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 FOR WANT OF A NAIL

 

 The ambulance pulled away at two, just as the glazier arrived.
 Chris could see them both through the window as he waited on hold.
 Thunder crashed; it was technically too early for a Nor’easter, but
 water spouts had been spotted off the north shore, and out of a sunny
 afternoon a deepening gray sky had grown and harsh winds shook the
 pin oaks on the front lawns. In retrospect, he thought, perhaps this
 wasn’t the best day for a party.


 ‡


 “We’d like to give a dinner party; semi-formal, six guests,
 five courses, I think, with local wine pairings, for Friday next.”

 “Very good, Ma’am.” Chris took the sheet of paper Alexandra
 passed him and scanned the guest list quickly. “Do you have any
 other requirements or desires for this?”

 “Of course,” Grendel interjected from his stance by the
 fireplace. “I was thinking this would be a good chance to see how
 well Brian has improved. He needs a test before we send him to
 auction. So, I want you to be as hands-off as possible about this;
 let him do as much as he can in the majordomo position of authority.
 I want Enid and Ramesh as waiters, of course, but they should also do
 some kitchen tasks.”

 Chris nodded and made his own notes. “Full livery, Sir?”

 “Oh, God, yes, let’s keep everyone clothed. Oh, and speaking
 of the kitchen, you’ll have to work with Muira on this; she’s got
 that night off.”

 Chris raised an eyebrow, pen poised. “Would you prefer I hire a
 chef for the dinner, then?”

 “No, I’d prefer you figure out what she can do before she
 leaves and have the trainees do some prep work. You can finish up in
 the kitchen yourself.” Grendel looked positively gleeful at the
 prospect, watching Chris ponder even as the shorter man was nodding
 in acceptance of the command. “I mean, no sense in letting all that
 Kaleigh training go to waste. You can manage to finish the meal and
 do some plating, I hope? Especially since we won’t need you in
 livery yourself.”

 “Of course, Sir. It will be my pleasure.”

 “I’m sure it will. Now let’s go see the trainees and beat
 some sense into them.” And with that, Chris slipped the invitee
 list into his clipboard, tucked the board under one arm, and
 unclipped the strap from his belt. That, too, was a pleasure, albeit
 of a different sort.

 ‡

 “What about lamb? I could easily finish up a nice roast.”

 “That would be if we had a nice roast; remember that terrible
 piece of flesh that was supposed to be a Sunday joint? That wee
 Claudia had to give the butchers a piece of her mind over it. No, no,
 I don’t like the lamb we’ve seen lately at all.” Muira
 McLanahan was most often addressed as Cook, especially when there
 were clients in the house, and she was proud of that appellation. “A
 chef’s nothing but a man in a puffy hat doing the same job women
 have done for centuries. I cook; who the bloody hell chefs?” she
 had demanded, years ago, when Alexandra first hired her. Completely
 unfazed by the presence of naked slave trainees, she enjoyed the
 variety of her duties and was more than capable of whipping up a
 splendid gourmet feast from time to time. Chris sat with her over the
 kitchen table, his butler book and her recipe files at hand.

 “Pork then?” Chris scanned the guest list notes and sighed.
 “No, wait, Nancy and Lawrence are coming; they were at the April
 dinner and we did a pork roast then.”

 Cook allowed a slight sound of scorn to escape. “Sure and they’d
 perish if they had one again?”

 “Definitely,” Chris teased. “How about... ”

 “Duck!” She started writing across her notepad with a finality
 Chris knew from experience.

 “Duck?” he repeated. “Remember, I have to finish it. What
 were you thinking of, cassoulet?

 “Not this early, no, although I was going to put up some legs
 for confit... but last time I was at the farm, they had some lovely
 ducks.” Muira enjoyed visiting one of the local farms for baskets
 of fresh produce and eggs. “I can make a cherry and port sauce with
 the last of those glorious cherries, too.” She was continuing to
 write and Chris attempted to read her handwriting upside down.

 “That’s a lot of... red items...” he offered.

 “It’s called a theme, you heathen. Long Island, in scarlet.”

 Chris thought of the snowy-white shirts and gloves for the serving
 staff and sighed. But there was no denying Muira at this point. She
 was an artist in the midst of creation, all protests to her common
 roots aside. He could change the shirts to black, or even red to
 match her theme, and skip the gloves. And really, nothing looked too
 hard to finish and plate, even upside down.

 ‡

 “In... in charge? But... am I ready? I don’t know if I’m
 ready!” Brian Cohen, senior trainee in the house and almost ready
 for his auction, looked likely to faint or vomit, or perhaps both.

 “You’d better be,” Chris warned. “Not only are you being
 relied upon to conduct yourself with confidence and expertise, but
 you must manage Ramesh and Enid as well. They will be looking to you
 for guidance and correction.”

 “Where will you be?” Brian could hardly believe how terrified
 he was at the mere thought of Chris not being there, being in charge.
 Was it really just a few weeks ago he had seen this man as an enemy?
 Or at least an encumbrance, a barrier to getting what he thought he
 really wanted. Now, Chris seemed more like a lifeline, full of
 information, encouragement, coaching and support, plus one hell of a
 hand on a well-worn leather strap. That hadn’t changed. Brian’s
 attitude toward such correction had changed instead.

 “I will be in the kitchen, finishing the meal. When duties
 permit, and you will make sure they do, you will all have some time
 helping me with one task or another. But I will be strictly back of
 the house staff for all intents and purposes, and the kiddies will be
 forbidden to come to me for help—they must go to you and you must
 be able to supervise them.”

 The kiddies—his fellow trainees. Chris’s nickname for them was
 wildly inappropriate, as they were both older than Brian. But they
 were, as he had been, novices at slavery, just barely a month into
 their training and struggling with things he remembered keenly. There
 were times when he despaired of them ever learning how to do things
 he took for granted, like knowing when to kneel and when to bow and
 when to just nod. But at the same time, when he caught them studying
 his form or heard what sounded like actual respect in their voices
 when they asked him for advice, he felt like an impostor. Didn’t
 they realize what he had to go through to get here?

