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      I’ve been writing science fiction for a little over thirty years. Wait, that’s not true. I’ve been writing science fiction my whole life. As a pastime of my childhood and adolescence I filled hundreds of spiral bound notebooks of college ruled paper with stories, crafting lavish descriptions of characters and worlds, conflicts and needs, goals and desires, and whatever else happened to come into my brain that week. But about thirty years ago, I started sending the stories out to editors of magazines and anthologies. Wonder of wonders, a few of those editors began buying them, raw and unformed as they were.

      Around that time I was in graduate school, and soon after a young professor at a small liberal arts college. I was building a career of research and teaching, and I couldn’t spare much time for writing science fiction. Even so, I managed a new story now and then, and even came up with the seeds for  what is probably my most well known work, Barsk: The Elephants’ Graveyard. As time allowed, I kept at it. I cultivated relationships with other authors, well-established award winning pros as well as newcomers like myself who were hungry for publication and eager to learn how to do better. Having grown up as a reader, I knew about conventions though I’d rarely attended any as I’m not a fan of crowds. Then, as luck would have it, during my time at Lake Forest College, I was asked to be on a panel at a convention in Chicago. I took a day off from my professor gig and took the train into the city.

      And my life exploded.

      There is a world of difference between sitting shoulder to shoulder in the audience of the crowded event space of a panel and being one of four or five people seated at a table facing that mob sharing your knowledge and opinion and, it is to be hoped, your expertise. I remember feeling like I was on the edge on the edge of a cliff looking down into a vast chasm. What pushed me over was when a group of authors and editors invited me to come to dinner with them. I plunged forward into their company and I have never looked back.

      If you’ve ever met me or seen me speaking on a panel or a reading at a convention, or stumbled across a video of such online, then you know I’m big and loud, full of ego, and extremely extroverted. Having tumbled off that cliff, I wanted to meet everyone, or at least everyone I had read, and everyone those individuals could introduce me to. The only thing holding me back in those early days was finances: academia, didn’t pay all that well. But I persevered and developed strategies.

      In those days, SFWA, the Science Fiction and Fantasy Association, would often set up a suite at conventions where members could mingle, and in the evening that suite would turn into a very low key party, in stark contrast to the parties going on elsewhere. Admittance was limited to members and their guests, and once I qualified for membership (albeit at the associate level) I implemented a plan that guaranteed I would meet everyone: I volunteered to work the bar.

      It is a truism that science fiction writers like alcohol, and free alcohol is even better. You don’t need a PhD in psychology (though I have one) to imagine that writers coming to the that quiet party might form a positive first impression and overall association with the fellow on the other side of the bar who keeps refilling their glasses.

      But it wasn’t all parties. I started volunteering at events, lending my volume and extroversion to charity auctions, drumming up bids for items to raise money for the SFWA Emergency Medical Fund. From there, I ended up being volunteered to serve on and eventually take over the Election Committee. This was back in the days before online ballots,  which meant that for years every voting member of the organization had to write my name on the outgoing envelope containing their ballot. This has led to more than a few authors who otherwise don’t know me from Adam, encountering me at conventions, looking at my badge, and remarking “Hey, how do I know your name?” I quickly learned to just smile, extend a hand, and reply with something like “I don’t know, but I’m glad you do.”

      Along the way, I wrote Barsk and discovered a subset of authors I hadn’t known existed: writers of anthropomorphic fiction. They’re a great bunch of people, and have been very welcoming, particularly to an outsider who has stumbled in and probably mangled some of their most cherished tropes. More recently, as the industry has changed, I’ve been doing more self publishing and coming to know many of the people who make up the ranks of indie authors. The point of telling you all of this is that though I don’t actually know everyone in the field, there are times when it feels like I do. Ten years ago I thought I should run with that and I started reaching out to some of the authors I’d known the longest and created the Eating Authors blog series.

