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To my grandparents, 
who took me to Chicken Annie’s.


To my parents, who once
 boldly took me to Chicken Mary’s.


And to Rob, Sam, Lily, Rory, and Wyatt, 
all of whom understand the importance of 
good fried chicken—and enjoying it together.
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The hit TFC series Food Wars is back! And this time, it’s personal. We’re looking for rival restaurants with a deeper connection—married chefs, best friends with dueling taco trucks. If you’re a restaurant owner or worker who shares a bond with the crew at a competing restaurant in your town, we want to hear from you.


It’s a fantastic opportunity to showcase your food on TV, expose your brand to a national audience, and finally resolve, once and for all, who’s the best at serving up your local specialty. Food Wars judges will vote on who provides the best dining experience, the best menu, and, of course, the most delicious, most authentic version of whatever it is you do, and it will all be shared live via social media and then on produced episodes of our show. The winner will be awarded $100,000 to invest in their business. Past victors have franchised and been offered lucrative product-branding opportunities.


To be considered for the show, both restaurants must be willing and enthusiastic about participating and must be available for up to five possibly nonconsecutive days of filming. Applicants should e-mail no more than 300 words describing the rivalry and relationship between your competing restaurants, along with some images that capture the scene. We need to locate our next competitors RIGHT AWAY, so drop us a line ASAP! Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com
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[DRAFT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


In 1883, my great-great-great-grandmother Margaret (Mimi) and her sister, Frances (Frannie), answered an ad placed by Fred Harvey for “young women, 18–30 years of age, of good character, attractive and intelligent” to come west for a grand adventure—working in his “Harvey restaurants” along the railroad line. They lived in a dorm and wore a uniform. Harvey took good care of his girls, or at least, he kept them on a short leash, and my grandma Mimi resented it. She met a man who worked on the railroad, packed up Frannie, and followed him to Merinac, Kansas. They had a house right by the depot, so Mimi opened her own railroad restaurant, selling fried chicken, potatoes, and biscuits with Frannie. Before long they were making more money with chicken than Harvey was, and he didn’t like it, but then he was crushed between two train cars and it didn’t matter anymore. Meanwhile, Frannie and Mimi had a big fight; then Frannie got married and started her own place out by the mines. Thus, Chicken Mimi’s and Chicken Frannie’s were born, and so was their rivalry.


Mimi’s daughter was also Mimi, and she ran Mimi’s, followed by my great-grandmother, my grandmother, and now my mother. Frances preferred boys; she passed Frannie’s down to her son Frank and then his son Frank and then his son Frank, and I married his son Frank. That would be Frank the 4th. And I know what you’re thinking, but we share .0391 percent of our DNA or something and it’s not gross, so quit it.
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[DRAFT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


Chicken Mimi’s fried chicken is pan-fried and people love it. Chicken Frannie’s fried chicken is deep-fat-fried and people love it too. I am probably the only person in the world who knows how both are made, but I never make either. I hate chicken. I mean, I like chickens, but I don’t like to eat them. I’ve been a vegetarian since I was 6. I grew up working the counter for my mother, who ran Mimi’s, which was started by my great-great-great-grandmother. Now I hostess for my mother-in-law at Frannie’s, which was started by my husband’s great-great-grandmother. My dead husband. There should be a word for that, like ex-husband, that would be easier.
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[DRAFT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


My name is Amanda Pogociello. I am a hostess at Chicken Frannie’s, just outside Merinac, Kansas. Our rival, Chicken Mimi’s, is right on Main Street. The restaurants were started by two sisters who hated each other in the late 1800s, one mostly for people on trains passing through and the other mostly for the men who worked in the coal mines. For over a hundred years families around here have been choosing one or the other. Loyalty gets passed down in families, even. Only newcomers eat at both, although not very many people actually sit down and eat at Mimi’s anymore. They just get their chicken and go home.


The sisters’ feud lasted until their deaths, and it’s still going. Nobody from Frannie’s is allowed into Mimi’s, and vice versa. Chicken Mimi’s thinks Chicken Frannie’s is pretentious and stuffy, because we have a fancy bar and a large menu of more than just fried chicken, and in the ’80s we served quiche. Mimi’s serves chicken, biscuits, fried potatoes, iceberg lettuce salad, and pie. That’s it. It’s not even a real restaurant. It’s a chicken shack with tables. At Frannie’s we think that’s ridiculous. We think Mimi’s needs to grow up and take things seriously, and definitely clean itself up. Mimi’s thinks Frannie’s could just let people seat themselves and relax.
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[DRAFT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


Please pick us. We’re dying out here.
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[DRAFT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


Chicken Mimi’s vs. Chicken Frannie’s would be the best Food Wars ever. They’re less than 3 miles apart, they both specialize in fried chicken, they were started by sisters who never spoke to each other again, and now they are run by my mother and my mother-in-law. My mother doesn’t speak to my mother-in-law, either.
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[SENT]


To: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


From: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


Subject: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


Chicken Mimi’s vs. Chicken Frannie’s would be the best Food Wars ever. They’re less than 3 miles apart, they both specialize in fried chicken, they were started by sisters who never spoke to each other again, and now they are run by my mother and my mother-in-law. They are both super-excited to be on Food Wars. We all love the show and we have seen every episode.


I work at Frannie’s but I know everyone at Mimi’s too. People in town always argue about which chicken is best. It’s a good way to start a conversation, by asking which you like. The restaurants are very different, Mimi’s is pretty simple and BYOB while Frannie’s has a bar. Some people go to Mimi’s because they really love the pie but it’s better to go to Frannie’s if you have someone in your family who is a picky eater or vegetarian because they will be able to find something that isn’t chicken. Chicken Frannie’s has fried mozzarella and cheesecake.


We are pretty close to Kansas City, so it isn’t too hard to get here. They say people used to come up just to try the different chicken, back when this area was booming. Everybody wants to do this and we really hope you pick us.
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[REPLY]


To: Amanda.Pogociello@gmail.com


From: Sabrinasky@thefoodchannel.com


Subject: Re: The Chicken Sisters (application for Food Wars)


Dear Amanda,


The Chicken Sisters sound intriguing. We are wrapping up Rib Wars in Kansas City and would like to come meet you. If everything’s as you say, we’ll start filming immediately. How’s Wednesday at 2?


