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My life is nothing but a recipe unfolding, day by day, with its highs and lows. 


Pierre Gagnaire, chef




PART ONE
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I cannot drag my eyes away from your hands on the hospital bed cover. They are translucent, like tissue paper. They look like stranded roots on the bed of a stream. To think I once knew them when they were so warm and alive, despite being scorched from the palm to the flesh of the index finger. You’d say, laughing, that you were ‘King of the Burns’. You might have kept a cloth wedged in your apron, but it was quickly forgotten when the bistro got busy. You’d grab those frying pans and even turn over veal chops or fillets of perch with your fingers. And you’d burn yourself without saying a word: one moment your hands were in boiling hot oil, the next turning out cakes from the oven.


You’d tell me that one burn got rid of another, a belief you owed to the old baker who taught you how to make bread as a child. You’d laugh when I touched your calloused scars. I also liked to play with the last joint of your index finger, as knotty as the foot of a vine, while asking you to tell me once again the story of how it came to be so deformed. You’d say that you were barely older than me at the time. You were sitting at the table where your mother had just put down her mincer to make a terrine. This cast-iron machine fascinated you. You were allowed to turn the handle while your mother fed it pieces of pork. Except one day she left you alone and you put your index finger into the mincer. They had to run to find the doctor, who was on the main road, before returning with him in his cart. The doctor examined your finger. In those days it was unthinkable to ask a doctor any questions. He ordered your father to carve two splints from a piece of poplar wood. You gritted your teeth when he placed them over your finger and squeezed them tight with bands made from one of your father’s flannel belts. He said he would come back to check it in a month. 


When he removed the splint, your index finger was all pink and the last phalanx pointed to the left. The doctor said your finger had been saved but you might be turned down for military service. Your father frowned and declared that you’d do your service just like everyone else. You shook your head when you told me this, saying with a sigh: ‘If only he’d known I’d do twenty months in Algeria.’ And you carried on scraping the bottom of saucepans with the nail of that deformed finger, saying it was very useful for scouring the bits that were difficult to get to.


I remember your index finger poised on the back of a knife or a pastry bag. You’d apply yourself as if you were taking your professional pastry exam. Now, as I lift your finger from the bed cover, it seems so light and tiny to me, like a bone from a battery hen. I often wanted to bend that part of your finger to try and straighten it out, even though just the thought of doing it has always terrified me. No, I can’t do that to you. Even when you die, I won’t do it. It’s because of a story we used to tell each other as kids at primary school, which has haunted me ever since. It was about an undertaker preparing a body. The father of a school friend had tried to straighten the leg of this dead woman, withered by cancer. The leg broke and the undertaker was fired. 


I touch your hands once more, lightly. I want to see them move, even just a millimetre. But they look like the spatulas you’d hang from the cooker hood after you’d made them dance in your hands, turning potato pancakes for a whole service. I search the bedside table for the aftershave I got you at Christmas. Pour un Homme by Caron. The shop assistant at the Gare de Lyon station in Paris had told me: ‘You’ll see, this one’s good for a man of his age.’ I shaved you the morning of 25 December. You stopped my hand:


‘What’s this?’ 


‘A nice scent.’


‘I’ve never used it.’


You allowed me to put a few drops on your neck before grumbling: ‘A cook doesn’t use scent. If they do, they ruin their nose and taste buds.’ You sniffed it a bit, warily, before exclaiming, ‘All these things you make me do!’ I cover my hands in the cologne and gently massage your fingers and palms.


Three days ago, after I’d finished the dinner service, sleep was eluding me. I decided to drive around town in the van. I lit a Camel cigarette while listening to Led Zeppelin’s ‘No Quarter’. ‘My noise’, as you called it. The night was cold, the streets deserted. For a moment I hesitated, wondering whether to have a beer at the Café de la Paix. But I wanted to see you. I carried on to the hospital. I tapped in the code for the door of the palliative care ward that Florence, the night nurse, had given me. The hall was bathed in an orange half-light. The door to your room was ajar and, in the glow of the night light, I saw your hands creating a strange play of shadows, your eyes shut. You were rubbing your palms together as if you were kneading sweet pastry for the lemon tart on your dessert menu. Then you spread your fingers, pinching at them vigorously. Were you trying to remove little bits of pastry? I sat down by the side of the bed and watched you. I whispered in your ear: ‘You’re not losing your touch, Dad.’ I wasn’t expecting an answer. I just wanted you to hear me. I felt the calm footsteps of someone approaching from behind. 


