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“What in the hell is this?” André came running into the kitchen, flailing his arms, almost hitting Franklin, the dishwasher.

“What’s what?” Melissa sighed, coming into to the front of the kitchen.

André looked over at her, glanced down, and picked up a dish. It was the Steak Frites. Immediately, Melissa saw the problem. “Umm...”

“Yes!” André yelled.

“They wanted the steak well done, with ketchup on the side,” Assistant Chef Joseph came rushing over to Melissa’s side.

“You didn’t have to come and protect me,” Melissa said, whispering in Joseph’s ear.

Melissa had been André’s sous-chef for over ten years. While some might think that was too long, she enjoyed every moment—in spite of André.

“These peasants we serve,” André continued, rolling his eyes up in exasperation. “They need to forage for their food in the back alleys, if this is what they do.” He kept jerking the plate in front of her.

Melissa took it and looked at the food. Yeah, they had ruined it. They’d killed the cow twice, as they say. “I’ll let them know that they just insulted the Van Gough of the culinary world, and they are not to darken the steps of La nourriture des dieux, until they take classes at Le Cordon Bleu. With an average of an A minus of course.”

The kitchen went silent as the staff slowly backed away.

André stood there glaring. Then a smile crept across his craggy face. He crossed to Melissa and kissed her on the forehead. “You always manage to bring my blood pressure down.” He took the plate from her. “Tracy!” He waved over the waitress. “Take this garbage to the swine.” He walked off in a huff.

Melissa shook her head, smiling. The kitchen went back to humming and she returned to cutting ingredients for the next dish.

She couldn’t really blame André for getting upset. La nourriture des dieux was not your ordinary French restaurant.

The dining room was clever—not modern, but French rustic. When patrons sat down for an exquisite meal, it was as if they were eating in a country kitchen in the mountain ranges of France, from the Alps to the Pyrenees.

The kitchen, however, was very modern—extensively equipped with the latest gadgets and gizmos that made a chef’s life easier. But there were no shortcuts in ingredient use. Every dish was made in the French tradition. If you wanted authentic, with no added twists, this was the place to come.

Franklin came over after the dust settled. “We’re going to call you the ‘Ass-Hole Whisperer.’”

Melissa burst into laughter. Yeah, André was trying someti—no, all the time.

Joseph moved closer. “Don’t you start,” she quickly said to him before he opened his mouth.

“Why do you take it?”

She looked at the tall, lanky man with disheveled blond hair. He was André’s right-hand man—her being the left. He was much younger than one would expect under André, who’d been in the business for over forty years. But he was good.

“You don’t understand him like I do. In fact, I bet none of you guys actually sat down and talked with him,” Melissa said, looking around the kitchen.

“We’re afraid, we’re very afraid,” Kirk, another waiter, said. The kitchen erupted in laughter.

Melissa chuckled. “Well, you shouldn’t be.”

“Hey, we get it,” Franklin said. “He’s a good chef and the temperament goes with it. He’s the quintessential Diva.”

Franklin should talk—he was everyone’s go-to for the latest gossip. With his shaved head and thin goatee, he looked like a much younger Samuel L. Jackson.

“The greatest,” Joseph corrected him.

“We’ve seen his softer side. Not much,” Kirk said, and the others laughed. “He pays well, better than any restaurant in town. And he has excellent reviews. But his head is bigger than that suckling pig we had last week.”

Melissa gathered her ingredients off the cutting board. “Yeah, I think he just does it to perpetrate the stereotype.” She laughed.

“Well, he’s doing an excellent job,” Tracy said, coming back into the kitchen.

Tracy was Melissa’s best friend at the restaurant—her personal cheerleader, always following her around and singing her praises. Her striking blonde hair shaved on one side and a tattoo at the nape of her neck wasn’t what you would expect in a waitress at a French restaurant.

André thought she was a bit ditzy; she sometimes agreed. But the staff wouldn’t know what to do without her. She knew her job and how to make customers feel as if they were the only ones in the room.

“Oh, table seven wants the stuffed capon,” Tracy said, picking up another dish.

“Oooh! My favorite dish to make,” Melissa said. She grabbed a sack of flour, but before she could hoist it onto her shoulder, Kirk took it from her.

“My lady.”

“Thank you, Kirk,” Melissa said. Kirk still threw his jacket over puddles so women could walk on it. He was a cute, freckled-faced redhead—a little plump from André’s cooking and great advertising for his food. He had a cherub face that matched his sweet personality.

Freed up a bit, Melissa ran to the main kitchen. André was sautéing something. “Hey.” She tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hey, yourself. Got the stuff ready for the ambrosia salad?”

“Yep. We got an order for stuffed capon.”

André stopped and looked at her, smiling. “Your specialty.”

“Yep.”

He bowed and swept his hands toward the counter. “My best regards.”

Melissa kissed him on the cheek and went straight to work.

