

“You were in the papers,” Hortense said. “Bree showed me the article.”

Libby flinched, remembering how unhappy Bree had been about the coverage of their first and second ventures.

“It’s so reassuring having you here,” Hortense continued. She smiled. “That way if anything happens to me, you’ll be right on the scene. Don’t you find that reassuring, Eric?”

Bernie decided he looked anything but reassured when he said, “Oh yes.”

Hortense’s lips twitched up into a smile.

“For heaven’s sake, I was just joking, Eric. Who would want to harm me?”

“No one, Hortense,” Eric replied in what Bernie judged to be a less-than-satisfactory tone.

“Of course not. I just think it’s better to be prepared for all eventualities.” Hortense patted Libby’s hands again. “You know that Bree thinks the world of you, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Libby said. That was news to her.

“And any friend of hers is a friend of mine, which is why I hope you don’t mind my giving you a teeny piece of advice.”

Bernie could see her sister’s shoulders stiffening as she said, “Not at all.”

“Good,” Hortense said. “I knew you wouldn’t. Bree told me you go for the rumpled look, but I hope you’re planning to change into something more flattering than what you’re wearing. What you have on makes you look a tad chunky, so I can’t imagine what it will do on TV. You do know the camera adds between ten and twenty pounds to your weight?”

“I know,” Libby said, her complexion having gone to beet red.

“Wonderful,” Hortense said. “Now I suggest you all adjourn to the green room. I have to finish with my hair and get into my Santa Claus outfit. I adore dressing up, and this outfit is so fun. I got it made especially for me by Auberge. Auberge the designer.”

“I know who Auberge is,” Bernie told her.

Hortense rewarded her with a perfunctory smile. “How clever of you. And by the way, in case any of you are interested, the list of ingredients for tomorrow’s dinner is with me.” She patted the breast pocket of what Bernie was sure was a one hundred percent silk robe. “And will continue to be, not that it would occur to any of you to try and riffle through my file cabinet to find it. However, I feel one can never be too careful in matters such as these. Isn’t that right, Consuela?”

Consuela nodded.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you,” Hortense told her.

“That’s right,” Consuela said, looking down at the floor.

Hortense nodded her approval.

“Good. Eric will fill you in on the routine when everyone gets here. We thought it might be good if we did some team-building exercises before the show, right, Eric?”

“Right,” Eric repeated.

“Just checking,” Hortense said. “Sometimes I think I give you too much to do. I’ve been wondering lately if I haven’t been overburdening you. There’s so much involved. Perhaps it would be better if I split this job in two.”

“I’m fine,” Eric muttered.

Hortense absentmindedly touched one of the foils in her hair. “I’m glad to hear that. I was worried. You seem to be forgetting things, small things it’s true, like yesterday when you forgot to put out my eyelash curler; but still, once material starts to unravel, it’s hard to stop. Generally, one has to cut the material and resew it.”

Was that a threat? Bernie wondered as she noted the expression of fear on Eric’s face.

“Or perhaps,” Hortense continued, “you need a vacation. You haven’t had one in a while.”

“I’m fine,” Eric insisted.

Hortense looked Eric up and down. Then she finally said, “If you say so.”

“I do.”

“I work him terribly hard,” she confided to Libby. Then she turned back to Eric. “Listen,” she said. “Don’t forget about the Christmas tree ornaments.” At which point she turned and headed toward the door. When she got to it, she stopped and turned around. “Bernie,” she said.

“Yes,” Bernie replied sweetly, wondering what un-nice thing Hortense was going to say to her.

“I don’t mean to appear picky—”

“But that’s why you’re famous,” Bernie interjected. She was gratified to see a slight flush forming on Hortense’s cheeks.

“But those shoes,” Hortense continued.

“I know. They’re Jimmy Choos. Aren’t they fabulous?” Bernie gushed. In her opinion, a good offense was always the best defense. Then, for good measure, she flashed Hortense her best smile. “Did I say anything?” she asked Eric, playing the innocence card as Hortense beat a retreat.

“Huh? No. Yes. I mean no. I have to get her tea. She hates being interrupted before a show.”

Bernie nodded. “You know that the sinks in the kitchen aren’t working properly,” Bernie informed him.

