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About TASTES AND CONSEQUENCES

 

Were they jinxed from the start?

 

Roxy LaFollette is proud of the food empire she built in Flynn's Crossing. With her nationally-acclaimed restaurant, her gourmet grocery, and her catering business, she has little time to indulge in any relationship.  Besides, all men are scum in her opinion - her girl tribe friends' fiancés and husbands excluded, of course.  The results of a business decision, however, are about to put the reason for her cherished opinion at center stage in her life.

Movie director Mac Smythe knows it is probably best to let the past stay in the past. With so much riding on the success of the thriller he's filming, he has no time for distractions.  His taste for adventure has been tempered over the years, due in large part to the loss of the one woman he thought he could trust and love. But when fate finally gives him a second chance, it seems his desire to forgive the questions, lies, and betrayal is forever jinxed.

Are food, film and love enough to overcome past betrayals?

Length:  90,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.

 

>>FIND OUT MORE >>
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Prologue – Fifteen Years Ago

 

 

She wanted to savor the lazy feeling for a few minutes longer. The bed still held the warmth of his body, and she hoped that he would return quickly. After all, neither of them had to get up today, no early calls to capture the right lighting or endless steam trays to fill for service. Today, they would begin the rest of their life together.

She waited, wondering what could possibly be taking him so long. His pager had beeped an incoming message. A summoning, an urgent long distance call, he'd said. He hadn't looked at her as he dressed quickly in the clothes laid out for today and headed out the bedroom door. 

It had been half an hour now. She knew how he got when he was conducting business, probably some incredible new deal. Rain strumming the windows of their San Francisco hotel room finally lulled her back to sleep.

"Madeleine? Madeleine! You need to get up!" The voice was abrasive and demanding, someone used to having everyone jump to attention. Madeleine sat up quickly and looked around the room in a daze.

"You'll need to be getting your things and going now, young lady." The gray-haired woman looked disapproving. She would undoubtedly purse her thin pale lips even tighter if she realized that Madeleine was bare-assed naked under the sheets, rosy from a night of lovemaking and lax-muscled from the considerations of her lover.

But what was this woman doing in his suite?

"I, ah, I don't understand?" Madeleine heard the timid question in her own voice. 

The woman bustled around, impatience in her movements, as she gathered Madeleine's clothes and dumped them without ceremony on the foot of the bed.

"I said, you need to get dressed and go, now!" She stood with hands on hips as if she expected Madeleine to jump right up, naked or not, and comply. The seconds stretched to minutes, and finally, Madeleine felt she had to say something.

"He's going to be right back, but there isn't any place we need to be today. He said so. He's just taking a call."

The older woman smiled with malice in her expression and harrumphed. She pointed towards the door. "Now."

Madeleine still didn't understand. They were going to take a few weeks off, Rome and maybe more of Europe he'd said, and then they'd head to LA and some post-production work. And after that? They'd figure it out.

She had to be assertive and put this forbidding woman, whoever she was, in her place. Madeleine drew herself up and looked the old biddy in the eye, hoping that she adopted the same haughty stare she'd seen some of the movie stars use.

"You're mistaken. He'll be right back. Then we're going to the airport and taking some time off." 

There was no show of compassion, no sympathy and no fear. In fact, if anything, the callousness became more prominent on the woman's face.

"No. You're the one who's mistaken. Why do you think he sent me in here? To tell you it was time for you to go! That's part of my job description. I clean up after his... mistakes." She spat out the last word as she glared at Madeleine.

Madeleine literally felt her head spin - she was sure it must be because this made no sense. He'd said – well, he'd said a lot of things. But she knew they were taking off today for a little vacation, because he made sure they both packed their bags after the movie's wrap party last night...

And that's when she noticed it. Her bag was sitting on its wheels, next to the clothes she'd set out for today. 

And in the place where his bag had stood beside it, empty air.


Chapter 1

 

 

"I told you this was a good idea, didn't I?" Alejandro Degas lazed in the chair across the desk in the small office and smiled at his boss, triumph predominant on his face.

Roxy LaFollette rolled her eyes at her number two and wanted to rant, but she couldn't. The man was right, even when she knew other things were very wrong.

"Yes, Alej, you're correct as always when it comes to personnel matters. The extra interns for the summer are a good idea. I, on the other hand, excel on the financial end of things. But when it comes to the seasoning in that pasta and grilled vegetable salad, you are still wrong."

The man smiled, accustomed to her jibes after all their years together. She would never find a better chef or business partner. He knew her so well. Their styles combined like the perfect menu. But she, at least, was the better chef.

