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		NO 1 RUE DE LOUDENNE

		
		I had passed the gray, grand old house at No 1 rue de Loudenne on several occasions since moving to Médoc, but I had never thought that it would ever have anything to do with me.

		We had left our Parisian lives a few years earlier and had settled in a farmhouse in the northern part of Médoc, right in the middle of the dense pine forests and close to the beautiful white beaches of the Atlantic coast. We had entered a mysterious new world of winemakers, hunters, vegetable growers, and local gourmands whose way of life seemed in many ways more content, simpler, and perhaps fuller than we had any right to expect. We were, in a word, happy! Our growing family felt at home in the countryside, and as the years passed we realized that we would probably never leave. We thought about buying a farmhouse to call our own, maybe something closer to the vineyards we love. It had to be special; it had to suit us.

		Our friend Fabien, a local winemaker with a huge appetite and appreciation for life and all it has to offer, took matters into his own hands. He said, “You should live closer to us,” probably because he had one eye on popping in for lunch now and then when he’d tire of working the tractor in his vineyards. A few days later, on a sunny, warm, late-January Monday, Oddur and I were driving around with Fabien’s childhood friend, Stéphane, a local real estate agent who knows the twisted back roads of Médoc as well as anyone. He had three properties shortlisted for us. While they were all pretty enough, none was love at first sight, and it had to be. He was a little disappointed, and we seemed, I imagine, difficult to please.

		On the way back home the car was silent. I realized that though I hadn’t really gotten my hopes up, now that nothing had appealed to me, I felt a little let down; I had been so sure we’d easily find something we’d like. Halfway back home, Stéphane started saying something, then stopped. Moments later he hesitantly continued, “There is one house that is absolutely not what you are looking for, but something tells me you might like it. I don’t have the keys, but do you mind if we go back and take a quick look?” He told us the house was in the village of St Yzans. Since we have always liked that part of Médoc, the wine country close to St Estèphe, we felt we had nothing to lose.

		Ten minutes later we entered through the rusty, rambling gates of No 1 rue de Loudenne and found ourselves amongst the weeds and poorly maintained rosebushes that lined the walls of the house. Stéphane explained to us that the building was empty and gave us a brief version of the history of it. Originally a winemaking château, it was once a hotel and restaurant and finally a family home. He told us that it had been lived in for years by a tough old lady who had died the year before, and now the estate was in the hands of her only son. He offered to call the owner who lived nearby if we wanted to look inside. Oddur hesitated; it just seemed like too much house, too farfetched (and he never thinks anything is farfetched)—we had been looking for a farmhouse, not a former château in the middle of a quiet village—but I just needed to see this house.

		As we waited patiently in the garden, an elderly man, walking so slowly that he didn’t really seem to be moving, advanced alongside the house up the street that leads to the cemetery. He stopped right in front of the gate, adjusted his sailor’s cap, and stared at me for about a minute. He didn’t gesture for me to come closer; he didn’t seem to want to enter. He just seemed to be assessing the situation. Our eyes met and he gave me the faintest smile, as if to say, “I’m the past of St Yzans, and if you want to be the future, you have my blessing.” Then he turned without saying a word and continued his stroll.

		Monsieur Ladra, the very pleasant, slightly plump, and always well-dressed owner of the house, arrived minutes later with a big smile on his kind, teddy bear face. Within minutes he had disclosed his family’s whole history, the account of how, through his great-grandmother’s dalliance, the house had become family property. Then he gave us the grand tour. The big, faded, blue-green door that opens up into the central staircase seemed stuck, perhaps a last attempt by this old dame of a building to keep her independence. But she relented and, once inside, as I gazed up the staircase, I knew I would live here, forever. The tiles beneath my feet were so pretty, the staircase right out of a fairy tale with faded, peeling wallpaper, and a bright blue light piercing through the window shutters on the second-floor landing. The house seemed much bigger from inside than it had from the courtyard, the corridors so wide, the ceilings so high. Stéphane led us up a dodgy ladder to the terrace on the roof—which he called “la cerise sur le gâteau,” the cherry on the cake—with wonderful views of the vineyards and even, on a clear day, of the Gironde estuary.

		But for me, what sealed the deal was the kitchen. So much history buried in the cupboards and in the old tiles peeking out from under a modern linoleum flooring. A fireplace so large and inviting. What food I could make here! Where Stéphane saw great value and renovating possibilities, where Oddur saw beauty and flawless light, I saw nothing but steaks and duck breasts grilling in the fireplace; pots simmering on a stove; baskets filled with onions, parsnips, and potatoes; garlic and hams hanging from the ceilings. I saw myself cooking feasts in that kitchen.

