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For Mike

There are not enough words in any language to say how much I love you.


[image: image]


CONTENTS

COPYRIGHT

AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE: THIS IS NOT FOR PRETEND

PART I. BASIC CUISINE

1. LIFE IS NOT A DRESS REHEARSAL

2. LOST IN TRANSLATION

3. CULINARY BOOT CAMP

4. TAKING STOCK

5. MEMOIRS OF A QUICHE

6. LA VIE EN ROSE

7. NO BONES ABOUT IT

8. SPLITTING HARES

9. THE SOUFFLÉ ALSO RISES

10. AS THE VEGETABLES TURN

11. FINAL EXAM—BASIC

PART II: INTERMEDIATE CUISINE

CLASS BREAK: SPAIN

12. C’EST LA VIE, C’EST LA GUERRE

13. A WEEK IN PROVENCE

14. RITES OF PASSAGE

15. THE SILENCE OF THE LAMB

16. “I AM A PIZZA FOR KATHLEEN”

17. A SAUCE THICKER THAN BLOOD

18. LA CATASTROPHE AMÉRICAINE

19. BON TRAVAIL

20. FINAL EXAM—INTERMEDIATE

PART III: SUPERIOR CUISINE

CLASS BREAK: NORMANDY, THEN AMERICA

21. BACK IN BLEU

22. GREAT EXPECTATIONS

23. GODS, MONSTERS, AND SLAVES

24. LA DANSE

25. BYE-BYE, LOBSTER

26. I DIDN’T ALWAYS HATE MY JOB

27. AN AMERICAN HOSPITAL IN PARIS

28. FINAL EXAM—SUPERIOR

EPILOGUE: THANKSGIVING IN PARIS

EXTRA RECIPES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX OF RECIPES


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is drawn from my personal experiences while studying at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris in 2004 and 2005. Although every character in this book is based on a real person, most of the names have been changed, including those of all the chefs. In a handful of cases, I’ve altered identifying details to protect privacy. In a few instances, time has been compressed and events rearranged for the purpose of story and narrative.

Readers should know that I paid my own tuition and that I waited to tell Le Cordon Bleu about this book until I had written and sold the manuscript. As a journalist, I wanted to be treated like any other student so that I could tell an objective story. During school, I kept a journal that ran more than 600 pages, recorded about 120 hours of audio from demonstration classes, and took detailed notes on the 300-plus recipes in the curriculum. That material, along with interviews of students and alumni, form the basis of this book.

This account is not meant to describe what every student experiences while attending the world’s most famous cooking school—
only what I did.


PROLOGUE
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THIS IS NOT FOR PRETEND


“Cooking is like love. It should be entered into with abandon, or not at all.”

—Harriet Van Horne, Vogue (1956)



As a little girl, while other children played house, I played restaurant. In our basement, I set up two sets of child-sized chairs and tables topped with fabric remnants and plastic flowers. I scrawled menus in crayon, featuring the likes of licorice soup, Pez casserole, and cotton-candy pie. I pretended to prepare everything for my guests—often imaginary—on a broken-down Easy-Bake oven. My parents viewed it all as an overzealous game of tea.

I think of that now, as I stand here in ill-fitting kitchen whites in the middle of a cramped training kitchen in Paris. My handwritten notes from the day’s demonstration, sheathed in a protective plastic liner, sit crowded within the twenty-two inches I’m allotted on the nine-foot-long marble worktable. My blue-handled knives lie neatly along the edges of a scarred plastic cutting board. I feel the heat from the electric stove at my back. A chef who has headed a legendary Paris restaurant now prowls this kitchen, barking out orders in French.

This is not for pretend.

As we’ve done three or four times a week since January, my Basic Cuisine class gathered this morning en masse, on time and in uniform. We first watch a chef move through a three-hour demonstration; we anxiously take notes, as we must repeat his lesson in a training kitchen later. This afternoon, I’m searing thick magrets de canard for a classic prep ara tion of duck à l’orange. Magrets are the breasts of Moulard ducks force-fed corn to fatten their livers for foie gras, a process that fattens everything on the duck. We must take care with the sauce, a slightly complicated prep ara tion that requires cautious reduction of veal stock and orange juice, the sweetness tempered with vinegar. Our potatoes and carrots must be “turned”—a cut that transforms an otherwise unremarkable vegetable into a precise seven-sided torpedo shape.

This is my life now. I am no longer a corporate refugee, sitting in my cubicle with photos of Paris tacked to the wall, dreaming about learning to cook at the world’s most famous culinary school. Three months ago, I walked out of my office for the last time, in my hands a heavy cardboard box filled with what felt like my entire life. A knot hit my throat in the elevator on my way down. It’s hard to know how to feel when you leave a job; it’s even harder when a job leaves you.

I’ve traded that life for days spent soaking up heat in the kitchen or absorbing knowledge from the chefs. I chop, braise, grill, roast, and sauté. Every session in the kitchen feels like an exercise in stress loading. We must complete our recipes within two and a half hours, shifting raw, whole ingredients into a finished, attractive dish presented to the chef on a warmed plate. The food must be hot, it must demonstrate technique, and, above all, its flavor must appeal to the meticulous taste buds of the French chefs.

