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			To Maria, l’amour de ma vie.

			Un sourire, a laugh

			Un regard, your eyes

			Une pensée, my heart

			Un baiser, your lips

			Un rêve, you and I
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			PROLOGUE
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			When I was six months old, I was left in the care of an orphanage near Paris and it was from here, a few months later, that my parents adopted me. As a child, I loved to hear the story of how they chose me that day; of how my brother, whom they had adopted months earlier, came over and spontaneously gave me a hug. Much later, in adulthood, I would learn something of the unhappy life of my birth mother, but growing up my adoption story was only happy. My parents always made me feel like I was a gift.

			I was raised in a loving family, but quite often I felt like the odd one out. I didn’t fit in with other children my age. There were ways of doing things in France when I was growing up—ways of looking and being, especially if you are a girl—that felt alien to me.

			One of these peculiarities that set me apart was my desire to become a chef. It wasn’t only the fact that, for someone raised by professional parents, cooking didn’t seem like a respectable job. Nor was it that neither my parents nor I knew anyone who actually did it for a living. The truth is that, in France during the years I was growing up, becoming a chef simply wasn’t something a woman would do.

			Women cooked, of course. We nurtured and organized and ran households up and down the country, but we didn’t put on chef’s whites and run kitchens. We didn’t open fancy restaurants or win Michelin stars, and we didn’t have culinary theories or innovate. We were homemakers, not artists, so that while it was normal for a French girl to want to cook, it was not normal for a French girl to want to be a chef and dream of opening her own restaurant.

			For many years, I didn’t even know these were the things I wanted. All I knew was that I didn’t want what I was supposed to want, a life culminating in marriage and children, around which a job might be discreetly arranged. In the 1970s and ’80s, these were the only proper goals for a French woman, so that for a while I thought the problem was France. I’m not French enough, I thought. My genetic heritage was mixed and uncertain, and France, with its severity and purity—with the inflexibility that lurks beneath its founding principles of liberté, égalité, and fraternité—didn’t suit me. Only America, truly the land of the free, would save me.

			I was half right about this. Moving to the West Coast of America in my early twenties certainly opened up my life in ways that would never have happened in France. But it’s not the case that on reaching the United States I suddenly, seamlessly, fit in. I loved San Francisco, but I was still me and the world was still the world.

			One of the more depressing of these universals was that, even in America, a restaurant kitchen was still a man’s domain. In the first fifteen years of my career, I was yelled at and groped and made to work through injury. I survived horrible business managers and tyrannous head chefs. At the age of forty-five, when I finally opened my first restaurant, it was in the wake of the global financial crisis and I was told that, even in the best of circumstances, I was entering a tough business at a tough time. On top of that, as a woman opening a fine-dining restaurant with vaguely avant-garde ambitions, I was practically laughed out of the room.

			I could have tried to change myself. I could have made more effort to knuckle down and conform. I could have, as was suggested to me way back at the beginning, when I had just graduated from college and was thinking of applying to cooking school, checked my ambition and become the manager of a restaurant rather than the chef or the owner. This is what women do; they settle for second, third, fourth best. They fold their ambition into smaller and smaller pieces until it disappears altogether.

			It never felt like a choice to me. I was a didn’t-fit-in kind of girl who became a didn’t-fit-in kind of woman, and as I grew older, I started to understand that everything I’ve achieved—owning my own restaurant, becoming the first woman chef in the United States to be awarded three Michelin stars, even marrying the woman I loved—was not in spite of these differences but because of them. If I had to describe my motivation in life, the words I would choose would be “curiosity” and “courage.” In French we say “bon courage,” which has the advantage of meaning both “be brave” and “good luck.” And when girls approach me for advice, I tell them to be courageous! Be curious! And, above all, to understand that, while success in any field requires a strong vision, to make that vision fly you need other people. Especially since I don’t know the story of my genes going back five generations, my security and continuity lies in the strength of the connections I’ve made with others, and the knowledge that they are everything I have in this world.

			A lot of my cooking is inspired by my earliest memories, which are some of the happiest memories I have. I might serve you potatoes roasted in their own soil with a ham broth, and with it the summers I spent on my grandmother’s farm. You might taste black trumpet mushrooms with toasted pumpernickel and chickpeas while walking alongside my father and me through the woods, or sit down to smoked oysters and freshly steamed langoustine while joining me at my mother’s table for lunch. Perhaps, in these memories, you will find reflections of your own.