Sabrina Skelly, Host, Producer, Food Wars


The Food Channel






AMANDA


It was one thing to put a message in a bottle and another thing entirely when that bottle came back to you from across the sea with a genie stuffed in next to the reply. She had to rub the bottle now, right? She’d cast the spell, wished the wish, and asked in prayer, and she had received. It would be different if she didn’t believe. It wouldn’t have worked if she didn’t believe. But of course, she did believe. She believed with all her heart and soul that Food Wars had the power to change everything, and she was right.


Later, she wished she’d been a little more specific.


It had been fun, sending the e-mail. And honestly, she figured the result would be a few weeks of dreaming, of imagining how Food Wars could make everything better, followed by a letdown when they said no or just never replied. It was a lottery ticket, minus the dollar she couldn’t afford to spend.


Now she was sitting in her car outside Walmart, idly scrolling, a new habit born of an unreasonable expectation that somewhere in her phone was something that would change her mood, when the reply appeared, a response beyond her wildest dreams that sent an actual, literal chill through her body. She turned her car back on, abandoning her planned shopping trip, and backed out of the parking spot she’d just pulled into, narrowly missing a beat-up Camry. Her foot shook on the gas pedal. Her whole leg was quivering. This is it, she thought. From now on, everything will be different. Different, and better.


Better. She kept repeating that to herself, and that conviction, really this is going to make things better, helped her squash down any doubts about her mother or about Frannie’s or about what the hell Merinac was going to make of Food Wars and vice versa. It carried her past the two miles of corn and soybean fields between Walmart and Nancy’s house and right through her mother-in-law’s back door, bellowing her name. She stopped short when she saw Nancy, already in the kitchen and looking worried at Amanda’s wild entrance.


“No, no, it’s good, it’s something good. Food Wars, you know, the show with the restaurants that compete—they want to come here! To do us, us and Mimi’s. Food Wars!” She waited for Nancy’s response, biting her lip, fists clutched, a euphoric and probably goofy smile on her face. Because, Food Wars. Here!


Nancy smiled back, but it was a confused smile, a little dubious. She did not look thrilled. Why did she not look thrilled? Amanda did not need doubts right now; she needed enthusiasm. She grabbed the older woman’s hands and squeezed them tightly. “They’re going to come here. And film us, and we will win a hundred thousand dollars, and everyone will know who we are and want to eat here, and Frannie’s will be famous.” She let go of Nancy’s hands and let her feet do the little dance they wanted so much to do, waving her arms in the air and shaking her hips. “Here, they’re coming here, they’re really coming here! And we will be huge.” She grinned. “Huge!”


Once, long ago, that had been the plan for Frannie’s. Back then, the town had been bigger and the world felt smaller, and Daddy Frank—great-grandson of the original Frannie, and father to Amanda’s husband, Frank—was a leading figure in Merinac’s business scene, a restaurant owner and real estate magnate with big ideas. A Banquet chicken dinner in someone’s freezer or the sight of a Tippin’s potpie at Albertsons would send him into a lengthy monologue about his dream of sharing Frannie’s with the entire country, or at least the shoppers at major midwestern grocery stores. They all dreamed big along with him, back when the Franks had been in charge of the business plan, Nancy a capable and steady first mate, and Amanda a mother first, a student second, and a Frannie’s fill-in hostess and waitress only a distant third.


Now, six years after the car crash that killed both Franks and left Nancy and Amanda in charge, the restaurant did little more than break even. Every day brought more bills and more tax forms and, for Amanda at least, a giant, soul-sucking fear that the future held nothing but more of the same. She often thought that Frannie’s could spiral around the drain and finally get pulled under and no one would even notice that she and Nancy had gone with it.


But Food Wars would change all that.


Amanda looked down at her mother-in-law’s tiny, tense frame, at the burgundy hair that was due for a color, thinning, just a little, in a way that was hard to disguise. Please don’t let her start in on the risks and the worries and the things that could go wrong. Please let her see how much she needs this, how much we all need this.


Suddenly Nancy rushed forward and hugged Amanda, hard. “Food Wars? Us? Frannie’s? You did this? You got them to come here?”


One more wish, granted.


“I did. I did!” Amanda squeezed her mother-in-law back, dancing them both back and forth before they let go. “I wrote them, and they’re coming. They loved what I told them about the chicken sisters, and the history and everything.”


“We’ll be on TV.” Nancy grabbed a chair from around her kitchen table and sat down on it, hard. “TV. Like Mae—TV. Frannie’s.”


Mae. Oh hell. But even the thought of her sister wasn’t enough to suck the glory out of this moment. “Television, yes, and they do a lot of live bits on the Internet. Social media.” Amanda loved those. She followed all of TFC’s social media accounts, but Food Wars was her favorite. Nancy, though, looked at her blankly. “Like, they record a little bit, and people can watch it on their phones or computers if they follow the show. It usually takes a while for the episodes to get on television, but they do a whole bunch of live stuff while they’re recording, to get people excited about it. It’s sort of a cross between a web show and a regular show.”


Nancy brushed that aside, as though Amanda had said Food Wars would also be available for pandas to watch from the zoo, and rushed on. “Television! Do you have any idea what this could mean?”


Amanda, who thought she did, laughed, and Nancy got out of her chair and grabbed Amanda and hugged her again, then stood back, still clutching Amanda’s shoulders. “We have to win,” Nancy said. “I mean, of course we’ll win. There’s not even a comparison.” Nancy paused, and her voice, which had been getting increasingly higher, dropped. “In fact …”


Amanda knew where she was headed, and this, unlike the mention of Mae, did suck a little air out of her bubble. Mimi’s and Frannie’s both served fried chicken, yes. And they had the same kind of name. And they had been started by sisters. But from there, the similarities—and any competition—ended. Frannie’s was open all day, with an extensive menu. Mimi’s offered only dinner: chicken, biscuits, French fries, and salad, and off-the-menu doughnuts on Saturday mornings for those in the know. And of course pie, but only when the spirit moved her mother to bake. It wasn’t a real restaurant so much as an erratic takeout joint, supported by loyal customers willing to overlook the way the place had run down over the years.


