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Chapter 1

Judgment was bearing down on the beautiful Baker sisters like a freight train. The jury looked on. Beneath deadly hot lights, the young women awaited the verdict. They were doomed. Everyone knew it. But we still loved to watch them squirm. Sydney and Marley, the two elder sisters, wore the lowest-cut designer gowns. They clung to each other for support. Emily, the youngest of the three beauties, admitted she might faint from fear.

Can you turn the sound up a little? asked Drew.

I shot him a look. All the chefs were staring at the screen of our kitchen Toshiba, drawn into the drama that marked the final round of Food Freak, Americas hot-hot-hot new cooking quiz show. I reached for the remote control and adjusted the volume.

The guys from Jersey killed em, said Philip Voron, wiping his apron. Is it too late to raise my bet?

Yes, came the answer from five other kitchen assistants and chefs.

On-screen, the celebrity judges tasted the food that had been prepared over the previous half hour. Tony and Frank from Jersey vs. the Fabulous Baker Girls.

Ill take your money, I said, giving Philip a level gaze.

All right, he said slowly. Another twenty.

No one knows quite how these pop culture phenoms begin, but at the moment, Americas TV viewers were just crazy about Food Freak, the show that pitted amateur chefs against one another in a hilarious sendup of feuding gourmands. Thousands of hot little office betting pools were springing up everywhere. Internet betting was also huge. For some reason, the idea of caring so much about who was crowned the best amateur chef in the U.S. had tickled us. The show was a riot for those of us who cook for a living, television of the absurd. Sort of like the Pillsbury Bake-Off on steroids.

Judgment was at hand. We all turned to the screen. And despite the knife-wielding prowess displayed earlier by the dance instructors from Trenton, it was not to be Tony and Franks night. I two-finger-whistled when the guest judges, pop divas Destinys Child, admired the sisters shimmering chiffon gowns in sherbet colors as well as their mouthwatering take on fat-free tiramis. I cheered on Emily, Marley, and Sydney Baker and whooped as they pulled out from behind and won the show by only a scant point.

There was some teasing and settling of bets, and then we all got back to work. This is what it is like to be an event planner in the midst of orchestrating a major Hollywood party. I was working in my own professional kitchen, one Id had added to my home in the Hollywood Hills, preparing a spectacular Mumbo Gumbo and several other exotic dishes for a party of eighty to celebrate the close of production on one of TVs most memorable new shows of the season, the one whose episode we had just screened early since wed be working when it aired later tonight.

We would produce this evenings wrap party for Food Freak, but after this one last party, our schedule was alarmingly unbooked. The great blank calendar that was March loomed ahead. The country was not in a lavish, celebrating, party mood.

Were definitely going to pull through this little slump, Wes said, looking up as he chopped a mound of okra. Throughout the past month hed said much the same thing, each time with the same upbeat tone. It never failed to make my stomach queasy at how hard he was trying to cheer me the heck up. Wesley Westcott is my best friend in the world and my business partner in our event-planning company, Mad Bean Events.

I gave him a great cheery smile back. Wes is a tall, perfectly groomed guy and you would hardly guess he was thirty-eight by the boyishness of his good looks, the great hairline, or the energy of his movements. He took note of my best smile and looked queasy.

Im Mad Bean. Madeline Olivia Bean, actually. Twenty-nine. Single. Raised in a suburb of Chicago, trained at the Culinary Institute in San Francisco, and finally transplanted to L.A. Wes and I began our company a few years back, catering high-profile dinner parties in Hollywood, a town that rates a good party slightly higher than your average fish rates water. The top-end party crowd has come to discover that we are more than willing to be arty, outrageous, and temperament-free, a perfect combination, it turns out, to prosper here amid hothouse egos and insane party budgets.

