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Chapter One

 


October, 1982

 


As she considered stuffing the dripping wet
wire pot scrubber down the front of her chef’s whites, Alma
wondered if her mother was right. Maybe she was wasting her life—or
at least, her English degree.

But you did what paid the bills, and being a
poet certainly wasn’t an option. Besides, she hadn’t written a
thing in years. So Alma became a chef—not formally trained, but
every bit good as many who were. She’d worked in shouty, sweaty
restaurants, but her new job was a sweet one—running the kitchen at
a private residential center for kids with emotional trouble.

Bright Day School was housed on a pleasantly
out-at-the-elbows Tudor-style estate overlooking the Hudson River
in upstate New York. It sprawled over a cluster of old buildings
with stucco walls and dark woodwork. Its students, despite the
scary-sounding names of their problems, turned out to be lots like
other kids—heartbreaking, funny, and in need of a good meal. Alma
was happy to help out with that last thing. She ran a peaceful
kitchen, and she wasn’t too proud to wash her own pots. Hence the
scrubber.

She’d been having a fun day, too … until her
sous chef, Jessie, spotted a certain dinged-up green Ford Capri
backing into a parking space outside the main building’s leaded
glass kitchen windows. The Capri was owned by one of Alma’s least
favorite gentleman callers—Charlie Sassian, of the County Health
Department.

Dammit, dammit, dammit! Alma squeezed the
wire pot scrubber in her hand. She knew the thing was totally,
completely, get-you-in-trouble illegal—but also kind of necessary.
A steel scrubber was, for example, the only way to get the scorched
remains of Szechuan chicken in orange sauce off the bottom of the
giant roasting pan she’d just used as a wok. It had been tasty
Szechuan chicken in orange sauce, too! Excellent, really.

During the last inspection, Alma had gotten
written up for chucking a wire scrubber just like it into an open
garbage can. Charlie Sassian had spotted it the second he walked in
the door. The man was capable of peering into the trash before he
even said hello. Now he was looking over some papers on his
clipboard, and slamming his car door. Once burned, twice shy. Into
Alma’s bra went the prickly, wet scrubber. It felt awful
immediately.

Plus now, she smelled like garlic and ginger.
Delicious!

Alma tightened her apron over her newly
lopsided shirt. “Well, fuck,” she said quietly, to no one in
particular. On the other side of the stainless steel prep table,
Jessie tucked a few stray brown curls back into her purple silk
scarf. Alma nervously checked her toque for any of her own unruly
blonde hair. Then, the back door to the kitchen swung open, and in
walked Charlie with his stupid baggy tweed jacket over his neatly
ironed pink polo shirt and baggy chinos. Charlie the garbage can
spy. Charlie with his fussy instant-read thermometer, used mostly
to make sure anyone feeding kids in large numbers cooked everything
to the consistency of antique cardboard.

He had to be a year or two older than her—in
his mid-thirties, perhaps. His dark red hair was rubber-banded into
a long, messy pigtail. There really is nothing attractive about
that man. Alma turned her warmest smile on him. The pot scrubber
itched. A lot.

“Alma!” he said, extending a pale freckled
hand. “Good to see you again!” Hmm. He ignored the garbage this
time. Shoulda stashed the scrubber in there again. They shook hands
and right afterward, without thinking, Alma wiped her fingers on
the towel she kept looped into her apron.

“Oh … um … sorry,” she said. “That was rude!”
She giggled nervously, and Charlie didn’t laugh with her. “Want a
cup of coffee?”

His eyes darted around the kitchen before
settling on hers again. “Not just now. Perhaps in a
non-professional setting, though,” he said and then he smiled. “My
treat. Sometime soon?” Ugh. This was a new twist. Jessie scampered
into the room with the giant KitchenAid mixer and the slicing
machine, her lips tight, barely containing a fit of her own
giggles.

