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Praise for
A Table by the Window




“Food writer Juliette D’Alisa adores her temperamental, trilingual family of restaurateurs, but she could do without their bossy skepticism of her online love interest who’s so unlike them. Rainy, windy Portland has never felt quite as warm as it does when Juliette navigates long-distance romance, career decisions, and a genealogical mystery. A delectable tale from Hillary Manton Lodge, A Table by the Window includes recipes that are like a warm welcome to the D’Alisa family table.”

—MEG MOSELEY, author of Gone South and When Sparrows Fall

“Warm, witty, and a culinary delight! Hillary Manton Lodge’s crisp writing reminds me of a vintage romantic comedy but with contemporary appeal as the story unfolds with perfect pacing and recipes to make you drool. More than once I found myself wishing I had a pastry chef in my own kitchen. Wonderfully romantic in all the best ways!”

—CARLA STEWART, award-winning author of Chasing Lilacs and Sweet Dreams

“Not since Under the Tuscan Sun have I read a book that I both tasted and felt to such an enchanting degree. Author Hillary Manton Lodge has woven a captivating tale of one woman’s quest to discover not only herself, but the truths behind an old-world family legacy. With a touch of whimsy, the perfect helping of romance, and a hearty sprinkle of laugh-out-loud humor, A Table by the Window is a delight.”

—JOANNE BISCHOF, award-winning author of the Cadence of Grace series

“An endearing, smart, must-read novel! A Table by the Window is a delicious tale that had me slowing down so I could savor it longer. Major props to Hillary Manton Lodge for not only taking me on a beautiful journey alongside Juliette, but for making a non-foodie like myself want to take up a new hobby.”

—KATIE GANSHERT, award-winning author of Wildflowers from Winter and Wishing on Willows

“Hillary Manton Lodge combines a perfect voice, endearing characters, and delectable recipes into a heart-winning story. A Table by the Window hooked me from the first page to the very last word. Bravo, Hillary!”

—LESLIE GOULD, best-selling and Christy Award–winning author
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For Danny—I’m glad we clicked.

[image: ]




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31


Readers Guide

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Excerpt from Reservations for Two




[image: ]


Life is a combination of magic and pasta.

—FEDERICO FELLINI



“I can’t believe she left you the prep table,” my brother Nico groused as he and my oldest brother, Alex, carried the piece up the stairs to my apartment. “That’s a solid French oak cutting service. And that wood inlay? It’s unbelievable work. Nice and tall too. Don’t have to stoop. I hate that—chopping vegetables and getting a crick in my back. Too young for that. Great storage for knives and tools beneath. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

“Have you noticed that Nico hasn’t said anything about the cameo and pearls?” I asked Alex with a wink.

Alex winked back, adjusting his grip on the table to keep it level.

“Really, Juliette”—Nico fixed me with his sincerest expression—“I’d buy it from you. I’m serious.”

“I’m serious about keeping it,” I said, keeping my voice light. My second-oldest brother was nothing if not stubborn. “Be careful around that corner.”

One last step. “But it’s the perfect prep table!”

“I know it’s the perfect prep table.” I held the door open while my brothers carried the piece inside. “That’s why I want to keep it. Watch the back left corner; it’s awfully close to the railing.”

I breathed a sigh of relief once the table touched down in my kitchen without injuries.

“But I’m a chef!” my brother beseeched, splaying his hands in old-school Italian style. “I was nominated for a James Beard award—I chop more than you do!”

“First,” I began, wishing for a moment that I wasn’t dealing with the piquant blend that was our father’s Italian persistence and our French mother’s stubbornness, “I don’t think anyone’s going to forget about your nomination anytime soon. Second, I’m not going to argue with you about who chops more,” I said, trying to keep my frustration at bay. “I like the table. Grand-mère willed me the table. I’m not going to argue with our grandmother’s last wishes. C’est la vie.”

Nico muttered something unflattering in Italian. Alex and I exchanged glances.

I breathed deep to keep my emotions in check. “I have homemade ice cream in my freezer,” I said. “I used my Tahitian vanilla beans. And I still have the lavender caramel sauce I made last week.”

As I suspected, my more tempestuous brother thawed by the time I served up the ice cream, complete with caramel sauce and a shortbread cookie for kicks.

My brothers are notoriously easy to placate.

“I’m sorry I was … insensitive about the table,” Nico said around a bite of cookie. “I like the table. But you should have it. You were Grand-mère’s favorite anyway.”

“No, I wasn’t,” I protested, then took a bite of ice cream myself. “I just saw her more because I worked the register at the patisserie all through high school.”

“You were also the one she taught her pastry secrets to,” Alex pointed out. “But that’s all right.”

I shook my head. “She loved all of us. I know she did. I can’t … I can’t believe she’s gone.”