‘What’s he doing?’ Florence asked softly.


‘He’s kneading. I thought he was making shortcrust pastry but it’s bread. Now he’s removing the dough stuck to his fingers.’


‘They’re beautiful, those movements.’ 


I glanced at her. ‘How long until he goes?’


‘He’ll decide when.’
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Tonight, I hear Florence’s words once more. She watches over you, but it’s Saturday, her day off. Before you sank into the coma three weeks ago, you’d discuss cooking a lot with her at night. You’d describe your dishes to her: poached eggs in vin jaune and chanterelle mushrooms, or vine peaches in syrup. You’d make her mouth water telling her how you made your quenelles. You’d shake your head when I said she was charming you in order to get your recipes. ‘She won’t, nor will anyone else,’ you’d say over and over with a mischievous laugh. 


Florence is genuinely fond of you. I get the feeling she finds your solitude touching. For the last six months that you’ve been in hospital, she’s turned a blind eye to my comings and goings. ‘This is inedible,’ you declared when presented with your first hospital meal. And so I’d been delivering the ‘little bites’ you’d asked for. I’d carefully lay out a red checked tablecloth on your bed. I’d present you with dishes, depending on what you fancied: potato salad, celeriac remoulade, ham baked in hay, herring fillets and potatoes in oil, pâté en croûte. And always a bit of cheese: some twenty-three-month-old Comté, Époisses, or a Saint-Marcellin. You wanted an île flottante, just so you could tell me off for using ‘too much vanilla’. I’d even stashed a small bottle of wine in my rucksack along with a wine glass. It had to be a red for you, with notes of spice and black fruit.


The night before you fell into the coma, I could only feed you little bits. An apple compote with a touch of cinnamon and lemon. You were no longer speaking. Since then, you’ve not eaten a thing. They feed you a cocktail of Midazolam and Skenan: one a sedative, the other morphine. You, who always said: ‘If I find out one day I’ve had it, it’ll be over quickly.’ Who would have thought it would take you so long to die?


One evening I asked Florence: ‘Why is he hanging on like this?’ After a silence which seemed to stretch on forever, she replied: ‘Maybe he’s giving you time to say goodbye?’ The answer left me feeling uncomfortable. It’s haunted me ever since. Sometimes I feel guilty about your coma. I think that, what with my hand-wringing, my misery at being the one to live, I’m making you suffer and stopping you from going. One day I leant in to whisper in your ear, trying to say: ‘Dad, go now if you want to’, but the words wouldn’t come. 


As I lift your hospital gown to rub you with cologne, I uncover skin marbled with veins where your blood seems to be standing still. You’ll go tonight. The certainty washed over me this morning as I began preparing the vol-au-vents for dinner this Valentine’s day. Your regulars had asked me to make them, as you always serve them on 14 February. I began with the puff pastry. To start with, I divided it into two before rolling it out and using the pastry cutter to make circles for the base and rings for the top. Next, I assembled the vol-au-vents and brushed them with beaten egg. When they came out of the oven, I was disappointed with the result. My pastry had not risen enough. I didn’t know you had to cook them for so long. I wished you were there to give me advice. I opened the window and lit a cigarette, sipping coffee in the freezing fog of the dark. It dawned on me then that you’d never be back in the kitchen, telling me off.


You never taught me a recipe. At least, not how they’d teach you at school. The absence of lists, quantities or lessons meant I had to use my eyes and ears to understand how you did things. When you said: ‘Put some salt in’, I would ask: ‘Salt? Which salt? How much?’ You’d roll your eyes, my questions irritating you. You’d grab my hand brusquely and put some coarse salt in it: ‘You put it in the hollow of your hand, here, to figure out how much you need. Come on, it’s not that difficult, you can measure anything using the palm of your hand.’ When you spoke to me about ‘a tablespoon of flour’, I had to guess whether you meant a flat spoonful or a rounded spoonful. I could never get a cooking time out of you either. You’d say: ‘You have a knife and a pair of eyes – that’s more than enough to tell you if it’s cooked or not.’ 


