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“The human race is faced with a cruel choice:
work or daytime television.”
—UNKNOWN
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This book is gratefully dedicated to those
who sometimes choose the latter. 
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It was the quietest explosion in television history.

Heather Hope took a quick glance to her left and then her right, satisfied with the stricken looks she saw on the five faces around her. She sat back on the famous red couch wearing a tiny hint of a smirk. This was exactly the reaction she had been hoping for, from the moment she decided to make a glorious return to The Lunch Club, the talk show that had catapulted her to a level of superstardom that seemed to have no limits. She knew that once she dropped her tidbit, the uproar would be instantaneous. It was said that only the Pope could command more headlines at the snap of a finger than Heather Hope—yet the glamorous Heather easily beat the pontiff in sex appeal.

Heather’s grenade was doubly effective because it was so unexpected, so casual. One minute she was sitting on the couch with the five current cohosts of The Lunch Club, chatting about upcoming guests on her own ultrasuccessful syndicated talk show, Heather’s Hope—and then, without warning, she had let it fly.

“As you all know, another sweeps month starts in four short weeks, and of course, I plan to wow you all month long with surprises galore, but I’m busting at the seams with the way we’re kicking it off. I’m so thrilled that this woman has agreed to come on Heather’s Hope about a month from now for an exclusive interview! My special guest will be none other than Missy Adams! Surely you all remember her, right?”

Oh yes, they knew Missy. Melissa “Missy” Adams had been a cohost on The Lunch Club for five years, the first few of which overlapped with Heather’s time on the show. A self-described “Southern belle,” Missy liked to project the image of a sweet, peaches-and-cream Georgia gal, but in fact she was a tough, unrelenting former prosecutor who had been added to The Lunch Club—reportedly at the strong urging of NBN president Riley Dufrane—to break up the “Northern liberal bloc” that tended to dominate the daytime talkfest. Thanks to her Southern charm and conservative politics, Missy had quickly become the most popular cohost on the show. But she left abruptly several years back under a cloud of suspicion and innuendo. No one had ever revealed the true reasons for her departure.

“Yes, Missy Adams is back, ladies, and she has secretly written a juicy tell-all book that promises to explain all the details of her leaving The Lunch Club.” Heather paused, still smiling sweetly. “Also, she said the book contains a ton of other good stuff; some of it may interest a few of you ladies sitting right here on the couch! I know I can’t wait to hear what little Miss Missy has to say! Even the book’s title sounds juicy—but she made me promise not to reveal it until she’s ready!”

After Heather’s announcement, there was utter silence around the curved couch. Crickets-chirping silence. It was the strangest thing that anyone on the crew had ever seen: the cohosts had all been rendered mute at the exact same time. The studio audience was also stunned into silence. From the fringes of the set, Lizette Bradley, the show’s publicist, watched in disbelief. She even looked down at her Cartier wristwatch—a thirtieth-birthday gift from her mother—and timed the deafening silence.

Four seconds. Five seconds.

“Somebody say something!” Karen Siegel, the show’s longtime director, screamed into their tiny hidden earpieces, her voice edged with panic. There were audible gasps in the control room.

Six seconds. Seven seconds.

While most viewers might expect the commanding and always professional Maxine Robinson to be the one who would come to her show’s rescue, perhaps with a well-placed but slightly dismissive rejoinder to Heather Hope’s bombshell, it was no surprise to the ladies on the couch that Shelly Carter raced in to fill the dead air. Shelly Carter and dead air got along about as well as Michael Vick and pit bulls.

“Well, Heather, only you could take a little summer drizzle and turn it into a category-five hurricane!” Shelly said finally, flashing her brightest smile.

Nine seconds of silence. Lizette looked up from her watch, her eyes wide. She already knew that she would have to be the one to fix this, to mend the ruptures from this disaster. In television land, nine seconds might as well be an hour. Television careers could implode in nine seconds of silence.

For just an instant, Heather shot Shelly the look that she reserved for dog shit, divorce lawyers, and her ex-husband. But Shelly pretended not to notice. Heather had left The Lunch Club before Shelly Carter joined the cast, but she had heard stories about the diva-in-training’s unbridled ambition. The joke inside the NBN network was that Shelly Carter is what you’d get if you mated Maxine Robinson with a Rolodex.

Speaking of Maxine, the queen bee of The Lunch Club looked like she had been slammed in the head several times with a two-by-four. In the control room, Karen, on the verge of hyperventilating, shrieked out loud when camera 4, Maxine’s camera, caught a close-up of her with her mouth hanging open like a bass flopping on a hook. Karen knew she could say good-bye to her career if she let that image beam out over television land. Karen had never seen her boss, the epitome of grace under fire, look so shocked. What did Missy Adams know about the ladies of The Lunch Club that would make them piss their collective Spanx?

“Well, don’t shoot the messenger, darling,” Heather said coolly in Shelly’s direction. The studio audience, already giddy over getting a two-for-one Heather Hope and The Lunch Club daytime TV bonanza, exploded in laughter and applause upon hearing Heather’s most famous expression. She had used it on her show many times to maximum effect, confronting irate corporate swindlers, cheating celebrity husbands, crooked insurance company execs. The expression had wormed its way into the American popular lexicon, usually employed as a quick and easy way to shut down somebody who disagreed with you.

