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One of the few good things about modern times:
If you die horribly on television, you will not have died in vain. You will have entertained us.

—KURT VONNEGUT






Chapter
ONE

The big guy lumbered toward me, waving the cleaver. Weeping like a baby.

“Take it easy, buddy,” I said. “No harm done.”

“I d-d-didn’t mean to do it. I swear to God I didn’t.”

“I hope not,” I said, looking at the mangled, bloody mess he’d caused. “Why don’t you give me that cleaver before you make this any worse?”

“I’m a screwup,” the big guy said. He was close enough for me to read the little name tag on his white coat. Eldon Something with Too Many Consonants.

“We all have bad days, Eldon,” I told him. “Just hand me the cleaver.”

He hesitated, then handed over the knife. He made a loud sniff to clear his sinuses, then used the sleeve of his white jacket to wipe the moisture from his eyes and the sweat from the rest of his face.

I was sweating, too. It could have been the heat from the television lights. Or the steamers. Or Eldon’s incompetence with the cleaver. Probably all three.

“I’m sorry, chief,” Eldon mumbled.

“Chef,” I corrected him.

“Oh, right. Chef.”

Actually, it’s Chef Billy Blessing. If you recognize the name, and I sincerely hope you do, you’ll understand that I don’t engage in a whole lot of on-the-job chef-ing these days, though I do run a popular restaurant on the Lower East Side in Manhattan, Blessing’s Bistro. (A New York magazine pick. Tops in food and service per Zagat, thank you very much.) I have a line of savory prepared meals (which you can find in the frozen-food sections of the better supermarkets). And there’s a series of cookbooks (the latest of which, Blessing’s Best: Brunches, just went into a second printing, a New York Times Bestseller).

But people usually know me because I’m on TV. My own show, Blessing’s in the Kitchen, appears on the Wine & Dine Cable Network, Thursdays at four p.m. EST, and, for reasons I’ve never understood, repeated at two a.m. on Saturdays. I guess if you come home drunk, the first thing you want to do is turn on the forty-two-inch LCD and watch me cook. And, crucial to the whole Blessing mini-empire, I’m a regular on Wake Up, America!, the morning news show airing weekdays on the Worldwide Broadcasting Company. I’m the guy with the food features, interviews, and the joke of the day. Viewers tell me I remind them of a stocky Eddie Murphy, minus the mustache, the honking laugh, and the leather pants. I prefer to think of myself as a more accessible, less intense version of Denzel Washington.

They also assume, because our producer, Arnie Epps, has instructed me to keep a smile on my face whenever I’m on camera, that I’m always cheery. I’m not. At the particular moment I am describing, in the midst of a disastrous trial run for a new Wine & Dine series, I was one hundred and eighty degrees from cheery.

I turned to survey the other nine inhabitants of the soundstage kitchen. They, like Eldon, were dressed in chef coats, with most of their hair tucked under white caps. Also like Eldon, they were all very young, the exception being a beady-eyed fortysomething gent who had the appearance and the odor of a greasy-spoon fry cook.

They’d separated themselves by gender. A male with acne was staring at me with the goofy adoration of a dependent dog. Another was nervously rubbing a mustache that looked like anchovies attacking his upper lip. I spied a brown Mohawk partially tucked under a cap, the oily bottom spikes sticking out over the collar of his coat like the tail of a dirty bird. Yuchhh!

One of the very young women—girls, actually—chomped on gum. A pretty brown-skinned sister who might qualify as a supermodel trainee seemed more interested in protecting her long fingernails than in food preparation. A girl with a sallow complexion had little pieces of metal piercing her brows and ears, and every time she nodded her head, which was often, they caught the light and reflected it into the camera, causing a flare. God help her if she was ever trapped outdoors in a lightning storm.

Breakfast was obviously the most important meal of the day for a fourth girl, judging by the tattoo of a fried egg on her neck. A fifth, another black woman, was showing more attitude than Wanda Sykes but none of her humor.

