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			IT SNOWED ON CHRISTMAS Eve that year. It started out as flurries that swirled around the car during our ride home from midnight mass at Notre-Dame-des-Victoires. My brother, Guy, and I were excited, but Papa—always the realist—said it wouldn’t amount to much. The ground was too warm from the high temperatures we’d had during the past week, he explained. So anything that fell wouldn’t stick. Mama was quick to chastise him.

			“Georges,” she whispered. “Don’t spoil their fun.”

			Papa’s predictions notwithstanding, I got up every few hours and crept to the single window in my room to peer outside and see if the snow was still falling.

			It was—in bigger, fatter flakes that stuck to everything. The lamppost. The ancient brick wall that ran along our front yard. The sidewalks and the hedges. Even the sides of the narrow street that ran past our house were turning white. It was, to me, the greatest gift of all—a white Christmas. What fun Marguerite and I would have when the Steeles came for dinner that afternoon. We could build tunnels in the snow and hide from Guy, who always tried to tag along.

			Guy was hopelessly in love with Meg, as she wanted to be called. She always told me I was being silly to suggest such a thing. She insisted that Guy was too young to know anything about love. 

			I knew better. I could see how he looked at her with those big brown cow eyes of his, brimming with a devotion that had never wavered since childhood.

			It was pathetic, and it bothered me almost as much as his incessant off-key chanting of the refrain to “Petit Papa Noël.” 

			But Meg just laughed it off. She’d grab my hand and say, “Let’s go and find someplace where he can’t follow us.”

			And off we’d go on another adventure.

			More often than not, our “adventures” would land us in some kind of trouble. Meg was more of a thrill-seeker than I was, and her ideas about “fun” sometimes crossed over into the realm of questionable. And more often than not, the ensuing punishment that was meted out was more stringent because the always innocent Guy had somehow managed to shoehorn his way into the center of our antics.

			As time went by, Meg loved to say that Guy’s unfaltering attachment to her was just an annoyance. But years later, when his devotion to her remained unabated, she began to tease that Guy was like her personal mascot and had been sent to do her bidding.

			During those brighter days, before the war in Europe invaded our daily lives, we were oblivious to the challenges still being wrought by the Great Depression. Papa continued to go to work every day—even though he and Mama talked at night about their hopes the railroad might soon return to profitability now that they’d purchased a fleet of steam locomotives. Before the holidays, he’d taken all of us on a grand excursion from Montréal to St. Catharines in Ontario to celebrate the new era in rail travel. The Steeles, another railroad family, had accompanied us, of course. Our families had become inseparable by this time. And we all stayed several nights at the extravagant Royal York hotel in Toronto—one of Canada’s Grand Railway Hotels. When we arrived, the magnificent travel destination was consumed by a frenzy of preparation for the arrival of King George VI and the Queen Consort when they made their first state visit to Canada in the coming year.

			It didn’t take Meg long to divine that an entire floor of the hotel had been set aside for the royal family—and that the floors immediately above and below had been reserved as well. No admittance to any of those areas was permitted to anyone without proper authorization. Papa clarified that the designated royal floor was undergoing extensive renovation and upfitting for the royals, and the other two floors were intentionally being kept vacant to create a security buffer. He told us to enjoy our stay at the massive hotel, which featured concert halls and a grand ballroom, but to take care to avoid these areas.

			I saw the flicker of interest in Meg’s eyes when Papa explained this to us—particularly the part about those floors being absolutely off-limits to visitors. It was apparent to me that she’d already determined to challenge this proscription. It was like watching our prized papillon, Bijou, bolt awake from his afternoon nap at the distant sound of a key turning in the downstairs street door.

			That was Meg. Ever since I’d met her, when our families first became close, she’d always looked for ways to flaunt convention. You learned quickly that the one thing you did not tell Meg, ever, was that she couldn’t do something. 

			Gaining access to the royal floor of the York was no exception.

			Meg had soon discovered a special elevator used by the construction crews, and we waited until we were sure they’d all left the space for their two-hour afternoon lunch break. I recall her smug expression as she punched in the number for the royal floor. Right up until the moment those massive, gilded doors rolled shut in front of us, I’d wanted to flee—to cry out that this was a mistake. We’d get caught. We always got caught. But I didn’t want Meg to be disappointed in me. No punishment our fathers could mete out would ever be worse than seeing that look of pride and approbation drain from Meg’s features. So I held my peace and counted the seconds as the elevator ascended. One. Two. Three. Four. At twelve, the large chamber slowly halted its ascent, and the doors rolled back to reveal a cavernous gallery space with polished marble floors that were illuminated by a dozen ridiculously overwrought Givenchy chandeliers. Massive arcaded windows stretched the length of the waterfront side, offering panoramic views of Lake Ontario. It was easy to close my eyes and imagine our dashing king and his queen consort sweeping through this space on their way to a late supper or some other evening amusement.

			“Dépêche-toi, Camille,” Meg entreated me. “You must hurry. We have loads more to explore.”

			Her words rang in my ear with all the force of prophecy or some kind of eerie presentiment. Meg was always in a hurry to explore. To experience. To see what lay beyond the next avenue or just over the distant hill. 

			Of course I followed her with my customary meekness. It would have been impossible for me to do otherwise. Even when I heard the telltale pounding of boots heading toward us, I wasn’t surprised. I knew from the outset that we’d get caught—just like we always did.  

			After we’d been apprehended by a workman, who’d unfortunately returned to fetch his lunch pail, and been gruffly escorted back down to our rooms, Meg stood impassively before her furious American father as he expressed his frustration and disappointment in her poor choices . . . again. She even winked at me when she knew he wasn’t looking. 

			Knowing this about Meg’s character, it never surprised me when she made unconventional choices or dared to steer her life in a direction no one could’ve anticipated. When we were children, that blitheness of spirit was what drew us together. Her rebelliousness attracted me like a moth to a candle. It was only later in our lives—much later—that Meg’s passion for experience and my terminal reticence caused our paths to diverge in a profound and unexpected way. 
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			THE DAYS QUICKLY PASSED as I waited for Meg to respond to my letter telling her about my budding relationship with Édouard. 

			No reply came.

			When she did finally write back to me, it was a brief note to explain that Gisèle had made other plans for their Christmas holiday, and she expressed regret that we wouldn’t be able to connect in New York as earlier suggested. In what felt to me like an afterthought, she’d added a postscript wishing me happiness with my new beau. 

			I lowered her note to my lap. Her reaction had been exactly what I’d feared. I could tell she’d been hurt by my news about Édouard.

