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I’d hauled fifty-three copies of ‘Charles-Henri Banville: The Man Behind the Myth’ to the Paris Anglo Book Fair this morning and by 6 pm, every single book had been purchased by cinema fans eager for salacious gossip about the notorious French movie star whose murder still stoked headlines. 

Nevertheless, I had mixed feelings as I carried the empty cartons to the bins at the back of the hotel ballroom. The late Charles-Henri had been a vicious sexual predator off-screen and, to spare the feelings of his victims, I’d glossed over lots of the juiciest dirt I’d uncovered. Since Charles-Henri’s behavior had been so consistently obnoxious, my readers still got tons of smut but the tell-all that told all would have been a bigger career boost. 

Yet on the whole, my regrets about my six months in Paris were more personal than professional. While writing the book, I’d fallen in love with Carlos Ortega, the actor’s estranged Spanish son, a man with a very ambivalent attitude to the truth. He’d deliberately let me believe that he’d had a hand in his father’s death. Yes, he may have been innocent of the crime, but he was 100% guilty of lying to me. There was no way I could love him after that. 

My re-entry into reality was coming up fast. In two weeks, I’d be on a plane to JFK and back to the kind of ghost-writing projects I’d built my career on: vanity books for Manhattan executives who wanted to brag about their stock options. Since I only had a few free days in France before tackling my next and invariably boring corporate memoir, I planned to enjoy Paris to the fullest. 

My phone beeped just as I buckled my raincoat. Jenna Bardet – a Franco-American foodie who attends all the poshest press events in town – had just forwarded me an invitation to a cocktail party in a five-star Champs-Elysées hotel with the intriguing message that the soirée would be “absolutely mega intéressant.” Jenna, who had become my best buddy in Paris, described everything as ‘mega’ so I took everything she said with a franglais grain of salt. However, she’d finished off the text with two rows of champagne emogis. 

Having just sold fifty books, I was in the mood to celebrate. 
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Chapter One
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“This is the food event of the season,” said Jenna. She snagged two flutes of bubbly from one of the black-tie waiters who were slaloming through the crowd with silver trays and handed it to me. “All the shakers and movers are here.”

Since I’m the kind of starving writer who’s always ready to make a three-course dinner out of cocktail nibbles, I was in hors d’oeuvre heaven : caviar, salmon mousse, herb-flecked shrimp kebabs, and exotic cheese puffs as far as the eye could see. “What exactly are we celebrating?” I asked before I bit into a creamy cube of buffalo mozzarella wrapped in fresh basil served on a teensy square of black linen. 

“You’ve heard of Cuisine Idol, haven’t you?”

The melted cheese was gooier than I expected so I used the tiny napkin to wipe my lips. “It’s some kind of reality show, isn’t it?” 

Jenna rolled her eyes.  “It is so much more than that, Melody! It is a prime-time laboratory for all of the newest French food trends. The winning chef must create a recipe that totally pushes the antelope.” 

“Envelope. Not antelope.” 

“Are you sure?” 

While Jenna grew up betwixt Paris and Tulsa, English idioms were her downfall. No judgment: My French had improved greatly since my arrival in Paris but I still threw antelopes into every French conversation I limped through. I nabbed another canapé – this one looked like a miniature Taj Mahal on toast – and prepared to listen closely. Jenna said she had a major reason for bringing me to this clambake but so far, she hadn’t given me a clue.

“See those three photo portraits?” Jenna pointed to the garland-draped stage. “One of their lives will change forever tonight.” 

The first poster portrayed a heavy-set young woman frosting a towering, lilac-tinted layer cake.  The second was a bearded hipster studiously snipping fresh herbs. The third? Well, let’s say it was a blond Chris Hemsworth knock-off in a chef’s hat and a wickedly tight tee shirt. If Chippendales got into kitchen fantasies, this was the dude they’d hire. 

“They’re all winners or finalists from the last three seasons. Muriel Zaitseva added pickled beets to every recipe.” Jenna sniffed derisively. “The man with the beard is Otto Schmidt. He has zero personality but he impressed the judges with a vegan version of wiener schnitzel last year.” 

“What’s with Adonis in an apron?”

“His name is Frédéric Perrin. Is he not completely gorgeous?” Jenna looked uncharacteristically starry-eyed all of a sudden. “Everybody loves Freddy.” 

I could see her point. He looked pretty damn delectable in cardboard form. “But you still haven’t told me what’s going on tonight.”

“You have heard of Rabelais Foods, right?” 