"Look, we have this great contract with the movie people. We have the agreement to back up Cal Fire if anything blazes up close by. There's another movie coming to the county in the fall. We'll have to think about another crop of interns if these end up wanting to move on." 

He hadn't stirred, draped across the facing molded chair in a position of ease. Roxy knew differently.

She couldn't have grown her brand without him. When they'd met in the basement of that San Francisco kitchen fifteen years ago, little did she know that the man who helped her perfect her ability to break down a side of beef or filet a whole salmon would still be a solid rudder on her gourmet ship all of these years later. His energy was limitless, as was his devotion to those he cared about.

Everyone made the mistake of assuming they had something going on. Alej let them think that, protection for her he said. He'd been there at the beginning, when she'd needed to rebuild her heart and her confidence just as she was building her cooking skills and chef's craft. They'd tried to make it something more once upon a time, and by mutual and laughing agreement, they'd moved past it to be best friends.

Roxy eyed Alej now, knowing that she hated keeping a secret from him, even if it had nothing to do directly with the continuing success of their business. She was, after all, the majority owner and the nationally known executive chef. Sometimes, secrets were necessary. 

"Let's see what they've got before we discuss keeping them on. They looked good on paper, passed their interviews with our staff, and cooked in their trials with reasonable skill. But they all seem to have... issues."

Alej snorted and rose from the chair, stretching like a jungle cat from his native Brazil. "You will always be suspicious, won't you, no matter what? Maybe some people, like these interns, are just who they appear to be, some wannabe cooks who hope to grow into better chefs under your fine tutelage." His broad smile made his teeth flash in the darker skin of his face as he winked at her, then made a quick exit out the door as her pen flew across the room.

Roxy smiled, despite the flying office supplies. Other than the girl tribe, there were few people who could get away with calling her on her vices – high expectations in the kitchen and a soft heart that she tried to hide when it came to helping people. 

This time, though, it was time she hid, period.

*****

"I really appreciate you taking this on, Rox, really." Girl tribe member Serena Williamson looked a little frazzled as she flipped through the large three-ring binder on the table, their winemaker friend Marguerite Devereux at her side. "It seems like there's so much left to do, and it's just two weeks away!"

Serena wasn't usually this agitated at the thought of organizing anything. In fact, she was usually the foundation of calm in an otherwise crazy world. But this was Serena's own wedding to her dream man she was stressing about, and she wanted it to be perfect.

"Serena, relax! Roxy and I have talked to the executive chef and the sommelier at the resort at length. Every little detail is taken care of, we promise you. You and Dane will have the wedding of your dreams on the beach, down to the tropical sunset that will light the skies. Of course, you will have to keep that new husband of yours from plucking the camera out of the wedding photographer's hands when that green flash happens as the sun dips into the ocean!"

Roxy envied Marguerite her ability to find just the right thing to say. Serena tensed, then laughed, and finally slumped in the chair in what passed for relaxation. Roxy knew that if she'd been the one delivering a similar sentiment to her best girlfriend, she'd have come off sounding brash with the wrong words spewing out of her mouth. She wasn't very good at relaxed banter these days.

It hadn't always been this way. Her parents recognized her talent for all things cooking early on, and they encouraged her to pursue it even when they didn't fully understand her. In high school, she was content buoying the spirits of the crowd she ran with, no matter what kind of trouble they got into. She was the one who propped up her friends in culinary school when the instructor would hurl their dishes into a trashcan in disgust. 

But that was before she was the one whose foundation crumbled. For those first few months afterwards, she moved in a fog and would have run into a few pillars along the way if it hadn't been for Alej. His caring nature gave her time to grow a thick shell around her heart. Now she rarely let it crack open, and the only reason her hard core ever peeked at the light of day was for her girl tribe.

Serena's wedding was going to be the consummate beach event, she would make sure of it. For now, it gave her a good excuse to get out of town and duck for cover at an exclusive Hawaiian resort. It was too bad she couldn't stay in the background for the next couple of months, long enough to allow trouble to blow out of town. And unfortunately, she'd stumbled into its sights through her own business decisions. She had only herself to blame.


Chapter 2

 

 

"I know you'll find everything you need right here in town, Mr. Smythe. And what you or your staff can't find, I'll find for you!" The woman gushed, and he stopped the cringe on his face only a second before it appeared.

What was her name? His memory wasn't what it used to be. They'd been talking on the phone for a few months now, but she was unmemorable even in person with his wandering mind. He prided himself on being polite and charming to everyone. He cursed inwardly again. This thing that had taken him over, whatever it was, was making his life harder than it needed to be.

