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Brijean




Let me start by telling you that I am a nice person. 

I know what your thinking – when someone is described as nice, it is usually a polite way of saying the worst.

But I really am a nice person. 

To my close friends and family, I’m also known as witty, generous to a fault, and a friend to the end. Not when it’s just convenient to be someone’s friend. It can never be said that I am a fair weather friend.

My bad reputation comes from my job.

I am a food blogger.

One of those extremely lucky people who actually make a living eating food and talking about it.

Yes, it’s a dream job traveling all over the world and eating. But, I am also a truthful person. 

I say it like I see it.

Or, in my case, I write it as I eat it – well, after I eat it.

Being truthful can often lead to anything from bruised feelings to downright death threats. Chefs and restaurateurs live and die by their reviews, and they are proud people, as they should be. Their restaurants and the food they produce are like family members to them. If you insult it, then quite naturally, they become outraged. Sometimes they will lash out at me.

The food I’ve tasted over the years has run the gamut from I’ve died and gone to heaven to I am about to die and go to hell.

Once a restaurant forgot to make the birthday cake I had specially ordered for my sister. But the pastry chef was quick to remedy the problem, and presented us with a beautifully decorated cake that fell into the I’ve died and gone to heaven category. I never tasted cake that good in my life, and I may never again.

It was that good.

Not to mention that the restaurant comped our meal and the cake as an apology.

In the category of I am about to die and go to hell, I ordered chicken soup from a top-notch takeout. The food poisoning that resulted from that chicken soup put me in the emergency room for half a day with IV’s running through me because I was so incredibly ill. It took a week for me to recover, and I lost five pounds of weight.

But those are just two very drastically different experiences.

Because my face and my blog are now so well known throughout the industry, I often dine in disguise. I’ve worn it all – glasses, hats, contact lenses that changed my eye color. I’ve been a brunette, a blonde, a redhead, raven-haired, and just about every other color in the rainbow, thanks to wigs. I’ve had 1920’s flapper bobs, straight hair to my waist, and everything in between. I enjoy dressing up though. It’s kind of like being a spy, unidentifiable and full of mystery and intrigue.

I decided last minute to try a new pop-up restaurant.

Well, maybe restaurant is a bit much, I’ll call it a pop-up bistro.

It was called Rascal and Raclette.

Cute name, huh?

The pop-up was owned by Noah Keller. A man who had no experience with running a restaurant or even being a chef. But there he was, doing it all, and apparently doing it well, too, according to all the reviews of his American tour.

Noah Keller made his fortune and initial fame as an ice hockey star. Hailing from Switzerland, he had the kind of looks that instantly brought a woman to her knees.

Yes, he is that good looking and had it all.  Tall, blond, handsome, wealthy, and charming.

He lived on that charm.

The day I met Noah Keller was a rainy Tuesday in early December. I hadn’t planned on reviewing his pop-up because I’d had a full year of reviewing, and I decided to take a long break through the end of the year. I was weary from traveling so much and being in disguise all the time, and I wanted a break.

A long one.

I had been in town trying to avoid the Christmas rush which would be starting soon. I had a goal of having all my Christmas gifts, or at least the vast majority of them bought and wrapped before December 10.

I saw the pop-up while I was out and about, and thought why not? It was the last day before Noah Keller packed up and moved on back to Europe or wherever his business adventure next took him.

Rascal and Racette’s main dish was unsurprisingly Raclette.

For those who are unfamiliar with Raclette, let me give you a brief history.

Raclette is a type of cheese dish.

Usually, Raclette is Swiss, but it is also popular in France and other Alpine countries. It is cheese that is usually melted on a grill and scraped off, traditionally on boiled potatoes, but also on bread, especially at street markets .

Raclette has a long history, even being mentioned in medieval texts as early as the year 1291. It was a mainstay consumed by peasants in the mountainous Alpine regions. The cheese was melted by a campfire and then scraped onto bread.

In Switzerland, a scraper serves the cheese from a table oven or near a wood fire.

To me, this conjures up a romantic vision of being with that special someone in your life, all cozy and warm in a tiny restaurant in Switzerland, eating Raclette on crusty bread and drinking wine after a day of fun and frolic in the snow. Afterward, full and happy, you both return to your chateau and make love in front of the fire.

That’s my fantasy, anyway.

So the idea of Rascal and Raclette was to offer Raclette as specialty sandwiches. 

Think cheese toasties.

Gourmet cheese toasties.

Who doesn’t love a good cheese toastie?

Noah Keller was now making his second fortune selling cheese toasties.

The December wind was picking up and my long hair took on a life of its own in the wind and the early darkness was closing in along with frigid temperatures. As a freezing rain began pelting me from the sky, my decision to do one last review for the year became certain.

But there was a problem.

It’s 5:30 PM and the pop-up didn’t open its doors for the final time until 6 PM.

I had a choice at this point.

I could go home, which I probably should have done. I could kill another thirty minutes in one of the shops, or I could just walk in and introduce myself.

I chose option three.