		Monsieur Ladra spoke lovingly of his mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, Plantia, all of whom had been passionate, accomplished cooks. Plantia had run a hotel and restaurant and, according to him, the food had been legendary. He took us to the part of the house where the guest rooms had been, the numbers still on the doors, each one equipped with a porcelain sink. Some of the furniture was even still there, in all its termite-eaten glory. He enjoyed telling us tales of big shots from Bordeaux who used to come up north for the hunting season, unaccompanied by their wives. These gentlemen spent their mornings hunting, their lunches feasting on Plantia’s food, and the evenings enjoying the fine wines of the region and, of course, the company of the ladies. He told us the house had been occupied by the Germans in the war, that at one time they’d had palm trees in the garden and a big sign on the side of the house that said “Hôtel de France.” By the end of our tour, Monsieur Ladra told us we could keep any furniture we liked and offered to lend us a key so we could take a look whenever we wanted. As one last sales pitch, he casually added, “I have many of the old photographs from the good old days, and maybe I can even find some of my great-grandmother’s recipes.” The last bit caught my attention.

		That night there was no discussion of “Should we?” Our fate was already sealed.

		Very soon after we offered on the property, Monsieur Ladra, true to his word, gave us the keys. He added, “You’re not really supposed to, but if you want to start work on it, just go ahead. This house is yours now; do with it what you want.” It became a favorite pastime to visit the house, drive through the vineyards that lead to St Yzans, imagine what if would feel like to drive that road when we’d actually be on our way home. Many Sunday afternoons were spent having “picnics” in the “Salle des Vendanges”—the harvest room, where years ago the women of the Ladra family cooked for sweaty and hungry harvesters. Next to the harvest rooms they had showers for the workers, and we decided early on that we’d keep at least one booth intact. It has a nice ring to it: lunch and a shower.
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		On one visit we discovered that although the house was technically not inhabited didn’t mean it was completely deserted. A bat had taken up lodgings in a small, windowless room on the second floor that seemed to be an in-house antiques shop, filled with all sorts of curiosities: a French flag, old syringes, a crib, and numerous dressers. None of us is enchanted by bats, including the dogs who can’t really catch them (though not for lack of trying), and just knowing about that creature put us in a state of constant alert. Our son, Hudson, more scared than any of his five sisters, ran screaming through the corridors of the house on many occasions—to the great pleasure of his competitive younger sister Louise.

		While the bat ruled inside, a black cat had taken to guarding the front door. She was always there when we arrived, and when she saw us she would slip elegantly into the basement, through the slightly open shutters that lead to the wine cellar. I started calling her Plantia, imagining that the former mistress of the house was checking in on the new owners.

		Sometime in late summer the bat was gone, and though the rest of the family was relieved, I realized I missed her; somehow she added a touch of derelict glamour that only bats and ghosts can provide. At least Plantia had taken up residence in our vegetable garden and didn’t seem to be going anywhere.
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		ST YZANS is a small, quiet village, so quiet that people who visit us often ask if anyone else lives here. During my visits that first summer, I occasionally ran in to a villager or two. They were usually as curious as I was; they had heard we were coming and they wanted to know more. It was that mix of anticipation and caution. “It’s our village, but you are welcome,” they could have said.

		One early summer’s day I finally encountered the old man from that first time we had toured the house. His name was Monsieur Gilet, and he had lived all his life in the village. Madame Ladra, the one who had just passed away, had been his teacher at school, and later he had installed all the electricity in the house. He spoke fondly of the food that he had enjoyed there, especially the fava bean soup. “Everybody knew that Madame Pautard was an excellent cook,” he said, talking about Plantia and her daughter. Mostly he spoke about his deceased wife, who was now resting in the cemetery down the road where he went twice every day despite his walking difficulties and where he spent a good deal of time before slowly heading back.

		A friend introduced me to the town’s mayor, Monsieur Segundo Cimbrone, one of the last communists in the region, who welcomed me with open arms. His wife, Conchita, had worked in the vineyards when she was younger, only, she said, “to be able to attend the harvest lunches at 1 rue de Loudenne.” Little by little, week by week, I slowly met everybody, and most of them had something to say about our future home. Mr. Souslikoff, the mustachioed mechanic who loves old Citroëns, remembered how 1 rue de Loudenne was the only house with a telephone and how he’d been allowed to go there on two occasions with his parents to place important calls. Monsieur Teyssier, who owns half the basements and barns in St Yzans and knows all the secrets, remembered everything best, but then he knows everything about everybody.