Karen caught Shelly’s large, smoky eyes flash in anger. She saw Whitney Harlington toss her Nice ’N Easy no. 87 blond locks back so hard that Karen was surprised not to hear a whipping sound. Whitney was the closest thing the show had to a traditional journalist. She had won many awards over the years for her courageous reporting, and at times, Whitney didn’t seem entirely comfortable on the red couch, particularly when the ladies occasionally dropped the syrupy pretenses of their fake friendships and really went after each other. Whitney said the ladies were worse than her four children arguing at the dinner table over the last piece of chicken. Karen could see Whitney’s face turning a rich shade of red, even through the thick layer of TV makeup designed to hide those encroaching crow’s-feet.

There was movement on the far end of the couch, the side opposite from where Maxine Robinson sat, still frozen, her smooth, nearly unlined brown face a disturbing mask of distress. The movement came from Molly McCarthy Stein, shifting her hefty bulk. This is what she usually did when she was about to drop one of her comic bombs and send the room into a laughing fit. Karen prayed fervently that Molly could come through right now with one of her “Stein Stingers.” The ladies were slowly dying out there.

“Okay, okay, we can’t shoot the messenger—but maybe we could drag her out back and beat the crap out of her?!”

The crowd exploded again, this time in peals of laughter that sounded like music to Karen’s ears. She scanned the couch and saw her ladies start to loosen up a bit. If she wasn’t mistaken, that might actually be a smile showing at the corners of Maxine’s mouth. Heather didn’t look all too pleased at the Stein Stinger, but at this point that really didn’t matter. Molly, who was also Karen’s neighbor on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, had come through for her again. And it was time for a commercial break. Thank God! She decided to let Dara Cruz bring them to the break. The young, beautiful Dara was the newest member of The Lunch Club and the one least likely of the “fabulous five” to be affected by what Heather had just told them. In fact, as she watched Dara adjust her blouse and focus on the camera, Karen wondered if Dara even knew what fresh chapter of hell was swirling around her.
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IN THE CONTROL ROOM, a frantic Lizette rewound the tape to the show’s opening. She wanted to absorb the entire scene once more, to see if there was any further meaning to be extracted from Heather’s words. As the ladies stormed off the set earlier, an intimidating cacophony of clicking Louboutins and Jimmy Choos, Maxine had headed straight for Lizette.

“Lizette!” she said through clenched teeth, trying to keep her emotions under control. “I need for you to find out what’s in that damn book. Before she’s on Heather’s show!”

Though Maxine hadn’t raised her voice, the order was overheard by most of the crew because she still had her microphone clipped to her lapel. Lizette couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw Shelly and Whitney glance in her direction after Maxine had spoken. Great, even more pressure! She had caught the slightly crazed look in Maxine’s eyes and shuddered at the notion of what Maxine would do to her if she failed to find out what Missy was up to.

Lizette watched the show’s opening again, leaning in close to the monitor to see the cheerfully smiling cohosts looking into the camera and delivering the well-known opening, “We always wanted to do a show where we could sit around and talk like we were sisters. This is that show; welcome to The Lunch Club.” Then Whitney took the lead: “Today is extra special because we are joined by probably our most famous alumna, the fabulous Heather Hope. We’re going to catch up with one of our best girlfriends and see what she has coming up on her always top-rated show, Heather’s Hope.”

Despite the stress, Lizette chuckled to herself. It was one of the television industry’s worst-kept secrets that Maxine despised Heather. Lizette had never understood why. After more than forty years in the business, Maxine was practically a television institution herself. You’d need several sheets to list all of her “firsts”: first African-American woman to become a network news anchor, the first to be a solo anchor (Barbara Walters had been the first woman, but she was only a co-anchor), first African-American to be inducted into the Museum of Media Hall of Fame, first African-American woman to own her own production company, and so on. She had been the go-to girl for every celebrity, politician, and newsmaker for the last three decades. Even though Heather Hope’s rise had been fast and mind-boggling, Lizette didn’t think Maxine had any reason to be jealous of her. But perhaps there was more to it than mere jealousy. Because the hate was so intense on Maxine’s part. Maxine always referred to Heather, behind her back, of course, as “the Saint . . . with the rather unfortunate face.” Once the entire cast of The Lunch Club was struck dumb when Maxine picked up a magazine with Heather on it and announced to the room that “airbrushing is obviously that poor woman’s best friend.” Clearly, something else had transpired between the two powerful women.

Lizette closely watched the reaction of each of the ladies as Heather Hope made her way onto the set and sat down on the iconic red couch between Whitney and Dara. Perhaps Heather thought that was the safest spot for her, between the two women least likely to make things uncomfortable for her. Dara appeared to be genuinely pleased to see Heather, almost worshipful in fact. She couldn’t hide the glee on her perfect, diamond-shaped face. Whitney, who Lizette had heard was still actually a fairly close friend of Heather’s, also wore a genuine smile. But the faces of the other ladies told a different story. Lizette could recognize phony smiles in an instant, particularly on the ladies of The Lunch Club—ladies that she was paid handsomely to be able to read like the pages of a book.

Heather’s appearance was expected to be a ratings blockbuster. Thanks to Lizette’s hard work over the previous two weeks, the whole country likely had tuned in to watch—or record it on their DVRs and TiVos. What the country saw was the show blow up right in front of their faces. Lizette wondered just how obvious the explosion had been to the viewing audience. She would have to call her mother, who never missed a show, and get a read on how it all looked to the outside world. Lizette glanced down at her phone. She was holding the “outside world” in her hand. The text messages and e-mails were piling up like the designer shoes in Lizette’s overstuffed closet. She saw that the TV and gossip reporters, plus the bloggers, were going nuts. Everyone wanted some behind-the-scenes dirt. It dawned on Lizette that if she worked things right, she might be able to spin this disaster into more ratings gold. But first she had to find out what was in that damn book!