Some of my classmates have cooked professionally. About half plan to go on to work as chefs. I fit into neither category. I just want to learn to cook. Some days it goes well, sometimes it doesn’t.

Today, the chef is not in good humor. His mercurial moods have earned him a nickname from me, the Gray Chef, not only for his graying hair but also for the clouds that sometimes follow him into the kitchen.

I take care as I arrange and finish my dish and present my plate to the chef for my daily grade. He does not smile as I put it down in front of him. Chef takes a quick taste with a spoon, and his dour face darkens. Suddenly, a wrath is unleashed. My offense, ostensibly minor: a too-sweet sauce. But to the Gray Chef, this symbolizes a shameful culinary trespass—he believes I have not followed his mantra, to taste, taste, taste while cooking.

“C’EST HORRIBLE!” he shouts at me. With that, he begins a rant. “Ça n’est pas difficile! … Pourquoi présenteriez-vous ce plat?! … Vous ne pourriez pas servir ceci!”

I snatch at words, trying to comprehend. “You,” “serve,” “no,” and “this.”

He slams a meaty fist against the counter, inadvertently tipping the edge of the plate I’d just presented. It spins hard on the marble worktable. The tense kitchen halts as the students freeze midmotion. Chef’s face grows visibly red as he escalates his fierce attack on me in rapid-fire French.

My head sinks as his voice rises, and I try to fight back the tears—not just from his diatribe but from the humiliation of being unable to defend myself. In the nine weeks since classes began, my college French has proved wretchedly inadequate.

Everyone waits. The chef stares at me.

They expect me to say something, anything in French to my defense. But I can’t think of a single word. He sighs. Like most chefs at the school, he speaks little En glish. Disappointed that I haven’t grasped his insulting wrath en français, he waves me away and turns to the next student, a Taiwanese girl with thick glasses. As she apprehensively extends her plate, he volleys over one last assault, the coup de grâce:

“Vous perdez votre temps!”

My mind races to translate. Perdez? To misplace? To be lost? To waste. I move to the other words. “You.” “Time.” “Your.”

Then comes the dawn.

“You’re wasting your time.”

That’s it. I turn back to my oven. As the kitchen resumes its buzz, I start to cry. Robotically, I rush to pack up my knives and flee down the three flights of stairs to the cramped basement locker rooms, where I escape into a pocket-sized staff bathroom and lock the door. I cannot stop the tears now. I have not sobbed like this in years. Then, I catch my reflection in the mirror.

Under a buzzing fluorescent light, I see my smeared mascara and stained kitchen whites. I am thirty-six, unemployed, and I’ve spent the last of my savings to pursue a dream of studying at Le Cordon Bleu only to be reduced to tears by a chef I hardly know in a language I barely understand.

What am I doing here? Maybe this is all a big mistake.


PART I
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BASIC CUISINE


“This isn’t cooking, it’s like learning a complicated sport!”

—Kim, a student in Basic Cuisine



CHAPTER 1
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LIFE IS NOT A DRESS REHEARSAL


“I didn’t start cooking until I was thirty-two. Until then, I just ate.”

—Julia Child



After a few moments of small talk and tea, my boss leaned over, clasped her hands, and dropped her smile. “This is going to be a very difficult conversation,” she began.

I should have known. It’s never a good sign when the boss tells you to avoid the office when you come back from vacation. Worse, she insisted we meet in a hotel lobby two hours after my plane had landed. I nodded, kept my composure, and declined an offer of more tea. I stood up, smoothed my skirt, and walked out.

With that, I lost a job that I was desperate to quit. I felt relieved yet rejected to the point of being crushed, not unlike when a boyfriend has the gall to break up with you before you break up with him.

I pushed open the door of the hotel, my head held high, pleased that I did not break down at the news. I was tough, I told myself, and this was not such a big deal. Twenty minutes ago, I was an executive with a major software company, the manager of twenty-four people, and a member of a team that ran a hundred-million-dollar division.

Now who am I? As an American living in London, without my job I can’t stay in the United Kingdom. In one fell swoop, I felt dismissed from both the company and the country.

I stopped abruptly on the street, blinking in the bright afternoon sun. Where was I going? People swarmed around me on the sidewalk, each with a purpose. It was 2:23 on a Monday afternoon, and I had no idea where to go or what to do next. I had never been unemployed a single day since I had turned sixteen.

Since then, I’d done what so many of us think we’re supposed to do: work hard and be successful. I went to college and then I worked, first as a newspaper journalist, trying to prove myself with every story, sometimes two or three a day. Almost by accident, I wound up on the corporate ladder for nearly eight years. I fought tenaciously for every rung with sixty to seventy hours a week, weekends spent working, relationships left in a heap. All along, I’d been rewarded, Pavlov style, with incremental rewards of a raise here, a promotion there. It had been enough, until a year ago when I’d been promoted to a grown-up senior-management position.

“There’s no career path for writers at this company,” a human-resources woman with overplucked eyebrows counseled me. “Of course you want this promotion, don’t you?”