“Ah, Charlie,” Alma said. “You know I’ve only
been here a month. New job. I have no time to socialize. So, let me
show you what we did downstairs in the walk-in cooler. I think
we’ve fixed everything. The new shelves are the ones you
suggested…”

As she walked down the stairs with Charlie
following her, Alma felt moist bits of orange chicken scrapings
fall off the scrubber and land on her stomach. Thank God she’d
gotten the cartons of lettuce and oranges the co-op had just
delivered up off the floor and onto those new shelves! And thank
God, too, that Benny the Beemer, their junior vocational trainee,
had finished running the dish machine and was safely back in class
for the afternoon.

Benny the Beemer made race car noises pretty
much all the time, hence his nickname. No one was supposed to use
it, everyone did anyway, and that made Benny very happy. Alma often
forgot to tell him that imitating BMW 507s instead of actually
talking to people was inappropriate. Inappropriate was the word
she’d been firmly instructed to use when the kids who worked in the
kitchen acted out their symptoms. A visit from the Department of
Health would have gotten some braking and cornering squeals out of
Benny, for sure. Alma flicked on the lights in the walk-in and
enjoyed that idea.

Charlie walked in behind her. “Okay. Not too
bad,” he said.

Bright Day School was owned by a family of
cheerful and very well-off hippies who believed that good food was
therapeutic. They’d hired Alma away from Alberto’s, the restaurant
at the local winery. The wine there was beyond terrible, but the
food was great, and Alma was proud of that. Alma’s theory about her
new job? Her old clientele wasn’t so different from the kids and
staff she fed at Bright Day. The people who’d eaten at the winery
just hadn’t been diagnosed … yet.

Bright Day School was also where almost
everyone single Alma’s age in Engelhook-on-Hudson worked. There
were plenty of jobs for social workers, therapists, child care
workers, and teachers. Plus a full staff of kitchen workers for
Alma to manage. Engelhook was a newly hip upstate New York town, a
really good place for her to have landed. Plenty of pretty old
houses with cheap rent. Alma lived in one of those, and she liked
it—lots. Please, she thought, as Charlie poked into her cartons and
under her shelves. No violations this time! I really need this
job!

She’d only been cooking for a paycheck for
two years, ever since she’d walked out on the hard-drinking painter
and professor her parents still adored. Alma’s folks were profs,
too. Her mom in film, her dad in English. Alma had been together on
and off with Stefan Rauch most of her senior year at New Paltz.
They’d gotten married the week she graduated.

Stefan was ten years Alma’s senior, with a
shaggy head of curly black hair lately going grey at the temples.
His loft apartment had white brick walls covered with his huge
super-realistic paintings of abandoned industrial sites. Twenty
perfectly folded black t-shirts were all he had in his dresser, no
other clothes except for his jeans and a black leather jacket.
Stefan didn’t believe in underwear any more than he believed in
abstract art. He spent way more time in front of a canvas than any
other painter he knew, painstakingly rendering the exact play of
light on rusted steel and broken glass. Working that hard made him
permanently angry.

As a newlywed, Alma couldn’t believe she
actually got to live in a place like Stefan’s loft. She couldn’t
believe she got to write poetry instead of going to a day job.
Stefan had insisted upon that. No selling out allowed! He also
believed that creative writing graduate programs were stupid.

“It’s only words! Do the work yourself!” he
said to her from time to time. “Like me! I do all the work myself.”
Except there was a problem. It was impossible for Alma get anything
of her own done around Stefan. He got frustrated and bellowed at
his paintings. He stormed around the loft on the mornings he had to
get up and teach class. He knocked back Budweiser in tall cans the
way most people drink coffee. And he and Alma’s family had
roaring-drunk dinner parties together … for eight long years.

Alma had finally left him the night she’d
come home to a flood. Their big, claw-foot tub was overflowing with
bubble bath, and sitting in it with her husband was an impossibly
skinny girl with a jet black crew cut. Alma recognized her as one
of his undergraduates right away. Ms. Crew Cut was laughing and
red-faced—and Stefan was laughing, too. He got out of the tub and
splash-walked to the bathroom door, his suddenly ridiculous cock
swinging absurdly between his legs.

“Ooops!” he’d said, and popped open a bottle
of champagne he’d left beside the sink. “Have a swig, dearest?” The
sparkling wine fizzed over his fingers and dripped into with the
soapsuds on the floor. Another bottle sat next to the tub,
empty.