All were supposed to have had at least an introduction to the preparation of food, but my guess was that they wouldn’t have known how to toast up a Pop-Tart.

“Is there anybody here who can split a duck?” I asked.

The fry cook stepped forward. “No problema, boss,” he said, taking the cleaver from my fingers.

He approached the countertop chopping block, where three medium-size ducks rested. Two of them were picture-perfect. The third had an ugly gouged and mangled breast, thanks to Eldon’s halfhearted use of the cleaver. The ducks had been cleaned and were ready to be seasoned with salt and pepper, rubbed with olive oil, and then placed in a steamer with chopped scallions, shredded ginger, six tablespoons of dry sherry, and oil.

But first they had to be split.

“Make it a good, clean whack,” I told him.

“Easy as spankin’ the baby,” the man said. He drew back the cleaver and brought it down on one of the perfect birds. A clean severing.

“Excellent,” I said. “Continue.”

The man shrugged and raised the cleaver again. He removed the neck and wings.

“Fine,” I said.

But instead of stepping away, he raised the cleaver again and cut off a leg. He’d lopped off the other leg before I could shout “Stop!”

His brow furrowed in confusion.

“The legs are supposed to stay on,” I said.

“Sorry there, boss,” the man said. “Guess I’m kinda used to how we cut ’em at work.”

“Where would that be?”

“KFC on Forty-second.”

“Of course,” I said. I turned to squint into the darkness beyond the lighted soundstage and called out, “Lily, if you’re out there hiding, may we speak?”

The show’s director and my coproducer, Lily Conover, moved past the camera crew and emerged into the light. Lily was a small, wiry woman in her forties, with highlighted blonde hair cut in a short fluff. She wore cat’s-eye glasses, a plaid shirt, tight black jeans, and cowboy-style boots made from the hide of some no doubt nearly extinct reptile.

“Pretty ugly, huh?” she said as I rested my arm over her shoulders and led her to the rear of the studio.

“You think? Food School 101. A concept right up there with a singing cop show, Who’s Your Daddy?, and Britney and Kevin: Chaotic.”

“The idea isn’t totally awful,” Lily said. “But we needed more time. This bunch is the best we could find on such short notice.”

“These kids would have trouble microwaving soup,” I said.

“They’d probably leave it in the can,” Lily said.

“And the so-called celebrity judges?”

We turned to the table where the three judges sat, looking hot and restless. The most famous, an aging former sex kitten whose only lingering fame was due to her vociferous disbelief in global warming, was trying unsuccessfully to keep the unpopular, and some might say repulsive, insult comedian from invading her personal space. The final judge, a three-hundred-plus-pound food writer, was staring wistfully at the raw ducks.

“Let’s dump the concept and send this crew back to KFC and points south.”

“Rudy won’t like that.”

“Rudy,” I said, sighing. “Why did we even consider his lame idea?”

“Why? Let me count the ways,” Lily said. “One, Rudy Gallagher is a Di Voss Industries vice president, and executive producer of a morning news show we all know and love, Wake Up, America! You may remember the name from your W-2 forms.

“Two, while Rudy isn’t directly in charge of our little cable network, his fiancée, Gretchen Di Voss, is. That would be the same Gretchen Di Voss who is the daughter of the owner of Di Voss Industries. I know you’ve heard of her, because you and she used to … How do the kids put it? … Knock boots.”

“Okay,” I said.

“And three,” Lily said, not to be denied, “your old flame has given the lovable Rudy’s independent production company the green light on this pilot. So …”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “Points made. Rudy is to be obeyed.”

“We can sort of work around him, I think,” she said.

“Let’s try. And could we possibly set our celebrity standards a little higher than the D-list?”