I’m a woman; in so many ways, I’ve been programmed to please. I took the job and spent time hunkered over figures, budgets, charts, and fiscal-year projections. I tried, but I hated it.

“Working at a job you don’t like is the same as going to prison every day,” my father used to say. He was right. I felt imprisoned by an impressive title, travel, perks, and a good salary. On the inside, I was miserable and lonely, and I felt as if I was losing myself. I spent weekends working on reports no one read, and I gave presentations that I didn’t care about. It made me feel like a sellout and, worse, a fraud.

Now set free, like any inmate I had to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. I turned down a side street to avoid walking past my office building and took a long way home to my flat near Covent Garden.

As I do in any moment of trauma, I phoned my mother. A former human-resources manager, she responded to the news with sheer panic. “You have to get another job immediately,” she urged on the phone. “Or you’ll never get hired anywhere ever again.”

Unsettled, I headed upstairs for another opinion—not to God but to my neighbor Jeff. “Nah, just live off your severance for a while,” he suggested. He himself was unemployed and therefore capable of pouring me a glass of pinot grigio at three in the afternoon as I sat in his kitchen watching him make a cranberry tart.

I finished my wine and went to my own apartment to call my best friend, Laura, who alternated between doling out pragmatic advice and corralling her two children. “You should try to get a job back at the main office in Seattle. NATALIE! PUT THAT DOWN! I mean it! … They’ll pay to move your stuff back to the U.S., and besides—NATALIE! Give that G.I. Joe back to your brother! I don’t care that you put a dress on him! … You’ll be in Seattle with Mike. Isn’t that what you want?”

As I’d just learned on vacation, Mike was what I wanted.

Mike and I had become friends about three years earlier, when I’d left Seattle after he’d helped me get a job in my company’s London office, where he was working as a se nior manager at the time. Strong chemistry bonded us from the start. We flirted, we danced, we once kissed but resisted more, fearing it could damage our friendship. That is, until three months ago when we found ourselves alone on a weekend trip in Milan. Our short romance was going so well that I invited him home to meet my family in Florida—something I hadn’t done with a boyfriend since college.

I rented a romantic, odd, little brick house near the beach, distinguished by a round tower meant to evoke a small castle in Normandy. I picked Mike up at the airport in Tampa, giddy with excitement as I greeted him at the gate. We drove to the bungalow with plans to change for dinner, but we never made it to the restaurant.

Instead, we broke the bed in the master bedroom—in three places.

The next morning, Mike awoke early to mend the shattered bed frame before my family arrived. But, eager to meet him, they showed up early—two hours early, just as Mike began clamping and gluing key pieces back together. The pieces lay scattered on the living-room floor, and the seven members of my family offered to help, making the whole situation worse.

My stepdad, Eddie, is an old-fashioned type who had not been keen on me and Mike “sharing quarters” from the beginning. A few days earlier, he had counseled me on why I was still unmarried. “Why would a man buy the cow when he can get the eggs for free?” He cast a suspicious eye on the whole situation as he thoughtfully chewed on a toothpick.

He broke the conversation with a loud cough.

“That bed’s made out of solid mahogany, isn’t it? How’d it get broken there anyway, Mike?” He rolled the toothpick around, looking at Mike hard, waiting for an answer.

“Hey, I forgot, I brought bagels,” my mother said brightly, attempting to divert the conversation.

Eddie picked up a piece of wood. “Is it broken here, too?”

My mother grabbed him. “Honey, you need a bagel” and shoved him into the small kitchen. My brother-in-law helped Mike move the pieces outside. The next day, my mother pulled me aside. “Broke the bed? I’m impressed,” she said, winking. “If that happened how I think it happened, I’d say he’s a keeper.”

The rest of the week was bliss. No one mentioned the bed again. We ate burgers at a favorite beach shack, we made sand castles with my niece, and we walked the beach at sunset, hand in hand, almost every night. I cooked dinners that I served by candlelight in the vaguely gothic dining room of the “castle.”

On the last morning of our trip, wrapped up together warmly in the sun-filled room in the now-fixed bed, I looked at him sleeping. A startling revelation hit me: I could wake up next to this man every day for the rest of my life.

By that evening, we were apart once again. He got on a plane for Seattle, and I caught the red-eye back to London, only to get sacked two hours after my plane touched the ground.

“So what do you think?” I asked Mike, deciding it was finally late enough to call him. The eight-hour time difference had been a detriment to our blossoming romance. I was making a case to join him in Seattle. I could only hope that he wanted me as much as I wanted to be with him. “I’ve got work-permit hell to go through to get another job in the UK. But I could probably get a job in Seattle, and we’d at least be in the same city. I mean, if you want me to be in the same city.”

He thought for a long moment. “No, you shouldn’t come to Seattle.”

My heart fell.

“Because what I really think,” he said slowly, “is that you should put your stuff in storage, go to Paris, and study at Le Cordon Bleu.”

“ What? Where did that come from?”

