

by
Matt Booker
Copyright 2011 by Matthew Buchman
Published by Buchman Bookworks at Smashwords
Discover more by this author at:
http://www.buchmanbookworks.com/
Shooting Target © Ashumskiy | Dreamstime.com
White Baker’s Toque © Michael Flippo | Dreamstime.com
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.
books as Matthew Lieber Buchman:
Nara
The Nara Threshold
The Nara Effect
Dark Ages v2.0
Monk’s Maze
...
Dieties
Cookbook from Hell
Saviors 101
...
books as Matthew J. Booker:
Swap Out!
books as M.L. Buchman:
The Night Stalkers
The Night is Mine
Give Me the Dusk
...
Angelo’s Hearth
Where Dreams are Born
...
To my favorite lady to:
Cook with,
Eat with,
Laugh with,
Be with.
Four-and-a-half minutes before the premature finish of her last show ever, Maggie brushed her hair back and tucked it behind her left ear to give the television audience a clear view of her profile. She leaned in to check the frying chicken and pretended the camera wasn’t there.
She’d insisted that it be placed a little higher than other cooking shows. Not the best for showing the food, but definitely right to showcase her cleavage to advantage. And the frilly edge of her Navajo-blue satin blouse made it appear that even more showed than truly did.
Mama always said that sex sold. And she proved it with her elite clientele and her upper East Side condo. Hence Maggie’s chosen screen name, Hadderly. Almost couldn’t resist the next step, Had Her Lately. Of course, Maggie preferred not to sell sex by the half hour like her mama. Well, there was a laugh, dearie, we both work in the thirty-minute format. Mama often cooked their midnight meals after her last trick left, Maggie’s first Naked Chef. Definitely not her last.
The skinless chicken breast in a simple egg-white and spiced-flour batter was sizzling up to low-fat perfection. Her mouth rattled away with practiced nonchalance about fats, calories, anti-oxidants, and high-flavors-not-being-sacrificed-thank-you-very-much. Make it sound easy and it sold that way, first cookbook headed into third printing. Hardcover. Eat them noodles!
Her brain always ran a different script than the show’s.
“See ladies. You can cook these dishes, and still have the figure that knocks them dead in their tracks, every man’s bedroom fantasy. Well, maybe not you middle-age, middle-weight housewives. Not without my inherited metabolism. I could live on pizza and pie and look like this. Mama and me, we could be twins. Men walk into sign posts when we stroll Fifth Ave arm-in-arm. Forty-one and she still snags the rich fifty-year old jerks looking for teenage fantasies in their beds. She makes them pay, big time, and she doesn’t disappoint. At twenty-four I’ve got it twice over.”
Maggie inspected the audience while she chatted about kale, arugula, and walnut salad, “good calcium and Omega 3s there,” and gave the side camera a long view of her flat stomach and perky, sheerly-harnessed breasts.
Ten years and she’d be made. Cash to live out her days in luxury. Then she’d worry about finding a nice beach house and a man who could make her toes curl just by walking into the room. But no man would ever declare she was successful because of him. For now, she’d take men as she found them, delectable and disposable.
Any likely ones in the audience today? She inspected the four rows of studio theater seating while explaining her mother’s mustard vinaigrette.
There was always Joey. Her production assistant sat in the second row for each filming as a last resort. Achingly handsome. Not the sharpest whip, but they looked damn good together for the final taste shots. Boring in bed. Really, really sad. A waste of manflesh. Be a long time until she sank that low again.
All this month she’d found handsome enough husbands of other women for the last shot, but that’s as far as it went. Mama’s siren song beckoned to other wives’ men, cash-heavy ones to keep her in her high-rent lifestyle. Her daughter only took ‘em free and single. But it had been far too long since she’d found one in the audience handsome enough to assuage her own appetites. And the dregs you found trolling in bars simply weren’t worth the effort of carving your way through their egos.
Then she spotted him.
Back row, off to the side. Not a big man. No broad shoulders or square chin, but the look of self-assurance and absolute focus that always made her knees weak. Sitting a little too obviously by himself. All out of age with the scrawny little grandma beside him. He focused on her with an intensity that was both arousing and a bit scary, her favorite mix.
Awfully far back to invite down for a taste . . . But, if she climbed the steps to fetch him herself, the camera following her stair-mastered behind from behind . . . Sex sells, Mama. Should’ve worn a lower-backed blouse. Should’ve worn one open down to her ass. But it was mid-show, too late to help that. She’d shake her hair loose as she walked, that provided the same effect. Guys couldn’t resist her straight fall of Scandinavian blond hair any more than they could Mama’s.
She turned up the heat a little under the chicken, had to accelerate the cooking to create the extra camera time to make the walk. Her timing was always impeccable, on and off camera. They were already talking hour format and even hinting at a live-broadcast cooking shows. Top of the pyramid. On my way up, Mama.
This was the last episode to film today and damn if she didn’t deserve a treat.
She’d start with him in the dressing room.
Hopefully, he’d have the stamina for another round in the taxi, then back to her place . . .
Or maybe they’d start right here on the polished wooden floor after the crew was gone. A little Mazola Roller. Been a while since she’d done that, two naked bodies and a couple pints of oil. “Use Canola ladies,” she indicated the frying pan and thought about kneading his tight, slippery buttocks, “avoid those saturated fats.” Her smile for the camera was perhaps a little greedy, but they’d think it was for the food. She knew better. A quick glance revealed that he was up on the edge of his seat. He understood her smile. Excellent!
Maggie moved to the oven to check on the garlic-olive oil bread while keeping up her inane cholesterol-chatter about “Virgin versus extra virgin,” “Not even close, ladies, not since thirteen,” continued for the camera. Boy from the apartment next door, did it in the elevator. Scared the daylights out of him and snagged ten bucks from the security guy for giving him a peep show on his monitor. Her first paid appearance on TV.
The initial blast of heat from the oven brushed her hair back, a little sweaty could be very sexy. She pulled the door all the way down so that the hot air spilled over her skin above the plunging neckline. Bedroom sweaty. She and Mr. Back Row Hunk were just gonna sizzle together.
A small flash blinked deep in the oven. No bigger than the spark off her bedroom doorknob zapping her finger after shuffling barefoot across the plush carpet in mama’s high-rise condo.
The tiny flash blossomed forth, a slow-motion, unfolding flower of deep orange. The convection fan in the back spun rapidly.
But she hadn’t set it to convect. She checked. The switch was off. The bread better not be burnt, that could be awkward, though she had a spare loaf stashed ready for a discrete swap out in the second oven.
The blossom of orange flickered red and yellow as the fan roared up to a high whine. The smell of gasoline wafted across her nostrils, gasoline?
A firestorm blew out of the oven like a dragon’s breath. In an instant, a tornado of heat and fire wrapped around her.
After the shock came the pain.
She spun away exposing her waist-long ponytail to the blast. It burst into flame. Like a rotisserie beef she twisted one way and another as the jet-fuel, benzene, and styrene mix roasted her alive in front of the studio audience. The napalm gel burned away her sheer clothes then clung to every part of her skin and turned her into a twelve-hundred degree human torch.
The hi-angle cam caught her in naked glory the moment before her skin began to crisp, a perfect Godiva clothed only in flame. Without question, the film, no matter how well suppressed, would hit the Internet within the hour. It would go viral within a day. She’d finally found national fame.
The last thing Maggie Had Her Lately ever noticed was the empty seat in the back row of the audience.
At the same moment, twenty blocks south of Maggie’s studio, First Lieutenant Bobby Stenman wasn’t minding his current assignment as much as he’d expected. From the second to last row he watched television chef “Julio Julio, the Spanish Wonder.” He had to be the most irritating man alive.
Which wouldn’t be much longer.
“Welcome back to Chef Julio Julio, that’sa me, the Best of Spanish Food coming to you live from Rockefeller Center. Let’sa see what we’ve done.” He opened the second oven, pretending he hadn’t just shoved the raw one into the first oven two minutes ago, right before the commercial break. He tipped his finished seafood paella for the cameras to see. Camera Two slid in for the close-up while Camera One set up for the audience-reaction shot. The audience lighting only reached the first few rows making the crowd appear larger than it was. Stenman was careful to remain safely lost in the shadows.
He’d researched this operation like any other. And there was nothing authentic about the chef, Mr. Dave Roberts of the Bronx. Not his upbringing, not his tan, not his pretended heritage. Bobby had failed to uncover the fatal flaw, the one that made Julio a target of his superiors, but that information wasn’t his job.
The chef was babbling about the Iberico Chorizo sausage and the sweet clams. “Can’t you just imagine the bee-you-tiful smells there at home? Our studio audience certainly doesn’t have to!” He fluttered his eyebrows in a fashion that was meant to be wise or meaningful, but reminded Stenman of a bad Austin Powers imitation.
It was almost worth killing him just to silence that trademark fake accent, cultivated to cover his itinerant, dead-beat father’s Brooklyn grind.
Julio made wafting motions over the dish with his free hand. The Audience Cam panned the front couple rows while they did their best to look excited. Pretty good imitation, maybe they really were.
At the far left end of the second-to-last row, Stenman prepared to hide his face with a cough, but the camera’s eye didn’t come near his section. Didn’t test his disguise of a pale blue button-down shirt and loosened tie that made him appear but a bored, young business exec with nothing better to do on a Tuesday afternoon than sit in a television studio audience and applaud on cue.
No savory paella aromas reached him. Back here all he could smell was the sour sweat of the woman to his right and the hot metal stench that reminded him more of an overheated weapon than the studio lights hanging only a few feet overhead.
Chef Julio Julio flashed his signature smile at the camera. Perfect teeth and deep Latino tan not inherited from his fair-skinned Puerto Rican mother. He maintained the look with heavy bouts of UV tanning.
Stenman had suggested a UV overdose, but Command had rejected it. It wasn’t high enough profile for this scenario, whatever that meant. Stenman was paid to plan and conduct the operation, not to question it. Asking why it was a matter of national security to kill a television chef had gone unanswered. Not that he’d expected one.
His orders were very clear. Do the op and then sit quietly in the audience to make sure it all went as planned. Witness only. No action. No questions.
A few prep smells finally reached his row. The bright tang of sautéed onions. The browning of the sausage made him near enough insane after living on moldy rice for the last ninety days in the Thai jungle while chasing opium lords. He’d have to delay his return from this op at least long enough to get a couple of Quarter Pounders at McD’s.
He sure as hell wasn’t going to taste the paella.
Chef Julio Julio waved invitingly to a woman in the front row. It took a second wave for the leggy, bottle-blonde to break her inertia at being picked out of the crowd. She offered a coy giggle as she moved to the counter with a nice sashay of hips. Good choice, aisle on one side, a woman of similar age and equally skimpy yet expensive attire on the other. She wasn’t there with a husband or doting parent. Girlfriends out on the town, maybe a little bored if the chef was lucky. Maybe they both were looking for a little post-show party if his luck was running high.
It wouldn’t be.
Stenman shook off the assessment and leaned forward in his chair. Chef Julio Julio had never done this before, never shared his food with a guest. Background had showed that his wife and his mistress had both dumped him in the last two weeks, but the celebrity chef had kept on cooking as if nothing had changed. The op had been given the last-minute go-ahead.
There wasn’t a contingency plan for this change because Chef Julio Julio had simply never shared his cooking with anyone. He even threw out the leftovers rather than giving them to the crew as most other chefs did, another quirk Stenman had been unable to trace. Made for a lot of hard feelings on the set, but profile perfect for this op.
