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Thanks

Half a dozen years ago, I first approached Keith McNally about doing a book. The owner of Balthazar, Keith would always rather talk about the theater or cast-iron architecture or Soviet Constructivism than about his restaurant or himself, but in 2014 we met for coffee. He mentioned that he was a fan of English history. I said I was pretty good on the subject.

Keith smiled and said, “Who was the first Tudor king?”

I fell for it. “Henry VIII, of course,” I said.

“Henry VII,” said Keith. “Do your book.”

He promised complete access to whatever I needed. He more than kept his word. He never interfered, not once, though occasionally when I’d run into him, winding me up a little, he’d say, “Aren’t you done yet? What are you writing?”

*  *  *


Give me such shows—give me the streets of Manhattan!

—Walt Whitman
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Breakfast at Balthazar

When I was a kid growing up in Greenwich Village in the 1950s, we sometimes ate out at Longchamps on Twelfth Street and Fifth Avenue, a couple of blocks from where we lived. I loved eating out. I loved restaurants. Longchamps was pink, it had natty Art Deco furniture, and it was French. There was French onion soup au gratin and a maître d’ in a tux. His name was Mr. Naigish.

There were years when we had Thanksgiving at Longchamps. This gave my father quite a bit of pleasure. He invited the family. He paid. My pop, who wore bow ties and drank martinis, sometimes ordered wine as well. I’m sure it both impressed and pissed off his brothers—my uncles were rye-drinking kind of men, rye in the old sense, not rye made by hipsters in little hats—who had to trek in from Flatbush, from ancestral Brooklyn.

What’s more, Mr. Naigish addressed my parents by name. This was my first inkling that to be a regular, to be known at a neighborhood restaurant, even regarded as friends, made you special. Over at the Steak Joint on Greenwich Avenue, Dan Stampler called my parents Sally and Sam. This was the thing I was crazy about, this feeling you were an insider in a singular little society.

I was a fat, smart, nosy little girl, and God knows I liked the food, but I loved the people: the uptown crowd in suits and minks, slumming in the Village; local families out for spaghetti and meatballs; the artists, writers, and musicians arguing at coffee shops over immense slabs of pie and coffee. Even more interesting were the people who worked at restaurants, out front or behind the scenes: the singing waiters at Asti’s on Twelfth Street; the occasional real Frenchman at Charles French Restaurant; the one-armed waiter at Frank’s Pizzeria on Bleecker Street, his empty shirt sleeve pinned back, who tossed the pies with the brio of a juggler on The Ed Sullivan Show.

Then there were the waitresses at Schrafft’s where my mother took me on special occasions for ham and Swiss on toasted cheese bread served by these plain Irish girls in hairnets and black uniforms. Some of them had been hired just off the boats, my mother said. It sounded like a kind of spooky religious order. I longed to ask about their lives, these women far away from home. Where did they live? Who were they?

At the Coach House—it was located in an actual old coaching house on Waverly Place—black waiters in white gloves served dinner. The idea was that you were dining on all-American food in some theme park little version of another age, perhaps down south. It was unusual, too, in a city where if you went out to eat you generally ate French or Italian or maybe blintzes at Ratner’s. The fried chicken, the corn bread made in special black iron molds, and the black bean soup were all delicious. The owner, Mr. Leon Lianides, was imposing and, unless you were quite famous, a little intimidating. Still, everyone else was very nice, very gracious. I always wondered, though, if after they finished work, when the waiters took off their white gloves, they also retired their smiles for the night.

*  *  *

Longchamps, the Steak Joint, Charles, the Grand Ticino, the Cookery, the Sea Fare, all gone now. My parents are gone; the restaurants, gone. The bars, too. Bradley’s, the Cedar on University Place, where Jack Kerouac, it was said, pissed in the ashtray. As kids, we went trick-or-treating at the Cedar because instead of candy, you always got cash.

What I took with me from childhood was that sense of a different world where you might be admitted or at least given a glimpse. Anytime a maître d’ hugged me or a waiter called out my name or a bartender offered me one on the house, I felt I was in; I had arrived.

The truth is, I guess, I’ve always been on the lookout for a place where I could embed myself: a local bar, a restaurant, a coffee shop. Maybe it’s simply that lifelong yearning for community, the driving force in the life of a lonely only child.

*  *  *

“Top of the goddamn morning to you,” said the good-looking young guy at the door as I stumbled into Balthazar around eight most days. James Weichert, the young guy, was always in a loud Hawaiian shirt, an impish grin on his face.

“My shirt was not Hawaiian, it was Comme des Garçons,” James says now.

At first I ate alone in the bar area, read the paper, and chatted to James. I had been assigned a piece about boats for the Financial Times. I hate boats. It turned out that James, though, was an enthusiastic sailor who had just joined the gay and lesbian Knickerbocker Sailing Association in the hope of meeting a nice guy he could settle down with and who also loved boats.

“You should meet some of the other regulars,” he said one morning.

So it was James who introduced me to Steven Zwerling and Rona Middleberg. Soon, I was eating breakfast with them every day, hurrying to get out of the house.

“Breakfast is about mortality,” Steven Zwerling said. Almost every morning, perhaps to stave off his sense of finite time, he ordered the same thing—two oatmeal scones, two blueberry jams.