He reminded me of an evening I’d almost forgotten. It was a brisk, full-moon night in October 1999. I’d flown to London for my final job interview, and afterward Mike invited me to a dinner party at a friend’s house. We arrived before the other guests, and his flustered friend handed us a list and sent us straight back out to a neighborhood store. “Go through the park, it’s faster,” she said, and turned around, apron strings flying. We talked as we walked, the night lit almost as bright as day from the brilliant moon. He was fishing, asking questions, the kind that you ask to really get to know a person.

“If you could do anything, anything at all with your life, what would it be?” he asked. I had a ready answer, but I debated whether to tell him. We barely knew each other; this was the first time we had ever been alone together. But something about him was reassuring. My secret dream, I told him, would be to work in London for a couple of years and then quit to go live in Paris and study French cuisine at Le Cordon Bleu. He mused on it.

“I like it,” he said. “How about if I quit my job then, too, and I’ll go with you. Is it a deal?” We shook on it and then held hands as we walked back through the park to his friend’s flat.

Back on the phone, I told him that that was just a dream. This was reality. “My mother says I’ll never get another job if I don’t get one right away.”

“Sure you will, just go do this first. Why not? You’re not married, you don’t have kids, and now you don’t have a job.” He knew one way to get to me. “Do you want to be on your deathbed, wondering why you never went?”

I can’t afford it, I argued.

“They’re going to give you a severance. You’ve got some savings,” he replied. “And if you have to, you can cash in your 401(k).”

I don’t speak French well enough, I said.

“You know enough to get started, and besides there’s no better place to learn.”

I won’t know anyone in Paris.

He paused.

“You’ll know me,” he said gently. “If you want me to, I’ll go with you.”

It turns out that you can sign up for Le Cordon Bleu online in a process that appears dangerously simple. Prerequisites are few. After hanging up with Mike, I go online and take a look. “Je regarde, tout simplement,” I think, I’m just looking.

To earn a diploma from Le Cordon Bleu, a student must successfully complete three parts of what it calls its “classic cycle”: Basic, Intermediate, and Superior Cuisine. A student can study cuisine, pâtisserie, or both at the same time. The cost for Basic Cuisine was €6,750, or $8,842 with the unfavorable exchange rate. For the full cuisine diploma, the tuition was more than $26,500.

I got up and walked around my flat, shaking my hands as I do at these times when I long for a cigarette even though I’ve never been a smoker. I looked out the window at the busy London street below, where people—employed people—were scurrying home from work. How much would it cost to live in Paris? What if things didn’t work out with Mike? What if I didn’t get another job? I had never been unemployed. What if …

It won’t hurt for me to just read through the application, I thought.

Did I have a high school diploma? Yes. Did I have a college diploma? Yes. Could I tell them about my work experience and attach a résumé? No problem.

Then I came to the five-hundred-word “Statement of Motivation,” the key component of the application. Why did I want to study at Le Cordon Bleu? Ugh. I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I sat back and looked at the screen.

It started with my sister, but an obituary clenched it.

Eight years my se nior, Sandy got her Francophile tendencies from I don’t know where, living as we did on a ten-acre farm in semirural Michigan. By the time I was four, the rose-colored walls of the bedroom we shared were thoroughly plastered with posters and photos of Paris. I literally dreamed about it—a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower was often the last thing I saw before falling asleep. After reigning for two years as president of her high school French club, she mailed away for an application to the Sorbonne in Paris. The heavy packet arrived par avion the day after our father was diagnosed with terminal cancer.

It was twenty-five years before my sister could bring herself to visit Paris for the first time.

When I was thirteen years old, my father died. I found myself alone with my mother, and it was hard. I was in a new school in a new state, with no friends. We’d recently escaped the Michigan winters, hoping the milder climate of southwest Florida would benefit Dad’s fragile health. My mother was beyond devastated. Married for twenty-six years, my parents were always in love, the kind of couple who still got dressed up and went out on Saturday-night dates even after they had five kids. I was the youngest, a daddy’s girl. I had worshipped him. For both of us, grief was exhausting. My mother would lie in bed for an hour or two when she came home from work just to get the strength to make us dinner.

On days that I didn’t have ballet lessons, I came home three hours earlier than Mom. So, one afternoon, I went ahead and made boeuf bourguignon for dinner. I’d made it a year earlier for a Girl Scout badge, using Julia Child’s recipe. Mom was thrilled. The next night, I tried trout almondine, and then leek and potato soup the night after that.

Feeding my grieving mother gave me a purpose, and this brought me out of my own depression. No more make-believe food but real food that simmered, smelled, and sizzled, and someone destined to eat it, and whose appreciation fed me in return.

Shortly afterward, Mom went back to college. She agreed to hand over the reins of our meager food budget; with Dad gone, we had to rely on her $5.50 hourly income. I clipped coupons and pored over the weekly food sections, my mother’s Joy of Cooking, and my sister’s copy of Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Sometimes Mom took me to the grocery store, sometimes I took the bus.