There was no way Mimi’s could compete. And very little chance Amanda’s mother would want to.


Nancy gazed at Amanda, her expression serious. “Did you ask your mother about this?”


Amanda shook her head. “I didn’t think they’d actually come.” It was only in the past few years or so that she’d really been able to have a conversation with her mother at all. Ask her about a wild, crazy dream that could never happen? No way. Nancy sat back down, and Amanda joined her across the table, sighing. “I know. I know. She might not do it. But Mimi’s could use more business. And she doesn’t really even have to do anything differently from what she’s doing. She just has to let them film her.”


Nancy, who had known Barbara for thirty-five years, drummed her fingers on the table. “She’s not going to win, that’s clear enough, although the money could sway her. Mimi’s always needs the money.”


She didn’t have to tell Amanda that. Mimi’s need for money was in Amanda’s bones. It seeped through her pores; it beat through her veins. Mimi’s needed money, Barbara needed money, but whether her mother would accept the connection between Food Wars and her bank account was an open question. Barbara didn’t see things like other people did, and certainly not like Nancy did. Amanda glanced around her mother-in-law’s kitchen, at the clear counters, the sun streaming through the neatly curtained windows with barely any dust in the air to set alight. Amanda had loved this kitchen since she first set foot in it, although it felt more spare now, almost too clean, if that were possible. It was so unlike anything she’d ever known—and, she thought with a little regret, not much like her own kitchen, either.


Nancy leaned forward and gently snapped her fingers in front of Amanda’s face. “Come back,” she said. “This isn’t going to go away if you do.” Amanda smiled. It was a familiar joke between them. “She’ll do it,” Nancy said. “Why would she pass something like this up?”


Because it was Amanda asking, maybe? She put her chin in her hands and jiggled her leg under the table, silent.


“I know your mom can be tough.” Nancy knew better than anyone just how tough Amanda found her mother. “But this is different. She has to see it. She will see it. And your aunt will love it.”


That, at least, Nancy had right. Aunt Aida, who was actually Amanda’s great-aunt, had once had a thriving career in movies and television, until she’d faded out and moved in with Barbara. No one would welcome the arrival of cameras more than Aida. “She won’t be there, though. She hardly ever goes to the restaurant.”


“Well, talk about her, then. And talk about all the business Mimi’s will get.” Nancy stood up. “Come on, then. Off you go. I’d go with you, but we both know that won’t help.”


Not hardly. And wait—she was doing this now? Amanda had been thinking later tonight. Or tomorrow morning. Or never—what if Food Wars just showed up? Wouldn’t Barbara have to go along with it?


Her mother never went along with anything. Not for the first time, Amanda wished her mother was more like her mother-in-law. Reluctantly, she got up, then hesitated, her hand on her chair. “But what if she says no?”


Nancy smiled—the reassuring smile that had carried Amanda through a lot of years, ever since she’d married Frank and traded in her mess of a family life for Nancy’s ordered world.


“You won’t know until you ask,” she said. “And she’s going to say yes. This is going to be the thing you want that she wants too.” She squeezed Amanda’s arm. “They’re coming Wednesday? As in, tomorrow?”


“That’s what they said.” Tomorrow. Well, talking to Barbara would be over by then, anyway. And once Food Wars showed up, Barbara would be their problem. Amanda straightened up and smiled back at Nancy, her excitement returning. The money, and just the business, and all the publicity—this could save them all.


Unless, of course, Barbara said no.


Nancy was right, Amanda thought as she left the table and the cozy kitchen. The faster she asked, the sooner she’d know.


[image: Image Missing]
   

Away from Nancy, Amanda’s resolve faded almost immediately. When was the last time she’d been by Barbara’s place, anyway? It had to have been months ago—she remembered walking there with Pickle after getting coffee last fall. The dog hadn’t survived the winter. He had been her and Frank’s first baby, picked out of a litter by two utterly unprepared newlyweds months before Gus was born. After Pickle died, things got even lonelier. Gus started thinking about college in earnest. His younger sister, Frankie, started shutting herself in her tiny bedroom. If Pickle were here, Amanda would feel better about tapping on her mother’s door, knowing she’d at least have a sympathetic ear when she got back into the car.


Which was pretty pitiful when you thought about it.


So instead of thinking about it, Amanda turned into Mimi’s parking lot, wheels spinning at the switch to gravel, and pulled up next to an unfamiliar pickup. Must belong to the new fry cook. Amanda felt a little curiosity mixed in with her nervousness. Her mother’s dog, Patches, a fat black-and-white beast with a big head, hauled herself up from beside the stoop, barked once, then came forward to nudge Amanda’s hand. Amanda rubbed her under the chin.


Barbara appeared in the screen door exactly as if the dog had summoned her, and with her, the scent of Mimi’s, of frying and spice, a little musty, a little sharp, once the smell of Barbara coming home from work and then, later, Amanda’s own hair after every shift. Frannie’s smelled like cooking when they cooked, like cleaning when they cleaned, like fresh napkins and cooked vegetables. Mimi’s only ever smelled like Mimi’s.


“Amanda?” Barbara stepped out and stood for a moment, surveying her younger daughter. Amanda realized she should have prepared some sort of opener. Why was it always so hard to even say hello to her mother? She started forward, considering a hug, but Barbara leaned back into the kitchen. “Andy? Andy, come on out here. I want you to meet Amanda.”


Okay, that would work. Barbara had never hired anyone to cook for her before, although she always had counter and dishwashing help. From what Amanda had heard around town, the guy was basically some sort of weird charity project for her mother—good-looking (Mary Laura, Frannie’s bartender, had reported she “wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers”) but more than a little down on his luck, which was obvious, because otherwise, why would he be here?


Andy had to duck a little to step out of Mimi’s kitchen back door. He was tall and broad, and he wore an apron over a T-shirt and standard-issue chef’s clogs with shorts, which revealed pale but muscular legs, abundant tattoos (basically a Mary Laura prerequisite), and a lower-arms-only farmer’s tan that had to have been years in the making.


“This is Amanda, huh?” He held out a hand, and his big, warm grip covered Amanda’s smaller hand entirely. He held it an instant too long, looking at her face with curiosity. “The one who can’t come inside?”


“The one who can’t come inside, yes. Amanda, this is Andy.”