Although she’d vowed on her graduation day
that she would never again sleep a night under her parents’ roof,
Alma had walked out of Stefan’s loft without a word and driven
herself back to Briarcliff Manor.

“Men do that, honey,” her mother had said.
“Especially the creative types. Most of them, anyway. It doesn’t
mean anything, you know. Not a thing! Stefan’s such fun! Please!
Give him another chance.” But Alma hadn’t. And as she stood in the
cooler with Charlie turning over papers on his clipboard, the
divorce had been final for two whole weeks. Thanks to Stefan’s
vicious lawyer and her sweet-but-bumbling one, there had not been
one penny of a settlement in it for her.

Fortunately, Alma loved food. She’d collected
cook books since high school. So, she’d learned her way around a
professional kitchen. Her first job had been in a health food
restaurant in downtown Engelhook. Her old college friend, Mary
Connor, had put in a word for her. Mary had grown up in Englehook.
She’d studied art and ended up a cook, too. Mary had been Alma’s
first hire at Bright Day.

Now, Alma stared at a case of Romaine lettuce
and prayed the inspection really was going well. Charlie hadn’t
said anything for a while. She fought the urge to pull the
unbearably itchy, ice-cold pot scrubber out of her bra right that
very minute. Charlie picked up a carton of apples and ran a finger
over clean stainless steel shelving underneath it … and nodded
appreciatively.

“Much better,” he said.

“So you like what you’re seeing this time?”
said Alma, and immediately regretted putting it that way as she
felt his eyes sweep over her.

“Yeah, I do,” said Charlie. “Lots. Oh, C’mon,
Alma, you can’t be that busy. Institutional food is easier than
your old restaurant gig, right? How about I take you to dinner
instead? Hey, I know who’s got a clean kitchen, right? Dinner and a
movie? I hear Poltergeist is at The Apex again. Halloween’s coming,
you know.”

Alma glanced down. Underneath her apron, her
shirt was quite wet from the pot scrubber and standing inside a
refrigerator didn’t make that any more comfortable. “Actually … no.
I mean, nothing personal, but my job is my job and I don’t…”

Charlie winced. “Okay, I get it. I’m sorry.
That was out of line, I guess,” he said. “Ed said you guys from
Alberto’s liked to party, though, so… Oh, crap. That was worse!
Open mouth, insert foot.” He smacked himself in the forehead. Ed
Chaikin was the other inspector, the one Alma had seen in
restaurants. “I didn’t mean to put you in a bad position. I know
you’re working very hard. I know—”

“It’s okay,” said Alma brightly. Charlie
truly was kind of a jerk but now she felt sorry for him. There was
an awkward silence as she searched for something to say. “Thing
about me is that I’m the only person in the world who doesn’t
really like movies, anyway. I’d rather read.” That was true. As the
daughter of a film professor, she’d seen way too many movies.
Especially scary ones. She hated movies with blood and gore, the
kind that made you jump. But, her mother worshipped Alfred
Hitchcock. Alma was even supposed to have been named after him,
except she turned out to be a girl. So her mom named her after
Alfred Hitchcock’s wife, instead.

“Looks like the violations you had down here
have been all seen to,” Charlie said. “Please understand that I’m
not trying to be a bad guy, Alma. You just have to be super careful
with the sanitation when you’re feeding kids. It’s like hospitals.
You’ve obviously worked your butt off to clean this place up. I see
that. I’ll have a quick look at the stockroom and be on my way.” He
sighed and smiled. Funny how he didn’t look quite so … loathsome,
now. But the guy was no prize.

“Want an apple?” said Alma. “They’re
Winesaps, from Depew’s Orchard on 9W. Really good.”

Charlie picked one up and followed her
upstairs.

Back in the kitchen, Jessie was signing in
the night’s fish order, and Jan Gleason had arrived for the dinner
shift. The Bright Day kitchen usually had one head cook and one
prep cook per meal, except for breakfast, which was a solo gig.
Alma often did breakfast, sometimes Jess, except on the weekends.
Because it was a school kitchen, not a restaurant kitchen, everyone
was female—except for Jan. He did dinner five nights a week. A good
cook, easy to work with—although a lot of that had to do with his
usual prep, Alma’s old friend, Mary.