This made me unlike other kids. Most teenagers don’t ask for a good sauté pan for Christmas. While other high school kids threw keg parties, I or ga nized formal dinners for my friends. On my sixteenth birthday, I got both my driver ’s license and a job in a yacht-club restaurant. It wasn’t much of a yacht club, as it had berths for only four small boats. But it was a pretty good restaurant despite a kitchen managed by the horrible Chef Randy. After starting on the buffet table, I was promoted to salads and stealthily shifted to plating desserts. I quit after Chef Randy dropped his false teeth into a chafing pan of bread pudding, fished them out, and insisted that I put it on the buffet anyway.

Despite that, I came to an important conclusion. I wanted to be a chef.

Or a ballerina, I could n’t decide.

My mother, by then a college graduate herself, nixed both ideas. She insisted that I get a “real degree.” I didn’t know where to do that, either. I threw a dart at a map on my wall, and it ended up on Gary, Indiana. Since no one would willingly move to Gary, I packed up my car and headed to Chicago, with vague plans for law school.

I returned to Florida five years later with a journalism degree. Times were tough in the print world, so despite internships at Playboy and Adweek magazines I found myself writing obituaries under a despotic editor at my hometown newspaper. Taking a break from death, I flipped through a Gourmet magazine. An ad caught my eye: “Study French cuisine in Paris,” read the headline. The walls of my childhood bedroom flashed through my mind. In the ad, a proud student smiled in her white chef’s jacket. I cut out the ad and taped it to the wall of my cubicle. When my editor agitated or the work became painfully dull, I’d look at that ad and imagine myself crafting a soufflé
in the school’s kitchen. It surely had to be more glamorous than the obits desk in Sarasota.

Then, one day, I typed in the shortest obituary I’d ever seen.

It read simply: “Gladys Smith, 82, died Saturday at home. She was the wife of the late Harold Smith. She left no survivors.”* No services. No directions for flowers or donations as a clue to any interests or hobbies. Apparently no college education, no profession, no personal accomplishments. What had this woman done with her life? I wondered. Did she ever wonder that? I cut that out and tacked it up, too, as a reminder of my parents’ constant phrase: “Life is not a dress rehearsal.” Right then, I resolved that I wanted my own obituary to read, “She also earned a degree from Le Cordon Bleu in Paris.” The ad and the obit followed me to later desks I occupied as my career shifted from newspaper reporter to magazine editor to restaurant critic to corporate executive with the company that had just let me go.

But how do you sum all that up, explain that in five hundred words or less?

I wrote:


I have wanted to attend Le Cordon Bleu for at least 10 years. No, that’s not true. I think I’ve always wanted to go to Le Cordon Bleu, even before I knew that’s what I wanted. I have been passionate about food and cooking since I was a little girl. Professionally, I have worked as a journalist for more than a decade. I once figured out that by age 30, I’d written a thousand stories. I’ve worked as a restaurant critic and a food writer, and I believe this training will give me greater understanding and perspective in that aspect of my career. It is my dream to write books about food, about cooking, about nourishing people, heart, soul and stomach…. I don’t know that I want to be a chef, or that I particularly want to work in the food industry when I am done with my training…. I just know that going to Le Cordon Bleu is something that I have to do.



I sat back and looked at the bright screen. The room had grown dark. This is crazy, I can’t do this, I thought, and moved forward to hit DELETE. But something stopped me. My hand hovering above the keyboard, I thought of my sister, who never got to study at the Sorbonne. I thought of my dad, who died at age fifty. My mind ran back to that short obit. Mike was right. I could go now or spend my life wondering why I didn’t.

“Life is not a dress rehearsal,” I whispered to myself.

Instead of DELETE, I hit ENTER.

Three days later, I got a response by email. I had been assigned one of the last places in Basic Cuisine for January 2004. Classes started in just twenty-four days.


CHAPTER 2
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LOST IN TRANSLATION

LESSON HIGHLIGHTS: INTRODUCTION TO THE RULES,

UNIFORMS, AND A TOUR OF THE SCHOOL

As a building, Le Cordon Bleu is not immediately impressive. Nestled on a nondescript residential street in southwest Paris, the four-story beige structure was formerly a medical clinic, the larger examination rooms now converted into kitchens. On orientation day, I walk right past the entrance before I spot the blue logos stenciled on the windows. Inside, I find a compact reception area stuffed with staffers and students.

An elegant French woman with a dark chignon, draped in a purple pashmina, claps her hands twice amid the crowd.

“Vous tous, every one, they’re starting, come with me,” she says, herding us around the corner to a vaulted room where some seventy students sit arranged toward a trio of women at the far end. I slide into an open seat directly in front of a graceful Asian woman clad in a black Chanel suit.

My French culinary training begins—in Japa nese.

“Ohayou gozaimasu!” belts the woman in Chanel. My hands fly to cover my ears. I’ve inadvertently sat among two dozen Japa nese students. For the next hour, she continues a strident, concurrent translation for their benefit, drowning out both the French presenter and the English translator.

Still, it’s impossible not to get the drift. They start with the vaguely draconian school rules: uniforms must be immaculate; no jewelry can be worn except wedding rings; no tardiness; and only four permitted absences—no exceptions. Well, there’s one. For a resident visa, the French government requires a medical exam. Impossible to reschedule, the school allows an absence should it cause a conflict. So students may be excused for the sake of French bureaucracy but not for contracting the Ebola virus.