 “Here are the parameters for the dinner,” Chris said, passing
 Brian a folder. “Guest list, menu, the china and crystal Ms.
 Selador has selected, and my own notes. I want to see entries in your
 butler book tonight. Tomorrow morning, you and I will select some
 wines for approval, tomorrow afternoon you will meet with me and Cook
 to discuss what will need to be done to order, store, and prepare the
 menu items. Over the weekend, you will drill your staff in table
 service. Is this all understood?”

 Brian stiffened at the instructions. “Yes, Chris.”

 “Then get your ass out of here and let the kiddies know you’ll
 be their boss for a while. Speaking of which, are you still lusting
 after Ramesh?”

 Brian barely suppressed a grin. The trainee in question was almost
 forty-six, and in a leather bar Brian probably wouldn’t have
 noticed him except for the novelty of seeing an Indian man there. But
 here, in a sexually charged yet sexually frustrating world, the
 quiet, older man with his toffee-colored skin and deep, brown eyes
 and silvering hair was quite the sexpot. More to Brian’s taste, at
 least, than their other roommate, Enid. Also, after getting a chance
 to know him, Brian found him sensitive, thoughtful, a true
 intellectual; his accent gave him an edge of cosmopolitan elegance
 and he carried himself with dignity even in terribly undignified
 circumstances. To Brian’s surprise, Ramesh seemed more and more
 like his type of man—a daddy type, wise and patient and sexy.

 “He still looks good to me,” he answered honestly.

 “Good. If your dinner is passable, then you may have him for the
 remainder of your stay, once a day, for whatever activity you prefer
 inside of thirty minutes.” Chris waved Brian off and Brian knew
 enough not to stand there gaping and asking stupid questions.
 Instead, he bounced on out, gleeful. The glee lasted until he opened
 the folder and realized the scope of the task ahead of him.
 Typically, he responded as he usually did when faced with difficult
 tasks and decisions; he did not tell his fellow trainees what was in
 store for them all until the following day, after Chris kicked his
 ass well and good for not following orders.

 ‡

 Still, the trainees were prepped, their rehearsal sessions honed
 to exact timing and movement standards, and Brian found himself
 automatically doing things he would never have imagined two months
 ago. Almost without thinking he swatted the painfully thin Enid on
 her unpadded ass when she fretted instead of walked; he schooled
 Ramesh to not frown when given an unexpected order or questioned
 about the menu. 
 

 “I only mean to show that I am very seriously considering their
 request,” he had explained, when the behavior was pointed out to
 him.

 “Yeah, well here, it looks like you’re confused, or you, uh,
 don’t approve. So, you look kind of...” Brian paused and composed
 his face into what he hoped was his best how-may-I-help-you
 expression. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Chris watching them
 and giving a very slight nod. I can do this! he thought, feeling
 dizzy. Oh my God, I can do this. Confidence and excitement grew all
 week as the day of the dinner party approached.

 ‡

 “Oh, Chris, it looks like we’ll have five guests tomorrow,”
 Alexandra said, right before dismissing him to send the trainees to
 bed. “Ali called to say her date couldn’t make it. Also, Nancy
 and Lawrence decided to train it out. Make sure to get them?”

 ‡

 “But... we practiced doing the plates two at a time!” Brian
 stammered. “What do we do now?”

 “Now, you will also carry a plate, and stagger the presentations
 so no one has to wait longer than thirty seconds to get theirs. We’ll
 cover it tomorrow morning after breakfast.” Chris’s checklist had
 notes already, and he showed them to Brian. “We also need to change
 the table settings, make sure not to use the extra floral decoration,
 and the seating has been rearranged like this. Make your own notes
 and meet me at six a.m. for review.”

 ‡

 “Car’s up at th’ garage,” Jack said when Chris visited
 him. “Had a bit of a bingle this morning, ran it over to th’
 Shell. Richie there gives me a mates rate. I can use the big one,
 then?”

 Chris nodded. “We’ll need it in the morning to pick up some of
 the food, but we’ll be long done with errands before the train gets
 in.”

 Jack nodded and looked up at the dark sky. “It’ll be a storm,
 y’know.”

 Chris examined the cloudless evening sky with skepticism and
 checked the weather report for the next day. Sure enough, a storm was
 coming in. So much for cocktails in the garden; they’d move them to
 the library instead. The last minute changes would be good practice
 for Brian to think on his feet.

 ‡

 Brian stayed awake until he heard the clocks chiming nearly three
 in the morning. With a flashlight, he re-read his scrawled notes over
 and over, and the instruction book on dining practices he’d been
 given when he started the second stage of his training. Just as he
 was falling asleep at last, he heard Ramesh wake up with a violent
 sneeze.

 ‡

 “Go the fuck away!”

 “Rachel... sweetheart, I need you today,” Chris said
 cajolingly. 
 

 “And I need fucking Advil! And a massage and I need to get
 fisted and if you are not here with drugs and a fucking glove on, get
 the fuck out!” 
 

 With the wisdom of years of experience, Chris backed away and
 massaged his own temples. Rachel did occasionally have hellish
 periods. And this one was early. Good thing the house was mostly
 spotless and prepared; there was some work to be done in the library,
 and the second bathroom on the main floor needed a run through, but
 if he just adjusted Enid from her second floor duties, handled the
 library himself, asked Jack to make the market pickups and requested
 delivery for the other items—oh, yes, and booked Julio to come by
 and give Rachel a massage... 
 

 ‡

 Ramesh kept sneezing with an almost explosive quality, and Brian
 pulled him off the final buffing of the silver before he covered the
 eating and serving utensils with snot. “What’s the matter with
 you?” he asked, as panic started to rise.

 “It is the hay fever, the seasonal allergies,” the older man
 said, blinking his watering eyes. “It is very bad today. Perhaps it
 is the flowers for the table as well.” 
 

 “Well, got God’s sake, take some Benadryl! I need you at one
 hundred percent!” 
 