      In some ways, it was a simple interview. Authors often do a lot of interviews and far too many of them ask the same questions over and over again. Where do you get your ideas? What are your early influences? If you could go back to your younger self, what advice would you give? I wanted to give the readers insight into the authors they loved, but I wanted something fresh and new, so I asked only a single question. What’s your most memorable meal?

      Flash forward to today, ten years later, and literally hundreds of authors have responded to this question, sometimes with a description of the most incredible repast, sometimes focusing on the event over the food, sometimes making it all about the people they were with, sometimes aware only of the location and the juxtaposition of circumstances that led them to be in that time at that place burned into their memories. And of course endless combinations of these.

      I’ve only had a couple of rules in choosing my guests. Originally they had to have written a novel of speculative fiction. I later expanded that to include novellas because once again the market had changed and people were publishing standalone novellas. I make an exception to this every year when the nominees for the Astounding Award for Best New Writer are announced. I feel a debt to that award, which I was once nominated for, and I see the future of our genre there. I want to do my part to boost the signal for these authors. So I reach out and invite them to appear on the blog, whether they’ve written novels or only shorter lengths.

      In January of this year, I went into the hospital to undergo treatment for cancer. My own stem cells were harvested. The best parts were saved and set aside. I was given a drug to kill off my entire immune system and then had my own stem cells transplanted back into me. The theory was that the cancer in my blood would be wiped out — along with all my red blood cells, white blood cells, and platelets — and I would grow a shiny new immune system, giving me a fresh start. Unfortunately, before that could happen, I developed an infection and slipped into sepsis for several days. My memory of this time is a blur, and rather than revisit the highlights I’ll just tell you that I experienced most every symptom you can have when you’re sick, and all at the same time. But I was in a hospital and I had doctors and nurses attending me around the clock, keeping me hydrated, giving me lots of drugs. I’m told I came close to death and I remember sitting up in my hospital bed one morning afterwards and thinking that I needed to do something to pay it forward, that I’d been extremely lucky.

      There’s something about facing your own mortality that leads to introspection, and I’d been doing a lot of that lately — first because of having incurable cancer, and then getting septic while trying to treat that cancer. I was sixty years old and it seemed to me I’d enjoyed an extraordinary life thus far, and I wondered what I could do to pay it forward. It occurred to me that ten years of my weekly Eating Authors blog posts created a fine opportunity. I began going back through the archive of authors’ meals, which by this point ranged from some of the biggest names in the field who had done me a personal favor of appearing on the blog to first time self-published novelists who got some much appreciated and unexpected publicity. I picked one hundred of these meals and reached out to the authors, telling them my plans for the book and asking for permission to reprint the essays from my website. The result is the book you’re reading now, but we’re not quite done. We haven’t come to the pay it forward part. As the book was taking shape, I put together my first-ever Kickstarter campaign to cover the expenses of producing the book. My goal wasn’t to sell a gazillion copies of the book and score a huge profit. That hardly seemed fair, particularly since I didn’t write most of the content and I wasn’t paying any of my guest authors. Instead, during the Kickstarter, I made it clear that 100% of profits from the sale of the book would go to charity, specifically half to the SFWA Emergency Medical Fund and the other half to cancer research.

      If a copy of this book that you’re reading came as a reward for supporting the Kickstarter campaign, thank you for making it a reality. Otherwise, I imagine you bought it from an online vender or traditional bookstore. Please know that the money you paid is going to help authors in need and to fight cancer. Thank you for helping me to pay it forward. I’ve tried to include a wide selection of meals and authors for your delight. Even with a hundred of them it was difficult to choose, but I think you’ll be pleased. Bon appetit.

      
        
        Lawrence M. Schoen

        December 2020
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        Carrie Vaughn’s work includes the Philip K. Dick Award winning novel Bannerless, the New York Times Bestselling Kitty Norville urban fantasy series, and over twenty novels and upwards of 100 short stories, two of which have been finalists for the Hugo Award.  Her most recent work includes a Kitty spin-off collection, The Immortal Conquistador, and a pair of novellas about Robin Hood’s children, The Ghosts of Sherwood and The Heirs of Locksley. She’s a contributor to the Wild Cards series of shared world superhero books edited by George R. R. Martin and  a graduate of the Odyssey Fantasy Writing Workshop.  An Air Force brat, she survived her nomadic childhood and managed to put down roots in Boulder, Colorado.