		Everyone had a story about the meals they had had in the Ladra/Pautard house. Some had old photographs to share. I quickly got inspired to re-create some of those dishes.
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		By fall we had signed the deeds, toasted with Champagne, and were ready to start—with the kitchen, of course. We formed a small team, led by jack-of-all-trades Sasha, a Russian ex-soldier, not without charm and certainly not without temper, whose many talents as a handyman were overshadowed only by his gifts as a storyteller. He almost always does his job well—and when he doesn’t, it’s simply not his fault. Heat, cold, humidity, rain, and sun are all his allies. When Oddur asked in winter why the paint was peeling off the wall, Sasha replied, “Because you are not heating enough.” When Oddur asked in summer why the paint was peeling off the wall, Sasha said, “Because your house is too hot.” An ex-bouncer at a pub near the beach, Sasha has an imposing presence, the build of a rugby player, and a German shepherd whose temperament matches that of his master. Sasha likes to talk of himself in the third person, and in the months when work had started but before we moved in, he gave himself much credit for deterring “thieves and gypsies.” “Hah, none of those guys dares so much as look at the house with Sasha in the garden,” he’d say, and then he would laugh like only he can and, at some point, quote his idol, Vladimir Putin.

		Come November, Sasha’s beautiful work in the kitchen was done, and I started using the room immediately. We’d sometimes come to the house on the weekends and I’d cook all day as if we lived there already. Then we’d pack up all the food and head back home to the forest. But a large family, no matter how much we love cooking, needs more than just a semifunctional kitchen, and Sasha’s pace left me wondering if we’d ever move in. One day, Oddur drafted the men who were planting the olive trees outside to paint a few rooms so we could at least move in before Christmas.

		Which is what we did, right on Christmas Eve. Oddur drove the move; no matter what, he was going to spend Christmas in the new house. So he dragged us and the dogs kicking and screaming in several car rides filled with presents and sheets and food until we had just enough stuff at No 1 rue de Loudenne to celebrate the holidays. You could call it adventurous. It was definitely hectic. I wasn’t really up for it, but I allowed it to happen. And it was the best Christmas of my life.

		FROM THE DAY I first set foot in No 1 rue de Loudenne, when I first walked into that beautiful big kitchen that I now cook in every day, when I discovered that the house had been a restaurant, when I realized that it had a big dining room and a second, smaller kitchen next to that, I knew what would happen next.

		This was the house that had to be a restaurant and this is the book that wrote itself.

		

		

		







		
		

		PLANTIA’S TARTE TATIN
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		SERVES 6
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		I never got to meet Plantia, our house’s former mistress, who lived in another era. But from having asked around and talked to villagers who remember her from when they were children, I know she was a woman with a deep love of food. Her cooking may not have been adventurous, but what she cooked was always of the highest standard with the finest produce around. Her absolute favorite dessert was a classic tarte Tatin, and she wouldn’t serve it with crème fraîche for anything; it was all down to the caramelized apples. If they weren’t good enough, she simply wouldn’t make the tarte—maybe she’d settle for an apple compote instead. But when she approved of the apples, when she really wanted to make someone happy, she turned to her signature dessert.

		It gives me goose bumps, cooking in this kitchen where I have also written this book, to think that a hundred years ago, another woman was cooking the very same thing in the very same corner, according to the same principles. Plantia, I promise I will never ever make a tarte Tatin without thinking of the lady in black.

		FOR THE SWEET TART DOUGH

		1½ CUPS / 180 G ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR, SIFTED, PLUS MORE FOR ROLLING

		⅓ CUP / 65 G SUGAR

		PINCH OF FINE SEA SALT

		1 LARGE EGG YOLK

		7 TABLESPOONS / 100 G COLD UNSALTED BUTTER, CUT INTO SMALL PIECES, PLUS MORE FOR THE PAN

		FOR THE APPLES

		½ CUP / 100 G SUGAR

		1 VANILLA BEAN, SPLIT LENGTHWISE, SEEDS SCRAPED AND RESERVED

		6½ TABLESPOONS / 90 G UNSALTED BUTTER, CUT INTO SMALL PIECES

		2 POUNDS / 900 G APPLES, PEELED, CORED, AND QUARTERED

		CRÈME FRAÎCHE, FOR SERVING


	
		1. MAKE THE DOUGH. Put the flour in a large bowl and make a well in the center. Add the sugar, salt, and egg yolk and mix slowly with your hands. Add the butter and mix well until you have a smooth and homogenous dough. Form it into a ball, cover with plastic wrap, and refrigerate for at least 1 hour or overnight.

