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1: A Dish Best Served... With Dogs?
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Rochester stared intently at Yesenia Ubeda Goldstein as she moved around our kitchen with the confidence of someone who had spent countless hours preparing meals. His big brown golden retriever eyes followed her every move, eager to see if anything making the delicious smells would be offered to him. 

“What brings you to Stewart’s Crossing?” I asked, as I opened a bottle of white wine. “Teaching another course?”

I hadn’t seen my wife’s friend since January, when she’d taught an intersession course on Caribbean cuisine that had ended with assault, murder, and enough drama to last a lifetime. 

Since then, according to Lili, she’d been dividing her time between her adjunct teaching position at The New School in New York and developing content for the Culinary Channel, which had shown interest in her work after reviewing footage of the course that had been shot by her freelance videographer.

I handed her a glass of wine, which she accepted with a smile. “Not exactly. But I do have a proposal that involves Eastern.” She glanced at Rochester. “And possibly this handsome fellow as well. But let’s talk over dinner.”

Lili had arrived home around five, laden with grocery bags. Rochester greeted her at the door with his usual enthusiasm, circling her legs and nearly tripping her as she tried to navigate to the kitchen.

“Easy, puppy,” she said, using the term of endearment we both used, even though Rochester was now a full-grown golden force of nature. She set the bags on the counter. “Yes, we’ll have something special for you this evening.”

She leaned down and scratched behind his ears. “Yesenia is coming and she says she wants to cook a meal for you.” His tail thumped harder against the white ceramic tile. Despite all the chaos during her time at Eastern, Rochester had been fond of Yesenia, especially since she slipped him treats when she thought I wasn’t looking.

I didn’t get a chance to ask what that meant, because Yesenia arrived soon after, wearing a man’s white guayabera, the traditional Cuban pocketed shirt, over bright pink capri pants. Her lipstick matched, a vibrant coral that complemented her olive complexion. Her dark hair was pulled back in a sleek chignon.

I adjusted my rumpled linen shirt. “Steve! Rochester! ¡Qué alegría verte!” she exclaimed, bending down to greet the dog first. Rochester’s entire body wiggled with joy as she scratched his favorite spot just behind his ears. When she stood up, she surveyed me. “You look as healthy as ever. Liliana is taking good care of you both.”

We led her to the kitchen, where Lili had already begun chopping vegetables, and they exchanged besos and abrazos, kisses and hugs. Lili’s auburn curls, held back by colorful butterfly-shaped clips, caught the kitchen light as she laughed at something Yesenia said.

Quickly our kitchen became a whirlwind of activity, as Yesenia unpacked her bags, directed Lili to pull out pots and pans, and arranged the ingredients she had brought with her in neat groupings. 

“You were very specific about these ingredients when you called,” Lili said. “I’ve never seen you so particular before, not even when you were preparing for that benefit dinner in Havana. And why do the ingredients all have to be dog safe?”

“That’s the heart of why I’m here,” she said. “I’ll explain as I go.” She washed her hands at the sink and then turned to Lili. “I brought something special.” She reached into her designer tote bag and pulled out a small packet of herbs. “This is a blend I’ve been developing. Completely safe for dogs but adds wonderful flavor for humans.”

Whatever she was up to, Rochester was intrigued.

“The trick to making this something a canine companion can eat,” Yesenia explained, slicing into a fennel bulb, “is to completely reimagine the aromatic base. No onions, no garlic—they’re toxic to dogs, especially in the quantities we’d normally use.”

Lili looked skeptical. “But those are the soul of ropa vieja. How do you get that depth of flavor without them?”

Yesenia smiled, expertly dicing the fennel. “That’s where culinary creativity comes in. Watch.” She added the fennel to the hot oil in the Dutch oven, where it sizzled gently. “Fennel gives you that aromatic quality similar to onion, but it’s completely safe for dogs.”

The kitchen filled with a subtly sweet, licorice-tinged aroma as Rochester watched intently from his spot near the refrigerator.

“And for the umami depth that garlic would provide,” Yesenia continued, adding finely diced celery to the pot, “we use celery and a touch of celery seed. Then we build layers with herbs that are safe for canine consumption.”