This morning, while cooking my crayfish in stock, I wondered once more where you had stashed away your recipe book. That book was a bit like a bubble that would float up to the surface of my memory. Sometimes it took just the smallest thing for it to surge forth as I daydreamed over a stove. The other day I was looking for an idea for stuffing a roast chicken when I remembered you’d sometimes put a Petit-Suisse cheese inside the bird. A memory comes back to me: it’s a Sunday, you’re lying in bed with Mum, both of you propped against your pillows. The recipe book is sitting on her thighs, she is chewing a pencil. I can sense you’re annoyed by her questions as she teasingly taps your coffee cup: ‘So, chef, when’s your recipe for this chicken stuffing coming?’ You roll your eyes. You hate being called ‘chef’. You mutter into your coffee: ‘You just stuff a Petit-Suisse up the chicken’s arse.’


How many times have I remembered this scene when dithering in front of my saucepan? How many times in my head have I flicked through your notebook while standing alone in my kitchen? I can see it now in Mum’s hands, its leather cover, behind which flow your notes on ingredients, cooking times, tricks and flavours. As somebody who hates Béchamel sauce, I would have liked to learn it step by step, from words given form on a page, rather than having to spy constantly on your every move. 


Instead of which, one day, in one of your icy fits of anger, you decided to make it disappear. 
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That afternoon I went to pick up Lucien so he didn’t have to use his moped. Since you’ve been ill he has aged, and he is increasingly struggling in the kitchen. Now his back bends like a willow branch, whereas he used to stand so tall in front of your stoves. I never once heard you talk about him as your ‘second’. You’d say ‘Lulu’ or ‘my Lulu’. Lucien is a man of few words, but this afternoon in the minivan he asked me: ‘How is he?’ I could only reply, ‘Stable.’ I didn’t have the heart to tell him you will die tonight. You mean everything to Lulu, and you know it.


He put on his apron and clogs. He kept a close eye on me as I assembled the vol-au-vents. He saw the truffle I wanted to grate over the dish just before serving it. I asked him why he was smiling. He replied: ‘Do you remember the old man’s face when you added truffle to his pâté en croûte? When he said that it was “no longer his recipe and you obviously had money to waste”?’ 


It’s true, I realise, I never saw you cook with truffle. You’d say, ‘Not local, too expensive. Besides, it overpowers a dish’s other flavours.’ You’ve only ever sworn by the girolle mushrooms that grow near Lulu’s house, which he’d bring to you by the basketful.


One day I actually thought I’d found it, your damn recipe book. Lulu was napping in the back courtyard; you’d gone to pick cherries for the clafoutis. I rummaged through the bags hanging off Lulu’s moped and found the edge of a leather cover among the dirty rags. I was about to take it out of the bag when Lulu caught me. ‘What are you looking for, kid?’ he asked in a voice devoid of all anger. I felt my face go red. I couldn’t imagine lying to Lulu. He was too open, too humble. I quietly said: ‘I thought I could see Dad’s recipe book.’ Lulu told me to empty the contents of the bags. The leather turned out to be an old exercise book cover containing carefully folded pages of newspaper: ‘I use them to wrap the fish when I go fishing. And vegetables and mushrooms too,’ he explained as I stood there weakly. I didn’t know how to explain to Lucien that – ever since he’d tried to burn it in the coal stove – all I could think about was my father’s recipe book. As he closed the bag, Lucien said to me softly: ‘Don’t think about it any more, otherwise the old man will kick off.’


Lucien has called you the ‘old man’ ever since you were all of twenty and were his sergeant in Algeria. You never once had to give him an order in your kitchen. You always said to me that Lulu could read your mind when you were studying the cliffs in search of a cave where Fellaghas might be hiding. In the kitchen, too, he could always tell when you didn’t like a sauce, and he always had a bit of butter and flour to hand to bring it back.


Tonight I left him to it to prepare the cheese gougères for the aperitif. I couldn’t face telling him I needed the whole space to do the vol-au-vents. Lucien also likes fussing over Guillaume, the apprentice, to whom he has taught his recipe. He is surprisingly talkative with the boy and has showed him how to shape the gougères with a soup spoon. I hate to admit it, but I never knew you to be so patient. We had a quick snack before the service.