			Which brings us around to the question of luck. While I had the good fortune to be adopted by wonderful people, who loved me and gave me a good start in life, the real luck, as I see it, is that I never regarded any circumstance to be the end of the story. Living is moving. Nothing is learned by standing still. We are all works in progress. This is how I see things, good or bad—as an invitation, much like the one I extend to you, now, to come with me, through this open door.
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					My first birthday with my parents.
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			HOME

			One day late in the summer of my twenty-fourth year, I stepped off a plane and took a deep breath. I had never been to San Francisco before, but as I breathed in, I knew instantly, almost violently, and without a shadow of a doubt something that a quarter of a century later I’m still completely convinced of: I was home.

			I had left my parents that morning on a station platform in Quimper, northern France, waving to me as my train left for Paris. My brother, Jean-Christophe, was beside them. A day earlier, we had all stood in a church and watched him get married, surrounded by family and friends. That was where I belonged, in a lush farming region of northwest France where I had lived all my life and where my family has roots going back generations. And yet, as my train left the station that day, I was ecstatic. I couldn’t wait to get out.

			The decision to move to America looked, from the outside, impulsive. My English was imperfect. I had no long-standing friends or relations in the United States. My parents, although well traveled, were chiefly interested in Europe and I had inherited their priorities. And even though I had grown up hooked on American TV shows—primarily Starsky & Hutch, those maverick TV cops of the 1970s whom I’d once planned to grow up and turn into—my knowledge of the United States was hazy. I could talk for hours about German reunification, the Polish Solidarity movement, or the long-range fallout of the Second World War on French politics, but I was largely ignorant about the United States. This was partly why I wanted to move there. For some, lack of information is frightening. For me, it has always been energizing.

			This draw I feel toward the unknown, and the fundamental curiosity that drives it, is connected to how I came into the world. I have two birth certificates, with a different name and a different birthplace on each. My parents are Allain and Louise Crenn and my brother is Jean-Christophe Crenn, but I’m aware that I have at least two other siblings in the world, neither of whom I have met and about whom I know nothing. And then there is the riddle of my birth parents.

			When I left France that hot summer day, I knew these three things about myself: I knew I had been placed in an orphanage at the age of six months. I knew that the name on my birth certificate had been Dominique Michele. And I knew that when my parents first set eyes on me, I had been smiling.

			I knew lots of other things, too, of course. I knew I was competitive. I knew I was ambitious. I knew my recently completed degree in economics, undertaken in the absence of any better ideas and largely to please my education-loving parents, wasn’t going to be the basis of my career. I knew I loved poetry—especially Baudelaire—for the way it could transfer emotion from one person to another, and I knew I wasn’t going to be a poet. The things I had loved as a child revolved around being outside and running around, and at the age of twenty-four nothing much had changed. I couldn’t imagine doing a job that kept me hunched over a desk or in an office all day.

			I also knew I liked cooking. My love of food was almost too intimate to connect with a career. It was deeply bound up with my love for my family and my relationship with the country I was leaving. To me, France didn’t mean Paris or fashion or the Left Bank or the Belle Epoque, although I loved all those things. At mineral level, however, France meant something else: the blazing green countryside and the wild northwest coast. It meant lobster just caught from the sea and vegetables yanked from the earth, dirt still clinging to their roots. There was something about plunging my fingers into the warm summer soil or biting into cold salted butter on fresh bread that affected me the way nothing else did. It would take me a long time to articulate and even longer to accept, but deep down, on that day of departure, I knew I loved France.

			Of course, I hated the place, too. The reality of living in France, where tradition is revered to the point of intransigence, is that doing things differently is rarely an option, and even as a child I had known I was different. It wasn’t simply that my interests were different from those of my friends. I was different in more profound ways, too. To be adopted is to have a shadow life, to live alongside the outline of What Might Have Been. What if I had stayed with my birth mother? What if another couple had adopted me? What if no one had adopted me and I had grown up in the orphanage? These were thoughts that as a child had the power to flip my stomach. When I boarded the plane that day, it is safe to say the number of things I didn’t know about myself—crucial, structural things of a kind that, for most people, go to the heart of who they think they are—outnumbered the things that I did.

			It didn’t matter. The blank slate of my adoption opened up possibilities for reinvention. And while the details might have been slight, for twenty-four years the story of where I had come from had told me everything I needed to know. I knew the world was wide open and anything could happen.

			

			—

			In the mid-1960s, my parents lived in Garches, a picturesque town near Versailles seven miles west of Paris, because of my dad’s job. When I was growing up, my dad moved between various government posts in and around Paris. For a while he worked as the director general of a think tank called the CFPC— Centre de formation des personnels communaux—and later as the secrétaire général in Meudon. At the time of my adoption, he was the regional representative for Brittany in the French national government and went to work every day at the National Assembly.
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					My second birthday, April 7, 1967.