She sprinkled in a few tablespoons from the packet she’d brought with her.

“What’s in your blend?” Lili asked, leaning in to smell the fragrant mixture.

“A little rosemary, thyme, parsley, and just a touch of oregano—all in moderation so they don’t upset a dog’s digestive system.” Yesenia stirred the pot, allowing the herbs to release their essential oils. “The parsley adds brightness, and the rosemary and thyme contribute depth. It’s about balance.”

Rochester’s nose twitched appreciatively, and I swore he was taking mental notes.

“For color and that subtle smokiness,” Yesenia continued, adding a pinch of paprika to the mix, “just a touch of mild paprika. Not enough to make it spicy, but sufficient to build complexity.”

She moved to the counter where she had prepared a bowl of rich, brown liquid. “This is homemade bone broth—low sodium and made without onions or garlic. The marrow creates an incredible depth that rivals any traditionally seasoned stock.”

Lili dipped a spoon in to taste. “That’s remarkable. It has so much body to it.”

“The secret ingredient,” Yesenia said with a conspiratorial smile, sprinkling something that looked like yellow flakes into the mix, “is nutritional yeast. It creates that savory, umami quality that we’d typically get from garlic.”

“I’ve used that in vegan cooking,” Lili said, “but never thought to use it here.”

“It’s a game-changer,” Yesenia agreed. “Now, for the acidity component.” She added a small amount of unsweetened tomato purée and a splash of what looked like vinegar. “We use ripe tomatoes in moderation, which are generally safe, and just a touch of apple cider vinegar for brightness.”

The mixture in the pot was already developing a rich, complex aroma that filled the kitchen. Rochester had moved closer, sitting at attention just outside the cooking zone.

“The final touch,” Yesenia said, adding a pinch of golden powder, “is a little turmeric. Not only does it add color and depth, but it has anti-inflammatory properties that are good for both humans and dogs.”

Lili stirred the aromatic base, looking impressed. “I would never have thought to reconstruct the flavor profile this way. It smells incredible.”

“Now we add the beef,” Yesenia said, carefully placing the flank steak into the Dutch oven. “The beauty of this method is that we’re not making a separate ‘dog version’ that’s bland and boring. We’re creating one dish that’s complex and delicious for everyone at the table—humans and canines alike.”

She covered the pot and adjusted the heat to a low simmer. “This is what the Culinary Channel is trying to do with a new program called Dog’s Kitchen—challenging professional chefs to think beyond traditional human-centered recipes. To create food that’s genuinely gourmet for both species.”

Rochester’s tail thumped against the floor in what I could only interpret as wholehearted approval of this culinary philosophy.

For the next hour, I watched as the two women worked together, their movements synchronized from their previous collaboration. They laughed and spoke in rapid-fire Spanglish, occasionally translating a phrase for my benefit. Rochester remained glued to the floor near their feet, his eyes tracking every movement, particularly when meat was involved.

“I’ve never seen anyone go to such lengths for dog-friendly cuisine,” I said.

Yesenia smiled mysteriously. “There’s a growing interest in this area, Steve. More than you might imagine.”

By six-thirty, we were seated at the table, the aroma of Cuban cuisine filling the air. Rochester sat beside us, his special plate of modified ropa vieja and plain rice on the floor next to him. He looked up at me, waiting for permission.

“Go ahead,” I said, and he dove in enthusiastically.

“He has excellent table manners,” Yesenia observed, watching him eat with obvious approval.

“Most of the time,” Lili said with a laugh. “Though he can be quite persistent when he wants something.”

We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, savoring the flavors. The dish was delicious despite the modifications, the beef tender and the sauce rich.

“Okay, Yesenia,” I said finally, setting down my fork. “You’ve got us curious. Why the surprise visit? And why the special dog-friendly menu? You said something about the Culinary Channel?”

Yesenia smiled, setting down her wineglass. She reached over to pat Rochester, who had finished his meal and was now sitting attentively beside her chair.

“I have wonderful news,” she said. “The Culinary Channel has given me an opportunity to work as an associate producer on the show I was telling you about, Dog’s Kitchen.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. 