But this town, like every town, has been changing. People are more worried than ever about the state of the world and what the future might bring. With fears about the economy, our best clientsthe movie studios and television productionsseem less inclined to want to spend wildly. For the first time in, I think, ever, the Emmy Awards decided to tone themselves down, banning the jewels and ball gowns. And as for our business? No bookings. Our lack of income was something I was planning to be desperate about just as soon as this last party was taken care of.

But not right now. Now, we had to cook and put on a terrific event.

I looked around. My kitchen is quite cozy in a brushed-stainless-steel, white-tile, warm-wood-counters sort of way, but it is not pretty on the day of a party. Its a battle zone. It is rather like the beaches during the Normandy invasion, I imagine, only exchange the sand for linoleum, the sweaty soldiers for sweaty cooks. A dozen prep chefs were busy here and there, lifting great pots onto the fire, or shelling fresh Santa Barbara prawns.

And yet, to me, the scene of culinary battle is also one of grace. The energy in a working kitchen is thick with steamy rustic smells, with the rhythm of aluminum whisks stirring against metal bowls, knives pounding chopping blocks. Alicia Keyss soulful voice wailed out from the CD player and kept the crew lively. With swift, graceful movements, a corps de ballet of white-clad cooks holding steaming colanders zigzagged between fellow cooks rinsing greens, improvising their efficient pas de twelve among the counters and sinks and gas flames.

I looked up to see a visitor to our frenzied workroom. There was something odd about the way Greta Greene, Food Freaks producer, stood at the doorway. Anxious. Almost sad.

Greta? I said, walking swiftly toward her.

Hi, Madeline. What a whirlwind in here. Im afraid I need to talk with you right away.

As I smiled at her, doing the party-planner-calm thing, I began reorganizing the days timetable in my head, just in case. Wes and I had but ten hours to finish preparations and the clock was ticking. We had staff to brief, sauces to stir, shrimp to butterfly.

Greta settled on an empty bar stool amid the clutter and announced, I probably shouldnt put this extra burden on you, Madeline, but

Several of the nearby assistants looked up, Wes threw out a significant glance, and I joined Greta, giving her my full attention. A professional event planner hears this sort of thing all the time. Pre-party problems and how to deal with them are exactly the reasons our clients turn to us to plan their affairs. We take it all in stride.

Greta Greene looked tiny sitting at the vast butcher-block kitchen island, the one wed rescued from the salvage yard and refinished, good as new. She was small boned and attractivethe short-blond-hair-and-small-upturned-nose kind of cute. She would have looked ten years younger if her delicate skin hadnt begun to betray her with dozens of fine linessort of the good news/bad news bargain of being a natural blonde.

Greta had risen steadily through the ranks of game-show jobs to become the television producer of Food Freak. When I first met her several years back, she had still been a PA, one of the many production assistants who get the work done behind the scenes. Even in her PA days, Greta Greene had always been the type to wear pressed linen while the world around her wore faded denim. That morning she was wearing her size-two khaki pants with a neat dark blue blazer, a red silk scarf at her throat.

This is awkward, really, Madeline, she said. Ive got news.

I gave her another reassuring smile. I had a closetful.

The network called me three hours agoyou know, East Coast time. You wont believe our ratings last week. Freak is now officially bigger than Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.

You deserve all your success, Greta. Greta and I were business friends and, as we both had a tendency to work long hours, our casual relationship mostly consisted of two-hour lunches every few months to kind of keep tabs on each other and catch up. Shed fill me in on all the Hollywood gossip and Id tell her what hot new restaurants and chefs were about to hit town.

Greta grinned, a little giddy with being on top, while her fine skin betrayed why they call them smile lines.

Food Freak is a great show, I said. I must admit, here, that we always say this. Even if our client produces When Good Pets Go Bad. But like most of the country, I got a kick out of Food Freak. I especially love it when a celebrity chef judge like Britney Spears tells a team that they maybe need to cut down on the butter.

And, thats not all the news we got, Greta said. The network wants us to do one more episode. A one-hour special. Food Freak just got an extension.

Wonderful, I said, but then I stopped.

Greta waited until I fully understood.