There I was on firmer ground. Rabelais made delicious frozen meals and if Jenna hadn’t come through with this invitation, I’d be chowing down on one of the many Rabelais quiches stacked in my freezer right now. 

“If Freddy’s life changes tonight, you can stay in France,” whispered Jenna. “Isn’t that what you want? To stay in Europe a little longer?”

Well, it was what I wanted when I’d been building a solid relationship with Carlos. Now things were different but before I could point that out to Jenna, the lights dimmed. A portly yet elegant man strode onto the stage and lifted the microphone from the lectern.

“But how...?” 

“Shhh,” murmured Jenna. “Cross your fingers for Freddy.”

After a few electronic squeals, the man with the microphone introduced himself as Romain Philippe, President of Rabelais and paused for a polite round of applause. “Rabelais is embarking on a new adventure with updated versions of the classic French meals for which we are famous. We quite naturally looked to the past winners and finalists of Cuisine Idol to provide the inspiration for our “Rabelais Future” line. After studying sample recipes and business plans submitted by forty contestants, we narrowed our search to three dynamic talents. Tonight, one of them will receive a Rabelais grant to create the restaurant of his or her dreams.”

An audible gasp rose from the audience and I looked at Jenna to make sure I understood. Six people had joined the speaker on the stage, two in front of each cardboard poster. The spotlight settled on Muriel Zaitseva, accompanied by an older and stockier version of her paper portrait. “Mademoiselle Zaitseva,” continued Monsieur Philippe, “impressed us by her transformation of the traditional upside-down dessert called tarte tatin into a main course by replacing the apples and sugar with beets and dill.” 

Jenna dug her elbow into my side. “Everything she touches turns purple.” 

“ ... while Otto Schmidt created a brilliant meatless interpretation of boeuf bourguignon using chestnuts and tofu.” Otto waved to the crowd and hugged the hippy-ish girl in blue-jeans beside him.

“Unfortunately, that will give Otto an edge with the marketing division,” muttered Jenna darkly. “Rabelais is underperforming in the vegetarian sector.”

“And lastly, there’s Frédéric Perrin ...” I noticed a slight intake of breath among the female spectators. In person, the young chef was even more delicious than his picture. “He deconstructed the iconic peach-mint-basil pie created by Henri Fleury, his professor and mentor at the Cordon Bleu cooking school...” The older man next to Freddy coughed and reached for one of the glasses of water on the side table “... by adding calves’ liver, dates and walnut mustard.”

Someone would actually eat something as weird as that sounded? Apparently so because when I glanced at Jenna, hoping to share my disbelief, she was nodding in appreciation.  

“Mademoiselle Zaitseva presented an impressive plan to modernize her family’s restaurant in Marseille,” continued the speaker, “and Monsieur Schmidt sent a tempting outline for a ground-breaking vegetarian bistro in his hometown of Vienna. Rabelais is delighted to present these two finalists with a check for 10,000 euros to further their dreams and – ”  

His words were drowned out as applause rang out and the spotlights and flashbulbs focussed on Frédéric Perrin.  “YES!” sighed Jenna, gripping my hand. Photographers zeroed in the young blond chef as the hostess handed him a microphone. Blinking in the flashbulbs, the young man smiled at the crowd as the buzz quieted down. 

“The last few years have been magical for me,” he began in a soft but clear voice. “Cuisine Idol won me an apprenticeship at the Vieux Moulin restaurant in Lille with Chef Antoine Tréville who has been like a father for me... where are you? Antoine?” An elderly man at a table in the rear of the room rose with some difficulty and waved.  

“And where is Jean-Marc Delarue?” The debonaire gentleman with silky grey hair standing beside me raised his glass toward the stage. “Jean-Marc, you introduced me to Parisian glamour when you brought me the Hotel du Parc Monceau. So you see, when I thought of where I would invest the prize money, should I be lucky enough to win, I found it impossible to choose between these two restaurants.” The young chef drew a deep breath. “Therefore, I decided to work for myself. I found a location and – ”

Silky hair dropped his Champagne flute, which shattered on the floor beside me. Although white wine doesn’t stain, I was annoyed that he didn’t even apologize before turning tail and heading for the exit. “I told you I had a plan for keeping you in France,” said Jenna triumphantly as we stepped back from the puddle. 

I shook my leg warily. The hem of my pants was drenched but dark knitwear is the fashion equivalent of a black hole when it comes to soaking up spills. “What’s this guy got to do with me?”