“I’ll tell Joe.” Eric was doing a little dance with his feet. He looked at his watch. “He should be here soon to show everyone around the set and answer any questions that people have.”

Now it was Bernie’s turn to look at her watch. They had a half hour to go before the meeting. “Maybe we should adjourn to the green room,” Bernie said brightly.

“Yes, maybe you should,” Eric said. “If you’ll excuse me, Hortense is waiting.” And he bolted out the door.

“Can you imagine working for her?” Libby asked Bernie as she slipped in beside her.

“That would be my definition of hell,” Bernie replied.

“Mine too,” Libby replied.


Chapter 3

Libby looked down at her watch. It was only five minutes after four. If someone had asked her, she would have sworn it was six o’clock. At the very least. To distract herself, she studied the buffet set out on a table alongside the far wall of the green room.

She didn’t know what she’d been expecting in the way of food but it certainly wasn’t this. What you had here was breakfast food and bad breakfast food at that. And then there was the table. It was cliché city.

The bright red tablecloth, the green paper plates, the red plastic knives, forks, and spoons, and the napkins with giggling Santas on them. And then there was the tired-looking poinsettia someone had plunked down in the middle of the table. At least someone should have taken the price tag off. From anyone else, this might have been acceptable but not from Hortense Calabash.

Libby tapped the fingers of her right hand against her chin. What would she serve in this situation? Something filling but light. Something that could stay at room temperature. Something that would give people energy. Something they could nibble on if they were nervous.

Perhaps bowls filled with different varieties of olives, a nice cheese platter, and a bowl of Marcona almonds. Then she’d add some good, sliced Italian semolina bread, as well as a basket filled with Cortland and Gala apples and some perfectly ripe pears.

For those who wanted something sweet, she’d put out a platter of assorted, bite-sized cookies and another platter of mini cupcakes. Libby was thinking that she’d decorate the cupcakes with little icing wreaths when Bernie appeared at her side.

“This food is awful,” Libby said to her.

Bernie looked down at the table and shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say? It’s your standard green room buffet spread. You’ve got your classic bagels on steroids, your little containers of disgusting-tasting concord grape jelly, other slightly larger containers of cream cheese preserved with enough gum to turn it into a good substitute for paste, bad eight-hundred-calorie muffins, stale donuts, and brown-colored water in place of coffee.”

“That’s a fairly accurate description,” Libby allowed.

“It should be. I’ve seen enough of them. They probably have the prototype of this in the Smithsonian in an exhibit labeled ‘classic bad food of the late twentieth/early twenty-first century,'” Bernie mused. She gestured toward the table. “Have you ever noticed that the farther away you get from something the more faux it becomes—even in food. Take bagels, for instance.”

“Must we?” Libby said, knowing a food rant was coming.

Bernie ignored her. “From what I can gather,” she said, “bagels originated in southern Germany and migrated to Poland before coming over to this country.”

“Did they have to get passports?” Libby asked. “Or did the people on Ellis Island let them in with nothing?”

Bernie shot her a dirty look. “Funny. Did you know the word bagel comes from the German word beugel, which means ring or bracelet. Some people have suggested that the bagel’s shape, a circle, is symbolic of the continuity of life. Don’t you think that’s cool?” Bernie asked.

“Fascinating,” Libby said dr yly.

“Did you also know that bagels are the only bread that is boiled before baking? When they were first made in New York City, they used to be small, dense, and chewy. In fact, if you didn’t eat them that day, you could use them as missiles. Of course, their shape made them popular because they were easy to sell.

“Peddlers stacked them on wooden dowels and walked through the streets. But as they got more popular, they morphed into the big pillowlike things we have today. Cranberry-orange bagels? Blueberry bagels? Apple cinnamon?” Bernie shuddered. “Awful. What was wrong with sesame and poppy seed? Or how about cream cheese? You know it was first developed in 1872. By law it has to contain thirty-three percent milk fat and—”

Libby held up her hand.

“What?” Bernie said.

“Enough.”

“Aren’t you interested?”

“Not at this moment, no.”

“Fair enough. But I did distract you,” Bernie said.