His assistant Martha came up, old-fashioned clipboard in hand, and thanked the woman with her usual efficiency. "Ms. Campstrom, we appreciate everything you've done for the actors and the crew. I'm sure we're going to have a wonderful experience here in Flynn's Crossing." As she led the still-chattering woman away, she shot a hard look at him as he stood without moving.

Campstrom, that's right. How many times had he heard it now? Good thing Martha was on top of this crap, because he couldn't get his own shit together.

MacGillan Smythe rolled his neck and turned again to inspect the neat main drag of Flynn's Crossing. It fit perfectly for the movie, not needing any of the major alterations film people often use to make a real-life set work. Main Street was six blocks long, with shops and eateries tucked away in courtyards that opened off the sidewalks. Some of the buildings dated back a hundred years or more, and the exposed brick, gracefully arched windows and turn of the century stone detailing couldn't have been recreated without considerable cost.

Thankfully, the shops also fit their plot line. The old bank at the center of town converted into a bakery and coffee shop, the peaceful plazas between the old buildings that now sported fountains and intimate seating, and the lack of any major chain or brazen advertising let everyone know this was Small Town America at its best. Cheerful unique displays filled shop windows, and baskets of colorful flowers hung from the old-fashioned streetlights. The residences up the hill at the end of the street dated back to the beginning of the 1900's, he'd been told, and the old Victorian that housed a flower shop anchored the homes to the commercial area.

Martha was still talking to the county employee, the woman who had put on such a campaign to get the movie production company to use Flynn's Crossing as its location. He was grateful that his senior assistant had the patience to run interference. His patience, what was left of it, was worn painfully thin.

Some people said he was worn thin as a reed as well. Gray wove heavily through his dark brown hair, and it shot through his beard when he bothered to try to grow one. A beard could hide the grooves carved next to his mouth, the ones that used to be labeled sexy little dimples. The lines flaring from his brown eyes were now too deep to be called dashing, the deep circles giving away the long empty nights without adequate sleep. 

He tried to hide it, the exhaustion that sometimes made lifting his head off his pillow in the morning a colossal chore. The pain eating away at his gut was all in his head – or in his lifestyle – according to his doctor.

"Mac, you need to lay off the fancy booze and the greasy food. You need to work out and get some rest. And yeah," the doctor had raised his hand to stop Mac's protests at that point, "I get that there are expectations of you in your big manly movie star life. But you won't have a life at all if you keep this up." 

He wouldn't be getting into any trouble around here, that was certain. The days would be filled with directing, running the rushes, and approving script changes before prepping his shooting plan for the next day in the evenings and falling into a restless sleep.

Yes, not much to do other than work. And maybe he'd run over to a real city, to San Francisco, for the weekends. He could get into a lot of trouble there. Mac smiled at the thought, even though an old ache poked sharply at the edge of his memory of the city by the bay. On second thought, it was probably best to let the past stay in the past. There was nothing left of that man or that time anymore.

*****

"How are we doing on hiring the extras?" Mac knew that as small as this town was, everyone and their long lost relations probably applied to work in the movie. Too bad there were just a hundred or so bit parts and walk-ons. 

The industrious young man sitting across from him consulted his notes. Barry made a good details guy as his production assistant, precise and to the point, willing to take care of whatever Mac needed on the film. When Martha got ready to retire – though the woman seemed to have endless energy and would probably outlive him under the present circumstances – Barry might make a good replacement. His earnest nature and willingness to please were earning him major kudos. 

That, and his ability to keep his mouth shut when Mac needed it.

"We've filled all the minor speaking parts, and the cameos where we need someone who can capture a particular expression. The crowd scenes are still left, but I hope to have those done by the end of the week."

Mac smiled. Good to know that someone else can carry on with things when he was – what should he call it – indisposed. As in, when he was puking his guts out for no good reason that he could think of. Hell, even when he had been a party animal in his earlier years, it had never been this bad.

"Good job, kid, good job." 

Barry beamed behind his glasses and Mac felt a pang of guilt that he was taking advantage of him. After all, he had looped Barry into some activities for the movie that he as the director should have been handling. But he didn't feel like he could do it.

"Anything else we need to cover?" Mac looked at his watch and thought that with luck, he could wrap up some location visits today and retire to the rental house to hide away for an early and hopefully restorative weekend.