Lucien and Guillaume picked at the meat on the chicken carcass whilst I nibbled on a gougère. I really fancied a good wine. When I went down to the cellar and brought up a bottle you’d given me as a present, a Beaune wine called Le Clos l’Enfant Jésus, Lucien stared at me for the longest time with his Buster Keaton eyes. I went to get three beautiful long-stemmed wine glasses. ‘Drink’, I said to Guillaume, ‘it’s a good one.’


I wish you could have seen Lucien and me assembling the vol-au-vents. Guillaume had prepared some very hot plates. We arranged the meat in the middle of the puff pastry, adding the small quenelle scoops, the sauce dripping around the sides of the case. I grated some truffle over the top. Chloé, the young woman who did a little extra waitressing for us, couldn’t take the plates from the serving hatch. I asked her if she was worried about handling hot dishes. She said no, it was just that my vol-au-vents were so beautiful, she’d never seen anything like them. In the restaurants she had worked in they used mass-produced puff pastry and filling that came from a tin. Your words came back to me: ‘We make everything here, otherwise you can’t call it cooking.’


At 9.30 p.m. I left Lucien, Guillaume and Chloé to finish up service. I slowly made my way up to the hospital. You could cut the fog with a knife tonight. I sat down on a park bench to smoke a cigarette. I thought back to when I would take you for a walk in your wheelchair, the leaves glowing golden in the October light. You had told me off for lighting a cigarette: ‘Don’t do that – look where it’s got me.’ I asked you why you had chain-smoked unfiltered Gitanes cigarettes all your life, from your first coffee in the kitchen till ten at night, when you polished the stainless steel of your hob. You muttered: ‘It helped me to keep going.’ I knew I couldn’t ask you any more about it.


As I came into your room I knew this would be our last night together. After finishing with the cologne on your skin, I tried to arrange what was left of your hair, since the radiotherapy had burnt most of it off. I knew you had agreed to this last round of treatment for me, hoping to snatch a handful of weeks from death. Still, I blame myself for making you endure all those horrendous rays down in the hospital basement. I touch your mouth; it looks like the crust of dry bread. The other day it was like a hideous crater gurgling fetid water. I got the impression that your lungs were filling, about to drown you. I called the nurse, who just shrugged her shoulders. I moisten your lips with a bit of the Clos l’Enfant Jésus. I pour a little into the glass on your bedside table for myself and say, ‘To you, Dad’, drinking it in one go. The wine burns in the pit of my stomach, a sensation that seems to grow as your breathing diminishes. I remember the first drop of wine I ever tasted with you. I must have been ten years old. We had gone to Corgoloin on a grey Sunday morning in January. You used to be a regular visitor of a winegrower there, who rolled his ‘r’s in a gravelly voice. Standing at the foot of every barrel, you’d taste the wine. The winegrower would talk a lot; you’d just say a few words after having rolled the wine around your tongue. We were sitting on a wooden block; you’d brought some very hard little goat’s cheeses and hunks of your bread. I instantly loved the sharp taste of the Pinot Noir with the cheese.


The clock on the wall of your room says 10.30. I take off my shoes and my old brown zip-necked sweater. I sit on the edge of the bed and take you in my arms. I tell you: ‘You know you could have heard a pin drop when they were eating the vol-au-vents earlier. It was just the sound of the knives and forks on the plates, scraped clean by the end. And you’re right about the truffle, it’s always too much, except maybe in an omelette. My cooking would never had made any sense, nor had any flavour without you. You taught me without saying a word. You can go now, Dad. We’ve had a good life together, even though some days it didn’t seem like it. I love you and will always love you. Just like I love and will always love Mum.’


Your chest collapses into a long final breath, like a birthday balloon deflating. I kiss you and pull the sheet up around your neck. I close the door, whispering to the nurse, ‘He’s gone.’


