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Praise for
Reservations for Two

“Lodge has created yet another sumptuous story—full of intrigue, humanity, tantalizing tastes, and true love, in its myriad forms. She gracefully leads us into kitchens, restaurants, and hearts, not to mention sensorial visits to France, Italy, and the tensions of WWII Paris. Poised on a knife’s edge, Lodge left me yearning for her next story and for time in the kitchen to test some of her tempting recipes.”

—KATHERINE REAY, author of the critically acclaimed Dear Mr. Knightley and Lizzy & Jane

“Reservations for Two is a foodie’s delight, peppered with great dishes and references to European culinary landmarks. Lodge’s sparkling dialogue adds levity to the book’s more serious moments and kept me flipping pages well into the night. But fair warning…readers will be hard pressed to choose between turning to the next chapter and running to the kitchen to try one of the many delectable recipes.”

—CARLA LAUREANO, RITA Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and London Tides

“Endearing, witty, delectable. Hillary Manton Lodge’s second installment in the Two Blue Doors series is as delicious as her first, even for a non-foodie like me! I especially appreciated the seamless transition from Juliette’s current life and travels to her grand-mère’s WWII past, a captivating angle that added the perfect hint of mystery.”

—MELISSA TAGG, author of From the Start

“Through a clutch of discovered letters, which I read as compulsively as did our heroine, Juliette D’Alisa, and her large Franco-Italian family, we discover that circumstances can be as bitter as baking powder or as delightful as powdered sugar. Both, however, are required to produce the very best madeleines, as well as a deeply satisfying life. Reservations for Two is a touching, page-turning novel, which brings home that each day, no matter its troubles, can be filled with good things, especially chocolat et bisous, chocolate and kisses, if we freely offer them to those we love. I read, wanting happiness, ultimately, for the delightful Juliette, as much as she wanted it for everyone else.”

—SANDRA BYRD, author of Let Them Eat Cake

“Hillary Manton Lodge has done it again! From the exquisite prose to the twists and turns of a delicious—pun intended—plot, Reservations for Two is a complete delight. Though this story picks up where Lodge’s freshman novel A Table by the Window left off, this book easily stands alone as a do-not-miss treat! From the lavender fields of Provence to Paris, Memphis, and the Pacific Northwest; from recipes for Rosemary Fig Focaccia to Nasturtium and Spring Greens Salad; from the 1930s to the present…this novel is a delight for the senses, a trip through time and kitchens, far and near. Kudos to Lodge.”

—KATHLEEN Y’BARBO, best-selling author of The Secret Lives of Will Tucker series and Firefly Summer

“With a palate of rich characters, vibrant flavors, and vintage-inspired romance, Hillary Manton Lodge’s Reservations for Two is a feast for the senses. From the fragrant lavender fields of Provence to Tuscany’s golden hills, Lodge takes the reader on a journey that is about both discovery and coming home. It’s très chic and enchanting—a recipe of amour for the reader’s heart!”

—KRISTY CAMBRON, author of The Butterfly and the Violin and A Sparrow in Terezin

“Hillary Lodge has done it again! Picking up where A Table by the Window left off, Reservations for Two is another delectable story filled with romance, intrigue, witty dialogue, exquisite prose, and delicious recipes. This one is sure to charm readers every bit as much as the first!”

—KATIE GANSHERT, award-winning author of A Broken Kind of Beautiful
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For Danny, who is constant.
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While there is tea, there is hope.

—ARTHUR WING PINERO



The Provençal breeze tousled the ends of my hair as I tried to organize my thoughts. “I’m beginning to figure out what I want,” I told Neil, my voice echoing slightly over the cell connection.

“Oh?”

“When you hang up and listen to the message I was leaving, you’ll hear all about it.”

He chuckled, and my heart squeezed in my chest. Neil McLaren had the best laugh I’d ever heard—low and warm. If I closed my eyes, I could see the way his eyes crinkled at the corners, the way his lips turned up.

Not that I’d gotten to spend that much time looking at his eyes during our on-again, off-again long-distance relationship, but his short visit to Portland had left a lasting impression.

It was a laugh I never thought I’d hear again.

“You want me to hang up?” he asked.

“Nope, never.”

“So why don’t you tell me what you want?”

I shrugged and looked out onto the lavender waving in the breeze. “I want the impossible. I want my job at the restaurant, and I want to be with you.”

“Cool.”

“Cool?” I lifted an eyebrow. “What are you, fifteen?”

Neil sighed. “Sometimes I feel like it.”

“The restaurant—I gave up my job, my normal, stable-ish job at the paper to open this restaurant with my brother. I’ve always, always wanted to run a restaurant, and I’m not ready to give that up.”

“I wouldn’t want that for you.”

“But—,” I started, ready to remind him that he worked in Memphis and that instantaneous travel remained a figment of Star Trek’s imagination.

“Here’s the thing,” Neil said, interrupting me. “I have vacation days I haven’t taken because all I’ve done for the last few years is work. I have thousands of frequent flyer miles built up, just sitting around.”

“Aiming to get your name on the side of a plane?”

“Not yet. I’d rather use them. And I’m at a good place to pause at work. Do you want company?”

All of my counterarguments about work, travel, and romance dissolved in an instant. “What?”