Lizette had always been a big fan of Heather Hope’s, much like the rest of the civilized world, but she was astounded to see up close how manipulative and spiteful the woman could be. Of course she suspected that a woman couldn’t rise as far and as fast as Heather had without squeezing off a couple of rounds of machine-gun fire on occasion, but now that the gunfire was directed at her show and the ladies she was paid to protect, Lizette was stunned at its carefully planned precision and destructive intent.

She watched Heather’s performance several more times, growing more certain that Heather Hope was a woman she’d be wise not to turn into an enemy. But that just might be necessary if she was going to protect The Lunch Club. Lizette might be forced to jump out in front of some of that machine-gun fire herself.

Lizette checked her watch. It was time to call the websites and bloggers first, then she might respond to the TV and newspaper reporters—once she came up with something clever but noncommittal, something that would make them think they got just a little taste of dirt.
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AS SHE CLOSED HER office door behind her, Maxine almost sprinted to her desk. Although she had given Lizette the assignment of finding out what was in Missy’s book, Maxine was far too much of a control freak to leave it in someone else’s hands. No, she would have to employ all of her industry horses to get out ahead of this one. She settled in behind her exquisite dark burnished mahogany partners desk, a gift from her second husband, Chad Ross, an extravagantly wealthy banker who had lavished Maxine with the finest things money could buy. Her office was the epitome of understated elegance. Even after the marriage ended, Chad stayed with her in spirit because her expensive tastes had been set.

Maxine took a deep breath, trying to settle her nerves. She couldn’t imagine how painful it would be if she had a starring role in Missy’s book. A shudder ran down her spine. With hard work, she had built herself into an industry legend. It was upsetting to imagine her legacy could really be in jeopardy. She swept her gaze across the office walls, which were covered with dozens of framed photos of Maxine with presidents, prime ministers, Hollywood royalty, and captains of industry. Practically every important person of the last four decades. Maxine’s walls virtually screamed “It’s all about me.” Though she had recently celebrated her sixty-fifth birthday, Maxine looked remarkably similar in every picture, as if she had managed to freeze the aging process at forty-two. She was still beautiful, some might even call her sexy, bearing a striking resemblance to the actress Diahann Carroll, whom she had been mistaken for so many times over the years that she and Diahann used to joke they could trade places and their husbands probably wouldn’t even know the difference.

Maxine knew who her first call would be. She pulled out her BlackBerry and searched for the phone number of Lance Overton, the flaming gay (but still in the closet) New York gossip columnist. Though Lance was probably two decades past the peak of his powers as the gossip king of the New York Courier, Maxine knew that Lance still managed to keep his fingers in many a juicy pot around the city. You never knew where he might pop up with his translucent skin, black wide-frame glasses, and oodles of old-school charm. Maxine loved to introduce Lance as her “dearest friend”—more as a warning to all comers than as a term of endearment—but in fact she mostly giggled behind the old queen’s back, calling him “my sad and lonely friend Lance.”

“Lance, how have you been, darling?” Maxine said into the cell phone. She knew that Lance would want to spend at least ten minutes on mindless chatter, so she got right to the point without even waiting for Lance to respond. Maxine hated mindless chatter. “I have something I need to talk to you about. We had an interesting guest on the show today.”

“Oh yes, I saw—” Lance tried to get a word in, but like many celebrities, Maxine never considered that somebody like Lance might actually contribute something to the conversation that she’d be interested in hearing.

“Yes, Heather Hope was on, talking about upcoming guests on her show. Apparently our former cohost, Melissa Adams—you remember her, right?—has written some kind of book, supposedly a tell-all, about her time on the show. Now, I don’t think we have anything to worry about. I think Missy is just trying to make a quick buck. But if you have some time, I was just wondering if you might make a few calls and see if you can find out what’s in that book.”

Now Maxine paused, waiting for Lance to answer. Maxine knew that Lance didn’t really have much access to the good dirt anymore. Even if his old crowd of aging Broadway and Hollywood stars and media moguls who used to hold court at the 21 Club tried to do something juicy and scandalous, these days no one would care. Now it was all about the kids. The single-name celebs had gone from Cher and Madonna to Lindsay and Rihanna and Zac, with a few rappers, the Kardashians, and Hollywood bad boys thrown in for good measure. But it couldn’t hurt having Lance Overton feel like he had been given an assignment by Maxine Robinson. It had been a while since Maxine had initiated the contact, but the two of them had worked as a team for years. Maxine would invite Lance to her parties, where Lance would inevitably scrape together enough material for at least a week’s worth of columns. In return, Lance would trash whoever crossed Maxine.

When it came to Missy and the book, Maxine didn’t have high hopes. But if Lance made enough calls, they both might get lucky.

“Sure, Maxine. I’ll shake the trees and see what falls out,” he said, using one of his favorite expressions for gossip gathering.