Steve, who worked for the Ford Foundation then, was king of the morning, boss of Balthazar breakfasts. Of breakfast, he said, “It’s the most biological of meals. The fast is broken, of course, but also it comes upon many of us who are only half emerged from sleep and all its demands. We drag ourselves over to Balthazar. The coffee that arrives to make everything better . . . We distract each other with stories, occasional frustration, even rage at the rest of the world, a couple of useful insights, a little compassion and understanding. And laughing.”

Erudite, funny, mournful, and very tall, Steve was a repository of New York stories. He had met—or seen—everyone: Jackie Robinson, the Rosenbergs laid out in their caskets at a funeral parlor in Brooklyn, Fidel Castro. When Castro visited Columbia University in 1958, Steven, a student then, rushed out of the crowd to shake Fidel’s hand. Fidel was very tall, too, and handsome.

Steven was married to Rona Middleberg. Rona always sat facing the front door and could thus check out everyone who came in. Small, beautiful, musical, with long brown hair and a soft manner that belied her skepticism and stainless steel business brilliance, she seemed to run half of NYU. Rona liked a pain au chocolat in the morning, though she could be persuaded to share a sticky bun from time to time.

Breakfast—the communal breakfast at Balthazar—really came together in the aftermath of 9/11 when the whole city, especially downtown Manhattan, leaned in toward itself for comfort. For months, the large black cloud hung over the hole in the ground where the World Trade Center had been. I could see it from my place in SoHo. When I’d left town on September 9, the Twin Towers were there. I came home a week later, and they were gone, evaporated, disappeared, turned to dust. The smell never went away. At Balthazar within a few days of the attack, people hurried in, looking for some kind of solace, or at least coffee. “Have one on us,” one of the managers said to everyone who entered. “We’re glad to see you.” Code for Glad you’re alive.

Those mornings it was never crowded, though you might see an artist slumped over his bowl of café au lait, up unnaturally early, having stumbled in looking for caffeine.

We became a gang. An ad hoc group of people—writers, teachers, a performance artist, a Wall Street lawyer who occasionally appeared in very tight spandex bike shorts—we referred to ourselves (ironically, of course—this was Manhattan, after all) as the “Balthazaristas.” I published a piece called “Breakfast at Balthazar” in the FT Magazine. Friends began calling up, asking delicately if they could come by, as if we were a secret cult, the Skull and Bones of Spring Street.

Most days by eight-thirty we were in place, tables 81 and 82 pushed together, plenty of room in case David Easton showed up. An august interior designer, David was always beautifully dressed, usually wanting a glass of red wine even at eight in the morning, often with a very funny, very dirty joke to make us laugh. He’d drink up and be off to Charlottesville or Aspen.

We had our own share of celebrity spottings: Jon Stewart with his then young family; Mel Brooks, who came and sat with us for a little while and made us laugh so hard we gagged on the sticky buns; Nigella Lawson, who popped in for a hefty slice or two of fruit focaccia. She was a girl who loved to eat. Once she said to me, “Those diets that say you can have one cookie, do you think they mean one bag of cookies?”

*  *  *

We talked. Argued. Bitched. A bit bored one year, we complained that there was no matzo during Passover, though none of us was the tiniest bit observant. The staff produced matzo. Rona said she made a great matzo brei and was allowed into the kitchen to make it. The rest of us were as envious as if she’d been awarded a backstage pass to a rock concert. We had always been curious about the unseen life at Balthazar.

Over the months and then years, we kept talking, no subject forbidden: new jobs, family feuds, old loves, vacations, the Yankees, cancer. There was much discussion of disease; colonoscopies were a favorite topic. At first we felt this was because we were all, one way or the other, neurotic New York Jews. Then, one day, Maria Aitken, the English actor and director, popped in for a croissant and stayed to tell us the story of her colonoscopy, and how she failed to understand the pain until she heard herself from a distance, moaning like a cow.

Mostly what I remember about those years of breakfast at Balthazar, though, were the jokes, the uncontrollable laughter.

For years I could barely stand to miss a breakfast. And then, like everything, it changed. The breakfast menu grew. Packs of alien financial types began appearing. James left and got his MBA. Steven and Rona spent more time in Florida to be close to Steve’s mother, who died at a hundred and seven. Until she hit a hundred, she often came to breakfast with us.

Suddenly Balthazar was going on twenty. Like all long-running love affairs, breakfast at Balthazar became habit. There were the inevitable irritations: What to do about someone who suddenly started showing up regularly and whom we did not really like? Should we all pay our own checks instead of each picking it up in turn? Was the table too crowded? Were we laughing less?

But those mornings, with the sun coming through the windows, Balthazar was at its most tranquil. The old French mirrors, the pewter surface of the long bar, the wood, the white-and-black tile floors gave you a sense of dépaysement—I don’t think this has a true translation, this French word for feeling you’re far away in another country. It wasn’t France, but who cared?

Adam Gopnik, the author and New Yorker writer, said, “Balthazar is an elaborate re-creation of an imaginary place, not a fake but a delicate hybrid, a product of this city, of New York as much as Paris.” A country of the mind, Balthazar was a restaurant that reminded me of my childhood dreams of New York.