Nico lifted his spoon. “This is her ice cream recipe, isn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“She’d like that.” He flipped the spoon over, consumed the contents, and held out the empty utensil. “Salute!”

“Salute,” Alex and I echoed, clinking spoons together out of respect for ice cream and ice cream makers, past and present.
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I gave the prep table a more thorough inspection after my brothers left. It had been in Grand-mère’s kitchen for as long as I could remember; I used to perch beneath it as a child.

Having it in my own kitchen was bittersweet and unsettling all at once. I could be jocular with my brothers about it, but on the inside I was still heartsick from the loss. Two months had passed since she had succumbed to a stroke. Most of the grief had subsided, but a familiar ache had taken residence in my heart.

While Grand-mère had certainly been getting on in years, her death took my family by surprise. Though her estate had always been well organized legally, none of us were emotionally prepared to deal with what she had left behind: a small but profitable bakery, the apartment above, and an extraordinarily fluffy bichon frise named Gigi.

The bakery had closed and its employees quickly hired elsewhere—no one trained pastry chefs like Grand-mère. Gigi now resided with my parents, and the prep table resided with me. I redirected my focus to the table. The cutting board was four inches thick, with a spacious three-by-four-foot work surface. Half of it was oak, the other half an inset slab of marble, perfect for making pastry or candy.

After our grand-père passed away in 1976, Grand-mère left France and moved to Portland to be near my parents—they had, after all, created Sophie, the first grandchild. But rather than live out her golden years wrapped up in the lives of her offspring, Grand-mère opened a bakery—La Petite Chouquette—in an old house on the edge of Portland’s Pearl District. The name of the bakery roughly translated to “The Little Pastry Puff,” in reference to the small, round pastries that were used in profiteroles and croquembouches.

I knew the prep table was one of the pieces Grand-mère had brought from France. She’d used it in her apartment kitchen—I remembered her rolling out slab after slab of pâte brisée over its surface.

There were two drawers beneath the cutting board on either side of the table; strong legs curved into a flat base with two more deep drawers. Casters on the bottom allowed the table to roll, though it took effort. The piece was very, very heavy.

For a moment, I felt guilty for keeping the table. After all, I was the sibling who went to culinary school, got scared off by the realities of a commercial kitchen where I wasn’t related to half of the staff, and hightailed it into restaurant management before migrating into food writing. I certainly spent a fair amount of time in the kitchen, but Nico was right—he cooked more.

But I remembered Grand-mère teaching me to use a chef’s knife, how many turns to give croissant dough for maximum flakiness, how to pipe a crème anglaise filling into a chouquette. No, there were too many memories, too many afternoons spent bent over that table for me to be able to part with it.

Besides, Nico had inherited Grand-mère’s Alsatian earthenware, as well as her copper cookware.

I pulled my thoughts away from my brother and back toward the table. The drawers were still full; inside, I found an egg timer shaped like the Arc de Triomphe, a wooden-handled French herb chopper, an assortment of keys, embroidered tea towels, cheesecloths, and a set of seven linen napkins, yellowed but intact.

So many memories.

The last drawer, however, stuck when I tried to pull it open, no matter how hard I tugged at the faceted glass knob. Curiosity got the better of me, so I reached for my metal spatula and wedged it with care into the crevices around the drawer, loosening whatever age and dust held it in place. With another sharp yank, the drawer released instantly, nearly clattering to the floor.

Inside there was a thin blue cookbook, written in French, and thirty or so recipe cards scattered at the bottom of the drawer.

The book I instantly recognized as Grand-mère’s favorite—the one she referred to when she couldn’t remember an ingredient or measurement from a classic recipe. I cast a longing glance at the cards. There wasn’t time to look at them, not really. Not with the two articles for the newspaper I had due.

The recipes would wait. Lunch break over, I gathered my things and readied myself to get back to work, grabbing at the last moment the choker-length strand of Grand-mère’s pearls from my dresser.

With her table in my kitchen and pearls against my skin, she felt just a little bit closer than before.
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Marti’s phone call woke me up the next morning. She was wondering if I could bring in some bagel samples from the new bakery that opened in the Hawthorne District.

I lived thirty minutes and a bridge crossing from Portland’s trendy Hawthorne neighborhood in the southeast, but the fact that I’d be at least an hour late to the office would matter less than the necessary job of bagel testing. The fact that one of the other staff writers, Sam, lived much closer likely hadn’t occurred to Marti, but I wasn’t about to attempt negotiations.

Marti was my editor. She kept spices in her desk—some of them under lock and key—and a full-sized fridge in her office. Every restaurant manager within the Portland metro area knew what she looked like and how she liked her steak cooked. At five feet one, one hundred and ten pounds, she was the sort of force people went out of their way to please.