Chef Julio Julio leaned in very close. Flirting heavily, sending a titter of laughter through the older ladies in the studio audience including the underwashed behemoth whose hip was forcing him half into the aisle. After a lengthy whispered inquiry, the Chef introduced, “Bee-you-tiful Jennifer from Ohio” to the camera. It was easy enough to guess what else had passed in that precious airtime by the blonde’s coy smile. She was indeed bee-you-tiful, even if Stenman wanted to throttle Chef Julio Julio for his overuse of the word.
Stenman’s seat embodied a padded luxury compared to squatting in the Thai jungle. Dry, too. But the jungle sounded very attractive. Now. Right now.
He should stop the show, break the charade. But all his training rooted him to the spot. Silence had been ingrained for years. It kept him from acting rashly in far more hazardous conditions than a New York television studio. He considered the options rapidly, but there weren’t any. The top-ranked mandate of this op was invisibility. Not low profile, but zero profile. Making a major fuss on a live, national TV feed about poisoned paella definitely wasn’t zero.
Both cameras swung forward. One on their faces, the other operator finding a nice profile shot of the unexpected guest from bust to top-of-head. Stenman was no producer, but shouldn’t one of the cameras be showing the food on a cooking show?
Leggy Jennifer and Chef Julio Julio dipped their forks together into the paella. All he could do was curse the chef’s overactive testosterone and watch. In a gesture that would have been charming in any other situation, they fed each other their forkfuls.
Their “yummy” sounds were the last they were ever going to make. They both grabbed their throats, again in unison. The audience laughed. Someone even chanted, “Too hot! Too hot!” More laughter.
The close-up camera picked out the heckler, second row, three in from the center aisle. Young woman, maybe early twenties, half-dozen years younger than he was, worn leather jacket over a tight T-shirt with a torn out collar. Blond and blue hair. Worked on her, kind of cute. They gave her a few extra seconds of airtime, good to have a wide spread on your audience demographic. He checked the overhead TV monitor repeating the camera’s views for those seated in the back rows. Seriously cute, several steps better than perfectly coiffed, blonde Jennifer’s studied presentation. Under different circumstances he might have chatted her up.
Focus, Stenman. The Op. Zero profile.
He shifted behind a corduroy cowboy hat some brunette wore too far back on her head as the camera swung. This is New York, lady. City Cowboy went out years ago.
When Chef and Blonde didn’t respond, the same heckler called out, “Breathe! Breathe!” Throaty voice, kinda sexy. The camera jerked back, catching a nice bit of cleavage and a wicked smile. Cute and funny. Killer combo.
Stenman grimaced at his word choice. Breathing was one thing they couldn’t do.
The floor director edged forward at first, finally, against all of her training, rushing in front of the camera as their throats closed permanently. The shellfish-based neurotoxin would be easily discounted as severe allergic reactions. Any medical tests would discover the nature of the toxin. Another member of his team would take care of the samples before they tested for the exceptional quantity of it. Not his part of the op. But he’d planted the toxin. This was his part. He forced himself to watch.
Their skin paled. Chef Julio Julio turned a white that belied his pretended Spanish heritage and Jennifer from Ohio, for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, was actually turning a rather ugly blue as true asphyxia took hold. Suddenly he wasn’t so interested in his Quarter Pounders.
When they collapsed to the studio floor, Stenman rose quietly from his seat, eased down the emergency stairs at the back of the seating, and moved out the studio door before the screams began.
No one would remember his face. Probably not even that there’d been a man in business casual seated in the back.
He was invisible.
He was U.S. Special Forces. A professional ghost for his country.
He hadn’t even been there.
Jeff “the Chef” Davis watched Julio’s show that he’d taped last night. His new plasma screen looked huge and out of place in his apartment, but the picture was worth it. Felt as if he was really there.
He half watched as his friend did his Spanish paella, a second place winner at three different contests back before he was a television star. A good dish, Jeff knew it well. Jeff “the Chef” had placed first all three times: a Prime Rib marinated in pineapple barbeque sauce, breast of turkey ala Davis, and Mahi-mahi roasted with red peppers and caramelized with Jamaican rum.
Jeff switched the Chagall reprint of I and the Village beside the screen with the smaller, framed menu of his prize-winning seven-course meal at a Craig Claiborne contest. The large screen stood out less. Well, a little less.
Julio was selling his finished paella to the audience. Then he called a girl up from the audience, at least a decade younger than he was, more like two. Jeff knew he’d picked his next target. Julio had always been a fan of the long and leggy blondes. His wife, his mistress, and bee-you-tee-ful Jennifer from Ohio were practically interchangeable. He’d known Julio for years and the man never ceased to amaze him. Jeff had enough trouble speaking with a pretty woman outside his professional, on-screen persona. Julio swept them up like a Central Park street cleaner.
The menu was really too small for the space it was supposed to fill. Somewhere he had a photo of Craig shaking his hand. And old Craig and a younger Jeff, much younger. Which was why he’d taken it down in the first place. But he was over that and it would look nice beside the menu.
On screen, the feeding each other thing made a cute touch. Julio and leggy blonde looked good together on camera, you could even hear the audience sighing at the romance of the moment. He certainly knew how to play the crowd.
Jeff should call him and see if he’d persuaded the blonde into his bed. Or even the blonde and her friend. It was hard to put anything past Julio, he was a blonde-glutton. Maybe he wouldn’t call, they might still be abed. It was only mid-afternoon.
It wasn’t until the floor director rushed on screen that Jeff realized something was wrong. He grabbed the remote and turned the sound off. After some fumbling he turned it up to a room-filling roar. He more fell than sat back on his couch.
Chaos exploded on his television screen. Julio and the girl collapsed. Audience members screamed. Someone actually trampled Julio as they sprinted across the set. Jeff jerked to his feet and then dropped back onto his couch as his knees let go. He looked around for some explanation. But he was alone in his upper West Side apartment. All the plush trappings of the nation’s number one television cooking show host paled before the tragedy unfolding on the screen.
No one thought to stop the camera feed and the camera guys were doing their job well. Too well. They captured it all for posterity. The stampede as half the audience surged forward to gawk. The other half a stampede as they bolted for the door in terror of their own lives.
Julio’s gaping mouth and confused, dying eyes were abruptly replaced with black. After a few seconds a Tide commercial filled the screen. The sound of the screams and confusion continued over the wholesome housewife and her son’s grass-stained soccer uniform.
Jeff hit the mute button. The abrupt silence lasted a long moment before he heard a siren sound far below. It was wrong. Too late to be on time. The time was wrong. He’d taped Julio last night.
He couldn’t be dead. Last night not now.
He’d had dinner with Julio two or three nights ago. Three. They’d been friendly rivals for a decade, once they’d found they were both from the same neighborhood in a back corner of Brooklyn.
Julio had shrugged off the loss of both Becky and Bobbi Jean, his wife and mistress, lightly.
“We learned growing up that it was dangerous to get too attached to anything, especially a relationship. You remember, mi amigo.”
Jeff had grown up two blocks away and a decade earlier, which Julio blithely brushed aside as if they’d been bosom buddies in school instead of total strangers. Was the old neighborhood’s mindset the reason he was fifty-six and alone? Had he learned that lesson of never trusting anything except yourself the same as Julio? He picked up the remote and set it back down. No, that wasn’t it.
“I’d be some kinda peesed,” Julio’s television accent slipped out on occasion in his real life as well, “if they weren’t just women.”
Jeff had almost spit his Katz’s corn beef sandwich on Julio.
“See,” Julio had taken a bite of his pastrami on rye and spoken around it. “My male ego is intact. Women are everywhere. They are all beee-you-tiful,” he kissed his fingertips and tossed the kiss toward the ceiling, “and thankfully many of them are willing to tickle the fancy of big TV stars like us.”
And last night, in the midst of a detergent commercial, Julio had died on a studio floor in midtown. Dead because of his promiscuity? Killed by mistress or wife?
He had to call Julio. It had all been some sick joke. They’d have a good laugh over it next week while Jeff cooked Beef with Oyster Sauce and Mr. Chu’s Pork Egg Fu Yung as promised.
Jeff managed to find the stop on the remote, before reaching for the telephone. On screen was Maggie Hadderly doing her “Health and Happiness with Hadderly” routine. She was an up and comer, have to keep an eye on her. A comfortable enough thing to do for its own sake, cute kid. He’d even bought her cookbook. Retail. Good enough for a first one. The potential was there.
The closed captioning caught up with the show. On this TV it came up whenever he had the sound muted.
Yesterday Maggie Hadderly was cooking for a studio audience of sixty five . . .
Good crowd for a weekday, pre-recorded show. She was doing better than he thought.
. . . when she went to her oven. Experts are saying this required no exceptional mechanical skills to achieve.
Maggie sashayed to her oven. She really was fun to watch. The woman definitely knew how to sell it. She pulled open the oven door and a tongue of flame twenty feet long shot out of the oven and enveloped her in fire.
Jeff sprang back to his feet and dropped the remote. It bounced off the coffee table and the mute switched off.
Screams filled his apartment again. Her screams. Her audience’s screams.
He almost screamed in response.
People rushed in from off camera with fire extinguishers. They shot them off and the entire studio kitchen was enveloped in flame.
“In addition to the napalm in the oven, three of the fire extinguishers had been refilled with gasoline,” the voiceover resumed, some pert woman was reporting in exactly the same tone she’d probably used last week to report the results of the Westminster Dog Show.
Jeff recovered the remote and turned the volume down as he watched. Maggie was roasted alive.
God, napalm. Who had she “peesed off?” Some jilted lover? She was nearly as infamous for the length of her list of conquests as she was famous for her cooking. Had she and Julio both been murdered by someone they’d slept with?
He buried his head in his hands. The phone in one hand and the remote in the other clunked against his forehead. He hung up the phone and muted the television.
The news was now busy reporting a stray kitten who’d scampered across the runway at a Bryant Park fashion show. Leggy models in tight skirts and stilettos were sprawled like spilled rice along the runway. The captioning appeared . . .
Fortunately the models in the shorter [cough] attire were wearing thongs. A close up made sure that America had a clear view of how little use a thong really was in hiding anything.
He pressed the play button. Detergent had to be better than this.
Show day tomorrow.
For the first time he didn’t want to go. Wasn’t sure if he dared. Not that there’d been any ex-lovers lately to hunt him down. But still, maybe the winning entry was to not enter at all. Huddling beneath the bedcovers in his high-security, high-rise apartment sounded very appealing.
A sharp knock on the apartment door jerked him back to his feet. The television remote flew from his hands once more and landed on the carpet in front of the set.
Some stupid corner of his brain suggested getting a new career selling yo-yos for the number of times he’d leapt to his feet in the last two minutes.
The knock expanded. Bidda, bidda, bum, bum, bum.
No. This couldn’t be happening. Bloody hell!
Twenty-seven years since he’d heard the “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida” drum solo pounded out on his door. Plus four months and six days, the same useless part of his brain informed him. He resisted looking at the clock so that it could fill in the hours. The morning of his last day with EMS. His last day working to change the world for—
Oh hell and damnation!
“How many of you are women?”
Staff Sergeant Dave Lundgren managed to suppress his sneer. Who did this woman think she was talking to? Sure, Master Sergeant Shelley Thomas outranked him, but not by much and she’d probably slept with some general’s staffer to get the promotion. She did fill out a pair of fatigues the way few women could, but she was also a class “A” certified bitch to go with it. And now she couldn’t even count for herself. They’d make her a commissioned officer any day now.