Jan’s biggest attribute was that he was—not
to mince words—blindingly gorgeous. Broad shouldered, light brown
hair, round glasses with clear plastic rims a lot like the ones
John Lennon had worn. Alma didn’t even like to admit to herself how
much she enjoyed watching Jan work. Jessie would be his prep
tonight, lucky girl. Mary was off, and Jessie was working a double.
Overtime pay to collect—and tasty eye candy, too!

“Hey, Jan,” Alma said to him. “Hold off
changing into your whites a sec. Department of Health’s here.
Charlie Sassian’s just finishing the stockroom.”

Jan nodded, and then tilted his head.

“No. It’s good,” whispered Alma. Then she
raised her voice. “I got you the fish heads you wanted for the
chowder stock,” she continued. “Big ones—groupers, I think. I’ll
make the cornbread before I go. Jess can do up the slaw. Got
Winesaps for apple crisp downstairs…” She shivered. To her horror,
the pot scrubber’s dampness had now soaked through her apron, too,
marking the outline of her right breast in a wet circle. She
crossed her arms over her chest, and hoped nothing showed.

“Alma? Everything’s fine back here,” called
Charlie. “Just need you to sign this.” He appeared next to her with
his clipboard.

As she uncrossed her arms and glanced at the
inspection form, she spotted the tiniest shard of stainless steel
peeking out at the top of her shirt.

Charlie smiled. “Clean bill of health,” he
said. “See ya ‘round town!”

Phew!

Jan loped into the stockroom to grab a fresh
set of whites and change into them in the adjoining bathroom/locker
room.

Alma watched through the leaded glass windows
as Charlie got back into his car. He caught her gaze and waved at
her. When his taillights came on, she finally extricated the
scrubber, popping the top button off her shirt in the process. The
button skittered across the stainless steel counter and landed on
the floor.

“Shit,” she said.

Alma decided to rinse out the pot scrubber
and run it through the dish machine. That would probably sanitize
it enough after its ride in her bra, she figured. Good illegal wire
pot scrubbers weren’t super-easy to come by.

Jessie exploded into laughter. “Oh, nice.
Very nice,” she said. “You had that gross thing down your shirt the
whole time! Wow, check out the fish heads. They’re huge. This one
looks like Walter Cronkite. You know, CBS news?”

Jan walked back into the room tying a blue
bandana around his head, and Jessie put her hand inside the fish
head as if it were a puppet. “Hey, Jan! Check it out!” she said,
and dropped her voice to a fake baritone. “And here, now, the
news.”

“What?” Jan looked a little puzzled, but then
he laughed.

Jessie turned red, and threw the grouper head
into a big stock pot on the stove.

“I said that because that fish looked just
like Walter Cronkite the news guy. It totally did! Didn’t you think
so?” Jan and Jessie were laughing together over by the stove,
now.

Alma felt just a little jealous.

That’s ridiculous, she told herself, pulling
down her copy of The Moosewood Cookbook from the shelf and turning
to the page where she’d multiplied the cornbread recipe up to make
enough for seventy-five people. “Good of you to pull the double
shift, Jess,” she said. “Mary told me she’ll come in for you
tomorrow if you want a long weekend. I’ll call her and set it up if
you want.”

“Cool,” said Jessie.

“I absolutely could have done tonight solo,”
said Jan. “But it’s good I don’t have to. All praise and thanks to
the boss lady.”

Alma caught herself staring at his chin. As
usual, he hadn’t shaved. His beard would be a reddish brown, darker
than his hair. He’d probably look fabulous with a beard instead of
that stubble. But wasn’t stubble supposed to be sexy? The boss
lady? I don’t think I like being called that.

“Know what, Jan?” said Jessie. “I wouldn’t do
dinner by myself. I wouldn’t want to close up this place alone.
After second dinner when there’s no one in the offices upstairs and
the dining halls are empty, this building gets super, super creepy.
Breakfast shift can be pretty weird in the wintertime, too, like
before dawn. I don’t like to be alone here when it’s dark.”