Working in the food department meant that every day was a Marti party—if the woman wanted bagels, bagels she would have. If she wanted to do a full-page spread on Ethiopian cuisine, we would learn everything about it, as fast as we could. Life at the paper, under Marti, could be fun. It could also be a little dizzying, if not frustrating. But for every one writer on staff, there were another twenty freelancers and journalism interns vying for one of the positions in the Food and Dining section. More than that, I owed Marti for seeking me out and giving me a direction when I couldn’t find a place within my beloved restaurant business.

She was the one who’d followed my food blog and suggested a column, which had later turned into a staff writing position with just enough benefits and vacation time to earn the title. She was the one who had passed on a cookbook ghostwriting job, which had turned into a somewhat reliable part-time job. Against the odds, I’d carved a strange little niche for myself, and leaving it all behind wasn’t in my immediate future.

Restaurants may have been my first love, but that didn’t mean we were meant to be.

Marti chased out my mental wanderings when I arrived at work. “Bagels!” She clapped her hands together as if I’d just brought her a surprise. “What was the shop like?”

“Like a bakery in the Hawthorne District—handcrafted goods, upcycled furniture and décor, filled with people far more hip than me.”

She lifted a bagel from the bag and sniffed it. “Thoughts on staying power?”

“Judging from the bagels alone, two years. The ciabatta looked good—”

“Nobody’s cared about ciabatta for five years.”

“True. The place was nice, but maybe not as special as I’d hoped for. It didn’t take me by surprise.”

“I hear that. Let me try a bagel.” She picked one out of the bag and sniffed it, then closed her eyes and took a bite. She chewed for a brief moment before her eyes widened and then narrowed. “What was that?”

“The bakery special.”

“Well, the bakery special’s especially … spirited. I need a drink.” She shivered. “Nasty. What else have you got in there? I need to whitewash my palate.”

“Orange poppy seed and sweet potato.”

“Give them to me,” she said, holding out her hand. “There’s nowhere to go but up. Speaking of, about your molasses article—I need more schmaltz. I want Grandma’s kitchen with a hint of mothball nostalgia.” She checked her watch. “Can you get the piece to me in a couple hours?”

“Of course,” I said, as I tried to reconcile mothballs and molasses in my head.

“And Tenth Street Bistro just changed chefs.”

“I heard. Lunch tomorrow?”

“I’m meeting with the higher-ups, but you and Linn can make a trip of it. Where are you with the organic farming piece?”

“Almost ready. One more interview should fill it out.”

“Until then, make me hungry!”

My mind continued to work over the mothball and molasses issue. Over the years, I’d become skilled at giving Marti whatever spin she wanted, even if it wasn’t my own vision for the piece. As I walked back to my desk, I reminded myself that I had a paying job as a food writer, a position about as difficult to land as prima ballerina in a paying dance company. I swallowed my pride and conjured up all the fuzzy joy I could from a white-sugar by-product. Gingerbread? Maybe gingerbread was key—everybody loves the idea of it, even if they don’t actually eat it.

After my day had finished and I’d satisfied Marti’s schmaltz craving, I packed up my things and left for home. Winds from the gorge pounded rain against my windshield. Portland, Oregon, was not famous for its good weather. Even with the spring equinox technically around the corner, there was no weather-related hope in sight.

A week before, local scientists had been wringing their hands over the season’s lack of rainfall. But in my twenty-eight years in Portland, I knew my city was plenty capable of producing enough precipitation to make up for lost time.

As much as I craved a giant pot of tea in my apartment, I stopped by my mailbox first. Inside I found the usual suspects—catalogs, bills, promotions. A reminder that my lease would be up in two months. A coupon from Sur La Table. I thumbed a suspicious square envelope made of heavy linen paper tucked among them.

Safe in my kitchen, I opened the envelope.

I shouldn’t have felt bullied by the piece of paper on my table, but there it was. A save-the-date card from an old college friend. A glance at the calendar told me I was free.

Dang.

I didn’t mean that. Not really. Of course I wanted to celebrate my friend’s happiness. Just like I celebrated the happiness of so many others—including my sisters, Sophie and Caterina. At two years shy of thirty, I was old hat at celebrating other people’s happiness.

Before she passed, my grandmother would pat my hand and tell me that someday I would meet the right young man and that I should hold on to him with my whole heart. She’d always said it like that, from the time I worked her register with my pink and yellow braces until I was an adult at Caterina’s wedding. My whole heart. For years I waited, believing that my grandmother’s prediction would prove true, and for a little while, I thought it might. I was still young—barely twenty-three at the time. Nico had his own restaurant, and I was bursting with ideas for him about marketing and décor and menu. Nico, five years older, had no intention of listening to his baby sister, even if I’d successfully rebranded and revitalized three other restaurants belonging to family friends. Instead, he wanted me to keep quiet and manage the front of the house.

