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A large man with his hand poised above a plate of flaky
chocolate-filled croissants. A young woman with her hand
poised above an antique door knocker. And so it begins.




[image: images]


Chapter 1


The New Chef


John Frederick is propped up on his bed, wrapped in what, in more formal times, would have been called a dressing gown. It is a dark-blue silk reminiscent of evening skies, embroidered in a vaguely oriental design. His laptop computer is perched upon his huge stomach like a warming hut at the top of an alpine mountain; a large white linen napkin covers him from chin to laptop. Though spoiling any possible hint of sophistication implied by the dressing gown, the napkin is a much-needed accessory, catching any crumbs that might spill from his hands as they travel back and forth from his mouth to the plate of pastries resting on a tray by his side.


John Frederick checks his e-mail with mixed emotions. He only gives out the address to a select handful of people: his business manager and a few top culinary experts. Yet despite this exclusivity, his inbox is, as usual, filled with spam. Such a perfect name for this unwanted intrusion into his electronic environment, he thinks, fancying he can even smell a disturbing odor of smoked meat and nitrates.


In truth, John Frederick much prefers communicating in longhand. It is his cherished belief that words written on paper have substance and solidity, and John Frederick is nothing if not a fan of substance and solidity. Words translated into pixels on a screen seem to him, by their very nature, to be more fragmented and ephemeral. He finds there is something inviting, and often challenging, about a crisp, clean sheet of paper the color of marshmallow icing, that embraces and holds the words.


John Frederick sighs. Downstairs Mrs. Floyd, his longtime house manager, is interviewing, yet again, to fill the chef position. It is a mystery to John Frederick why such a seemingly simple task as retaining a chef should be so difficult.


“My demands are so simple,” he says aloud to himself with a sigh. “All I want is lovely, enticing food in sufficient quantities to sate my hunger.” He communicates his likes and dislikes in clear, concise directions that should be easy to carry out. Is it his fault that the prior chefs were unimaginative, uncreative, and incapable of turning out the simplest dish to his satisfaction?
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Lexie stands before the massive wooden door, the paneled entrance looming over her small frame. There is a heavy metal door knocker on the middle panel, and a rather incongruous-looking modern buzzer and intercom system on the adjacent wall. She brushes her hand against the worn brass of the knocker, but wonders if using this quaint implement might make her seem old-fashioned or behind the times. In any event, she knows she has little time to dither. It is nearly time for The Interview.


She takes a deep breath, reaches forward, and presses the ivory-colored buzzer. She hopes she can hear the response above the sound of her heart, which has turned into an enormous drum being beaten by a score of marching percussionists.


“Can I help you?” inquires a female voice rendered flat and scratchy by the intercom speaker.


“I have an appointment with Mrs. Floyd. This is Alexandra Evelyn Haynes.”


Lexie stumbles only slightly as she enunciates her full given name. As always, it seems like too grand a name for a decidedly ungrand girl. Her parents, thankfully, quickly shortened it to Lexie, which—despite, or perhaps because of, its unfortunate similarity to “pixie”—seems to her to be so much more fitting.


I shall fit into my full name today. I am a professional. I am a chef. Lexie silently repeats this last phrase several times, like a mantra. Perhaps she is beginning to believe it. I am—


Lexie’s chant is interrupted as the door swings open, framing an older woman, her gray hair styled in an old-fashioned bun.


The woman holds out her hand. “I’m Mrs. Floyd, Mr. Frederick’s house manager. Please do come in.”


Lexie recognizes the voice as a more rounded, less abrasive version of the intercom questioner. She nods and follows the woman through the large entryway. As she passes, Lexie can’t help but glance at her reflection in one of the two ornate mirrors that flank the massive wooden door. It is not a reassuring image. I look like a ghost: pale skin, pale-gray eyes, pale suit, murmurs her inner critique. Even her crinkly red hair, pulled back in a hopefully competent-looking French braid, appears to have been transformed by her stress into something dull and lifeless.