			As a consequence, we did not see each other over the long Christmas holiday. And as it turned out, Édouard had been unable to travel during those weeks because he was completing an advanced field medicine course at Montréal General Hospital. He was able, however, to join my parents and me for an extravagant Christmas dinner at Château Frontenac. Word had gotten out that a few months earlier a highly clandestine conference between Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Franklin Roosevelt had taken place at the hotel. Rumors and speculation abounded that their meetings, which also included other allied leaders, were held to discuss top secret strategies for ending the wars in Europe and the Pacific. It had been incredible to walk the grounds at the massive railway hotel and to imagine that these world leaders, imbued with so much power and responsibility, had been at that very place to discuss plans to secure our conjoined futures and bring an end to the atrocities being carried out abroad.

			After the holidays I wrote again to Meg. But as before, her reply, although friendly, was more perfunctory and less filled with her customary exuberance and proliferation of detail about her exploits. So much time had gone by since I’d received any of her normal, more heartfelt correspondence that I began to worry that perhaps something else had happened. Had she been up to her old tricks and been suspended from Marymount? That was the outcome I feared the most—even more than the likelihood of Meg’s disappointment about my developing attachment to a fellow student. Being in New York City with her lively and outspoken Aunt Gisèle had changed Meg. Opened her world to new ideas and sensations. It had sharpened her focus about her future, too. I could sense it in the ways she wrote so passionately about food and their many explorations of some of the leading restaurants in the city. 

			Surely it could not be the case that my simple news could derail all of that and blight her plans for embarking on the exciting future she’d always dreamed of? 

			No. I refused to accept that.

			The thought of trying to phone her occurred to me. But I had next to no privacy in my lodging at Victoria College. And, besides, Meg and I had rarely telephoned each other throughout the course of our friendship so that idea felt . . . foreign and untoward. 

			Then one day in mid-February, I was shocked to see her characteristically harried-looking handwriting on an envelope, mixed in with my other mail. I had returned from classes and had stopped by my dormitory to deposit my books before leaving to meet Édouard at one of our favorite dining locations, Schwartz’s Deli on the Boulevard Saint-Laurent. I wanted so desperately to rush back to my room and read Meg’s letter, but I knew Édouard was already waiting on me, so I hurriedly stowed the letter in my crochet handbag and hurried outside to meet him.

			Édouard was full of stories and news about his classes in triage methods used in battlefield situations. He talked at length about the particulars of his field medicine training and his enthusiasm for finishing his course of study so he could enlist and join the war effort. The thought of this filled me with anxiety, but I refrained from sharing too much about that with him. His near obsession with shipping out to join the Canadian regiments fighting on the front in Italy matched that of most other young men his age. Patriotism was running very high in Québec and in most of the other provinces. 

			Édouard’s desperation to join the war effort reminded me too much of Guy’s. And as much as I tried not to, I couldn’t help but fear the same disastrous outcome.

			More than anything, I wished I could talk about these things with Meg, who always seemed to know the right things to say to calm my fears. 

			I tugged my bag closer to where I sat on the padded booth. I wanted to read her letter. Having it so near yet knowing nothing about what it said was torturous. As much as I pretended to care about all Édouard was relating about the latest techniques for field dressing a head wound, I found it impossible to fully concentrate. His words swirled above us in some hazy mix of sound and syllables. Yet I managed to nod and express amazement in all the right places. At least I did a credible enough job that he seemed not to notice my level of distraction. That was a change from Meg, who noticed every nuance of my behavior.

			What had she said in her letter? And why had it taken her so long to reply to me?

			We had never been estranged from each other, not since we met as children so many years ago. And I silently prayed with all my might that this communication from her would signal the end of this distressful period. 

			I missed her. I needed her in my life. I needed for her to meet and approve of Édouard so we could continue to be as we had always been—the closest and dearest of friends.

			When Édouard finally dropped me off back at Victoria College, I rushed upstairs to my room so I could sit down at my desk and read Meg’s letter.

			It began well enough.

			“Dear Camille,” it said. “I can hardly believe so much time has passed since we last exchanged letters. I cannot comprehend that I am in my final month of high school. Very soon I shall begin my course of study at New York University, and I find the course offerings to be interesting and challenging. I hardly know what I shall sign up for. How amazing it is to have choices in this matter! And Gisèle has been kind enough to persuade Knopf to increase my hours working in the mail room, so I have been going there three afternoons a week. I don’t have to tell you how useful it is to have the means to earn a bit of extra money to allow me to contribute to expenses at the apartment, and to afford to engage in other activities that have come to matter to me in my life here in the city. 

			“The most exciting thing happened last week,” she continued, “and I have been impatient to share it with you. Aunt Gisèle took me on an outing to Flushing Meadows to tour the site of the World’s Fair that took place here in 1940. It was exhilarating, Camille. I felt as though I were walking the streets of famous European cities even though most of the exhibit buildings have been taken down. But the design of the park, the way the streets still radiate out from the central plaza that featured the massive Trylon and Perisphere structures that you’ve seen reproduced on posters and stamps—that was incredible to experience. Aunt Gisèle explained that those monuments to progress had been torn down two years ago so their materials could be recycled for the war effort. But they felt every bit as real as if they’d still been standing there before me.

			“It was incredible, Camille,” she gushed. “I felt as if an entirely new world had opened before me, much like the believers at Pentecost felt when the Holy Spirit appeared holding a large sheet containing every possible type of meat and fish and encouraged them all to take and eat whatever they desired.

			“As you can see, Marymount sadly has its share of mandatory religious education, too. And try as I might, I cannot escape retaining some of it. 

			“But more than ever, Camille, I came away imbued with the desire to visit and explore all of the countries that had been represented here—especially France, which changed fine dining in New York forever.” 

			I was somewhat incredulous that Meg made no mention of my news about Édouard and expressed no opinion about it either way. Instead, her letter went on as normal, filling me in on details of her outings to restaurants and bookstores, and updating me on what she had been reading—most notably, a transformative novel in French called L’Étranger by exiled Algerian writer Albert Camus. And a book that Aunt Gisèle had said would likely change literature for many years to come: The Fountainhead by American writer Ayn Rand. 

			“The world is revealing itself to me in ways I never could have imagined, Camille,” she explained. “And I know the same is true for you at McGill. We owe it to each other to always be open to change and evolutions in each other’s characters and life experiences.”

			“This,” she proclaimed, “is my fervent promise to you: I will abide no matter what choices or decisions you make about the direction of your life. I give you my solemn word on that.”

			This, then, was purported to be her entire response to me about my decision to pursue a relationship with Édouard who, for all her protestations to the contrary, she still declined to name or acknowledge. Still, it was a bold promise for her to make and I understood it to mean that our estrangement was at an end if I, too, wished it to be. 