“I’ll fly out there. You want us to be together? So do I, and spending time in Europe doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It’s not a vacation,” I told him. “It’s a trip to see family, when I’m not meeting with investors or poking around in my grandmother’s history—though I suppose that’s still family related. There will be family dinners and people with opinions. And if you decide to come with me to Italy, those opinions will get even louder.”

“Do you want me to come?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then I’ll see you there.”

I snorted. “You don’t even know where I am.”

“I know you’re at Chateau de l’Abeille. I also know how to use Google.”

“Well…fine. Be all smart like that.”

“I love you, Juliette. I want you to know that.”

Joy blossomed inside my heart. “I love you, Neil.”

“Guess what?”

“What?”

“I’ll see you soon.”
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From: Letizia Adessi, ladessi@cucinadiletizia.it

To: Me, jdalisa@twobluedoors.com

Ciao, Juliette!

Can’t wait to see you! You must remind me when you are arriving on the train. Nonno and the rest of the family are delighted to see you, though we’re very sad that your parents won’t be able to make the journey. How is your mother? And when does your new restaurant open?

Letizia


From: Me, jdalisa@twobluedoors.com

To: Letizia, ladessi@cucinadiletizia.it

Dear Letizia—

Looking forward to seeing you as well! I’ll be a few days with my mother’s cousin here in Provence, then planning to take the train to Rome. I have a few scheduled meetings with suppliers for the restaurant, but the rest of my time is all yours. The plan is still to travel together to Montalcino for Nonno’s party, yes?

My parents are doing okay for the time being. Mom’s cancer was diagnosed at stage three, so she’s had surgery as well as chemo, with radiation planned next. With my mom’s health we’re hopeful, but the doctors have warned us that ovarian cancer is usually chronic, and never really goes into remission. But we have hope.

My father is having a difficult time, but he’s a wonderful caretaker, and the rest of us are filling the gaps as we can, both at home and at D’Alisa & Elle. Business is doing okay at the restaurant, at least.

The preparations at Two Blue Doors (the new restaurant) are going well—we’re looking to open on July 25th. It’s been a few years since his last restaurant closed, so Nico’s excited to have his own place again, though if he changes the menu one more time, I might have to murder him (just kidding—they’re always great changes. He really is a talented chef. It’s just that the ordering budget is something Nico views as an abstract idea, rather than a hard and fast set of numbers).

I’ve been living above the restaurant in the apartment, along with my friend Clementine, who’s the pastry chef—that’s been fun, and waking up to pastry experiments has been lovely. With everything on my to-do list for the opening, I haven’t had time to miss working at the newspaper, though I do wish I saw work friends more often.

I just got to Montagnac, where I’ll be staying with my mother’s cousin Sandrine, her husband Auguste, and my great-aunt Cécile for a few days. It’s a lovely spot—the family chateau where my grandmother was raised and my mother grew up. Now it’s an inn as well as a lavender farm—Sandrine and Auguste run the place. I’ll be sure to take pictures to share. And if my plans shift at all, I’ll let you know as soon as possible. There are a couple variables here (one in particular) that I’m not entirely sure about.

Can’t wait to see you! Is there anything I can bring from here for Nonno’s party? Give my love to everyone!

Juliette
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I spent the next thirty-six hours expecting to get a phone call, an e-mail, or a carrier pigeon telling me that it wasn’t going to work out, that Neil wouldn’t make it for any number of wholly practical reasons.

There was no denying the chemistry we’d felt when we were together, but the distance had taken its toll, and we’d broken up.

But now we were back together, or as together as two people who had broken up over the phone and gotten back together over the phone could be. Our breakup before my flight to France still felt fresh—fresh enough that I expected news that Neil had come to his senses more than I expected the man himself.

As the hours passed, though, my phone didn’t buzz with a text or e-mail revealing that he’d changed his mind, that some immunology crisis had emerged, that an unexpected summer tornado had hit Memphis.

And I knew, because I’d checked.

Instead, I was setting the table for lunch when I saw a moving cloud of dust come down the long road toward the chateau.

“Either that’s the German guests who haven’t checked in yet,” said my cousin Sandrine, watching the window from over my shoulder, “or your copain has arrived.”

“Eh?” her husband Auguste intoned, setting aside the radio he’d been tinkering with to have a look out the window for himself.

We watched together as Neil—all six feet and three inches of him—unfolded from his tiny rented Fiat.

“Ah, c’est l’Américain,” Auguste noted, turning to me. “Bonne chance.”

“Oh, la.” Sandrine pressed a hand to her heart. “Très beau. How did you meet?”

My heart fluttered with happiness. “The Internet,” I said, my eyes trained on Neil. The moment he spied me through the window, a grin spread across his face.

I raced out the door and into his arms. “You came!”

Neil pressed a kiss to my forehead and held me close. “I told you I would,” he said. “All you had to do was ask.”

I looked up at him, taking in his gold hair, his gingery beard.

We returned to discover that the lunch table set for three had become a table set for two; Sandrine and Auguste had disappeared. Two candles flickered at the center of the table.

“I think Sandrine and Auguste feel invested in our having a happy reunion,” I remarked dryly.

“I can live with that.” Neil tipped my chin upward and placed a gentle kiss at the corner of my mouth.

My fingers wove into his hair as I kissed him back.

We might have stayed like that forever if the sound of Neil’s stomach hadn’t broken the moment. “Sorry,” he said. “I ate a croissant after landing. That was a few hours ago.”