In the end, breakfast at Balthazar, and Balthazar itself, was, for me, about the fulfillment of that terrible longing for community. I thought it might last forever.

“It’s just breakfast,” Rona said one morning. Nobody believed her.
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CHAPTER 1
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CURTAIN UP
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Before dawn, long before the doors at Balthazar opened for breakfast, the cleaners were at work, and through the big windows on Spring Street I watched them wiping down the red banquettes, shining the glass and brass, sloshing water across the black-and-white-tiled floors and mopping it up. A woman in a green sweatshirt with a sparkly Eiffel Tower on it, her head down, intent on her work, polished the mahogany bar. She ran her cloth over it. Then she did it all over again, pausing to turn to a guy in sweatpants. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I could see their mouths moving as they called out to one another—but what about? On the other side of the window they were inaudible to me, in the same way they were invisible to most of the daytime world, to the city itself, these people who worked in the dark and disappeared to another job at dawn.

Balthazar looked like an empty theater, the play over—or not yet begun—everyone gone except the cleaning crew, these mostly unseen workers who, like stagehands, had come in at two in the morning and would be gone by daylight.

Ghosts. Massiel Pagan, who had been our waiter—both men and women at Balthazar were called waiters—for years, told me she was certain that Balthazar was haunted. Massi was a sharp young woman; hardworking, ready to crack a joke, she indulged us with extra portions of toast and did not suffer fools . . . or ghosts. But she heard them. Early one morning when she had been almost alone in the restaurant, she heard these ghosts calling her name from downstairs. She went down. The ghosts had disappeared. But they had known Massiel’s name.

*  *  *

My alarm had gone off at five. I was due to meet Balthazar’s executive chef, Shane McBride, at five-thirty. It was cold. I slammed shut the kitchen window, turned on the radio. Rain was coming. Cold rain. Wet fog.

I made a cup of instant. From my kitchen window, I could see the back of a little building with tiny dormer windows set high up. The front of it faced Spring Street. In it were the remnants of a well where, on the last day of 1799, Gulielma Sands’s body was found. Her suitor, Levi Weeks, was accused of the crime. Weeks got off, but then, he was very well connected. Acting in his defense had been Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr. It was the first celebrity murder trial of the nineteenth century.

After I saw the musical Hamilton, I could not get it out of my head that Hamilton and Aaron Burr had been here. On my block, a few yards from my house, the pair of them, working a case that made all the papers. I never looked out from my kitchen without thinking of them.

Poor dead Hamilton; poor Aaron Burr, his reputation ruined. But in 1800, they had been here, two middle-aged lawyers on Spring Street, past their glory days but still as alive and contentious as the guys in tasseled loafers down on the courthouse steps, guys who might have climbed on a stool later at Balthazar’s bar in search of a good stiff drink.

*  *  *

I took a shower, yanked on some clothes, closed the door, got the elevator, and left the building. Nobody at all was on Greene Street.

In the building across from mine, only the owls were lit. The woman over there kept some kind of plastic owls in her window, and recently she had added light-up ducks, or chickens, some sort of fowl. The other windows were dark.

For the first time, I was going in to Balthazar to get a look at what made it tick—the kitchens, the guts of the place, the staff in the restaurant, of course, but also the people behind the scenes. For years now, I’d been doing this, getting up, walking to Balthazar, but only for breakfast and not at this godforsaken hour. Not when even the garbage trucks that came twice, three times a night, had come and gone.

On the other side of my street was a shop that sold strange Japanese clothes worn by bald white mannequins. I liked the idea that they had just finished a night out at the clubs and were only now settling down to their day job in the windows.

Greene Street was empty. And beautiful. Even when it was much more desolate, even a half century ago when it was run-down and broken, it always had the bones of a great beauty.

Early in the morning, SoHo had the feel of a tiny hamlet, a little late-nineteenth-century principality, a low-rise square mile that seemed private in the dark, sheltered against the traffic, the high-rises, even the city itself.

I loved the way SoHo looked with only the streetlights for illumination, when it seemed almost unchanged for decades. The little, tightly packed grid was lined with cast-iron buildings, all of them four or five stories, most painted in pale colors—white, cream, light gray—and with massive windows. Most were decorated with elegant lintels and pediments and slender columns, opulent enough to satisfy the prosperous silk and dry goods merchants who commissioned them in the 1870s and 1880s.

Henry Fernbach, a German Jewish architect who had come to New York as a young man, made Greene Street. On my block between Prince and Spring Streets, he designed the lovely cast-iron buildings, including my own at number 95; built in 1881, it was neo-Grecian with Corinthian columns, curly leaves sprouting at the top. Most sumptuous of all was 114–120. It had been the grand Manhattan branch of Frederick Loeser’s Brooklyn department store; now it was occupied by Louis Vuitton. A nice symmetry, I thought.

South on Greene Street, my block empty of tourists, shoppers, UPS men, and FedEx men. No construction workers were turning one more building into a condo with wildly skyrocketing prices, no city workers digging up pipes.

The streets here still flood in March or April, the ancient springs still run deep underground. In 2012, when Superstorm Sandy hit, SoHo lost all its power for a week and Balthazar’s basement flooded knee-high.

Behind its preening shop fronts, beneath the apartments and condos, like much of New York, SoHo was broken. The cobblestones were chipped like bad teeth. New York was not a twenty-first-century city; downtown here it was barely of the twentieth.