She called for one of the temporary assistant sous-chefs and they got to work.

This was one of the main reasons she stayed. André was generous—he let her spread her wings in the kitchen. She perfected dishes until they were good enough for him to put her name on the menu.

He was tough, though. That was okay. If she wanted to own her own restaurant, she needed that toughness. He encouraged her and had personally taken it upon himself to teach her—not just cooking, but the ways of the culinary world: the language, the style.

She was grateful. He was the adult she’d needed in her life for so many years.

“You have perfected this, that you can make it in your sleep, cheri,” André said, coming over to her.

“I know, I know. I just want to make sure. I’m waiting for someone to order the Chateaubriand. A lot of people are not eating beef,” Melissa groused.

“That’s because they don’t know how to eat it. Like that steak. Well done.” André huffed and shook his head. “A fine piece of meat like that. I’m seriously considering buying all my beef from a convenience store, instead of the meat market.”

Melissa laughed. “André, you’re too much.”

André took her wrist. “Tell you what. Come over to the summer place this weekend, and make it for me.”

Melissa side-eyed him. “And have you grade it?”

“You said I’m your best critic.” He raised a finger. “I am hard on you, because it makes you better.”

Melissa nodded, still cutting.

“You want the restaurant you open to be an extension of you. The food that comes out of there is you.”

Melissa nodded again. Every critique André gave was to make her better.

“And the food critics that critique your food?” she asked slyly.

“Bah!” He waved his hand. “They are phonies. They couldn’t tell if filet mignon was served to them on a bun with a special sauce.”

“Oh André.” Melissa laughed.

“I am going out on the floor to mingle with my guests.”

“Don’t bite anyone’s head off, André. I have to get this dish together and I don’t have time to come and pull you off a customer.”

André placed his hands on his chest and grimaced. “Qui, moi? I will not cause trouble.” He left the kitchen.

“I bet my next paycheck,” her assistant said.

“Mmm. That man is a handful, that’s for sure. Come on, let’s get this dish together.”

The rest of the evening passed without major incident. Some waitstaff, however, complained—about the tips.

Melissa went to André’s office. He was looking over tomorrow’s reservations. “A full house again,” he cheered.

“The seats never get cold,” Melissa said, taking a seat.

“That’s because of me,” André said, beating his chest.

“I have to agree with you there.”

Melissa watched the man she called her mentor—older, in his late sixties, but he didn’t look it or act it. With a closely shaved white beard and mustache, he looked like a man of distinction. But get him mad and his Brooklyn temper surfaced in a New York second.

“And thanks to my sous-chef and wait staff. The best a man can ask for.” He pinched her cheek—something she hated, but tolerated.

“And my Assistant Chef of course,” he continued.

“Well, speaking of waitstaff, their tips are sad.”

“What’s this?” He looked at her with concern.

“Tracy got a twenty-dollar tip on a three hundred and seventy-five-dollar check.”

“What?” André was furious.

He hated when his staff was underappreciated.

Melissa understood. Even though the staff gave her a hard time, they also had her back. André paid them above minimum wage; he believed you got great work from people who didn’t worry about paying their electric bill.

Tips, he said, were a customer saying, “I love your work.” Making a great dish was as close to painting a masterpiece. And the only way to show appreciation for a great painting is to pay for it. You tip a waiter or waitress for great service.

“Is she the only one?” he asked.

“Nope—Cathy, Kirk, and Tim.”

André threw down his appointment book. “Why do customers come to an expensive place like this and throw dimes at my staff? I know my people; I see them out there busting their asses. They go way beyond the call of duty to these...crofters!”

“I know.” Melissa sighed.

“I don’t want the gratuity added to the check, like some restaurants do. I want people to show their gratitude sincerely. It makes my staff happy to know they genuinely like what they’re doing.”

“I know. Some people come here with just enough for the check and tax,” Melissa tried to explain.

“Then don’t come here at all!” André shouted.

Melissa raised her hands. “Look, just telling you what’s going on.”

“I know, cheri. I don’t mean to yell at you.” André sighed. “I must rethink this.”

“In the meantime, I came here to tell you I got extra help for the Luftons’ dinner party next month. That gives me six weeks to help you plan.”

“Good.” He paused and tapped his chin with a pencil. “Would you like to oversee all of it?”

Melissa felt adrenaline hum through her. “Would I?”

“You take all the pay and tips, except for the tips your help gets of course.”

“Thank you. That’s a one hundred and fifty-guest dinner party. I’m really gonna need that six weeks now.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“But these are the Luftons,” Melissa emphasized.

“Yeah, the biggest snobs in Manhattan. I tell you,” André said, waving his pencil. “If I served fried fish sticks and told them they were imported, they would brag to their friends that they had it in the South of France years ago.”

Melissa laughed. “André, you’re too much.”