Maxine thanked him and rushed him off the phone before Lance tried to change the subject. Maxine scrolled through some more numbers on her BlackBerry. After years of stubborn resistance, she had finally given in to the pleas of her staff and friends and allowed someone to hand her a BlackBerry. At first she found the endless array of keys and commands to be hopelessly confusing and pointless. But now that she had gotten the hang of it, she couldn’t live without it. What she enjoyed most was the privacy that it provided. No longer did she have to rely on assistants and secretaries to retrieve names and numbers—meaning that it was harder for those around her to keep tabs on what she was doing. Privacy was one of Maxine’s most prized possessions, more than all of the ridiculously expensive items she had acquired over the years. She guarded it with the same intensity that she brought to everything she did.

Maxine made two more desperate calls around town, casting her net to see what she could pull in. She could feel her chest start to tighten. She tried to shake it off. She liked to think of herself as a cool customer—she didn’t appreciate that this book had her so frazzled. She looked up at one of her favorite pictures, a shot of her standing on the steps of the White House before one of her presidential interviews, looking like she owned the place. Behind that portrait was a safe.

Inside the safe was “the book”—her own secret.

Every year for thirty-five years, Maxine’s loyal butler, William Clark, had been presenting her with the annual Christmas gift of a diary. Specifically, a Smythson of Bond Street diary, the lovely little leather handbooks from London. This year’s version was cased in yellow goatskin leather with a natural horn clasp, and just four months into the year Maxine had filled half its pages. The color of the diary rotated every year, but its purpose never changed. Maxine kept all her secrets and private thoughts in this little book, then stashed the volume in a safe at her Park Avenue home every New Year’s Day. She would start each book with a page listing her “Goals for the Year”; on the last page, sometime before the clock hit midnight on New Year’s Eve, she would look back and record how many goals had been successfully accomplished. As Maxine got older, she became even more meticulous, preparing for her own big tell-all memoir. Her few close friends called the books her “dirty diaries,” knowing they probably contained enough dirt to bury a whole roomful of celebrities. Every year, she postponed starting the memoir, thinking she wasn’t quite old enough yet. But though she loved her books, they had caused her a great deal of anguish. The Missy Adams mess almost made her want to throw the little yellow book across the room.

A few years earlier, during a lunch with Paul McCartney, whom the tabloids suggested she was “doing” at the time—as if—Maxine got so frazzled by the horde of paparazzi hovering outside the restaurant that she left her purse in the ladies’ room at the Carlyle. It was just her luck that Missy Adams was the one to go in the stall after her. Maxine almost had a breakdown when she discovered the purse containing her private diary was missing. She actually did have a small breakdown when that little bitch Missy sweetly returned it the next day—the day that coincidentally was to be Missy’s last on The Lunch Club. Dammit. One slip and now she had to worry about what Missy saw in that book, even though Missy swore she didn’t read one word. Lying tramp! I should have beat that bitch with a bat when I had the chance, Maxine thought.

As she riffled through the current diary, trying to get some ideas, her intercom buzzed. It was her secretary, Eileen.

“Miss Robinson, it’s Riley Dufrane for you on line two.”

Maxine scooped up the desk phone. To reach out this quickly, Riley must have been watching the show.

“How can I help you, Riley?” she said, hoping she sounded calm.

“Uh, well, how have you been, Maxine?”

Maxine rolled her eyes. Again with the dumb small talk. She wished he would get to the point, which she knew was to ask her what the hell had happened out there on the set. But Riley always acted a little goofy around her. He was one of the most powerful men in the television industry, and she knew he had a reputation for quick and decisive action, but whenever he was around Maxine, he seemed a bit tentative, maybe even intimidated. Riley was gorgeous, in a square-jawed, patrician sort of way. If you were trying to cast a network president, Riley’s portrait would be the first one the casting director would send over. He was more than a decade younger than she was, but his awkwardness around her didn’t seem to be about age. Maxine wasn’t sure what it was that shook him so, but the idea amused her—though it was an effect she had grown accustomed to having on both men and women. In Riley’s case, she pushed her advantage as much as possible, which usually made him even more uncomfortable. As a result, he just tried to stay out of her way.

“I’ve been fine, Riley. How is the family? I hope Virginia is well.”

“Yes, Ginny is well. As are the kids. We are all great.”

“Sooo . . . how can I help you, Riley?”

“Yes, well, there are a few things I’d like to discuss with you. I’m wondering if you might be available tomorrow for lunch?”

He wanted to waste an entire, uncomfortable lunch hour just to talk about Heather Hope’s appearance? Maxine thought that was a bit over-the-top. She decided to just get it over with now.

“Is this about the show we just did with Heather Hope?” she asked, trying hard to soften her tone.

“Uh, no, not really. Although I was curious about what happened out there. But I wanted to talk about something else.”

“Okkaaaaay,” Maxine said, pointedly reacting to Riley’s mysteriousness. “I’m sure I can make myself free if you need to talk.”

“Great. One o’clock at the Four Seasons . . . the restaurant, not the hotel.”

No shit, Sherlock, Maxine thought. What a moron. Like she’d ever mistake the two.

“Sounds fine,” Maxine said.

“Oh, and about today’s show, that looked a bit, uh, painful out there. I couldn’t imagine a situation that would have all five of you ladies with nothing to say.” He had meant it as a joke of sorts, but Maxine thought she detected a hint of sexism and condescension in his comment. So she just let it sit there.

Riley realized his error right away. He hurried on, sounding even more flustered. Maxine guessed that his lovely, perfect face was probably turning a nice shade of crimson about now.

“Anyway, uh, have you been able to find out any information about Melissa’s book?”