 Obediently, Ramesh went in search of the drug and Brian tried not
 to crumple the notes in his hands about rearranging the table and the
 service order. Enid came out of the kitchen where she had been
 slicing the tomatoes for roasting, and he grabbed her by one arm,
 making her squeak in alarm. “Enid! I need you to tackle the second
 floor bathroom, the one with the shower stall. Get in there and make
 it sparkle, OK? And quick, I have, like, a thousand things left to
 do!”

 “Yes, Brian!” she said in her sweet-toned voice. Brian had
 teased her about it being “dark brown” like Lola’s, but she
 hadn’t taken well to that little quip. He’d learned to be more
 sensitive since that day. He’d never seen a transsexual woman so
 tiny before; she had the shape of a skinny adolescent girl, tiny,
 sweet tits, and a tangle of reddish hair where her cock used to be.
 Pale as snow, too. Definitely not his type at all. But she was a hard
 worker, thank God. He checked his notes again and realized he
 couldn’t even read the next line.

 ‡

 As a pebble creates the avalanche, Chris thought, as Jack
 shouldered his way into the kitchen, bearing bags from the market.
 “Talk to me about why there’s a cab outside,” he said, his
 voice steady.

 “Well now,” Jack said depositing the bags on the chopping
 block. “There’s a bit of trouble with th’ steering.”

 “The steering? Bad enough so it’s not safe to drive?”

 “Oh, yeh. Locked up on bloody Main Street, didn’t it? Fuckin’
 power steerin’, bloody waste of money. I had Richie come and fetch
 it. He’ll call when it’s ready.”

 Chris took a deep breath. “OK. Let’s assume it won’t be
 ready by tonight. Brian!” he raised his voice enough to reach the
 dining room. “We’ll need to rent a car or engage a car service.
 Get my butler book and meet me in the library!” He ducked away from
 Cook as she started sorting through the bags, hearing her cry, “These
 are not Meyer lemons, you Aussie nitwit!” and did not stay for the
 following hors de combat.

 ‡

 “Chris? Ali just called, she says Horace will come with her
 after all, so please re-set his place?” Chris smiled thinly as he
 nodded and then stopped himself before he turned to grab Brian again.
 Alex’s brows were taut, her fair skin almost ghostly. When she
 pressed her fingertips against her temples, he knew. 
 

 “Migraine, Ma’am?” he prompted gently. 
 

 She sighed, hating to reveal her weakness. “Yes, I think it
 might be. You keep with what you’re doing, I’ll take care of it.”

 “I’ll send Enid with something to drink,” he said. 
 

 ‡

 “Oh my God, oh my God.” Brian stammered, staring at the
 rearranged table. “But... you said not to use the extra
 arrangement, so I... I...”

 “You threw it away?” Chris’s voice was low and even. “Did
 I tell you to throw anything away? Brian, tomorrow you are going to
 wish you’d been quartered and served for dinner with a cherry port
 reduction. But for right now, call the damn florist.”

 After Brian took care of that, his anxiety reached a new high and
 he yelled at Ramesh, making him drop the mandoline he was washing in
 the kitchen. Naturally, it fell apart, which make Cook hit the two of
 them with a look of such fury they both fled. When Brian then
 discovered Enid had never reached the second floor bathroom because
 she had been hijacked to deliver drugs and drinks to Alex, he almost
 wanted to throttle her. Instead, he yelled at her, too. Oddly, it
 didn’t make them any more efficient or make him feel any better. 
 

 ‡

 Chris reassembled the insulted mandoline after hand-cleaning the
 blade and then calmed Cook about her Meyer lemons. She was showing
 him her diagram for plating the salad when they both heard a man’s
 cry of alarm from the second floor. Chris ran.

 ‡

 “I don’t know what happened! I don’t know!” Brian was
 insisting. Enid was coughing and gagging on her hands and knees in
 the hallway outside the bathroom she’d been ordered to clean; the
 air seemed sharp and foul. Chris pushed Brian aside and slammed the
 door shut, grasped the retching Enid around her body, and forcibly
 pulled her away from the closed door. 
 

 “Call 911,” he snapped. “Now! Tell them it’s sodium
 hypochlorite poisoning! And Ramesh, open the hallway window, now!”

 ‡

 “Well, hasn’t this been an exciting day so far?” Grendel
 asked, as an EMT took the oxygen tank to pack it away. “Broken car,
 changing guest list, and an accidental poisoning. And a broken
 window.”

 “As you say, Sir,” Chris murmured. Ramesh had slammed the
 window so hard to get it open, the glass cracked.

 “I am not used to windows that slide open so easily,” he said
 in his own defense. His mournful, dark eyes were red with allergies,
 his shame at having overreacted so clearly palpable. But he was now
 also on the list of trainees to suffer the Wrath of Chris on the
 following day and he knew it.

 “You never mix bleach and ammonia,” Grendel said to Enid, who
 insisted she was fine, and had to be ordered to accept the medical
 attention from the emergency crew. “Now you know why. I’m
 shocked—!—to find Chris has not taught you that.”

 As Grendel walked away, Chris turned his narrowed eyes to Enid for
 just a moment before he thanked the EMTs and escorted them to the
 door. He was holding one of the phones to his ear, waiting for
 confirmation on the rental car. The glazier was arriving. The deluge
 started. The avalanche continued. And Cook was packing to leave.

 ‡

 “The sorbet for tonight is in the top tray. You understand how
 to fan the apple slices under a wee scoop? Don’t use the raspberry
 by mistake! And I trust you will not burn the house down when you
 fire my cremes brulee?”

 Normally Chris would enjoy the teasing banter. He merely nodded
 politely and Cook took pity on him before giving him the latest news.
 “There’s a bit of a leak under the sink, I think. I’ve slipped
 a pan down there.”

 ‡

 Alex came downstairs for more soda for her aching head just as
 Julio arrived. Chris was about to tell the Salvadoran masseur to find
 Rachel upstairs when Alex cried, “My God, Chris, you are an
 absolute treasure. Julio, come on up! I need quiet and darkness and a
 deep tissue massage today.”

 Chris smiled and acknowledged her as she swept away his only bribe
 to get Rachel’s help.

 ‡

 Brian found Ramesh, his nose no longer dripping, but his head
 nodding over the pot of simmering parsnips. “What’s the matter
 with you now?”