			I did. 

			It was clear that Meg had somehow managed to make peace with my news. And if her way of accepting it meant not discussing it openly, I would accept that until such time as it might become impossible to continue doing so. 

			I felt that wouldn’t be long. Already, Édouard was hinting at a future together for us. And I knew that Maman and Papa were thrilled that I might soon be “settled” in a sufficiently acceptable and financially stable relationship. But having those conversations with Meg could wait until they had to occur, which wasn’t yet.

			I wasted no time that evening waiting to write back to her, and I took pains to look forward to our weeks together on Savage Island in the summer months ahead.
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			WE HAD REACHED THE last days of what turned out to be our final summer together in the islands during our college years. Camille and I spent every waking hour together, dreaming about our futures and the fantastic lives we would both would lead when the war ended. After breakfast each day, we would carry our towels, our books, and our tin boxes containing pippin apples, my homemade crackers, and fresh sharp cheddar cheese curds from the Wimble dairy farm down to the sandy beach on the south end of the island. There we would stay, swimming, reading, and sunning the entire day until we were called back to prepare the evening meal and lay the table for dinner. 

			By tacit, unspoken agreement, we both avoided talking about Camille’s beau, Édouard, who had enlisted in the army and was now serving on the front in Italy.

			It was on an unusually hot late autumn day that I became viscerally aware of how deeply entrenched my passionate feelings for Camille had become. One afternoon, while we were swimming, Camille got a cramp in her calf and began to panic and flail in the deep water near the jagged rocks. The lake was choppy that day because it had rained overnight, and the currents were stronger and more insistent than normal. We shouldn’t have been swimming at all, but the heat of the sun had led us to suspend better judgment and seek relief in the cooler waters at the south end. When I heard her cry out in pain and saw her distress, I swam as fast as the waves would allow to reach her. I was terrified watching her struggle to remain afloat. Panicked thoughts pounded inside my head. Don’t let her drown. Don’t let her drown. Blessed Virgin, please let me reach her. Don’t let her drown. I love her. I love her. 

			When I reached her, she grabbed onto me with such a vise-like grip that I had to fight to keep us afloat. I feared that her desperation would take both of us under. In that split second, I nearly wished it would for I understood that the depth of the passion I felt for her would never be requited. I knew, in the way one’s self-understanding can suddenly reveal itself like an asteroid streaking across the night sky, that I was in love with her. That I had been for years. And in those first moments of panic and struggle, I thought it would be better for me to die with her than to live and face a lifetime without her.

			Camille didn’t die that day. I was able to calm her enough to slowly lead her back to the shore. We sat together on the sand for what felt like hours, not speaking, until our breathing returned to normal and the cramping in her leg subsided. Camille then thanked me over and over for saving her. I brushed off her expressions of gratitude, afraid she might look at me too closely. Terrified she might hear the screaming laments of my heart. Anxious to do anything but mortify myself by allowing her to see my weakness or risk having her reject me because of how I feared she might view my unnatural affection for her.

			We never talked about the events of that day again. I told Camille it was my wish, and after much argument she finally capitulated and agreed to respect my wishes, even though she did not understand them. 

			It was unspoken, but I believed we both understood that we were sharing something magical during our final weeks together on Savage Island. We talked endlessly about our hopes for the future. We spent hours upon hours outlining our plans for how our lives after college and culinary school would unfold. About where we wanted to live. What adventures we’d have. What intrigues. What romantic entanglements—although her present attachment to Édouard remained unspoken. And we vowed always to remain in each other’s lives and promised to reunite every summer for another enchanted stay at our beloved paradise in the Champlain Islands.

			Little did I know then how our darkly fabled story was destined to unfold. 

			And that was especially true the day Camille’s father arrived back from the mainland and gave us all the horrific news that Camille’s beloved Édouard was listed among the Canadians who had been taken prisoner after a particularly bloody skirmish outside Sicily. Camille was practically inconsolable.

			Édouard was no longer a shadowy presence I could continue to ignore. He had become real in a dramatic and immediate way.

			And that realization changed everything.
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			THE ALLIED INVASION AT NORMANDY on June 6, 1944, had been a crucial step toward turning the tide of the war, and even though the nation grappled with the aftermath of its catastrophic cost in loss of life, we understood that the allied forces, including Canadians and Americans, had moved closer to ending the war in Europe.

			In the final days of the war, American soldiers who began to participate in the liberation of Nazi death camps wrote to loved ones at home about the horrors they’d uncovered. We must see to believe, they wrote. “I have seen Dachau,” one soldier declared. “I believe.”

			Germany formally surrendered on May 7, 1945. 

			Here at home, spirits that had been low after long years of dealing with fear, uncertainty, tragic loss, and seemingly endless government rationing quickly turned around as the news from abroad began to brighten. 

			That was until the United States dropped two atomic bombs on the Japanese in August. Although most Americans were overjoyed at the swift conclusion this brought to the war in the Pacific, others like Aunt Gisèle and her circle were horrified that a heretofore nonexistent but acknowledged apocalyptic device had even been created—much less deployed on a city of more than four hundred and ten thousand unsuspecting people. Reports that sixty to eighty thousand people had been killed instantly were surreal, and subsequent reports that an additional sixty thousand had died horrific deaths from radiation sickness only added to the moral dilemma facing many Americans.

			I went to bed that night realizing that I could no longer trust the judgment of the people charged with keeping us all safe.

			The war had ended in concert with my tenure at Marymount, and like so many others I was still reeling from too much upheaval. Not having a clear vision for my immediate future, I enrolled at New York University to begin a course of study about . . . something. I didn’t much care. I remained passionate about cooking and the culinary arts, but the war and Camille’s betrayal (as I’d grown to think of it) had left me feeling rudderless, as if my last tethers on the future had been cast off, consigning me to drift aimlessly in an unfamiliar and unwelcoming sea. 

			I had managed to keep my promise to Sister Mary Clare, however, and did not revert to my rambunctious ways. I kept my head down and concentrated on my schoolwork. Three afternoons a week I reported for work at Knopf and sorted and delivered mail to all departments. I found it especially exciting to deliver manuscripts to the various editors. I would carry them down the long corridors gingerly, always imagining that I held between my hands some fresh literary work that surely would transform lives in the same way that Tender Is the Night had changed mine.

			When I first shared that naïve sense of awe with Gisèle, she laughed and cautioned me not to invest too much hope for humanity in the authors and editors who were busily ushering in a new wave of realism.

			“Don’t go too far with your adoration,” she cautioned. “Believe me, they put on their pants one leg at a time, just like the rest of us. And if even the best-written book doesn’t show any promise to hit projected sales targets, it’ll never see the light of day.”