		2. Preheat the oven to 350°F / 180°C. Butter a 9-inch / 23 cm ovenproof skillet.

		3. START THE APPLES. Mix the sugar with the vanilla seeds. Sprinkle the vanilla sugar over the bottom of the skillet, scatter the butter over the sugar, and then tightly pack the apples in the pan in a circular fashion with one flat side down. 

		4. Put the pan on the stovetop over medium-high heat and cook until the liquid starts to bubble, about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat and continue to cook until the juices turn a golden caramel color, about 10 minutes. Remove from the heat.

		5. On a lightly floured work surface, roll out the dough to a ⅛-inch / 3 mm thickness. Using a sharp knife, cut a round of dough just slightly larger than the top of the skillet. Drape the dough over the apples to cover and carefully use your fingers to tuck the dough between the pan and the apples on all sides.

		6. Transfer to the oven and bake until the pastry is golden brown, about 40 minutes.

		7. Let cool for 5 minutes. Wearing oven mitts or using kitchen towels, carefully (the caramel is hot) unmold by placing a large serving plate on top of the pan and inverting the cake onto the plate. Serve with crème fraîche.
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		A FAMILY RESTAURANT

		
		
		A bird spreads his wings and flies over mountains, a hunting dog chases after a flock of deer in the forest, a child runs on a sandy beach flying a kite, an onion boils in a pot over a hot stove waiting to be transformed into a soup. Each is fulfilling its purpose, and though I’m not sure an onion can experience happiness, especially in a boiling pot, all of it feels right and how it should be when things, even the mundane, fall into place. But what about a house? Can a grand old house—rich with history, whose halls used to echo with laugher, fireplaces used to burn bright, and large rooms used to be filled with people eating delicious food—can that house ever be “happy” being just a family home? Won’t a family, even one with nine people and many dogs, still make it feel less than full? Won’t it think, “This is all very nice, but where are all the people?”

		From that January day when I first set foot in No 1 rue de Loudenne, it has been clear to me that the house needed to awaken from its long slumber. We were looking for a family home, but we found something more, something bigger, more interesting, and in a strange way it felt like my duty to bring it all back to life. How was much less clear. I have always loved restaurants and spent a good deal of my life enjoying them. But running one myself? In a house that wasn’t really ready, with a nonexistent staff—apart from my eager and very accommodating family? (And don’t you need a license? And maybe a dishwasher?)

		We decided to start small, hosting a few cooking workshops throughout the year, welcoming a few fresh faces every month to keep the house guessing. Class after class of like-minded food-loving, wine-drinking people made its way to this quiet town to spend hours eating and drinking. I was emboldened.

		Then, true to form for us, we announced, perhaps a bit prematurely, that we’d also be opening a pop-up restaurant in the summer. Sasha, ever optimistic, said, “That’s never going to happen.” Then he paused and gestured that it might be possible, with more money of course. We formed a little team, with one member we quickly realized we couldn’t live without, Allegra from Pescara, Italy, who stated on her application that she excels in scuba diving and used to play professional basketball—though her height does not suggest this (we later found out, when her father visited, that he had sponsored the team and even then she had had a hard time getting playing time).

		When summer neared, I started getting serious jitters and would say to Oddur on a daily basis, “I’m not sure I can do this.” But there was a little fire burning inside me that made me feel all along that somehow we would pull it off. Every morning (or sometimes in the afternoon) I saw Sasha disappear from the garden into the part of the house where we planned to have the restaurant. His face was usually not encouraging, though his expression tended to improve after a dozen coffees. Monsieur Bianco, the French/Italian plumber who prides himself on having 1,100 clients (making me number 1,101), was by July much more interested in talking about his impending holiday in Corsica than the toilets he was supposed to install days later. But we had already posted our opening date as Saturday, August 8. I still don’t really know how we managed to make it all happen, to get Monsieur Bianco and Monsieur Simon, the electrician, to work in a very un-French way in the sacred month of August. Something tells me that Sasha, whose favorite mantra is that Russians will work on any day of the year, made them an offer they couldn’t refuse.