I glanced at Rochester, who seemed to be listening intently. “And you thought of Rochester?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “Though he would make an excellent canine judge if the series gets picked up.” She leaned forward. “What I thought of was Friar Lake. It would be the perfect location to film our pilot episode. Beautiful historic buildings, that wonderful professional kitchen in the refectory, and plenty of space to house the cast and crew.”

I took a sip of wine, considering the logistics. “When would this filming take place?”

“Late July. It’s a short production schedule—just a week of filming. The network is providing all the equipment and staff.” She looked at me hopefully. “So, what do you think? Would President Babson be open to the idea?”

“He might be,” I said slowly. “Especially if there’s a chance for some positive publicity for Eastern. The summer is our slow period at Friar Lake, so the timing could work. And I presume Culinary Channel would pay us for the use of the facilities?”

“Handsomely,” Yesenia said. “Though that has to be negotiated.”

Lili reached over and squeezed my hand. “It would be wonderful exposure for Friar Lake and the college.”

“And I’ve already spoken to the executive producer about offering an internship to one of Eastern’s communications students,” Yesenia added. “He’s very open to the idea, though he doubts he can get anything together quickly. Maybe next year if we continue filming.”

Rochester nudged my leg under the table, as if adding his vote of approval.

“I’ll talk to Babson when you have a firm proposal,” I said. “But I have to ask—why the elaborate demonstration tonight? You could have just called and proposed the idea.”

Yesenia laughed. “Two reasons. First, I wanted to show you how delicious food can be even when prepared safely for dogs. The network is very committed to alternative approaches to food, like this one, that aren’t covered by existing programming.” She gestured to Rochester, who was licking his chops contentedly. “And second, I missed you all. Email and phone calls aren’t the same as breaking bread together.”

“Or sharing ropa vieja,” Lili said with a smile.

“Exactly.” Yesenia raised her glass. “To new adventures. And to Rochester, who may soon become a television star.”

I clinked my glass against hers, watching Rochester’s tail thump against the floor. 

Yesenia downed the rest of her wine. “There’s something else,” she began, her usual confidence replaced by something more vulnerable. “About what this show means to me.”

“It’s a great opportunity for you,” I said carefully.

She laughed, but without humor. “That’s the polite version.” She twisted her hands together. “The truth is, the New School has been cutting back. They’ve kept the tenure-track anthropology faculty, naturally, but I was on a three-year lectureship, and my position wasn’t renewed.” She made a gesture of something vanishing into thin air. “I’m disposable.”

Lili reached out and squeezed her hand. “Ay, Yesenia, qué difícil.”

“I just got the news last week, so I haven’t told anyone yet. It’s embarrassing—ten years of teaching, two books, dozens of articles, and suddenly I have to scramble for part-time courses again.” Her voice tightened. “This is why I need to get out of academia, and this opportunity with the Cooking Channel is so important.”

She rubbed her upper arms, though it was warm in our kitchen. “When Jay called me about Dog’s Kitchen, about being an associate producer, I thought it would be a fun summer project between semesters. Now I see it as a lifeline. A way out of academia’s adjunct trap.”

“And if the pilot doesn’t get picked up?” I asked.

“Then I’m back to being a wandering part-timer, teaching an intro course here, a seminar there, living out of my car between campuses. Applying for travel grants to present at conferences, hoping someone will notice me and offer something permanent.” 

“That’s a lot of pressure,” I said.

“Which is why I need you to understand—I can’t let anything jeopardize this production.” Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “I can’t go back to wondering every semester if I’ll have health insurance, if I can afford to fix my car, if I’m one enrollment crisis away from unemployment. I’m too old to keep living like a graduate student.”

“I understand,” Lili said. “I went through the same dilemma when I decided to leave photojournalism. I wanted something solid.” She reached out and took my hand and squeezed. “Steve and Eastern College provided me with that. I hope this program can do the same for you.”

Yesenia nodded. “You get it. This show isn’t just about exploring television or sharing my love of food. It’s about survival—professional, financial, personal.” She stood, composing herself. “I shouldn’t have burdened you with this.”

“It’s not a burden,” Lili assured her.  

“And for what it’s worth, I think you’re going to make this work,” I added. “You’re too talented not to.”