The three women in his seven man team raised their hands. He couldn’t believe he’d agreed to a week of this training. Well, the colonel had assigned them to it, but they were the best Military Police patrol at all of Wright-Patterson Air Force base. They didn’t need this shit. They needed some R-and-R. Another week and he’d have been into the pants of Senior Airman Baker down the row. Now that was really talking. Pert little blonde. Cute as could be. Not real chesty, but nice.
“Then why didn’t any of you act like one?” Thomas would be berating the women for a while, so he tuned her out.
This was the funkiest assignment he’d been on in his ten years in service. Loaded into the back of a Huey chopper with no windows at midnight, even a bulkhead between his team and the pilot. Doors locked from the outside, now that was real safe. He’d add it to his report to the colonel.
For three hours the seven of them had been locked up while they flew who knew where. Landed at night. So fucking black they couldn’t see a thing. Not a light anywhere. Stars, the blacked out Huey, and a flight of stairs going down.
Then this shit. He looked up at the roof, huge blast doors made the ceiling thirty feet above. They were in an underground missile silo. He’d give Sergeant Thomas coolness points for that. Building a training center in an abandoned missile silo was a badass idea.
But the woman herself was hopeless.
They’d been here since before sunrise and it was probably night again now. First, she lectured his team that they are going to be working downward through the stories of the silo as the week progressed. Second, that if they even tried to get out or go into the other silo they’d be shipped off to some kinda hardship post. Empty threats had never meant much to him.
Now they’d spent hours learning to walk. A big loft covered half the room. It was set up like a terrain obstacle course. She’d rigged sound meters by each type of ground and you had to keep walking back and forth over them until you measured quieter than a chipmunk or some such crap. Any idiot could walk across dirt, squelching mud just took going slow, same with flowing water, gravel was a pain in the ass, but tall grass was trickier than it looked. It had insisted on brushing loudly against his pants and gear. And no one but Baker managed to walk silently through the rose bush hedge. He was still all scratched up from that.
“You!” Thomas was toe-to-toe with him, barely an inch away. He musta jumped six inches straight up. Her fatigues were buttoned up to the throat now. The colonel had pitched a fit that she’d walked right by him without an ID check. Better not to explain how fine the woman had looked with no bra and her fatigues open halfway to her navel. Auburn hair alive with curls flowing past her shoulders hadn’t hurt the image. The hair was now back in a severe ponytail. And the bitch within had replaced the friendly woman she’d been wearing like a cheap dress. Still, seriously nice stack. Wouldn’t mind seeing more of it under friendlier circumstances.
“What!” he shouted back at her. She’d been on his case all day and he was sick of it.
“Answer the question, soldier!”
He’d been in the military long enough that he’d learned to remember what officers were spouting off even when he wasn’t really listening.
“Why didn’t I act like a woman in the last scenario?” He slung his M4 onto his back, pulled the protective goggles down from his forehead like a pair of sunglasses, and wiggled his butt as he moseyed away from her.
“Is that better, sir?” He made his voice all smooth like the girls did on Baywatch.
Should have gotten a laugh from his team. Would have before Sergeant Bitch got a hold of them.
She charged him. One moment she was fifteen feet away. The next she was laying her shoulder into his gut. He had the M4 barely halfway around when they flew backward and he was plastered onto the floor.
She came off him in a roll and had her Glock pistol pulled and aimed at his eye. Shit! It was ugly looking up a barrel like that, just inches away even through Lexan goggles.
The finger on the trigger tightened and she shot him.
He heard a scream. In his own voice. Then he clapped both hands over his eye.
She peeled his fingers aside and looked down at him even as he struggled to cover it again.
“It was just a training round, you idiot.” She let go of his hands and they clamped back around the goggle.
He finally managed to blink his eye open and could see his fingers clutching the goggle’s lens.
He pulled them aside and he could still see. Thank God!
Fuck!
Her pistol still hovered there, six inches from his face.
“Don’t call me ‘sir.’ I work for a living.”
He nodded quickly to show she had his full attention.
She stood up, managing to place a knee solidly into his gut as she did so. She holstered the Glock, which was a good thing. But he’d be more careful in the future, she’d pulled it so damn fast. He’d never seen anything like it.
“First, why did you forget Tueller’s twenty-one foot rule that we spent so much time on this morning? I can charge twenty-one feet faster than you can draw, aim, and fire a weapon. There’s a reason our government spent so much time and money teaching you hand-to-hand combat. And second, why didn’t you think like a woman in the last scenario?”
Tueller’s Rule. Shit! They’d all spent two hours trying to outdraw her as she charged them. No one came close, not even Baker. How many times had he felt safe while securing some drunken Marine because he knew he had a pistol if it got messy? Too many. If they’d had the brains to charge him, he’d have gone down a hundred times. The two times he had were bad enough.
And “act like a woman . . .?”
“I don’t know what you mean, si— ma’am.”
“Look at the scenario.” She kicked him in the ribs. Hard enough to get him moving to his feet. Another item on the report, right there with shooting him in the face. Though on second thought maybe he’d leave that out.
The missile silo was fifty feet across and she’d said it was almost two hundred feet deep. This first floor was thirty feet high. The terrain training had been in a loft halfway up one wall. The padded hand-to-hand training on the floor level beneath it. The other side of the room was dominated by a shoothouse.
This one was in worse shape than most he’d seen, it had definitely had a hard life. The small building, made mostly of plywood sheets, had been built back against the curved wall of the silo. A battered door hung on the front, a couple more sheets of plywood made three internal rooms. A thousand training rounds had splatted against sides leaving their little scuffs and scars. A light inside shone out a side window and lit an elevator cage that led down into the deeper levels of the silo.
“You had time to study this. We’ve been in this room for fourteen hours and,” she consulted a heavy watch with a snap cover that she wore on the inside of her wrist just like the Special Forces guys, “eleven minutes. The shoothouse has been sitting here the entire time.”
She turned to face the rest of the team.
“Every one of you was asked to mount a raid on the house knowing there was a hostage at risk inside held by a single attacker. Who survived their raid?”
Shelley Thomas waited and watched. Would the blockhead sergeant get at least this right?
No one raised their hands.
His first correct answer of the day.
Shelley had ambushed and shot every one of them and they’d have the welts of training rounds for another couple days to remind them. Served them right. Of course, she’d had her fair share of bruises when she was training as well, but she wasn’t about to tell them that. Instructors had to be invulnerable. Bulletproof. Immortal.
“First lesson, this one you should already know, don’t attempt room-clearing on your own. You’ve all been trained that such a strategy is non-survivable under most circumstances. Now, did any of you refuse the scenario?”
Not a one.
“So, you’re all suicidal. Did any of you team up?”
None had. She could see them reviewing the orders she’d given earlier. “Each of you shall attack . . .” She’d been most careful to never say anything about how many at a time. One after another they grimaced at their own oversight. The slow sergeant last of all.
“Suicidal loners.” Shelley walked to the other end of the line. The sergeant was too easy a target and she had to back off a bit. He was the team leader. She couldn’t have the team not respecting their leader. Though there had been more than one shake-up in the three years she’d been doing these week-long courses. The Air Force paid her to take teams to the next level. Four times teams had mutinied and selected new commanders. And none of the failures had started out as bad as this guy.
“Each one of you directly charged the door.”
“I didn’t, ma’am.” The petite senior airman retained her ready stance. Spoke to the lion without letting any fear show. Some potential there. Shelley resisted the smile remembering the first time she’d talked back to a DI. The drill instructor had almost dislocated her shoulder on the way to putting her face in the dirt.
“Were you dead within five feet of the door?”
Her reply was slower, “Yes, ma’am.” Double chest shot, right lung and heart. But they both knew she was the only one to be creative, waiting twelve heart-stopping seconds before diving through in hopes of throwing off the terrorist’s timing. Nice try even if it hadn’t worked, but she’d remember the tactic for use herself if she ever got truly desperate.
“Anyone notice the light I left shining in the side window?”
There was silence. Hard to miss, especially in the darkened silo. It still lit up the wire cage surrounding the service elevator like a beacon in the night. She could see the question settle home on everyone, except the staff sergeant she’d leveled. Failing grade on day one, buddy boy. Not a good start. And your superiors know to listen to me even if you don’t.
“Assess first. The missile silo is circular. You could have come either direction around the house. The floor is sprung to dampen the shaking of near-miss atomic blasts and your shoes are padded. It would be easier than any of the walking lessons from this morning. All of you stampeded to the door like buffalo. I could have heard you down to level four.”
She grabbed the lapel of the sergeant. Screw being nice. She’d drive him for all he was worth and see if he got his shit together. The team would be better off without him if he couldn’t reach muster. Shelley dragged him to the lit window in the side of the shoothouse. He resisted with all the effectiveness of a drunken Chihuahua.
“What do you see?” She allowed him a full second and then pulled him back.
“A room. The front door.”
She shoved him aside so hard he’d have hit the floor again if he hadn’t run into the elevator cage. He bared his teeth but she ignored him. All show, little threat. Just the testosterone talking. Though she’d be careful not to turn her back on him.
She waved the female senior airman to her side. The airman looked to the staff sergeant for permission, but he was too busy being pissed.
Shelley strode over and dragged the airman by the collar, time to be clear who was in charge here. She gave the young woman the same single second of time to look through the window before pulling her aside.
“You?”
“Rear entry,” the woman spoke slowly as she worked out what her eye had captured. “Door open and masking the back entry from the most likely hide for the terrorist. Hostage by the door tied to a chair.”
They turned to look together at the mannequin as everyone except the glowering sergeant sidled in for a look.
“Easy grab? Save the victim?” She wouldn’t mention that she hadn’t been in the obvious hide and had the back door covered as well, but they hadn’t even tried.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Assess, plan, act, Airman. Remember. Just because you’re military police at a huge Air Force base is no reason to charge in like a bull with no testicles. Remember, there’s nothing more useless than that. Never let your emotions run you, that’s the man’s method of fighting. Though you should all know better by this stage of your careers.” The others finally met her gaze this time as she inspected them each in turn. Time to let them off the hook, a little.
“Sometimes brute force and a frontal assault is needed, but high-security MPs aren’t all that far from Special Forces. Think, feel your way into a site. We’ll work more on how to do that on days three and five. No matter how it feels, time is rarely the shortest commodity. Just a few seconds more study and you might have lived.” She pulled her Glock. Aiming through the window without turning to look, she shot Priscilla the mannequin in the dead center of her chest. The round ricocheted with a hard thwack of plastic on plastic. “And your hostage might still be alive.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The airman didn’t salute. It had taken her most of the day to beat saluting out of this squad. Clearly none of these people had ever done an overseas tour. Never let the enemy know who’s in charge. And a salute certainly does that. They knew that in the field, but bypassed it stateside. Pomp still mattered more than leadership, at least to the leaders. Stupid twits. Not the team’s fault.
“Stand down. We start again at 0400 tomorrow.”
Several hundred pushups and near enough a thousand crunches scattered throughout the day had taught them it was better not to groan while she was still in the room. They’d moan for sure when they realized they were trapped on this level of her training silo, nowhere near their food or barracks three stories below. They might whimper right until their six hours of sleep on a hard floor was interrupted two hours early with a simulated raid.
She’d bet money they wouldn’t have a guard posted. A first night bet she’d never lost.
It would take them three days to move down to the fourth story below ground. Three days until they saw the kitchen and barracks. The United States Air Force wasn’t paying her to be nice. It was decent of the sergeant to be such a shit to help keep her in the mood, though she’d better not thank him. His sense of humor probably hovered little above the gutter.