“Sure,” she said. “Of course, that would mean paying them a little more. And the money would have to come from our end.…”

“That’s one of the things I love about you, Lily. The subtle-but-powerful quality of your arguments. So we stick with these turkeys. But can’t we at least find apprentices who don’t look like fugitives from the Syfy Network?”

“Rudy wants the show to skew young,” Lily said. “And he wants eccentric.”

I rarely get headaches but felt one coming on. “These kids can’t even turn on a stovetop. How can we expect them to cook a meal? And the bozo with the Mohawk, what’s that all about?”

“I repeat, Rudy wants eccentric,” Lily said.

“Which explains the gal with the egg tattoo on her neck.”

“As I understand it, that’s just the start of her body menu.”

Having no interest in the special of the day, I smiled but only fleetingly. “How serious is this youth-demographic thing? Are they gonna ask for changes on Blessing’s in the Kitchen?”

“You know the game, Billy. But for now at least they’re focusing on Food School 101. Yet another reason not to just blow it off.”

“You’re right,” I agreed, glancing at my watch. Nearly six-thirty. “Let’s call this a wrap and head back to the old drawing board. Priority one: better students.”

“I’ll put somebody on canvassing real cooking schools and colleges,” Lily promised.

“And forget the eccentric stuff. I can be eccentric enough for all of us.”

“Your call. But Rudy won’t like it.”

“Let me worry about Rudy.”

“Well, now’s your chance,” Lily said, using her chin to point across the soundstage. “But you may have to wait in line.”

Rudy Gallagher, tall, trim, immaculately dressed, was deep in conversation with the black pre-supermodel, his TV camera–handsome face registering concern at whatever she was telling him.

“What’s her name again?” I asked Lily.

“Melody Moon.”

“Of course it is. Another of Rudy’s protégés?”

“I don’t think so, though it looks like it might turn out that way.”

Rudy had the girl’s right hand sandwiched between both of his and was saying something that brought a stunningly bright smile to her face.

“Do you remember Ms. Moon’s age, by any chance?” I asked.

“Eighteen,” Lily said.

“Think I should go break it up?”

“She’s past the age of consent.”

“Barely,” I said.

“You should meet my gramps, Billy. You two think alike. Today’s eighteen-year-old girl is the equivalent of a debauched forty-year-old when you were a kid.”

“I thought forty was supposed to be the new thirty,” I said.

“That’s the deal. Teens are older and fortysomethings are younger. Now we all meet in the middle. Like Ms. Moon and Rudy.”

Melody Moon was handing Rudy Gallagher a tiny white card. He slipped it into his coat pocket and watched her walk away, a wolfish grin on his face. As soon as she joined the other contestants, he dropped the grin, turned, and stormed toward us.

“Why the hell is everybody just standing around, Blessing? Time is money.”

“Yeah, and a penny saved is a penny earned. We can throw clichés back and forth all evening, Rudy, but it doesn’t change the fact that it’s not working.”

“What’s not working, besides you?”

“These would-be apprentices. They’re doofuses.”

“That’s exactly what we need,” Rudy insisted. “For Christ’s sweet sake, don’t you get it? I want American Idol in the kitchen. I want the contestants to look like idiots during the tryouts. The dumber and more inexperienced they are, the better. If there’s one thing viewers love to watch, it’s extroverted idiots who don’t care if they look like assholes.”

I was too surprised to reply. I’d been imagining a sort of game show where people might actually learn something about preparing food—and Rudy’s so-called mind was on American Idol.

Lily jumped into the void. “The problem, Rudy, is that these contestants are just boring fence post dumb, not funny dumb or charming dumb. We didn’t have enough time to round up the right kind of extroverted idiot.”

Rudy stared at her, thinking about it. “That could be,” he mused. “I didn’t hear any thick foreign accents. Accents kill. That goofy kid on Idol you could barely understand, the viewers loved him.”

“Accents,” Lily said, getting out a pen and jotting down the word in her notebook. Not for the first time, I marveled at her ability to involve herself in such nonsense without breaking.