“Let’s hope the network agrees.” 
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2: Cooking the Books
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A few days later, on a Wednesday morning, I slid into one of the last empty seats in Eastern’s largest lecture hall, my notebook in my hand. The fluorescent lights buzzed faintly overhead, adding to the low hum of chairs scraping and professors muttering to each other. Across the aisle, Lili caught my eye and gave me a quick smile. She was there in her role as Fine Arts chair, looking relaxed enough to doodle in the margin of her pad. I wished I could borrow some of that calm.

At the front of the room, President Babson adjusted his glasses and clicked his remote. The first slide appeared: EASTERN COLLEGE: FY2026 FINANCIAL OUTLOOK. A cheerful blue background couldn’t disguise the red downward arrow that slashed across it.

“Good morning,” Babson said, in the flat, practiced tone of a man who’d been through too many of these meetings. “As you know, we are facing headwinds — demographic, economic, and institutional.”

Click. New slide. A bar chart showing tuition revenue sagging down, maintenance costs climbing up.

“You’ll see here,” he said, waving his laser pointer, “a projected three percent decline in enrollment, against a six percent increase in utilities and facilities expenses.”

My stomach clenched. Three percent fewer students at Eastern wasn’t just a number — it meant that financial viability would depend on cost-cutting. And centers like Friar Lake were most vulnerable.

Click. New slide. A pie chart full of ugly numbers.

“Our cost allocation,” Babson said. “Academic departments consume the bulk of our budget. We are proud of that. But it means our auxiliary operations — athletics, the bookstore, Friar Lake — must be fully self-supporting.”

There was a grumble from the front row. Something about athletics never paying for itself. A few nervous chuckles followed.

Babson pressed on, unsmiling. “Every cost center must justify itself. Every dollar we spend must return value, whether in revenue or in visibility to drive recruitment.”

I scribbled the words down even though I didn’t need to. Every cost center must justify itself. That was the sword hanging over my head.

Click. New slide: Strategic Imperatives.


	Trim nonessential expenses.

	Maximize revenue opportunities.

	Demonstrate mission relevance.



“In the coming weeks,” Babson said, “each of you will submit a revised budget. You may need to reduce staff, defer maintenance, or eliminate programs that no longer serve our core mission. You will need to be creative in finding external partnerships or grants. Eastern must not only survive but prove its resilience.”

Across the aisle, Lili raised her brows at me, a silent question: You okay? I gave her a tiny shrug. Not even close.

Click. Final slide: “Eastern Strong” in bold letters, slapped over a stock photo of students tossing graduation caps.

“I know this is hard to hear,” Babson said. “But we are all stewards of this institution. Together, we can weather this storm.”

The lights came up. The room filled with the scrape of chairs and the buzz of side conversations — some resigned, some angry. I gathered my things, bracing myself for the long afternoon ahead with my property manager Joey Capodilupo and the Friar Lake numbers.

Lili and I walked out together. “What’s your take on this?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Fine Arts is always a target compared to the basics like STEM and English. I’ve gotten creative over the years. This year I’m working on his goal of visibility.”

“That’s right, you mentioned that. What exactly are you doing?”

“I’ve targeted six faculty members in painting, photography, printmaking, textiles, new media and sculpture to put together a traveling exhibit to visit high schools between here and Philadelphia. The goal is to demonstrate that the arts are important at Eastern, and that students work with talented artists to explore their own voices.”

“That’s great.”

“I’m working with the admissions office to track any applicants that come in based on those school visits. That will be data for next year. What about you?”

“My initial budget showed Friar Lake running break-even,” I said. “But the new numbers that came out this morning are putting more of a burden on us for college services. I’m going to sit down with Joey this afternoon and see where we can shave anything.”

At least that was the goal. That afternoon, the spreadsheet on my computer screen swam with red numbers that seemed to multiply every time I refreshed the page. The numbers Babson had sent out told a story I didn’t want to read.

“We’re bleeding money in facilities maintenance,” Joey said, leaning over my shoulder to point at a particularly ugly line item. “That’s a twenty percent increase from last year.”

“Because the college decided our HVAC system needed upgrading,” I replied, scrolling down to the next problematic category. “Which we absolutely needed, but they’re charging us the full cost instead of treating it as a capital improvement to their own property.”