Shelley trotted down the underground tunnel that connected the two renovated missile silos in this eighty-acre installation. The Titan missiles had been built in clusters of nine, most of the area left as fields of hay. The other seven had been collapsed and filled in. The underground Launch Control Center had been filled in as well.
Now there was just this pair of silos and an innocuous looking above-ground house that had been the missilers’ residence. Apparently no one had ever used it to sleep, they’d always preferred to sack out in the hardened subterranean bunkrooms.
All the way to the main junction between the silos, she ran with pounding steps. Good to remind them that after fifteen hours, she was filled with more energy than they could muster at daybreak.
The service tunnel to the right that led to the other remaining silo. The tunnel connected level one in the training silo, intro, to level one in her personal silo which she’d made her home in this decommissioned and supposedly abandoned complex.
Her body started bitching at her the instant she dropped to a walk. Her legs were shaky, her blood sugar had crashed about an hour ago, her shoulder throbbed from where the sergeant had tried to knock her aside with the stock of his M4 at the last second. If it had been in defense rather than rage she’d give him partial credit for it, but it wasn’t and he still was one big black mark on her mental tally sheet.
Once through the blast door of Silo Two, she spun the handle and dogged it down, secure against all intruders. They’d been lectured that exploring through the complex was strictly prohibited, part of the day-one rules. Anyone who left Silo One never came back to training and were relocated to hardship bases. She’d shown them the records to prove it before they’d inprocessed, their last chance to turn back.
No one ever refused the week-long program, though most eventually wished they had. Still, she’d learned many times over that security was her friend and she double-dogged the two thousand pound blast door guarding her home.
She wrapped her arms and legs around the firepole and slid down to level two. Kitchen and dining. Shedding gear onto the island counter, she moved to the toaster. Racked the training Glock in plain sight next to it and pulled the SIG P210 out from the shadowed bottom of the cupboard. She thumbed the release and dropped the magazine out: full, real ammo, live round in the chamber. She slammed the magazine back into place and stowed it back in the shadows.
Everything was in place. Not that anyone other than the men who’d built it five years ago had ever been here. Fifty feet across. The circular floor had room for a cozy dining nook, unused, a table for thirty she’d never sat at, and a kitchen that could service a half dozen chefs that had never been here. Nothing here but the SIG and a few, strategically hidden grenades.
She opened the pantry. Stacks of large cardboard boxes filled the floor of the space. The top one was slashed open. She reached in and pulled out the first packet that came to hand. “Meal-Ready-to-Eat, Chicken Salsa” was stamped across the muddy-brown plastic bag. She slit it open with the Bowie hunting knife from her thigh sheath, the only real weapon allowed in most of the training levels. The one she was never without.
With another cut she opened the Chicken Salsa and the Mexican Rice pouches. She dumped both in the main bag, because the foil pouches were too small to hold both, and stirred them up. Next she crumbled in the two “Crackers, Vegetable,” then dumped in the Tabasco sauce from the mini-bottle. The candy “II” package went straight into the trash, bad luck there.
The shortbread cookies, cheese spread, Jalepeno this time, and instant coffee she tossed on the center of the island counter for an early morning snack. The FRH went into a drawer with all of the other flameless heaters. Who wanted to waste ten minutes to heat up a stupid meal? Jabbing the spoon into her dinner bag, she chucked the rest of the wrappings in the trash with the candy.
Her mother would cringe.
Good!
Hell, mom would probably shit neat little, civilian, pacifist poops like a stupid rabbit. She thought Shelley had turned into some sort of gung-ho military type. She’d never understood that no one could hate war as much as a warrior. No one who hadn’t laid it on the line knew what true hell it could be.
Not allowed into far forward combat or Special Forces because of her sex, Shelley had done her fair share of front-line work on HR teams. Hostage Rescue could be as hot as any forward combat landing zone, some of the most exciting and scary flying she’d ever done.
Shelley started to chew on the MRE cold as she headed for the elevator.
Supper. Only time they’d ever been together really. Every night like clockwork, mom would stop work at six, dinner at seven. As often as not, by seven-thirty she’d disappear back into her office. Shelley’d done the dishes from a stool to reach the sink. Was putting herself to bed since before she could remember.
Fatigues landed in a pile heaped outside the laundry closet boxed in beside the pantry. The outfits she’d shed the last few nights were piling up, somewhere under there was a laundry basket once upon a time. Have to do a couple loads soon, training session or no. Always important to look fresh and pressed for trainees, let them know it’s so much easier than they think it is. Even when it isn’t.
Halfway to the elevator there was the slightest rumble, not in the air, not sound. Just a vague vibration through the environment. She leaned to the left. A bright green bowling ball flew out of a chute embedded in the ceiling. Without further sound it slashed across from the middle of the hallway into a hole in the right-hand wall continuing its never-ending traverse through the complex.
Not asleep at the switch. Not this girl. The steel cage of the elevator rattled as she shoved the door aside.
She finished the MRE by the time the elevator reached the tenth level, the bottom of the silo, two hundred feet below ground. She tossed the pouch and spoon into the nearly full can in the corner of the cage. Stripping down, Shelley kicked her underclothes into the other corner, and entered the lowest level of the old missile silo. Twenty feet deep of groundwater, fifty feet across, heated by a solar hot water system she’d installed up on the surface. One light, barely brighter than a crescent moon.
Twenty-five laps and she’d be able to sleep for a few hours at least. She massaged her shoulder where the M4 had left its bruise. Maybe fifty to make sure it stayed strong.
Twenty-seven years.
Jeff Davis stared at his apartment door as if it were the thin burnt crust of a falling soufflé. At any moment, the crown would collapse and the drummer’s fist would pound through the mahogany door and force him to face the past.
But if he didn’t answer, the solo would play all the way through. Then repeat. Endlessly. The only man he knew who used Iron Butterfly’s drum solo as a knock was also awe-inspiringly tenacious. He was also one of the few men alive who could breeze past this building’s high-level of security with a joke and a smile. Even by New York standards the doormen here were fierce, one of the main reasons he’d bought in. A lot of celebs had.
Phillip Peterson.
Knocking, bidda-bidda-bum.
Definitely not a good thing. Please don’t let it be a portent of things to come. It had been a good year, at least until this moment. There were two parts of his past he couldn’t face. Thankfully Phillip wasn’t one of them. Close, but survivable.
Maybe he’d just pretend he wasn’t home. I’m not here. I’m at the ballet or a punk concert or… or he was dead. He winced at that thought. Maggie and Julio were and he wasn’t ready yet to descend into the dark Disposall of the soul. Not by a long shot.
Hiding would only work if he could tolerate the relentless drum solo that was really getting down to the hard core bass drum combo, knuckle, knuckle, palm slap, palm slap, fist, fist, fist. And who would they dig up next . . . Mandy? He absolutely wasn’t ready to face that. Would never be ready. Better to face the lesser of two . . .
He swung open the door a few notes before the end of the solo and Phillip hulked in the door. A little balder, a bigger beer belly, but still the same gigantic wall of a man broken adrift from his foundation. The six-foot-four slab of muscle leaned in and thumped the final few beats against Jeff’s forehead, then wrapped him in a bear hug with a fierceness that rocked him back on his heels now as hard as the day they’d met most of a lifetime ago. Phillip breezed into the apartment as if he’d visited a thousand times rather than, well, never.
Oh God. It was worse than he imagined. Mandy Peterson had stood behind him, hidden from view. The gentle slip of a sailboat next to her brother the dreadnought. And Jeff always adrift somewhere in between. Now she and Jeff were left fluttering about in Phillip’s wake.
Mandy.
He was so screwed.
“Hi, Mand.” His voice cracked like a teen’s, not a man of, well, more mature years. Many more years.
“Hello, Jeffrey.” Always his full name. Their hug was a bit perfunctory, but his body remembered how sweet hers was. Decades washed away in the smell of her hair. He backed away as rapidly as possible without overt rudeness.
Amanda Peterson was changed, and not. She looked fantastic. Age loved this woman even more than youth had. The flowing brunette hair down to her waist was now a perky salt-and-pepper Dorothy Hamill wedge. The clothes, simple and elegant as always. The dazzling smile, now a tentative question.
He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. The loss of her was his sole regret about leaving EMS and the one reason he’d looked back a thousand times. She was now from a different past. A different Jeffrey Davis, one he barely remembered and couldn’t forget. Lord knew he’d tried. They were separated by more than a sea of sauces and gravies. They were but a moment lived over half a lifetime ago.
“I like the ponytail.”
He reached back. The graying tail reached past his shoulders. He tried to shrug.
“Flying my freak flag.” His hair had been military-short the three years they’d been together and he’d never been a freak. Well, not often. “You can take the man out of the sixties, but you can’t take the sixties out of the man.”
“It’s good.” She appeared to mean it.
“It’s good to see you, Mand. Really.” The smile doubted him, but the hazel eyes were very forgiving. She’d always been able to see all the way inside him.
How did he look to her? In the mirror before each show he was just Jeff. Thirty years had thinned him out and he’d toughened up a bit. He liked to think of his reflection a bit like a good beef, aging well. Long and lean. Still thin faced and clean-shaven. Bit of a tan from a not too busy life. Yet with all his toughening up, his heart still went completely awry every time he thought of her. And now. In person…
Mandy made a point of looking up and down the hall, even though there was nothing to see. He was being a lousy host but his words had dried up, powdered, and were stored in some unused spice jar he couldn’t find anywhere in his brain now that he finally needed them. She shifted her feet again. At least she was as uncomfortable at being here as he was. Phillip, however—
“Okay, enough happy reunion bullpucky. C’mon, you blockhead. We got some serious as shit issues to hash out here and you gawking at a girl ain’t gonna answer a one of ‘em for me.” His Texas drawl mixed with college-roommate frankness had thickened rather than waned over the years until it was like swimming upstream through a language partly recognized but mostly eradicated from memory. “Eradicated with prejudice,” to quote the old wartime order to slaughter everything in an area.
Phillip grabbed his arm and dragged him stumbling over to the kitchen until Jeff was facing his own open SubZero refrigerator. Mandy tagged along behind. He didn’t have to see her to know, he could feel where she was, always could. The kitchen was a spacious peninsula design. Large enough that he and Julio, the now dead Julio, had thrown large dinner parties from its counters with great success. Now, Phillip and Mandy made it so crowded he could barely breathe.
“We got serious trouble here,” Phillip shook him by his arm as easily as a salad dressing. “This can’t be the only beer you have? This shit? After all these years and you can only offer me Tiger? And Biere 33? No, 333, they added a three. For luck or some stupid thing I bet.” Phillip let him go and Jeff dropped back against the stove, thankfully unlit. With his massive paw-hands, his freshman roommate and Vietnam compadre cracked open one Tiger and handed over another.
Phillip slugged back half the bottle in a single swallow. “Damn, that was nasty. As awful as I remember when we were incountry. Domestic Viet beer on the upper west side of Manhattan. That’s weird as shit, Jeffie. You know that, don’t ya?”
Jeffie, that he had managed to block out as well. Crap!
“Incountry” had been a couple of straight-laced, botanist, lab rats studying the aftereffects of various defoliants on native Vietnamese flora and fauna. Phillip told stories like a wild-ass, forward-area patrol ranger with a relish that was utterly believable. Even Jeff, who’d actually been there, had been amazed at the incredible things they’d almost certainly never experienced, together or apart.
Well, if they wanted to fluster him, they were doing it perfectly. He’d never been able to get a word in edgewise on Phillip. Not in the jungle, not in college, and certainly not in the three years he was working with him after ‘Nam.