Amanda didn’t need any guy’s hand lingering on hers, but she could see his appeal, especially given how few men there were in Merinac whom Amanda and Mary Laura hadn’t known since kindergarten. She’d be willing to bet Andy could see his appeal too, and that he had a long history of making good use of it.


Did Barbara know she’d brought a fox into the henhouse, or maybe, given the lack of employed straight single men in Merinac, the other way around? Amanda couldn’t tell. Her mother’s interest had shifted from her protégé back to Amanda, and Amanda was glad of an excuse to turn her attention away from Andy’s deep brown eyes and their appraising gaze.


“Well, you didn’t come by to meet Andy,” Barbara said, glancing back into the kitchen. The screen door had drifted open, and she reached out to shut it again, firmly. “Or to see me. So what’s on your mind?”


Amanda ignored the jab and plunged in. “I was wondering if you guys—Mom, if you—if you would be in a restaurant competition with Frannie’s. On TV. It’s called Food Wars, and they want to come, you know, kind of see how we compare, judge the chicken. It would be fun, and it’s good for everybody. It doesn’t really matter who wins.”


Andy, who was leaning against the building, smiling generally at them both, probably enjoying an unexpected break in the day’s work, suddenly stood back up. “Oh man, I love Food Wars. They really want to come here? How did you do that?”


Amanda wasn’t sure how to respond. She preferred to think she did not need Andy’s help, and further, she hoped to downplay her own level of instigation, letting her mother assume that somehow, through the magic of the Internet, perhaps, or just magic in general, Food Wars had happened. She hesitated, feeling, as she always did, the presence of the building itself, no longer the comforting refuge it had been when she had painted the large Chicken Mimi’s sign still prominently displayed beside the door. Like her mother, Chicken Mimi’s resented Amanda’s defection and always would, and yet there was still a link that made Amanda feel as if she had both betrayed them completely and somehow never been gone at all. Certainly that was what her sister thought. You can’t even leave right, Mae scoffed, and it was true. Amanda hadn’t even known she was leaving, and God knew she hadn’t gotten far.


Okay, focus. Her mother had just hired Andy—wasn’t that maybe a sign that she, too, was ready for some change? Amanda kept going. “There’s a cash prize, of course. A hundred thousand dollars. For the best chicken.” And a lot of other stuff, but if she made it sound like just the chicken, at least her mother could believe Mimi’s had a shot. “I think a lot of people watch the show.”


Barbara was staring at her, her mouth a little open, her face unreadable. She frowned a little. “So is this something you want to do, then, this Food Wars?”


What to say to that? Generally, the last thing Barbara wanted was to do anything Amanda wanted. But maybe Nancy was right; maybe this was the one thing they could all share. “I just thought we could all use, Frannie’s, too, a little boost, something to get more people to try us out. It’s just—you know there aren’t as many people coming to town anymore, and this would help.” If only she knew what her mother wanted to hear. She could hear herself babbling, but she just didn’t seem to be able to stop.


“It would help the whole town. They just want to come film for a few hours, to start. Just get to know us, and that’s probably it. Not a big deal, really. Except it might bring in business.”


Barbara crossed her arms. “The trouble with you, Amanda, is that you never know what you want. Do you think this is a good idea, or don’t you?” She turned to Andy. “It sounds ridiculous. You like it?”


Amanda held her breath. It might seem like Barbara wanted their opinion, but in Amanda’s experience she never did. Andy should shrug, maybe, leave it up to her, let her decide. She tried to send him thought messages. Tone it down, keep it light.


Which is exactly what he did not do. “Are you kidding? I love it. And it’s totally a big deal! It’s awesome. Seriously, Food Wars? Here?” He looked at Barbara, who was still standing with her arms crossed, then back at Amanda, as if expecting her to share his enthusiasm. “So do they want to do a full thing, like all three competitions, or just the food taste-off?”


Had this guy not figured Barbara out at all? This was not the way to get her on board. Amanda backtracked frantically, trying to make it seem as if Food Wars still had to be earned, as if it was a challenge. “They just want to come check us out to start. Probably nothing will come of it. I mean, once they see this place …”


Her mother, who had been looking thoughtfully at Andy, swung her eyes back to Amanda, squaring her shoulders. Too far, damn it. Andy started to speak again—really, for a probable meth head with tattoo sleeves and as many piercings as he had, he was a strangely bubbly guy—and this time Amanda shot him a deadly glare. He needed to shut up, and he needed to do it now.


The expected explosion never came. Instead, Barbara took a very visible deep breath, then looked from Amanda to Andy, as if weighing their relative merits. Her eyes narrowed as she asked the question Amanda had been praying would not come up. “What does Mae think of all this?”


“I don’t know, Mom. I haven’t asked her.” And she wasn’t planning to. She didn’t need Mae’s help with this one. In fact, she needed Mae to stay far away, which shouldn’t be a problem.


Barbara turned to Andy. “I don’t know if I’ve mentioned that my other daughter, Mae, has been doing something that sounds like this Food Wars. At least, it’s a show on television. Reality television. Sparkling, I think it’s called.”


Andy’s face lit up. “Wait, Sparkling? Your daughter is Mae Moore? Mae Moore who wrote the big clutter book?”


Barbara seemed pleased, but Amanda rolled her eyes. There was no way this project of her mother’s, washed up for who knew what reason in the backwaters of Kansas and probably living in the trailer park east of town, knew who Mae was.


Andy grinned. “There’s a girl who can declutter my underwear drawer anytime.”


He had a real gift for the conversation stopper. Barbara looked at him strangely, and Amanda intensified her glare.


Andy caught himself immediately. “It’s a quote! From a column, by this guy, he mostly writes about sports, but every year he does this whole holiday thing about hating the Williams-Sonoma catalog. And she was in it— Never mind.” Andy’s face was genuinely red, and against her better judgment Amanda found herself softening toward him. “It’s probably not what he should have said either. Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


He read. He hated the Williams-Sonoma catalog. He could tell, at least kind of, when he was being an asshole. Amanda was starting to get Mary Laura’s crackers-in-bed call, but seriously, he liked Mae? Apparently, he couldn’t see through a selfish, superficial fraud. At least that meant he couldn’t possibly have actually watched Sparkling. Amanda had, and Mae was a disaster on it—stiff and fake and judgmental. One more reason Merinac was better off without her.