Mornings, early like this, the quiet always seemed unnatural, this lack of noise like a thick layer of insulation suffocating the city. New York this silent always seemed like a little death.

But New York was safe now. Apart from a rash of shoplifting in my neighborhood, the kind where guys ran into Burberry and snatched a hundred key rings—key rings seemed a dull and poor catch for serious thieves—there wasn’t much crime. I had lived through the crack epidemic, though, and in the predawn dark, a faint sense of menace lingered. When I heard footsteps behind me, I began to jog, but of course it was only a man from down the block with his enormous shaggy yellow mutt.

I hurried. I was late. The chef was coming in to meet me. A diffident man, he had seemed a little steely about the whole idea. This might be an adventure for me, but to him it just meant getting in early.

Heading for Broadway, I passed number 119, where my friend Lynne, who is an artist, has lived for more than fifty years. On the ground floor was the Kardashian shop, and the mannequins there had perky nipples. On weekends, young girls hurried inside and came out with designer water bottles. Across the street from it, Donald Judd’s house was a museum now, and you could book a tour of this little theme park of art.

I ran across Spring to Broadway and stopped to look up over Lady Foot Locker where there was only a tiny remnant—a little piece of window frame—of the St. Nicholas Hotel, which, built in 1853 and torn down thirty years later, had been the grandest hotel in the history of New York City. The fabulous hotel, the fancy furniture and crystal chandeliers, and now it was only a fragment over Lady Foot Locker.

All this history, all this stuff, and four minutes, a fifth-of-a-mile walk, from my house to Balthazar. Balthazar had marked its territory in SoHo, as SoHo; it gave the neighborhood a destination, pushed up the prices and the glamour, it dragged SoHo east across Broadway.

A yellow truck was just pulling in from New Jersey, where Balthazar’s breads and morning pastries were made. Bright light flooded the restaurant, and I could see Shane McBride, the chef, huddled with Erin and Katy. There was the smell of smoke. Something was wrong.

*  *  *

Overnight, an electrical fire had sparked behind the wall of the men’s room downstairs. This resulted in a cloud of thick acrid black smoke, followed by the alarm, the fire engines, and the firefighters who put it out and had, in the process, cracked a porcelain urinal and torn out most of a wall.

Katy Wagner, that night’s manager, had closed up the restaurant around two and settled down with some paperwork when she smelled the smoke. She called 911; she called Erin.

“Good morning.” I was a little nervy and therefore too cheery, too chipper. That it was a good morning was something that had not occurred to Erin Wendt. Keys in hand, she had driven in from New Jersey, probably breaking the speed limits in two states. No time that morning to make breakfast, as she almost always did for her four kids—blueberry pancakes for the two boys, chocolate chip for the two girls—or to say good-bye to her wife.

“Jesus,” Erin said. “Shit always happens here.”

Erin, who had been Balthazar’s general manger for years, had risen in the ranks to become deputy director of operations for Keith McNally’s company, which included seven restaurants and a bakery, but Balthazar was her baby. When the acting GM had suddenly quit, Erin came back. So she was doing two jobs, but it was better like this because after fifteen years—after working in the bakery and the restaurant as a waiter, as a manager—she knew all of it, knew every new host who came in late, which dishwasher had a family problem. Erin had hired most of them. She also kept track of every glass that broke, the price of pork, the improvements on the garbage disposal, all of it.

Balthazar was open to customers from seven-thirty in the morning until one or, on weekends, two a.m., and anyway, nobody was ever actually thrown out. With the cleaners working overnight, this meant it operated on a twenty-four-hour schedule, and no matter when a problem came up, Erin was there in person, or on the phone, worrying about it, fixing it; it was always hard for her to let go of even the tiniest day-to-day requirement. Even now, her eyes flicked toward the ceiling; she had noticed a light fixture with a dim bulb.

A husky, pretty woman in her early forties, black hair, pink cheeks, Erin had improbable dimples when she laughed. She was not, however, laughing, not now, not right this minute. In cargo pants and a pink-and-white-striped shirt, Erin tugged at her pearl earring and conferred with Krzysztof Spychalski about the replacement of piping and the porcelain urinal in the men’s room.

For a moment, the idea of paying for new copper pipes was pissing her off mightily. But after a brief exchange with Spychalski that included some ribald remarks, Erin did laugh. Settled back into her usual can-do attitude. Fifteen thousand things to do that day to keep the machine oiled.

The two of them had worked together for more than a dozen years, and Polish Kris, as he was affectionately known, was a calm man. Bearded, good-looking, Kris was soft-spoken with a faint Polish accent, and he could make anything. He had done fine woodwork back in Poland but was currently on Keith McNally’s staff as the overlord of fixing stuff and was also working as project manager at one of McNally’s new restaurants. He had seven of them now.

Kris told Erin she was right about the size of copper pipes, and Erin, pleased, said, “The stuff I know, I could open a contracting business.”

“It’s OK, I’m on it,” said Kris. To me he said, “The truth is I’m here to solve the problems. With me, Keith is nice. Always, always. He never yells at me. I think I am only one,” Kris added, grinning, his well-seasoned charm showing.