Instantly, Maxine understood. Riley had plenty of his own secrets that he needed to keep hidden, things that could jeopardize not only his reputation but also his marriage and possibly even his career. A little smile formed at the corners of Maxine’s perfectly shaded lips.

“No, I haven’t, Riley. But I’m working on it. Perhaps I’ll know something by tomorrow. Good-bye.”
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FOR THE THIRD TIME since she entered her office, Molly made sure her door was locked. She did not need any intruders right now. She had become overly neurotic about intruders because one of the set assistants had walked in on her a few months back while she was struggling to get out of an itchy wool dress after the show. When she had finished pulling the dress over her head, there he was, standing with his hand still on the doorknob and his eyes wide in shock and terror. Her breasts, spilling out of her bra, heaved in panic. The situation cried out for a joke, something to bring down the tension, but all Molly wanted to do was scream. She was standing, nearly naked, in front of a twentysomething kid barely out of college. She had hoped the joke wasn’t on her. Every time she saw him for the next six months, she felt her face turning red. She was relieved when he got a job on another show.

After the bombshell Heather had dropped, Molly felt like she was about to lose it. What if Missy told the world about the little bottle that she kept in her bag? She kept telling herself to calm down, to breathe easy, to relax, but it wasn’t working. She needed some help, some assistance in settling her nerves. What she needed was in her bag, locked in her desk drawer. She needed her pills. From day to day, hour to hour, Molly had been fighting with herself for at least the past two years, trying to stop herself from downing another pill every time she felt the slightest anxiety. But it was a battle that she had been losing. Badly. She tried to think of something that would take her mind off the Xanax. All at once, she loved and loathed the pills, thanked and cursed the day that she first met the little bastards. She looked around the office, pushing away the panic. Did Missy know about her, um, problem? If word got out that Molly was a drug addict, she knew Maxine would kick her under the nearest oncoming bus with about as much thought as Maxine put into applying deodorant in the morning. You could be a pill-popping, pot-smoking, blond-wig-wearing tranny with a rubber fetish on your own time, but if you made Maxine look bad or caused her to be cast in a light other than rose-colored, you were toast. God, just the thought of that heartless bitch gave Molly the shakes!

As she held her hand to her chest, Molly was comforted by the massive collection of pig-themed doodads that engulfed her office. The collection included magnets, stuffed dolls, napkin holders, and even a gold-plated piggy bank. Over the last decade or so friends and colleagues had tripled the size of her collection. She saw a wine opener with a pig’s-tail corkscrew from Sonoma Valley and remembered all the wonderful restaurants she had hit in the region. And of course the thought of restaurants brought her to food. She always made her way back to food.

Molly unlocked the desk and reached behind a stack of anonymous files, where she hid her food stash. Drakes Apple Pie. Her latest food obsession. Food had been Molly’s archenemy for as long as she could remember. Even when she was in elementary school, she would hide stashes around the house, insurance for her mother’s arbitrary food restrictions. One week potato chips were off-limits, the next week she’d let Molly stuff her face with a family-size bag of Lay’s in one sitting. In fact, it was food that led to the “problem” with the Xanax. Molly had made the monstrous error of signing on to become a celebrity spokeswoman for a national weight-loss company. The popular company was started by a former television actress named Karen Collins and Molly was all over the television airwaves and magazine covers because of her pledge to take the “Collins Challenge” and try to lose fifty pounds in six months. The money was good, but it was so not worth it. What was it her ex-agent used to say? “Scared money never wins”—and he ain’t never lied. That paycheck almost sent her to the nuthouse. The campaign, so public and in-your-face, turned Molly into a nervous wreck. Suddenly her weight and eating habits were the subject of water-cooler discussions and late-night comedians—all of whom were her buddies, all of whom were having a field day. Her doctor prescribed anti-anxiety pills to calm Molly down, and to her amazement, they also killed her appetite. She was thrilled at the twofer she got—lessen anxiety and lose weight at the same time! She wondered why she hadn’t stumbled across this magic formula decades earlier. With the help of her darling little pink pills, she actually lost the weight. It was a huge story. Molly even posed on the cover of People in a bikini. She looked fabulous! But after a short while, the pills lost their appetite-suppressing properties and she found that she was craving food again. She began to steadily gain the weight back—causing her even more anxiety. The heavier she got, the more she pounded the pills. To top off the story, Karen Collins fired her from the campaign, giving the comics and the tabloids weeks’ worth of material. One of the late-night hosts, Jimmy Kimmel, that fat fuck, even came up with a name for her: the Unsinkable Molly McCarthy—because she was the size of an aircraft carrier. As she had blinked through the tears watching Kimmel’s show, Molly vowed never to speak to him again.

Molly could tell that the other ladies on the couch suspected that something was wrong with her. They didn’t talk about it, but she had seen the many strange looks from them. Before the pills, she was a big, fun, hyper ball of energy. Now she needed to summon all the grit she could muster to display even half the energy she used to have. And she was doing weird stuff, like talking to herself very loudly in her office, or accusing the secretaries around the office of laughing at her. But Molly figured she was okay as long as her “problem” didn’t become public knowledge and embarrass the show. She knew this view wasn’t shared by the rest of the hosts, especially Whitney and Dara. But even if she were to admit that she needed help, which she wasn’t quite sure she was ready to do—she still thought the problem was the food, not the pills—how could she ever get it without the whole world finding out about it, thus ending her career? No, Molly knew she was better off staying under the radar, out of the limelight.