Leading the presentation is a freckled fifty-something woman with a distinct American accent, the lead aca demic administrator for the school. She motions to a soft-faced girl to show off the uniform: an apron worn over a crisp white jacket, houndstooth trousers, and a white neckerchief. Under her cap, the girl’s nut-brown hair is held back by butterfly barrettes.

Madame introduces two chefs wearing tall toques. They nod politely, and one begins to talk in a quiet French monotone, his voice no competition with the staccato Japa nese translation. I give up trying to hear and look around the room.

Known as the Jardin d’Hiver, or the Winter Garden, this airy loft provides the school’s sole communal gathering spot. A peaked glass ceiling offers ample light for a few live trees to grow in huge planters. For orientation, blue-and-white caned bistro chairs are arranged in rows, their matching tables pushed to the side. High on a wall, there’s an official-looking plaque commemorating the opening of this latest physical incarnation of the school in 1988. It feels like an institution: practical, yet furnished on a budget.

The audience skews young, with most students in their twenties. About three quarters are women, and one third or more appear Asian. It’s a cold January day, and many cradle Styrofoam cups of coffee gathered from a nearby table. They’re all paying rapt attention—except for a striking brunette in the back row, scanning the crowd. She reminds me of someone famous for being beautiful. Catching my gaze, she flashes a radiant, practiced smile. I smile back. The crowd shifts as the chefs organize every one into groups to tour the school.

The curious brunette is in my group. As we shake hands, she says in a posh British accent, “Hello, I’m Katrina.”

It hits me. “You look just like—”

“I know, I know, Elizabeth Hurley,” she says, rolling her eyes.

It’s true, she’s a dead ringer.

“My friends even call me Liz,” she says. “It’s sort of embarrassing.”

She appears as unpretentious about being confused with an internationally famous beautiful person as possible. “But my friends call me Kat,” she says, as she shifts a black coat trimmed with plush, silky fur from one arm to the other.

On hearing my nickname is also Kat, she assures me that I can call her Liz. “To avoid confusion, you know.” Before we can settle this Liz vs. Kat situation, an imposing-looking chef shushes us. He and a female translator corral our group together, and we follow like children behind a pair of pipers.

In her biography of Julia Child, An Appetite for Life, Noël Riley Fitch notes that during the 1940s and 1950s Le Cordon Bleu “had only one sink, and did not have electrical equipment other than stoves (and some of them did not work).” This was in one of the school’s former facilities, a warren of seven rooms on rue du Faubourg St.-Honoré in central Paris. In the 1980s, André Cointreau, heir to his family’s orange liqueur and Rémy Martin cognac fortune, bought the school and moved it here. By comparison, the modern Le Cordon Bleu brims with technology, even if there are only a handful of food processors on the premises.

As we descend the winding beige tile stairs to the basement, known as the sous-sol in French, the sharp smell of simmering meat stock hits me. We turn the corner into a cramped prep ara tion area dominated by a massive built-in cauldron gurgling with gallons of silky brown liquid. Cutting boards and boxes of produce are every where. A corkboard holds the week’s lessons for all levels of cuisine and pâtisserie, listing required ingredients, delivery schedules, and so on.

“This is the nerve center of the school. Everything comes in or out of here,” the translator says.

Chef shows off the two large walk-in coolers as he explains that each of us will need to take turns acting as assistant for our hands-on class at least one week per semester. Class assistants fetch the ingredients assembled by the sous-sol crew for the practical sessions, transporting them upstairs via an electric dumbwaiter system. The dumbwaiters work only if the two safety doors are closed at both destination and departure. Already, LizKat and I can tell this is an imperfect system as we hear an urgent plea to close the basement dumbwaiter door over the intercom. “Fermez la porte, s’il vous plaît!” bleats a thin female voice. “S’il vous plaît, fermez la porte!”

Nevertheless, the dumbwaiters are a smart move. With an average of two hundred students cooking daily, Le Cordon Bleu receives enormous shipments of ingredients from morning to night. One chef, a lean, mustached gentleman referred to as Le Maestro, controls the inventory. Scraps from each practical are sent down to the sous-sol for reuse, typically in the prep ara tion of stocks. Butter, cream, and eggs are among other unused items returned. As little as possible is wasted, we’re told, because that’s how real kitchens should work.

Next, we’re led to the main demonstration room on the ground floor, just off the Winter Garden. Plastic chairs with collapsible white writing desks are arranged in tiered rows, auditorium style, to assure every one a view of the workstation where the chefs teach. A massive mirror tilted at an angle above allows students to watch the chef’s handiwork. One floor up, there’s a second demonstration area with a similarly or ga nized workstation. Although smaller, this room is flanked by French windows. “Basic Cuisine rarely meets here,” the translator says dismissively.