			It wasn’t like Gisèle to be so dark. I wondered what had happened to make her this dour—apart from the world events we all were trying to make sense of in those days. I didn’t get an answer to that question until many weeks later when it became apparent that she and Emmy were no longer seeing each other. I was very sad about that, but didn’t feel it was appropriate to ask Gisèle to elaborate on what had happened to end their romantic relationship. Gisèle eventually began to present a brighter countenance, and she seemed determined to celebrate my eighteenth birthday by beginning my long-awaited initiation into real adulthood. On a Friday evening after supper, Gisèle took me to Louis’ Luncheonette on MacDougal Street, which, she said, everyone called L’s. We made our way there shortly after 8 p.m. because that’s when Gisèle said “things started hopping.”

			L’s was a smallish place, hazy and dark with a bar along one wall. It had a dozen or so tables, with a few groups of odd chairs and a couple of battered settees scattered about. It seemed innocuous enough at first. It was only after we’d been there a while and it was clear the alcohol had begun flowing that I began to notice how  chummy the women were becoming with each other. They were laughing and leaning into each other. Sharing coquettish looks and constantly exchanging affectionate touches as they spoke. Some of the women had very short, cropped hair and wore trousers and button-down shirts. 

			Scratchy-sounding swing music was playing in the background, but no couples were dancing. At least, not yet. Nearly everyone was smoking.

			Gisèle leaned closer to me and whispered, “Let me know if anything leads you to feel uncomfortable, okay? We don’t have to stay,” she assured me. 

			I quickly told her that I wasn’t uncomfortable at all. If anything, I was . . . curious.

			“I’ve never seen women be so openly affectionate with each other,” I said. “Not even at our dinner parties. This seems . . . different.”

			“This is different. Many of these women are here for only one purpose.”

			I wasn’t sure what she meant. “What purpose is that?”

			She discreetly pointed at two women standing near the bar. “See those two? They just met.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“The butch is paying for the drinks.”

			Butch? “Which one is the butch?” I asked.

			“The one wearing wingtips who is now digging her wallet out of her back pocket,” Gisèle added drily. 

			It was clear I had a lot to learn.

			“Gisèle,” a throaty voice rang out. “You need to introduce me to your new friend.”

			A shortish brunette with a wild head of dark hair, pouty lips, and piercing, intelligent eyes was looking me over as she stood next to our small table. I felt . . . exposed by her gaze and how it seemed to see all of me—not just what was plainly visible. It felt vaguely predatory.

			“Hello, Pat. This is Meg. She’s my niece.”

			The woman named Pat extended her hand. I noticed that she had long fingers and short but well cared for nails. She had a firm grip and held onto my hand a bit longer than customary, particularly between women. I didn’t wish to be rude so I had no choice but to wait for her to release it. 

			“Charmed,” she said. When she finally let go of my hand, she faced my aunt. “Gisèle, you had no business hiding such a pretty young thing.”

			“Meg just turned eighteen. We’re celebrating. This is her first visit to L’s.”

			“Oh?” Pat took a long drag off her cigarette. “You thought trolling the seedy underbelly of the city was a fitting initiation for her?” She looked at me with that intense gaze. “You’ll quickly discover that New York is a lump of angst in your throat that cannot be coughed up.” She pulled out a chair. “Mind if I join you?”

			“If you can behave,” Gisèle said with intent and a clear hint of irony.

			“Now, what fun would there be in that?” Pat laughed. “I’ve spent the day saving mankind from evil—or at least, from as much evil as one can save in forty-two frames.”

			“Pat writes comic strips,” Gisèle explained. “In between writing short stories and working on her novel.”

			“And what of you, pretty blonde Meg?” Pat asked me. What makes your heart go pitty-pat?” She laughed at her own joke. “Pitty-pat for Pat. It’s a quaint phrase with a certain je ne sais quoi. Non?”

			“Oui,” I replied. “C’est drôle.”

			Pat cast a surprised look at Gisèle. “Oh, my heart! I believe I am smitten.”

			“I don’t believe you’ll find what you’re looking for at this table, Pat,” Gisèle said drily. “Meg is looking for something else.”

			“Fair enough.” Pat ground out her cigarette and fished another one out of her pack. “What are you looking for, Miss teal-eyed Meg?”

			“I’m not sure . . .” I deliberated about how to answer her query. Was she asking about what I wanted in life—or what I wanted for the evening, which I was fairly certain was what she was shopping for. 

			“She wants to be a chef,” Gisèle supplied. “Don’t you, Meg?”

			I was stunned by Gisèle’s simple pronouncement. But now that the words were out, I could not deny their veracity. Gisèle was right. I did want to be a chef. I had always wanted to be a chef. And I now knew I wanted that more than anything.

			“Yes,” I said with all the determination I could muster. “That’s what I want.”

			“Well then, you shall, I am sure.” Pat looked at Gisèle. “Have you taken her to Le Pavillon yet?” She shifted her rapier gaze back to me. “Henri Soulé is the best chef in New York. You must meet him.”

			I had heard of him, of course. He was the legendary Parisian chef who’d first made a splash with his restaurant of the same name when it was part of the French exposition at the World’s Fair—the same site Gisèle and I had visited together and I’d written to Camille about. His success had been so great he’d chosen not to return to France and had, instead, moved Le Pavillon to a permanent location on East Fifty-Fifth Street—across from the St. Regis Hotel.

			“I hardly think a chef of his stature would take an interest in me and my aspirations,” I offered. “Why would he?”

			“Why wouldn’t he?” she asked. “I can make introductions for you. At Barnard I was a classmate of the daughter of the Dourants—owners of The French Line, which underwrites his restaurant. Sweet girl but dumb as a post. But Henri now knows my family well.” She shifted her gaze to Gisèle. “Why don’t we meet there for dinner next week? I’ll get us a table.”

			Gisèle looked at me. “Meg? It’s your decision.”

			“Oui,” I said without hesitation. This was a complete long shot, but it could also be the chance of a lifetime. I wasn’t about to say no. 

			“It’s settled,” Pat said with finality. “I’ll call you next week, Gisèle.” She got up. “Once you meet him, pretty Meg, it’s up to you to close the deal.” She looked me over again. “But I daresay you’ll hold your own.” 

			She waved the hand holding her lighted cigarette at us and sauntered off toward the bar, clearly looking for her next amusement.

			I watched her walk away with wonder. “Who on earth was that?”

			“Oh,” Gisèle said dismissively. “Just another upstart writer with voracious appetites. But this one has the goods to back up her bravado. My guess is she’ll probably end up owning the planet.” She finished what was left of her Manhattan. “Expect to hear her name a lot down the road.”