Barbara turned back to Amanda. “I think I’d like to know what Mae thinks,” she said, and then, as if that wasn’t enough: “Actually, I think I’d like to have Mae here, if I’m going to do this. After all, you’ll be with Nancy. You’re no help to me. I need Mae.”


Amanda should have known; she absolutely should have known. Why had she not seen this coming? She expected the needling about her choosing Nancy over her own mother—that was an old refrain and one that hardly got to her anymore. But the rest—of course her mother would want to use this as bait to get Mae home.


But Mae wouldn’t take it. There was no way. Mae hadn’t been back in Merinac in six years, and she had Sparkling, as terrible as it was. The last thing Mae would want her picture-perfect life associated with was a dump of a chicken shack in the middle of Kansas, and especially one with Barbara’s house looming out back—proof positive that Mae Moore was not who she said she was. Sure, go ahead, ask Mae. But when Mae says no—


“She’s really busy, Mom. I don’t think there’s any way she could do this on such short notice. They’re right in the middle of shooting their whole Sparkling season.” Amanda knew that because Instagram. Because Facebook. Because Twitter. Because Mae made sure everybody knew it, just like everybody had to know about her perfect handsome husband and her beautiful apartment and her adorable flawless children. But that was okay, because it would hold Mae exactly where she was, which was as close as Amanda could stomach her. And Barbara had said, If I’m going to do this. She was more than halfway there, and even if Amanda couldn’t imagine why, she would take it. “Andy will help you, though. And whoever else is working. I know they will.”


Andy, beaming, conspicuously struggled to match her calm tone. “I think they’d be pretty enthusiastic,” he said to Barbara. “I think they’d be disappointed if we—if you—said no.” He laughed. “I know I would. I love Food Wars.”


Barbara crossed her arms over her chest, and the smock she always wore atop her shapeless dress strained. “I’m still going to ask her, though,” she said. “This is important, right? If we win, if our chicken is the best, you said we get a hundred thousand dollars?”


Well, yeah, but Mimi’s wouldn’t win. Amanda could see in Andy’s face that he knew it, too. “We’ll all get lots more business, too,” Amanda said. “That’s worth a lot.”


“I’ll ask Mae.” Barbara turned to the screen door, which had swung open again, getting ready to go inside.


“But wait, Mom,” Amanda said. “If she won’t come, you’ll do it anyway, right?”


Barbara paused, her hand on the door. “I don’t know,” she said. “Having Mae here would make it easier. It’s nice to have a little family support.” Dig, dig. But Amanda could let it go, if Barbara only said yes.


Andy went over to her. “We can do it,” he said. “She’s right, it will bring people in.” He grinned. “It’ll help you pay my salary.”


The screen door again swung open, and this time Andy walked up the stoop and examined the latch. “I can’t imagine why that keeps opening,” he said. “I looked it over when we took the storm door off, and it’s fine. It should hold.”


Amanda met her mother’s eyes. So there was at least one other thing about Mimi’s that Barbara hadn’t told Andy yet. Mimi’s itself would have an opinion, and Mimi’s would make that opinion known. The kids in town were always making jokes about Barbara’s old house being haunted, especially around Halloween—and with its Victorian gables and worn gingerbread trim, it looked the part. But it was utilitarian Mimi’s where, every so often, the Moores were pretty sure someone—probably Mimi herself, or that’s what they liked to believe—lingered. It wasn’t something they talked about much, even among themselves, and it was hard to imagine Barbara mentioning it to Andy, who straightened up and shrugged. “Some breeze, I guess.”


Amanda tried to take advantage of this moment of family solidarity and found herself, as silly as it seemed, trying to appeal to Mimi’s as well. “Mimi’s can stand on its own, Mom. You don’t need Mae. You should just do things the way you always have.”


Barbara blew out an impatient breath. “I don’t need either of you, obviously.” She glared at Amanda. “If I did, I’d be in big trouble. If Mae wants to come do this Food Wars thing, I’ll do it. Otherwise, no. You’re right. We should just keep doing things the way we always have.”


This time, Barbara walked inside and spoke over her shoulder. “I’ll call her tonight.” She slammed the door behind her, and Amanda found herself left on the patio with Andy, who looked oddly cheerful.


“Damn it,” she said, unable to help herself.


“She’ll get over it,” said Andy. “Do you think your sister will come?”


Amanda shook her head. “She hates it here,” she said. Merinac had chafed at Mae since her sister turned fourteen and formulated, almost overnight, a plan for escape that she had always refused to believe Amanda didn’t want to share. Nobody ever did anything here, she said. Get out or die trying, unless you want to die here. When Amanda, shyly, had confided in her sister that she was pregnant after her first semester at the local college, Mae had given her one shocked, terrible look and then marched out of the room, returning with the phone book. “We can take care of this,” she’d said savagely. Stunned, Amanda had knocked the book out of her hands. Mae never believed that Amanda had wanted Gus, wanted the life she chose. Not then, not when Frankie had been born, not after Frank had died. Not ever, and Amanda both loved and hated her for it.


“That’s okay,” said Andy, leaning on one of the picnic tables. “She’ll do it anyway. I mean, it would be cool if Mae came. I don’t know your sister, but she obviously likes being on TV. And cleaning things. And I don’t know if you know, but your mom’s house is—”


Amanda had to laugh at that. “Oh, I know. Mae knows, too. It’s always been that way.”


Patches came back to Amanda and nudged her hand for petting again. Amanda rubbed the dog’s soft head, still missing Pickle, and Andy came forward and knelt in front of Patches, rubbing under her chin. The dog instantly abandoned Amanda and dropped to the ground, rolling over and presenting an enormous belly to Andy for rubbing. Traitor.


But that charm could be useful. “You think Mom will do it even if Mae doesn’t come?” She should know—she was Barbara’s daughter, after all—but she had no clue. Who cared if this guy knew it? He probably wouldn’t be around long anyway.


Andy looked up at Amanda. “Sure,” he said. “It’s too good to pass up. But you’ll ask Mae, right?”