Rochester lay under my desk, his chin resting on my foot. He’d learned that budget season meant long hours in my office and had adjusted his expectations accordingly. Occasionally he’d sigh dramatically, as if commenting on the foolishness of human financial systems.

Joey pulled up a chair, his own laptop balanced on his knee. “I’ve been going through every maintenance contract we have. I can probably save us three thousand by doing more of the grounds work myself instead of using the college’s landscaping crew.”

“That means you’d be working sixty-hour weeks during the summer season.”

“Better than losing my job.”

The words hung in the air between us. We both knew what the numbers meant. Friar Lake Conference Center was supposed to be self-supporting. That was President Babson’s mandate when he’d hired me to transform the former monastery for Eastern College. And on paper, we were breaking even. Our room rentals, event bookings, and conference fees covered our direct operating costs.

But the college’s internal billing system told a different story. Every service they provided—maintenance, groundskeeping, IT support, marketing, accounting—came with a charge-back that ate into our margins like termites in old wood.

“Look at this,” I said, pulling up another tab. “The alumni relations office wants to charge us four thousand dollars for ‘facility promotion’ in their magazine. Four thousand dollars for three photos and two paragraphs.”

“Can we say no?”

“Not without looking like we’re not team players.” I rubbed my eyes, feeling the beginnings of a tension headache. “The problem is that every department at Eastern sees Friar Lake as a cash cow. They all want a piece of the revenue without considering that if they take too much, there won’t be anything left.”

Joey scrolled through his own spreadsheet. “I’ve identified another two thousand we could save by reducing our event insurance coverage.”

“Absolutely not,” I said firmly. “We host events with hundreds of people. We can’t skimp on liability protection.”

“I know, I know. But I’m running out of places to cut.” He looked up at me, concern evident in his expression. “Steve, if we can’t close this gap, what happens?”

I didn’t want to answer that question, but Joey deserved honesty. “Babson will start asking whether Friar Lake is worth keeping. Whether Eastern wouldn’t be better off selling the property to a developer.”

“And we’d both be out of jobs.”

“You more immediately than me,” I admitted. “I’m an administrator, so my salary comes out of a different bucket. And even though you work out here, you’re technically under Marty Kowalski in facilities and maintenance. Since he doesn’t see you every day, you might be vulnerable to being cut if I can’t justify your salary in my budget.”

Rochester shifted under the desk, pressing his warm weight against my leg as if sensing the tension in the room.

“If I lose this job, it’ll be tough to find anything comparable,” Joey said. “And with Mark’s antique store always on the verge of losing money, we need my salary to keep going.”

“I know,” I said. “Which is why we’re going to figure this out.”

We spent the next two hours dissecting every line item, looking for places to trim without compromising quality or safety. By four o’clock, we’d managed to identify another five thousand in potential savings—mostly by negotiating harder with vendors and taking on more work ourselves.

“That gets us closer,” Joey said, “but we’re still showing a three-thousand-dollar deficit for the fiscal year.”

Three thousand dollars. In the context of Eastern College’s ninety-million-dollar annual budget, it was a rounding error. But for Friar Lake, it was the difference between success and failure, between proving our worth and giving the administration a reason to shut us down.

“Let me see what else I can find,” I said. “Maybe we can push some equipment purchases into next fiscal year.”

Joey closed his laptop. “I’m going to walk the property, and make a list of everything I can handle myself instead of calling in contractors. Every little bit helps.”

After he left, I sat staring at the spreadsheet, feeling the weight of responsibility. Friar Lake was a beautiful historic property that deserved better than to become another victim of academic budget pressures.

Rochester crawled out from under the desk and rested his chin on my knee, brown eyes looking up at me with patient sympathy.

“I know, boy,” I murmured, scratching behind his ears. “We’ll figure something out.”

My email chimed, and I glanced at the screen more out of habit than hope. The sender line made me sit up straighter: “Yesenia Ubeda Goldstein - DOG’S KITCHEN Proposal.”

I opened it quickly.

Steve,

I hope you’re well. I’ve spoken with our executive producer, Jay Bishop, about the possibility of filming Dog’s Kitchen at Friar Lake. He’s intrigued by the idea, but before we can move forward he needs to see the property for himself.