			I was intrigued. “What is her name?”

			“Patricia Highsmith,” Gisele replied. “Remember it. I predict you’ll one day have the distinction of recounting how you met her here.”
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			THE RESTAURANT INSTITUTE OF Connecticut was hardly a bastion of culinary excellence. Between Canada and the United States, it was the best available, which wasn’t saying much. But my goal wasn’t to become proficient as a chef. Oh, no. I was there because of my friendship with gastronomist Lawton Mackall, who had just published Knife and Fork in New York, a comprehensive guide to the restaurants of New York City. After a ribald night sallying forth to some of his favorite “chummy and cheery” eateries, Lawton told me—over our fourth or fifth round of cocktails—that to carve out a niche for myself as a food critic, as was my desire, I first had to understand the science of food itself. And that meant establishing myself with credentials to back up my opinions. It was also Lawton who gifted me with a copy of The Gastronomical Me, a passionate and holistic celebration of food written by frequent New Yorker contributor, M.F.K. Fisher. It was a transcendent gift that informed everything about how I thought—and later wrote—about my relationship to food. 

			Lawton swiftly became a surrogate father to me. I met him after I had essentially been disowned by my parents the night they’d come home early from a weekend in the Hamptons and discovered me in their bed with our doorman, Timothée. I honestly do not know what cardinal offense disturbed them more: the fact that I’d dared to commit sodomy in their bed, or the fact that I’d chosen to do so with someone so plainly beneath my station in life. 

			Papa was a career diplomat. We’d moved to the United States from France when I was only nine. And Maman was a career diplomat’s wife. Her days were entirely devoted to organizing and hosting events for other career diplomats. Our Gramercy Park apartment was more like a suburb of the French Consulate than a home. I recall how I’d hide behind the glossy, violin-shaped leaves of the enormous fiddle leaf fig that hid the entrance to our butler’s pantry to watch their grand salons. My mind was filled with ideas about how I would describe those events when I wrote about them later in my journal, sparing no details. Cocktail dresses with the wrong shoes. Least popular canapés. And whispered conversations about which member of the Consul General’s office was dallying with what secretary in the press office. To my child’s mind, all of them were essential anecdotes.       

			It was always expected that I would follow Papa into a career in the diplomatic corps. But my interlude with Timothée changed all of that. My parents made it abundantly clear that my lapses in judgement meant I’d been newly consigned to make my own way in the world. Thankfully, Lawton also introduced me to his editorial assistant, Arthur Hunt, who taught me a lot about how to navigate life as a gay man in the city. It was a far cry from the life I’d thought to inherit. 

			Hence my application to enroll at the fledgling culinary school housed in the sprawling Davies mansion in the Prospect Hill neighborhood of New Haven. There were only forty-two students in residence that year, and the majority of them were bakers and clinical dieticians. Only a smattering were aspiring chefs. One of those was a woman—one of only two in the class—who had been working as Garde Manger in the kitchen at the fabled Le Pavillon in New York. That enviable aspect of her résumé caught my attention at once. 

			But it was really her demeanor that captivated me. Marguerite Steele was an enigma. Not just because of her unapologetic directness when it came to disagreements with the single chef on the small faculty about best practices, but also because of her stunning good looks and irreverent sense of humor. 

			I liked her immediately. It wasn’t long before the two of us began dining together or meeting later in the evenings to sit in the mansion’s grand parlor and share tales of our adventures off campus over cut-glass tumblers of the Rémy we’d stolen from the kitchen cupboard.

			She quickly acquired a penchant for calling me “Eco”—after my middle name, Ecole—because, as she explained, I was her sounding board.

			Meg, as she preferred to be called, was the daughter of an American railroad executive and his Québécoise wife. She’d spent most of her early childhood in Montréal, but her family later relocated to Albany, where her parents, as she said, threw up their hands trying to constrain her unruly behavior and consigned her to the care of the sisters at The Academy of the Sacred Heart. 

			“I didn’t last long there, either.” Meg laughed. “They finally shipped me off to Marymount in New York City, thinking perhaps the nuns there could ignite a passion in me for something other than perfecting flambéing techniques on the hot plate in my dormitory room. By that time, I was already more interested in cooking than reading the classics or tending the school’s victory garden.” 

			Luckily, since Marymount was a day school, Meg lived with her mother’s “eccentric” sister, Gisèle Overleaux, a spinster who had an apartment on the Upper East Side and who worked as a copy editor for Alfred A. Knopf. 

			“Gisèle shared my passion for food and gave me the latitude and the permission to explore other new worlds of . . . possibilities.”

			I recall how she fixed me with that penetrating gaze of hers. It was clear that we were immediately known to each other. So obvious was our connection that I made no effort at artifice. It felt so liberating to be able to be open with her in ways I could rarely entertain with anyone outside my immediate circle. And Meg seemed to share that same sentiment.

			She explained that it was through Gisèle she’d met writer Patricia Highsmith, who lived in Greenwich Village and frequented the lesbian bar, L’s. Highsmith was the one who’d connected Meg with Chef Henri Soulé, a close friend of the family of a Barnard College classmate. Soulé had taken an immediate liking to Meg and given her a job working part time as a porter in his kitchen at Le Pavillon. It didn’t take Meg long to advance through the ranks and accede to her post as Garde Manger. Soulé insisted that her obvious facility for cooking dictated that she continue her training outside the confines of his kitchen and personally vouched for her application to the institute.

			Her plans after completing the program in New Haven? 

			She demurred about that any time I asked her. It seemed to me that her future was tied to something—or someone—always just beyond reach.

			It wasn’t clear if she understood the constraint that held her back as well as I was beginning to. But one thing was certain: we each were captives of elusive demons, ensnared by webs of silken threads that neither of us seemed inclined to break.

			For my part, pursuing a career in the culinary arts was entirely consistent with my second education, the one I acceded to as I moved among the New York glitterati as an ornament on Arthur’s indulgent elbow. The dazzling panoply of restaurants and quaint bistros—each more splendid and refined than the ones before—guided me like the brilliant runway lights at Idlewild. 

			And of course, there was the endless succession of beautiful young men, most of them in exactly my same predicament: estranged from all family patronage and hostage to their “unholy” desires. Arthur graciously introduced me to this aspect of New York culture as well. He would squire me from private club to back-alley bar—and from his vantage point, seated at one of the ubiquitous “queen’s tables,” personally oversaw my first clumsy forays into what passed for the gay dating scene. 