Nico’s sous-chef and best friend, Éric, however, had listened. Originally from Morocco and seven years my senior, Éric was too old for me at the time, but I didn’t care. He was handsome and talented, spoke beautiful French, and liked what I had to say about his food.

He took me to restaurants all over Portland, delighting in introducing me to all kinds of foreign cuisine. We ate pho and curry, octopus and tagine, sashimi and sopaipillas. I gained five pounds, and I’d never been happier.

Of course it couldn’t last.

No man I’d met since Éric had ever measured up, whether it was to Éric himself or my memory of him. Our relationship ended four winters ago, but its echoes still resonated in my personal life.

Or lack of a personal life—echoes are the loudest in empty spaces.

I tucked the save-the-date card away and with it my own feelings of regret. Instead, I busied myself with dinner preparations. In one pot, I set the red pepper sauce to reheat gently. I filled a second pot with water, threw in some sea salt, and had just placed it on the burner when my cell phone rang.

“Etta, ya got a minute?”

I wedged the phone between my shoulder and ear while opening my pantry to look for pasta. “For you, Nico, I might even have two. What’s going on?”

“Are you home?”

“Yes …”

“Can I come over?”

“Are you going to explain why you’re being evasive?”

“Tell you in a minute,” Nico said, just as my doorbell rang.
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1 lb pasta of choice (I like campanelle and farfalle at the moment)

4 red peppers

1 large shallot

2 to 3 cloves garlic

Crème fraîche

Heavy cream (optional)

Red pepper flakes

Some sugar

Some salt

Some milk

Grated parmesan cheese (pecorino works too)

Fresh arugula, for garnish



Note: This recipe is not particularly … precise. But we’re not baking here. It’s okay to make things the way you want them in a sauce like this.

Roast the peppers. This can take a bit, so have handy a book or your phone or your child or something. You can use an oven, placing the peppers on a baking sheet covered with foil and placing them under the broiler, top rack of the oven. A hot grill works too. Once the tops get nice and blackened, turn the peppers and repeat until they’re completely black and blistered. Using tongs, place the peppers in a Ziploc bag and let them sweat for a while. You can alternatively place them in a bowl and cover the bowl with plastic wrap.

While the peppers are sweating, chop the shallot and garlic. In a medium saucepan, heat some olive oil over medium heat. Add the shallot and garlic. Throw in a pinch or two of red pepper flakes—if you like things spicier, use more. Sauté until the shallot is golden but not dry. Remove from heat.

Pull out your blender. Slip the blackened skins off the peppers and scoop out the seeds; don’t worry about having little tiny bits of charred pepper skin in there—it’s good for flavor. Stick your finished peppers in your blender. Add the shallot and garlic mixture and purée.

When the mixture is quite smooth, transfer it back to the saucepan. To get every bit of sauce from the blender, add about ¼ cup of milk to the blender, swirl it around, and pour the liquid into the pot. Add a couple of dollops of crème fraîche. Add some heavy cream (or don’t, if you prefer). Stir, and bring sauce to a gentle simmer.

Taste it. At this point, I added some salt and about ½ teaspoon or so of sugar to bring out the sweetness of the peppers. Maybe even a whole teaspoon. Not a lot, but enough.

Let it sit on the burner on low while you cook the pasta.

Rinse and drain the pasta, and add to the red pepper sauce. Stir to combine. Serve with grated cheese and snipped arugula over the top. You could also put some extra crème fraîche on the top, if you’re not afraid of the extra calories.

Serves 6
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All you need is love. But a little chocolate now and then doesn’t hurt.

—CHARLES M. SCHULZ



The sound of the doorbell resonated inside my apartment.

I massaged the bridge of my nose. “Please don’t tell me you’re outside.”

“I’m outside” came the answer, both from the phone and from the other side of my door.

Oh brother, my brother. “If you’re thinking you dodged the family’s flair for drama,” I said, as I opened the door, “think again.”

“I would never suggest such a thing,” he said, standing in my doorway with a briefcase in one hand and a brown paper bag in the other, which he handed to me. “For you. For your collection.”

I reached inside the bag. It was a small jar of grayish-red crystals. “Is this …”

“I had a friend pick it up for me in New York.”

“Come in. I want to take a closer look at this stuff.”

I made a beeline for the kitchen, and Nico followed behind. Under the bright kitchen lights, I examined the contents of the jar. Inside there was Amethyst Bamboo Salt, one of the rarest, most expensive salts in the world. The crystals were shaped irregularly and smelled both sweet and smoky, like a campfire for s’mores.

“Thank you,” I said, still poking at the salt with my fingers. “But my birthday isn’t for a while longer. What’s this about?”