Libby laughed. “Yes. You did do that.” She shook her head and turned and surveyed the other people in the green room. She noticed that none of them were eating anything either. “I just thought that Hortense Calabash would do better,” she said, returning to the thought she’d had before Bernie had started talking.

After all, Hortense was the woman who advocated making your own butter, the woman who had intimated on her last month’s show that knowing the pedigree of the chicken you were getting your eggs from would be, in Hortense’s words, “a highly beneficial thing, because when it comes to food you can never be too picky.”

“She’s all show,” Bernie said.

Libby shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

“There’s nothing to get,” her sister replied. “If Hortense doesn’t have to impress someone, she doesn’t make the effort. In her mind, she’s doing us a favor having us here; we’re not doing her a favor by being here. The buffet is strictly a pro forma gesture. Everything she does is guaranteed to advance her career.”

Libby thought about how the set was decorated versus how the green room was decked out. Her sister was right, she decided.

She’d seen furniture in the Salvation Army that looked better than the couch and chairs in here did. She was thinking about the disparity when a little blond woman with thinning hair muscled her way past her and began rearranging the bagels on the bagel platter.

“Don’t mind me,” she told Libby. “I just like everything to be neat.”

As Libby watched, the woman gathered up all the bagels, sorted them into piles of plain, sesame, and cinnamon raisin, then carefully arranged them by type on the platter.

“There. Don’t you think that’s better?” she asked Libby.

“Absolutely,” Libby agreed. What else could she say?

The woman nodded her head vigorously and began on the muffins.

“By the way, I’m Pearl Wilde,” she told Libby and Bernie as she repositioned the muffins so that each one was exactly a quarter inch apart from the others.

“You own Top Table, right?” Bernie said.

Pearl nodded while she contemplated the containers of grape jelly. “We’re known for our comfort food.”

Expensive comfort food, Libby almost said. Mediocre, expensive comfort food. She’d been in the store once with Bernie. Top Table was located on the corner of Lexington and Seventy-fifth Street and catered to the Park Avenue crowd. The rice pudding had been twelve dollars a serving. Then there’d been the meat loaf for twenty dollars a pound, and the mashed potatoes for fifteen. She’d bought the smallest serving size possible of chocolate pudding and had thrown it in the trash after one taste. The stuff they sold in the vending machines was better.

“I have OCD,” Pearl chirped.

“Overly compensating divorcée?” Bernie asked. “Or is it operational communications disorder? I forget.”

“She’s kidding,” Libby said as Pearl drew herself up. “I’m a little obsessive-compulsive myself.”

“Most people in this business are,” Pearl observed before she went back to rearranging the jelly containers into a perfect pyramid.

Watching her, Libby decided that Pearl should probably be on medication. She might be bad, but Pearl had definitely crossed over the line.

“I just think it’s important for presentations to be geometrical, don’t you?” Pearl commented as she moved on to the donuts.

“Personally, I try and arrange everything in circles,” Bernie was saying as the door opened and a very large man waddled into the room. “It makes more sense feng shui wise.”

He looks like a ball, Libby thought, albeit a ball dressed in black. His skin was so pink and shiny it practically glowed. Libby noticed he had tiny feet, or maybe, she reflected, they just looked tiny because of his girth.

Bernie leaned over. “That’s Joe Estes, the producer,” she whispered in Libby’s ear.

“How much do you think he weighs?” Libby whispered back.

“Four hundred pounds. I heard that he got his start producing porn. You know, Angels and the Devil?”

“No.”

Bernie gave her an incredulous look. “You’ve never seen it?”

“No.” Why did Bernie make her feel totally clueless? “I don’t watch that kind of thing.” She was about to add something to the effect that she never had when Estes clapped his hands.

“People, let’s get this show on the road.”

Everyone in the room stopped talking.

“Better. Much better.” Estes rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Now, the first thing I’d like to do is have you people sit down at the table over there"—he pointed to an oblong table on the other side of the room—"and have everyone introduce themselves, not that you’re not familiar with each other. But I always like to observe the formalities.”

“This is what they call a meet and greet,” Bernie explained to Libby.

Libby didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to meet anyone; she didn’t want to greet anyone; she just wanted to get back to the store so she could finish making her mincemeat pies and start on her butternut squash and apple bisque. As she looked at the people around her, she cursed Bree again. Why was she here? What was the point? There wasn’t any as far as she could see, except that Bree wanted her to do this.