She just prayed that Missy wasn’t about to mess it all up.
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For the third time in an hour, Callie Sherman loitered outside of the office of Josh Howe, the executive producer of The Lunch Club. Josh’s secretary eyed Callie but didn’t say anything. Callie hated to look like a stalker, but she couldn’t help herself. Something about Josh’s ways brought it out of her. Callie was a production executive for the NBN network, assigned to The Lunch Club, and it was her job to make sure that NBN knew every bit of minutiae about the program on and off the set. Especially anything that might cost the network money or ratings. Callie and Josh had been carrying on a torrid affair for years, almost since the moment she began working with the show. The steamy relationship had its ups and downs, ebbs and flows, sometimes introducing more than its share of drama to the set. After the Heather Hope appearance, Callie was desperate to talk to Josh, to see how much damage he thought Missy’s book could do to the show—and more specifically, to the two of them. Josh was married with three kids, so he certainly would have no interest in having their affair outed in a tell-all book. Callie had an even deeper secret, one that was considerably more explosive than her affair with Josh. Up until that morning, Callie was sure that she would be able to take her secret with her to her grave if she wished, she was so certain that it would never get out. But Heather Hope’s statements on the couch had frightened Callie to her core. She just had to talk to Josh.

“Is he still in there with Shelly?”

The secretary looked at her and nodded curtly. Callie knew the woman was probably cursing her under her breath. It was important not to annoy a man’s secretary if you wanted any kind of access to him, but Callie was much too far down the road to panic to be thinking logically. Why was he spending so much time with Shelly? Could there possibly be something going on between them? With Josh, she knew anything was possible. She turned abruptly and made her way back to her office, which was a floor below Josh’s. As she scurried down the stairs, her long, shapely legs moving so fast that the heels of her René Caovilla stilettos clacking on the hard concrete sounded like machine-gun fire, she thought back to that first time with Josh, when all of this madness officially began.

Almost from the first day that she began working with The Lunch Club, Josh had been all over her. She was accustomed to male attention, something she had gotten from the moment puberty bloomed at age thirteen. Callie somehow managed to be long and lean but very curvaceous at the same time, like the women you’d see walking the streets of Paris and Rome. In fact, with her long, dark hair and easy, beautiful smile, Callie was sometimes mistaken for a European. Callie was disappointed to learn that Josh was married to boring-ass Barbara, his high school sweetheart, and they had three kids and a big house in Bridgeport, Connecticut. But he also had an apartment in the city and a reputation as a walking hard-on. Josh had tried to bed every attractive woman remotely connected to The Lunch Club, and in many cases succeeded. Although Callie found him attractive in a clean-cut, Connecticut-preppie sort of way (which was ironic, since Josh was originally a country boy from Nebraska), allowing him into her panties was the last thing she thought she’d do. But he wore down her resistance with his quick wit and inviting smile. She found herself looking forward to the time she had to spend with him talking about the show. Soon they started finding excuses to have even more frequent meetings, then lunches outside of the office. After several months, during a lunch filled with longing, fuck-me stares from both of them, she accepted his invitation to go back to his apartment. He might have started out as a country boy from Nebraska, but somewhere along the way Josh Howe had learned how to make a woman bay at the moon. Callie couldn’t believe the way her body responded to his touch, to his tongue, to him inside her. It was like he turned into a totally different person in the bedroom, a sexy, sensitive version of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator cyborg—he wouldn’t stop until she had had at least five orgasms and felt like she might pass out. After that, Callie was hooked, “turned out.” She couldn’t get enough of him and his magical penis. She didn’t even care that he went back up to his idyllic existence in Connecticut most nights and on weekends. As long as she got a healthy dose of Josh a few times a week, she was good.

At least that’s how she felt the first few months. Until she started catching feelings. Until she found herself tossing in her bed at night, trying to use her hand or any toy she could find to simulate the way he made her feel. Until she found that she couldn’t stop thinking about him every waking hour. So then she became what she had always despised, what she had always vowed never to be: the jealous mistress praying that her man would leave his wife for her. She became irrational and unstable, and the combination led her to make a fateful decision. She stopped taking her birth control pills so that Josh could get her pregnant. Though she was forty-two, apparently she was still quite fertile because her gambit worked right away. Within two months, Callie was knocked up, carrying Josh’s baby. But she knew that her having Josh’s baby would not be a good career move at all. So she made up a story about going to a sperm bank for an anonymous donor. It was done in the city all the time by scores of hardworking single women; everyone at The Lunch Club was totally supportive of her decision. Even Josh. He told her that perhaps they should take a few steps back and give each other some “space.” Callie was not happy, but she felt like she was trapped—she had lied to him, so now she was stuck with the lie.

The pregnancy was brutal for Callie—her emotions were already in shambles, so the added doses of hormones flooding her system turned her into a neurotic, unpredictable mess, the pregnant woman everyone tried to avoid. When the ladies of The Lunch Club saw Callie coming, everyone quickly came up with reasons why they had to flee. Maxine ordered everyone on the staff never to leave her alone with Callie because, as Maxine said, “I’d probably go to jail for a long time if I choked the shit out of that crazy bitch.”