“Do you want to eat lunch?”

“It smells really good,” Neil admitted sheepishly.

We sat and portioned food onto our plates; Neil poured the wine Sandrine had left open, a rich, full-bodied Bordeaux. I told Neil about my time with Sandrine’s mother, Grand-tante Cécile, how she’d remembered the war years just long enough to tell me about Gabriel Roussard, Grand-mère’s first husband, my grandfather.

“That’s incredible.” He shook his head. “Really, Juliette—all of this because you found a photo in your grandmother’s cookbook.”

I nodded. “So now we know for sure who he was, and why he looked like a clone of Nico. And Cécile confirmed that he was a Jew. That’s why their family wasn’t happy about it.” I shrugged. “And then Cécile got up to make tea, and when she came back—it was gone. She was gone, at least the version of her that remembered her teens.”

“It’ll come back.”

I shot him a wry glance. “I don’t want to bank on her Alzheimer’s feeling cooperative. She may well not remember, at least not before we leave.” I shrugged again. “I shouldn’t be greedy—I still found out more in that conversation than I would have on my own. Anything more is gravy.”

Neil lifted an eyebrow. “I think I know you pretty well, and I doubt you’ll be satisfied with just a slice of the story. You won’t stop working until you know it all, from the filling to the crust.”

“That’s very poetic of you.”

“Thought you’d like that.”

“I’m impressed.” I smiled flirtatiously. “And you’re right, I’m just…trying to pace myself. Set realistic expectations.”

“Fair enough. Tell me more about who all lives here. Your great-aunt and your cousin?”

“Technically Sandrine is my mom’s first cousin. Auguste is her husband, and they manage the chateau together. Cécile is Sandrine’s mother—she was Grand-mère’s younger sister.”

“I’d like to meet them.”

I grinned. “Let’s tidy up and go find them.”

“Let’s,” Neil said, leaning in for another kiss. “But maybe not just yet.”

We spent the day together, catching up on the details surrounding Two Blue Doors, my mother’s health, and Neil’s latest research. We explored the chateau grounds and simply enjoyed spending time together, in person.

That evening I baked a batch of lemon-scented madeleines for our evening visit with Grand-tante Cécile. Neil and I brought the cookies to her sitting room on a tray, as well as a pot of strong black tea and an appropriate number of cups and saucers.

“Bonjour,” said Cécile, putting her paperback novel down when she saw us.

“Bonjour,” I echoed back, showing her the tray. “Would you like some tea?”

“Oh yes,” she said, and I stilled in cautious anticipation. Cécile’s English came and went along with her memories. If she spoke English, she was more likely to remember a time when she’d used it.

We made small talk, and I gently reminded her who Neil and I were. After Cécile and I had each enjoyed a madeleine and Neil had eaten four, I ventured a question. “Where exactly did Mireille and Gabriel meet?”

“Paris,” Cécile said, setting down her teacup. “Mireille wrote me letters, but kept him a secret from our parents as long as she could.”

I sat up straight. “Letters?”

“Naturellement. Mireille and Gabriel wrote letters too, after she returned to the chateau. How else would they continue their attachment?”

“Um…a telephone?”

“Too expensive, calls from Paris. And besides, Papa wouldn’t have it. Mail—she pretended to be writing a girlfriend she’d met in the city.”

“Letters, then.” I pleated my skirt between my fingers and tried my best to sound casual. “Tell me about them.”

Cécile’s eyes widened. “They were very romantic,” she said, leaning forward. “Passionate. I traveled to Paris after she went back, telling our parents that I needed new clothes when really Mireille wanted me to meet him. She married him just a couple weeks later. Everyone was shocked, of course, but not me.”

Neil squeezed my hand.

“What happened to him?” I asked. In all likelihood, I already knew the answer. “How did he die?”

“Die?” Cécile’s face went blank. “Who told you that?”

“Well…” My voice trailed off. Come to think of it, I had no records. I opened my mouth to say as much but Cécile interrupted.

“I had a letter just last week from Mireille. She’s with child, you know. They’re so excited. He’s dead? Are you sure?”

“No.” I patted her hand. “I must have been mistaken.”

“Never speak lightly about such things! And Mireille with child…” She shook her head. “Ce serait un désastre. They love each other so much.”

“So—Mireille and Gabriel are happy?”

“Très joyeux.” She shook her head. “My heart longs for a man to look at me the way Gabriel looks at her. Or,” she added, her voice coy, “the way this gentleman looks at you.”

My face turned pink. Neil winked at me.

So many emotions fought for dominance—relief, happiness, frustration. Cécile remembered Gabriel for the first time in days, but only half the story.

I crossed my legs together at the ankle and tried to reorganize my mind into a new line of questions. “So what is Gabriel’s occupation?”

“He is a pastry chef. Mireille assured Papa that he is a very important pastry chef, working at Maxim’s. Not that Papa cared.”

“What is he like?”

“Handsome—très beau. They look well together, he with his dark hair, Mireille with her blond curls.”

I smiled. From what I’d seen in the photo of Gabriel I’d found in Grand-mère’s cookbook, his resemblance to my brother Nico was uncanny. “And they wrote letters. Did Mireille keep them all, you suppose?”