Even the twenty-thousand-dollar prize didn’t seem like a good enough reason to participate in this. It wasn’t as if they were going to be getting the money. They were going to be donating it to their favorite charity. Then Libby felt guilty about that thought. That was a good thing. But still. As far as she was concerned, A Little Taste of Heaven had a lot to lose and very little to gain by participating in the contest.

Estes clapped his hands again. “All right, chickees, gather round,” he said.

“Chickees,” Libby muttered under her breath to Bernie. “Give me a break.”

“That means you three,” Estes said as he pointed to Libby, Bernie, and Pearl.

Bernie and Pearl moved forward with Libby trailing.

“Very good,” Estes said. “That wasn’t so painful was it, dear?” he asked.

It took Libby a few seconds to realize that he was talking to her.

“No,” she mumbled. She hated people calling her dear.

“Good, honey.” Estes sniffed. “Damn allergies. We’re going to do a quick meet and greet, so I want each of you to stand up and say your name clearly and tell everyone a little about yourself.”

Libby watched as Bernie rolled her eyes.

Estes pointed to himself. “And I’ll start with me. Or is it I? Oh, who gives a damn. As you can see, I have a problem with my weight. It’s a glandular thing.” Libby heard some titters around the room. “But that aside, I’m forty years old and in perfect health. Hortense and I have been working together for four years with, I think, good results. If you have any problems, any at all, just tell me and I’ll do everything I can to resolve them. That’s what I’m here for.” And then he pointed to the black man sitting down beside the woman with the long red hair.

The man stood up. He had a shaved head and a gold earring and was dressed in a white suit. A black Mr. Clean, Libby couldn’t help thinking.

“My name is Jean La Croix,” he said. “I’m from Haiti. I run a shop in New York City called La Bon Food. We specialize in authentic Haitian food as well as Creole and Cajun cuisine. My shop has been written up in both Food Styles and the food section of the New York Times. I’ve catered parties at Trump Towers and the Royal. My gumbo is famous from Maine to California.”

Libby suddenly became aware that Bernie had pushed a napkin in front of her. She looked down. On it Bernie had written, “Full of himself, isn’t he?”

“Just a tad,” Libby wrote back as Jean shot the cuffs on his shirt.

“So,” La Croix said to Estes, “where can I put my pans?”

“Your pans?” Estes asked.

“Yes. I assume I am allowed to use my own pans.”

Estes looked nonplused. “I … I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean you don’t think so?”

Libby watched Estes backtrack. “I’ll have to talk to Hortense about that.”

“How can you not know?” La Croix flung his arms out. “Not allowing me to use my sauté pan would be like not allowing Da Vinci to use his paintbrush. If I cannot use them, I will have to withdraw.”

“How precious,” Consuela said. “And by the way, I thought you were from Brooklyn. So is your shop. I heard you got your accent working in the kitchen of Le Mer.”

“Like you got yours from New Jersey,” La Croix shot back.

“Actually,” Pearl Wilde interrupted, “I brought my knives.” And she opened up her backpack and laid a boning knife, a paring knife, and a cleaver out on the table. “I always carry them with me,” she confided.

“That’s very nice, sweetie,” Estes said uncertainly.

“I would like to be able to use them as well. I think of them as my little helpers.”

Libby noticed that there were beads of sweat on Estes’ forehead. “I’m not sure that will be possible,” he told her as he extracted a handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his jacket and mopped his brow.

“Well, you said you’d help out any way you could.”

Libby could see from Estes’ expression that he was deeply regretting those words.

“And I have something else I want to clear the air about,” Pearl continued. “I think it might be useful if you moved the glasses to the left of the sink on the set. All things being equal, that seems to me to be a more proper placement.”

“Why to the left?” Jean said.

“Because it will balance things out.”

“You are crazy,” La Croix said.

“Me?” Pearl pointed to herself. “I’m not the one who got myself arrested for—”

Estes hit the table. The glasses on it bounced. “That is enough,” he bellowed. “We will iron out these little details later. Right now, I just want everyone to introduce themselves.”

“When is the divine goddess gracing us with her ineffable presence?” a man Libby recognized as Reginald Palmer asked.