Oh, she’d ask. Andy just didn’t need to know what she was asking for. All Mae really had to do was tell their mom it was a great idea—or better yet, say she was coming and then bail. Still, he was just a little too enthusiastic about even the possibility that Mae would appear.


“You wouldn’t want Mae here,” Amanda said. And really, he wouldn’t. The thought was awful. “She’s—she’s too many cooks in anybody’s kitchen.” And she would think Food Wars was stupid and piddling, even while she took the whole thing over. That was Mae’s specialty. She always made it look easy, and she always made you feel dumb for caring.


“I’d deal. Listen, try, okay? And I’ll get your mom to sign on either way.” He grinned, and it was a very appealing grin to conspire with. Amanda grinned back. Why not?


Barbara came to the door. “We need to get back to work,” she called, and Andy rose easily, seemingly not at all bothered by the implied reproof in her words.


“Sure thing. Gotta be friendly with the competition, though, right?” He turned back toward Amanda. “I’ll call you. I can get your number from your mom, okay?”


Amanda nodded. They probably should keep in touch—it made sense, and it would be much easier than talking to her mother.


And it would maybe even be kind of fun, if he was this excited about Food Wars. Even if he did think he’d like Mae. He’d learn, or rather, he wouldn’t, because Mae would not be here.


Amanda took out her phone as she walked back to her car, typing as she went. Mae had to do this for her. She just had to.


And then it would all begin.




MAE


Mae Moore was wearing her fiercest boots.


It was May—never, despite the name, Mae’s luckiest month—so strappy, expensive, high-heeled sandals might have been more appropriate for a meeting in the skyscraper that housed Glorious Home Television. But this was a big meeting. An important meeting, and possibly, as suggested by that worrying text from Lolly, not a good meeting. Which meant that Mae wanted both feet solidly on the ground and her thin skin well covered.


Standing in her Brooklyn closet, she’d chosen the tough-girl, ass-kicking, take-no-prisoners boots whose heels now hit the marble floors of the lobby with conviction as she flashed the ID card around her neck to Marcos and Jim at the security desk. Marcos pressed the button and waved her grandly through as he always did. They’d been here when she’d first walked into the building for her audition, wearing, she suddenly realized, these same boots. She hoped they weren’t about to see her walk out the doors for the last time as well.


Mae quashed that feeling immediately. Things were going great. She and Lolly had bonded from their first shoot together, and she knew Lolly enjoyed having her on set. She was absolutely going to get the full co-hosting gig. Alone in the elevator (ignoring the camera), she struck the Wonder Woman pose that was supposed to fill your body with confidence. This is going to be fine. No, great. They were going to tell her that she’d rocked the five-show audition. Lolly, single and child-free, needed the vibe Mae brought to the lifestyle-redesign show. Mae, married with children, appealed to viewers scrambling to balance work and family and needing a neat, organized home to calm the chaos. Lolly filled closets. Mae cleaned them. And cleaning them, Mae knew, was exactly what most people craved in a consumer-crazy world. The success of her book had proved it.


So this was just going to be a good meeting. A renewal of her role for the rest of the season. A discussion of the immediate future, which included the next few episodes of Sparkling, and the slightly more distant future, which Mae thought should include a pilot episode for a show that was all Mae. She mentally ticked off the reasons why: Half a million followers across Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. The book, Less Is Moore, named after her lifestyle philosophy. The contract for a second book, which she would absolutely figure out soon. The e-mail she sent out to more than twenty thousand subscribers every month. She was ready.


But the Wonder Woman pose and mental reminders of her successes never did quite enough to banish the out-of-place feeling Mae had every time she stepped out of the elevator at GHTV. The Sparkling set, which was staged each week in houses of ordinary, messy people with lives she was used to—that was one thing. But the enormous images of Incredible Homes that covered the walls, stills from the network’s most popular show, were not places Mae Moore would ever belong, and the offices themselves, filled with women in clothes and shoes Mae could price instantly, no matter how foolish she thought them, made her feel as though she’d just got off the bus from Kansas.


Lolly was waiting for her as the elevator door opened. As she grabbed Mae’s arm and pulled her into a practiced hug, she whispered in Mae’s ear, “Okay, get ready. You’re going to be fine, okay? This will all work out. Now, smile!”


Lolly couldn’t have been less reassuring if she had tried. Now, without Mae getting to say so much as a word, Lolly swept her into a big conference room, with a long wall of windows looking out over Central Park and a long wall of interior windows allowing everyone who walked by to see who and what was happening on the network’s main business stage. Smile-smile, kiss-kiss for Christine, their senior producer, in shoes identical to Lolly’s. Smile-smile, kiss-kiss for Christine’s boss, Meghan, in pumps of equal heel height but more gravitas, suggesting not so much that she took taxis everywhere but that she never, ever left this building. Smile-smile, kiss-kiss for the new social media director, for Meghan’s assistant, and for Christine’s junior producer, all glowing with confidence and sheer lip and cheek stain.


As she settled into her chair, trying to calm the nerves that Lolly’s words had lit up, Mae’s phone quacked loudly. No, seriously, she hadn’t had the sense to put it on vibrate? Kicking herself, Mae grabbed for her phone in the pocket of the bag she’d set down next to her chair. As she fumbled with the mute switch, she read her sister’s text:




FOOD WARS WANTS TO COME HERE. MOM NEEDS THIS, BUSINESS SUCKS, BUT SHE WON’T DO IT WITHOUT YOU. SHE’S GOING TO CALL YOU, CAN YOU JUST TELL HER YOU’LL COME AND THEN I’LL WORK IT OUT FROM HERE SO YOU DON’T HAVE TO? SERIOUSLY IT WILL BE GREAT FOR MOM. I JUST NEED YOU TO HELP ME GET HER THERE.





Shit, what? As much as she knew she needed to tune in to the women around her, Mae was fully distracted by Amanda’s words. Food Wars? The competition show? Instantly, Mae could see how Food Wars would love the rivalry between Mimi’s and Frannie’s. And just as instantly, she could see what Amanda apparently was totally clueless about—that a reality show would steamroll their mother and rip the lid off every awful thing about Merinac, their house, their childhood, everything. She knew how this worked. Amanda, apparently, still believed in unicorns and thought this was a good idea. But Mae knew that about her sister, too. Damn it, Amanda. Just stay in your own yard, will you?