“So what you people are telling me is that the concept is solid,” Rudy said. “You just screwed the pooch by rushing it.”

“You wanted us to get a pilot going by the time you were back from Afghanistan,” Lily said. “But you came home early.” Rudy had traveled to Kabul to oversee a week of live evening news broadcasts on the WBC network, bigfooting the evening news producer to accompany the show’s square-jawed voice-in-the-well evening news anchor, Jim Bridewell, and a bare-bones production team. The others were still there, but for some reason Rudy had returned after just a few days.

“How was it over there, anyway?” Lily asked.

Rudy straightened. His handsome mug tightened into a parody of seriousness. “It was ghastly, Lily. Real, gut-level suffering and pain everywhere you looked. And bloodshed. A fellow at our dinner table had his throat cut by terrorists.”

“My God, that’s horrible,” Lily said.

“Not one of our staff?” I asked.

Rudy waved a hand airily. “Oh, no. He was … just somebody we met over there.”

“And he was murdered right in front of you?” I couldn’t believe he was being so blasé about it.

“As close to me as you are now. My God, it was horrible.”

“What was the deal?” Lily asked. “Why’d they kill him?”

He shrugged, opened his mouth as if to say something, then fell silent.

We waited, expecting him to tell us more, but, being Rudy, his thoughts had turned inward. “You know, back when I was a fledgling, in the eighties, I cut my production eyeteeth gofering Cease Fire. Don’t know if you remember it, but it was the only series about ’Nam that went into a second season. That was gritty stuff. But the real thing makes Cease Fire look like Hogan’s Heroes.”

He punctuated the statement with a deep breath and, with a shake of his head, seemed to call a mental “Cut!” to his war-torn memories. Then it was on to the business at hand. “Okay, suppose we hold a couple of citywide auditions. How much time do you need?”

Without batting an eye, Lily answered, “A month for the auditions, maybe three weeks to edit the footage into two or three half-hours. Then another couple of weeks to shoot the first show.”

Rudy turned to me. “No way to speed it up a little?”

“Lily’s the boss when it comes to scheduling,” I said.

“Okay,” Rudy said. “But don’t let me down again.”

He turned, started to go, then said over his shoulder, “Billy, walk with me.”

I looked at Lily, rolled my eyes, then followed him on his way out of the studio.

“I’m an old hand at what works on the box, Billy,” he told me. “They call it reality TV, but that’s just another name for game show. And I know how the game show is played, from the days of Let’s Make a Deal to The Biggest Loser. Viewers love to watch the crazies, but they also want a display of skill. We’ll need a couple of kids good enough in the kitchen to make a contest of it.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, sensing where this was going.

“I was just talking with this gal, Melody, I think she said her name was. One of your people.”

My people. Ignoring the racist remark, I said, “Melody, the pretty eighteen-year-old.”

“Eighteen? Really. I’d have thought nineteen at least. Anyway, she’s exactly the kind of final contestant we need. Beautiful. Poised. Ethnic. I’d go so far as to suggest she should be a finalist. One of the serious contenders for the grand prize.”

“She didn’t seem to be serious about anything but her fingernails,” I pointed out.

“Maybe. But if she were to get some practical experience … at a restaurant, say … for the next month …?”

“You asking me to put this kid in my kitchen?”

“Just a thought. Like an apprentice’s apprentice. Work it out so she can do some simple stuff. Broil a steak. Scramble eggs.”

“Gee, Rudy. Putting aside the obvious fact that I’m running a four-star restaurant and can’t afford to serve burnt steaks or insult my professional kitchen staff, there’s also the legal and ethical problems of training somebody for a cash-prize TV show that I’m coproducing and hosting.”

“Damn if you’re not right, Billy. Now that I think about it, it would be a lousy idea.” A frown barely disturbed his almost ridiculously handsome face. “God, what was I thinking? Putting them together … No. No. Definitely forget the restaurant. But keep her in mind as a contestant.”