Somebody smelled smoke again. There was a brief frenzy, a little flurry of activity. Then everyone went to work. No big deal after all, not for these people who, as a community, had lived through 9/11, the murder of one of their own, the 2003 blackout, and Superstorm Sandy.

*  *  *

By six, Katy Wagner was leaning on the bar, drinking coffee out of a paper cup, checking the day’s staff schedules with Bruce Rabanit, the manager this morning.

Dark-haired, with a mobile face that lent itself to the stand-up comedy she did off duty, Katy ran the training at Balthazar. She was a desperately hardworking woman, one of a gang of staffers who went out after work—more in the early days—to SoHo bars. Rumors were that very late at night Katy liked dancing on certain bars, that once in a while she even took her top off. Maybe just rumors.

Everyone liked Katy; everyone worried about her. But for sure she was a lifer at Balthazar. Until suddenly, not long after I saw her that early morning, she quit. Exhausted. Overwhelmed. A woman who had been obsessed with always getting it right, and then she’d had it. “She’ll be back,” somebody said. “Everybody always comes back.” Soon after Katy left Balthazar, Puck Fair closed.

*  *  *

A pair of breakfast waiters sat in one of the wooden booths near the bar, refilling salt and pepper shakers. This was one of the jobs waiters did, this and filling up little pots with ketchup and mustard before dinner. They had already been downstairs in the mysterious catacombs under the restaurant, had changed into their work clothes: black pants and tie, white shirt, bistro apron.

In her black dress and white apron—some of the women referred to them as their “French maid’s costumes”—Amari Williams, her apron tied crisply around her waist, was sorting through little glass pots of Bonne Maman jam: apricot, blueberry, strawberry. The staff manual required that waiters know the jam flavors by heart.

At the bar, a good-looking guy with an Irish face was examining a plastic box, checking the fruit—oranges, limes, lemons—for the day ahead. He looked at the soda stream, nodded at the barback, who was setting down a crate of water he’d brought up from storage in the cellar. It was only 6:39 by the old clock over the front door, and already the day was full on.

*  *  *

“Let’s go,” said Shane. “Five-thirty a.m. to three p.m. is really the heartbeat here, it’s why I wanted to get you in early. In the morning, all the deliveries come in,” he added. “All the storage, the walk-ins fill up, the food prep is in full swing, lunch—the first big meal of the day—is getting under way. The first thing I do is go to the kitchen, check on my breakfast guys. I generally do a walk-through of the whole place.”

At forty-two, Shane was a stocky good-looking man with the reddish-blond hair of his Celtic ancestors. He was drinking iced tea from a plastic thirty-six-ounce cup he had in one hand; with the other, he held open a swing door. I followed him into Balthazar’s kitchen.

All those years I had eaten breakfast at Balthazar—and not just breakfast—I had wondered exactly what went on in the kitchens, back of house, out of sight, below stairs, behind those swing doors. Now, I was in! I was in! This idea of getting beneath the surface had been on the horizon so long, and then suddenly I was there; like Wordsworth, I had crossed the Alps.

The kitchen was improbably small, about fifteen feet by twenty-six, and it smelled richly of bacon. Bacon on the stove caught my eye. More was sizzling in a pan. Shane had a fistful of bacon strips, and he said, “Smell that!” and offered me some. I ate a couple of strips; he ate the rest, a blissful expression flashing across his face. A trained French chef, he was nonetheless a southerner and smitten with the pig. On his left arm was a tattoo of a butcher’s pig; on his right, four stars, and the outline of a fifth. Like most chefs he was waiting for the big five.

“This is bacon from Tennessee. This is going to go on my soft-shell crab BLT next season. There’s no exquisite recherché stuff that gets made here,” said Shane. “These guys are making good food for people to eat. It’s just about cooking.”

The guys were doing a sort of prep and precook for breakfast: bacon on, sausages on, eggs ready for boiling and scrambling, piles of bread for toast, batter for the pancakes. To keep up with orders, you had to be ready; speed was everything. In the mornings, the kitchen was at its calmest, a chamber group much more than the frenetic rock and roll of the evening shift.

Shane said, “Morning.” The five cooks called out, “Hola. Hola, Chef.” Intent on their work, these quiet men in white jackets passed along an occasional comment in Spanish—family, politics, baseball—to their mates. Shane shook hands with Cesar Guzman, a sous chef from El Salvador; he had an almost perfectly round face, like a full moon. That day, Cesar was in charge. He had a faraway look. Maybe he was daydreaming of summer, when he liked to barbecue all kinds of meat, he said, especially venison, in his backyard.

Cesar’s favorite dish was the Wednesday special, the salmon coulibiac, an elaborate Russian dish of salmon and hard-boiled egg, spinach, mushrooms, dill, rice, butter, and crème fraîche baked in a shell of rich puff pastry. Very rich. It was one of those complex dishes that was invented in Russia in the early twentieth century—a dish the aristocrats gobbled up just before the revolution—and then imported to Paris by Escoffier. One day I watched Cesar make the dish and when he spread the pastry over the whole confection it was like a couture dressmaker fitting a garment with exquisite precision.

Like many of the men in the kitchen, Cesar had been at Balthazar from the beginning. Before the beginning. “Cesar painted the walls,” Shane told me. “Twenty years ago.”