So then, I continued, your shooting schedule hasnt ended.

She shook her head and hardly a blond hair moved. I know. The network was actually begging us for more. Isnt that wild?

Congratulations, Greta, Wes called from nearby, following our conversation.

Yes, congratulations, I said as sincerely as I could, considering that I had of course by then figured out the bad patch up ahead. If Gretas hot new television series was not, in fact, wrapping, we could no longer throw a wrap party. I looked up at my work crew, chopping a hundred scallions, steaming a thousand fresh scallops, and gulped.

Now the hard part, she said.

I waited for it.

weve lost our head writer.

Your head writer? I took half a second to follow this new thread. He quit?

No, no. We kind of cant find him at the moment, thats all. Greta smoothed her khaki pants, creasing the pleats between her slender fingers.

I waited for more.

Tim Stock. Did you ever meet him? she asked.

Dont think so.

Oh, hes a great guy. Very funny. Hes young, thirty-six or -seven, and single, and, well, always doing some damn crazy thing. Greta seemed to shift gears and looked at me before continuing. The problem is, Tim took off. Hes probably in Vegas. He loves Vegas.

Wasnt he going to be at the wrap party tonight? It only made sense. I would have expected the head writer of the show to be there for the close of production.

Greta went back to work on her pleated slacks, smoothing, smoothing. She began speaking a little more quickly. He wanted to get away early, he said. Tim had asked if he could skip the wrap party and I didnt see why not. I think he has some new girlfriend or other. Anyway, I have been calling him ever since six this morning, since I heard we have one more huge show to do. Hes not at home. Hes not answering his cell phone or responding to his pager. I wouldnt be surprised if he just left all his gadgets at home and took off with some new woman. She frowned.

All around us I could tell that my prep chefs were eavesdropping. The noise of chopping knives against boards had softened and cross conversations had ceased. We were all waiting to hear if our party was off.

Madeline, Im really in a bind.

I turned and gave the dozen chefs in my kitchen a bosslike glance and two dozen hands returned to work at a renewed frantic pitch. And why not? The party is not over until the client calls it off. And so far, what with her television seriess runaway ratings and her runaway head writer, I had yet to hear Greta suggest our evenings party was to be canceled.

Come on back to my office, I suggested, turning to Greta. More private.

Greta seemed happy to follow me back through the house. It is a sweet old Spanish-style bungalow, all white stucco and arched doorways, which was built in the Whitley Heights section of the Hollywood Hills back in the twenties. It has been reconfigured in a way that I can use the downstairs as my business space and the upstairs for living quarters. The original old kitchen was small, so I had it remodeled and enlarged to accommodate party-size cooking. In fact, most of the rooms downstairs are now used for a new purpose. The old butlers pantry is now a short corridor lined with glass-front cupboards. Here I display our growing collection of vintage serving platters and beautiful bowls in bright thirties colors like turquoise and cobalt blue and sunshine yellow, all of which are used for the dinners we cater. As Greta and I passed through, she stopped to comment on one of the rare rose-pink-glazed cake stands.

Beyond the pantry, the former dining room is now transformed into the office I share with Wesley. I closed the door behind us as Greta and I sat down in this quieter part of the house. I took my usual seat while Greta sat opposite, across the antique partners desk, in Wesleys chair. I offered Greta her choice of bottled water, and without further delay asked the big question. Tonights party. Is it off?

We need to cancel, Greta said, with a sigh.

A sigh, I daresay, certainly no bigger than my own.

Greta folded her beautifully manicured hands in her lap, stopping for once the constant creasing and recreasing of fabric. Things at the office are going to be wild, she said, just wild.

Dont worry, I said. It will all work out. I imagine it must be very hard to restart a show that is closing down.