“Think about it, Melody! Freddy is a free spirit who adds chocolate chips to chicken soup. He needs a manifesto that explains his culinary theories. A bilingual cookbook is a big part of his business plan. Isn’t it fabulous? You will write his life-story and I will test the recipes. You can stay in France, we can work together, and Rabelais will pay us money to do it! Is this not a dream come true?” 
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Chapter Two 
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Two days later, I wasn’t sure that I could afford to chase this dream. The contract from Rabelais provided generously for royalties but it didn’t include an advance payment. Yes, I’d received a big chunk of change from the Banville estate for the movie star book, but in an uncharacteristic fit of fiscal responsibility – prompted by my rapidly approaching 35th birthday – I’d stashed lots of it in an retirement account. Now I wished I’d kept the cash.  

Thanks to an apartment swap with a French law student pursuing her doctorate at NYU, my six months in Paris had been financially pain-free. For some crazy reason, Marie-Christine de Grigny liked my scruffy East Village walk-up just as much I enjoyed her posh Left Bank one-bedroom with a view of the Eiffel Tower. 

Now, as I looked around her stylish apartment, admiring the carved marble fireplace, the gilded mirrors, and the petite-but-perfect stainless steel kitchen, I understood just how lucky I’d been. Even the least expensive furnished apartments I’d checked would put a serious dent in my budget. 

And then there was the question of my hostages to fortune. I’d parked my three rescue cats – Purrboy, Coolio and Gigi – with my sister Abby in Long Island. Abby’s eagerly counting down the days until I return to New York and it’s not because she misses my company. If I extended my stay in France for more than a few hours, I’d need to make new plans for feline housing.  

After opening a bottle of supermarket Chardonnay, I sat down to consider my options: “Stay in Paris” vs “Go Home”. Unfortunately, any way I tried to stack the deck to favor the Parisian solution, the latter won by a mile. Just to push the dagger deeper in my heart, my phone rang and flashed Marie-Christine’s cell number. She probably wanted to synchronize our final exchange dates. 

“Hello, Marie-Christine,” I said as brightly as I could manage. “How’s every little thing?” 

“Wonderful. In fact, everything is especially wonderful at this time.” She paused. “I have a great opportunity which will have an enormously favorable impact for my doctorate.” 

“Yes...?” Marie-Christine wasn’t usually so slow in getting to the point.

“It is an internship at a famous law firm on Wall Street. Only for a few months, but you see...”

I walked over to the dining area and opened the floor-to-ceiling windows that accessed the balcony. The slate gray rooftops of Paris stretched before me with the Eiffel tower in the distance. If Marie-Christine was looking out my window right now, what did she see? A fast food outlet. A discount drugstore. A methadone clinic. 

“...  if it would not inconvenience you to change our exchange through, perhaps, to January?” 

Wait a sec... was Fate on my side? Could life work out so perfectly? 

But hold on... not totally perfect. I still had a kitty crisis. Forget bringing them to France. Six sets of razor-sharp claws would reduce Marie-Christine’s 18th century tapestries to their original balls of yarn in five minutes flat. No, no, no, there had to be another solution. Not a kennel. No. I could never put my darlings in cages. What if I ...?

“Melody, are you still there? Yes? Now, if you would like to think of it for a few days first?” 

“I’ve already thought about it.” I drew a deep breath as I envisioned major sibling outrage and three counts of reckless feline abandonment. “It’s no problem at all. In fact, I’m delighted.”

When we hung up, I popped one of those luscious Rabelais frozen dinners into the microwave – tonight’s was garlic shrimp with wild rice – and poured myself several more inches of Chardonnay to celebrate. I was staying in France! And I was staying in this super-gorgeous apartment! I dialed Jenna while my dinner defrosted. “You’re not going to believe it!” I squealed. “I’ve got till January!”

“Now that is fabulous!” she said after I explained the situation. “Since you don’t have to waste time finding another apartment, we can get started tomorrow. Let’s meet at the Hôtel du Parc Monceau for lunch.”

“You’re sure you can get a table on such short notice?”

“If you know the chef, anything is possible,” said Jenna, “and I know the chef.” 
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Chapter Three 
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The Hôtel du Parc Monceau wasn’t anywhere near the Parc Monceau, but I’d already learned that geography has little to do with the names of restaurants and hotels in Paris. I’d recently met Jenna for dinner in the Brasserie Opéra and, despite the fact that the city has no less than three opera houses, this restaurant was next to none of them. It was one of the many things about France that I’d probably never understand.  