        

      

      I’ve had so many memorable meals I could talk about I hardly know which one to pick. But I do need to back up and explain something: for me, these meals are memorable not because of the food. Rather, I remember the location, the occasion, and the people I was with. I’m not much of a foodie — I’m one of those people that everyone hates, the skinny person who actually does forget to eat sometimes. Often for me eating isn’t a pleasure, it’s the thing I have to do to make sure I take in enough calories to keep functioning. Long story, I can talk about that another time. So while I sometimes have a problematic relationship with eating, I love meals, especially meals that are events.

      Okay, I think I’ve narrowed it down to one:

      About two years ago, I was traveling with two friends through the south of France. We spent a couple of days in the walled medieval city of Carcassonne. A couple of magical days, because in a chilly November we pretty much had the fortress to ourselves and spent the evenings wandering around the walls and ramparts, thinking about the Crusades and Dungeon and Dragons adventures. (Those slate tile roofs absolutely needed thieves running across them.) We found a little restaurant that looked and felt as medieval as the rest of the city: rustic wood furniture, exposed beams on a very low ceiling, whitewashed plaster walls, tapestries and wrought iron decoration. The best part: the owner cooked our meals over an open fire in the fireplace, right there in the dining room. We shared a bottle of wine, ate fresh roasted sausage and potatoes, and then wandered back to the hostel nestled in a medieval city that hasn’t changed in centuries. Perfect, really.
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        Dan Wells is the New York Times bestselling author of the post-apocalyptic teen series Partials, the middle grade Zero Chronicles, the supernatural thriller series I Am Not A Serial Killer, and more. He cohosts the Hugo-winning podcast Writing Excuses, and edited the anthology Altered Perceptions to raise awareness of mental illness. Dan lives in Utah with his wife, 6 children, and more than 450 boardgames.

        

      

      When I graduated high school and moved out of my parents’ house, I lived in Mexico for two years, as a missionary for my church. I lived in the state of Chihuahua, which means “dry and sandy place” in Aztec; it’s a great description of the area, but I have no idea how it was eventually applied to a weird little dog breed. Anyway. The climate is very similar to that of the Western US, especially my home state of Utah, and that made it the perfect environment for growing green chiles. As anyone who’s ever been to New Mexico will tell you, deserts grow really good chiles.

      When most White Americans think of chiles they think of jalapeños, and maybe habaneros or serranos if they watch a lot of Food Network; they think of hot peppers, and yes, a lot of chiles are hot, but a lot of them are very mild and have a very different flavor. One of my favorites is called the chilaca chile, which is very similar to the Anaheim chile: about six inches long, skinny and green, and with fairly mild spiciness. Before we even get to the description of my favorite meal, let this be known: the smell of roasting chiles is the best smell in the entire world. They should use it in air fresheners, scented candles, and perfume, and I would buy it ALL. So my favorite meal begins at a friend’s house--a woman who essentially adopted me as her gringo grandson--and it begins with the smell of roasting chilaca chiles. I was in heaven before the food was even cooked.

      After the chiles were roasted, my friend turned them into my favorite food in the world: chiles rellenos. A chile relleno is a pretty simple concept: you cut open a chile, fill it with cheese, dip it in egg, and fry it. In many parts of central and southern Mexico, and therefore in most Mexican restaurants in the US, chiles rellenos are served with a red sauce, but in the northern desert where I lived they’re served plain, with just chile, cheese, and egg, and of course beans and flour tortillas. Flour tortillas are a distinctly northern thing, native to Chihuahua; in other parts of the country, corn tortillas are more common, and corn tortillas are great, but in Chihuahua the flour and the beans combine so well with the chile relleno that it’s just transcendent. It’s my favorite way to eat them.