			I had some income from a trust fund, and that allowed me to afford modest accommodations in a third-floor walk-up on Bleecker Street. That gave me a safe home base to return to after days spent looking for suitable employment and nights spent indulging my newest passions for fine food and male companionship. It was through Arthur that I met Frances Roth, who he explained was a fellow NYU graduate who’d had a successful legal career as a prosecutor in New Haven. After many years of active government service, Roth had been tapped by the New Haven Restaurant Association to establish and manage a culinary school—the first of its kind in the United States. Over dinner one evening at Le Veau d’Or with Lawton and Arthur, Mrs. Roth described the curriculum and encouraged a young man with my obvious penchant for haute cuisine to consider enrolling. 

			Within a month my mind was made up. I packed my few belongings and boarded the train for New Haven, imbued with hope that the three-month course would help set my feet firmly on the path toward a successful career as a food writer. 

			





KIP

			Paris, France

			1949

			14

			I FIRST MET PAUL CHILD in 1949. I had been dispatched to France to shoot photos at the Pétrus winery, producer of one of the finest Pomerol appellations of the Bordeaux region. Jean-Pierre Moueix, who had already risen to prominence promoting the Pétrus label in England and the United States, encouraged Gourmet Magazine to feature Pétrus in its upcoming issue on merlot-based wines—and Jane Montant, the magazine’s photography editor, engaged me to take the photos. I had worked with Jane many times previously and always found her expectations to be clear, and her requirements reasonable.

			Paul Child and his wife, both Americans living in Paris, were visiting the region and touring the winery that same day. I ran into them, literally, at both Pétrus and Latour wineries. The latter Jane had requested for backstory on the so-called “Right-Bank” appellations. Paul was busy snapping photos of every aspect of the scenic chateau with his Roloflex camera. When he noticed me, he expressed curiosity about my equipment and inquired about my apparent work assignment. I felt he’d done a credible job of concealing his surprise that Gourmet had dispatched a female photographer on this errand. I didn’t fault him for that—we were rare enough in those days. He went on to explain that he’d recently been posted to Paris to run the exhibits office for the US Information Agency, an arm of the American Embassy. His assignment was to design displays and exhibits to promote goodwill between France and the US as part of the Marshall Plan. 

			His wife, Julia, was a tall, expressive woman with pronounced curiosity about . . . everything—and an affable disposition. Paul made great use of her as he composed his shots, taking advantage of her uncommon height to block the sun as he ducked and snapped away. Paul shared that Julia had just enrolled in the Grand Diplôme program at Le Cordon Bleu, the celebrated culinary school in Paris. But Julia was quick to demur and assure me that she was a novice at best and had little expectation that her time there would yield more than properly learning how to clarify butter.

			I smiled and suggested that gaining any kind of clarity these days was a rarity.

			Her brown eyes sparkled with mirth.

			“I like you,” she said. “You must join us for a meal.”

			Paul agreed at once. “We will dine at Le Grand Véfour in the Palais Royal.” 

			He was delighted when I shared that I had once been there to photograph the reclusive writer, Colette, who frequented the ancient establishment and maintained a reserved seat at the head of a banquette. Paul didn’t seem at all surprised by the revelation. He noted that the food served there was so extraordinary, he always felt grateful to pay the bill.  

			As we all relaxed in the shade offered by a large oleander tree, he discussed how furiously he had been working to mount an exhibit chronicling the Berlin Airlift to display in the window of the TWA office on the Champs Élysées. He explained that this was his first major assignment since being posted in Paris and he was at sixes and sevens since the meager staff in his office was equipped with next to no equipment or supplies, not to mention the ongoing struggle to navigate the ubiquitous daily power outages. I had been planning to spend several days in Paris before traveling on to Marseille, so I offered to stop by his office and lend any support I could—at least insofar as helping him locate affordable sources for film, photographic paper, and other darkroom supplies.

			We parted on the friendliest of terms and arranged to meet for lunch on the following Thursday. I would visit Paul’s office in the Hôtel de Talleyrand, located in the Place de la Concorde, that morning.

			 

			 

			My journey to become a freelance photographer for Gourmet and various Condé Nast publications was a circuitous one, especially for a female photographer. And the truth it evoked was also a reminder of how the outcome of my poor life choices stained my family reputation like a broken sauce. That’s because I didn’t follow in my parents’ footsteps—or their parents’ footsteps. 

			I am descended from a long line of chefs, like a secret recipe that’s handed down for generations. The Kiplings have always been obsessed with food. And they’re not simply obsessed like a Midwestern family is obsessed with the weekly adventures of Fibber McGee and Molly. No. In my family, food was like a fine marinade that enveloped you as soon as you escaped the amniotic fluid of the womb. 

			This is not to say I didn’t try to toe the company line. I really did. But when it came to cooking, I just didn’t have that gene—or any of the other essential taste receptors in the pantheon that all great chefs are supposed to be imbued with. I couldn’t distinguish a hunk of Neufchâtel from a Necco wafer. So, after years of having one failed pursuit after another telegraph that I needed to make another selection, I did. I became a food writer. Then a photographer. It wasn’t until I picked up my first camera that I discovered my life’s true calling. 

			One could argue that this fallen apple didn’t roll too far away from the family tree. But being a freelance journalist wasn’t rarefied enough for my parents, not even when I started getting high-dollar assignments from top-tier New York City publications. They remained unimpressed. 

			Those who can, do. Those who can’t, write about it and get paid by the inch. 

			I didn’t bother to tell them that no one had been paid by the inch since Charles Dickens was sealing the fate of Little Nell. It was a nuance that would’ve carried about as much weight as a flake of finishing salt.

			But when aspiring food writer Laurent Bouchard first introduced me to Jane Montant at Gourmet Magazine, I leapt at the opportunity to try and dazzle her with my portfolio. Granted, most of my work had primarily indulged my passion for documentary photography. But Jane had been caught by the rawness and character of some portrait shots I’d taken of The New Yorker contributor M.F.K. Fisher. Jane related that she knew Fisher quite well and said the starkness of my photos had managed to capture the writer’s signature amalgamation of aloofness and intolerance. Jane confided that, in her view, Fisher had all the charm of an over-reduced sauce. I wasn’t sure about that part, but her assessment was enough to make me pick up a copy of The Gastronomical Me at Brentano’s. To say that Fisher had a passionate relationship with food was an understatement. 

			I’d first met Laurent at a gathering hosted by my photographer friend, George Platt Lynes. 

			“Laurent!” I recalled how George had summoned an extravagantly dressed man to join us where we stood at one such gathering, reviewing some contact prints of some of his latest photographs—including still life shots he’d taken of various combinations of fruits and vegetables to explore lighting techniques. I was fascinated by these and expressed that I’d always had an interest in food photography.