Exactly! We need to get our entire crew backour camera operators, our graphics guys, our ADs, our contestant departmentAnd Ive got to somehow book studio time immediately, which is impossible. And not only that, everyone on the staff has already found new jobs. I have to lure them back and that means money. I need to set up a new tape schedule and figure out the budget and, and everything. We still havent worked out a deal with our director. My God, Madeline, we were ready to strike our set tomorrowwhich reminds me, I need to cancel our storage contract at NBC. And then our head writer is gone and Im not sure, to be honest, if hes really all right, butIts just a mess.

I see, I said. I was sort of listening, but her point was clear from the moment she began. It was off, of course. I would have to stop the crew before they chopped their hearts out for a party that wasnt going to happen.

But really, Madeline, I feel horrible about how this affects your group here. Please dont worry about the expenses. Well pay for the entire party, anyway. We can afford itIll just bill it to the network and send them a copy of the contract. I know youve hired waiters and chefs, bought food, everything. She waved her delicate hand in the air in the direction of the kitchen. But you will be paid, at least.

That, I said, will help. Thanks.

And since Food Freak will still need to throw a wrap party when we come to the real end of the season, well reschedule the party. Ill let you and Wes know once we get our dates figured out, if thats okay. Well do it right next time, too. Lets come up with a bigger budget. Hell, we were just given a new order for a one-hour special episode.

This had gone from one party to no party to two paid-for parties. Wonderful, I said, without betraying a bit of whiplash. And Ill get my guys to finish the dinner here and deliver it to your set. You can all take the food home. Maybe that little reward will help bribe your crew to stay with you.

You are such a dear.

We looked at each other. It was so easy to deal with the little slings and blows when ones client was a good and generous soul like Greta Greene.

There is one other thing, though, she said, pushing her short blond hair behind her ears. One thing I was hoping you might think about.

Whats that?

This could be a neat opportunity for you, Madeline. You did tell me before that your bookings are down.

I didnt need reminding. It had gotten so bad that Wes and I and our full-time assistant, Holly, had speed-dialed through our entire contact list and called every client weve had over the six years of Mad Bean Catering, hunting for work. I even called the Vatican on a whim, since wed once done a very nice reception for the pontiffs last visit to L.A. The pope was fine, I was told by Monsignor Reggia. He just wasnt in the mood to party. Money was so tight it was getting scary.

In fact, Wes and Holly and I had come to some difficult decisions. Wes revised his timetable on the house he had been restoring on the side. He hoped now to get it finished by next week in order to put it on the market as soon as possible. Holly was putting out feelers to her buddies, looking for something temporary. And that left me.

I have a lot of friends who own restaurants. But the food business was suffering all over and the same serious mood that kept the towns foodie clientele from throwing elaborate parties was keeping them home at night, eating take-out Chinese, instead of going out to expensive restaurants. Some restaurateurs I know had actually called me, looking for work. I had come to the worrisome conclusion that without being able to cook for a living, I had virtually no marketable skills.

Heres the thing, Greta said, using her most winning manner, would you come to work for me? Hear me out. I will pay you a fortune and I would never be able to thank you enough.

Work for you how?

At Food Freak. With Tim away, we are down to just two writers. We absolutely need another one. We are dying for new material. Its only two weeks and then were through. You could do it, Maddie. Its easy.

What sort of material do you need?

She smiled.

Wait. Did I just ask that? I realized how desperate to find a job I was when I discovered I was taking her suggestion totally seriously.

Just recipes. And background on exotic foods and dishes. The history of pasta. Who invented popcorn. That sort of thing.

Really?

It would be so easy for you, Madeline. Ill go over all the material; Tim usually did that. And Ill assign the material into the show script. Tim did that as well. Hed pick from all the recipes and other information that wed approved and hed decide what went into each individual show.

Is that difficult? I asked.

Well, time-consuming and picky. We have to be very careful or we might OD on lemon dishes in one show, or do too much Italian in another. That sort of thing. Tim is so good at it, he just keeps all the future shows in his head. Hed balance it all and none of us had to worry. I will just pick up the slack until we find him and bring him back. But Ive been thinking, even if hes back by Monday, were under the gun for new recipes and history-of-food material. And if Tim doesnt turn up, well Gretas eyes seemed to lose their focus for a second, but then she looked up and met mine. Well just have to be positive. So about this writing jobWhat do you think?