      When the chiles were ready, my friend brought them out on a wide platter, piled high and covered with a towel to keep them warm; the egg on the outside was golden, just on the edge of crisp while still being soft enough to melt in your mouth. The beans were fresh, mashed by hand; the flour tortillas were homemade and hot off the griddle. We poured ourselves glasses of ice-cold horchata, a kind of rice milk with cinnamon and vanilla, and dug into the pile like we were starving. Bite after bite, chile after chile, we ate and ate and ate until we thought we were going to burst. The best bite of a chile relleno is the last one, when you’ve eaten most of it away and you pick it up by the stem, biting off the last bits of chile and egg and sucking out the final bits of cheese; the base of the stem is soft and creamy, and it mingles with the cheese and holy crap I’m making myself hungry just thinking about it.

      Every chile relleno I’ve ever eaten since that day is but a pale attempt to recapture the glory of that food. I’ve since taught myself how to make chiles rellenos of my own, and I do a semi-tolerable job–at the very least, it fills my house with the scent of roasting chiles. Another fun development since that heavenly meal is that I’m now lactose intolerant, which makes chiles rellenos a truly inadvisable thing for me to eat. But you know what? I’d gladly suffer any pain to have that meal again. It is without question the best meal I’ve ever eaten.
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        Lauren Beukes is a South African author and screenwriter best known for her high concept novels, The Shining Girls, about a time-travelling serial killer and the survivor who turns the hunt around, and Zoo City, a phantasmagorical noir set in Johannesburg which won the Arthur C. Clarke Award. Her work is published in 24 languages and is in development for film and TV. In her former life, before full-time fiction, she worked as a journalist interviewing teen vampires, high court justices, and Miss HIV+ beauty queens among other fascinating humans. She lives in Cape Town, South Africa with her daughter and two troublesome cats. 

        

      

      ‘Best ever’ questions always throw me. It’s hard to quantify experiences absolutely. The rugby ball-shaped jackfruit I haggled over in the market of Stone Town, that lasted us six days’ worth of breakfasts in our ramshackle guesthouse in the heart of the city, serenaded by the call to prayer and the thrum of streetlife as we cut into the fruit that tastes like melony banana.

      Or the insane goodness of the emergency chocolate crepe near the Pompidou Centre when I was pregnant and my daughter growing inside me made me hysterically ravenous at strange times.

      Or the simple cheese roll I had after a day abseiling into caves squeaky with bats in Kalk Bay on assignment for a magazine story on spelunking that tasted like the best thing ever.

      It’s impossible to choose just one. So I’m going to write about the most recent best food experience I’ve had, in Grey Street in Durban.

      I was in the city for the Time of the Writer festival and my journalist friend, Nechama Brodie, absolutely insisted that I had to meet an architect she’d just interviewed, Richard Stretton and his wife, Angela Shaw. It was a blind date. They came along to a reading I was doing and we went for a drink afterwards and hit it off to the extent that I saw them every day for the duration of the festival.

      Most of the time, we were eating; finger snacks at a boutique art hotel, pasta at the hip new Italian restaurant in town, stew at an impromptu dinner party at their home, but the best meal was the Saturday, when Angela took us to the area known as the Casbah, where most nice middle class locals don’t venture, let alone tourists. Boy, are they missing out.

      I’d spent time in Joburg’s inner city and the pariah suburb of Hillbrow, researching my novel, Zoo City, so I had some idea what to expect. That the inner city defies easy categorization and lazy preconceptions. It’s bustling, occasionally hustling and it could be dangerous if you went blundering into dodgy areas at night, but it’s not a hotbed of crime and human scum; it’s a place where ordinary people live and work and do their shopping.

      We bought kids’ dresses in bright shesheshwe patterns from street vendors with temporary stalls set up next to Zulu women braaing mealies* on DIY stoves on the pavement, we wandered through sprawling markets and open-air cobbled arcades packed with Internet cafés, stores selling ornate saris, Indian merchants selling blankets and coats and other goods for lobola** and ancient tailors working ancient sewing machines in shops that were 100 years old.