 “I am so sorry,” Ramesh said, covering a yawn. “It is the
 drug. It makes me very sleepy. Normally, I would have a few cups of
 tea, but we are forbidden the tea I drink, and therefore, I am
 feeling fatigued.”

 “You have to wake up! Fuck!” Brian stormed off, wondering what
 he’d ever seen in that pathetic Indian whiner. He turned into the
 dining room and found Enid staring at, of all things, her own hand.
 “And what the fuck is wrong with you?” he demanded.

 “I broke a nail!” she wailed, showing it to him. 
 

 Indeed, the nail on her index finger was cracked and the tip
 broken off. For a former guy, Brian thought savagely, you are the
 femmiest piece of shit I ever met. “Well, fix it!” he shouted.

 “Oh, thank you, thank you!” she said, scampering off. What did
 she expect me to say? Brian wondered. Of course fix it. Five minutes,
 then come back down because we have to help Chris set up the kitchen.
 How long could it take to fix a nail? They just glue a new one on,
 right?

 ‡

 Chris came to the kitchen with his toolbox, got on his back under
 the sink and fixed the leak with no trouble. Grendel stuck his head
 in while Chris was showing the yawning Ramesh and fretting Brian how
 to handle the palate cleanser.

 “Horace is out again,” Grendel said, and then went on his way.

 Brian whimpered.

 “Leave the table as it is,” Chris said firmly. He turned to
 Brian and asked, “Why is this staff member of yours so tired?”
 Brian explained, haltingly, about the allergy medicine and the tea,
 until Chris held up a hand to stop him.

 Ramesh trembled as Chris turned to him. “You need caffeine? I
 think we can manage that.” Chris grabbed the carafe of cold coffee
 left over from his morning brew in one hand and Ramesh’s training
 collar in the other. “I’ll return him shortly,” he said,
 pulling the man upstairs. “Where the hell is your other staff
 member?” he called over one shoulder.

 ‡

 “Well, I had to file the rest of them down to match, see?”
 Enid explained, showing off her hands. “And then I had to get fresh
 nail polish, because I used the last of my lucky bottle of Iridescent
 Desert Blush, but Rachel yelled at me and wouldn’t let me use hers,
 and none of the ones I had really went with the red shirts, so I had
 to ask Alex what she had.”

 “You bothered Alexandra for nail polish?” Brian felt his cock
 shrivel and his balls compress with the thought of how well that was
 going to go over. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

 “I thought she’d want me to match?” Enid offered with a very
 weak apologetic shrug.

 “We are all dead, do you understand?” Brian knew he was
 getting hysterical, tried to pull it back and failed completely. “You
 didn’t kill us with poison gas, so you did it with fucking nail
 polish!”

 “I’m sorry!” Enid sniffed, her grey-green eyes wide and
 filling with tears. “I didn’t mean to ruin... everything!” 
 

 They panicked and gave into hysteria together until Brian heard
 Chris approaching and fled.

 ‡

 Jack cleaned up very well in his best suit, his hair tied back at
 the nape of his neck. He still smelled a bit of horse, but Chris
 reflected, Nancy and Lawrence would like that. In fact, when Jack
 heard who he was picking up he laughed and offered to bring them over
 to the stable. “You c’n send pretty Brian over and we’ll have a
 party there, eh?”

 “Not this time,” Chris said. “Just try to get them here with
 no accidents?”

 Jack snapped off a credible salute and sauntered out into the
 storm. He liked this sort of weather. And the rented Lincoln Towncar.
 He couldn’t wait to see how it handled on the rain-slick roads.

 ‡

 Ramesh returned to the kitchen more alert. Whether it was from the
 caffeine now coursing through his system or from the rude way in
 which it had been delivered was debatable. But he and Enid and Brian
 were lined up with brutal efficiency by Chris as he slipped into a
 chef’s coat. “You—slice the beets paper thin on the mandoline.
 You—rinse and dry the mache. No, that’s the mache, that’s the
 arugula. You—keep an eye on the soup and start making the puree in
 batches over there.” Chris was sorting the best of the basil for
 garnishing the soup when Ramesh suddenly hissed and swore in Hindi.
 The red beet juice was being augmented by his own blood.

 ‡

 “I thought we’d decided against gloves?” Alex asked, feeling
 refreshed from the lengthy massage and the eventual success of her
 various remedies for the migraine. “Didn’t you have some concerns
 they’d get stained with all the red sauces we’re having?”

 “It seems prudent to give them the opportunity to show me they
 can succeed,” Chris answered. Without showing the bandage on
 Ramesh’s finger, he neglected to add.

 “Excellent! I hope they live up to your confidence. Oh, by the
 way?”

 “Horace is coming,” Chris said, not bothering to make a note.

 Alex smiled. “I don’t know why we need to tell you anything!”

 Chris smiled and nodded politely and waited for her to turn away
 before he dashed the pairs of serving gloves over to the kitchen.

 ‡

 The three trainees were spot checking their livery: black trousers
 and jackets for the men, a severe pencil skirt for Enid, with
 Venetian red shirts for them all, buttoned to the top with their
 training collars dangling over the front. Enid and Ramesh slipped
 into their shortwaisted jackets and took the back stairs down to the
 kitchen, which was full of wonderful smells and simmering pots. Brian
 put his more formal jacket on and tried one of the many mantras he’d
 found in the library. I will serve with dignity and grace; I will
 serve with all my heart; I will serve for the benefit of others and
 bask in the radiance of their pleasure.

 I will fuck this up so badly I’ll be sent walking home tonight,
 he concluded. In the rain.

 ‡

 “Madeleine, Carl, how wonderful to see you!” Alexandra
 Selador, resplendent in a shimmering satin jacquard sheath dress, met
 her first guests as their chauffeur walked them to the door under a
 golf-sized umbrella. Brian felt tight as a virgin and about as
 confident as he stepped to one side to take coats and hats. He
 remembered Claudia’s mistress, but had never met her companion
 before, a tall, imposing, dark-skinned man with a beautiful, bald
 scalp and the roving eyes of a connoisseur of flesh. For a moment, he
 panicked about what to do concerning the chauffeur, but the woman
 simply returned to the idling car, and he busied himself putting the
 garments away. 
 