Alma had heard lots of talk like that since
she’d taken the Bright Day job. One of the first things anyone told
her was to keep at least two staff members in the Main at night.
Everyone agreed the place was haunted, but nobody seemed to know
any more details than that. You absolutely weren’t supposed to talk
to the kids about it. People working alone in the building tended
to get freaked out—and leave their posts. Something her mom
would’ve loved to death. If she knew—but I’m not going to tell
her.

Alma’s mom claimed to be psychic. “I can
always tell when people we know are going to die,” she liked to
brag. “I have a vision of their faces right before I go to sleep,
glowing and surrounded by a greater darkness.” A greater darkness.
That had scared the snot out of Alma as a child. Now, she tried to
maintain a healthy skepticism about such things. But she’d gotten
stuck by herself in the Bright Day kitchen at night a few times. It
was weird how you felt watched when no one was there.

New job, though, so she couldn’t run
screaming to her car because it felt like someone was looking over
her shoulder as she figured out what spices to order, or
reorganized the pasta and canned tomatoes. There was rent to pay.
The divorce had left Alma with little in the bank. She was just
getting caught up now. Every time she’d thought it was almost
settled, Stefan’s lawyer had found something else to fight over.
There had even been a certified letter over two record albums and a
cast-iron frying pan.

“Hey, I caught something out the corner of my
eye the other night, when Mary and I were locking up,” said Jan. “I
thought it was a kid, so I went back into the riverside dining hall
to make sure we weren’t shutting anyone in. The room was empty, but
the tea urn was back on and I swear I’d pulled the plug.”

“Whoa,” said Jessie. “Cah-reepy. How many
onions you want chopped?”

“Eight of the really big Spanish ones. Coarse
chop, with a knife. Don’t put them in the CuisinArt—makes ‘em
mushy. I’ll do the potatoes myself.”

Jessie nodded and drew a chef’s knife back
and forth across the sharpening steel. “You are totally walking me
to my car tonight, Jan,”

“Be glad to. Consider yourself protected from
all ghosts and goblins.”

Alma measured corn meal and gave herself full
permission to envy her prep cook.

While the corn bread was baking, Alma got on
the phone and arranged for Mary to come in the next day. Then, she
changed back into her jeans and tucked her steel-toed work boots
into her locker. She slipped into her fuzzy turquoise jacket and
walked into the kitchen to say goodnight. Jessie skipped over to
hug her.

“I’m so glad you got Max’s old job, Al,” she
said. “It’s fun working here, now. And I actually love that coat.
I’m sorry I said it looked like a bathroom rug this morning.”

Al. My name is Alma. Al-ma.

“Thanks,” she said. “It does look like a
bathroom rug. That’s why I bought it. Have a party, you two.
G’night!” She beamed at Jan.

“Night, boss!” he said, without looking
up.

Oh, well. Aced the Health Department. Could
have been a worse day. She slid into her beloved dusty red 1966
Valiant, and drove toward the school’s big wrought iron gate in the
gathering twilight. As she made the turn onto Route 9W, she glanced
back at the main building. Someone in a corner room on the third
floor was flashing the lights on and off repeatedly.

Ghosts! Nah. Probably just one of the kids
slipped away from his residence group, screwing around, being …
inappropriate.


Chapter Two

 


Alma lived on the second floor of a Victorian
house that must have belonged to someone important back in the day.
Not anyone important as whoever built Bright Day’s buildings in the
20s, but someone who’d had money enough for a big place with tall
ceilings and marble fireplaces. These days, the place had uneven
floors, uncertain gutters, and questionable electrical wiring. And
it was drafty. The pretty violet and green stained glass at the top
of Alma’s living room windows rattled in the wind.

But there were hardwood floors that went
perfectly with her thrift shop Turkish rugs. She’d inherited a
green velvet old lady couch and reading chair from her
grandparents. Her ex had hated them, but she’d always loved them,
and now they finally had a home. So what if they ate up her living
room? You could flop on them with a book.