I loved the hotel as soon as I walked in. It felt like a vintage movie set. Located on one of the narrow, daylight challenged side-streets off the Champs-Elysées, the Hôtel du Parc Monceau exuded 1930s glamor. The grey-green walls were accented with understated bronze Deco accents and the mahogany concierge desk glistened under a pale rose Venetian glass chandelier. I half expected to see Bette Davis at the check-in desk as I walked towards the dining room.  

As usual, Jenna had arrived in advance but I guessed that she hadn’t been there for long. My food critic pal usually spent at least twenty minutes making notes on the menu and wine-list before ordering but for once, there was no scribbled paperwork on the table.

There was, however, a bottle of white wine chilling in a silver ice bucket at her side. “I know you like Loire wines,” she said as a wine steward in black tie materialized beside us to fill our crystal glasses. “This Sancerre comes from one of the finest biodynamic vineyards.” 

“Delicious,” I murmured after we clinked goblets. I eyed the little plates of goodies that another waiter brought to the table with the menus. Where were the cheese puffs and stuffed olives that showed up on most restaurant tables? A few of these canapés looked positively dangerous. Hoping for the best, I chose a pastry that resembled a mini-porcupine. “What are we having?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Huh?” That wasn’t the way these things worked. Jenna usually ordered for both of us depending on what she wanted to write about. Thanks to her privileged line of work, I’d experienced some totally unexpected wonders of the culinary world like Provençal zucchini flowers, foie gras with blueberries and some – like snails drenched in garlic butter – that I could have done without.  

“Order anything on the menu,” she said. 

I opened the leather-bound menu cautiously. The special of the day involved rabbit and while I’d become more adventurous with my protein choices since coming to France, I was secretly thankful that Jenna wasn’t going to give me a hard-sell on roasted Thumper.

She nudged me into a gazpacho, a choice that sounded rather ordinary to me (but “wait until you taste it!”) and grilled Mediterranean bass with shallot vinaigrette. “In fact,” said Jenna when the waiter came to take our order, “I’ve talked myself into the gazpacho as well but I’ll take the guinea fowl afterwards.” She picked up one of the cheese pastries and smiled beatifically. “Fasten the belt on your seat, Melody.”

The first spoonful of gazpacho was a revelation. It seemed to contain every vegetable on earth ... except tomatoes... but there was something else going on as well. Something that didn’t belong in this bowl. I licked the spoon thoughtfully. It was...? It was...?

“Licorice,” said Jenna. “You’d never have guessed, right?”

“Licorice in tomato soup?”

“Freddy is a genius.”

“Wow.” This was something new for me to digest and illogical as it was, I couldn’t deny that the soup was something to write home about. As a matter of fact, I’d write about it to my great-aunt Lily, who spends most of her life glued to the Food Channel. “Is this soup going to be in the book? Should we take notes?” 

“Don’t be in such a hurry. Concentrate on the next dish and tell me what you think about it.”

After the first few bites, I had no idea what I thought. Something was definitely going on here but my unsophisticated palate wasn’t picking up on it. The splash of black coffee added to the shallot vinaigrette turned every bite of bass into a perplexing surprise. Ditto for the sugary slice of guinea fowl glazed with maple syrup and topped with popcorn that Jenna slid onto my plate from hers.

“It’s ... awfully ... interesting.” 

Jenna was too busy swiping every last drop maple syrup off her plate with dinner roll to notice that I couldn’t come up with a more enthusiastic comment. I looked around the room. Most of the diners appeared to be treating their lunch like a religious experience. I added, more truthfully: “I’ve never tasted anything like this before.”

Jenna dabbed her lips with her napkin. “This is how Frédéric became the youngest chef to win the “Cuisine Idol” show. He was still at the Cordon Bleu cooking school when he transformed Henri Fleury’s famous fruit pie into a kind of meatloaf ... ah! Here he is!” 

There was an appreciable rush of star quality charisma as the young chef with the shaggy blond mane made his way into the dining room, rubbing his hands on a gravy-speckled apron that resembled a Jackson Pollock canvas. He shook hands at each table and posed for several selfies before he headed in our direction. 

“Vous avez bien mangé?” he asked when he finished his star turn and stood before our table, arms akimbo. 

“You must impress us with your English today,” said Jenna. “Melody, this is Frédéric Perrin, chef extraordinaire. Freddy, this is Melody Layne from New York. She will be writing your biography for the cookbook.”