			George had wasted no time acting on my admission.

			“Come over here at once,” he commanded. “You must meet Kip.”

			Laurent covertly looked me over as if he were a clothier, sizing me up to select a less ill-fitting garment.

			“Charmed,” he said. 

			“A pleasure,” I replied.

			“Laurent is an aspiring food writer,” George explained. “And, Laurent? Kip here is an accomplished photographer, deserving of your patronage.”

			“Are you, indeed?” Laurent asked me. “But I must ask . . . what manner of name is Kip? Is it short for something?”

			“Kipling,” I replied. “Although my given name is Alice.”

			“Alice,” he proclaimed. “How may I be of service?”

			“Don’t you have meaningful connections to the scions of the magazine industry?” George asked.

			“Indeed I do.” Laurent draped an arm around my shoulders. “Come along with me, my dear Kip. We shall together plumb the depths of the culinary rabbit holes that are ubiquitous in this grand metropolis.”

			Laurent was one of several gay men George regularly included in his evening salons. He was quite a dashing figure in those days with lavish taste in both food and fashion. I learned he was the son of a French diplomat and had essentially been disowned by his father after the discovery of his homosexuality.

			Many of the guests who frequented George’s parties were of like minds—including me. 

			I liked Laurent immediately.

			Through my friendship with Lynes, I’d made lasting connections with other socially conscious photographers, all members of the New York Photo League. But cataloging everyday street life in New York City, no matter how devoted to the pursuit I was, didn’t pay my bills. It had been Laurent who’d provided me with the chance to become a stringer for Gourmet. And when that happened, I jumped at the chance. And that changed everything for me.

			It was through my connection to Gourmet that I first traveled to Paris, where I met Paul—and his wife, the aspiring American chef.

			It was also how I met Marguerite Steele.

			





MEG

			New York City

			1949

			15

			HENRI WAS ECSTATIC WHEN I’d successfully completed the twelve-week program at the Culinary Institute of Connecticut and returned to New York with my freshly minted certificate in hand, prepared to resume my duties as Garde Manger in his restaurant. 

			But Henri, as it happened, had other plans in mind. After I had been back at work for about two weeks, he approached me at the beginning of my shift and asked for a word.

			“You no longer will be consigned to the management of cold preparations,” he announced without preamble. “I would like you to step into the role of Chef de Tournant.”

			I was stunned. Henri was suggesting that I become a roundsman—a backup chef, prepared to fill in at any station in the kitchen regardless of import.

			“Es-tu certain?” I asked him. “What if I am not ready, Chef?”

			Henri dismissed my objections handily. “Ne sois pas ridicule. Tu es prête.”

			You are ready.

			His words rang in my ears like choir bells. As honored as I was by his confidence in me and my abilities, I worried that his insistence that I truly was ready for such a step might have been . . . aspirational. Still. One did not argue with a bona fide master chef. One showed respect and followed orders, without argument, at all times. So only one response was available to me.

			“Oui, Chef,” I replied. 

			Henri smiled and handed me a long apron, the same style all his Chefs de Partie wore when they worked their stations.

			That first night of service in my new role was a trial by fire. Never had I worked so fast on so many varied tasks. The nature of the roundsman’s job required that I had to be able to cook a wider variety of dishes and use more techniques than the rest of the kitchen staff. This meant Henri expected me to have an intimate knowledge of Le Pavillon’s menu and be equipped with the solid technical skills and training required to execute all aspects of it. I understood the unspoken part, too: that excelling in this role would well position me to begin developing the experience I’d need to one day become a head chef or sous chef—a rarity for women in fine dining establishments.

			At every turn throughout service, I heard another chef calling out for my assistance. In that seven-hour shift, I ran the gamut from wrapping delicate melon slices with prosciutto; dusting fresh tuna tartare with fennel pollen; making the blinis served with the caviar; rolling and filling the agnolotti; sautéing carrots in brown butter sauce; and, finally, assisting the sous chef with final plating during the most frenetic height of service.

			It was exhausting but exhilarating work. It was so intense I had hardly any awareness of the passage of time. When Chef Henri appeared before me near the end of service and removed the balloon whisk from my hand—I had been assisting the saucier by keeping his custard in motion—I could scarcely believe it. 

			“Bien,” he said to me. “C’était un excellent service. Tu es née pour cuisiner.”

			Were those really his words to me? I had done well. I was born to cook.

			There was a smattering of applause. Then the entire kitchen staff joined in while Henri looked on proudly. Henri let it continue for a few moments before he clapped his own hands together, signaling to us that it was time to get back to business and then to clear down.

			Somehow, I had survived my first service and delivered a good performance. 

			One night down.

			Tomorrow night, with luck, I’d get to do it all again. 

			 

			 

			It was nearly 11 p.m. by the time I reached Gisèle’s flat in Greenwich Village. After I let myself in and headed to the kitchen to see if I could cobble together something to eat, I saw her note to me propped up on the small drop leaf table where we sometimes took our meals if we were dining alone.

			 

			Gone to Emmy’s. Call if you need me. Hope your first night was a success. Bagels from Russ’s in the bread box—left over from work meeting. Love, G

			 

			At some point during my time in New Haven, Emmy and Gisèle had reconnected and begun seeing each other again. I was happy about that. I had always liked Emmy and noticed how incomplete Gisèle had seemed without her. 

			Had Patricia Highsmith facilitated their happy ending, too?

			I doubted it. Pat’s skills seemed geared more toward blowing things up than bringing them together.

			More than once, I had found myself agreeing with Gisèle’s assessment that Pat would end up owning the world. I smiled to myself as I retrieved one of the fat pumpernickel bagels from the bread box and proceeded to make a pastrami sandwich. That was when the phone on an end table in the living room rang. I was curious about who on earth would be calling this late.

			On the other hand, it was a Friday night in New York City. All the serious night owls were just getting started.

			“Hello?”

			“Meg! I’m happy you’re at home.” It was Laurent. I hadn’t seen him since we’d finished our program in New Haven. “Is it too late to stop by? I’m at the San Remo, so I can be there in about five minutes.”

			I was exhausted and didn’t really feel like company. What I mostly wanted was to eat my sandwich, bathe, and fall into bed. But Laurent and I had become fast friends during our twelve weeks in New Haven, and I found myself missing his company since I’d been back in the city.

			“Oui,” I said. “Of course you can stop by. You remember the address?”

			“Oui,” he replied. “Is tante Gisèle at home, too?”

			“Non. Just me.”

			“Merde. I want to meet her, of course. Perhaps another time?”

			“Perhaps at a more decent hour, Eco?” I suggested, playfully invoking his nickname.