“She kept all of the letters I wrote to her in Paris—she showed me. All tied up with a pink silk ribbon. She read them when she was lonely, she told me. I can’t imagine she would part with Gabriel’s letters.”

“Where do you think they might be?”

“I imagine she has them with her in Paris.”

“Of course,” I said. “When you were girls here, did she have a hiding place for things in the chateau?”

“The window seat in the north garret, of course,” Cécile answered without pause. “It’s where we kept all of our secrets away from Papa. The seat sticks until you know how to lift it just right.”

“How is that?” Neil asked.

“I couldn’t say,” she said with a coy smile.

One last try. “Is there room for me to hide something? In the window seat, I mean?”

She patted my hand. “I’m sure you can find a new place to hide something, dear. And besides, you wouldn’t want me to find it, would you?” Cécile leaned forward and took another madeleine from the plate. “These are very good. Mireille is such a good baker—I’d know her madeleines anywhere.”

“She’s very good,” I agreed, while a mixture of pride and frustration stirred in my heart.
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Neil and I tidied up Cécile’s sitting room before we left; Sandrine arrived to assist her mother to bed. We wished them both a good evening and slipped out of Cécile’s rooms and toward the rooms my grand-mère had used in her youth.

The garret above Grand-mère’s rooms had been designed for use as servants’ quarters, but had since become the storage nook for stray linens, pillows, lamps, and old clothes.

Neither Neil nor I spoke as we picked our path to the window. “Do you think this is it?” I asked.

“If it opens easily, I imagine not,” he said. “But don’t worry, I brought this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a sturdy flathead screwdriver.

My eyes widened. “I don’t want to damage anything—do you think that’ll help?”

“It’s a screwdriver. They can open lots of things.”

“You’re referencing Doctor Who again, aren’t you?”

He winked at me. “Let’s take a look.”

We knelt in front of the ledge, and I removed the chintz cushion. I tried to lift the seat and it didn’t budge.

“I think we’ve got the right one at least,” Neil said, reaching for it. He jiggled the lip of the seat back and forth, and then side to side.

As he shifted it to the left, the hinge seemed to loosen. We looked at each other and grasped the seat together, pushing it to the left and then up.

“Oh,” I breathed as the lid raised without argument and revealed its contents.

Letters. Bundles and bundles of letters.
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Food is never just food. It’s also a way of getting at something else: who we are, who we have been, and who we want to be.

—MOLLY WIZENBERG



I scooped out one stack of letters with careful hands and examined the envelope until my eyes confirmed what my heart knew to be true. “Look,” I said, holding one out for Neil to see. “It’s addressed to my grandmother. Look at the return address.”

“G. Roussard.”

I ran my finger over the brittle envelope. “My grandfather wrote this, my real grandfather. Look at his handwriting!”

“It’s very neat,” Neil observed.

“But confident, don’t you think? Confident but unpretentious.”

Neil nudged my shoulder. “True, but there’s a hint of cynicism in the way he dots his is.”

“Don’t tease.” I held the stack closer to the ceiling light and squinted. “I don’t know—it was only a few months ago that I found this man even existed.”

“Are you going to take all of the letters with you?”

I hesitated. In my hands I held my grandmother’s letters. I felt strange removing them from the house without telling Sandrine, but a part of me worried about her response. Without much self-examination, I knew I would smuggle them out of the country under my clothes or behind my suitcase lining if I had to.

Not that such lengths would be necessary. “I’ll take them back to my room tonight and figure out what all is in there—that’s a lot of paper, and they may not all be Mireille’s.”

“Cécile said it was their spot.”

I shrugged. “Sometimes people stash things in strange places. You wouldn’t believe the things my sister Sophie keeps in her glove compartment. Let’s just say—not gloves.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Anyway, I’ll look at them tonight and ask Sandrine about them in the morning.”

With little effort I found a mismatched chintz pillowcase that made an adequate antique mailbag. We walked hand in hand back down to the family wing.

Neil pressed a kiss against my temple. “I’m glad I get to be here with you.”

I turned my head for a real kiss. “I’m glad you’re here too. I just…”

“Yes?”

“We’re here. At a French chateau. I worry that all of this…as wonderful as it is…” I sighed. We’d reached my door. I opened the door and put the letters on the bed gently before wrapping my arms around Neil’s neck. “Real life is waiting for us. All of this is like an episode of The Bachelor. You know”—I waved my hand—“without the excessive drinking, crying, and filmed confessionals.”

“You don’t know. I could be going back to my room only to spill my heart out to my webcam.”

“True.”

Neil stroked my cheek with his thumb. “One day at a time?”

I nodded. “One day at a time.”

“One very good day at a time,” Neil echoed before he lowered his lips to mine.

I lifted my chin to meet him halfway. As we kissed, I breathed in his scent, enjoyed the feel of his arms around me. This was his superpower—as long as he held me in his embrace, I truly believed that everything would be okay. I believed we would have a future, that we would be able to work through the massive challenges that our relationship faced. Distance, culture, work—none of it mattered when Neil’s hands entwined in my hair and his lips crushed my own.

We parted with breathless reluctance. “Sleep well,” I said, looking up at him shyly.

“Good night,” Neil said with a nod, his eyes still on my lips. He turned and left for his own room before either of us could change our minds on an encore.

With my toes still tingling, I closed my door and turned to my bedtime reading. Sitting on the bed with crossed legs, I removed each tied bundle from the pillowcase and spread them out over the quilt. One by one, I carefully untied each stack to evaluate the contents.