Show biz. They always say if you sit by your phone long enough

I hate to admit it, Greta, but Im kind of interested. Ha! Just when I was beginning to accept the lousy fact that I was probably good for nothing, along comes Hollywood announcing that that is precisely the skill set necessary in the game-show biz.

Oh, good! Youll love it, Greta said. She took a dainty sip of water, smirking, I suspected, at how well it was all working out for her and the show.

I was smirking, too. This was a job, after all. Bills would get paid. And Id get to find out what goes on backstage at one of the hottest shows on television.

Of course, I added, to be truthful here, Ive never actually written anything before. I have absolutely no experience.

Never mind, she said happily. Not really necessary.

Hot diggety dog.

Dont worry, Greta said. Well show you everything youll need to do.

No wonder I love this town.







Chapter 2

Glamour may still exist in the studios of Hollywood, but if it does, it is not wasted on the production staff of game shows. Even if a show has taken but one short season to become the top-rated series, as Food Freak currently is. Even if the show has made a household name of its odd little star, Chef Howie Finkelberg. Even if the show has got all of America singing its theme song, Who Let the Chefs Out? Let it be known that even if the show is grossing hundreds of millions of dollars for its gimlet-eyed owners, the production assistants and contestant coordinators and question writers on that show work in run-of-the-mill squalor. These workers tread upon cheap carpet and work on ancient desks that have been recycled, production after production, from a time in the distant past before To Tell the Truth was even a glint in the eye of legendary game creator Mark Goodson.

I now sat at just such an old dark wooden desk, checking over the questions and answers I would soon be turning in as they came spitting out of the computers printer.

Hey!

I looked up and saw Quentin Shore, one of the two regular staff writers on Food Freak, his face a fetching grimace.

Im going to kill you, he said, calmly. Only a madman would make the statement so coolly. Well, a madman or a frustrated game-show hack; take your pick. I had only known the guy for a week. It usually takes me longer to get someone this riled.

Quentin Shore had been passing by on the way to his office down the hall. Had been. Now, he stopped stock-still and stared at me. His perfectly oval head contained an overabundance of shiny forehead; his spiky brown hair was clearly running for its life. He was wearing his trademark, just-pressed Polo jeans with an oxford-cloth shirt tucked in. He always looked like this. Even after a workday that stretched past dinnertime, one had to give Quentin a nod for the high degree of just-pressed-ness he managed to maintain. I suspected starch.

Quentin sipped from a super-size cup of Starbucks and simmered with irritation. He was all the f-words: forty, fussy, forgettable looking, and at this particular moment, furious.

Why? I asked.

Quentin Shore seemed in no rush to tell me why he wanted me dead, but I could guess. In the world of television production, the stakes were high. Everyone felt vulnerable. Ratings. Each network passed along that particular sour stomach down the line to the folks who created the programming. Eventually this mass of passed-along pressure settled over entire studios. You could see it in the stress lines around every PAs tightly clenched jaw, hear it in the insistent buzzing of every runners pager, and taste it in the dozens of half-empty coffee cups littering the consoles in every overtime edit bay.

My newness to the world of TV production provided temporary immunity, but eventually everyone in this world felt threatened. It doesnt take a Dr. Joyce Brothers to figure out why Quentin Shore was sputtering in my doorway. When a coworker moves ahead too quickly, someone may become threatened. Every extra square inch of office spacetacky carpeting be damnedmattered when gauging ones worth to the show.

I gestured to my temporary new quarters. This office?

Youre dead. He said it like the kid who catches his little sister eating cookies on Moms good couch.