Could we schedule a walk-through on Friday? Jay has a home in New Hope and will be in Pennsylvania for a few days. I’d love for him to see the refectory, the grounds, and the accommodations. If he’s satisfied that the facility can handle our needs, we can move ahead with serious discussions. Our tentative budget is $15,000.

Thanks so much,

Yesenia

She added her cell phone number at the bottom.

I immediately called Joey. “Can you come back to my office? Something came up.”

“Problem?” he asked, concern in his voice. 

“Actually, the opposite. I think we might have caught a break. But I need your input on how to move forward.”

He arrived a few minutes later, petting Rochester and then sliding into the chair across from me. It’s funny, I hardly noticed how tall he was when he was standing, but something about the way he sat up straight in the wood-backed chair reminded me.

I turned my screen around so he could read the email from Yesenia. “What do you think?”

“You remember how much trouble she caused when she was here in January,” he said. “Not just the police and the murder. But all the special equipment for the class, the students living out here for a month, the extra catering and maintenance.”

“I hope the Culinary Channel will cover all the extra expense,” I said. “And we can charge them rent on top of that. Maybe make up some of the deficit in the budget.”

“Will you have to get Babson’s approval?”

“I’m sure. But if we pitch it to him properly—not just the money, but the exposure we would get from having Friar Lake on a television program—I bet he’d agree.”

Joey sat back. “That’s on you, bro.” 
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3: Setting the Table
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I called Yesenia. “Hey, it’s Steve. Got your email. Congratulations on moving your project forward so quickly.”

“It’s Jay who’s pushing,” she said. “From what I can tell he has a lot at stake in this concept. He’s going to be at his place in New Hope for the weekend. I can drive down Friday morning, pick him up and bring him to you, if that would work.”

“Absolutely. Anything we should do to prepare?”

“He’s going to be concerned with the kitchen facilities. Everything still working?”

“Joey and I will go over all the appliances and get you a report on power availability.”

“Good. For filming, we’ll bring a couple of portable generators with us but it’s always good to have solid backup.”

“I appreciate your thinking of us, Yesenia. I hope we can make this an experience good for all concerned.”

“I do too. I’ll send you a proposed contract, contingent of course on what Jay thinks. And thanks for being so accommodating. You know how much this means to me.”

I immediately made an appointment to speak with President Babson about the opportunity. Fortunately, his calendar was open during the summer, and I was able to get in to see him that afternoon.

At 1:30, after a walk around the property with Joey, Rochester and I drove over to Fields Hall, a Gothic revival mansion on Eastern’s campus that housed administrative offices. Babson’s office was a spacious room lined with academic journals and framed degrees that spoke to decades of scholarly achievement. Babson sat behind his mahogany desk, reading glasses perched on his nose as he reviewed the contract Yesenia had sent over.

Rochester lay at my feet, having charmed his way past Babson’s secretary Cecilia with a strategic deployment of puppy-dog eyes. The president had a soft spot for my golden retriever, often keeping dog treats in his desk drawer for occasions like this.

“Fifteen thousand dollars for a week,” Babson said, setting down the contract. “That’s certainly attractive, especially given our budget discussions.” He removed his glasses and fixed me with a penetrating look. “But I have concerns, Steve.”

“Of course,” I replied, sitting forward slightly. “What would you like to know?”

Babson stood and moved to his window, which overlooked the quad where summer session students lounged on the grass. “I’ve been in higher education for thirty-five years. I’ve seen trends come and go. Right now, there’s enormous pressure on colleges like Eastern to prove our relevance, to demonstrate value beyond the traditional academic model.” He turned to face me. “Friar Lake has been part of that effort—showing we can adapt historic properties to modern uses while maintaining educational integrity.”

“And this production continues that mission,” I said. “The show has a strong educational component about canine nutrition—”

Babson held up a hand. “Let me finish. My concern isn’t about the concept itself. Dr. Ubeda Goldstein is a respected scholar, and the Culinary Channel produces quality programming.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “My concern is about reality television’s tendency to... prioritize entertainment over dignity.”

Rochester shifted at my feet, perhaps sensing the tension in the room.