"I, um, I talked to the caterer today. 'Roxy's' it's called. The boss wasn't there, on a trip out of town for a wedding, but the guy I talked to, a Mr. Alejandro Degas, is going to be the chef on site. He said he'll make sure everyone's well taken care of." Barry hesitated and frowned. "This is the first large scale continuous catering gig they've done. They have a restaurant and a gourmet grocery store. They cater individual events. But never something this big." Barry paused again.

Great, amateur hour. He'd warned his production staff about this kind of thing, finding good coverage for supplies and essentials in a rural location, even with the quote-unquote big city of Sacramento an hour away. Small potatoes in his mind. In fact, people from LA tended to forget it was even the capitol of the state.

"What about this Roxy? Is it just a name or a person? Why did we pick a company with no experience?" His irritation was rising, and he knew that meant he'd feel the worse for it later, but it was hard not to get mad at his crew for missing important details like this. The stars in this movie were picky when it came to what they ate, and the crew wasn't much better.

"It's a woman, a nationally-acclaimed chef. I ate at her restaurant when I was checking out possible locations and finding accommodations for everyone. It was great. No, scratch that, it was one of the best meals of my life!"

Barry's eyes half-closed as his glasses slid down his nose, and for the first time in the past hour of their meeting, he leaned back in his chair with an indulgent smile on his face. He was clearly in the throes of some incredible foodie memory, Mac realized. Guess he'd better try the restaurant at some point. Anything that could make his uptight assistant look like he was having hot sex with a bevy of well-endowed beauties was worth checking out.

"Okay, if there are any problems, let me know. Otherwise, I'm trusting you to stay on the caterers. Remember that Sheila has very specific food allergies and needs her particular menu and Justin is snotty about his likes and dislikes, so they have to accommodate them. Hell, everyone has a food requirements list these days." 

Mac laughed at the thought. Back a decade ago if he'd demanded a certain menu be made available on location as part of his contract, big star or not, he would have been laughed at. But in today's world, everyone had an imagined need for something they could or could not eat. He remembered what the starlet Sheila had said when she'd signed the contract for the part. 'The wrong food could kill me, Mr. Smythe!' And she believed it.

It was a different world now, with stars easily forgetting to honor their contracts and overlooking how their sometimes-tarnished public images reflected back on the movies they performed in. A part of him thought with longing about the old days, when all he had to do was learn his lines and show up, act his heart out, and party in private until the next day. Now he had all of these heavy responsibilities.

No wonder he felt like crap most of the time.


Chapter 3

 

 

The quiet whine of jet engines provided a soothing drone, and the rest of their group slept heading east across the Pacific. Roxy found that airplanes, particularly when everyone was absorbed in their own stuff or asleep, were always introspective places. You couldn't help but crawl into your own memories then. And an old one kept bobbing to the surface as the seconds dragged by, no matter how many times she shoved it back down.

A week wasn't long enough.

The wedding had been everything she and Marguerite had assured Serena it would be. The location was incredible, a soft white sand beach overlooking the setting sun at a high-end resort that cocooned them in old Hawaii. The reception was perfection too, and even when the sun dropped into the ocean, Dane only had eyes for his bride, effectively missing the famed green flash.

Roxy smiled as she thought about the devotion of her friends to their newfound mates. Vince Cassidy, a world-traveling lifestyle writer who she still didn't completely forgive for his snarky nature, clearly doted on her girl tribe buddy DK McGiven. And to think they'd met and got off to such a rocky start over a piece of DK's metal art.

Gabby Cooley-Burke and her son Jeremy were the perfect pair for her love Rick Chagres and his son Will. The young boys were remarkably well behaved during the ceremony. It was only when the Kailua lobsters came out for dinner that they couldn't help but start rolling their eyes with declarations of 'gross' and giggling like loons. Gabby and Rick definitely had their hands full with their little family-to-be, but it didn't look like either one of them minded a bit.

Even the single women were hooking up, it seemed. Tess Willowspring, proud owner of Buds and Blooms in Flynn's Crossing and organizer of the many tropical floral decorations for the wedding and reception, was thrown together with Dane's brother Powers. Tess and Powers already hated each other, though why wasn't completely clear, and it was only because they were standing up for Serena and Dane as maid of honor and best man that they called an uneasy truce. But at one point, dancing after the wedding in the balmy air of the tropical evening, the sparks flying between the two of them rivaled the torches the flame dancers were juggling.

And her partner in crime, winemaker Marguerite, was seen with her head bent in deep amused discussion with the resort's sommelier, someone she met setting up the beverages for the event. Marguerite seemed intent on Roxy and the resort's executive chef, Phillip, completing a foursome for a helicopter adventure of volcano watching and then maybe some stargazing from the observatory at the highest peak on the island. Roxy had a brief talk with Phillip, but the unrest she was feeling from what awaited her at home was enough to unnerve her, and she'd be bitching and complaining before long if she decided to go.