Outside, the icy fog chills me to the bone. I wonder how you’ll be in the frozen earth. Lucien is waiting for me in the kitchen; he is reading a newspaper on the counter. I say again, ‘He’s gone,’ and fill up two glasses with the rest of the wine. Without thinking I open the table drawer, as if I’m going to find the recipe book. All I find is a packet of tissues. It seems you’ve taken it to your grave. That empty drawer; it’s as if you’ve just died a second time. 
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It’s a Sunday morning in winter, I must be five years old. The sunny day is piercing through the shutters. You’ve tried tiptoeing downstairs, but the wooden stairs still creak with every step as you descend to your kitchen. You light the coal kitchen stove, your large cooking pot with handles banging the sides of the sink as you fill it. You always insist on hot water when you’re at your stove. You’ve been told again and again that you’ve got the hot-water boiler to do that for you, but no, you’ve got to have water bubbling away on the cooker. ‘Bubbling but not boiling,’ you say. ‘Water destroys everything at a hundred degrees.’ The roar of your coffee grinder comes next. You hate the percolator-made espresso served in the restaurant. You need your ‘army juice’, as you call it. A mix of arabica and robusta to create your favourite sharp, smoky-flavoured coffee. You make enough for a whole regiment in that large metal cafetière of yours. You keep it warm on the edge of the stove until your last cup, before you go up to bed. Only you can drink this coffee, ‘strong enough to wake the dead’, as Lucien says while he brews his tea.


When the smell of coffee wafts upstairs, I get up. I scamper into your room because I want to check if Mum is still sleeping. What I really dread is to find an empty bed, that she’s gone. It’s a strange fear that always grips my chest. And yet just yesterday she said, ‘I love you’ as I lay in my bed, clinging to her. I always have to hold her tight before falling asleep. At night Mum smells of the Nivea cream that she applies to my cheeks, which are chapped by the cold. As for you, every night you shout out ‘Night, night, kid’ from your bedroom. And last night, you added: ‘Are you going to make brioche with me tomorrow?’ I shouted a big ‘YES’, laughing merrily. Mum whispered to me: ‘And let me sleep in tomorrow, you little rascal.’ This morning I gently push open the door to see her dark brown hair poking out between the duvet and the pillow where her head is buried. Dad is whistling in his kitchen.


I’m still holding my cuddly toy – an old teddy bear with tatty fur – as I join you at the stove. ‘You’re already up,’ you say, feigning surprise as always. ‘Don’t put your teddy near the stove. You’ve already burnt one of his ears. Are you hungry?’ I shake my head no. You pick me up by the waist and set me down on your worktop. The stainless-steel surface freezes my buttocks through my pyjamas. Having plunged a ladle into your pot of boiling water, you start to moisten the coffee. I like the nonchalant concentration of this act. You take out some coffee before the cafetière is quite filled, then come and sit beside me. You put your nose into your mug, blowing and inhaling it at the same time. You feel for your packet of Gitanes in your pocket. You take one out and tap it on the stainless-steel surface. You flick your lighter by rubbing it on your thigh, then inhale the smoke deeply into your lungs. It’s just one of things, but all it takes is the warm feel of your skin to make me love the musky smell of tobacco.


You stub out your cigarette and, with a clap of your hands, command: ‘Let’s tackle the brioche!’ You take out a cube of yeast from the larder. I’m allowed to crumble it into the milk you’ve poured into a bowl. I smell the mix; the aroma intoxicates me. It smells like Mum, quite sharp, but sweet when it’s heated. You pour in flour gradually alongside the eggs. Same with the salt, you don’t weigh a thing but juggle one spoon for measuring and one for tasting. They’re always kept close to hand. When it’s all go in the restaurant, and you’ve dipped them in some veal jus or rhubarb compote, you rinse them in a pitcher of water then wipe them vigorously with your tea towel. You ignore the chef’s white hat and uniform. It’s always a blue apron over a white T-shirt and jeans for you, your bare feet in big black leather clogs. Sometimes, waiting between dishes, you tap your spoon on the cooker guardrail to the rhythm of the Sardou or Brassens song you’re humming. On Sundays you listen to cassette tapes in the kitchen. Particularly Graeme Allwright. You know all the lyrics of ‘Waist Deep in the Big Muddy’ by heart. Your eyes widen as you roar: ‘We were in water up to our necks and the old fool told us to keep going’, then adding to me: ‘Now make me a pile of flour like sand.’ With delight I plunge my hands into the flour, which feels like silk between my fingers. I push my hands across the stainless steel, pressing down on the white powder, revelling in its touch. I also love the salt crust of a prime rib of beef; the skin of an onion crinkling between my fingers; the woodiness of a cinnamon stick or the velvety skin of a ripe August peach.
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