Next, we hit the kitchens. Four in total, they’re all the same and surprisingly small. The largest, the grand salon, accommodates just fourteen students, the others just ten. On the top floor, there’s a large, bright, and airy kitchen that smells warmly of freshly baked apples. For pâtisserie only, the chef says. A pity—I’ve signed up only for Cuisine.

A long, central marble work area, set atop waist-high stainless fridges, anchors each kitchen. Rows of electric stoves line the walls.

“Electric?” I whisper to LizKat. “Surely not at Le Cordon Bleu.”

They are there for two reasons. Le Cordon Bleu’s first classes in 1895 were taught on electric stoves, then a radical invention. Also, electric stoves are safer—less worry of gas leaks and hapless students catching fire.

We’re told that although a dishwasher will wash our cookware, students are responsible for keeping knives, personal cooking utensils, and the work area spotless. On this note, Chef warns us “Ce n’est pas un détail.” A student who leaves a work area less than immaculate receives no credit for the day.

The chef bows, tips his hat, and bids adieu.

For a nonoptional €450, all students purchase a set of gear along with their education, whether they need it or not. My set includes Mundial-brand knives with blue handles, a sharpening steel, and a whole load of utensils that slide cozily into the pockets of a dark blue canvas holder that wraps and folds into a lean, heavy meter-long purse. Added to this are a piece of cake-sized Tupperware, a digital scale, aprons, side towels, and other accoutrements. Last, we receive three-inch-thick blue binders, our text for the course, neatly or ga nized with all information provided in both English and French. Arms full, we teeter down to the main women’s locker room in the basement.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” LizKat says as we arrive. About ninety lockers are crammed into a space the size of my mother’s living room. At least LizKat gets a top locker; mine is on the bottom near the door. Already, our gear almost fills the locker. We leave the chaos and head to the Winter Garden.

Just twenty-two, LizKat comes from a different social echelon than I. She just spent three months in Barcelona, “To work on my Spanish,” she says. Before that, she spent six months in Rome, to work on her Italian. She speaks fluent French. She came to Paris because her mother thought it might be good for her to learn the basics of French cooking.

“No diploma?” I say.

“Oh, no,” she says with a laugh. “Who wants to work that hard? I’m going into PR.”

Just then, the well-dressed woman in the pashmina corrals us into a small room where racks of chef’s jackets and piles of houndstooth trousers await. It feels like trying on clothes at a basement clearance sale. A thrill runs up my spine as I slip on a white chef’s jacket emblazoned with the Le Cordon Bleu logo—that is, until I see how it fits. The “small” chef’s jacket fit too snugly at my hips and tents high on my shoulders. The sleeves droop over my hands by a good half inch. “Man-tailored,” I’m told. “It’s tradition.” I look for an extra-small and push up the sleeves.

“Those look bad on you,” says a monotone voice behind me as I slip on a pair of trousers. I turn to face an expressionless Asian woman. “You should get a size larger. It will help hide your stomach.” 

Hello? Who is this person?

“It’s the buttons,” she explains. “Get the larger size. You’ll be more comfortable, and the buttons will lie flatter.” Oh, all right. We begin chatting, and when she says nothing further that I find offensive. we decide to head out to a late lunch at a brasserie. Her Chinese name is complicated, she says. “Just call me L.P.” Does it date me that I think of her name as a record?

L.P. is not a big talker. She says only what’s needed, to the point, and offers sometimes harsh opinions. Hers is not a ready smile, her face as mute as a poker player’s. I learn she’s in her thirties, from China by way of En gland, an intellectual property lawyer, though she stopped enjoying it a few years ago. An avid cook, she took time off to investigate whether she might want to swap the law trade for life in a kitchen. She left two dogs and her husband in the UK. She doesn’t say, but they may rank in that order.

By the time we finish lunch around four o’clock, it’s almost dark. An icy wind kicks up. She lives close to the school, so we say good-bye, and I head to the Vaugirard Métro around the corner.

Our apartment on rue de Richelieu is so close to the Louvre that when I take the wrong exit, I end up in the entryway of the museum, where tourists are buying their tickets. I find my way out, cross rue de Rivoli, and navigate past the Comédie Française to our street. As I turn the corner, I bump into a pair of American tourists intently studying a paperback copy of The Da Vinci Code, presumably trying to follow in the steps of the book’s main character. This has the feel of a side street, even though it’s busy with traffic hoping to avoid the often congested avenue de l’Opéra nearby.

Passing a flower store, a sushi-on– conveyor-belt restaurant, and the mysterious dark entrance to what’s rumored to be a wife-swapping bar, I stop at an alimentation. That’s the name for the small convenience stores selling overpriced wares found in most Parisian neighborhoods. I’ve not yet located a nearby supermarket, so I stop in to purchase some coffee, milk, soft cheese, and a bottle of white wine. Behind the counter, the cashier hums along to the remake of “La Vie en Rose” by Tony Bennett. A French classic sung by an American man hummed by a genial Moroccan, all in my little corner store.

Balancing the heavy binder and a shopping bag in one hand, I enter the security code and lean with a shoulder to push open the ornate blue entry door. From there, it’s huff and puff up the six flights of stairs, pausing outside the door on the fourth floor to catch my breath. I overhear a couple arguing in French inside. Does it count as eavesdropping if you can’t understand what they’re saying?