Marguerite was disappointed. "You never let yourself have any fun, my dear. What is wrong with this? He is a nice single man, you are a nice single woman. You work in the same field, so you have common interests to discuss. There are no expectations, just a day of relaxation and mutual enjoyment." 

When Roxy protested, claiming she had to work on the new summer menu ideas and her schedules to buy from the local farms for the season, Marguerite shook her head and closed the corridor entrance to their shared suite with an unusually hard snap, letting a tinge of her French temper leak out. 

It wasn't like she didn't want to have fun, Roxy mused fussily, pleating the thin blue airline blanket repeatedly in her restless fingers. She looked at Gabby's head on Rick's shoulder in the row across the aisle from her, both sound asleep with Gabby's son Jeremy leaning into the pair on one side and Rick's Will on the other. Each parent had small smiles on their faces. Hell, she would so appreciate having something like that in her life, someone to share experiences with and a shoulder to rely on, and maybe even a family some day.

But she'd learned the hard way that she was better off on her own. Ultimately, she was the only one who could protect her heart, and none of her Flynn's Crossing friends knew the full story about why.

*****

"You need to meet with them today, Roxy. They've been working hard for the past week. I know you had Serena's wedding to take care of, but that's past and they're here now. They'll work a lot harder knowing that you too are looking over their shoulders."

Alej was adamant, and she knew he was right. The interns had started their work in the various components of what her girl tribe teasingly called her little empire. Little, hell. If they only knew how much money was tied up in this, they'd shriek on her behalf. But it was all worth it, because the hard work was paying off.

Besides, she's been an intern herself once upon a time. She didn't like to think about that period of her life, the emotional pain too great even in distant memory. But on days like today, there was no turning away from it.

Roxy knew what it was like to have tens of thousands of dollars tied up in an education, knowing that until you hit it big, or even found a comfortable but responsible position, you would be making ten bucks an hour and living in a hellhole and your student loans would be threatening to drown you. You land in a kitchen with a temperamental chef and you get yelled at all the time. You mess up, and you can be out on the street between salad service and the main course.

Luckily, she'd had Alej to guide her back then, particularly since her first chef was a pompous asshole. Fortunately, that pompous asshole was also a culinary genius, and Alej was a people person who could provide the guidance that Chef Bart Paush lacked. She had learned and learned well, despite the personal turmoil of that time.

She sighed and stared at her calendar in the computer, knowing already that she had no excuse today. "Okay, Alej. Let's get the three of them together between two and three pm today. I can give them the inspirational pep talk, and then they can finish up dinner prep for tonight and catering prep for tomorrow."

Alej shifted from one foot to the other in the doorway, appearing unusually worried.

"Is that not going to work?" Roxy ground out the words in exasperation. He had to make up his mind.

"Ah, yeah, that will work. It's just that, ah, there was something that came up while you were gone."

Roxy waited. She stared. Alej shifted again, making a show of examining his nails and then checking the buttons on his chef's coat.

She could outwait him. And it was highly unusual for him to be so uncomfortable about anything. Roxy let the silence stretch.

Alej finally gazed back at her, his expression slightly pained. "It's four."

"Four o'clock? That will be too late. Dinner starts at 5 pm and there is so much to prepare for tomor –" 

He cut her off mid-word. "Four interns. I hired four interns for us."

He had the grace to look a little sheepish.

"Why four? I thought we agreed on three. I distinctly remember that we decided on the final three together, though it was a difficult choice among a number of strong contenders. What's this four thing? Who's the fourth intern?"

Her steam was rising. Yes, she and Alej were partners in most of the business, but ultimately, it was her name and mostly her money on the line. To commit to another intern, someone else to keep busy for the season? What was he thinking?

"I know when we discussed them, we kept coming back to only needing three. But with the movie business, and maybe the fire season, and the store continuing to thrive and the restaurant with a lot of major bookings already for the summer..." He trailed off, meeting her stony glare. 

Shit, another little mouth to feed. She glared harder at Alej, hoping that somehow, this was a big joke and he'd be laughing and telling her how he'd got her again any second now. 

But he wasn't, and he was leaning against the doorjamb now as if he was supporting the weight of the building on his shoulders.

Finally, he shifted and gave way, sputtering a little in the process. "It's special circumstances, okay? Just wait until you meet her. Then I think you'll understand why I decided this without you."