I tried reason. This is only temporary. Until

He straightened up to his full five-foot-five height. Dont give me that

We were joined at that moment by Greta Greene, who peeked into my doorway. Morning, Madeline, she said to me. And then to the man standing beside her, angrily sipping his coffee, she said, Calm down, Quentin.

Quentin forced his gaze from my newly assigned workspace to turn hurt eyes on Greta. This is an outrage, he said softly. Im serious. How can you do this to Tim? You gave away his office! Whats going on? Have you found him yet?

Greta didnt answer right away. She looked uneasy, clearly not happy to be drawn into such a discussion in the middle of the hall.

What? Quentin insisted, trying to read Gretas silence. Have you fired him? Quentin lost a little of his peeved expression and was moving into the area of shocked. Greta, that man was the best head writer in the business. He deserves more. He was my friend. He

Were all worried about Tim, Greta said, cutting off any more of Quentins tirade. But those of us who are still here are also worried about getting the show together. We start taping this evening and, Tim or no Tim, the show must go on. You know that. Youre a pro. Please try to stay calm. Greta was, as always, the definition of ladylike petite blonditude. She patted his hand. Lets all stay focused, okay? Its Monday. Youre a writer. Your deadline isshe looked down at the Tiffany watchband on her small wrist, and back upin ten minutes. She gently shooed Quentin out of my office doorway, but he was loath to budge. Lets meet in my office at ten oclock. We need good stuff.

Quentin gave a lovely groan and muttered, Great, his braces gleaming.

From her spot at the doorway, Greta sent me an inquiring look.

Fine, I said, a neat stack of pages lying on the desk in front of me. The good girl. Competitive? Me?

I received a look from Quentin Shore as dirty and large as a landfill. Then he hurried off down the hallway, careful not to spill his Starbucks.

I sighed. Me in TV Land.

I looked around my newly assigned office, tidy if threadbare, the prize that had sent a grown man into a tizzy of resentment and envy. It really wasnt all that much. But as carefully as I tried to resist the lure of Hollywoods seduction, I could not totally ignore the rooms quirky coolness. It was like some large eccentric library you might find in a charming old hotel. But since it really belonged to Food Freaks head writer, Tim Stock, I felt a little awkward sitting among another persons possessions. I noticed a deep-blue glass vase, ready to accept a single flower stem. I instantly liked a guy who was ready to bring a flower into work. And it made me think again about the circumstances that might cause a man to remain missing for over a week. Something was nagging at me. Some old nightmare. Missing was a dangerous word. Was it really normal that an eccentric young writer should disappear on vacation for this many days? Probably. After all, none of his girlfriends or relations were calling here, looking for him. I was just scaring up some ghosts. I looked around the room again and tried to imagine what Tim must be like.

This office was actually two stories high, which gave it an open and majestic feeling. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases, old and dark, hugged three of the walls on the first floor, and rose up again from the second-story balcony. A spiral staircase was off to one side. I love libraries, and this one, devoted to the culinary arts, was exceptional. From its shelves, hundreds of books spotlighted every imaginable cuisine, diet, lifestyle, food group, or exotic ingredient on the planet. I leaned over to the nearest shelf and pulled down a few books. One could choose from the naughty (Make Love to Couscous!) to the cosmic (The Scott Baio Diet for Inner Peace) to the lethal (Death by Frosting) and beyond. This impressive cooks library stretched high, the top shelves almost scraping the large rooms discolored acoustic tiles twenty feet above. It was that odd mix of great books and hand-me-down furnishings that made the whole thing offbeat. Take the sofa. Does anyone remember the horror called Herculon? That sad excuse for upholstery fabric rendered the brown sofa in the corner its seventies retro style and posed a skin-burn threat, all in one neat package. I sighed. I was there one short week and was already daydreaming about a little redecorating.