Libby had been in his store a couple of times. It was two towns over and did things like clotted cream and scones with strawberry jam. Palmer did a fairly pleasant high tea three days a week, but she’d been told that the store’s real money came from catering Bar Mitzvahs and weddings.

“Reggie,” Estes was saying when the sounds of “Disco Duck” filled the air.

Consuela began snapping her fingers in time to the music while the redheaded woman sitting next to Jean La Croix started rummaging through her bag.

“Sorry about this,” she said. Finally she pulled out her cell. “Hello, Ronnie,” she said into it. “I’ll call you back later. I’m in a meeting. My publisher,” she explained as she clicked her cell off and dropped it back in her bag.

Right, Libby thought. Now she knew where she’d seen her before. Her picture was on the cover of a well-reviewed cookbook on how to throw a party for twenty people in a half hour or less. However, two cooking teachers who Libby knew and respected had pronounced it not worth the money it would cost to recycle it.

She brushed back a strand of her red hair and stood up. “I guess I’m next. For those of you who haven’t seen my book yet, I’m Brittany Saperstein, and I own Kugle to All.” At which point her cell rang again. She went through her bag till she found it. “Yes, Evelyn, I think you should go with the gold on the walls. Sorry,” she said again.

“Could you turn that thing off?” Estes told her as it rang a third time.

“Hello, Judy,” Brittany said into the cell. “I’ll have to call you back.” She dropped the phone back into her bag—a Fendi, Libby noticed. “There’s no need to yell,” she told Estes.

“I wasn’t yelling,” Estes told her.

“Well, then raising your voice,” Brittany countered.

“It’s difficult to conduct a meeting when that thing of yours keeps going off.”

“It’s not my fault if people need to speak to me,” Brittany said.

“Are you going to have it on, on the show?” Estes asked.

“Of course not,” Brittany said.

“Then turn it off now,” Estes thundered.

“Joe, Joe. It’s not good to be losing your temper like that,” Reginald Palmer said. “Not good at all. Especially for someone of your size.”

“Let’s leave my size out of it, shall we?”

“Fine,” Reginald said. “I just don’t want you to drop dead of a heart attack.”

“Thank you for your concern. Now can we get back to the matter at hand? We have a lot to cover before the show.”

“Which is why I want to know when we are going to get a chance to speak to Hortense.”

“You’re not,” Estes said.

“What do you mean?” Reginald demanded.

“Exactly what I said. She doesn’t want to talk to the contestants before. You’ll speak to her on the show. She never speaks to anyone before airtime.”

“What utter rot. She talked to me before.”

“That was then. Now she likes to meditate and prepare herself.”

“You mean have a couple of cocktails,” Libby could have sworn she heard Pearl Wilde mutter under her breath.

“But I have something to say to her,” Reginald insisted.

“You can tell me and I’ll tell her.”

“I’m sorry, that’s not possible.”

“I can get her assistant in here if you’d like. You can speak to him.”

“What nonsense. I need to speak to Hortense.”

Estes folded his arms across his chest.

“I’m afraid that that’s not going to happen,” he told Reginald.

Libby was slightly alarmed to see he was beginning to get red in the face.

“But what about my pans?” Jean La Croix demanded.

“What about them?” Estes asked.

“I want to talk to her about those.”

“I’ve already told you I will relay your request.”

Jean La Croix slapped the table with the palm of his hand. “That’s not good enough.”

Suddenly Libby became aware that she was hearing something other than Jean La Croix’s voice. She turned to listen. A noise seemed to be coming from the other room, the room next to Hortense’s office.

“What’s that?” Reginald said.

Estes didn’t say anything.

“That’s Hortense, isn’t it?” Reginald demanded. He began rising from his chair. “She’s in the test kitchen, isn’t she?”

“I already told you, you can’t go in there,” Estes said.

“The hell with that,” Reginald replied.

Libby watched as he pushed his chair back and strode across the floor. Libby reflected that for a man of his girth, Estes could move when he wanted to because suddenly he was blocking Reginald’s path.

“I meant what I said,” he told Reginald.

Reginald opened his mouth to speak but Libby never heard what he had to say, because the blast coming from the second kitchen drowned everything out.
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