Some were letters both to and from Mireille, between her and Gabriel. Others were addressed to Cécile.

Next I began to arrange each bundle by date, but discovered quickly that they’d already been in chronological order and bundled per month. Curious.

In the end, I painstakingly laid out each bundle, took a picture of each letter, and then retied the stack before moving on to the next. Once I’d photographed every letter—some of them containing multiple pages, all of them both front and back—I downloaded all of the photos onto my computer and began the painstaking process of ordering each letter according to the date.

I’d photographed the envelopes as well, so most of the letters consisted of three photographs. I organized the letter photographs into folders, and then ordered the folders by date.

I was nearly finished when I heard a knock at my door. “Come in,” I called.

Neil’s face appeared. “I heard typing and figured you were awake.” He looked to me, looked at the letters on the still-made bed, and back to me. “Juliette—did you sleep?”

I looked at him. “Is it morning?”

He nodded, a bemused smile on his face. “Yes, love, it’s morning. Did the letters keep you up?”

“I photographed and organized them so I could read them without worrying about damage.” I looked out the window. Sure enough, morning daylight streamed past the edge of the curtain. “I guess I stayed up all night.”

“You look a little cross-eyed. Cute,” he amended quickly, “but cross-eyed.”

“I…feel a little sleepy.”

“I imagine so. Sandrine’s making breakfast for the chateau guests and staff. Are you hungry?”

“Yes, I think so,” I answered after thinking a moment.

“What had you working so hard?”

I stood and showed him my system. Neil’s eyebrows lifted. “I’m impressed. I would hire you as a research assistant.”

“Oh really?”

He dropped a kiss on my lips. “If you weren’t so overqualified, yes.”

I snorted. “Overqualified? You’re funny. I don’t know the first thing about immunology or lab work—I’d be the worst.”

“I bet you’d be able to write grant applications like a pro, and if you cook, you’ve got a handle on basic chemistry. So, these letters—are you still wanting to keep the hard copies?”

“They’re family history; they’re important. It looks like most of them are between Grand-mère and Grand-tante Cécile, but some are from Gabriel. I don’t have anything else of his. With the digital copies, there’s no way they can be damaged by repeated reading.” I sighed. “What I am disappointed about, though, is I didn’t find any more photographs. I was hoping for, I don’t know, a wedding photo or something.”

“Would she have mailed it?”

“Maybe. Probably not. It was a nice dream, though.” I looked up at him. “It does make me wonder if there’s another stash somewhere around here of photographs.”

“Didn’t you ask Sandrine about that already?”

“I did. But then, she didn’t seem to know about the letters. There’re a lot of things in this house.”

“So you need to be able to ask Cécile.”

I nodded. “Probably. And who knows, maybe Grand-mère took them with her when she moved to the States. I’ve been through her belongings, though, and haven’t found anything new. Maybe they’re hidden somewhere I’ve not looked yet—she was certainly trying to keep it a secret.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I wasn’t trained to be a superspy.”

“No?”

“Nope.”

Neil tucked my hair behind my ear. “Let’s get you some breakfast.”

A quick glance at the mirror told me that I looked oily and red-eyed and a little wild around the edges. My vanity got the best of me as I pulled my hair back, used a blotting paper on my nose, and zipped on a lace-trimmed hoodie.

“Bonjour!” Sandrine sang out when she saw us. “I made American pancakes this morning. Would you like some? I am about to serve the first batch to my guests.”

“I can make some for us,” I said, taking in the batter, the greased griddle, and the bowl of sliced apricots. “You can go and fuss over the guests.”

“Ah, bien,” she answered, loading a platter full of beautiful apricot-studded pancakes to take away. “Bon, I pour the batter and place the slices over the top just so. They’re very moist because of the crème fraîche, and then I serve them with a crème anglaise.”

“It looks great,” I said, taking the ladle in hand and stirring the batter, just to get a feel for the consistency. “Don’t worry about us.”

Sandrine grinned her thanks, and I turned my attention to breakfast.

“I can do that, if you want to sit,” Neil offered.

I waved him away. “I can make pancakes in my sleep.”

“I liked that she called them ‘American pancakes.’ ”

“Well, they are. French pancakes are crepes, and German pancakes are a whole other deal altogether.” I ladled four puddles of batter onto the griddle, enjoying the sizzling sound they made as batter met butter. “English pancakes are closer to crepes, just thicker.”

“Reminds me of when I was in Toronto for a conference. I tried to order a Canadian bacon and pineapple pizza but got tongue-tied.”

I laughed and began to arrange the apricots. “What did you do?”

“I said ‘Hawaiian’ instead. The guy seemed to know what I was talking about.”

“Quick thinking.”

“Thank you.”

“In truth, between the crème fraîche and the crème anglaise topping, I think these pancakes are a bit more trans-Atlantic than American.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

He watched as I tested the edge of a pancake and then flipped it over with a decisive flick of the wrist.

I met his gaze over my shoulder. “What?”

“I like watching you cook.”

“That’s good, because I do it a lot,” I said, flashing him a saucy smile.

A few moments later we sat down with breakfast. Tea for me and coffee for him, with plates of steaming apricot-laced pancakes smothered in chilled crème anglaise.