EMS. The Enclave of Mad Scientists. A screwball idea of Jeff’s that Phillip had taken seriously. Maybe they weren’t operating anymore. Maybe the whole silly idea had collapsed long ago. But here were Phillip and Mandy. And Phillip clearly had an agenda, his bravado was always more outrageous when he was harboring a secret.
And Mandy was . . .
Don’t go there, Jeff. Just don’t. Grab a topic. Any topic.
“I’m working with Southeast Asian flavors for my next round of shows. Wanted to get them back in my head.”
“Right. Jeff the Chef. America’s number one. Founder of the live cooking show no less.” Phillip finished the first bottle and tossed it into the sink. If it had been a tin can, he’d probably have smashed it flat on the top of his balding head first.
Jeff and Mandy winced as the bottle rattled and clacked around the sink like a bullet shot off inside an armored tank. He tucked his head down until it quieted without shattering.
“Christ, Jeffie. Jeffie the Cheffie? Damn, the swamp monkeys would either die laughing at you or shoot you for being such a dweeb. You were good, buddy mine. Damn good. Not just some lazy-ass lab tech, but a guy who could figure crap out. And now this shit,” he waved at the fridge. “Who in the hell of fucking Christmas and Thursdays are you kidding with this string of bull? Not me, that’s for shittin’ sure.”
Christmas and Thursdays, hadn’t heard that one in a while either. Suddenly he missed his old life, which was the intent of their visit. Had to be. Make him nostalgic after all these years. Well, he didn’t miss it that much. Underfunded. Underappreciated. Massive governmental pressures to cease and desist. The true outsiders to everyone except themselves. And scared as hell at what he’d ultimately discovered.
Not that he’d never mentioned that to anyone, not even Mandy.
No! That couldn’t be why they were here! At least that one piece of the past was going to stay there. Permanently!
He’d made it out, god damn it. Took the secret to the grave when he’d buried the old Jeffie and reinvented himself.
He jabbed a finger against Phillip’s sternum.
“I busted my ass to become the best. Twenty-seven years I’ve been working on being the best chef on the air. I’ll be damned if you and your six-foot-four load of bullshit will make me feel like a screw-up.”
“That’s a damn sight better. Hey, Amanda. Your runaway boyfriend got a spine while we weren’t watching over him. Weird, hunh?” He rapped the bottom of his mostly empty Biere 333 against the top of Jeff’s untouched Tiger. In the instant of silence that followed he remembered the old trick. Jeff just managed to get his beer over the sink before it foamed out of the narrow neck like a hoppy volcano. Phillip howled with laughter as Jeff rinsed off his hand up to his elbow.
Resentment flowed over him like the cold, soapy water. That old feeling. Always in Phillip’s shadow. Always the lesser of two evils. Always number two. Well, screw him. He was the number one live TV chef in the nation. True reality broadcasting, on a three second delay. Syndicated into twenty-three countries and four languages.
To hell with Phillip.
A light pressure on Jeff’s arm stopped the argument he’d never won before he even brought the attack to Phillip.
Mandy was shaking her head slowly.
Right. It was just Phillip. The master of no tact. He’d always been that way and aging hadn’t added a softer voice to his blunt blade.
Phillip, seeing the bait unbitten, moved back to his exploration of the apartment. Kitchen to living room.
Jeff practiced some deep breathing exercises which must have helped a little, he managed to get Mandy a glass of a nice Merlot without too much fumbling about. Behaving was a possibility, perhaps limiting himself to water or a V8, tomorrow was show day after all.
He poured a triple Glenlivet into a highball glass, without an ice cube. Single malt scotch was still the only anodyne to his former colleague. And former best friend. Now that was a title from hell indeed.
“Wow! Cool cave, Batman. Nice shit here.” Phillip took one more glance at the living room before he cruised out of sight into the bedroom.
Jeff tried to pull back and see the room through a stranger’s eyes. First of all it was forty-three floors up and no matter how cozy, it was not a cave. Entirely the wrong image. Though, now that he thought of it, he couldn’t name a better one, not that cave was any less wrong. “Private escape” was about as far as he’d ever bothered to go.
Chagall on the walls, all reprints except for a small pencil and pastel sketch between the bookcases, his prize. It had cost him a year’s income and been worth every penny. Tiffany glass lamps lighting exotic ferns. Dusky red leather sofa. Of course Phillip could have been talking about the Joyce DeWitt babe shot in the Three’s Company rerun that some rattled TV exec had used to replace the end of Julio’s show.
Julio. The man was dead. Lying on a studio floor in midtown. His tape recording was playing back a quiet moment that hadn’t existed in the studio. Canned laughter showed up on the screen in heavy block type as “[laughter].” And Julio was dying. Had died. Last night. Jeff’s head hurt and slamming back a mouthful of potent scotch did nothing to clear his thinking. It only made it hard to breathe.
Just don’t go there, Jeff. There is a limit to how much you can deal with at once. And Phillip alone shot him right over that limit.
Then Mandy stepped out of his peripheral vision and into the living room. A delicate step. One a cat might make entering a new room for the first time. One foot on the hundred-year old oak and the other on the two-hundred year old oriental rug.
Stupid git, Jeff!
All these years and he finally understood.
Blind as a bloody bat in his cave! Phillip was right after all.
It wasn’t his room. It wasn’t his “private escape.” It was a nest designed for a woman, for one specific woman. No wonder his wife had hated it so much before she became his ex-wife. It wasn’t for her and she’d known it. For the first time in six years he felt a bit of sympathy for Cruella De Vil. A tiny bit. Not very much really.
This was Mandy’s room.
Phillip plowed through from the bedroom and disappeared out the sliding glass doors to the balcony as Mandy stood in the exact center of the rug. Slowly turning. A girl twirling in slow motion as if dancing to a tune no one else could hear.
“Damn nice view, Jeffie.” Phillip called from outside.
Mandy shook free of her self-hypnosis and followed his voice out the doors. As she crossed the threshold, she turned back to look at the room once more and he could see her face despite the silhouetting of the evening sky.
After all these years, her smile was still radiant, but richer with a wisdom gifted by time. In one brief instant she’d understood the room. But she didn’t look at him. Was aware of him, they’d always known exactly where the other was, but didn’t look. There was no need to make a point of it.
Then she turned to him and it all came back hard enough to rock him back against the stools along the outside of the kitchen-island counter.
Impossible! She even knew that he hadn’t understood what he’d built here until she was standing in the middle of the room he’d designed for her.
This time the smile was sad. Sad for time missed. For years apart. But there was a little twist to the corner of her mouth. Just a tiny hint that told him one day they would both laugh about this. Really laugh. An instant, there, and then not, that reminded him that this quiet woman had an ability to laugh like no one he’d ever met, as if she were a teapot boiling over with good nature.
And the moment was gone. The time wasn’t now.
Even as he blinked, she disappeared. Out on the balcony with her brother. Or a phantom, evaporated once again from his life.
Jeff took a deep breath, and finding no deeper fortitude whatsoever, followed out onto the balcony as a prisoner followed the guard to the gas chamber. He brushed aside the billowing aubergine sheer.
Mandy was there, out in the narrow space. Not a phantom at all.
But neither was Phillip.
The sun was settling low on the horizon lighting up Manhattan like a torch. The Chrysler Building stood front and center, a magnificent spaceship covered in shimmering sunlight, crouched solidly in the moment before liftoff. Lower buildings blocked any view of the East River, but Queens and Brooklyn poked up in the misty orange distance.
New York was at its finest in the first days of fall. When the tiniest soupçon of apple-crispness cut into the agonizing summer heat. The aroma of the thousands of restaurants didn’t reach the forty-third floor any more than the dust and garbage. Up here, Manhattan was ocean and early-evening terra firma. Salt and exotic spice.
He took the moment of silence to study his friends. At one time his closest colleagues. His college roommate and his first true love. Okay, maybe his only true love. Where was his head today? He hadn’t seen her since they were half their present age. She’d probably changed a bit since then. Good thinking, Jeff. Real good.
Phillip had changed too, despite the initial bluster that was all too familiar. He was pushing the same mid-fifties that Jeff was, but where it had made Jeff lean and the gym had made him tough, Phillip was gone heavier and grayer. On his large frame, it almost made Jeff worry about the strength of his balcony. And something more. Phillip, never one to come to rest, was unnaturally still. Held tightly in check. His second beer half-finished on the small wicker table. His hands fisted about the balcony railing. It was not right in the natural order of the universe.
And Mandy.
Holy Christ, what was he supposed to do with that memory?
He breathed in deeply, but the apple-crispness was gone. The gentle perfume of Mandy’s skin and hair were all he could smell.
He’d gotten out of EMS not knowing the totality of the step. The years since were rife with a desperate aloneness, so thick that it could be made into a respectable beef gravy without any reduction whatsoever. Ostracized from the only place he’d ever belonged. Until tonight.
The light was fading abruptly up here. Darkest actually before full night when the city lights filled the air. A heavy dusk that wrapped around him like, like, a pig in a blanket.
If he could kick the part of his brain that offered up such stupid images and such lousy food, he would certainly do so at the first opportunity.
Phillip and Mandy were here because . . . ? Not hard to put that one together. But he’d shredded then burned all the evidence. The reason he’d left EMS was moot, destroyed past retrievability. Even as he thought about the chemistry it began to unfold inside his head in formulas as neat and elegant as a fine chef’s recipe. He slammed it aside. It was the final archive and it would never be breached. Ever.
Maybe there was some other reason they were here. Please let there be some other reason. No longer the timid man of two-plus decades ago . . . Okay, someone who had spent two-plus decades learning how not to act as timid as the man he really was, Jeff decided to grab the proverbial bull by the horns before he himself was gored worse than a block of Swiss cheese.
“So, what is the Enclave of Mad Scientists up to these days?” He sipped his scotch. Smoky, easy, not the killer instinct of the big sherry malts, just a little mellow, exactly what he needed at this moment.
Mandy nodded ever so slightly.
He’d rediscovered control of his voice, if not the ability to smell anything other than her heady scent from the past.
“Look,” Jeff pointed at the three cameras ranged around the television studio kitchen. “That is a live, national feed. No second takes. No redo. Just a three second delay. If I screw up, over twenty-million people see it even if they may not hear it.”
Phillip eyed the trio of blank, glass eyes warily and, for once, kept his silence.
“You have three options. My preference, get the hell out until I’m done, but you’ve already turned that down.”
“Leave?” Phillip shook off the hypnosis of the cameras and placed an open hand dramatically over his heart. “Not until I change your mind, just like I told you last night. EMS needs you. Until then, we’re the infamous Siamese Musketeers, bonded at the hip once again. And Amanda makes three.”
Phillip winked then settled next to Mandy on one of the kitchen counter stools whistling the tune of “Happy Days are Here Again.”
“And I’m still not buying your dodgy explanations about what EMS’ needs. Two,” Jeff reached deep for patience and found a little in an unused kitchen gadgets drawer. “You join the studio audience, smile a lot, and clap when everyone else does.”
Phillip finished a verse and started the second chorus. If he could either carry a tune or looked like Barbara Streisand it would be a different story, but he failed miserably on both accounts and it was as irritating as hell. Mandy punched his shoulder, but he didn’t miss a single mangled beat.
“Three, you can sit at the counter as my special guests . . .”
Phillip stopped whistling and flashed him a huge smile.
“But! You do not speak. You look interested and appreciative. You make yummy sounds when it makes sense. And you get to taste the final dish.”