Roxy sighed again, making a point to exaggerate it because she wanted to get Alej's goat. She rolled her eyes at him and put her forehead in her hands, then on her desk, and she groaned, loudly. 

She didn't miss the small chuckle from the doorway.

"Okay, I'll meet the four," she emphasized the count, "of them this afternoon."

She picked up her head and stared at Alej again, frowning her disapproval. It didn't work. He was back to his jaunty self, hands resting on his hips and one cocked in a triumphant stance.

"You won't be sorry, Rox, really. They all want to work hard and get ahead. I think you'll be pleased," he paused and winked at her before adding a snotty "BOSS!" 

And he spun out the door before she could find anything handy to throw at him this time.


Chapter 4

 

 

"And, ACTION!" 

Mac watched the actors carefully for the nuances their characters required to sell the believability of the story. The young starlet, Sheila, worked hard at her role. She knew her part forwards and backwards, made good suggestions about minor changes that would target the traits of the woman she played more accurately, and took direction quickly and with good humor. She never needed to be reminded about anything twice. In effect, she was a dream to direct.

The leading man, Justin, was another story altogether. He was an asshole, a-number-one. He had his own ideas about the part and he would play it the way he wanted, whether it worked for the plot or not. Staying true to the story meant nothing to him, and cues about this were now a broken record as far as Mac was concerned. His character was supposed to be sympathetic, someone the audience could relate to and root for. 

Hell, at this point the murderer made people feel better.

"CUT!" 

Justin had gone off-script once again in a direction that made no sense. Too bad he couldn't fire the guy. He could, however, make his life a living hell on the set and let everyone else in the industry know what a dick-head he was to work with.

"Justin! What the hell do you think you're doing, man? Your wife," Mac emphasized the last word and waved at Sheila, "needs you to be kind and understanding because she's afraid that a murderer may be running around town. Why do you think it's okay to yell at her right now?"

"Hey, man, I'm in my zone, okay? This is what my powers, my inner actor mojo, are telling me the guy does right now, okay? He's not buying her shit, you know what I'm saying?" Justin's hair was now in his eyes with his adamant headshakes and the make-up-and-hair team was having conniptions on the sidelines.

"Uh, Justin?" Sheila put a gentle hand on his arm, and Mac appreciated again what a professional she was being, given the situation. "A woman's not going to feel protected and close to her husband if he's doubting her, you know? And if she doesn't feel that closeness and he's not trying to protect her, there's no point to the movie. We're the good guys, not the bad guys." Her eyes went large and luminous and she smiled sweetly at the leading man, and Mac had to admire her acting talent.

Justin stared at her and blinked hard, instant goofiness written all over his face, and in that second, Mac traveled back in time to a woman who'd made him blink in just the same way when he was only slightly younger than Justin was now. 

She'd laid a hand on his, and told him that no matter what anyone said, it was a terrific movie, one that would turn hearts and heads. He was a great actor, she'd said. No one had ever said that to him in quite that way before, no fawning or pretense. 

Just honest feelings. 

Or so he'd thought.


Chapter 5

 

 

"I'm Angel Rivera and I come from LA. I been cooking since I was a kid. My folks own a place in the old neighborhood, ya know?" 

He didn't look like he was much older than a kid yet in Roxy's opinion. And the expression on his face and the stance of his body spelled trouble. He thought he was hot shit, probably wouldn't take guidance easily and would do whatever the hell he wanted.

Still, he had cooked well for his interview and he had good recommendations. If he got too cocky, Roxy knew she could take him down a peg or two. Maybe he'd work out.

"And what do you like to cook, Angel?"

His arms crossed on his chest and he puffed up, though with his short stature, the posturing had badass attitude with a capital B written all over it.

"I can cook anything, Chef. I can do any station, ya know what I'm saying? I like living on the edge!" 

And he winked at her.

Double shit. She caught Alej's eye as he lounged against a wall behind the interns. He lifted his shoulders as if to say, what can you do?

Without a change in her neutral expression, Roxy turned to the next intern, a tall chunky African-American woman who appeared to be in her late twenties. The woman stared back uncertainly.

"Hi Chef. My name is Leticia Robertson. I come from just outside Atlanta, and I attended Le Cordon Bleu there." 

The woman appeared to be shy and her voice was so quiet that Roxy had to strain to hear it. Her references had mentioned that she cooked well and had good food instincts, but she didn't trust her own skills.

"You said on your application that you like to cook soul food and Deep South staples, right Leticia?" Roxy knew she'd unintentionally softened her voice, but she was afraid she'd scare this one off right away.