				
			
			This was kind of a big deal. As a child, I was never ashamed or self-conscious of being adopted, mostly thanks to my parents’ attitude; they were so open and positive about our adoption, it never occurred to me to be otherwise. I suspect that some of my confidence, however, also came from the fact of who my father was. We weren’t wildly rich, but in the communities of my childhood Allain Crenn was a well-respected and connected politician, among whose friends and mentors included Charles de Gaulle. The pair had met in London during the Second World War, when my father was a volunteer for the French Resistance and de Gaulle was head of the Free French government in exile in Britain. In the 1960s, when de Gaulle was president of France, he and my father remained on friendly terms.

			I like to imagine my father as a swashbuckling teenage Resistance hero. But in a quieter way, my parents’ decision to adopt my brother and me, two children of obscure origin, was an act of bravery, too. It’s worth remembering that 1960s France was not a liberal place. The demonstrations that took place in 1968, and that both of my parents participated in, broke out in part as a response to the stifling conservatism of a society in which the Catholic Church still wielded enormous influence. Even now, France is less progressive than it might superficially seem: legally, gay couples can adopt in France, but in reality it is extremely difficult. Algerians and North Africans face widespread discrimination. In 1966, a couple adopting children who did not look altogether “French” was a broad-minded act.

			I never spoke to my parents about their inability to conceive a biological child, but later I found letters that hinted at how difficult it had been. “No baby yet,” wrote my mother, painfully, in letters home to her family years before my brother and I were adopted, a sentiment echoed by my father in his own letters. “We hope to expand our family soon,” he wrote.

			I sometimes think that my father’s open-mindedness came in part from having grown up with three sisters. There was a sensitivity to him, an openness to the world and to others that I have always put down to his upbringing as the only boy among women. When my parents adopted my brother and me, they did so with it firmly in mind that it doesn’t matter where you come from, or even whether where you come from could ever be known.

			In the case of Jean-Christophe, the lack of information about his birth parents was absolute. Jean-Christophe was a little boy with dark hair and chubby cheeks who was impossible not to love and who, my parents were told by the orphanage, had been abandoned at birth by a woman whose name they couldn’t disclose. They could, however, tell my parents she was from a wealthy and prominent family in Orsay, near Versailles, and had conceived Jean-Christophe out of wedlock; her family had told her that if she kept the child, they’d disown her. Part of the terms of his abandonment were that the name of his birth mother would never be revealed.

			By contrast, my birth mother’s surname was on my birth certificate, there was a full file on me at the orphanage—albeit one we weren’t permitted to see—and my place of birth was listed as Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a suburb of Paris. Growing up, I had no reason not to believe this information. Whoever heard of a birth certificate getting it wrong?

			The story of my adoption begins when my parents came to the orphanage, looking for a little girl to be a sister for Jean-Christophe. It was another little girl, one of Algerian origin, whom my parents planned to adopt that day. They had already met her and played with her, but that day the director of the orphanage called them into his office, and while they sat anxiously across the desk from him, informed them it had come to light that the little girl had a sibling, a brother, who was elsewhere in the orphanage system. What did they want to do?

			This was a terrible dilemma for my parents. They didn’t want three children. On the other hand, they didn’t think it was right to separate the child from her brother. Reluctantly, they told the orphanage director they didn’t think they could take the little girl, and in that moment, both her life and my own were transformed. It was as they were walking out of the orphanage, full of guilt and disappointment, that another child caught their eye. She was less than a year old, smiling and grabbing at their feet as they passed. When they asked the director of the orphanage about her, they were told her name was Dominique. She just got here, the director said.

			What happened next is so imbedded in the legend of my adoption that it feels like the beginning of everything. My brother, who at two and a half had accompanied my parents to the orphanage, took one look at me, toddled over, and gave me a big hug while the adults looked on in amazement. I sometimes think that the fierceness with which I love Jean-Christophe is connected, in some deep way, to an idea I have of him as the person who “chose” me.

			

			—

			Breaking to my parents that I was moving to the United States had been a stressful and nerve-racking experience. I didn’t want to hurt them. As a young man, my dad had struck out on his own, leaving the family farm to go into politics, but he had moved only a few hours away from his parents and would eventually retire back to Brittany. My brother had settled a few miles from my parents’ summer home in Locronon. With the exception of my father’s sister Josephine, who had emigrated to South Africa, the rest of the family was in France. My desire to go further afield with no definite plans was not one my parents immediately recognized, and although this was a feeling that over the years I had grown used to, it still unsettled me.
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					Inseparable.