“Can we sit down?”

I hesitated. “I’ve got pasta water on the stove. Do you mind standing in the kitchen?”

“Don’t use your new salt in your pasta water.”

I moved the jar protectively away from him. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

He took a seat on one of the kitchen stools. I added campanelle pasta to the boiling water and gave it an absent stir.

“I’ve been thinking,” he began, leaning forward.

With Nico, that could mean anything. “What have you been thinking about?”

“It’s been a while since L’uccello Blu closed.”

I put the spoon down. “If a while means four years, then yes,” I said, trying to tamp back the stinging sensation of old guilt.

“I wish it hadn’t ended the way it did, with Éric leaving like that. He was more than a sous-chef; he was a good friend.”

“I know.” After Éric left the restaurant, the kitchen never regained its balance. Nico’s dishes were brilliant, but his support staff lost their footing. Service became uneven, and the business suffered. While some less expensive eateries can survive being a hit-and-miss experience, L’uccello Blu was haute cuisine. The restaurant could only comp so many plates of cold, late food. Online reviews ranged from nostalgia over the restaurant’s former glory, while others chronicled the many ways they’d been disappointed by their dining experience.

Discouraged, Nico closed the doors of L’uccello Blu four months later.

“I’ve learned a lot since then,” Nico continued. “Working with Dad at D’Alisa & Elle was a good experience, even if it wasn’t what I wanted at the time. And then there’s the James Beard award.”

“Really?” I teased him. “I hadn’t heard.” The nomination had come about after Nico had taken on an executive chef position. Dad had, I think, been both proud and a little jealous, but masked the latter well. After all, with Dad, Nico had learned to balance his extravagant tastes with good sense.

And yet, if Éric had stayed at L’uccello Blu, maybe Nico still would have learned those lessons in his own kitchen. We’d never know.

“I want to open a new restaurant,” Nico said, his voice quieter but resolute. “I’ve learned a lot. I’m ready.”

“That’s great, Nico. I’m really happy for you. You want me to smooth it over with Mom and Dad? After the nomination, they’re probably expecting it.”

“We haven’t talked about it directly.”

“But you’ve talked about it indirectly?” I teased with faux innocence. “What did you say? ‘So, Dad, how would you feel about it if, hypothetically speaking of course, I left Elle and opened a new restaurant?’ ”

“Would you shut up a second?”

I smirked and elbowed my brother in the ribs. “Sorry—got carried away in the fun there.”

“What I wanted to know is if you would go in on it with me.”

“I don’t think I heard you correctly. Would you mind rephrasing?”

“I want you to manage the front-of-the-house operations, like before. Except, this time I would listen to you.”

My mouth dropped open as my mind tried to comprehend the idea. “How long have you been thinking about this?”

“A while.”

“Oh.” After so many years, the chance to work at a restaurant again was tempting. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t interested. “You’ve got to know I’m useless to you as an investor.”

“As an investor, yes. But you have contacts. People love you and they trust you. And if you opened a restaurant, they would trust that restaurant.”

“So … I’m Queen Elizabeth, the figurehead—and you’re Parliament?”

“No. I just know the food. You know the business.”

“You grew up in the business too. And you actually had one.”

“But this was your thing, remember? And you were good at it,” Nico pointed out. “And with your work at the newspaper, you know even better what elements matter to diners, beyond the menu.”

I didn’t let my face betray my thoughts. I thought I was done with the restaurant business forever. Now the tables had turned in a way I’d never expected. I waved a hand, trying to stay casual. “I write about restaurants, but the business—it’s been a while, Nico.”

“You were always intuitive about what would work and what wouldn’t. That hasn’t changed. You can tell which restaurants have staying power and which ones will go under. That last place … what was it?”

“Bando.”

Nico nodded encouragingly. “You said they wouldn’t make it a year, and they closed in eight months.”

“Too much overhead, too much money spent on monogrammed everything, and mediocre food.” I shrugged. “It didn’t take a genius.”

“Maybe not, but you knew better than they did.”

“It was an educated guess.” I moved from the stove.

“Where are you going?”

“Colander. You’re awfully twitchy—keep talking.”

He shrugged. “You know what a restaurant should look like, what makes a good server, and how not to waste money where it doesn’t belong.”

“Brand-new kitchen equipment and an overgrown wine list.”

“See?”

“So …” I carried the pasta pot to the sink and dumped the boiling contents into the colander. “Explain to me how all of this will come to fruition. None of this is cheap, you know.”

“After the nominations were released, I got a call from Frank Burrows.”

My eyebrows flew upward. “Really?” I had met Frank a few times—he owned and invested in several of the more successful restaurants around town. “What did he say?”

“He said that he’d be willing to invest if I decided to strike out on my own again.”

“Awards are magical things.”