Christine was pouring water for Meghan. The new junior producer and Lolly were comparing shoes. Ordinarily, Mae would be regretting sitting down first, when clearly the protocol was more preening and socializing, but under the circumstances, she grabbed the chance to reply.




Hell no it would not be great, what are you thinking? Cameras in mom house fucking disaster. No way. Will deal with $$ later.





Not that her mom would let her send money. Not that she had much to spare, either. She could see the little dots indicating that Amanda was already replying, but Mae stuffed the phone, now totally silenced, back in its pocket. Food Wars on her home turf was not something she could think about right now, let alone whatever was going on with her mom.


In that tiny interval, the other women had all seated themselves, and Christine was now looking pointedly at Mae, who quickly put her empty hands on the table. The other woman gave a tiny shrug and looked away, and Mae felt dismissed, an inexperienced girl who did not know better than to text during an important meeting. She squared her shoulders, and Christine, no longer looking at Mae, addressed them all generally.


“Sparkling, as you know, is doing well. Very well, in terms of audience. And we did get some nice audience feedback on the five Mae episodes. Lolly, every woman on Instagram wants to be you, or at least have you come spark up their space, and, Mae, lots of them want you to come clean out their fridge.”


Mae felt her smile tighten. She’d cleaned one refrigerator in one episode and then kicked herself for it for days. That wasn’t who she was. She brought serenity and calm to the homes they redesigned, not just bleach wipes. But apparently once had been more than enough.


Christine went on. “We’ve been talking with our sponsors,” she said, “and we’re hearing mostly good things. Lolly, the message to you is mostly ‘carry on,’ and we’ve had a lot of interest in you doing actual advertising spots for products, in particular from Flowergram and Storage Store.”


Lolly beamed and wiggled her shoulders. “I love Flowergram,” she said. “I wish we could give every client, like, a biweekly delivery from them. Maybe they’d do, like, a branded Sparkling bouquet, one that really lasts.”


“Oh, that’s a great idea,” said Meghan’s assistant. “You could choose the flowers. A Lollygram!”


Lolly squealed. “I love it!”


Christine looked pleased, and Meghan nodded, and the assistant began tapping notes frantically into her phone. Mae boggled at the way that had flowed—a Lollygram was not an advertisement for Sparkling, as Christine had first suggested; it was an advertisement for Lolly—but that was the way things fell for Lolly. The assistant, Mae could tell, adored her. Everyone adored her. Flowergram would have a new spokesperson before it knew what had hit it. Why couldn’t Mae do it like that?


“Mae,” Christine said, “Flowergram has expressed some concerns to me about your Instagram.”


Mae realized that she’d tilted her chair up on its front two legs—a nervous habit. The chair slammed down with emphasis, and Christine’s eyebrows went up slightly again as she continued. “Apparently, you posted an image of a cabinet full of flower vases and a caption urging people to get rid of crap and clutter. Flowergram felt that you were denigrating its product.”


Mae laughed. No one else did. “But wait,” she said. “Old flower vases are, like, the definition of clutter. No one needs those. You need one. Maybe two. And not the ones that come with flowers.” She turned to Lolly for support. “You need nice ones. You’d say that too, Lolly.”


Christine answered. “But Lolly wouldn’t put that on her Instagram. And she also wouldn’t say, as you have said more than once while taping, that getting organized isn’t about cute containers. The Storage Store is about cute containers. That didn’t make them happy.”


Lolly kicked Mae under the table and grinned. “I love cute containers,” she said. “Mae loves cute containers too, don’t you, Mae?”


Was this what Lolly had been talking about? She could handle this. “I love the Storage Store,” she said. Of course she did. She would live in the Storage Store if she could. She just didn’t think buying a bunch of containers was the first thing people should do. “Just edit it out if I say something that sounds like I don’t,” she suggested. Did they think she would mind? “Useful cute containers are great. Flatware dividers. I love those.”


“Shelf separators,” Lolly offered.


“Yes. And things that attach cords to the edges of desks.”


“Tupperware that really stacks.”


“Absolutely.”


“Toothbrush holders.”


“Ew, no. Those get gross. And if your toothbrush is on the counter it’s collecting germs.”


Christine waved a hand in between them. “It’s not funny to the Storage Store,” she said. “And if it’s not funny to the Storage Store, it’s not funny to me. Mae, your attitude toward the products of our sponsors is a real problem. It’s not just containers. If you open a pantry, you’re down on Nabisco. In a closet, it’s H&M and disposable fashion. There’s only so much we can do in postproduction. You never stop.”


As Christine spoke, Mae felt a chill spread from the back of her neck forward. Without meaning to, she lifted her thumb to her mouth and bit the hangnail that was always there. When she caught it, she brought her hand down, quickly, ready to defend herself. Clutter was clutter. Nabisco was junk food. Disposable fashion wasn’t good for anyone, not the people who made it or, in the long run, the overwhelmed people who bought it. But Christine wasn’t done.


“I don’t think you’ve fully understood who we are and what we do, Mae. We’re not making little videos for our neighbors in Kansas. We’re a national television program, funded by advertising and sponsorship, that needs to appeal to the customers of those businesses.”


With the mention of Kansas, Mae’s crossed leg went to the ground, the soles of both boots firmly on the floor. “I can understand that,” she said, making purposeful eye contact. Had Christine mentioned Kansas deliberately? Was it a random insult, or one directed at Mae personally? “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I can help people who have”—she chose her words carefully—“too much of certain things without bringing up the sponsors. I really can. It’s not a problem—well, it is a problem—”


Meghan joined in. “It really is a problem.”


There—someone got it! And not just someone—the boss. Perfect. Glad to have an ally, Mae rushed on. “It’s a terrible problem. We really have way too much stuff, and when clothes and things are so cheap, it’s hard for people to resist …”


Lolly kicked her under the table, hard. Looking at Meghan, Mae realized she’d made a mistake. That was not the problem she meant. Mae’s chill came back, more strongly this time. She’d misread the most senior woman there, and there was no way to walk it back.


Meghan’s face was serious. “That may be a problem for some families, Mae, but for us, unhappy sponsors are a much bigger problem. And many viewers feel that you are lecturing them. Your results are good, but you’re very judgmental about the things that make people need us in the first place.”