*  *  *

Twenty years in the febrile world of New York restaurants made Balthazar a pretty old pup. It was an institution now, a fixture in the city landscape. Adam Gopnik, who writes as well as anyone about restaurants and much else for the New Yorker, said, “The thing that strikes me, and it’s greatly to Keith’s credit, is that New York is such a fickle place, where restaurants go into fashion and then out of it so rapidly. That he’s kept this place going now for, what, twenty years? That’s kind of astonishing.”

Balthazar served around half a million meals a year, give or take. After twenty years, Balthazar was crowded almost around the clock, and took in roughly $25 million a year. The statistics were mind-numbing. Still, Balthazar’s longevity and success couldn’t be explained merely by the numbers; to simply run the stats was, in a sense, meaningless, like explaining Shakespeare to a dog. What really made it tick was the staff, the waiters, the cooks, the prep guys and porters, the bartenders and barbacks. Erin Wendt had been around for a fair number of those years.

Pleased she had figured out a cheap price for the copper piping, Erin pushed through the swing doors into the kitchen. One of the cooks gestured to her. He wanted to tell her that he thanked the company for his recent promotion. She replied in Spanish. It was the lingua franca of New York restaurants. Almost everybody was Hispanic; many of them did not speak much English. I never went into the Balthazar kitchens without thinking what a long trek it had been for many of the staff coming from a Mexican town, or the Dominican Republic, or Bolivia, to Spring Street.

Following my gaze, Erin clocked that I was lost. “Look, the kitchen is broken down into six stations: fry, grill, sauté/meat, fish, hot appetizers, and garde-manger—that’s salads and cold appetizers.” She rattled them off, pointing to each in turn.

On the same level with the restaurant, this kitchen was where as many as 1,500 meals a day were produced. From first breakfast orders at seven-thirty—a plain boiled egg, eggs en cocotte baked in cream and thyme in little ramekins, waffles with warm fruit syrup—until one or two in the morning, when the last drinker called for a cheeseburger and frites, it all happened in this improbably small kitchen. With a stainless steel worktable in the middle, blackened stoves against the wall, and a pass-through on one side that led out the back and then down to the prep kitchens, somehow it served its purpose.

During meals, waiters in the restaurant took the orders, punched them into a computer, and pressed “Fire.” In the kitchen, a sous chef printed out each order. The guys in the kitchen cooked the food. A runner picked up the plates to carry them out to the guests; the sous chef stuck the printout on a spike. All day, every meal, the spike filled up with paper. These paper remnants of every dish, every meal, throughout eighteen hours, were the record of a day at Balthazar.

“Goddamn, this is awesome,” Erin said. There were rare moments when Erin seemed to stand back and remind herself about the scale of things and how the Balthazar machine ticked over and maybe how—just once in a while—pleased she was to be its chief engineer.

Behind the kitchen was a minute area with a large sink where the dishwashers worked. Hard to see how so many people squeezed into this claustrophobic area. As the day went on, it got as jammed up as New York’s side streets at rush hour: waiters pouring ketchup from huge containers into tiny stainless steel pots; runners and bussers scraping plates into the garbage cans; bakery people looking for a stash of fresh baguettes in a minuscule cupboard. At the back of Balthazar, there wasn’t a square inch to spare.

*  *  *

“You coming?” said Shane, still in his snazzy Barbour jacket, drinking his tea and shaking the plastic cup so the ice cubes clinked around in it. It was a nervy gesture, like an adolescent tapping his foot.

I followed him down a flight of metal stairs into the basement and into an area at the bottom of the stairs pretty much directly under the kitchen but much bigger. In this prep kitchen where I found myself, the floor was still damp. A short man was pushing a mop across the far side of the room.

Overhead, strong fluorescents drenched the room with hard light. Against one wall were two enormous stoves; on one was a row of tomatoes, soft, juicy skins puckered, ready for peeling. Next to the stoves was a freestanding cylindrical machine about six feet high. “It’s called a steam kettle. We cook small people in it,” he said. Shane then looked at me quizzically, noting my expression, maybe thinking I was so stupid about the workings of a professional kitchen I might have believed him. “Actually,” he said, “it’s used for big batches of chicken and veal stock.”

In the center of the room was a long stainless steel table and another one pushed against the right-hand wall. Five guys in white jackets were at work, baseball caps or scarves on their heads, heads down, eyes focused on their work. This was the room where most of the food was prepared. Apart from an occasional comment in Spanish and the clatter of a knife, there wasn’t much noise.

I tried not to skid across the damp floor.

The men went on slicing, dicing, mincing, peeling. It wasn’t seven yet, but they’d been in for a while—easily an hour—and the prep was in full swing. From the time they came in early in the morning, the prep guys cut onions for soup, onions to caramelize for breakfast potatoes; they peeled shallots, cleaned and cut asparagus; they snapped the tips off skinny French beans, and diced carrots. Mounds of green were piled on the table along with red and yellow peppers. The men were fast and they were good.

“The same guy has been cutting the onions like this for going on twenty years,” Shane said. “This is a tough and sometimes shitty business, so to do it you have to love it at some level.”

Leaning in over their work, intent on it, wielding those knives with such skill, the prep cooks resembled a pack of surgeons in an operating room. At the table against the wall, a cook was making béarnaise sauce. I looked around for a cookbook, even a scrap of paper with a recipe, but there weren’t any, not that I could see.