“It is a delight to put my life in your hands,” he said as he lifted mine for a kiss.

Since something about this guy radiated puppy-dog charm, the gesture felt more like a lick from an affectionate spaniel than a French come-on. That first impression wavered when he batted his blue-gray eyes flirtatiously and added: “Jenna has told me all about you.”

Huh? Exactly how much ‘all’ had she told him? Had she revealed that I was getting over a lousy love affair and in dire need of a romantic rebound? While I appreciated Jenna’s proactive attitude toward my career, I didn’t want her going Tinderella on my private life. 

“Are you trying to fix me up with this guy?” I whispered as soon as the chef ambled off to another table. 

“Of course not!” I was relieved that Jenna looked authentically shocked by the suggestion. “All my ‘fixing up’ energies are devoted to getting you together with my cousin Michel. Now that you’re over that horrible Carlos Ortega, you’ll finally realize just how special Michel is. Besides,” she added, “Freddy has no time for a relationship right now. He wakes up before dawn and works past midnight six days a week. Ah! He’s back.” 

“Voilà!” The chef placed two gilt-edged plates on the table before pulling a third chair over to our table and sinking into it. “This is my latest creation, Jenna. Something that you have not yet tasted yet.” He folded his arms and smiled at us. 

I looked down at my plate. At face value, it looked like a garden-variety brownie but for all I knew, it was ground-up pepperoni spiked with licorice. Jenna held her plate up to her nose and sniffed it with practiced, food-critic concentration. 

“Chocolate,” she announced. 

“Nothing but chocolate?” he asked with a Cheshire Cat smile. 

Jenna stared at the ceiling and furrowed her brow as she contemplated her first taste. “It can’t be, but I think it is,” she said finally. “Ciboulette?”

“Mais oui!” The chef beamed at her. “Even my sous-chef was puzzled by that little twist!” He looked at me expectantly. “What do you think, Mademoiselle Layne?”

“I’m still waiting for the sub-titles. Si-boo...?” 

“Ciboulette is chive,” Jenna told me. She turned to Frédéric. “C’est très intéressant, mon ami.” 

I like chives. I mean, I like them in salad dressings and sprinkled on top of omelets. I took another bite. That teensy dash of onion made it impossible to take the chocolate for granted. Except... one of the best things about chocolate is its dependability. This brownie was anything but comfort food. 

“Outside France, I am an unknown quantity,” said the chef. “International food critics will think I’m crazy when they find pickled eggplant in the coconut ice cream.”

“Do you do that?” I asked warily. “Put eggplant in the ice cream?”

“If I did, I would have an excellent reason for doing so. The world needs to understand my revolutionary vision of French cuisine. Respect and validation.” His eyes shone. “And that is what this book will give me.”     
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Time was not our side. Even with self-publishing, no serious book could be ready for the restaurant’s scheduled opening in late September. And there was no financial point in producing a book at all if it wasn’t available before the holiday gift season got started. 

Added to that, there would be significant logistic problems vis-à-vis Frédéric’s availability. Through the end of August, he’d be fulfilling the last weeks of his contract with the Hôtel du Parc Monceau at the same time that he’d be assembling his own team and menu for Chez Perrin.  Scheduling quality time with him would be a challenge.

On the plus side, it looked like all the time I’d be spending with Frédéric (or Freddy as he told us to call him) would be pleasant. With Charles-Henri Banville, I had been writing about a sexual predator who was practically asking to be murdered. In contrast, Freddy was a total sweetie-pie. Communication wasn’t going to be a problem either. While his English wasn’t quite as fluent as Jenna’s, it was damn good. He’d spent his junior high school year as an exchange student in Tucson, Arizona. (“It is my wish to cook with cactus,” he told me dreamily.) All in all, this job looked like a piece of cake – strawberry shortcake studded with garlic cloves and lima beans – but cake nevertheless.

I didn’t get home from lunch until five. Rather than organizing the list of friends and colleagues that Freddy gave me, I brewed a pot of tea and streamed the fourth season of “Cuisine Idol”, the series that had turned Frédéric Perrin into a household name. In fact, he wasn’t just a name anymore, he’d become an expression. I learned from Jenna that “pulling a Perrin” was frequently used for thinking outside the box in any situation.

In the first episode, Freddy – like all ten contestants – appeared cowed by the lights and cameras. After the most hapless hopefuls had been eliminated, the lines were drawn. There were five super-strong contenders for the prize but with his rock star looks, Freddy was clearly the candidate who was cooking with charisma. After he ‘saved’ a curdled hollandaise sauce with a back-handed splash of hot water just before the buzzer sounded in the fifth episode, his odds of winning increased dramatically. 