		A RESTAURANT is never more ready than the people who work there, and by the first week of August we weren’t ready at all. April, a free-spirited world-wanderer and a butterfly of a friend, had announced her willingness to “work for food and shelter,” and though I didn’t know her well, I knew her well enough to know that she’d be a perfect fit. It was a mix of her experience and my intuition. I also needed help in the kitchen. Allegra would of course do her part, but she had so many other things on her plate, and our two eldest, Gunnhildur and Þórir, amazing as they are, hardly had the experience to cook in a restaurant. There was a week where I had nightmare visions of myself standing at the stove, cooking a four-course meal for thirty people without much help, and my husband’s contribution would be, as ever, to “just stall them with another bottle of Champagne.” The solution came in the unlikely form of a tattooed Brooklyn dude named Miles. My friend Yolanda had recommended him to me, through a friendship with his mother, and this late in the game he would simply have to do. Miles was up for it (he always is), and after a part-frightening, part-encouraging phone conversation, I bought him a one-way ticket to Paris.
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The leather aprons (our only staff uniform) arrived the day before opening but the white linen napkins didn’t make it in time, forcing us to wash and iron every single piece of white cotton we could find in the house. Þórir, our eighteen-year-old, was assigned, along with his four Icelandic buddies who were visiting (yes, we were hosting a teenage army on top of everything), to fetch Miles at the train station. At least the house was clean and beautiful—every shelf, corner table, and buffet filled with fruits and flowers, silver polished. There were cases of wine ready to be opened, Champagne bursting with excitement in the fridge. In our
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		EPILOGUE

		“This roof will last for a hundred years!” That’s what Monsieur Ladra told us when he sold us the house. As work on the house turned out to be more than expected (far more, to be exact), I always took great comfort in his words. All new work was justified by well, at least we won’t have to change the roof. We needed every-thing from new electricity to new shutters, but that’s nothing compared with changing a roof.

		One day the roof will have to be changed—in ninety-seven years, according to Monsieur Ladra, but probably closer to sixty or seventy. Either way, I won’t be the one doing it or living through it, and for that I am thankful. I do think about it from time to time, though, imagining the start of work. A team of artisans will arrive at the gates of No 1 rue de Loudenne and walk past a magnificent magnolia tree, a few little white dogs, and so many olive trees that they will wonder who on earth decided to plant so many in such little space. Someone will show them to the roof to assess the slate tiles and, because this is a Saturday (yes, I know, an odd day to start work on a roof, but please bear with me), they will notice crowds gathering with increasing frequency at the side of the house and disappearing into the garage next to No 1 rue de Loudenne. They will hear music and laughter and will smell food. Delicious food. They will resist—but not for long, and soon they’ll find themselves inside the garage, or the No 1 Saturday Market as it will be called. They’ll walk past stalls packed with glorious vegetables, cheeses, and fruit; oyster stands bustling with talk and wine; old men selling eggs and onions; rows of breads—and finally arrive at a simply but beautifully decorated stall selling tempting but reasonably priced seasonal snacks. Before they have time to order, a young man will present himself and tell them that arrangements have already been made for their lunch. He will lead them through the garage, into the (by then) restored wine cellar, between rows of the finest Médoc wines, through a pantry filled with flowers and jars of jam and pork, through a little door into a large kitchen with red and white tiles and a grand fireplace. There will be duck breasts slowly grilling on dried grapevine branches, and a young woman will be giving a group of people from Bordeaux a wine-tasting class at the old kitchen table, the one that has always been in this house. “That’s my cousin,” the young man will say. “She’s a character.” He will lead the artisans through the second kitchen, through the green dining room, the one with the painting of the sly fox. Then they will arrive in the harvest room where a huge table will be beautifully laid out for twenty people, filled with flowers and candles and stacks of seasonal fruits. Everybody will have Champagne and radishes, with salt and thick yellow butter.

		Puppies will be playing under the table and little children will be running around it. Soon a handsome man in his fifties will appear from the “boucherie” holding a big bowl of gazpacho. “That’s my father,” the young man will say. “He is a fabulous cook; he grew up in the kitchen and knows my great-grandmother’s recipes better than anyone.” Then they will have grilled meat and garlic potatoes and drink great wine served by the young woman. The lunch will last for hours, and at the end of it, the young man will tell the artisans to take the day off. “But don’t tell my great-aunt Louise. She’s not here today, but she’s kind of strict.” Then the artisans will head home, well fed and happy, ready to commence the work in earnest on Monday.

		Some weeks later, a group of people, many of them family, will be gazing up at the newly tiled roof from amongst the olive trees in the garden. They will admire the work silently until one of them says, “I bet this will last for a hundred years.”
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