I came out of my meditation on Tim Stocks office with a start. It was just about ten oclockwriters meeting time. I grabbed my red canvas bag and quickly filled it with a file Id kept of clippings from food magazines and newspaper food sections. I added a new yellow legal pad, and a folder in which I placed my game-show materialseveral pages of culinary facts and recipe histories that make up the questions and infotainment bites on Americas hottest new game show. I was only now missing my lucky pena Sensa in black and bluea real beauty, a gift from Wes. Hed told me it would help launch my temp career as a game-show writer if I carried a serious pen.

It still felt awkward opening another persons desk, but I didnt want to be late to our meeting. I pulled the drawer open and surveyed the jumble of Tim Stocks belongings. It was of legendary junk-drawer proportions. Pads of Post-it notes were crammed on top of a spaghetti tangle of multicolored rubber bands. Several spiral-bound notebooks squeezed against a sprawl of pink and blue index cards, all the worse for wear. A half-eaten Hershey bar seemed stuck to a knock-off brand clear-tape dispenser. Needless to say, dozens of cheap plastic stick-style pens shared the squalor with numerous capless felt tips. But my sweet little Sensa was not there.

Time was passing here, and I would simply have to make do with a ballpoint from Tims cesspool of office supplies. I grabbed one, not terribly surprised that it was sticky, and wiped it thoroughly with a tissue from a small pack of Puffs protruding from the desk drawer. Handy. I dropped the cleaned pen into my canvas bag, ready to go.

You planning on being late? a voice drawled.

I looked up. At my doorway was that charmer Quentin.

Im on my way, I said, as I shut the desk drawer and grabbed my bag.

Oh, joy, he said over his shoulder, moving up the hall in the direction of Gretas office.

Joy, indeed. I had fun at these gatherings.

Just last week, Id attended my first writers meeting, barely able to speak up and introduce my recipes. Greta sat behind her desk and smiled at me, encouraging her new little pupil.

Go on, Maddie, what recipes did you bring in for us today?

My first time up to bat, and Ill admit I had been a little tentative. I studied the file that lists all the recipes you have used this first season of Food Freak, and I didnt see a show that featured pasta al pesto. Pesto is a favorite Italian pasta topping, but not terribly exotic. The sauce, which is made from fresh basil and olive oil and grated Parmesan cheese, appeals to many taste buds.

Pesto? Quentin smiled kindly. Honey, we dont do anything as terribly obvious and pedestrian andwell, I have to say it because its trueclichd on Freak. Our standards, which Im sure you cant possibly know about since you have absolutely no experience in television, are much more sophisticated. Nice try, though.

Jennifer Klein added quickly, But personally, I love pesto. She smiled at me, a signal that she was not part of Quentins vendetta.

I love pesto, too, Greta said. Why havent we thought of using it in the past?

Well, Quentin said, muttering under his breath, some of us did make a tiny suggestion of pesto at the beginning of the season, but then some of us were shot down by a certain head writer who found the entire idea of pesto, and I quote, nauseatingly plebeian. 

Go on, Maddie, Greta said, what sort of background information have you put together for pasta al pesto?

I took a deep breath. Whatever office politics ruled this kingdom didnt apply to a foreigner like me. I had diplomatic immunity. After all, the best part of a temporary job is that one never has to worry about the long run. I opened my folder and began to read aloud.

 If youve ever driven or ridden the train from the French Riviera into Italy, youve been to Liguria, one of Italys smallest and most charming regions. The sparkling Riviera di Levante, the coast from Genoa to La Spezia, is one of Italys most famous. It features a collection of picturesque fishing villages, the most famous of which is Portofino. The Riviera di Ponente that stretches from France to Genoa is a flowering paradise studded with such turn-of-the-century belle poque resort towns as San Remo. 

Its a travelogue, Quentin commented. Too many foreign words.

I love it, Jennifer said. I was in Liguria last year.

Please continue, Maddie, Greta said. She was pleased.