Knives were used for more than slicing green peppers. Many of the chefs were extremely adept at back-stabbing. The cameras lingered long and lovingly on the evil smirk of surly Muriel, the stony-faced candidate from Marseille, when a rival’s Grand Marnier soufflé flopped like dead possum pie.  

In contrast, Freddy, upon noticing that the sautéed mushrooms on the stovetop to his right were starting to smoke, lifted the other chef’s frying pan from the burner without losing track of his own béarnaise sauce. Freddy was still only ranked third by the judges but the phone-in vote, which counted for 30% of the total score, was solidly behind him. 

After three hours of binge-watching brilliant young chefs create mouth-watering dishes from fresh ingredients, I found my own dining options distinctly drab and uninspiring. The frozen meal that I’d planned with pleasure – if it was Tuesday, it was chicken tagliatelle – was now utterly unappetizing. I arranged a wedge of camembert and a few whole-wheat crackers on a plate and got back to YouTube. A few episodes of “Cuisine Idol” had already turned me into a food snob. 

I peeled an orange for my dessert as I watched the final episode: the highly anticipated duel between Freddy and Muriel. The challenge was to “own” a dessert recipe that the contestants had learned from a chef who’d been an inspiration for their career. They’d prepare the time-honored recipe with their mentors and then create an all-new, second dessert with their own personal spin. The “original” chefs were present to aid, abet and kvetch as needed.  It sounded like a recipe for eggs Benedict Arnold to me and I wasn’t entirely wrong.  

Muriel played for sentiment: She brought in her Kiev-born mother and announced her plan to do an extreme makeover of Mom’s cherry clafoutis. Claff -ooh - tee? That was a new one for me but I looked it up and learned it was sort of a fruit flan. After some of the high-flying desserts I’d already seen on the show, it didn’t sound very challenging. 

On the other hand, neither did Freddy’s choice. He was going to work on a herb-laced peach pie created by a chef named Henri Fleury. Fruit pie, even with a dash of garden greenery, also sounded rather tame for primetime but the name ‘Henri Fleury’ rang a bell. Wasn’t he the man on the podium with Freddy at the prize ceremony? Yes, Henri Fleury was Freddy’s favorite professor at the Cordon Bleu cooking school. I marked him down as a valuable source for background material.  

Bald and plump, Fleury appeared shy and retiring, as distinctly uneasy on the TV set as he’d appeared at the Rabelais press conference. By contrast, in the other kitchenette, Muriel’s mom was bossing her daughter around like a barracuda with PMS. Mother/daughter drama was alien territory to me since my own mom ran away from home long before we could develop a serious relationship. If the Zaitseva family tension was anything to go by, I hadn’t missed much.

After a few minutes of air-time (but probably an hour of ‘real’ time since the chefs were always popping things into the oven and pulling them out seconds later), the two original desserts were placed before the judges. Mom’s cherry clafoutis, while probably delicious, looked like an overweight pancake with acne. Henri Fleury’s tart was picture-perfect, a telegenic swirl of razor-thin peach slices interspersed with emerald slivers of mint and basil. The TV moderator explained that it featured on the cover of Fine Dining Magazine when Fleury had created it in 1982. 

Now the serious work began.   

Muriel prepared the same flour-and-egg batter as her mother but she poured it into a much wider baking pan. Then, carefully and quite artistically, she began to place cubed beets into a delicate pattern of stars and flowers. “Sugar comes from beets,” she grunted when the moderator asked about her choice. “Why not use beets in desserts?”

On the other side of the set, Freddy was chopping calves’ liver into teensy cubes to the clear astonishment of his mentor. “Pastilla,” said Freddy. “I tasted pastilla in Marrakech last year but I’m working on more of a Turkish presentation.” Butter sizzled as he added minced calves’ liver, sliced peaches and dates to the frying pan.  With a snicker-snack of kitchen scissors, he shredded three handfuls of fresh herbs and mint into the mix. 

When the three TV judges made their decision, it looked like an easy call. Not that Muriel had done a bad job but all she’d accomplished on camera was the fancy home-staging of a country-style standard. This was not her mother’s splotchy, beached whale of dessert; this was a delicate, polka-dot crepe that Muriel had folded into graceful triangles. 
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AT THIS COZY BISTRO, THE CUISINE IS TO DIE FOR!
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