“I told him yes.” Nico cleared his throat. “But on the condition that you would manage.”

I set the colander down harder than anticipated. “I could manage it? You told him that?”

“Well …”

“Nico!”

“What?” His fingers splayed defensively in front of him. “My apologies. But he seemed to get really excited about it.”

“In your perfect little world, the one you presented to Frank Burrows, what am I doing?”

“You’re managing the restaurant.”

“No, I mean …” I exhaled hard. Nico’s skull could be so thick sometimes. “Am I still working at the paper? Am I still a critic? Have I been having problems with potential conflicts of interest? Am I using my talents to put together our PR materials?”

“Good idea.”

“Nico!”

“What? You like working at the paper?”

My mouth opened and closed a few times. “You were ready to change my career without consulting me?”

He shrugged. “It’s not the career you’re supposed to have, and we both know it. And I knew that if you didn’t want to, you wouldn’t be afraid to tell me off.”

That was true, at least. “How much thought have you put into this?”

“I think we could do this,” he said, his voice sincere. “I think it could be grand.”

I ran a hand over my face. “I’m not going to jump in blind. I’m going to have to spend some time in thought. And prayer, Nico. Lots of prayer.”

“I have projections and ideas,” he said, diving into his briefcase.

“Fine. Just leave them on the coffee table.”

“Enjoy your salt,” he said.

I waved good-bye, my heart too overwhelmed for speech.
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I couldn’t sleep and it was Nico’s fault.

And mine.

Honestly, opening a restaurant was up there with the “Hey, there’s an empty barn so let’s put on a show!” mentality. It may have worked for Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland, but we were grownups, Nico and I. At least I was. The economy was difficult, the stakes high. Putting an existing newspaper career at risk was crazy.

It wasn’t as though I loved my job. I liked it fine. But I knew in my heart that running a restaurant had always been my dream. When I was little, I didn’t play house with my friends—we played restaurant. I liked food writing. But love? Deep love? Writing for print wasn’t a walk in the park, despite the illusions of some. There were deadlines and edits and a lot of combined right- and left-brain function, and the inevitable hurt feelings when I had to write a less than glowing review.

Like the rest of my siblings, I’d grown up at the restaurant, washing dishes, busing tables, hostessing, waitressing. I idolized my mother, my grandmother, and my sister Caterina and the food they created. But all it took was my first internship during culinary school to teach me that cooking outside my father’s kitchen was a completely different experience. Outside his kitchen, I discovered what a real working kitchen was like and what it was like to be the one everyone picked on.

Some people thrive on that kind of pressure, but I discovered quickly that I wasn’t one of them.

Discouraged but still trying to stay within the industry, I decided to study business at the University of Oregon. After graduation, I helped my father keep the books, freshened up the restaurant’s logo, and focused the branding. His friend, another restaurant owner, hired me on to do the same for his place. I was cheap labor, fresh from school, but I had good ideas that tended to be received well. One job led to another, and when Nico offered me a position at his new restaurant, I accepted gladly.

The idea seemed exciting at the time, until I realized Nico wasn’t ready to listen to his kid sister.

And then after Éric and the closing of L’uccello Blu, I backed away from the more creative work, sticking to paying suppliers and staff. I was both heartbroken and bored, but the bookkeeping paid my bills. In the evenings, I continued to experiment with food the way I had with Éric. I ate, and then I blogged. And because of my ties to the industry, I snagged the attention of Marti.

The rest was its own kind of history.

Was I restless, or was it time for me to go back to the business? And was it fair to want change when food-writing jobs were so difficult to come by?

Either way, it wasn’t helping me sleep, not that I’d slept well of late.

What would Grand-mère have thought? Writing for the paper hadn’t made a lot of sense to her—though she understood it more than blogging. Would she be glad to see me going back to restaurant work?

I glanced at the clock: 1:26 a.m. I’d been sleeping poorly since Grand-mère passed, but this new dilemma was only making it worse. I thumped my head deeper into my feather pillow, balled my fists, and threw an entirely ineffective tantrum.

Rather than lie in bed feeling sorry for myself, I threw back the covers, planted my feet on the floor, and did what I did most nights—headed for the kitchen.

Some nights I cooked. Others I baked. Tonight, I saw my new salt on the countertop and decided to put it away, so I opened up my pantry to examine the untidiness within.

It didn’t disappoint.

The truth was, some people collected antiques; others, pig figurines. Me? I had a thing for dry goods.

Strangely shaped artisan pasta. Heirloom beans. Exotic rice varietals. Multicolored salts. Spices from around the world. I was a sucker for all of it, and the stranger the better. And while the rest of my apartment was clean enough for polite society, my pantry looked like something from an episode of Hoarders.