Phillip looked at the cameras, the studio seating, leaned over the counter and peered down at the cutting block and stove as if he were John Powell surveying the Grand Canyon for the first time.
“Best seats in the house, too. We’re good here. Right, Little Sister? No speaking? You sure? I think my smooth Texas drawl might add a little personality to your Northeast tight-ass twang. Always did. Amanda’s never spoken anyway. Quiet little brat sister, too damn polite to even beat up on. What fun was that?”
Phillip’s Texas drawl was as authentic as French’s Yellow mustard. He’d grown up in New England and had picked up the Texas drawl from a lab assistant in Vietnam.
Phillip began offering up tunes that might have once been lines from the musical Oklahoma before he’d grasped them by the throat and throttled out any familiar vowels or consonants.
“Absolute silence!” Jeff cut him off. Should have thrown them out. But they’d figured him right. He could be rude to Phillip. The man wouldn’t care either. He’d just shrug it off and blunder on.
But not to Mandy. Even if he could bring himself to speak directly to her, rudeness would never be possible.
Phillip nodded with all the truculence of a punished four-year-old. Hopefully the admonition would last through the hour-long broadcast.
He glanced at the clock, barely an hour to show. He’d best get moving on his prep. As he laid out his ingredients, he watched Mandy in careful sidelong glances.
She in turn watched the crew with avid attention as they assembled. Phillip, predictably, was off ten seconds after he’d settled. Fearless warrior off to explore the foreign world of a live production studio. In moments, he was done with the fine oak and cool blue tile of the studio kitchen and moved off to behind-the-scenes territory.
He wouldn’t find much. A dozen rows of theater seating curled in front of the long curved counter like a cat gathering as much sun as possible. In between, enough space for the cameras to dolly back and forth. At the far end, audience met counter, making them appear much closer to the television audience than they were in the central working area.
Prep sink, cutting boards, and cooktops embedded in the surface for easy filming. Hot and normally blinding studio lights hung overhead and off to either side but were still dark now. Only a pair of down spots gave him working light, worklights lit the rest of the studio well enough for safety but dim enough that it blended into the background of his attention while he worked.
This kitchen was his center, his home away from home. The kitchen’s personality matched his show’s, casual and comfortable with an upscale twist. A dozen wine bottles in an oak rack. A nice, but not overwhelming collection of well-used copper pots. No showcase-perfect here. This was a cook’s kitchen. It was used to serve food to people. Herbs grew fresh in a planter along one side of the space, a pair of his grandmother’s porcelain white poodles carefully guarding the bed from any stray ceramic cats.
Backstage wasn’t much really. This was reality television at its most immediate. If it wasn’t onstage at the top of the show, it wouldn’t be there at the end. No props department. No backup kitchen. No messy wash sink. If he made a mess, it stayed onstage until the end of the show, perhaps on the copious open shelving under the counter and out of view, but onstage.
Within the minute he heard Phillip’s trademark roar of laughter and a bunch of the guys joining in. He’d apparently swung around to the back of the studio and was chatting up the soundman and the ladies in the control booth. Amazing. The man was never out of place, Jeff was never in. Except when he was in front of the camera. They hummed together, he and his electronic audience.
No red lights on the cameras. He was painfully alone, with Mandy. He focused wholly on his prep work.
“What are you making there?” Her voice sounded barely louder than the slick zip of his knife slipping through the bell peppers. He almost didn’t hear it, but it brought him all the way back to ground, away from his worries about Phillip. She spoke so rarely he cherished each word. Twenty-seven-and-a-half years apart, married to Cruella for six awful years in the middle, and he was still gone on Mandy Peterson.
“These are pre-prep,” he pointed his knife at the stack of red, green, and yellow bell peppers he’d been slicing. “There isn’t time on camera to do all the cutting and dicing. So I leave one or two of each item unprepared for demonstration, but most of it has to be cut and ready to go.” He finished off the bell pepper and slipped the bowl under the edge of the counter. The cooler next. He pulled the sirloin steaks out of the small cooler he’d brought. He pounded Chinese brown pepper into the sides and whisked up a quick vinaigrette-and-stout-beer marinade.
“Doesn’t someone do that for you?” She was doing it again. Always had known how to make him comfortable enough to talk. He hadn’t a single secret from this woman, well, only one, but that was a secret from everyone . . . Had to be, though Phillip’s evasiveness was worrying him.
On the other hand, Mandy’s past as well as her thoughts had always been an enigma. She always had a different point of view from his own. Not disagreeing, but more insightful. He’d loved unraveling her occasional offerings strand by strand, until the day they had all unraveled on him at once.
Deep breath, Davis. Deep breath. But the air, all knotted up in his chest, didn’t have the decency to cooperate.
He laved the meat in the marinade and slid it into the comfortably cluttered side-by-side fridge. “No one touches my ingredients. Fresh from the market into my bag this morning. My bag to this cutting board.”
He’d always done that. And now, with Julio’s death by bad shellfish, he had another reason to be glad that he did. Who knew where Julio’s prep materials came from? Unlike Jeff, he’d been mostly a showman and done his best not to be bothered with the actual cooking. That was why Julio always threw out his food. He never worried about nailing down the final taste on camera, just the look and presentation.
“They can no taste it on the television, so who cares. In the cookbooks I get the flavors right, what do I care in the television kitchen.” They’d had good-natured fights over that many times, though Julio could cook wonderfully when he put his mind to it.
Jeff’s present audience of one was waiting for more.
“I do all the prep. For tricky dishes I make the swap-outs at home.”
She didn’t even have to speak her question. He could read the query in her stillness.
He hadn’t had this attentive an audience in a long time. Nor one he wanted to please so desperately. Whatever you’ve become, Jeffery Davis, TV star and all, don’t let it go to your head. You’re still a young buck in heat over a past so long gone you almost managed to block it out.
Only he hadn’t.
And he’d never, ever forget the wonder of Mandy standing in the middle of his living room, exactly where she’d belonged. The real quandry, that he was completely unready to face, was his desperate desire to see her stand there again. Slight, gentle, and every inch the most attractive woman he’d ever met.
Julio had never understood the difference between beautiful and attractive. Jeff always had. And Mandy Peterson was his dictionary definition of both. A wonder to look at, and she drew at some part of him that he’d thought dead and gone. Instead it had lain in silence for a quarter of a century, buried somewhere deep until the moment she’d stepped back into his life.
Was that what she was? Back in his life?
He fussed a poor-man’s corn chowder into various stages of readiness while he searched for a steady voice she wouldn’t be able to read anything into.
“Swap-out. Some dishes I’ll have two or three swap-outs. Most have more. Raw ingredients. Chilled pie dough so I can show how to roll it out. Baked pie shell and fully prepped fillings. Baked pie. No breaks allowed in the live format. I sometimes double-tier things. If I destroy a soup stock, I can pull a direct swap-out during the commercial.”
He dug a cherry pitter and a plastic sack of dark purple-red cherries from his bag and started punching out the pits. Mandy stole a cherry and ate it delicately. Second dish, a dark chocolate-Bing cherry sorbet. A fall dessert.
“Third time I went live I had to eat a curdled disaster of clotted cream and vinegar because I’d grabbed the wrong squeeze bottle. Making that Alfredo sauce look good was perhaps my greatest moment of true acting.”
It had also been the moment that made him. He’d warned his counter-guests during the commercial break not to taste that one dish and hammed it up for the audience who had dissolved in gales of laughter. The director had run the bit on the Internet. The on-line crowd had inhaled it like pasta and the breaks were now a significant feature of his show. The advertisers also didn’t complain about the second chance to pitch their wares on-line.
It had also reshaped the industry. The first truly live cooking show. Not some carefully edited byproduct of 75 minutes and a dozen retakes hashed into 42 minutes with commercials. He couldn’t afford any boring bits to be edited out later. None of the flat-feeling, one-time events. He’d turned being a television chef into a complexly orchestrated act of performance art and food.
Then, after Julio and three other networks had jumped on board, his became the first show designed to have no breaks. Commercials on television, but continuous live on the Internet, with product placement to keep the advertisers happy. No one else had made that crossover yet. His money had been on Maggie Hadderly being the first to make the leap. He closed his eyes a moment and then refound his topic and his audience.
“I was stuck with that curdled Alfredo taste on my palette for days. I still can’t eat an Alfredo, barely look at them.”
Her gentle laugh was reward enough to make up for the moment now two years gone. He pulled a liter of water from his bag and an empty Grey Goose bottle. He poured one into the other, recapped both, and tucked them back into his bag.
“Can’t have a drunken chef, can we?” He winked at her.
Mandy shook her head and smiled all the way, the first true smile she’d aimed his direction since her return yesterday. The goosebumps rolled up his arms all the way to his short-sleeved shirt in happy little tidal waves.
She rested her elbow on the counter and placed her chin in one fine hand. The blue-grey eyes captured his every motion and he knew from experience that the steel-trap mind wouldn’t miss or forget a thing. How had he ever walked away from this woman? So, she’d refused his proposal, on bended knee, ring and all. So square for children of the sixties.
He shouldn’t have left. But he’d had to. Couldn’t take the Enclave. Couldn’t risk his discovery…
“We missed you.”
A corn cob he’d been striping the kernels off slipped from his fingers, slithered across the board, and balanced for a moment on the edge of the sink.
“Phillip never missed anyone in his life.” He grabbed for the cob.
“Ashlyn and me.”
He missed his grab. The corn tipped away, fell into the sink, and down into the Disposall.
Her little girl. The result of a college fling. Before his time. The father not around long enough to know of the fruit born. Two years old and cute as could be when Jeff had appeared on the scene. Five and beyond adorable when he’d disappeared.
Ashlyn would have laughed with a giggle almost as silly as her mother’s as he fished after the corn.
Mandy submitted happily to wardrobe and makeup when the time came. Phillip’s tirade against being dandied up for the camera didn’t end until they showed him a test shot. Instead of a balding, out-of-shape, rumpled, and utterly brilliant scientist, the screen showed a charming man in his mid-years looking like a wealthy professional on holiday.
And Mandy went from merely beautiful to drop-dead gorgeous. There she was. In his studio, his second home. Sitting just across the counter. The image of what every woman wanted to grow up to be. The camera director clearly knew it and moved Mandy to the seat closer to center stage despite her protests of wishing to remain in the background. He moved her so close in it would be automatic for the cameras to capture Jeff and Mandy instead of Jeff alone.
Jeff had walked away from the Enclave of Mad Scientists for self-survival. There were moral realities that had forced him to burn all his research and leave his career. But, as Phillip and Mandy had reminded him so thoroughly and insistently last night, EMS, properly named Environmental Mitigation Services, still had desperate need and importance. He’d never known of their massive impact on modern culture. From Vitamin D research to hybrid vehicles, EMS had made hundreds of not just inventions, but discoveries. The mapping of the human genome had been one of their triumphs and there had never been a single hint that Craig Venter and Velera Genomics was almost wholly an EMS-backed and manned program.
But no matter how Jeff pushed, Phillip hadn’t made it clear why they wanted him back. Merely that, “No,” on Jeff’s part was not an acceptable answer.
Granted he was a former scientist, now a genuine celebrity. Phillip spun some hokey line that EMS was finally ready to go public after three decades of absolute silence. Jeff hadn’t even been sure they were still a going concern. After all, EMS was just a crazy idea he’d tossed across a friendly meal at the old farmhouse in upstate New Hampshire.
Phillip argued that they needed Jeff’s skills at managing a presentation at the national level to do it right. The Enclave was at long last ready to step forward into the klieg lighting.