Mrs. Floyd turns to the right, towards a slightly ajar door. “Please come in and have a seat.” Once they’ve entered, she pauses for a moment as Lexie lowers herself into a chair facing the desk. “Would you like some tea or coffee?”


“No thank you. I’m fine,” Lexie says, envisioning the brown liquid cascading down her lap and onto the floor.


“So, let’s begin,” Mrs. Floyd says. “Frankly, I was rather surprised when I got your application. With such glowing letters of reference from such a renowned culinary institute, I would have expected you to try for an entry position in one of the downtown restaurants.”


“I was attracted to the challenge and the opportunity to work on my own.” She, of course, can’t tell Mrs. Floyd the truth—that the thought of diving into the cutthroat world of haute cuisine makes her nauseated. Not a promising reaction for a would-be professional chef.


“I must tell you that normally I would be looking at more experienced chefs, not someone fresh out of school,” Mrs. Floyd says.


“I have a lifetime of experience,” Lexie says. “I’ve been cooking since before I could even reach the counter.”


“On the other hand,” Mrs. Floyd continues, “all of our recent chefs have had extensive professional experience and yet were not a successful fit. Perhaps experience can be a double-edged sword. Those who are too set in their ways have a difficult time adjusting to the demands of this position.”


Lexie homes in on the plurals. Just how many occupants of this position have there been, and how many demands were there? Lexie pictures a multitude of chefs spinning about on a giant merry-go-round, each seated on his multicolored wooden steed, his white chef’s jacket flapping in the wind, one hand holding on to the pole and the other securing his white toque to the top of his head. Periodically, the merry-go-round stops and takes on one more rider, while simultaneously disgorging yet another disheveled chef to solid ground.


Mrs. Floyd is still speaking. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, it’s also very isolated here, and you will be alone much of the time.”


“That’s not a problem. I like having time to myself,” Lexie says, adding silently to herself, Time to breathe; time to recover.


Mrs. Floyd clears her throat. “There’s one more thing. My employer has a rather unusual and varied palate; he is devoted to all things gastronomic. I always try and anticipate his needs and his moods and will convey those to you to the best of my ability. Should you be selected for this position, I will see to it that any written notes or instructions and a copy of the next day’s schedule are delivered directly to your room each evening.”


“I’m sure once I meet him and get involved in the planning, we can work everything out,” Lexie says.


“Oh no, my dear. I’m afraid I haven’t made myself clear. You won’t be working with Mr. Frederick directly. He doesn’t like talking to outsiders. In fact, he rarely leaves the estate, except when he’s on one of his culinary safaris in search of new gustatory experiences. Everything you need to know will be communicated to you in the form of a written note, or through me.”


Lexie frowns. “But how am I to know if I’m succeeding if I can’t see or experience his reactions?”


“That, my dear, is the challenge. . . .”
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Several floors above, John Frederick ponders the process taking place below his feet. Who will Mrs. Floyd choose this time? Certainly the selectee will be physically strong; carrying cast iron skillets is hard work, and requires a degree of muscular development. Clearly he will come draped in an impressive array of credentials and a long history of extensive service. Perhaps he will be a former head chef, looking forward to a stint in a more bucolic environment; or perhaps a pastry chef looking to expand his range of culinary creativity. And perhaps this time he might even be the one, the one who can at last . . . last. John Frederick tries to imagine his first taste of the chef’s inaugural offering. Whether ultimately satisfying or not, it will at least be a welcome change.
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Chapter 2


The Yellow Room


Mrs. Floyd shows Lexie to her room. Lexie, who has been holding her breath in both anticipation and anxiety, lets out a slow, smooth release of air and a murmured thank-you.