 ‡

 “Hey, Chris, whatcha doing back here?” 
 

 “Cooking,” Chris was slightly terse, not looking up from his
 work slicing figs. “You can camp out in the servants’ dining area
 as usual. This is Ramesh and that one is Enid and no, you can’t
 have either, they’re both working. Trainees, make sure Mercedes is
 fed and has reasonable accommodations but under no circumstances take
 your attention away from the master table.”

 Mercedes made a pouting face and shook her cap to get the rain
 off, splattering the floor near the kitchen door. With a crooked
 grin, she angled her way toward the servants’ hall, eying Enid with
 some speculation. Enid shook from the slight draft of cold air in the
 wake of the departing chauffeur and looked at Chris with question and
 panic in her eyes.

 “Mercedes is notoriously promiscuous, having her owner’s
 permission to be so,” Chris said, again without looking up. “Don’t
 allow her to distract you. Am I perfectly understood?”

 Enid nodded and turned with her cocktail tray, knocking perfectly
 into Ramesh. The tray hit the floor.

 ‡

 Alison Cruz arrived with her on-again-off-again date, followed by
 one of Grendel’s favorite spotters, Hal Lee, who had given a ride
 to another guest, who brought something else for Brian to stare at
 helplessly.

 “I’m so sorry, Alex,” the portly man was saying, as he
 handed Brian a small suitcase and pet carrier. “But Asta is really
 not feeling well and my regular girl is on loan for the whole week. I
 just couldn’t bear to leave the poor thing. But she’ll sleep most
 of the time! I brought her special food and all her favorite toys,
 poor little thing.” He handed her over, looking expectant.

 “Er... very good, sir,” Brian managed. He peered into the
 carrier and saw a glint of teeth among a thick wall of long fur and
 heard a warning growl.

 “I’m sure we’ll find her a nice warm, cozy spot to rest,”
 Grendel said, taking his guest by one arm. “Terrence, you remember
 Alison Cruz?”

 ‡

 “What do I do with it?” Brian demanded, his nerves now
 completely shot. Chris looked down at the cage on the floor of the
 kitchen, now emitting a series of high-pitched yaps alternating with
 fierce snarls whenever anyone got too close. He sighed, picked up the
 pitcher of cocktails and handed it to Ramesh. 
 

 “I’ll be back in five minutes,” he said. Jamming an old
 baseball cap onto his head and tossing on a light rain jacket from
 the rack by the kitchen door, he took both the pet carrier and the
 luggage of her supplies out into the rain.

 “Oh, my God, he’s going to leave her outside?” Enid
 squeaked.

 “I don’t care if he tosses her off a fucking cliff!” Brian
 snapped. “Take the drinks out! Don’t spill anything! I have to
 get the door!”

 ‡

 “Are y’sure that’s a dog?” Jack asked, poking his finger
 through the door of the carrier. He ran into Chris at the door
 leading to his apartment above the stables and relieved him of the
 dog carrier as they walked up the stairs. Asta snarled and snapped
 and Jack laughed as he snatched his finger away.

 “Fairly sure. The owner says she’s sick. There should be food,
 dog toys, I have no idea what else in here. Just bed her down
 somewhere with food and water, please?”

 “All righ’ then. Don’t worry another tick about ’er.”

 When Chris stalked back to the main house, Jack opened the little
 door and let the four-legged mop out. She immediately scampered all
 over his apartment, yapping with astonishing energy, and he grinned. 
 

 “Well, you’re not a Bluey, but fuck-all... you are a dog! An’
 you’re never poorly, neither, are you? Thought you’d chuck a
 sickie?” He watched as she fiercely attacked the leg of his best
 chair and chuckled at her antics. Examining the tiny cans of food and
 the vast array of colorful squeaky toys in the Louis Vuitton case, he
 frowned and eyed the little terrier again. “Y’don’t need this
 shite. I know exactly what you need. Come on, then, let’s take a
 squizz at them rat holes I saw yesterday.”

 ‡

 “Nice of you to order up this dramatic storm for the evening,”
 Madeleine said as she sipped at her drink. 
 

 “You should have had the ride from the train station with Jack,”
 Nancy laughed, her eyes bright. 
 

 “We aim to please,” Grendel said with a grin. 
 

 “Where is Chris tonight?” Ali Cruz asked. “Speaking of
 pleasing.”

 Alex waved a hand. “He has some time off. I’m sure the
 trainees are up to making your visit absolute perfection.”

 “No doubt.” Hal Lee glanced at the library door. “Alex...
 did I tell you about my small food issue? I hate to mention it now,
 but I’d rather not embarrass your novices by refusing something at
 the table. I know it’s impossibly rude.”

 “Oh, please, Hal. I’m sure the kitchen can handle it; tell me
 what we can do?”

 ‡

 “Ms. Selador says he’s... lactose intolerant.”

 Brian looked at Chris, directly into his eyes, and avoided the
 tray of neatly arranged cremes brulee awaiting the
 final caramelizing before their presentation.

 “I see.” Chris took a deep breath and stared for a moment past
 Brian’s shoulder. “And she would like not to serve him something
 unique.”

 Brian nodded.

 “All right. I’ll think of something. We can replace dessert,
 but the goat cheese in the salad...”

 “Please, Chris, if I might?” Ramesh offered with a slightly
 raised hand. “Goat cheese is often quite tolerable for those of us
 with a lactose intolerance.”

 Chris took this in and checked the clock on the wall. “Then
 leave the dessert to me. Places everyone, for seating, I will see you
 back here for the soup.” He turned and took the bottles of sherry
 and cream over to the arranged bowls, sprigs of basil neatly arranged
 for the final garnish.

 Brian almost felt grateful to be able to leave. How was Chris
 going to come up with a dessert before dinner was over? A non-dairy
 dessert? On any other night, one of them could have hopped into the
 car for a quick drive to a local bakery, but with this monsoon, and
 Jack baby-sitting a sick dog, and Rachel barricaded in her room and
 heaping invectives on anyone coming close? Chris would have to make
 something.