"Yes ma'am, Chef. But I want to learn from you, how to cook healthy stuff with all of those fresh ingredients." She looked pained. "And you can call me Ticia, that's what everyone calls me." Now she smiled tentatively.

"Well Ticia, we certainly want you to learn about our farm to table efforts here at Roxy's. But you have to stay true to your culinary point of view. Do you have one?"

The woman looked confused, then worried. "No ma'am. Other than the food my family grew up on, I mean. I learned a lot at school, though, different cuisines and such." Hope entered her gaze. "I like making salads and appetizers and such things like that."

Roxy sighed inwardly. She didn't need another garde manger, the position in the kitchen that prepared the salads and appetizers for immediate delivery to a table. It was a challenging station since it required a chef who could use a wide variety of techniques and seasonings for both cold and hot foods. And it was an easy place for a restaurant to get in the weeds on a busy night since it was often the first course.

On the outside, she tried to be encouraging. "Chef Alej says that you are doing a good job on preparations for the movie set catering, for their salads and first courses. That's a good start, Ticia. I'm sure you'll do fine." She hoped.

The next young man was tall, broad, and overwhelming. His hair was buzz cut, his chef's coat squeezed him in a few places, and his hands were the size of omelet pans. Scratch that, more like fry pans. Thinking about the sometimes-tight confines of a commercial kitchen, Roxy had to wonder at his choice of profession.

"And you're Ren Guanglie, am I pronouncing that correctly?" Coupled with his size, he was first generation American from Chinese parents, a fact he pointed out proudly in his application letter, making the big man even more unusual.

"It's actually Guanglie Chef, but that's my first name. Ren is my last name. Most people, that is, my American friends, they call me Bob." He was eager but nervous, and his voice boomed out in the space of the narrow conference room.

"I'm sorry I massacred your name. Bob it will be. And what are your culinary aspirations?"

The big man got an excited gleam in his eye and he started talking with those big hands. "I love pastry and desserts, Chef! The intricacies, making sugar dance into something spectacular, the delicate nature of a soufflé. That's me, Chef. That's what I'm all about!" 

Whoa, was all she could think. He'd made a decent main course for his audition, and while his references said that he could master any technique or dish well and quickly, they hadn't said anything about desserts.

"Is this is a, ah, new interest, Bob?" Roxy kept her eyes on him.

"No ma'am, not at all. But I thought I should learn as much as I could about every station, just in case I ended up in some other position in the kitchen." His expression changed to anxious. He'd do whatever was asked of him, she suspected, but his heart would always be in desserts.

Roxy had to believe he had other skills in the kitchen, something that would translate more appropriately to a wider array of restaurant settings. On the other hand, the most unlikely stars rose from places least expected.

Those were the three human versions of raw ingredients she and Alej had agreed to develop into chefs, the ones who had auditioned for the staff and cooked well enough to prove that they could handle the labors and strains of the real thing. Granted, it wasn't a competition and they had some flexibility in the pace that was set, but they'd prove themselves worthy – or not – soon enough.

And that left lucky number four, the intern that Alej felt strongly enough about to hire without a consultation with Roxy. She was still heated up about that, but it was a low simmer now and she was willing to trust his instincts and see why he'd made such a major decision without talking with his senior business partner.

The woman was average height and build, though it was hard to tell much more than that from her oversized chef's coat and pants. Everything hung in baggy folds around her, not necessarily the safest attire for an active kitchen. She stood silent and watchful, no expression on her face, and just waited. Roxy waited too as she looked at the woman. It would be a game, she guessed, as to who would speak first. The young woman looked vaguely familiar.

Glancing down at the resume in front of her to review her credentials, the name on the page popped out. Jeannine Paush. Roxy's head came up sharply as she stared at the young woman. The age was right, about mid-twenties. This couldn't be a mistake. Paush was not a common name. And the facial features were distinct.

"Thanks to the rest of you for taking time out of your busy afternoon to meet with me. I promise I'll be in the kitchen shortly to see how you're all doing. I'd like to meet with my final intern for a few minutes in private."

One by one, the first three interns filed out with various versions of 'thanks Chef' ringing out in the silence. Alej moved away from the wall as if to follow them and she stopped him. "Chef Alej, would you please join us? We haven't had the opportunity to talk with Ms. Paush before." 

Or had they?

Alej looked pained, a longing glance following retreating backs, before taking a recently vacated chair and pulled it closer to the conference table next to the young woman. He turned and smiled reassuringly at her, his good cop to her bad cop Roxy supposed. The intern stared back, drawing in a fast breath. Alej winked at the young woman, and for a moment, it seemed he would take her hand.