			“You are such a stickler.” I could hear music and laughing in the background. “We have much to catch up on. I’ll be there shortly.”

			He rang off.

			As I ate my sandwich, I wondered if Laurent would show up alone. If memory served, he was rarely without male companionship—and, by his own account, almost never dated the same man twice. The speed of his experience coming out in the city had dwarfed my own. I was still a novice—or what the older lesbians called, “a baby gay”—with no real experience. 

			It wasn’t that I had no desire to change that. It was more that I was hampered by my hapless devotion to someone who I knew would never be able to share my feelings. That was a bitter pill to swallow, and it made my baby gay existence much more difficult and frustrating to navigate. 

			Besides, when I wasn’t up to my elbows reducing a sauce or prepping Henri’s mise en place, I barely had two seconds to rub together. It wasn’t like my new life was shaping up to afford me loads of spare time to consider my options.

			Maybe I should return to L’s and see if Pat still found me attractive?

			Even I had to laugh at that idea. 

			No. I was fated to remain a hopeless case, moored forever to a failed dream of something that could never come to pass. Even Giséle’s long-suffering friends would occasionally take time out from their heated conversations about the impending economic recession, the Chinese Civil War, and whether or not the newly formed North Atlantic Treaty Organization would effectively stave off Soviet aggression and the spread of communism to consider strategies for putting an end to my pathetic status as a fledgling baby gay. 

			Of course, these were things I could never discuss with Camille, who was recently engaged to her freshly minted MD, who had been freed from imprisonment in Italy after Mussolini surrendered in May of 1945. They were planning a June wedding in Québec, although Camille had confided in me that she really hoped they could be married on Savage Island. She had taken Édouard there with the family during the months I’d been attending culinary school, and she reported that he had loved the place as much as we did.

			I somehow doubted that was possible—at least for my part. And I really had no desire to be there with them and experience, firsthand, their devoted bliss. I did the best I could to conceal these feelings from Camille, but I suspected she was sharp enough and knew me well enough to see through my flimsy excuses detailing all the reasons I couldn’t visit Savage Island while they were there. 

			At least with my new position in the restaurant, I wouldn’t have to concoct any future excuses to be unavailable. I’d barely be able to carve out enough time to sleep, much less think about a vacation.

			Loud knocking on our door jolted me out of these somber reflections.

			Laurent had arrived.

			 

			 

			Over nightcaps, which I wasn’t persuaded Laurent needed—and I certainly didn’t require—he filled me in on his activities since returning to the city from New Haven.

			Lawton Mackall had been able to connect him with the food section editor at The New York Times, and Laurent was giddy about the chance to work as a stringer for them. It wasn’t a regular gig by a long shot. But it was as close to one as he was likely to get until he had built up his writing portfolio. So he’d been out on the town with someone named Dawson. 

			I didn’t bother asking if I’d get to meet him. That would’ve been a waste of time.

			“You know, it’s a supreme irony that your middle name is Eco—when the last thing you ever do is a repeat performance. When do you think you might settle down and have a relationship with one of these men that lasts longer than a prix fixe meal?” I asked him with a smile.

			“My dear,” he replied. “When what’s left of me is finally worn out enough to be ready to settle down, I promise you’ll be the first to know.” He considered his answer. “Okay. Maybe the second. What about you?” He chose to turn the tables. “Any progress on the dating front?”

			“You already know the answer to that.”

			He shook his head. “Ne perds pas ton temps. Life is short.”

			“I am not wasting my time, Eco. I am simply not yet ready to move on.”

			“When will you be ready, Meg? Once Pinkerton returns?”

			“Very funny.” Laurent’s ridiculous reference was to the tragic fate of Madama Butterfly, who waited in vain for her lover, Pinkerton, to return. He never did—at least, not to her.

			Laurent had shared with me that he’d seen and fallen in love with the opera in 1946 after the Met felt the opera, with its Japanese themes and setting, would be safe to perform again for an American audience. I recalled how much Camille had loved the opera, too, when she first saw it staged in Montréal. I suppose the irony of Butterfly’s plight—being consigned to eternal suffering because her love for Pinkerton was not returned—escaped her.

			Or maybe it hadn’t? Because we could never discuss this aspect of our relationship, I would never truly know what Camille thought about me and my devotion to her. I realized I had only myself to blame for that. After she started dating the sainted Édouard, I did my best to conceal my broken heart from her.

			“Let us change the subject, shall we?” 

			“Oui, Chef.” Laurent gave me one of his dazzling smiles. “Apropos of that, tell me how things are progressing for you at Le Pavillon. Do you regret dropping out of NYU to peel carrots for Chef Henri?”

			“I definitely do not regret it,” I replied. “In fact, tonight was my very first performance as Henri’s Chef de Tournant.”

			I could tell by the look of amazement that spread across Laurent’s features that he was blindsided by my news. 

			“Mon Dieu! What incredible news!” He threw up his hands with excitement. “It’s sensational. I hardly know how to respond.”

			It pleased me to see him so excited. “It makes me happy, too. I did not see it coming.”

			“Did you not? I did. You are a natural in the kitchen, Meg. It is where you belong. Anyone who has seen you cook knows that.”

			I had no ready reply to his compliment, so I made none. 

			“What next?” he asked.

			“What do you mean, ‘what next?’” I asked. “I keep doing this until . . .”

			“Until . . . what?”

			“I don’t know. Until the next thing comes along.”

			“Meg,” Laurent reached for the bottle of Bordeaux I had opened and placed on the table between our chairs, “you never wait until the next thing comes along. You determine what the next thing is, and you set about making it happen.”

			“Oh?” I asked sweetly. “Do tell, Eco. Is that what’s in store for
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			The Foreword INDIES Publisher of the Year Award was presented to Bywater Books for its twenty years of ushering in the “coming of age of queer literature.”

			 

			In a year when LGBTQ+ communities faced renewed attacks and the names of DEI efforts were sullied by those in power, Bywater Books remained firm in its commitment to publishing titles that celebrate queer existence and that embrace diversity. Their world-widening books make us laugh, make us cry, and stand as enduring testaments to the breadth of love and the human experience.

			 

			–Foreword Reviews

			Bywater Books believes that all people have the right to read or not read what they want—and that we are all entitled to make those choices ourselves. But to ensure these freedoms, books and information must remain accessible. Any effort to eliminate or restrict these rights stands in opposition to freedom of choice. 

			Please join with us by opposing book bans and censorship of the LGBTQ+ and BIPOC communities. 

			At Bywater Books, we are all stories. 

			For more information about Bywater Books, our publishing mission, authors, and our titles, please visit our website.

			 

			https://bywaterbooks.com
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