 ‡

 “This roasted tomato soup is just perfection,” Terrence
 enthused. “You are so lucky to live so close to all the farms out
 here. I swear, an heirloom tomato costs six dollars at the Union
 Square Market and then you have to run over trendy chefs trying to
 get one.”

 “I thought running over the trendy chefs was part of the appeal
 of shopping there,” joked Carl. “Send Fletcher the name of this
 wine would you, Gren?”

 ‡

 “Hey, pretty lady,” Mercedes purred from the door of the
 servants’ hall. Enid looked around for who the chauffeur might be
 addressing and gave her an honest “who me?” look.

 “Yeah, you! Come on, Red, slip away for five minutes and let’s
 make some energetic thumping noises on the table. I’m sure the
 swinging dicks can manage one thing without you.” She reached out
 and ran an admiring hand down Enid’s hip and Enid gave a peep of
 surprise. 
 

 “But... I can’t, I really can’t,” she whispered, pulling
 away toward the kitchen.

 “Aww, I’m sure you can. Come on, just a few minutes while
 they’re eating?”

 Brian elbowed his way past them and grabbed Enid’s arm. “Come
 on, you flakey bitch, we have the appetizer to deliver!”

 “Oh, hey, can I have some?” Mercedes called after them.

 Both of them turned to shush her and she sighed and folded her
 arms in exasperation. “You slaves are just no fun,” she
 complained. 
 

 ‡

 Soup bowls were traded for the elegantly small plates of
 prosciutto with arugula and figs; Ramesh and Enid each lowered a
 plate in front of a diner at the same time, then took the next two
 from the serving tray set up right outside the formal dining room
 doors. The imperial red center of the figs glistened, the neatly cut
 stem on one slice per plate wept with a single drop of moisture. “I’m
 sensing a theme already!” announced Hal. “Are we going for blood
 tonight?”

 “I think it was Long Island in Scarlet, actually,” said Alex.
 “But blood is close enough.”

 “And speaking of blood, did you hear what happened at the
 Owner’s Circle up in Westchester last weekend?”

 “Do tell,” said Alison and Madeleine simultaneously, leaning
 into the table. 
 

 ‡

 Chris took the time while they were eating the soup to check
 several cookbooks. While they were waiting for their appetizer, he
 gathered ingredients and started mixing a batter. By the time he
 needed to sear the goat cheese, he had a shallow pan baking in the
 oven.

 Brian herded the trainees into the kitchen and stared at Chris.
 “Um, I think... in another minute they’ll be ready to give up the
 plates. I think. No. I’m sure. One minute.”

 “Then what should you be doing, majordomo?”

 “Uh,—got the staff here... I mean... they will be there to
 collect them... and... and! Uh! The wine! For the next course!” He
 whirled around and kicked the door by accident.

 Chris fixed the two kiddies with a basilisk gaze and they followed
 Brian. Which was a pity, actually, since he now needed to sneak
 upstairs and change. Perhaps during the palate cleanser.

 ‡

 “That’s it! That’s right, get ’em, girl! That’s me
 beautiful rat catcher, then!” Jack laughed as Asta dragged another
 small, limp corpse out of the hole; the little bitch was a natural!
 Three so far, and she was fairly glowing with pride. He did have to
 stop her from trying to eat the buggers, though; maybe she really did
 have a tender tummy. Not that it stopped her from trying to taste a
 horse ball, gnawing at his boots, or just snapping at anything within
 reach. Feeling a little pity for her, he offered her some beef jerky
 he had in his pocket; she seemed to like that just fine. He finished
 the rest. 
 

 ‡

 “What is this?” Lawrence asked, looking down on the plate.
 “Are those slices of beet?”

 “Beet carpaccio,” Alex told him. “A vegetarian option, I
 suppose. Cook has been doing amazing things with beets this year, and
 I love this way of serving them.”

 “What’s the sauce?” Lawrence asked, tasting it. 
 

 Alex looked up at Brian, who said, “An aged balsamic reduction,
 sir.”

 “Huh! I like it. What a fun way to present a salad.”

 “Wait until you try the goat cheese,” Nancy said. 
 

 ‡

 Chris fanned the apple slices with one firm gesture and directed
 Enid to use two spoons to form a neat quenelle of the apple/calvados
 sorbet. Carefully, he added a sprinkle of mace and star anise and a
 garnish of mint leaves. Then, he pulled out the sorbet tray still
 left in the freezer to put it in the refrigerator, took the large
 container of fresh eggs out of the refrigerator and left them on the
 counter next to the standing mixer, put a spotless mixing bowl into
 the freezer, and ran up the back stairs without a word of
 explanation.

 ‡

 “Hey, Gandhi—wanna try to find my passage to India?”

 Ramesh stopped in his tracks, amazed, and stared at Mercedes.
 “Pardon me for asking,” he said. “But do you find much success
 with such an approach? Perhaps it is slightly racist?”

 She shrugged and dropped a rolled-up length of proscuitto into her
 mouth. “Yeah, but does it turn you on—that’s the question. I’m
 horny as hell and could use a body to play with. You’re not my
 type—hell, you’re not my gender—but if they got you here, I bet
 you can spice my curry, if you know what I mean.”

 Ramesh frowned. “No, I don’t think I do. Did you wish more
 food? I may fetch you a plate—"

 Chris came down the back stairs, now in livery with a starched
 white shirt and bow tie; his serving coat over one arm. He grasped
 Ramesh by one arm and jerked him toward the kitchen. “Mercedes,”
 he cautioned, “leave the trainees alone.”

 “You’re not the boss of me,” she muttered, eating the last
 fig. “And yeah, send me something else to eat, OK?”

 ‡

 Chris separated his eggs, then sliced up his shallow, pink-tinted
 cake and placed blocks of it neatly into a rectangular molding pan.
 “Now, spoon the sorbet over the cake in an even layer,” he
 ordered Ramesh. 
 

 “But the Cook said not to use this one,” Ramesh protested.