I found Lily in the cafeteria, playing with her laptop. She looked up as I approached the table, a diet soda in hand. “What’d the great idea man have to say?” she asked.

“Not much. What a jerk.”

“Either that or he’s a genius,” she said. “American Idol in the kitchen.”

“Our own Simon Cowell,” I said.


Chapter
TWO

Lily left at eight to attend an experimental video show in SoHo. Having had enough experimental video in my own studio, I called it quits a half-hour later. I was standing by the glass doors at the building’s entrance, waiting for my driver, when I heard my name being called.

Gretchen Di Voss had just exited the elevator. She was in her brisk, all-business mode, wearing a black suit with gray stripes and a taupe silk blouse. She was carrying a gray cashmere coat and a black leather briefcase.

“Gretch, you’re looking even more beautiful than usual,” I said.

“I do my best,” she said. “I’m glad I bumped into you, Billy. Saves me a phone call.”

“A last-minute invitation to an intimate dinner tonight?”

“Our intimate dinners are over, Billy. But, as a matter of fact, I am headed to your restaurant.”

“I’m not surprised. Your fiancé is a big fan of the Bistro.”

“Really? Well, unfortunately, Rudy won’t be enjoying it tonight. He had a last-minute conflict.”

I thought I knew what, or rather who, the conflict might be.

“What’s the problem with Food School 101?” she said. “Rudy tells me you canceled the pilot.”

“Not canceled. Just postponed. It wasn’t working. Lily and I spent the last couple of hours putting it back on track.”

“I hope you didn’t treat Rudy to your usual sarcasm and rudeness?”

“Gretch, this evening, I actually bumped it up a notch.”

“You should give him the respect he deserves.”

I was tempted to tell her that her weasel fiancé was, at the moment, probably clinking wineglasses with a bimbette young enough to be her daughter, but there was no percentage in that. Instead I said, “I do give him the respect he deserves.”

She studied me closely for signs of sarcasm or rudeness. “Billy, I hope our … former relationship isn’t causing any animosity …”

“Gretch, I swear, if you and I had never met, I’d still feel the way I do about Rudy.”

She gave me another suspicious look, but I was too good a poker player to let her see how I really felt about her fiancé.

“It wouldn’t have worked with us,” she said.

“I know. But we had a pretty good time finding that out.”

“I guess we did,” she said, relaxing. She held out her coat. “Help me with this?”

It was a familiar feeling, standing close to her as she slid into the coat. We paused for a few seconds, my arm around her. Then she pulled away. “Want to share a cab to the Bistro?” she asked.

“Thanks, but Joe should be here any minute with the car,” I said. “We can give you a lift.”

“I’m already late,” she said. “Billy, you’d be doing yourself a favor if you keep on Rudy’s good side.”

“We’re okay, Rudy and I.” I sang, “Eb-ony and i-vory—”

She gave me a wan smile. “I hope that’s true,” she said.

I watched her exit the building and glide down the front steps, her long, dark hair swaying against the gray cashmere coat. She hailed a passing cab, and I continued watching until it carried her out of view down Ninth Avenue.


Chapter
THREE

My driver is a diminutive Asian named Joe Yeung. I like to think of him as “Mighty” Joe Yeung, a reference amusing only to those of a certain age, but, hey, we take the grins where we can get them. “Front door or rear, Billy?” Joe asked as we neared the Bistro.

It had been a long, difficult day, and tomorrow would start very early. I wanted with all my heart to say “rear,” which would have meant ignoring the restaurant and using the hidden entrance and the stairwell that led directly to my office and living quarters on the second floor. But it’s good business to put in at least a brief appearance each night. And Cassandra Shaw, the Bistro’s manager, hostess, and, on occasion, bouncer, had text-messaged me earlier, “ned to tlk.” Since Cassandra is as self-sufficient as a wilderness survivor, this was like a cri de coeur.