Breathless, I open the door to the apartment. You would never know this used to be the servants’ quarters. The seven-hundred-square-foot loft is utterly modern, resembling an art gallery with stark white walls, modern skylights, and polished wooden floors. Almost medieval exposed beams lend contrast, making it feel both aged and industrial. The open kitchen—an unusual fixture in France—crafted from burlwood and featuring metal drawers without handles, is a sleek design. Lean dangerously out the front-room window and you can see the Sacré Coeur to the north. The building dates from the mid-1700s, its major claim to fame being that Napoléon’s hatmaker once operated here.

Paris is rich with short-term rental flats, and online sites and agencies manage them at widely varying rates. Mike and I had settled on a starkly furnished one-bedroom near the Luxembourg Gardens, but three days before my arrival in Paris the agency called with an urgent message: that apartment’s owner changed her mind about renting it. To make amends, they offered us this apartment for three months at a steep discount. We take it, despite one major concern: we’ll have to find another apartment in just three months.

Arriving “home,” I call Mike. As I had to do in London, I check my math. If it’s 5:00 p.m. in Paris, it’s 8:00 a.m. in Seattle. I text his mobile phone, and wait for him to return my call using a cheap international calling card from his home.

“Good morning, sexy,” he says, his voice thick with sleep.

“Good evening, handsome,” I say, and with that we talk for two hours. I tell him about my first day at school, about meeting LizKat and L.P., about the Métro, about every thing. His days are busy, too, preparing to join me.

To come to Paris, Mike has to leave his new consulting business, find someone to rent his house and manage his tenants in his rental property, finish his studies to become a private pilot, and generally put his entire life on hold for the rest of the year. If all goes well, he will join me in two or three weeks, to make what we both know will be the largest leap of faith he’s ever made for love.

After I hang up, I pour a glass of wine. I sit by the window, contemplating the French rooftops, reflecting on the whirlwind day. For the first time in weeks, I feel as if I can breathe. I am alone in Paris, the eve of my first full day at Le Cordon Bleu. I flip open my binder, reading the rules, the chef bios, the explanation of cuts of meat and conversion charts, and finally the ingredient lists for the recipes. As I close the cover, I marvel at what’s printed there: “Kathleen Flinn, Cuisine de Base, Hiver 2004.”

I’m really here.


CHAPTER 3

[image: image]

CULINARY BOOT CAMP

LESSON HIGHLIGHTS: HOW TO USE KNIVES, INTRODUCTION TO

COOKWARE, RUSTIC VEGETABLE SOUP

As my mother always warned me about men in the ser vice, you can never underestimate the power of a uniform.

Entering the windowless ground-floor room for our first demonstration, I marvel at the sight. Freshly stripped of street clothes, the Basic Cuisine students are a wave of white, sitting in tight, cramped rows, ner vously chatting, expectant. Although the fifty students represent seventeen countries, the group looks impressively identical.

That morning, as I’d slid on my own chef’s jacket, my stomach constricted ner vously with anticipation. Is this what a soldier feels the first time in fatigues? Or medical students, their first time in scrubs? In a uniform, some part of your individual identity inevitably gets lost, given over so you can become part of something larger than yourself.

Or, in my case, into clothing that simply makes yourself look larger.

Like many of the female students, I appear as if I’m wearing culinary pajamas one size too large, effectively adding twenty pounds to my five-foot-four frame. Even the willowy LizKat looks like a dark-haired Barbie dressed in Ken’s clothes. She waves at me from the front row, where she and L.P. have saved me the last seat on the left. It’s ten minutes until class begins, and the room is already packed.

“Where is your necktie?” asks L.P., frowning.

I hold up the stiff, white triangle of fabric. “I tried, but it looked like I was attempting to cover a neck wound.” She rolls her eyes, snatches the triangle, and efficiently pulls it into a taut knot around my throat. “Thank you,” I wheeze. With a satisfied look, she turns to talk to LizKat.

Along the right wall there’s a second, smaller work area for the sous-sol assistants. In exchange for a small stipend and a discount on tuition, they prepare the ingredients for these demonstrations and assist the chefs through class. They prepare all our ingredients for the resulting practical classes as well. Today, the assistant is Bernadette, the soft-faced uniform model from orientation.

Wearing a tall paper toque, Chef Jean-Yves Bertrand busies himself behind the workstation, giving hushed orders to Bernadette as she bounces around in prep ara tion for class. A kind-faced man with ner vous eyes, Chef Bertrand reminds me a bit of a worried puppy. He glances up through his thin-rimmed glasses to survey the new troops as we file into the room. Typical of most of the chefs here, the Bayonne-born Chef Bertrand never went to culinary school. Like many in his profession in France, he started as a teen, laboring long hours in lowly positions. Over the years, he worked his way up, shifting from one Michelin-rated restaurant to another. In his late thirties, he took over the kitchen at a legendary Paris restaurant. When the restaurant decided to set up outposts in Shanghai and Bangkok, Chef Bertrand was their man
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