I tried not to collect for collecting’s sake, and I strove to use all the ingredients in a timely fashion. But I’d become so busy at work that my pantry had grown to resemble an elitist food bank. Even my family found it a little nuts. And civilians? I usually chose to draw a veil of discretion over that particular hobby.

Behind one oversized cupboard door, boxes of pasta were piled haphazardly in one section, crowding the spice rack. Farfalle, campanelle, rigatoni, cavatappi, linguine, gemelli, orecchiette. I had to wonder, at what point was it appropriate to step back and admit a pasta problem? Oh, and there was a bag of organic penne hiding in the back.

In another cupboard I kept my tidy packages of heirloom beans and rice varietals; some dried red corn cowered in the back corner. I pulled out the containers and began to alphabetize them, fully aware that I was taking the mess inside my pantry and making it much, much worse.

I organized the pastas from acini di pepe to gemelli before I closed the cupboard, backed away, and turned my attention to my grandmother’s worktable.

My apartment kitchen could barely accommodate the addition, but I would have found a place for it even if it hadn’t. Grand-mère had been gone for only a couple of months. And while we could tell ourselves that at ninety-six we couldn’t expect her to stay with us forever, it felt as though after conquering nearly a hundred years on earth, shouldn’t she be able to conquer another hundred?

But in the end, she was gone, and none of us were ready.

With a heart full of memories, I turned my attention back to the table and the contents of its drawers. I re-sorted the kitchen tools I’d examined previously, separating the ones I’d use from the ones I’d store elsewhere. Still full of energy, I moved on to the linen drawer.

I filled a large glass bowl with warm water and oxygen bleach and set the linens to soak, knowing they’d return to a truer white after an overnight bath and a spin in the washing machine.

I opened the last drawer and paused. With a deep breath, I scooped the recipe cards and cookbook out of their drawer and carried them on a tea tray to the living room.

Thinking Marti might like a series on family recipes, I sorted through the recipe cards, selecting the ones that our readers would be interested in—soufflés, tarts, gougères, galettes, crepes—things that would be accessible to my West Coast readers.

I skipped over the squab recipes. The angry letters from local ornithologists? I could do without them.

The cookbook was well used, with splatters of various sauces and broths marking the pages. There were notes in Grand-mère’s tiny handwriting, all of them in very precise French, naturellement.

I looked at the clock.

Three thirty in the morning. With a frustrated sigh, I picked up the phone and called Nico.

He picked up. “It’s late,” he said, “or early. I’m not sure which. What’s wrong?”

“I can’t sleep,” I said, sitting up in my armchair and crossing my legs. “Your restaurant idea. Your fault. So, tell me—what kind of restaurant were you thinking?”

“The kind where people sleep. It’s innovative that way.”

My head tilted in exasperated doubt. “You didn’t have any specific plans?”

“Of course I have specific plans. I have too many plans—that’s why I need you.”

“There’s market research to be done and menus to be designed. We’ll have to hire a graphic designer and get a billion permits from the city. It’s not just me hanging up curtains in the front and you whipping up a bunch of pasta in the back.”

“Of course I know that. Stop being a brat.”

“Sorry.”

“So you’re in?”

I squared my shoulders. “I’m thinking about it.”

“Listen, stop worrying. We’ll do all the market research your heart desires. Frank’s got friends in city council; he’s done this a half dozen times. We can hire a graphic designer, but Alex is handy with that kind of stuff these days.”

I shook my head. “You can ask, but Alex has his hands full.”

“I’ll take that into consideration. Anyway, I figured that we’ll probably do a bit more than pasta if we’re doing a dinner place.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Something intimate, with its own personality. Not as formal as L’uccello Blu. I have too many ideas, honestly, but that’s something we can talk about. Would you agree to a meeting with me and Frank? We’ll throw some ideas around.”

“I don’t know. It might be too soon to bring him into the planning process. Any planning process.”

“But,” Nico countered, “if he’s in it from the ground up, he’ll feel more involved and will stay interested.”

“Do you remember when Sophie and Nelson were engaged? Sophie kept asking Nelson’s opinions on the wedding planning to keep him involved. He told her she could have whatever she wanted, but that wasn’t enough for Sophie—”

“And this relates how?” Nico interrupted.

“Hear me out. Sophie persisted until Nelson cracked, and lo and behold discovered that he didn’t actually want to register for the Kate Spade dishes and wanted the wedding colors to be red and brown rather than red and yellow. They nearly came to blows. Or at least Sophie almost did. Nelson doesn’t have the genetic predisposition for violence.”

“Why don’t I remember this?”

“No idea. But there’s a moral to the story: don’t ask for input unless you’re willing to receive it.”

“Point taken. I still think it’s a good idea.”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” said Nico, satisfied now that he’d gotten his way.