Joe braked the dust-crusted dark-blue Volvo about ten feet from the Bistro’s front door. “That all for tonight, Billy?” he asked. “Miz Joe on my ass to see the new Richard Gere movie. He tight with the Dalai Lama, and she like his tiny eyes.”

“Take off. But don’t forget to be here early tomorrow.”

“I know, I know,” Joe said. “Take you to Glass Tower. Or as they say in my country, Grass Towah.” The reference was to the skyscraper that housed the Worldwide Broadcasting Company.

“Give Mrs. Joe and Mr. Gere my best,” I said, and headed into the Bistro.

The restaurant’s second seating had just started and the main room appeared to be at full capacity, which, considering the economic climate, filled my heart with joy.

Cassandra was in her Gwen Stefani mode, heavy on the eye makeup and bright red lipstick, her blonde hair pulled back in a bun so tight her cheekbones looked like they could cut glass. She was wearing a short black knit dress that showed off her splendid legs and hugged her equally splendid figure like a second skin. If that weren’t intimidating enough, her spike heels lifted her an inch or two above my five-eleven.

“Time you showed up,” she said, exhibiting her constant ill humor. For some strange reason, our customers seemed to love her snarky personality. Maybe they thought she was kidding. Maybe they were too awed by her physical presence to notice her attitude.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“Problems. Better if we discussed them in your office, Billy,” she replied. “After you’ve put in your face time.”

I began my slow trek through the main room, nodding to some diners, shaking the hands of others, and leaving still others with a quick quip. A British actress, an Academy Award winner, reminded me of a dinner I’d prepared for her ten years ago when I was a working chef at a private club in Aspen. At another table, a former Yankees second baseman, so sloshed I could almost see the scotch-and-waterline in his bleary eyes, told me a pointless story about a pizza he’d had at St. Barth’s that included fish tongues.

A large, bullet-headed black man in his sixties wearing a midnight-blue suit and dark horn-rimmed glasses waved to me from a table in a corner of the room. He was dining with his wife, a thin, fashionably dressed woman with a steel-gray close-cropped Afro, and three preteen children, two girls and a boy, who squirmed on their chairs and looked like they were more than ready to get back to their Nintendos, or whatever the hell kids got back to these days.

His name was Henry Julian, and a generation ago he had controlled most of the major crime that took place in Brooklyn. His two sons, Jayson and Adam, ran the family business now, which, prior to the recent downturn in the economy, had been focusing on several slightly more legitimate enterprises, like real estate and banking.

Henry had grown up in the same apartment building on 127th Street as my foster father and mentor, Paul Lamont, and theirs was a friendship that had lasted long past boyhood. I’d discovered that fact over a decade ago, at Paul’s funeral, when Henry introduced himself and, in a quiet room at the rear of the church, talked me out of going vigilante on those responsible for Paul’s death. A few years later, I found out that Henry had taken care of them himself.

A week after I’d opened the Bistro, he came in and reintroduced himself, and we spent the evening drinking and reminiscing about Paul. After that, he dropped by every few months, sometimes alone, sometimes not.

He started to get up, but I waved him down.

“You know my wife, Sarina, don’t you, Billy?” he said.

“Of course,” I said.

“And these are my grandkids. Little Jason, Rasheeda, and Adama. Kids, I want you to meet the man who owns this palace of fine food—Mr. Blessing.”

Little Jason and Adama gave me bored-kid looks, but Rasheeda fixed me with her alert brown eyes and said, “I’ve seen you on Wake Up, America! You smile too much.”

“Ra, be polite,” her grandmother said.

Rasheeda cocked her head and said, “You’re more handsome when you don’t smile.”

“Tell that to my producer,” I said.

Henry Julian chuckled. “She’s the one, ain’t she, Billy?”