“There’s definitely recipes written, but most of these guys have been making the same stuff—vinaigrette for the frisée lardons—from the beginning. A lot of them have little books with the recipes, we had a master book, but I can’t remember anyone looking at it,” Shane said. “They were making the Maître d’Hôtel butter yesterday same as today, they know it’s thyme, parsley, garlic, shallots. It’s weighed out in an aluminum barquette—that’s what they’re called—and those are the recipes. And they’re kind of just handed down from person to person. Like in a family.”

Shane shook hands with some of the guys working at the table then headed for his office a few yards from the prep room. On the way there we passed a kind of rolling cart about six feet high, made up of metal shelves, and on the shelves were the fresh morning pastries that had come in the yellow bakery truck. Croissants. Apple galettes. Sticky buns studded with pecans.

“Help yourself,” said Shane. I got hold of a sticky bun and put it surreptitiously in my purse. “It’s OK,” he said, clearly a man who noticed everything. “You don’t have to hide it.” His expression indicated I was behaving like a kid who had stolen cookies from the cookie jar. He helped himself to an almond croissant.

I followed Shane into the chef’s office. It was only a few feet from where the men were operating on the veg.

Books leaned against one another on some rickety bookshelves in Shane’s cramped office. On one shelf there was also a bottle of port, a jar of nuts, a few broken food blenders. A blue bike hung upside down over Shane’s desk. There was no window, no light except from an overhead fixture.

“I get in, I eat donuts, I have a tea, I look at porn,” he said, turning his computer on and producing a mock yawn. “Just kidding.”

At first, Shane wasn’t easy to read; I got the feeling if he didn’t like you, you’d know it. But he was surprisingly straight with me, answered all my questions, including the invasive and sometimes, when it came to cooking, naïve—well, not naïve, idiotic. Apparently, he hated bullshit. “I’m just a cracker from the South,” he liked saying.

Shane has only the faintest hint of a Florida accent, but then, he grew up in West Palm Beach.

“Not exactly a bastion of rednecks,” I said.

“Not really,” he said. Anyway, it would have been a mistake, thinking of Shane McBride as unsophisticated. He was the executive chef at four of Keith McNally’s restaurants, some of the city’s best. This took deep confidence and tremendous talent, also balls and a kind of obsessive unwillingness to give in to fatigue after even a ninety-hour week. He had worked ninety hours at one job on his way up the restaurant ladder, a climb that could destroy body and soul. But the competition was ferocious and part of the game was showing off your machismo, your prowess, as well as your cooking chops. As a result of the crazy schedule, Shane got so sick he still suffered from asthma and bronchitis.

The “cracker” business, this line of Shane’s about being a bourbon-loving good old boy—though he really did love a good bourbon—was his way of telling you how much he hated pretension in the food business.

There’s plenty of it in New York, too, where people discuss food and restaurants as if these were life and death, and maybe they are, maybe the greedy pursuit of what we eat is a way to deflect reality, a displacement activity, a way to suspend all thoughts of death.

Making great food, though, was far from the only remit of the modern executive chef. Food prices were constantly exploding. Balthazar often did 7,700 covers a week, more than 10,000 around Christmas.

Every morning, Shane looked at the stats from the night before—customers, food, money—and to see if anyone had asked for something special, or sent a dish back to the kitchen, or expressed delight, or got pissed off.

Budgets and food portions were often on Shane’s mind. Unless he had a meeting or there was an emergency like the overnight fire that had brought him in before dawn this morning, he usually showed up at nine-thirty or ten. Plenty of nights he didn’t get home until twelve or fourteen hours later.

He tossed his iced tea container into the trash. With a distracted air, Shane banged around in his locker at the back of the little room, looking for his chef’s jacket and pants. When Erin appeared in the open door, he was wearing only a T-shirt and some big green shorts printed with beer mugs. Erin started laughing, big belly laughs, and they kidded around and mugged for my camera and bitched and complained. This was a tough business—tough, hard, and relentless—which resulted in a lot of joking and plenty of expletives.

Shane’s phone rang. There was a problem. Shane apologized. “Can you come back a little later?” he said.

*  *  *

Outside the chef’s office to my left was a hallway. Against the wall were potatoes in orange net sacks and cardboard boxes marked GPOD that contained more potatoes. The walls were painted gray, and a little of the paint was peeling; the light came from those overhead fluorescents.

A voice behind me said, “It’s big. It’s big down here.”

It was Erin. “People are pretty surprised when I tell them this is a whole city block, that it runs underground from Broadway to Crosby Street,” she said. “Come on.”

She turned left. I followed. Along the wall opposite the potatoes were doors to the walk-ins where food was stored. In one was the meat; sometimes there was a couple grand’s worth inside, so the meat fridge was locked every night at seven.

Erin opened another door, another little room in the magic kingdom of food. A blast of icy air. Air with only the faintest whiff—more of a whisper, in fact—of the sea. “Fish,” said Erin. “Beautiful fish.” I followed her inside the room-size fridge. On the shelves, fish and seafood were stored in boxes and crates. Oysters, trout, shrimp, skate, black sea bass, scallops—those big fleshy sea diver scallops the color of cream with a hint of pink. Red lobsters, too, and sacks of clams. “This is the freshest fish in the city,” Erin said.