After Megan came—wonderful, delightful, entertaining little Megan—and Callie’s Coke-bottle curves returned, Josh forgot about all the “space” he was supposed to be giving her. Soon she was back in his bed and they were right back to their passionate ways, now with the added complications of single momhood—no more sleepovers at Josh’s apartment, no more all-night sex sessions. Callie had always planned that the sperm donor cover story would suffice for the public, but she desperately wanted to tell Josh the truth. After three years, the truth was eating her up. One night she floated a “fantasy”—wouldn’t it be wonderful if Megan were really his?—during one of their lovemaking sessions and he went totally ballistic. He told her he didn’t want any more kids, that his family was complete. It was a painful statement for Callie to hear.

So now Callie was biding her time, keeping up the sperm donor lie and holding out hope that Josh would come around, that the idyllic Connecticut life would one day be hers and he would dump that plain, ordinary little woman from Nebraska. That would have been enough stress for Callie to endure, but she now had a new worry, one that scared her to death. During one of her crazy spells while she was pregnant, she made the fatal error of telling the whole story to Missy Adams, who was her best friend at the time. Missy had listened, commiserated, and never judged . . . she was the consummate good friend, and Missy was the only other person in the world who knew that little Megan, supposedly fathered by the anonymous sperm donor, was really Josh’s daughter and that Callie had been lying to Josh and everyone else about Megan’s parentage. And to make matters worse, why did Callie so thoroughly dis Missy when she left the show? She never returned her calls and even cosigned statements the show made to the press that unfairly denigrated Missy’s work and contribution to the show. Of all the people in the world to write a tell-all about The Lunch Club, it had to be Missy Adams?! Callie was still partially in shock. She needed to know what Josh was thinking, what he planned to do about Missy’s book. Callie needed him. Missy could ruin her—and deep down Callie knew she deserved everything that was coming her way.

She circled back upstairs, to Josh’s office. The door was still closed; he was still inside with Shelly. Callie thought she heard a sound coming from behind the door. She looked over at his secretary to see if she’d also noticed, but the secretary was pretending not to be aware of Callie’s stalkerlike presence. She heard the noise again. Was that a moan?
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IN FACT, THAT WAS a moan coming from inside Josh’s office. But what Josh was doing with Shelly was not what Callie would ever have imagined. Josh and Shelly were watching an episode of the old sitcom Three’s Company, getting many good laughs from the antics of the hilarious John Ritter. This had become a ritual between them in recent months, a way that Shelly had cleverly deployed to do some bonding with Josh.

“My God, that guy is so damn funny!” Josh said. “I can’t believe you found this episode. It was like, I think, my favorite when I was a little kid.” He paused and his voice got a little softer. “I think this might have been the episode that made me want to work in television.”

Shelly glanced over at him, momentarily touched. Once again, she was surprised by how much she actually liked Josh. He had turned out to be a very different person than she originally thought he’d be.

“When was it that you knew you wanted to work in television?” he asked her.

Shelly thought for a second. Should she give him the real answer or the magazine-interview answer? Her actual feelings or the quote she would pass along to Lizette to go in her bio? She saw that he was watching her, waiting. For some reason, Shelly felt less guarded with Josh, like she could be real with him.

“Well, when I was younger, my goal was to be the first black female CEO of a Fortune 500 company,” she said. “That was still my goal when I was at Harvard Business School. But right after I got my MBA, while I was doing the whole bond-trader thing down on Wall Street, as you know, I got ‘discovered.’” She used her fingers to make air quotes and laughed. “So all of a sudden, and it really did feel like it happened overnight, I was walking the runways of Paris and Milan and draped in diamonds and Versace on the pages of Vogue and Elle. It was crazy and—I ain’t gonna lie—it was a whole lot of fun. At one point, I was living in Paris, sleeping with some of the sexiest guys I’ve ever seen, hitting every party within a twenty-mile radius. Like a modern fairy tale. It was not at all what I had planned for my life, you know? But I learned to just roll with it. I think after Harvard, so many crazy things started flying at me. TV was just one of them. It seemed like fun, like a chance to make some serious dough by just talking shit with a bunch of fun, crazy women. What’s not to like about that? But once I got here, and got the TV bug, now I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

Josh nodded. He could tell that what she gave him was the truth, not some varnished bull meant to impress him. They both looked back at the screen in time to see Suzanne Somers do something silly in a ridiculously low-cut tank top.

“Damn, Chrissy was all about the boobs, huh?” Shelly said, laughing. She reached down with both hands and lifted her own impressive (and surgically enhanced) pair. “I’m not mad at her!”

Josh laughed at Shelly’s antics. He was especially enjoying his time with her because he knew that the other ladies on the show, particularly Maxine, were probably in such a state right now from Heather Hope’s appearance that their heads were about to explode. That was precisely why he was spending this time with Shelly, to escape the craziness, to give himself some breathing room. He wanted to be as far from that stew of estrogen-fueled lunacy as possible. While he was a bit concerned about Missy’s book and what effect it might have on his show, he didn’t think he had anything to worry about. He didn’t think his little liaisons with women on the staff were worthy fodder for anybody’s tell-all memoir. He had never had any blowups with Missy Adams and, he could thank the Lord, had never tried to get in her pants, mainly scared off by her whole sweet, conservative, Southern-gal persona. Though he knew Shelly was filled with unbridled ambition, he thought she was probably the sanest member of the cast, with the possible exception of Dara. He hadn’t really gotten to know Dara that well—probably because he knew she preferred the females. No point in wasting his time there. Shelly was smart and funny as hell. And while he was attracted to her in the same way that he was attracted to anything with a pretty smile and a vagina, Josh found that he was actually comfortable around Shelly. She put him at ease and made him laugh. As opposed to practically every other person in the building, Shelly actually relieved his stress, rather than added to it. For him, it was a welcome and lovely surprise.