      And finally we stopped for lunch. Richard and Angela hunted in vain for the restaurant they used to come to and we decided to take a chance on a dubious-looking hole-in-the-wall on the main drag of Queen street, whose name none of us can now remember. It had plastic-coated seating and curtains round the booths and a star motif and one wimpy desk fan churning in vain against the Durban humidity.

      Richard took charge and ordered half the menu — all North Indian dishes — from dhal curry to lamb korma, lamb kebabs and palak paneer, served with naan flat bread and cokes. Our drinks took ages to come. The food took even longer. Probably an hour and I don’t think I’m exaggerating. Finally, it arrived, tossed on to the table unceremoniously by the surly teenage waiter doing his time in the family business.

      My ex’s favorite restaurant in Cape Town is Bukhara. We’ve eaten there many times. It’s highly reviewed. It’s appropriately expensive. It’s very, very good. Their food can’t touch the fare we had in this pokey little corner café.

      It’s impossible to describe how good it was. So impossible, in fact, I now suspect that the restaurant is not real — and that’s why the name escapes us. Because we slipped into another dimension, some kind of Kashmiri Faerie perhaps, where they served us flavors beyond mortal imaginings that would ruin our palates forever. It probably all comes at some terrible yet-to-be-established price.

      Whatever that price turns out to be, it was worth it.
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        * barbequeing corn on the cob.

        ** bride price, a reverse dowry, that’s widely practiced in South Africa.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Daniel Abraham

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Daniel Abraham is the author of the critically acclaimed Long Price Quartet. He has been nominated for the Hugo, Nebula, and World Fantasy awards, and won the International Horror Guild award. He also writes urban fantasy as M. L. N. Hanover and (with Ty Franck) space opera as James S. A. Corey. He lives in New Mexico.

        

      

      There’s this little hole in the wall by Old Town in Albuquerque called Chef du Jour. It’s in a old, rundown strip mall with a health-food-and-vitamin shop next door. It’s got maybe a dozen tables on the east side of a large room and the kitchen on the west side so that all the cooking and food prep are happening in front of you while you wait. It’s just about the only place I ever drink, and even then it’s just a half-glass of red wine.

      The menu there changes every week and sometimes by the day, depending on what the cook thinks looks good at the market. The ingredients are always amazing, and it shows. Usually, they’ll have a beef dish and whatever it is, it’s gorgeous. The best meal I’ve had was there, and it was the beef. I don’t remember all the details of the meat prep apart from the fact that it was wonderful. The thing that stuck in my mind was the potatoes on the side.

      Usually I’m not a big fan of mashed potatoes. Nothing against them, just not much for them either. But this particular dish had crushed hazelnuts in with the potatoes, and it was so unexpected and it worked so well with the rest of the meal that I haven’t forgotten it years after the fact.
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        Walter Jon Williams is an award-winning author who has been listed on the best-seller lists of the New York Times and the Times of London.  He has also written for George RR Martin’s Wild Cards project. The Best of Walter Jon Williams, an epic collection, will be released by Subterranean Press in December 2020.

        

      

      This is a scary topic. I’m tempted to just say, “It was my mom’s meatloaf,” and leave it at that.

      Rather than describe a meal, which would be full of subjective sensations that risk being opaque to the reader, I’m going to describe a dining experience.

      In 1979 I was on a steel schooner in the Lesser Antilles, and we stopped at the island of Montserrat, now mostly buried under megatonnes of volcanic ash and cinder, but then a colonial outpost of the British Empire.

      Captain John Greene recommended that I stop by the Cafe le Cabotin for dinner. “It’s like no place you’ve ever been,” he said. In this judgment he was right.

      That morning I had my first scuba lesson, as part of your basic resort course. (I had my first dive later, off Antigua.) I spent the afternoon admiring the island’s black volcanic beaches, and noting the fact that the local fauna (like the substantial crab population) had turned black in order to match the color of the sand.