“I’ve watched enough of these programs to understand the format,” Babson continued. “Manufactured conflict, dramatic editing, contestants pushed to emotional extremes for viewer engagement. That works fine when you’re filming in a television studio. But when Eastern College’s name and property are attached...” He shook his head. “One viral moment of something ridiculous or demeaning, and we become a punchline rather than a serious institution.”

“I understand your concern,” I said. “But this isn’t a typical reality show. It’s a cooking competition focused on—”

“On dogs,” Babson interrupted, not unkindly. “Which sounds delightful in concept but could easily veer into farce if not handled properly.” He returned to his desk. “I have faculty members—influential ones—who already question whether Friar Lake represents an appropriate use of college resources. They see it as a distraction from our core academic mission. If this production makes us look foolish, it will give them ammunition.”

I felt the weight of what he was saying. The budget relief from this production would mean nothing if it cost me political capital within the college.

“What would make you comfortable proceeding?” I asked.

Babson tapped the contract. “First, I want explicit language about editorial review. If Eastern College’s name or property appears in the final broadcast, we have the right to review that content before it airs.”

“I can request that,” I said, making a note.

“Second, I want you on-site for the entire production. Not just checking in—actively present, observing everything. You’re my eyes and ears, Steve. If something feels wrong, you have the authority to halt filming until we sort it out.”

Rochester woofed softly, as if endorsing this plan.

“I was planning to stay there anyway,” I assured him. “Our insurance requires a staff member present when outside groups use the facilities.”

“Good.” Babson leaned back in his chair. “Third—and this is crucial—at the first sign that this production is compromising Eastern’s dignity or Friar Lake’s integrity, you pull the plug. Contract penalties be damned. Our reputation is worth more than fifteen thousand dollars.”

The stakes suddenly felt much higher. “You’re giving me authority to cancel the production?”

“I’m giving you authority to protect the college,” Babson corrected. “Which may include canceling if necessary, yes.” He studied me seriously. “Can you handle that responsibility, Steve? Because if you have any doubts—”

“I can handle it,” I said firmly, though my stomach knotted slightly. “Friar Lake is my responsibility. I won’t let anything jeopardize its reputation or Eastern’s.”

Babson smiled slightly. “That’s what I needed to hear.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a dog biscuit, tossing it to Rochester, who caught it neatly. “Besides, I trust this fellow’s judgment. If Rochester approves of the production, it will be fine.”

Rochester crunched his treat contentedly, oblivious to the weight he’d just added to my shoulders.

“I’ll add the editorial review clause to the contract and get it back to Yesenia,” I said, gathering my notes. “And I’ll keep you informed throughout the production—daily updates if you’d like.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Babson replied. “But I do want to visit during filming. See the operation firsthand, meet these television people, get a sense of how they conduct themselves.” He consulted his calendar. “I’ll come by Thursday or Friday of production week, whenever works best with their schedule.”

“I’ll coordinate with Yesenia,” I promised.

As Rochester and I stood to leave, Babson called after me. “Steve? One more thing.”

I turned back.

“I approved this because I trust your judgment and because Friar Lake needs the revenue. But reality television has a way of getting away from people. These producers are professionals at creating drama—it’s their business model. Stay vigilant. The moment you sense they’re prioritizing entertainment over integrity, remember what’s really at stake.”

“Eastern’s reputation,” I said.

“And your own,” Babson added quietly. “If this goes badly, we both know where the responsibility will fall.”

I nodded, feeling the full weight of his words. As Rochester and I walked back to my car, I found myself second-guessing the opportunity I’d been so excited about just days before.

“What do you think, boy?” I asked, opening the car door for Rochester. “Did we just make a smart business decision or sign up for a disaster?”

Rochester jumped into the passenger seat and looked at me with his usual optimistic expression, tail wagging gently. If he had concerns about reality television’s integrity, they were clearly subordinate to his anticipation of gourmet food samples.

I pulled out my phone and texted Yesenia: Need to discuss some contract additions. When can we talk?

Her response came quickly: Call anytime. How concerned is Babson?

Let’s just say he’s authorized me to shut down production if things go sideways, I typed back.

Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then appeared again. Finally: Understood. We’ll make sure it doesn’t come to that.