				
			
			As the plane took off, I comforted myself by going over all the things that I knew. I knew how to triage a potato. I knew what a freshly caught lobster smelled like, and how that smell could fizz through one’s brain. From my father’s example, I knew that the most important thing was to fight for what you believe in and for those you love—even if, like me, you were hell-bent on leaving them. Before leaving France, I had approached various culinary colleges and training schools and been warned I might not be suitable for acceptance. As the plane landed in San Francisco that evening, I knew something else, too, the strength of which, perhaps, no one else knew: that whatever happened next, being told no simply wasn’t an option.

		

	
		
			Two
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			THE FARM

			My father’s first language was Breton, a Celtic dialect that came over to France from Britain in the early Middle Ages and has shared roots with Cornish, Gaelic, and Welsh. It was only when he went to school that he was forced to learn French, a fact that still irritated him decades later. People from Brittany have a particular outlook, informed partly by the inclement weather. They called it “le crachin Breton,” the unceasing cold drizzle that comes in from the sea. After centuries of being battered by the waves, wind, and rain that lash the westernmost part of France, the Bretons have evolved into a proud people who, relative to the average French person, can be a little uptight.

			My dad was a classic illustration of this. Five foot ten, dark, and very handsome, with kind, brown eyes behind glasses, he had an intensity that drew the eyes of the room to him. When my dad walked into a gathering, he was seen. There was a calmness to him that was much more compelling than the mien of someone seeking attention, and he was also physically robust. When you see those clean-cut military boys, standing politely with poker-straight backs—that’s my dad.
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					Papa Crenn
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					Maman.

				
			
			Politics was not an obvious career path for a boy from a farm, all of whose forefathers had been farmers. Jean-François Crenn, my father’s father, had raised cattle and pigs on a farm in Guimiliau, a tiny Breton village with medieval roots that lay smack-bang in the center of the region. The only time my paternal grandfather left his home for any length of time was to fight in the First World War, when he was decorated for bravery during the Battle of the Somme. When the Second World War broke out, it wasn’t surprising that his son volunteered as soon as he could. It was my father’s experience of fighting for a country under daily existential threat that, I suspect, turned his ambitions away from farming and toward politics.

			In the 1960s, it was common for French families to avoid talk of the war, but this was not the case in our house. Openness was, perhaps, a habit formed by the necessity of discussing the details of our adoption, although I think my parents were probably just naturally open people. But in any case, as far back as I can remember, everything—or almost everything—was up for discussion in my family. I heard about how my dad, at the age of sixteen, had joined the Resistance and operated under the code name Jean Le Bon. I heard about how, as a teenage volunteer, he had undertaken sabotage operations against the Germans. I thrilled to hear the stories of how he later joined something called the FFI, the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur, and, encouraged by his father, an amateur pilot, learned how to parachute from a plane. The tales always ended the same way, in May 1945, with my father flying in a plane over Denmark when news of the European armistice came through.

			The effect of his exploits on my imagination was vivid, but no more so, in a way, than the quieter example set by my mother. My maman is five foot four, very much the elegant French woman, who grew up with six siblings on a potato farm a few miles from my dad’s village. The story of how they met was one I loved to hear. My dad had gone out to watch a bicycle race pass through the village when he saw a nineteen-year-old girl with long black hair standing on the other side of the square. After chatting with her for a few moments, he asked her out. To the amazement of everyone in the village who heard this story after the fact, my mother didn’t jump to say yes.

			My mother was eleven years younger than my dad, and although they both came from respectable farming families, my father was considered the superior catch. A decorated war hero and rising political star, all the best families in the area had him in mind for their daughters. And yet here was my mother, regarding him cautiously and telling him that before she’d go out with him, he’d have to trudge back to the farm with her to meet her father.
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					Papa and Maman on their wedding day.

				
			
			This is in part why my dad fell in love with her; my mother had a mind of her own. “Why her?” people said when they announced their engagement. The answer is he wanted my maman, this ambitious woman who set him straight when she believed he was wrong and would go on to have her own successful career. It always makes me happy to remember this about my dad—that he was willing to work for my mother’s affection.
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					My brother and I, playing as always.

				
			
			The apartment my parents took me home to in the winter of 1966 was reached by driving through an ornate gate and up a long driveway, with beautiful gardens on either side. Garches is a beautiful town that, like its more famous neighbor, Versailles, is full of grand eighteenth-century buildings and wide, tree-lined boulevards. Our apartment was on the top floor of the town hall, a grace-and-favor residence given to my dad as a perk of his job, and which we had all to ourselves. Outside, the garden was like a private park.

			Looking in the mirror can be a complicated business for adopted children, but in February 1966, the Crenn family looked, at a glance, as if we belonged together. My brother, fifteen months older than me, could have been Iranian or maybe Italian. I looked perhaps Algerian or Moroccan, and my parents, although lighter skinned than both of us, had black hair and dark eyes in the Mediterranean style. In almost every picture of the two of us, my brother
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