      Late afternoon I went to Cafe le Cabotin, in a big old sprawling colonial-looking building, and soaked up some of the local rum while waiting for dinner time. I was joined by Captain Greene and a group of travelers, and we had a creole dinner that couldn’t be beat. The Waiter, who bore a strong resemblance to the suave Spanish actor Fernando Rey, kept interrupting the meal in order to perform what I can only describe as “eccentric standup.”

      “Cabotin,” by the way, is French for ham actor.

      And then at 7pm, it was Star Trek Time. There was no television station on the island to play Star Trek or anything else, but the Waiter had a TV set and a primitive reel-to-reel video player that used, I believe, 1.5″ video tape. So while digesting and consuming more of the local rum, we, and everyone else in the dining room, all watched an episode of classic Trek.

      Sometime later the Waiter brought out the Chef, to general applause. He also announced that Cafe le Cabotin had seceded from the British Empire (Montserrat was, and still is, an imperial possession), and then declared war on the imperialist powers, Great Britain, France, the U.S., and Russia. He published a newsletter called the War News, in which his victories were documented, and also issued passports and inducted folks into his military.

      I acquired a passport and the rank of Colonel in the Eleventh Periscope Group. (I was later promoted to General.) The EPG later hit the beaches in Antigua and annexed the island, and our victory was duly reported in the War News. I lost the passport shortly thereafter when my hotel room was burgled in New York, something I have always regretted.

      The cook was Chef Francoise. The Waiter was her husband, Baron le Vison. The skewed world-view displayed at le Cabotin was very much a part of their style.

      Later that night we were entertained by the Whoop-Wop Band, who later backed up Jimmy Buffet on his Volcano album. It was the first time I’d seen a vacuum cleaner hose used as an instrument. Cap’n Greene passed the word: “Don’t smoke anything weird. These people are all off-duty cops.” My nose, and my lungs, were therefore kept clean.

      What did the meal actually consist of? I don’t remember. It was a very good dinner, but its contents elude my memory, in part because they’re layered with many other memories meals by Chef Francoise.

      Because, you see, back in 1986 or -7 or something like that, my friend Bob Norton (I think it was Bob Norton) said, “You should check out the Cajun restaurant on south Louisiana. It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen.

      (I should point out that in this particular instance south Louisiana is a street, not a large swampy district of the U.S.)

      So I go into the Courtyard Kitchen and there’s this Waiter who resembles Fernando Rey, and every so often he stops everything to make a surreal announcement or do eccentric standup, and this is all beginning to seem very familiar. There are lots of old photos and whatnot on the walls, so I check them out and there are many pictures of Captain Greene chowing down at the Cafe le Cabotin, so now I know that my favorite restaurant from the Windward Islands has magically transplanted itself to Albuquerque.

      Now how weird is that?

      The menus change every day and are hand-written. On the bottom are instructions for paying. “Put your money in the cash box. Make your own change.” (It has to be said, however, that the cash box is a looong way from the front door, and that the Baron regularly empties out all the large bills.)

      There are no salt or pepper shakers on the tables. The menus inform us that “Your food is perfectly seasoned already.”

      There is, however, one salt and one pepper shaker on a table at the far side of the room. But again, it’s a loooong walk, the whole time under the Waiter’s disapproving eye.

      (This eventually becomes a problem, because I often eat after having spent a sweaty hour at the karate school, and I’m dehydrated and craving salt, so everything tastes undersalted to me. It’s a problem I never solve.)

      So I have a cup of black roux gumbo, which is about the most perfect thing I’ve ever tasted in my life, and follow it with one of the lunch items, which is also damned fine.

      They don’t do vegetarian. They don’t serve children. Sometimes you get complimentary wine. (Not a glass, a whole bottle.)

      A day or two later I come back, and I bring the waiter a copy of the privateer book that I’d dedicated to Cafe le Cabotin, and the Waiter looks at it and says, “Why, that’s us!” It takes him a while to understand that I’m not just some guy, I’m the person who wrote the book.