 Chris raised his eyes to Ramesh for barely a second and the older
 man started scooping the sorbet with alacrity. The egg whites went
 into the chilled mixing bowl. Chris hit the power switch on the mixer
 to start them whipping, then changed knives and started carving the
 duck. Enid said nothing but concentrated on placing the parsnip and
 turnip puree onto the plates as the diagram directed.

 ‡

 Rachel came down the back stairs clutching her stomach and growled
 at Brian as he was on his way to the kitchen to wrangle the staff for
 the main course presentation. “What the fuck is wrong with you
 little shits?” she asked. “I’m upstairs fucking dying and no
 one even brings me a fucking snack?”

 “Oh, hi, Ms. Rachel,” Mercedes said, leaning against the
 doorjamb to the servants’ hall. “Not feeling too good?”

 Rachel turned to take her rage out on a new target and then her
 eyes widened. “Mercedes? Mercedes, you fucking doll! Get over
 here!” She reached out and grabbed the woman by the lapel of her
 jacket. “Do you have gloves?”

 “Not in the hall,” Chris said from the kitchen door. “Take
 her somewhere else, please?”

 “No problem,” Rachel snapped. And without even waiting for an
 answer from the chauffeur, she dragged her through the kitchen and
 outside into the storm. Mercedes just giggled.

 ‡

 “You’re a fair mess, y’are,” Jack said thoughtfully, as
 Asta snarled and worried the cuff of his trouser leg. She was
 plastered with mud and straw and sawdust and bits of grain, her silky
 hair tangled, and the little bow long gone. But her teeth still
 worked, and now he could even see her huge, round eyes. 
 

 “Let’s have us a shower, then,” he decided, scooping her up
 and cupping a hand over her muzzle to keep her from nipping his
 fingers. Walking out into the rain, he saw the kitchen door open and
 two figures stumble ou, and wondered what that was all about. They
 seemed to be heading for one of the visiting cars; well, he’d
 gladly tumble in the back of a Bentley himself. He tossed Asta to the
 ground and watched her dash off into the night and for the first time
 wondered if that was such a smart thing to do.

 ‡

 “So, we’re going to visit with Arturo Massimiliano for a
 while, and then wind up the tour in England at Rothmere.”

 Terrence nodded. “You won’t find too many trainers who turn
 out tops the way he does. I don’t know his magic, but I wish we had
 some of that over here. I could sell ten, maybe a dozen, skilled top
 slaves a year if I could find them.”

 “Hard to spot for,” Hal said, between bites. “Either they
 think they really are masters or they think topping their owner is
 profane. By the way, this cherry sauce is amazing.” He scraped some
 up from his plate on a slice of duck and looked up as Brian
 approached with a silver serving bowl. 
 

 “Would you care for more, sir?”

 Hal nodded eagerly and Horace chuckled. “You know, keep the
 slave tops. I just want service like that.”

 There was general agreement around the table.

 ‡

 Chris piped the last of the meringue over the sorbet and popped
 the tray into the freezer to firm a little. Ramesh and Enid were
 instructed to take the dessert plates to the serving table outside
 the dining room, which left Brian looking somewhat distressed.

 “Are they finishing fast?” Chris asked, pouring a measure of
 Cointreau into a cup.

 “No... no, in fact, they’re, um, lingering. It’s just, well.
 I had a question?” 
 

 “Yes, yes?”

 Chris threw off the chef’s coat and replaced it with his service
 coat and Brian nodded his chin at the outfit. “It’s that. You’re
 in livery. So, I completely fucked up, didn’t I? I fucked up and
 you have to take over?” He tried to keep his voice from shaking too
 much, widening his eyes to keep from tearing up.

 Chris looked up and his expression softened slightly. “No.
 You’ve done well, under the circumstances. But I never taught you
 how to serve something on fire.”

 ‡

 “Come on now, girl! Come to daddy, ’ere girl!” Jack called.
 Where was the little bitch hiding? He could hear her yapping at
 something behind the main house.

 ‡

 “Oh, Jesus Christ, fuck me you dyke bitch, harder, harder, come
 on and give mama a good fucking ride!” Rachel screamed, as the
 Bentley Turbo R rocked back and forth.

 ‡

 The meringue ignited with a muffled whump, and both Enid and
 Ramesh held the double doors open so Chris could carry it in.

 “Oh, my God, is that Baked Alaska?” Nancy asked, clapping her
 hands in delight.

 “I haven’t seen one of those since my last gay cruise,”
 laughed Terrence.

 “What a surprise!” Alison exclaimed. “It is so good to see
 you, Chris! And , you bring food on fire. I never know what I will
 see with you!”

 “Thank you, Ms. Cruz,” Chris said with a smile and a bow. He
 sliced the first portion off, and Hal Lee sighed when he saw the
 interior.

 “Is that ice cream?” Alex asked, looking slightly forbidding.

 “No, Ma’am, this is raspberry-blood orange sorbet.”

 The trainees hurried to present the plates, and Lawrence laughed.
 “We finally have your blood, Hal!”

 ‡

 “Now, now, let’s be reasonable, then,” Jack soothed, as he
 gripped Asta firmly under one pinning arm. Not for nothing had he
 pinned many a slave under his wiry strength. “You’re a bloody
 mess, you are, and there’s no time for a proper groomin’ now, is
 there? When y’go runnin’ off, y’take the med’cine like a good
 bitch.” He turned on the clippers and went to work, whistling
 through his teeth.

 ‡

 “That’s a good girl,” Rachel sighed, leaning back. Mercedes
 grinned, and pushed her matted hair back out of her eyes. 
 

 “Pleasure to be of service, I’m sure!” She tucked the lubed
 and bloody glove into a trash bag and helped Rachel out of the back
 seat, pulling the picnic blanket out after her. Good thing she’d
 thought to grab it from the trunk. She’d either get someone at home
 to figure out how to get the bloodstains off, or just report it lost.
 To fist-fuck Rachel was easily worth a beating. In fact, the only
 thing that could make the night better was to be beaten while
 fist-fucking someone like Rachel! She wondered how long Madeleine and
 Carl intended to stay and if she could piss Chris off just enough.
 Probably not. That guy was made of ice.