“I’m going to sleep now. Night!” I hit the End button on my phone and, just in case Nico was feeling vengeful, powered it off.

I decided to make a mug of warm vanilla milk. As I stirred the milk on the stove, my thoughts landed again on Grand-mère’s cookbook.

I fingered through the pages while I sipped my milk, adding a couple more recipes to the ones I thought the paper would find useful. Satisfied that I had plenty of material, I slipped the dust jacket off so I could take the book to work without worrying about potential damage.

As I removed the fragile paper, something caught my eye.

There was a photo. An old, faded photo attached with paste, it seemed, to the inside of the dust jacket. It was a portrait of a man, ordinary enough, but his face, with its strong chin and dark brows, took me completely by surprise.

With a sharp knife, I carefully separated the photo from the dust jacket. Once it was free, I flipped the photo over to see if there were any dates or inscriptions on the back and found nothing.

The photo was old, no doubt about it. The book itself was dated 1936. It was my grandmother’s cookbook—I knew that for sure. I had many memories of her referring to it when she was in the middle of making something throughout my childhood.

The man in the photo wasn’t my grandfather—my grandfather was fair, whereas the man in the photo was dark. My mind swirled with confusion. Why had the photo been hidden in such a strange place?

He had to be significant, whoever he was. Because not only had Grand-mère kept his photo all these years, but the man in the photo looked exactly like my brother Nico.
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After a good dinner, one can forgive anybody, even one’s relatives.

—OSCAR WILDE



Throughout my life, I’d faced many confusing situations, but nothing had prepared me for that photo. Obviously, it had to have held some sentimental value for my grandmother or she wouldn’t have felt the need to keep it. From the light stains and gentle fraying around the edges, it had been handled often.

The fellow had to be family. The particular, difficult arch of Nico’s eyebrow, the dimple on the right cheek—he and Nico couldn’t not share genes.

I knew about my grandfather, but this man had obviously been a part of my grandmother’s life as well.

Was he a great-uncle I’d never heard about? a second cousin? The resemblance to Nico was so striking I found myself studying the image for differences and found few. Maybe the hairline was a little different, but with Nico’s shaggier hairstyle, it was hard to say.

Or perhaps … it could have been a very different relationship. He could have been a lover.

If that was true, there were two possibilities I could figure out. Either she met him before her marriage, which meant there was a chapter of her life that perhaps the rest of the family knew but had never shared with me, or Grand-mère had been involved with him after her marriage, which meant she’d had an affair.

That wasn’t an uncommon happening in France—or anywhere, for that matter—but that didn’t make it easier to think about.

If this man was related to Nico, it meant he was related to me. And my mother.

And no matter who he was, there had to be a story in it somewhere.
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The next morning, I called my second-oldest sister, Caterina, on my way to work.

When she wasn’t chasing after her boys or maintaining a meaningful relationship with her husband, Damian, Caterina taught an Italian language and cuisine program that she’d built from the ground up. Her classes were in high demand among foodies in the Chicago area; heaven knew she was busy, but I knew she’d take my call if she could and call me back if she couldn’t.

“Jules! I’m missing you terribly this morning,” she said when she answered her cell phone. “And not just because the boys’ nanny didn’t show up and I am completely behind on work. I still have to review the curriculum for this month’s series, never mind the menus.”

“Sorry about that. I’d come and play hide-and-seek with the boys if I could get there in a reasonable amount of time. How’s registration?”

“Always hopping, my dear. Always hopping. I’m glad I like my job, because otherwise I’d go crazy.”

I couldn’t help but grin. Cat’s twin boys were three years old and high spirited in a way that surprised none of us—Cat’s childhood high jinks were some of my mother’s favorite stories during family gatherings.

“If you need someone to bounce ideas off of, I’m a phone call away,” I told her. “Hey, listen—I found a photo inside Grand-mère’s prep table.”

“Oh, I forgot you got that table. If I had room for it, I’d consider stealing it from you.”

“You’d have to get in line behind Nico. Anyway, I found this photo, and I was wondering who it might be. It’s a man,” I said, trying to choose my words carefully. “And he looks like family. Did she have a brother or something?”

“No brothers, as far as I know. I know Great-grandpa Bessette really wanted a son and there was a bit of trickiness for a while over who would inherit the château. What does the guy in the photo look like?”

I waited for a bicyclist to choose his path before driving through the intersection. “Honestly, Cat? He looks like an old-world version of Nico.” I didn’t tell her just how unnerving the resemblance felt to me.

“Oh, really?” Caterina paused and considered that tidbit. “That’s interesting. Most of Grand-mère’s family were pretty fair. I’ve always assumed the darker coloring that you, Nico, and I inherited came from Dad’s side of the family. When in doubt, blame those swarthy Italians, you know?”

“I always think of the Provençal French being a bit
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