As I drove back to Friar Lake, I couldn’t shake Babson’s warning: “Reality television has a way of getting away from people.” At the time, it seemed like reasonable administrative caution.

With Yesenia bringing her producer on Friday, Joey and I had to scramble to get everything shipshape in two days. We treated Friar Lake like a prospective home buyer was coming through. Except instead of worrying about scuffed floors and paint chips, we were thinking in kilowatts and cable runs.

“According to the production guides I found online,” Joey said, setting a stack of papers on my desk on Thursday morning, “a single studio light can draw between a thousand and fifteen hundred watts. Multiply that by a dozen, plus induction burners, fridges, cameras, and audio gear...” He trailed off and tapped the top sheet. “We’re talking about forty to fifty kilowatts for a shoot. Good news is, after the HVAC upgrade, Friar Lake can handle it. We’ve got the numbers. And that’s not considering any portable generators they bring.”

He’d even made charts — neat, color-coded pages showing how the circuits split between buildings, how the backup generator kicked in, and how he could run extra cabling if needed. It was the most hopeful I’d seen him look since budget season started.

“Nice work,” I said, flipping through the packet. “Let’s make sure you’re the one who hands it to Jay. Bosses love a guy who’s already done their thinking for them.”

By the time Yesenia’s SUV pulled up Friday afternoon, we’d polished Friar Lake until it gleamed. Windows washed, grass trimmed, rooms staged like a boutique inn. Rochester padded beside me, tail wagging, ready to charm whoever needed charming.

Jay Bishop unfolded himself from the driver’s seat: late forties, trim, khakis and an open linen shirt that screamed “I’m not working, I’m curating.” He welcomed Rochester’s wagging tail, then shaded his eyes against the sun and gave the abbey-turned-conference-center a long, appraising look.

“Beautiful spot,” he said. “Reminds me why I bought out in New Hope. But beauty doesn’t pay the bills.”

“Yesenia said you’d appreciate the view,” I replied, keeping my voice even. “But I think you’ll find Friar Lake gives you both atmosphere and practicality.”

He gave me a look that hovered between skepticism and curiosity. “Show me.”

Yesenia fell in beside him, already in sales mode, her voice warm and confident. “The abbey itself is the star. Gothic arches, stone walls, stained glass — instant production value. You couldn’t build this on a soundstage.”

We started in the chapel, where sunlight dappled the slate floor in a wash of jewel tones. Jay stepped into the nave, clapped his hands once, and winced at the echo.

“Sound’s going to be a nightmare,” he muttered.

“Easily managed,” Yesenia countered, smoothly. “We’ll use directional mics and baffling. The visual payoff will be worth it.”

Next stop: the refectory. The long room still smelled faintly of lemon cleaner, Joey’s finishing touch. He had charts tucked under one arm, like a lawyer about to argue a case.

“Updated kitchen last year,” I said, gesturing toward the gleaming appliances. “Commercial grade, all code-compliant.”

Jay squinted at the fixtures, running his hand along the edge of the range. “Updated to what? The nineties?” 

He pulled out his phone and took a photo of the oven. “These are functional, but they’re not what our chefs are used to. Paolo Romano has three Michelin stars—he works with top-dollar equipment.” 

“Will that be a problem?” I asked, a knot forming in my stomach. 

“Oh, it’ll be perfect,” Jay said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Nothing creates better television than a chef struggling with subpar equipment. Shows their adaptability, their temperament under pressure.” He made a note on his phone. 

“Paolo’s going to hate this.” The way he said it—with anticipation rather than concern—made me wonder what exactly we’d agreed to host.

When we began talking about electric capacity, Joey stepped forward, flipping open the packet and talking power loads, breaker boxes, generator capacity. He didn’t oversell it, just laid out the numbers calmly, confidently.

Jay took the packet, scanned a page, and gave a grunt that wasn’t quite approval but wasn’t dismissal either. “We’ll bring backup generators anyway. Can’t risk a power failure.” 

Then he smiled slightly. 

“Well, can’t risk an unplanned power failure. On Kitchen Countdown, we had a very strategic blackout during the final challenge. The chef who handled it best got a redemption edit, the one who panicked became the villain. Worked perfectly.” 
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