I told him I thought she was. In fact, I was wondering how long it would be before she put her father and uncle out to pasture with her grandfather.

Henry asked his wife to take the children to the powder rooms and suggested I sit for a moment beside him. Naturally, Rasheeda wanted to stay, but her grandmother dragged her away.

“You’re a man about town, Billy, and you’re in the news business at Worldwide Broadcasting,” Henry said when they’d departed. “What do you hear about Felix the Cat?”

“Not much,” I said. “But I do try to keep up with Bugs Bunny.”

“Ain’t talkin’ ’bout any cartoon character,” he growled. “This Felix ain’t all that funny, know what I mean?”

I gave him my blankest look.

“This Felix supposedly lives in Par-ee, though nobody knows for sure, and when he shows up in any other city, the population decreases. It worries me he might be coming to town.”

“What makes you think so?”

Henry shifted his shoulders, moving his neck around in his shirt, turtle-style, like the late Rodney Dangerfield. “I may be retired, Billy, but I still got my sources. This guy Felix plays it pretty close—nobody still alive even knows what he looks like. But as quietly as he moves, he makes some waves. There’s this dude the really high rollers use to keep track of trends and the shifting moods of people worldwide. I pay him to be my danger spotter. He swears Felix is on his way to the Big Apple.”

“To see you?”

“I don’t think so,” Henry said. “I wouldn’t be sittin’ here jawin’ with you without a couple uglies watching my back, that be the case. But between us, not that long ago I had a very minor business arrangement in Nigeria that was, ah, protected by the late General Santomacha. Know who he was?”

“Another in a long line of brutal dictators,” I said.

“Well, this Felix put an end to the general’s reign in a very nasty way. Ever since, I been keepin’ track of the man. So if he’s in my town, even if he’s here on business got nothing to do with me, I like to know about it. Which is my point in askin’ you what you’ve heard.”

“Why would I have heard anything?”

“My spotter says Felix’s target got something to do with the media. Couldn’t get any more specific than that. But you a member of the media in good standing.”

This really wasn’t a conversation I wanted to be having. In spite of the things the old man had done, I liked Henry, and he’d stopped me from making a terrible mistake. But talking about a mysterious hit man flying in from Paris to take out somebody in the media? Murdered dictators? Much too complicated for my simple life. “I’m sorry I can’t help you, Henry,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ve never heard of this Felix guy.”

“Yeah, well, I figured I’d ask. If you do hear of anything …”

“You know it,” I promised, shaking his callused hand.

[image: ]

Cassandra was waiting at the rear of the room, near the exit. “Finally,” she said.

Moving down the hall to the stairwell, we passed the open door to a private dining room. I made the mistake of looking in and catching the eye of Gretchen Di Voss.

She was seated at a table with two other women and one man. She waved me in.

“Billy, come say hello to my friends,” she called out.

I looked at Cassandra, who sighed in exasperation.

“I think you know everybody,” Gretchen said as I entered the room.

I knew them. The gamine, red-haired Gin McCauley was a comrade-in-arms, a coanchor on Wake Up, America! She was flanked by her short, plump manager, Hildegard Fonsica, and Frederick Spence, her agent. Hildy’s ruthlessness in fighting for her clients had earned her a certain infamy, but as far as I knew she played it straight, and I found her lack of bullshit admirable. I hadn’t made up my mind about Spence. He seemed affable enough but was a little shy in the sincerity department.

“Any menu suggestions, Billy?” Gretchen asked.

I spent a few minutes plotting their meals, then excused myself to join the impatient Cassandra, who was hovering just outside the door. As we headed for the stairs to my office, she said, “I’m surprised the TV princess didn’t ask you to toss the salad for them.”

“That reminds me,” I said. “Send them a bottle of Dom ’98 with my compliments.”

“I thought it was all over between you and Miz Di Voss,” Cassandra said.

“If I was still in love, I’d have sent the Cristal ’99.”
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