“I need the recipe for this,” I said, three bites in. “Clementine would kill for this. Or reverse-engineer it.”

“They’re very good. Maybe you could make them for my parents when you meet them.”

“Your parents?” My back straightened. “I thought they were in North Carolina.”

“They are, but I think they’re hoping to visit Memphis for a day or two to meet you. That is, if you’re still wanting to come out to Memphis.”

“When did they say that?”

“I talked to them a couple days ago.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s great.”

As the words left my mouth, I tried to decide if I meant them or not. Sure, he’d met my parents. Sure, I wanted to meet his parents. But…despite the fact that we’d broken up and reconciled, our relationship was still early days. We were still getting accustomed to each other. His parents traveling to meet me? Suddenly it felt like a lot of pressure.

I cut another bit of pancake with my knife and fork. Who was I to talk about pressure? Back in Portland, I’d brought Neil to a dinner with my entire family. Personal questions had been asked. Had there been a podium, it could have looked like a press conference, just with better food and fewer camera flashes. There was no way his parents could prove to be more awkward than my family, en masse.

Could they?

“So,” I began, trying to find the best way to broach the topic, “what have you told them? About me, I mean.”

Neil’s eyes gleamed. “Fishing for compliments?”

My face flushed. “No, I mean…I was just curious what you’d told them. About us.” And me, by extension.

“I told them that you’re smart,” he said. “And lovely, and a wonderful cook, and one of the most creative, interesting people I’ve ever met. I told them we’re dating, and that I’m very serious about you.”

My heart swelled. “Oh,” I said simply.

“Nothing you didn’t already know.”

“I don’t know about that. I’m not sure you ever said, ‘Juliette’ ”—I affected a lowered voice, which didn’t sound anything like a man—“ ‘I am very serious about you.’ ”

Neil rolled his eyes before giving me an affectionate grin. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

“Then don’t.” I put my fork down. “So—we never talked about travel plans. I’ve got four days planned here, and then Italy next. I’ll be in Rome first, then a few days in Montalcino for my grandfather’s birthday before I fly home.”

Neil picked up his espresso cup. “I’ve got the time off. If you think having me at your grandfather’s party is too complicated, I can fly home.”

I grasped his hand. “Of course I want you there. Are you sure you’re ready for sixty-two Italians fueled up on espresso and cake?”

“You know I’m only in it for the cake.”

“You’re incorrigible,” I said, but I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face.

 





~ APRICOT-CRÈME FRAÎCHE PANCAKES ~

1 cup whole wheat pastry flour

½ cup all-purpose flour

2 teaspoons baking powder, preferably aluminum-free

¾ teaspoon fine sea salt

¼ teaspoon nutmeg

½ cup crème fraîche

¾ cup whole milk

3 tablespoons honey

2 large eggs

2 teaspoons vanilla bean paste or vanilla extract

2 tablespoons butter, to grease the skillet

3 ripe apricots, peels removed and sliced thin (if apricots are out of season, fresh raspberries are a delicious alternative)

In a small bowl, sift together the flours, baking powder, salt, and nutmeg. In a medium bowl, whisk together the crème fraîche, milk, honey, eggs, and vanilla.

Add the dry ingredients to the crème fraîche mixture slowly, stirring constantly, mixing only until just combined.

Melt butter in a large skillet over medium-low heat until it begins to froth. Ladle the batter onto a griddle using a ⅓ cup measure. Arrange 3–4 slices of apricot on top of each pancake. Cook for 3–4 minutes, or until the batter bubbles and the edges begin to firm. Flip and cook the opposite side until golden, another 1–2 minutes.

Serve pancakes immediately with crème anglaise ladled over the top. Refrigerate any leftovers. If you’re not in the mood to make the crème anglaise (recipe below), simply serve with hot maple syrup.

Makes about 10 pancakes.






 

 





~ VANILLA BEAN CRÈME ANGLAISE ~

4 large egg yolks

2½ tablespoons sugar

1 cup whole milk

¾ cup heavy cream

1 teaspoon vanilla bean paste

Prepare an ice bath by filling a large bowl halfway with ice, then nestling a second bowl (ideally metal) inside the ice. Set a wire-mesh strainer over the second bowl.

Using a mixer, beat the yolk and sugar together for about two minutes, or until pale and creamy.

Combine the milk, cream, and vanilla bean paste in a medium-sized saucepan, and bring to a simmer over medium heat, stirring constantly to prevent scalding. Once the cream has just reached a simmer, remove from heat and reduce burner to medium-low.

With the mixer running on low, slowly pour ⅓ cup of the hot cream into the sugared yolks. Blend until well incorporated, then pour the remaining cream into the mixing bowl.

Transfer the custard to the saucepan, and return it to the stove. If it’s frothy; the air will dissipate as it cooks. Stir over medium-low heat for 5–10 minutes, or until the mixture can coat a spoon. For thicker custard, cook a few minutes longer. If the custard resists thickening, increase the heat; avoid a boil, as the egg will cook and the sauce will separate. Once the custard has thickened, remove it from the stove and pour it through the mesh strainer and into the chilled bowl.

Chill the sauce in a covered container for three hours, or overnight. The custard will thicken as it cools. Makes about 2 cups.
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Bread, milk and butter are of venerable antiquity. They taste of the morning of the world.