And they were right. Jeff would know exactly how to promote them. EMS was in full swing and Phillip listed dozens of concepts that were nearing fruition in the EMS labs.
The man was convincing, but it didn’t quite hold together. EMS had always found quiet avenues to release its most successful inventions. High-stress plastics, air-bags for cars, and GPS were all apparently EMS originals, released without the high profile front end. But the more Phillip pushed, the more Jeff heard an unstated second agenda.
And getting reinvolved with EMS had its own hazards. He hoped to God that Phillip didn’t know the real reason for his departure. Now there was an interesting thought. If Phillip did know he’d have blurted it out, at the least the Phillip of a couple decades ago. Mandy he was less sure about. Though she was never one to play coy, there was a world of secrets behind those frank, assessing eyes. She’d been silent last night and gone to bed early. Phillip had kept at him all night.
If he weren’t wound up for the show, he could crash and sleep the clock round.
The show.
Jeff shook his head. Show to do. Think about EMS later. Think about Mandy and her enchanting daughter, almost his step-daughter, much later. Both could have been his family but for two meager letters, one of the English language’s shortest words, “No.”
“Ready in five?” Dave, the Assistant Director startled him from his thoughts.
“Sure.” He was just fooling around at this point. Everything was in place. He waved a hand at his trademark Birkenstocks, white khakis, and stone-washed demin shirt.
The floor director came over to check in, mike and headset combo slid down loose around his neck.
“No seafood?” Steve’s voice was droll.
“Not this show.” Jesus. Talk about graveyard humor. They’d both known Julio well.
“I’m not even using the oven.”
That shut Steve up. Dave scooted off without further comment.
Julio had found a truly lousy way to go to the big checkout stand in the sky, right down to killing a show guest. Epidemiology had not turned up a pattern of bad shellfish anywhere else in Manhattan, at least not in the seventeen hours since the cause of death had been certified. His wife was under arrest for suspicion of murder and his ex-mistress would probably be dragged in for questioning.
Maggie Hadderly had been intentionally torched. The police continued to point to her legendary promiscuity. She’d apparently jilted the wrong lover, at least that’s what the detectives were saying. The gossip columns were offering page long lists in speculation, including himself he was amused to note. He’d never met the woman. The detectives had offered that dead end epitaph, “no leads we can comment on at this time.” The perfect crime had made national television.
But neither felt right. He’d liked both Julio’s wife and mistress. Becky and Bobbi Jean were decent women attracted to a man who wasn’t capable of caring about them more than a favored pet.
And Maggie Hadderly, napalm. Not rocket science, but it wasn’t exactly lying around on the streets either. Who was killing the chefs? He scanned the room. No new crew or staffers. All familiar faces. Certainly Mandy and Phillip weren’t threats. Couldn’t be. Could they? They were certainly a new element in his life. Were there others? A different grocer? No. The doormen at his building hadn’t changed in half a dozen years.
In the studio. He looked around. Steve, Dave, Carla, and Pearl. He recognized every crew member, even the ones whose names he was unsure of.
Mandy was watching him.
“Nothing.” He turned to the mirror on the inside of a cupboard door for a last makeup check and he could see her reflected skepticism.
“Nothing.” But it was little more than a whisper that even he didn’t believe. Chefs with television personalities and, actually more importantly, chefs that the camera liked, was a very small club. Counted in the couple of dozen at most, they were suddenly two fewer than they’d been forty-eight hours before.
Two down, one to go.
Jeff the Chef Davis knew he was on a roll as he smacked the side of the knife blade with his palm. The garlic crushed with a satisfying crunch and the aroma filled the air.
Two dishes perfect. Now the show finisher.
He began rocking the knife back and forth rapidly over the garlic, making a fine mince. The big ten-inch chef’s knife was a wonderful and fearsome kitchen tool. He preferred an eight-inch Henckel for everyday use at home, but the HCK-Haslinger ten-inch looked exceptionally flashy on camera. It was also near enough a perfect knife, two thousand dollars of custom, ladder-form Damascus steel made him feel top-notch in the studio. The fossil mammoth-ivory handle was a bit over the top, but felt sinfully luxurious against his palm.
Usually he planned a minor side dish or dessert at the end, but this time the main course synched up better with the commercial breaks. The opening sorbet was chilling and the poor-man’s chowder simmered quietly on the back burner. This was the last episode of his “Easy Dinners for Every Household” series. Southeast Asian fusion cooking started next week, Masaharu Murimoto would be his first guest chef. But for one more show he was Mr. Everyman of the Kitchen.
He glanced at Steve the same instant the stage manager held up four fingers. Exactly four minutes prime-time until the last commercial. He was so in the groove.
The knife was singing as the camera panned down from his face to his hands to show that his lightning-fast mincing with the massive blade was perfect, even though he wasn’t looking down. He watched his hands for a moment on the monitor to make sure he was keeping smooth knife control even as his brain pulled up the needed patter.
“Garlic is the first ingredient of the marinade for today’s final dish. Garlic stores wonderfully, until cut. Then it loses its flavor quite rapidly. Garlic in a jar or tube? Don’t waste your time. It makes your dish bitter rather than bringing it to life.”
He chatted casually with appropriately attentive Phillip and Mandy, the camera snuggling right in.
Jeff the Chef, Up Close and Personal. That was the key to his show. And this show was more personal than most; young, okay, not-so-young stud showing off for his girl. His ex-girl, but he’d worry about that later.
He built his newly developed stout-beer marinade step by descriptive step and slid the beautiful rib eye steaks into the liquid nearly as rich as a gravy. At the last moment he knew what was missing. There was a prop fruit basket on the counter, brilliant oranges, dusky apples, and glaring lemons. Lemon, the dish needed some lemon zest. After only a moment’s debate he grabbed the lemon and began shaving it quickly while describing it to the audience.
Mandy tilted her head ever so slightly. Okay, it wasn’t one of his own ingredients. But the ones he was really going to cook were still chilling in the fridge and they wouldn’t have the lemon zest in them. She straightened her head tilt when she saw him glance toward the fridge. Loud and clear. Perfect sync. Soul-to-soul they’d always called it. Deeper than heart-to-heart. Not merely a physical connection or an emotional one. Too complete for that.
“I’ve trimmed the fat off these four steaks and rather than frying on oil or a bed of salt, I just marinade the daylights out of them.” He carried it to the fridge while do the obligatory talk about a minimum of an hour for your marinade to really take hold in the beef. He pulled the pre-marinated steaks from the fridge and returned them to the counter, the show’s last swap out.
“An hour is good, three is better. If you have twenty-four hours, squeeze in half a lemon, the meat will be incredibly tender because the lemon juice acid actually precooks the meat.”
He dropped them onto the cast iron griddle with a casual toss he’d spent a thousand meals perfecting. The pan erupted with a loud sizzle spattering boiling marinade, but he’d long since learned not to flinch at a little bit of heat. If you can’t take the heat, you shouldn’t be in the kitchen. Or under studio lights. He’d been so distracted making a perfect Swiss cheese and mushroom omelet for Mandy this morning that he’d forgotten his antiperspirant. If the stove and the lights cooked him much more, he’d start really sweating.
Focus, Jeff. Keep focus. Don’t think about the way Mandy’s hair was as unruly in mornings now as it had been a few decades ago and how much he’d wanted to brush it from her face so he could see those clear blue-grey eyes.
“While those are searing, I’ll slice up some peppers, three varieties for color.” He winked at Mandy as he cut up a half of each pepper and tossed them atop the nearly full bowl he’d prepped earlier and stowed out of sight.
They’d been playing coy. Chef and Mandy and the camera made three. Phillip had faded from Jeff’s worries as he’d flirted with her like old times. Mandy was doing great, a natural. No coaching needed, she played to the camera like an old pro. A shy old pro, but comfortably professional nonetheless. Phillip made a point of checking himself in the monitors which meant he was never looking at the camera when the camera was looking at him. But he could see how the two of them must appear together.
And the audience was eating it up. This episode was headed straight for the “best of” reruns. No more worries about show sponsorship for weeks, maybe months to come. Not that he had that many, but it paid to be careful.
Steve counted him down to commercial, he let the steaks sizzle in silence, a tight shot showing their beautiful brown finish as he flipped them just five seconds before the break. The steaks sizzled happily through the commercials and he pulled the water-filled vodka bottle and a lemon from his pack. He pulled down three glasses, and slid a slice of a lime he’d prepped onto the rim of each. It was his trademark, the audience knew the end of the show was at hand without having to check their watches. Oddly he’d never had trouble coming up with a unique, soon-to-be-soused punchline at the end of each show.
Too much practice in his youth. By Phillip’s knowing smile, he was thinking exactly the same thing, especially as his indestructible friend had instigated near enough every one of their wilder escapades.
He chatted up the studio audience during the break which put them in a good mood and kept Phillip from speaking to him. A teenager from some place out west spelled S-e-q-u-i-m, she’d had to spell it twice before he nailed it, but pronounced more like “squid” than a clothing decoration, asked a couple of good questions about searing time versus time to cook the steak through.
As the camera came back from commercial, he continued the discussion as if he were just starting the topic for the television audience without repeating himself. The website and podcast would have the break discussion and his seamless integration of the break information into the show, always a popular little extra.
Ever since that disastrous vinegar pasta Alfredo and all his groans during the ad break, his podcast audience had been huge. This show’s podcast highlights would be a pretty teen asking cooking questions and Phillip drawling out a couple of marginally off-color jokes. And he and Mandy blushing various shades of red every time they looked at each other. Not off the charts, but still a definite winner.
When the steaks were done, he set three aside on the cutting board and covered them with foil. He shoved the fourth lone soldier into the back corner of the cast iron to continue cooking on a cooler part of the pan.
“Again, instead of oil, I use a little more of the stout beer that’s in the marinade to sauté the peppers and onions. This is a very low fat meal, though it won’t taste it, I can guarantee that. I’m using half red onion and half Walla Walla sweet here. If you use a white, you’ll want to cook it a little longer to caramelize the sharp acids into sweet sugars.”
He poured his Grey Goose water into each of their three glasses. Felt there should have been a fourth for the camera. He was batting a thousand when he personalized the camera into being a live member of his audience. Rating numbers would show he was wowing them at home.
He scraped the peppers and onions to one side and dropped four hoagie rolls face down onto the wide griddle.
“This way, they get toasted and they absorb all of those wonderful juices and flavors that are so often left in the pan. But we’re not soaking up fat because we pretrimmed the steaks so carefully, and used no oil to cook them.”
He uncovered the steak with a flourish of aluminum foil. “The steak has had about five minutes to reabsorb the juices released during cooking. By sitting, it will be that much more moist and tender.”
He retrieved the steak he’d left in the pan.
“We’ve cooked this longer, you’d think it would be drier.” He cut a slice and the juice flowed heavily. He took the three steaks he’d pulled out earlier and let stand under foil. He slashed one in half and a quarter of the juice flowed out of the wound. A perfection of light pink in the center.
Then he passed a sliver of each to Mandy and Phillip.
“More of the juices were retained in the steak allowed to stand. Which is more tender?”
They both had taken him too seriously about the no-speaking rule and merely pointed enthusiastically at the second piece. Though he could see that Mandy was teasing him by not speaking. Did she know that she was curdling his hormones more thoroughly than that stupid Alfredo?
Yes, of course she did. And she was enjoying it. Gods he was in so much trouble, if only he could figure out whether it was good trouble or bad.
“The steak reabsorbed most of its own juices while standing. So the one that cooked longer and appeared juicier,” he poked the steak in question with his long, two-tined serving fork, “is fibbing to us.”