“I’m sorry. I can change that. I really can.” Mae leaned forward. Couldn’t they see she heard them? That this was something she could fix?


“We appreciate your willingness to try, Mae, we do. But for now we’re going to continue the season without you. We may audition another co-host, or we may go forward with just Lolly. Or we might come back to you. But for now, we’re not convinced you’re right for this role, and we need to move forward without you. We’ll be in touch.” She picked up the folder she’d carried into the meeting and leaned over the table to shake Mae’s hand. “We know you’ll do some great things in the interval, and if this doesn’t work out, that you’ll make a big success without us, Mae. And we really appreciate all your hard work.”


That’s it? Apparently, it was. Everyone was getting up. Meghan was insisting on shaking her hand, as was Christine’s new assistant, who looked like she was taking mental notes for when she got the chance to fire someone someday. Everyone filed out of the room, and Mae, holding her eyes wide open to keep tears from coming, turned away from Lolly and walked after them, willing Lolly to just let her go, but no. Of course not.


Lolly grabbed her and hugged her. “I’m so, so sorry! They made me totally promise not to tell you. But I knew you’d be okay! You’re so strong. And you have so many ideas, Mae. You don’t need Sparkling.”


Mae willed herself to speak without her voice cracking, trying to focus on the anger she felt instead of the mess of sorrow and fear. “I’ll be fine,” she said, and as she spoke, an idea flashed into her mind. The best idea. The perfect idea. “I’ll be totally fine, you’re right. In fact, I didn’t say anything in there, and don’t tell anyone yet, but I just got an invitation to lead a Food Wars feature.”


Lolly looked surprised, and Mae rushed on. “It will just be a few episodes, but I’m pretty excited about it. I really can’t share any details. Anyway, we’ll keep in touch?”


“Of course,” Lolly said, and based on the look of interest in her eyes, Mae thought that she just might mean it, for once. “I can’t wait to hear about it.”


“I’ll text you updates. Remember, though, don’t tell anyone yet.” Lolly would, of course, and that was fine with Mae. She turned on one boot heel, hoping Lolly wouldn’t follow. The elevator seemed to take forever to come, but when it did, it was blissfully empty. Mae didn’t bother striking a Wonder Woman pose this time. She leaned into the corner, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and took her phone out of her bag. Apparently, she was going to Kansas.


[image: Image Missing]
   

By the time Jay got home from work, Mae was ready.


The apartment was spotless—sparkling, even. She’d booked tickets—taking two kids and a nanny to Kansas on a day’s notice wasn’t cheap, but she could write it off. She’d primed all her social media accounts with teasers. She was taking some time off from Sparkling. Exploring a new opportunity. She couldn’t say more—but stay tuned! Her audience would be stoked. Now she just had to persuade Jay to see it her way.


Jessa, at her request, had taken the kids to the park and then to their favorite local diner for dinner. Mae used the time packing and stewing, both literally—making a lamb and tomato stew that Jay loved—and figuratively. Every scene she’d recorded at Sparkling had flowed! She and Lolly were great together—anyone could see that. And didn’t the shopaholic Lolly need a foil? Or at least someone to bring her down to earth?


In her own home, Mae had established sleek white perfection. Clear surfaces. Just the right things on every shelf. Unstuffed drawers that opened easily. Cabinets that held only what fit—useful, well-cared-for things that did their jobs and then went back where they belonged without jostling or juggling or pushing other things aside. The afternoon’s cleaning binge had been unnecessary, really, but unless you kept on top of things, removing the excess and keeping just what you loved and what worked, everything piled up.


Just for the pleasure of it, she opened the drawer next to the stove, a deep drawer that moved quietly on slides she’d installed herself. There was the space for the Dutch oven, now in use on the stove. There was the spaghetti pot. There were the two saucepans. Those, plus the two frying pans that stood up in another cabinet, were both exactly what she needed and all she wanted.


Mae took a deep breath as she gazed down into the space, consciously dropping her shoulders from her ears. Who needed meditation when you had clean drawers? Ooh, that was brilliant. She grabbed her phone, took a quick picture of the drawer, then used an app to layer the words over the photo and share it to Instagram: Who needs meditation when you have clean drawers? #cleanspacecalmmind. That was a Mae Moore mantra. Once she left her mother’s house, she built her whole life around clean space, calm mind, and it worked.


But it was hard to stay calm when other people were so frustrating. Throughout that entire meeting, she’d wanted to shake Christine out of her ridiculous shoes. Mae had come home and composed an e-mail with all the things she hadn’t been able to say—a gracious acceptance that of course they’d audition others, a list of all the reasons she was perfect for this job, and a promise to change in all the ways they needed her to change—and then she’d added that her hiatus from Sparkling was perfectly timed, because she’d been asked to do a few episodes of Food Wars. Smoke that, Christine. She had other opportunities, so Sparkling better snap her back up.


No need to mention that Food Wars had nothing to do with her and everything to do with her mother’s chicken restaurant, which no one in New York even knew existed. Barbara would want as little camera time as possible, and that suited Mae, who was happy to be the face of Mimi’s revival. She’d be on set, sharing with her five hundred thousand current followers and capturing Food Wars followers, which would make her even more attractive to Sparkling and her book publisher. Amanda’s stupid idea was going to save her.


If the Food Wars episodes were popular enough, they could push Mae beyond Sparkling entirely. She could leap straight to a show of her own. One Food Wars restaurant had been given its own show—the one that made the crazy wedding cakes in Vegas. It could happen, and it was even more likely to happen to someone like Mae, who was already on the edge of viral. Gazing at the Food Wars website (and avoiding the headline story of the barbecue chef whose highly falsified culinary résumé had come to light during a recent taping), Mae had contemplated the crossover between home organization and food and come up with the perfect solution, and one that solved the dilemma of her next book as well. She could help people organize and simplify their kitchens, shopping lists, and family cooking habits. It was perfect: Less Is Moore in the Kitchen.


Mae was almost convinced that this was better than the Sparkling plan, except that Sparkling was a done deal, and this would require connecting a whole lot of dots. She had her foot in the door, though, and that was what mattered. She would make it happen, and once she had a television-size fan base, one that wanted her specifically, she’d be set.
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