As for Shelly, she could manage to be a bit more relaxed about Missy’s book than the rest of them because, frankly, she didn’t think she had anything to hide. After she replaced Heather Hope on the couch, she had overlapped for a couple of years with Missy, who was replaced by Dara. While Shelly never appreciated Missy’s ultraconservative politics and suspected that there was something fake about her whole Georgia peach act, she and Missy had never had any personal clashes off the set. They usually went head-to-head on matters of politics and social issues, but once the cameras stopped rolling it was all smiles and air kisses between them. Besides, Shelly’s modeling years had been so out of control and legendary that there was really nothing that Missy could write about her that would be shocking to anybody. She had been such a well-known wild girl that she was virtually scandal-proof. So bring it, Miss Missy, Shelly thought. It’ll only enhance my rep and bring me more Benjamins.

Shelly smelled opportunity in the air with the Missy tell-all. If that book came along and shook things up on the couch, it might be a great chance for her to step out in front. Shelly didn’t believe in stepping on people to get ahead . . . but as her mother would say, she “sure as hell would step over them” if they were in her way.

Josh and Shelly didn’t exactly stumble upon their relationship by accident, but things had turned out differently than Shelly expected. Besides Maxine, Josh was the person who had the most power to raise her stock on the show. But instead of using her looks to lure Josh, which she concluded was too obvious and short-sighted, she had decided to become his friend. She invited his secretary, a pretty young black woman, out to a couple of “girlfriend” lunches at a fancy midtown restaurant, instantly pretending to be her best friend. Shelly had cleverly pulled as many usable facts as she could from the secretary. One of the most usable was Josh’s obsession with seventies sitcoms, like Three’s Company, Happy Days, and Mork & Mindy. Shelly was too young to have watched them herself, but armed with this info she set out on a mission. She scoured the shelves of video stores around her Upper West Side neighborhood and she visited sites all over the Internet, trying to find episodes of the old sitcoms for her and Josh to watch together. She managed to put together quite a stockpile. At first Josh was understandably suspicious and confused, wondering how easily Shelly thought he might be influenced. She would pop into his office after a show, bearing a few discs. They’d put in a DVD and crack themselves up. While they watched, they talked about their families, their childhoods, their ambitions. Shelly found that she was actually starting to enjoy the time she spent with Josh, and Josh let down his guard around her. But despite the new relationship, Shelly hadn’t lost sight of her original purpose in befriending him. When she had him where she wanted him, heavily dependent on their friendship, she would start leaning on him to have her officially announced as the main host of The Lunch Club, the one who carried the show during Maxine’s frequent absences to interview God knows who God knows where. That was her next goal. After that, she had her sights set on becoming the next Heather Hope.
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AS SHE SAT HUNCHED over her desk, Lizette still had Maxine’s words ringing in her ear. “I need for you to find out what’s in that damn book.” It might as well be above her desk now in flashing neon. And she could still picture that crazed look in Maxine’s eyes, the look that warned Lizette that her future in television would be imperiled if she failed to produce Missy’s book. She had a feeling that this day would haunt her for a long time. She had been calling sources all over the city for hours and had come up empty. Nada. Mostly, people were asking her all the questions, trying to get info on the behind-the-scenes fallout. Their questions were not helping her at all with her task. The failure was causing an acidic pit to form in her belly, spreading dread through her limbs.

Just in time, a bit of good news came by way of Lizette’s cell phone. It was a call from Channing. Her gorgeous, darling Channing, always a bright spot in her life.

“What the hell is going on over there?” Channing said. “There are stories all over the Internet about the show today. How are you holding up?”

“Channing! All hell has broken loose over here! Heather Hope came on the show to say that Missy Adams has written this juicy tell-all, and now Maxine has put me in charge of finding out what’s in the book before its publication. It almost sounded like a threat, like my job could be in jeopardy if I come up empty!”

“Damn, that’s horrible, Lizette. How does she expect you to work that miracle? That book is probably better guarded than the president right now. I’m really sorry she’s putting you through this.”

“Thanks. I just don’t know what to do right now.”

“Well, I’ll start making some calls too. I have a few publishing-industry sources that I can try leaning on. But babe, if the book is as explosive as you seem to think, it’s going to be wrapped up in nondisclosure agreements so tightly . . . a gnat’s ass couldn’t get through it.”

“Channing, I’ve already found that out, but whatever you can do would be great! Thank you!” Channing Cary was one of the top freelance writers in the country, so Lizette was pleased that she would have his skills on her team. With all the magazine profiles he had done on Hollywood and music superstars over the years, he was bound to come across information that could prove useful to her.

“No problem. Anything for you, sweetheart.” He paused for an instant. “I also have something else that might cheer you up a bit.”

“Oh, really? And what would that be?” Lizette felt her heart skip a few beats.

“Well, I’ve made reservations for us at the Union Square Cafe for Friday night. I have something important I want to share with you.”

Now Lizette’s heartbeat did triple time. The Union Square Cafe wasn’t cheap. Not the kind of fare that a freelancer’s salary usually brought, even one as successful as Channing. This must be something serious. Lizette didn’t even want to let her mind go there, but she couldn’t help it. Perhaps this was when Channing was going to propose to her. She tried to remember his exact words. Did he say “something important to ask you” or “something important to share with you”? She wished that the conversation had a rewind button like her DVR box.
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