In another room were the milk, eggs, cheese. With a kind of awe, Erin said, “Last Friday we bought 120 dozen eggs just for Saturday and Sunday brunch.” Her phone rang. “Hey,” said Erin, “give me a few. OK. Have a look around.”

*  *  *

More corridors, more gray walls with peeling paint, the same ugly light. I followed the corridors. There were no windows in this underground world, no daylight in the endless catacombs that led from the prep rooms all the way, a whole block, to the back, the farthest end, where delivery bikes were stashed.

The freight elevator that usually brought goods down from Balthazar’s back entrance on Crosby Street had a canvas pull to lift and lower the door. Some of these old elevators remained in SoHo, even in the residential buildings. It reminded me of the time when there had been artists in SoHo, some of them squatting in lofts. Back in the 1980s, even the ’90s, when you went visiting, you yelled up from the street, somebody threw down keys, you went in and worked that freight elevator.

From time to time I passed somebody sloshing a pail of water over the floor, then mopping it up. It looked shabby down here. Still it was almost impossibly clean in spite of the tangle of rooms and closets, corridors and odd spaces where people worked.

Thinking I was back near Shane’s office, I bumbled into a room with a sign that indicated the boiler. I went back out to the corridor. A man pushing a handcart loaded with crates of asparagus looked up at me briefly and kept going. I was lost. Once I had driven to the farthest reaches of Brooklyn out by the ocean, to little communities where I had never been. There is a short story by Thomas Wolfe called “Only the Dead Know Brooklyn.” It captures wonderfully the emotions of a new visitor trying to work out the subway system, knowing he has not a chance in hell of getting it right. It was how I felt now in this immense underground. I turned around and threaded my way forward.

Off one corridor were rooms where I saw crates of wine; in one was a wine fridge that included a Corton-Charlemagne that would run you 2,200 bucks in the restaurant. I kept going, through an area lined with gray metal staff lockers, one with a sticker for Greenpeace, to what appeared to be a staff area, tables shoved together. At one of them a young guy sat staring at his phone and drinking from a Starbucks coffee carton.

There were rooms with cartons of dishes, napkins, aprons, glass, cutlery; rooms with coffee, peanut oil for the fries, and bottled water. Through a door I could see a big laundry room. A woman was folding napkins. Waiters’ jackets hung on a metal rack. A man with sleek black hair stood, shirtless, at an ironing board.

I passed a man tucked in a corner making chicken liver mousse and another rolling out fresh pasta. I stumbled into a large room then where a man with a nice face, a white jacket, and white flat-cap was cracking eggs with one hand into a large bowl. Later I would get to know him as Mark Tasker, the chief baker.

Mark’s room had that singular overwhelming smell of pastry baking, pastry heavy with butter and sugar. Glazed hazelnuts were piled in a little pyramid on a table and I could almost taste them, nutty, crackly, sweet. Mark put down the egg in his hand, took pity on me, and directed me back to the chef’s office.

Down here in this maze of rooms and corridors, in the kitchens and storage facilities, the prep rooms, the cubby holes where somebody made agnolotti and somebody else fresh banana ice cream, was the beating heart of Balthazar. Without it there would be no restaurant upstairs. Everything I saw fed its bloodstream. It was like a body laid bare; you could see the innards, the organs, the lymph and marrow. To a newcomer, it looked impossibly chaotic. Nothing seemed to connect. I was as lost as I’d been once on a movie set where I didn’t know anyone or anything, and all I managed to do was trip over bundles of cable and into a shot.

Setting out here was like starting a new language. For a moment, when I found myself in a space where there was nothing at all, just a room with gray walls, I felt that one day somebody would find my whitened bones here, my skeletal fingers clutching the sad remains of a sticky bun. The twelve-story building where Balthazar occupied part of the ground floor had been put up in 1903. In the building’s underground where I was, the sound of the boiler, a generator, a disposal system, the freight elevator, the innards of the restaurant itself, seemed to groan and whimper.

“Hey!”

Erin had found me.

On her way back to her office—her cave, she called it—she greeted Dwight, the regular delivery guy from Hunts Point Market in the Bronx. Anne Winniger, who did the flowers, had just come in from the market. In her arms was an enormous bundle of stock, lilies and overblown roses; some of the petals fell onto the floor; the too-sweet scent of the stock trailed behind Anne.

The striking thing about Erin was that she knew her way around Balthazar, upstairs and down, and could have walked it blindfolded. To keep Balthazar ticking over, not counting Anne Winniger or Polish Kris, not including the executives who looked after all of McNally’s restaurants, it took 246 people, give or take. It took one executive chef, two assistant general mangers, seven managers, four maître d’s, ten hosts, one wine director, one wine assistant, the cellar master, ten bartenders, three barbacks, forty-nine waiters, fourteen runners, forty-seven bussers, six sous chefs, one pastry chef, twenty-five line cooks, fifteen prep cooks, eight raw bar prep cooks, six stewards, fifteen porters, thirteen dishwashers, not to mention the staff in the adjoining bakery.

It was a big machine, and it required a fastidious sense of organization and an almost impossible consistency, so that no guest would ever be disappointed.
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