—LEIGH HUNT



After I’d finished breakfast and showered, I felt infinitely more myself. Without air conditioning, my long, dark hair dried twice as fast as usual. Once I’d dressed in a pale chambray shirtdress, I finished organizing the photo files and then set off to find Sandrine.

I tied my hair back as I walked. This time of day, Sandrine went through the guest rooms, tidying and refreshing linens. I found my cousin in the “bee room,” which was decorated in golden honey tones with a honeycomb motif and accented in dark woods.

“Cou-cou!” I called from the doorway. “Can I give you a hand?”

“Bonjour!” Sandrine looked up from the bed she was making. “Of course.”

I took the sheets on the opposite side and tucked them under the mattress. “Cécile told me where to find Mireille’s letters last night.”

“Ah, bon! That is good news. Did you find what you were looking for?”

“I did find letters,” I said, “but I haven’t been able to read them yet.”

“But you must take them with you! You must have them.”

“Thank you,” I breathed, my smile wide and real. Probably tired as well. “I spent the night making digital copies, but there’s something about the real thing, you know?”

Sandrine tugged the coverlet into place before replacing and fluffing the pillows. “I am glad you found them. Letters are an important part of a family’s history.”

“I was wondering if there were any family photos in the chateau. I noticed I don’t have any photos of Grand-mère before my mom was a toddler. For that matter, I’d love photos of my mom as a baby. Do you know if there are any?”

“It is almost a miracle that you found the letters, because this house holds its secrets well. I have some photos, but I don’t remember seeing many of Mireille. You’re welcome to look, but the house ate my own childhood photos long ago. The house is always open to you—if you would like to try to unearth more of the house’s secrets, do try. It has always fussed at me when I’ve tried.”

“The house fussed at you?”

Sandrine gave a French shrug. “It was for a boring and practical reason—I wanted to tap into the existing pipes to add another en suite bath. The house was not happy—there was a burst of water and a petite deluge.” She held up a hand. “Clean water—merci, mon Dieu—but a mess, nonetheless.”

“Oh my goodness,” I said, noting as I listened how much her voice sounded like my mother’s. The accent was much thicker, of course, but the resemblance certainly ran strong with the women of the family. Their facial features were similar as well, although Sandrine had inherited her coloring from her father, Grand-oncle Richard.

“Another time,” Sandrine continued, “I went looking for some old clothes of my mother’s, and I could not find the key to one of the closets. I thought between Auguste and me that we had all of the keys—I even tried an old skeleton key. The chateau—it is not haunted. I know Americans like their haunted houses, but it’s not. It’s just a large old house with opinions.”

“Ah. Well, I will try to look and not cause a cave-in.”

“I think the house likes you,” Sandrine said, her voice lowered conspiratorially. “It likes your mother a great deal.”

“That’s…nice of it.” I closed my mouth and smiled; any moment now and I would run out of reasonable responses. “Anyway, we’ll be out of your hair in a few days.”

“And on to Paris?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Auguste and I will miss you. I know ma mere has enjoyed having you for conversation. But you will enjoy Paris. And Neil? He is going too?”

I couldn’t hold back that smile. “He is. And he’s coming to Italy with me after.”

“He is a good man, your Neil.”

My Neil. “Yes,” I said. “I think so.”

We chatted about the chateau, Cécile, and the family’s penchant for bichon frises (theirs had passed quietly of old age two months prior) as we finished up the rest of the rooms. After working on Grand-mère’s building for so long, the simple domestic chores felt natural and easy, even relaxing. Make beds, dust, sweep, vacuum, repeat. Except this time I had the company of another woman.

As we began the last room, Sandrine shifted the conversation from family news to advice with the élan of a talk-show host.

“You must be good to him, your Neil,” she said, “but do not be too accommodating. I have noticed that American women will do whatever a man wants. But that is not the French way. And you”—she pointed at me—“are French.”

I decided against reminding her that I was half-Italian as well.

Instead, I nodded to indicate listening.

“You must not make things too easy for him, but do let him know that you appreciate him.” She raised her eyebrows for emphasis.

I felt my cheeks turn pink. “I…We’re not…I mean, we don’t—”

Sandrine waved a hand. “You don’t have to go to bed with him to keep him. The important part is to love him, but stay a little mysterious. Make him work a little.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I answered, turning my face away until my flush subsided.
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For lunch I decided to rummage through Sandrine’s fridge to see what I could make. Inside I found crème fraîche left over from the morning’s pancakes, celery, and an opened jar of olives. In the pantry I found a beautiful tomato, a lemon, shallots, and most importantly, packaged tuna. On the counter sat some beautiful croissants, left over from Sandrine’s pastry offerings to her guests.

Neil stepped into the kitchen, face flushed. “Hi,” he said, grinning when he spotted me. “I just finished patching up the roof over the shed with Auguste. It’s gotten hot out there.” He paused to kiss my cheek. “How are you?”

I returned his kiss with a real one, enjoying the way he smelled of sandalwood and sun. “I’m good. Are you hungry? I was just thinking of piecing together some lunch.”

“Are you happy to be back in the kitchen?”

“Of course,” I said. “I haven’t cooked in so long my fingers are feeling tingly, and ladling pancakes doesn’t count. Do you like tuna?”

“I like it if you’re making it.”

“Just be warned,” I said, reaching for a chef’s knife to begin chopping the shallot, “it’s not your mother’s tuna sandwich.”