Alma hung her coat on the wobbly coat tree
she’d found on the street and headed straight for the shower to
wash off a day in the kitchen. Taking a shower at her apartment was
a little complicated. The bathroom had a claw-foot tub with a
curtain you had to fasten just so. She was determined never to
flood her bathroom, though—the last night of her marriage was
something she’d never be able to unsee.

After she was no longer a Szchuan orange
chicken bomb, Alma ran a soapy cloth over the bathroom mirror to
clear it, and took a wide-toothed comb to her wild mop of blonde
hair. Her kinky curls had made her an impressive hippie chick in
the 70s, back when she’d almost been able to sit on them. She’d cut
the long length to her shoulders on a whim a few months before she
took the Bright Day job. She liked her hair that way now, just wild
enough, and easy to get under a toque or a scarf for work. She
dried off and dressed before walking barefoot into her own
kitchen.

Alma’s fridge was almost empty. All there was
were eggs, a carton of Tropicana OJ, a big bottle of North Mountain
Chablis, and because she was a chef, after all, some prosciutto and
a hunk of good parmesan cheese. Like many food professionals she
knew, Alma didn’t cook much at home—unless, of course, she had a
heavy date to impress. But she almost never had heavy dates.
Cooking all day made you tired. Besides getting a divorce… Well,
that made you tired, too. And cautious.

Thursday night. She ran over Friday’s
breakfast and lunch menu in her head. Bagels, scrambled eggs,
sausages… All the stuff for the tacos was ordered, there were even
ripe avocados and— Oh, dinner! Right, she had called the Hudson
Market for those pork chops. Mike would deliver those tomorrow,
along with Saturday’s London broils.

Stop it! Stop thinking about work, she told
herself. That was hard to do. A month or so of paychecks was the
only thing between Alma and her parents’ crazy household down in
Briarcliff Manor. Or sharing an apartment with a bunch of her
fellow kitchen rats—that is to say, an apartment full of hangovers,
aspirin, and beat-up looking, transparent-skinned guys who deeply
enjoyed cocaine. Never again!

Alma got herself a glass of wine. North
Mountain Chablis was hardly a vintage delight. The best thing about
it was the price. But it was way better than the vile stuff from
her last job.

She walked into her living room, still trying
not to think about cooking. Too bad the only way she could do that
was to try not to think about Jan—and fail.

Why am I so hung up on him tonight? Okay,
maybe he’s not so bad. Even though he is a total kitchen rat. Jan’s
other job was tending bar on the weekends at The Very Last Old
Fashioned Saloon, which was a dumb name for anything. Locals called
it The Old Fascist. Nobody under fifty drank there. It was rumored
to be owned by an Italian who’d been on the wrong side of things in
World War II. Alma imagined Jan in the dark green vest and tie the
Old Fascist bar staff all had to wear, along with a long white
apron tied at the waist. He probably looked great.

But Jan didn’t act like a coke head. He
looked healthy enough. Maybe I should go down to The Old Fascist
one night, have a couple of glasses of wine. She thought about Jan
standing behind The Old Fascist’s long mahogany bar, with its dim
lights and engraved mirrors and been-there-forever murals of
peacocks and morning glories. Old man joint or not, the room was
kind of beautiful. She thought of Jan pouring her a glass of wine …
or no. Maybe she’d ask for a real cocktail. That would be
glamorous. He’d use a silver shaker and strain it into a
long-stemmed glass.

He’d lean over the bar, then. Glad you came
in, he’d say to her, and the last of the rumpled, wrinkle-faced
crew that usually populated the place would quietly begin shuffling
out the door.

It’s almost time to close, he’d say. Don’t
you hurry, though… He’d pour himself a drink, too, sit down beside
her…and then… Alma felt her breath quicken.

No.

No, no, no.

He works for me, for God’s sake. I can’t be
fantasizing about someone who works for me. That’s… The word
“inappropriate” occurred to her. But how long had it been?

The truth? Ever since she’d left Stefan. Two
years. Yeah, there had been several almost-happeneds. And there was
a bona fide, good faith attempt at The Dread Deed with Sid, chef at
The Blue Peppermill, a place with great river views and indifferent
food. Alma had gone
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