 ‡

 They devoured the Baked Alaska in good cheer and Brian filled the
 little dessert glasses with wine over and over again as the guests
 lingered at the table before moving to the library for brandy or
 coffee. 
 

 Returning the staff to the kitchen, Brian ordered them in clean up
 duties under Chris’s watchful eye, and only one glass was lost to
 clumsiness. They rotated back and forth to keep the guests served,
 and slowly the kitchen began look more familiar. 
 

 Ramesh stiffened in horror when Rachel and Mercedes staggered in
 through the back door, soaking wet and dripping, but Chris only sent
 Enid for a robe and some towels. Thinking quickly, Brian offered them
 both coffee, and caught one of Chris’s approving nods out of the
 corner of his eye. Rachel took hers with a healthy slug of Cointreau
 and trudged up the back stairs humming to herself. Mercedes took a
 mug gratefully and asked, “Whatcha got to eat around here? I’m
 starved!” as she headed back to the servants’ hall, a towel over
 one arm. Her hair was damp and sticking out all over her head, and
 her suit rumpled, but she hummed a bit, too.

 ‡

 Jack shoved Asta back into her carrier against her protests, and
 slammed the door. “Thanks for the fun, sweetheart,” he snickered,
 as he brought her and her luggage back up to the house. He hoped the
 torn cuff of his nice trousers wasn’t visible to Nancy and
 Lawrence, but after chasing the little ratter around, he hadn’t had
 time to change into something nicer. “Hope they like your new do!”
 he said to the cage, and got a resounding round of vicious barks in
 response.

 ‡

 “Please come back again,” Grendel said, shaking hands as the
 guests started to leave. 
 

 “Any time you’ll have me,” Hal Lee said. “Best meal I had
 in ages and best company for miles. Next time, maybe you’ll come
 down to my shore house. We’ll do something a little more casual,
 like a barbeque, if the weather is nice. But by all means, bring your
 trainees. After all the time I spend working with spots, it’s nice
 to have someone around who is actually trained well.”

 “We’d love to,” Grendel said, with a slight smile of pride.

 Madeleine peered out the front windows and sighed. “Where is
 that girl?”

 “She is bringing the car from the back of the drive,” Chris
 said, as he helped Nancy with her coat. “There she is now.”

 Madeleine nodded. “Good. Although Carl wouldn’t mind if I
 dismissed her and got a man to drive around, now would you?”

 Carl laughed. “I got nothing against Mercedes,” he said
 genially. “But yes, it would be nice to have another man around so
 I am not always bothering your butler when I want a change of pace.”

 “I’m sure Fletcher is honored to be bothered,” Madeleine
 said with a slight smile. “But I’ll keep thinking about it.
 Chris, Claudia sends her affection.” 
 

 “Thank you, Ma’am,” Chris said. He handed an umbrella to
 Brian, for him to walk the couple to their waiting car, Mercedes
 already standing by the rear door. Jack was pulling up in the rented
 car right behind the Bentley, and Ramesh got another umbrella to walk
 Nancy and Lawrence out. Hal’s sedan was parked to the side, and
 Enid was helping him on with his raincoat.

 “Where’s daddy’s little sick princess, how are you my
 sweet—” Terrence stopped cooing suddenly as he reached inside his
 dog carrier and pulled out a very well shorn little dog who looked at
 him and wriggled and tried to lick his face.

 Chris stiffened and closed one fist on the umbrella he was
 holding. A spine cracked under his clenched fingers.

 “This... this is...” Terrence cuddled his dog, which
 energetically scrambled in his arms, trying to get a purchase for her
 tiny sharp claws, yapping and squirming. 
 

 Grendel actually paled; Alex’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

 “It’s a miracle!” Terrence proclaimed. “I thought I was
 impressed by dinner, but my God, Alex... Grendel! This is a damned
 miracle!”

 Alex’s eyebrows shot up and her expression immediately changed
 to one of slight pleasure. “Oh?” she enquired.

 “How could you have known? How could you have fucking known? I
 was just thinking of having her clipped this weekend. The poor thing
 is just too high strung for her show schedule; it was making her
 positively neurotic. And look! She’s cured! Maybe the pressure was
 getting to her; maybe she knows daddy doesn’t need ribbons to love
 her to pieces!”

 “Undoubtedly,” Grendel said.

 “Your slaves are miracle workers. Miracle workers! We definitely
 need to do more business. I swear, an Anderson slave couldn’t have
 done this.” He beamed at them and they smiled back. “Yes, we need
 to do more business. Let’s talk when you’re back from all your
 travels! Ciao!”

 ‡

 “Let’s postpone the review until tomorrow, shall we?” Alex
 suggested as the last car pulled away.

 “Good idea,” Grendel agreed.

 “Very good,” Chris said. They all walked away with various
 expressions of amusement and exhaustion.

 ‡

 “We’re all dead tomorrow, you know,” Brian sighed from his
 bed. 
 

 “No kidding,” said Enid.

 “It is difficult to imagine any other outcome,” Ramesh
 groaned.

 But as he rolled over onto his stomach, Brian remembered that
 Chris told him he did well. That felt really good. It allowed him to
 sleep, dreaming of a soft whumping sound and blue flames flickering
 over glistening meringue. 
 

 ‡

 Chris went back to the kitchen and pulled out a crÃ¨me brulee
 and a small propane torch. Carefully, he fired the top, until the
 perfect caramelized crust appeared. He grabbed a pair of spoons and
 went up to the media room where he knew Rachel would be curled up
 watching TV.

 She grabbed the dessert and spooned into it with glee, and let him
 change the channel from sort core cable porn to a recap of the
 night’s baseball game at Shea. He took one taste of the custard and
 left the rest to her, and they leaned into each other enjoying the
 peace. “How did it go?” she finally asked, as she licked the
 spoon.

 “I intend to kill them all tomorrow.”

 Rachel giggled. 
 

 “And then myself, before Grendel and Alex do it.”

 She snorted hard. Chris smiled in the darkness of the room, the
 flickering of the television oddly restful. He fell asleep there, and
 Rachel covered them both with an afghan as the rain continued to
 patter on the roof above them.
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