“No?”

“I’m thinking of something Provence-inspired. Tuna Provençal is very traditional here, made with fresh tuna steaks and vegetables. I was thinking of incorporating those flavors into a sandwich with the croissant.”

Neil gave a crooked smile. “I like the way you talk about food.”

I grinned back at him. “I just like you.”

Another kiss, and he left to shower before the meal. I set to work chopping, juicing, stirring, and toasting. Sandrine stepped inside the kitchen. “What is this for lunch? So nice to have someone else cooking in here for a change.”

“Provençal-inspired tuna sandwiches,” I told her. “On croissants.”

Sandrine wrinkled her nose. “A sandwich inside a croissant? That sounds very…American.”

I pointed my spoon at her. “But tasty!”

Sandrine eyed my handiwork warily.

“Would you try just a bite?”

“I will try,” she said, though I could see in her eyes she remained unconvinced.

The tuna salad came together simply enough once I finished prepping the ingredients. After spreading olive oil inside the cut halves of the croissant and toasting them lightly, I filled them with the savory tuna mixture. “Lunch is ready!” I called, hoping that either Neil or Sandrine remained within shouting distance.

Auguste arrived first, with Sandrine close behind. “So much yelling at my chateau,” Auguste mused. “It used to be so quiet…”

I snorted. “I’ve heard enough stories from Grand-tante Cécile that I know that’s not exactly true.”

Sandrine laughed, while Auguste examined the sandwiches on the sideboard that I’d assembled. “So that is the sandwich?”

“It is.” I plated it quickly, serving it with a pickle spear.

Neil appeared a split second later, his hair damp and slightly curly from his shower.

It was a good look for him.

“Hungry?” I asked, enjoying the opportunity to look at him.

“Always,” he answered, grinning.

Sandrine winked at me.

We sat at the wooden farmhouse table together and enjoyed our sandwiches. At least, Neil and I did.

Sandrine bit into her sandwich with caution, and I watched, making an effort not to laugh. “How is it?” I asked.

“Different.”

“Different good or different bad?”

“Different good,” she conceded. “And yet I still believe a croissant is meant to be eaten only in the morning, and only with butter and jam.”

“I agree,” said Auguste, but I couldn’t take offense, considering that he’d finished his sandwich and any remaining crumbs before I’d made it even halfway through.

If Nico were there, he would have railed that this was the problem with modern French cuisine, its inability to innovate, to try things that hadn’t been around since the days of Marie-Antoine Carême.

But he wasn’t there, and I decided that sometimes winning a small battle on the side of the tuna sandwich was good enough for me.
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To: Caterina, cdesanto@beneculinary.com

From: Me, jdalisa@twobluedoors.com

My dear sister,

So sorry to hear about your hall bathroom. Christian is a very enterprising child; I am hopeful these will be funny stories you tell at the cocktail party before he receives a marine biology award. Or something.

We’ll be heading to Paris soon. I’m planning to stay in Provence longer than anticipated to get some extra time with Grand-tante Cécile. She remembers, some days, good stories about her and Grand-mère that I’ve not heard before. Missing Grand-mère, I’ve enjoyed hearing more about her, and being near Cécile is like having her nearer for just a little while.

As for Éric…it was surreal to see him in Seattle. You’d like his restaurant, and I don’t have to tell you the food was good. I don’t know, it was kind of one of those “if only” sorts of conversations where both parties are nostalgic and wishful, though no one’s willing to make a change to make any of it a reality. He married and divorced and is single now, and while I certainly got the idea that we could pick up where we left off (or as much as a person can after, what, six years?)—I know Éric. He’s only ever going to be married to his restaurant. So it was one of those “If only, but won’t happen” kinds of conversations.

But the best part that came out of it was that L’uccello Blu’s restaurant’s closing wasn’t my fault. When it happened, I felt very responsible—Éric was such an integral part, and I’d made him go away. Éric assured me that in fact there were other factors going on in the business end of things, and that wasn’t something I needed to carry.

Which is nice, you know?

I’m not hung up on Éric at all (just wanted to make sure that’s clear). Things are really great with Neil, though I am concerned about what’s going to happen when we both get back to real life. Like I said, I’m committed to life in Portland right now, and he’s pretty settled in Memphis. Trying not to worry about it too much…

Anything you want me to bring you back from Paris? Not that I’d mail it to you—you’ll have to come to Portland for it (because I’m sneaky like that).

Love to you, Damian, and the twins. Speaking of…what’s Luca up to?

J


To: Me, jdalisa@twobluedoors.com

From: Caterina, cdesanto@beneculinary.com

Oh, sweet Luca. Of the twins, he’s always been the cuddly, quieter one. This is nice, on one hand, but it also means that it takes me longer to discover what kind of shenanigans he’s into. Last week he very quietly decided to become creative in the kitchen. Applesauce and Elmer’s glue were involved.

Something from Paris? I’ll have to think on that…You’ll be glad to hear I’m planning a trip out for July; I told Mom I’d be there for her second round of chemo. She gave me a song and dance about how I didn’t have to bother. (I’m sure you’ve heard this.

I think it’s based on an Édith Piaf song or something equally plaintive.) Anyway, I’ll be out with the boys, and Damian too if he can get the time off work. If so, I’d be happy to lend him out as a handyman.

Anyway
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