      “I don’t remember you,” he says. I explain that, in person, I’m not all that memorable.

      Eventually I dedicated the second Maijstral book to them, too.

      The Courtyard is open five days a week for lunch, and Friday and Saturday night for dinner. For the dinners, the Waiter gives you the full-court press. He gives you your drink or whatever, and then he announces that this dinner is actually taking place at the Port de Cassis in France in 1923, and that we’re now going to have a cocktail party. At the Courtyard Kitchen, what you do at cocktail parties is walk up to total strangers and kiss them on both cheeks while saying, “Ooh la la! Ooh la la!” And this goes on for five whole minutes.

      We do this. Time after time.

      So then you get the first course, which is usually black roux gumbo but may include another kind of soup, and then the Waiter announces it’s time for the news. So you troop into one of the dining rooms where there’s a TV set, and the Baron gets into this little studio he has in the back, and he reads you the news. It’s the same news every week. (The Waiter doesn’t do topical humor.) It’s funny the first time. After a while you get so you can recite the news along with the Waiter. This does not matter.

      Then you get your choice of beef filet in brown sauce or veal in Creole mustard sauce, unless you’re one of Francoise’s favorites (like me), in which case you get one of each. Then there’s more standup, and dessert, which is usually bread pudding in whisky sauce. Oh my.

      Then at some point you make the long trek to the cash drawer to pay, and then you go home, happy as an oyster Rockefeller.

      How to describe the Waiter’s style? Best let him introduce himself. Here’s one of his rants from a hand-written menu that I carefully preserved. It’s headlined “Day 982.”

      “This is not a good situation. Yesterday, 20 minutes after we opened we had 100 people in here. I had to put up the ‘NO MORE FOOD’ sign at 11:55. Francoise got 80 orders in 15 minutes. There is no way everybody is going to get served in 15 minutes or in 30 minutes. If is not the number of people, it’s everybody coming at once. Somebody needs to figure a way out of this mess. I have put up signs. I have yelled at people. I tell people to go away. I ‘hollar’ and I curse but nothing seems to work for more than a day.

      “So if it is real crowded in here and you have to eat in a hurry, it is probably best to go somewhere else where they serve food that comes out of a can. OR GO TO THE BAR and get some wine on me and drink it. DON’T worry about being late for work, you probably would be better off without your job anyway.

      “At the CLUB 21 in New York, They serve approximately the same number of people in the same Length of Time we do. They have seven people in the kitchen cooking. Here there is one person in the kitchen cooking. Their food is good, but not nearly as gutsy and complex as what Francoise is doing. That is probably why Gable + Grey, Publishers, call the Courtyard Kitchen ‘one of the 50 BEST PLACES in the world to have lunch.’ Thank you.”

      Here’s another, from the next week:

      “[A HINT. If you walk in any restaurant in the world and it has a heat lamp OR salt and pepper shakers on the tables OR doesn’t write their menu every day, you are not in a good restaurant. Don’t care where it’s located. A free tip from the waiter.]

      “But I stray from my purpose.

      “Anyway, last Friday, Francoise cooked and prepared 109 lunches in 75 minutes, which means that for 60 minutes she averaged, by herself, a lunch every 33 SECONDS. Even with that speed, SOMEBODY is going to have to wait 45 minutes.

      “So The Waiter came up with the idea of a menu that just said ‘FOOD’ and then Francoise could serve whatever she wanted. But she rejected that idea with the words, ‘I don’t manufacture food.

      “Then the idea of two seatings of 50 came up. But by the time we institute that, it would probably get worse. So we are just going to let things go. That’s why it’s called ‘WHITE WATER SERVICE.’

      “As far as today goes, The Waiter’s Gumbo Boy fell overboard last Friday in the middle of lunch and so The Waiter is alone today. So is the Chef, except for ‘Zoom-Zoom Hill’ who delivers her plates. So please don’t bother him, but get ready when you see him coming.