Then he looked back at Roxy, intensity in his gaze. For once, she didn't know what to make of his expression.

"So, Ms. Paush, we do know each other, don't we?" Roxy stared across the table at the young woman. 

"Yes ma'am." 

"And you talked with Chef Alej while I was gone and somehow, you two decided that this was the place where you wanted to work. You had other opportunities I'm sure, didn't you, Jeannine?"

The woman wore a pained expression as oversized as her chef's coat. Roxy stared hard at Alej, willing an explanation from him that made sense, given the circumstances. He turned back to the young woman, smiling and leaning forward.

Some resolve broke in the girl as she looked between the two of them, and she suddenly welled up with tears and hid her face. Alej half-rose from his chair to reach towards her before dropping back into it with a dull thud. Roxy felt her own heart stab with regret as two drops leaked from Jeannine's eyes to fall rapidly on to her puffy chef's coat.

When the silence dragged on for more than a minute, Roxy thought she'd have to restrain Alej, who was vibrating in his chair as he stared in open anguish at Jeannine. But when the woman raised her teary eyes, she stared directly at Roxy with a forlorn expression. On a deep breath, she broke apart again.

"Oh Chef, I needed some place safe to go!"


Chapter 6

 

 

"Cut! Justin, goddamnit, can't you follow the script?" Mac didn't know what would kill him first, the pain in his gut or the stupid moves of the leading man in this film. Both right now were in an even heat to bring him to his knees.

Justin had the brains to look embarrassed this time. "I know, I didn't bring this up at the script meeting this morning, but it was like a last minute thing, you know? An inspiration!" He lit up like this was the explanation to everything and looked around him at the crew, anywhere but at Mac, trying to find someone to agree with him.

"Justin, let me explain this to you again. I am the director of the movie. This is because I direct what the actors – that would be you – do on the set. If you would like to recommend a script change, you should do that during the script meeting, okay?"

Struggling to keep his temper in check, Mac almost doubled over as the pain slammed into his gut not far above his groin. It was worse today. He froze and pulled in a big breath, not willing to let on that anything was wrong.

"Lunch!" He yelled it so loud that several people jumped and his assistant Barry boggled his electronic tablet, but the wave of pain made it difficult for him to control his volume. It felt better to yell rather than fall into a heap on the ground and blubber, which was the likely alternative.

The crew put equipment to the side and in pairs and small groups, they moved away, most heading towards the area where the catering truck was set up. Today they were out in the country, away from Main Street and in a setting that represented the remote location where the family destined for death lived. Unfortunately, it wasn't remote enough, and periodically they had to call a halt to filming to allow the noise of a tractor in a field or a small plane from the nearby airport to fade into the distance.

Noises carried far in rural areas, Mac had learned, particularly in these canyons and hills. If he screamed, they'd probably be reporting it on the evening news in Sacramento.

And he wanted to scream, wanted to find an outlet for the pain and attendant frustration. All in his head? Hardly! Something was wrong, something that was more than his diet and lack of exercise. He'd fire that quack doctor and find someone else to treat him, someone who could figure out what this torture was all about.

Just then, he felt eyes on him. He was a star, after all, and people stared at him all the time. He'd learned to ignore the prickle of rapt attention drilling into his back. For the most part, they represented groupies hoping for an autograph or women hoping for a roll in the famed Smythe bed. 

He bit off a bitter laugh, thinking how surprised they would be to find out that the famed Smythe bedroom talent was a thing of the past. Hell, he had a hard enough time making it through the night without puking up his guts. Making love through the night was so far off the radar that he almost forgot what it felt like.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood up and a chill ran down his spine. He thought about the saying 'someone stepped on my grave' and wondered if this is what it meant. Icy tentacles spread along every nerve ending. This was more than the appreciative stare of a fan. 

This felt ominously personal.

His pain fading in the chill, he got up from the chair quickly enough to tumble it backwards on to Barry's unfortunate toes. Martha, who had been conferring with Barry, gave Mac a frown and opened her mouth to speak, but Mac raised a hand to stop her, turning in slow circles and looking at the crowd, the crew, and their surroundings.

"Mr. Smythe, is something wrong?" 

Martha and Barry were both staring at him now, the chair still in the dust and the script that had been suspended from its arm in the dirt as well. Barry's question hung in the midday heat.

He circled again, searching out faces and trying to pinpoint the source of the stare. It brought a premonition of danger and sadness and he wasn't sure what else. The eyes were still on him
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