He tossed it over his shoulder with a casual flick. The camera followed the arc even as he continued speaking, “Now, we thin slice the perfectly cooked steak across the grain.”
A solid thwack of meat on stainless steel marked the steak landing in the cleanup sink nearly fifteen feet away. He kept slicing as the audience cheered and applauded.
Jeff never reacted, as if it was the easiest trick in the world, which it was after twenty or thirty hours of practice of several thousand tosses and however many more times over the two years since then on the air three to nine shows a week depending on what he was demonstrating.
Having fun showing off for Mandy, you giddy teenager, Jeff?
He could spend a whole day doing just that.
Stop it! Focus back on the cooking.
He never announced what he was making ahead of time. Sometimes the dishes were a surprise, sometimes obvious. Sometimes it was a bit of magic to reveal what eventually turned out from the various preparations. But each show’s final dish was specifically in the obvious category. Make the audience feel smarter. Always a good policy.
He dropped the toasted rolls onto plates, layered steak slices and the pepper-onion mix.
He’d screwed up. Three sandwiches, but he needed four. Long practice gave him the answer, but was it the right one?
Was it too hard a push?
Did he give a damn?
He set up a full sandwich for Phillip, dressed another for the camera to admire. A quick slash with the Halsinger chef’s knife and he plated half a sandwich for himself and a half for Mandy. He slid it across to her, and tried not to hold his breath. It didn’t work, he could feel his cheeks burning red.
She looked down at them for a moment. The last meal he’d cooked for her so long ago had been nothing fancy, a BLT and home-fried potato chips. He’d run out of tomato and gone without on his own sandwich. Mandy had switched half of her BLT with half of his BL and no T.
She remembered. He could see it in her eyes. She remembered the moment and hesitated.
He spoke aloud for the camera, and repeated the line he’d said so long ago at their last ever shared meal.
“Trust me, this is the best sandwich you’ll ever taste.”
Phillip had taken a huge bite and managed to mumble a hearty, “Wow!” He gave the camera an enthusiastic thumbs up.
Mandy took a daintier bite, but her smile and twinkling eyes spoke volumes. In that moment he knew he would do anything to make sure she was back in his life. Anything.
He could see the guest camera gobbling up their expressions and shooting them off into the electronic void. He should have trusted his friends. They might be a part of his past, but they were still the best people he knew. Had ever known. Fighting on when he’d been too weak, or scared, or… he still wasn’t sure what. The onions were more acrid than he’d first thought. He resisted the urge to wipe at his eyes.
Phillip finished his mouthful then raised his water glass in a quick toast. He knocked back the whole thing in one Phillip-sized swallow. His eyes widened as he realized it was water rather than Grey Goose, then he began to smile.
Jeff took his own glass, raised it to Phillip and then Mandy.
Mandy raised hers as well. A perfect photogenic moment. Sensing it, Mandy held her toast with him a moment longer. All this time and they might have never been apart. Right in sync. Right in the groove.
He turned to the audience to toast them and the camera. Could feel the final line, that ever so elegant twist of a closing quip, building inside as it always did. But from deeper than usual. Something that the audience would know was all about the beautiful woman sitting at his counter for this one day. His best day in a long, long time.
Mandy smashed the glass from his hand, bruising his fingers.
The glass shattered against the cast-iron griddle and the water splashed into the blazingly-hot pan where it immediately burst into a flash of steam releasing the fond. The thousand bits of steak and vegetable stuck to the cast iron turned the frothing water an intense, dirty brown.
Shocked, he reached for the handle and burned his hand without a potholder.
With a curse he dropped it on the floor and had to jump back as the whole mess of scalding, murky water splashed all over his pristine white pants.
He’d expected trouble from her big brother, not her. Couldn’t she have sat still for another twenty-three seconds. He spun to face Mandy, her own glass sitting untouched on the counter.
But she wasn’t looking at him, she was turned to Phillip.
His face was a bright red. As bright as if he’d just chugged twelve ounces of vodka when he expected water and not the other way around.
“Fucking Christmas and Thursdays.”
Stupid damn time for jokes. Why did they want to make a fool out of him? It didn’t make sense.
Phillip’s eyes focused for a moment as he stared intensely at Jeff. Struggled as if fighting against Niagara Falls, a place he’d often threatened to try in a barrel, provided Jeff went first. He mumbled twice before anything audible came out, “Hell.” But he slurred it and it came out, “Shel.”
Then, in slow motion, like the Berlin Wall on television, he toppled forward. Slowly at first, gaining speed, and finally crashing face-first into his unfinished sandwich.
For an awful second or so, he lay there, stopped. At rest.
Then his body began to slide off his stool. He caught his chin brutally on the edge of the counter with a sharp clack of teeth but Jeff could see no reaction in his rolled back eyes.
No joke!
Heart attack!
He vaulted the counter and knocked aside a steadicam that was coming in close. He heard Jerry’s curse and he really didn’t care.
He felt for a pulse at Phillip’s neck. As if he’d know how to interpret one if he even found it.
Phillip’s body thrashed. It was a strange, disconnected motion. Like a puppeteer pulling his strings. The legs would thrash, then an arm. His back arched. Then with a long final shiver, he went loose and the pulse that had roared against his finger for a moment was suddenly gone no matter how he searched for it.
“Phillip?” Mandy’s hand was on the other side of Phillip’s throat. “Phillip!” The panic in her tone made him even more frantic. He didn’t know CPR. The floor director did.
“Steve!” He shouted above the growing roar of the crowd. Jeff spotted him coming on the run, only to be battered aside by the audience. His cheek and lip were bleeding by the time he arrived and began pumping on Phillip’s chest.
Steve leaned down to give mouth-to-mouth and Mandy stopped him.
“Don’t. Not if you want to live.”
Steve moved to push her aside, but Jeff grabbed his shoulder and waited.
“Can’t either of you smell it?” Mandy squatted on the other side of her brother.
“Smell what?” Steve was still struggling against Jeff’s hands.
“Most can’t. Like bitter almonds.”
“He’s just had a heart attack.” Steve moved forward again and Jeff had to shove him aside as he tried to hear Mandy over the panicked audience.
“Potassium cyanide. Your water was poisoned.”
“How . . .?” Stupid question Jeff. How had Julio been poisoned? Without his knowing, that’s how.
“I knew the smell because my brother is,” a tear hung on her eyelashes for a moment and she rested a hand against Phillip’s face, “was into old photographic processes. It’s a chemical in Collodion processing. But he knew how to handle it even if he couldn’t smell it.”
She nodded to Steve. “If you give him mouth to mouth, you’ll be dead as well.”
Steve paled. “I’ve got a breather bag in the med kit. Wait here.” And he was gone back into the thrashing crowd. All of them knew it was too late, but that wouldn’t stop Steve from trying.
He and Mandy were brushed apart for a moment by the people surging about them. Then they were pushed so close together her tears actually wet his cheek.
“He was poisoned. You came that close,” she pointed at his bruised and burned hand.
Jeff shook his head, but it was mere instinctive denial. He had no doubt she was right. Mandy always was.
“We were supposed to be as well, but I could smell it. Clear as day. Haven’t we always said it was what it was?” More tears escaped from her eyes, now gone the softest sky blue from their former cobalt shade. Even her eyes had aged appropriately with her.
A strange bubble of silence surrounded them, protected them so they could hear one another despite the mayhem and Steve’s frantic cries to calm down. He could hear her breathe. She rested her hand against his chest for a moment. One wonderful moment in a nightmare.
“It was what it was.” He could only stare at her as hands grappled him and dragged him up and away until he was on his feet.
“You’re supposed to be dead now, not my brother.” Not accusation or recrimination. Just fact as the tears streamed down her face in earnest. And she was right. Another chef dead on television. Even if he could smell it, he’d wouldn’t have recognized it and would have drunk it back for the sake of the show and started thrashing like . . . He looked at the dead man between them. The dead body of his best friend. And he couldn’t breathe.
That close.
Mandy was swallowed up in the audience as it surged forward then back. She struggled to return to her brother but was brushed aside in the frantic crowd. He strove to follow but was held tightly in place.
She melted out of sight.
He could see the panic now in full swing. But it brushed by him, the calm of the storm. Half-million dollar cameras knocked aside, toppling majestically to crash down upon those too slow to get clear. Men and women jumping over seats, falling down stairs, all of their jaws flapping up and down, chewing the air with their screams.
And he couldn’t hear a single sound.
Jeff caught sight of Mandy in the midst of the surging crowd one last time as they finally found direction and rushed for the exits. Her salt-and-pepper hair rapidly lost in the distance, caught in the undertow of an irresistible tide.
He had to get to her. But the sprawled corpse of his best friend receded as Jeff was dragged in the opposite direction. Past the cameras and kitchen, makeup stations and prop tables.
A sharp prick in his arm drew his attention to a long needle just being removed.
Why give him a shot? He wasn’t the one who was dying.
Was he?
He tried to look up at his captors, but never made it that far.
Big tits.
“Hup! Hup! Hup!”
The staff sergeant cursed and stared down at his paper. A small clip light made it just bright enough to read in the darkened room.
One line.
Two words.
Big Tits.
That was all he’d noticed. Not even hair color.
Everyone else had at least three lines. The stupid senior airman was still writing, must have seven or eight by now. Boy was her ass grass when they got back to Wright-Pat and that damned Master Sergeant wasn’t giving her goddamn gold stars. Maybe Sergeant Shelley Thomas was a lesbian. That would explain—
“Hup! Hup! Hup!” her shout made him jump half out of his seat. He tried to cover his paper but he was too late. Screw her. Big tits was something she didn’t have. Not that she was bad looking. That’s how she’d gotten by him at the base. Unbuttoned and no bra beneath her well-worn fatigues with a Master Sergeant hash on the sleeve.
Maybe if he killed Thomas this would end.
Another light flashed in the darkness. Another figure was revealed for an instant in the pitch black of the silo’s second level. This time straight ahead instead of off to the side. He’d gotten a good look.
“Gray suit. Light hair. Medium build. Briefcase.” Scar on the cheek? Had he seen it or not. “Scar?” Five, four-and-a-half. Not bad.
“Hup! Hup! Hup!”
Thomas stalked up and down the line as his squad sat at their little desks like fucking preschoolers. They’d spent all day observing color, texture, pattern, and this was supposed to help something? Let her just wait until he filed his report with the colonel.
The sound spectrum tests had been creepy. Cracking branches, cricket calls, subliminal tones that made his scalp prickle but which he couldn’t really hear. Been hard to hear some of them over the growling of his stomach. There’d been little water and no food. And having a training round bounced off his ass after four hours of sleep certainly wasn’t improving his perceptions or his mood.
“Eyewitnesses are unreliable,” Thomas barked at some poor sap farther down the line. Lawrence maybe. “But you have to be the perfect eyewitness. No matter how tired. No matter how distracted by physical hardship. You must be able to recognize, distill, and act instantly and reliably. Friend or foe. Civilian or lethal hazard.”
What? Was she a fucking mind-reader now?
Next flash.
He rocked back in his seat. Thomas had a bloody Abrams tank inside the missile silo? Several of the others swore at the sheer size of the thing, but finally he was on his own turf. He could make up a list of a dozen items about those without even looking. He’d always loved armored cav, but had joined the wrong damned corps. Didn’t expect to wash out as a pilot, now he was just a fuckin’ Air Force MP grunt. He scribbled his list ignoring Thomas and her god-damned “Hups!” He’d show her tight ass who knew his shit.
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