      “By the way, when you see ‘5 Star Service’ or ‘3 Star Service’ or whatever on the menu— that doesn’t have anything to do with what The Waiter does, he seems to do whatever he wants anyway. That has always referred to what the customer is supposed to do. I thought everyone knew this.

      “The Waiter has also raised the prices. I could tell you that he did this to ‘thin out’ the customers, but he actually did it because he is an evil and greedy man and needs the extra money to bribe the Chef with the flowers and the customers with wine and champagne.

      “One can always apply for the Dissatisfied Customer of the Week Award.”

      The Courtyard Kitchen was a successful restaurant, and Francoise could have afforded sous-chefs if she’d wanted them. But that might mean hiring someone who might compromise the food, and that would be wrong. So she did it all herself.

      The restaurant closed, with great ceremony, in September of 1990. Francoise had burned herself out by holding herself to her own exacting standards. If she’d been able to bring herself to deal with sous-chefs the place might still be open. The last dinners were sellouts. Free videos and cookbooks were handed out. Beth Meacham got her picture taken with Francoise. We all kissed and said our last “Ooh la las.” The Waiter handed me a bottle of champagne, which I carried home.

      It was the last time I had a chance to eat Chef Francoise’s cooking, though fortunately she left some recipes behind, and I cook on special occasions, or when I have a lot of company. (Cajun recipes generally call for enough ingredients to fill a 55-gallon drum.)

      I can do my best to re-create the recipes, but I can’t come close to re-creating the magical atmosphere of Cafe le Cabotin and the Courtyard Kitchen. That is a glorious memory I share with only a few people.

      Maybe some year we can have a reunion, and say our “ooh-la-las” again and again.
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      An easy answer. While stationed on Okinawa, Japan, my wife and I signed up for a trip to Hong Kong. One of my daughter’s friends’ father was a Chinese translator working for VoA. He scribbled Chinese characters on five numbered index cards and instructed me to give the first to the hotel clerk, the second to the taxi driver and the third to the restaurant. The other two cards were to get us back to the hotel. We assembled a coterie of ten companions and presented the first card to the clerk and the second to the taxi driver. The other cabs were to follow us through the dark, narrow, and winding corridors deep within the old city to deposit us at a red door containing only two icons midway along an otherwise deserted ‘street’.

      With some trepidation we heard the hubbub of animated conversation from above and climbed the narrow staircase to emerge in a room whose ceiling was barely six feet high. The place became silent as we entered, every head turning in our direction. We were the only westerners present.

      I presented the third card to the host as one of our taller members hit his head on the door frame. The restaurant owner read the card, looked at the group and escorted us to an alcove large enough for all ten of us to comfortably sit on cushions. Almost immediately bottles of beer and kettles of tea were placed before us and, a few moments later, dishes of unfamiliar but tantalizingly aromatic food began filling the table. There were noodle dishes, cranberry colored eggs, meat on skewers, creamy soups, and vegetables that were occasionally recognizable. We ate and ate as more dishes appeared. Everyone in the restaurant peered into the alcove, nodded, and grinned. Some even waved goodbye as they left. Plates and bowls we emptied were refilled. The beer and tea flowed until finally, after what seemed like hours of unrestricted gluttony we waved “No more, no more,” only to be presented with bowls of oranges and unfamiliar white and red fruits. To this day I do not know what we ate but can still recall the wonderful smell of that food, the friendly ambience of the small restaurant, and those wonderful smiles we had from everyone.

      The host, who seemed to assume that I was the leader of this group, bowed and presented me with a slip of paper containing lots and lots of Chinese writing and, at the bottom two numbers — the total cost of the huge meal and, separately, the beer. “This can’t be right,” I protested indignantly and pointed at the first number. Misunderstanding, the host recalculated the bill and returned it to me. “The meal’s ten bucks apiece,” I said and immediately translated that into Hong Kong dollars. “The beer is twenty.”
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