“No, cheri. I’ve just been in this business a long time. I’ve seen it all.” He got up. “I’m going back on the floor. The late-night dinner crowd will soon be here.”

The late dinner crowd was more demanding—many patrons arrived after shows. They drank a lot, so things got interesting. It was loud.

“Did you talk to André about the tip situation?” Joseph asked.

“Yeah, he was fit to be tied too.”

“Don’t blame him. I remember when I used to wait tables. I would do everything for them, cut the food on their plate and feed it to them, and still get chump change. I think that’s when I decided to become a chef.”

Melissa chuckled. “People don’t realize that waitstaff makes the bulk of their pay with tips. Luckily, André pays well,” she said, dicing green onions.

“You’re telling me. But don’t let that get out to the customers, or they will never tip.” Joseph left.

“Got that right,” Melissa said to herself.

Thirty minutes later, while prepping ingredients for a cheese soufflé, she heard a commotion.

“What the...?” She and the others headed to the door and cracked it open.

It was André, screaming at the top of his lungs at a man who was equally loud.

On closer inspection, they all saw who it was.

Kenneth Greig, the famous food critic—and André’s arch enemy.

“Watch out now! The fur is gonna fly tonight,” Franklin said as they all peered through the cracked door.

They listened to what was being said—so did the rest of the patrons.

This wasn’t good, Melissa thought.

“You hillbilly swine!” André said as he hovered over the man.

“Funny you should say swine, because I wouldn’t feed this slop to a pig!” Greig said, throwing down his napkin.

“We’re not talking about your family right now,” André countered.

Melissa and the crew grimaced. “Ouch,” Tracy said.

“You call this beef bourguignon?” Greig asked, lifting the plate and putting it under André’s nose.

“That’s bœuf bourguignon, you rube!”

“The insults get better and better,” Joseph said.

“You won’t find that anywhere outside of Paris at that quality,” André spat.

“Thank goodness,” Greig shot back. “I’m going to be glad to write the review on this. All this time you’ve been pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes, making them think you’re this great chef. I will put you out of business!”

“You give me anything other than a five star, and I’ll see to it, that I’ll have your head on my next menu item.”

“Ooh, that was good,” Franklin said. Everyone giggled.

“Really Franklin,” Melissa rolled her eyes.

“Is that a threat?” Greig asked, standing now within inches of André.

“I don’t make threats. Print that and you’re dead!”

There were gasps in the restaurant. Patrons gawked; some took pictures with their iPhones. Melissa wanted to hit them all over the head with a cast-iron skillet.

“That’s it! I’m going to the office and write that review now. I was going to wait a week, to give you a chance to get your act together.” Greig stormed off...

....with André right behind him.

“Oh God.” Melissa started taking off her smock. “I need to—”

Joseph stopped her. “Don’t make it look worse. Look out there. People are still inside talking. If you run after him, it will really bring attention.” He turned back to everyone. “Okay, nothing to see here, let’s get back to work.” He walked off and the rest returned to their stations.

“He’s right,” Tim said, walking with Melissa to the prep area. “Let them duke it out in the streets. André can hold his own.”

Melissa sighed. They were right. This wasn’t the first time André performed a show in front of guests; he was known for it. It would blow over.

She still hoped Greig didn’t write that review.

Melissa’s alarm went off early the next morning. André had given her the day off before the fiasco with Greig. He wanted her ready to make Chateaubriand for him that weekend and to prepare for the Lufton party—work that would take her a week or so to organize.

She rolled over in bed and turned on the television. She actually wanted to go into work. She loved her job, she got along with the staff, and most of all she liked André.

Some wondered about their relationship.

Especially the staff. At first, they thought she was his girlfriend. Melissa had to laugh.

Although André wasn’t a bad-looking man, he was old enough to be her father. The culinary world thought they were an item. He'd put that rumor to rest, however.

He was more like a Dutch uncle. She relied on him for so much—not just food and business advice, but personal matters too. He was easy to talk to.

She laughed to herself. Everyone tried to figure him out but couldn’t. That’s what he wanted, she surmised. He got a kick out of being the hostile, egotistical pompous ass. He told her Americans expected it.

Americans—he was more American than anyone. Yes, he was French, but he'd spent most of his adult life in Brooklyn. Melissa shook her head and smiled. He was a character.

Her phone rang, startling her. She wasn’t expecting calls this early. Maybe it was André needing her at the restaurant—he had said they had a full house that night.

She answered. “Hello?”

“Melissa! It’s me, Joseph. Oh my God. Oh my God!”

“What? What’s going on Joseph?” Melissa got up and paced. “Joseph, are you there; what’s going on?” His voice was ragged, he was crying, and reception crackled.

“I’m at the restaurant. I....I went to the freezer to see what we had in inventory. I...oh God!”

“Good grief man, what is it?”

“There’s human body parts scattered all over the place... it’s so...bloody. There’s not even a head!”

She heard enough; she dropped her
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