Lexie stares at the yellow walls, her hair a poppy in a field of sunflowers. The room is spare, but contains everything she will need. It is small, neat, and very Lexie, with the same perfect balance of fullness and compactness. As if to cement her sense of belonging, the yellow is almost the same shade as that of the bedroom in her beloved childhood home. “Hello room,” she whispers. The curtains, billowing in the suggestion of a breeze, whisper “hello” in return.


Lexie sits on the bed and lays her hand on the stack of sheets, towels, and pillowcases resting by the headboard. “I want to stay here a long time. I need to stay here a long time,” she murmurs. The insurance money is gone, transformed into payments for the student loans accumulated while at L’Ecole Gastronomique, the school whose certificate of completion and stellar recommendations so impressed Mrs. Floyd. Once again, Lexie says a prayer of thanks for her mother’s foresight—the foresight that has allowed her to reach this day, even if it is not the future they once envisioned.


Her mother . . .Lexie’s thoughts drift back to happier days.


A much younger Lexie sits on the stone steps tucked away at the side of the yard of her childhood home. Once they led to a small utility shed, long since torn down. This has become Lexie’s space, a place she returns to as often as possible. She looks out at the clear, blue sky, broken only by a lone cloud and the lacy tops of the trees at the back of the yard.


The soft, swishy sound of footsteps muffled by the grass causes her to turn her head.


“Hi Mom,” she says, a smile forming on her pale, delicate face. The freckles sprinkled across her nose mirror the small brown stones at her feet.


“Mind if I join you?” her mother asks. Lexie’s smile widens even further at her mother’s appreciation of the sanctity of these steps and innate understanding that, even though the house belongs to Mrs. Haynes, it is Lexie’s treasured spot.


“I love this house,” Lexie says to her mother. “I love everything about it. Besides, Poppa is here, in these walls. I can feel him.”


‘You are so his child. He could always sense the story embedded in ordinary things. He always seemed faintly surprised when I couldn’t detect the traces of smells and colors and emotions that you two sensed so easily. Remember how he used to look at the bricks lining the fireplace and say they were patinaed by memory?” Her mother takes a moment to swipe at her eyes with the corner of her scarf. “Even after five years, I can’t believe he’s gone.”


“I can’t imagine living anywhere else,” Lexie says adamantly.


“I’m going to remind you of those words in a year or two when you’re away at school. You’ll probably never want to come home.”


Lexie surveys the room one more time. “No,” she says with a sigh, “this yellow is different from my old room.” An image of ashes and ruined timbers threatens to eclipse her memory of that golden hue, but she forcibly pushes aside this intruding memory.


“This is a new yellow for a new room,” Lexie declares, and, inhaling the welcoming essence of her new domicile, she begins to unpack.
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Chapter 3


John Frederick Takes a Hike


John Frederick slowly rises from his bed and stretches his huge arms upward, the flesh on his arms melting back into his shoulders. He takes three deep inhalations. How good it feels to exercise. Buoyed by this rush of activity, John Frederick makes a momentous decision: today will be a hiking day.


To support this energetic inspiration, John Frederick puts on his custom-made tracksuit—a zippered jacket and loose pull-on pants made of a red, satinlike material that stretches easily with each jouncing step. As he surveys himself in the mirror, he is struck by a sudden desire to put on a white ermine scarf and shout “Ho, ho, ho!” but immediately flushes this counterproductive image from his mind.


Using his special long-handled shoehorn, John Frederick snuggles his feet into his elastic-corded athletic shoes. “Nearly ready,” he tells himself. All that is left is to provision himself for the coming ordeal. “Two granola bars, peanut-chocolate trail mix, energy drink. That should be enough,” he says, mentally checking off each item as he slips it into his capacious pockets.


Thus amply prepared, John Frederick begins his adventure. The path is gentle beneath his feet, carpeted with greenery and flowers. He feels it yield softly with each step, embracing his foot only to spring back into place as he raises his heel and moves forward toward his ultimate destination. John Frederick breathes in the scents that surround him: pine with a hint of fresh rain. What a lovely day!
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