The door was open, so I took my chances that I could get an early seat and perhaps meet Noah Keller and see what all the fuss was about. I wasn’t even in disguise, I would just be Brijean Brook, a customer and food blogger interested in tasting his Raclette delights.

I juggled my assorted bags and boxes and opened that door and took a step inside.

My first thought was how nice and warm it was.

Then my second thought was…

Oh my God!

Right there, on a table for four, was a man about to ravish a willing giggling female. Her dress was up around her thighs, exposing sexy thigh-high stockings and dangerous looking stiletto heels that were of a height of which I would never dare to wear.

His head turned to me, and in its quickness, his blond hair flew along about a second later.

I am not a woman who is very good at remembering faces. I’ll remember your name forever, but your face? Well, unless I know you well, I may not recognize you. Sorry if that’s offending to you, but it’s just how I’m wired.

So it comes as a surprise to me when I recognize that face. I’ve seen it enough on The Cooking Channel, and all the blogs and foody sites on the internet.

It’s Noah Keller.

I was so stunned by what I saw that a squeak escaped my throat. I immediately spun around and headed out the door. 

The door got caught in a sudden gust of December wind and slipped from my hand, bending back two of my fingernails until I saw black from the pain. The door hit the wall and in my fury and pain, I grabbed hold of it and slammed it shut.

I don’t know at the moment if what I felt beyond the pain in my fingers was outrage or embarrassment. 

Maybe a mixture of both.

Lucky for me, there was a taxi idling at the curb and I jumped in and gave the driver my address. Just as the taxi pulled away from the curb in a cloud of exhaust, I spotted Noah Keller at the now open door of the restaurant. Not looking for me but examining the door.

I wonder if I broke the door. 

Maybe I had.

My first thought at that moment was that I should return and offer to pay for the door.

My second thought as I looked at my bleeding fingers was, that is what insurance is for.




*** 

It was outrage.

Yes, definitely outrage. 

I got home and had a shower, and then as I sat at my kitchen table wrapping bandaids around my wounded fingernails and swallowed two Ibuprofen, the outrage inside me grew.

I thought I’d seen it all in my times as a food blogger.

Dirty plates, things I didn’t order, screwed up orders, nasty servers, glass fragments from a bottle floating in my Brandy Alexander, cobwebs hanging from a chandelier, and one occasion, a live mouse ran across my feet.

But I never saw a chef shagging a sycophant on a table in his restaurant.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have written a review.

After all, I never got to taste his food.

But the outrage I felt, oh that outrage, drove me to my computer. In my mind, I justified that it was my duty to report the truth. Besides, atmosphere was a definite part of the dining experience. Just think about the mouse running over my feet. I certainly wasn’t staying to eat the food after that horror.

I sat down at my computer with a cup of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee at my easy reach, and began to type my review. When I finished, I proofread my words to be sure the information was accurate. 

I must say, I was quite proud of my work.

My usual routine was to wait a week or so after writing my reviews before publishing them to my blog. That way, I can re-read the review and adjust it if I’ve forgotten something or made a typo. But this particular evening, I didn’t wait. I hit send and released my review of Rascal and Raclette to the world.

I admit I felt smug and even giddy.

A bit self-righteous, too.

I then got into bed early and sipped my coffee as I watched the news. I looked at my poor bandaged fingers that still throbbed unmercifully. An hour later, I turned off the television, my bedroom was in complete darkness.

But sleep would not come.

I thought about Noah Keller and Rascal and Raclette.

I thought about my review.

Now that some time had passed, I realized that perhaps I acted in haste. 

I’m a food blogger, not a gossip writer for one of those rag newspapers or gossip blogs. You know the kind – the ones who ruin lives with their so-called reporting.

I admit that I cheer a little every time one of them gets sued for libel or defamation. 

Had I become one of them?

The thought was disturbing, that was true. I did not lie in my review. That was certain. Yet, I focused all my vitriol on the behavior of Noah Keller, not on Rascal and Raclette.

But the action did happen at Rascal and Raclette. 

Sure, I walked in when the restaurant was closed, but should that matter? There is such a thing as morals. What if I had walked in with a child? 

But I didn’t walk in with a child.

Still…

I flipped over in bed onto my side and looked at the clock.

There was still time to delete the review, my conscience prodded.

No, I couldn’t do that. 

Surely people already read the review and I would be questioned as to why I deleted my review. Readers might wonder if I was paid off to remove the review.

It was best to leave things as they were. I had committed to the review. I reported my visit to Rascal and Raclette. 

It was my opinion, no one else.

It was all me.

Chances were that Noah Keller wouldn’t even find out about the review, and if he did, he probably wouldn’t care. I know plenty of chefs and restaurateurs who never read reviews of their food or establishment.

I once asked a well-respected chef that I admire, and who openly admitted they stopped reading their reviews and why they had made that decision. She told me quite matter of factly that when she was a young chef, she would become upset and second guess her talent when someone criticized her food. She expressed this to an older, wiser chef, and asked how he dealt with negative reviews. 

He was the person who first told her that he didn’t read reviews.

His reasoning?

His answer to the young chef was quite brilliant. 
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