Traditional Ligurian food is some of the most refined cuisine in Italy. For centuries, sailors plied the seas as part of the spice trade, bringing to Europe the exotic products of the Far East and Africa. When they returned from their long voyages, the sailors had had their fill of fish and spicy food. What they wanted instead was fare that spoke of their homeland, made from vegetables fresh from the gardens and farms that cling to the Ligurian hillsides. As a result, the dish that is now most closely identified with this region is pasta al pesto, noodles bathed in an intensely green and fragrant sauce.

Ligurians almost make a religion of their devotion to pesto sauce and its main ingredient, fresh basil. There is, however, no uniformity of opinion as to the best recipe for pesto or its best uses. Every village, and for that matter probably every family, has its own recipe for pesto sauce and its favorite shape of pasta to use with the sauce. For example, the Genoese prefer a sharp, pungent pesto sauce, which they serve with ravioli filled with veal and cheese. Many people opt for a mild pesto sauce, sometimes with cream or butter added. In many areas, the preferred pasta is trenette, a sort of plump local version of linguine. In still other areas, they dispense with the pasta altogether and add the pesto to their local version of minestrone or to fish soup.

Okay, Quentin said. Thats our forty-six minutes, folks. Good night and sorry we dont have time for the game.

But, Quentin, be fair. Thats exactly what we are looking for, Greta said. Madeline has given us some charming history of the dish, and at the same time shes opened up the possibility that our contestants might have their own versions of the sauce and their own ways of serving it. Of course we can cut that copy down to proper time. We always do. And she turned to me once more and said, Excellent work.

But, Quentin rebutted, Tim said that

Tim, she countered sweetly, is not here. So lets move on. Greta wrote the words Pasta al Pesto on the large white board in her office, and next to those words she wrote Madeline Bean.

That was one week ago and I am embarrassed to admit I still think of it. No wonder I have come to enjoy the daily writers meetings.

I was like a tourist, just passing through, looking for a few thrills before I checked out. Normally, I might take a moment to reflect on how odious Quentin Shore could be. But in my tourist mode, Quentin was just one of the picturesque natives, irritating but quaint. I love to travel. There is the voyeurs delight in living briefly a foreigners lifestyle. Knowing you are not stuck here, like the inhabitants are, its fun to go native. There is also joy, when working in stress-pitted Hollywood, for those who charge in to the rescue. I had agreed to come help out an old friend in a deadline jam. My old friend was the boss. Under these artificial circumstances, what fun working in television was!

Still, no matter how many little triumphs I had had over the past week, I was still the new girl. I was not going to be late to this mornings meeting. I looked at my watch and vowed to speed up, but then had a little trouble shutting the darn drawer. After rearranging its contents in such a hasty manner, it just wouldnt close. I reopened the drawer and ran my hand over the supplies, settling them flatter. When I withdrew my hand, the drawer was able to close, but an errant Post-it note had stuck itself to the cuff of my black T-shirt. Clearly, the entire desk was booby trapped.

As I stood up and slung the strap of my red canvas bag over my shoulder, I pulled the little yellow note from my sleeve, rolled it in a tiny ball, tossed it into the trash basket, and walked out of Tim Stocks office. In the hallway, the shows other writer, Jennifer Klein, and the first PA, Susan Anderson, were up ahead. As they turned into the door to Gretas office, Jennifer saw me and smiled.

She gave me the sign to hurry up or Id be late.

I knew. I was just shutting the door to my temporary office when I stopped myself. What business did I have tossing away that Post-it note? It wasnt, after all, really my office. It wasnt my desk drawer. And I hadnt so much as looked at the tiny yellow slip of paper.

Back into the office. Really, it would take no time at all. I quickly bent down to the black plastic trash can and stuck my hand into its fresh liner. Out I pulled the crumpled note. On my knees, red bag still hanging from my shoulder, I impatiently uncrumpled it. Was it trash or was it, perhaps, something I should replace in Tims desk drawer?

The sticky note was not entirely blank, I saw, as there were several faint words printed in purple ink on the front. Thank goodness Id scooped it out.

As I stood, I read the note. I steadied myself on the desk and read it again.

Heidi and Monica might have to die.
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