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        Praise for 

        VINTAGE

        “Vintage is a true page-turner.”

        —Minneapolis Star Tribune (Best Wine Book of the Year)

        “Baker gets his spellbinding debut off to a rousing start with a great setup and an endearing protagonist. . . . A feast for all ­readers!”

        —Library Journal (starred review)

        “Baker’s thriller offers entertainment and no little suspense for wine lovers.”

        —Booklist

        “The descriptions of food and wine in the novel are impeccable.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “Required reading.”

        —New York Post

        “A delicious adventure.”

        —Daily Southtown

        “David Baker takes readers on a culinary expedition.”

        —Chicago Tribune

        “A compelling and delicious story.”

        —Great Northwest Wine

        “An unsnobby wine thriller [and] an excellent pairing with just about any book club.”

        —Portland Tribune

        “[David Baker] delivers a walloping good time in Vintage. . . . Bruno is a character for the ages, a passionate foodie who finds his own winding road to redemption.”

        —BookPage

        “Positively delightful.”

        —SeattleTimes.com

        “Feel confident giving this book to anyone who loves a global mystery, but it is a great read for anyone into wine or cooking.”

        —Examiner.com

        “Baker excels through his mouth-watering depictions of food . . . satisfying the longing for far-flung corners of European villages and noir film intrigue—or simply your next good meal.”

        —Gapers Block

        “[A] hilarious and evocative debut.”

        —Richard C. Morais, author of The Hundred-Foot Journey

        “An improbable hero, a decades-old mystery, a globe-trotting pursuit, and starring roles for fine food and great wine. What’s not to love?”

        —Katherine Cole, author of How to Fake Your Way through a Wine List

        “A modern odyssey in the classic sense of the term. It’s an intriguing, evocative, and seductive narrative—an entirely sensual experience.”

        —Warwick Ross, producer/director of Red Obsession

        “David Baker’s beautiful and quietly audacious debut is not to be missed.”

        —Carole Maso, author of The Art Lover, Defiance, and Ghost Dance

        “Vintage is at once a mouthwatering culinary tale, an evocative look at the strength it takes to create the life we want, and a delicious adventure. Baker’s lyrical descriptions of the power of food and the right wine to heal and connect those we love weaves a tender and often hilarious tale of navigating life’s choices. In Vintage, the thread of a storied wine and its missing vintages transcends geography and explores what it means to create your own second chance.”

        —Nina Mukerjee Furstenau, MFK Fisher Award–winning author of Biting Through the Skin: An Indian Kitchen in America’s Heartland
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For Liesbeth and Nelda, who cooked for us



ONE



Bouillabaisse

This classic peasant stew was originally designed to stretch bonier and cheaper fish into a meal, but the addition of crushed garlic, herbs and fresh vegetables in balanced proportion have rendered it the poor fisherman’s gift to humanity. Bouillabaisse has sent many a Marseilles sailor to sea with a strong back and a full belly, but it can also work wonders on a broken heart. It is a comeback meal, and with a dash of cayenne and saffron, even the most battered hearts can be restored with enough vigor to again brave the turbulent and storm-ridden waters of love.

—BRUNO TANNENBAUM, TWENTY RECIPES FOR LOVE

Not bad, not bad at all, Bruno thought as he wiggled his fingers above the keys. He cracked his knuckles. He was glad. It was starting to feel like a book. “Now, that’s a hell of a beginning!” He actually said this out loud, drawing attention from the other diners at the bistro. He didn’t care, though. He resumed typing:

Wine is life. It is essence. It is the inky-dark heartsblood pulsing out the rhythm of our species’ slow crawl from the muck. Wine is the mystery behind every religion. It is the warmth of every sunrise. It is the chime of every bell that ever rang for a wedding or tolled for a funeral . . .

Bruno stopped his typing, rousing himself long enough to reach for his glass and sip the peppery velvet of his wine. He swished, coating his gums, and swallowed. Then returned to the keys:

Wine is civilization. It is what raised us up from feasting around carcasses and seated us at tables lit with conversation and laughter. Wine is desire. It is poetry. Philosophy. Science, nature, art. It is . . . humanity.

Bruno surfaced satisfied from his writerly fog. He reached for his wine once more to celebrate the words that now poured directly from his heart. But the glass was empty. Damn! He tipped the bottle. A single drop rolled off the rim. He looked around in a mild state of panic, realizing that he’d likely overstayed his welcome. But he wasn’t about to leave the restaurant. Not now that he was finally making progress.

He blinked, staring across the room at a youngish blonde in a low-cut black cocktail dress. She glanced at him with what may have been intrigue or annoyance. Maybe it wasn’t him at all that caught her attention, but the oiled Smith Corona typewriter propped on the table before him, next to the half-eaten plate of mixed brochettes and the empty bottle of the house red, an affordable Vacqueyras from the southern Rhône. He didn’t care what she thought. He was about to submerge into the writing again. It had been too long. He’d worked too hard. He typed. The table shook. The bell on the carriage chimed in celebration of a new line. The typebars, gleaming with olive oil, clacked and hammered home. It was the music of composition. His blood ran with the fire of creation . . . and the Vacqueyras.

An El train whooshed past outside, blotting the evening sun. There was a dull murmur of conversation around him. Waiters slalomed between the small tables. In his periphery, Bruno could see the crowd in the vestibule, waiting for tables in the tight little restaurant.

La Marseillaise was more popular now than ever. The Green Guide gave it a perfect score and couples made dinner reservations six months in advance. This dismayed Bruno even though he’d had a hand in the establishment’s success. He’d written the restaurant’s very first review in the Sun-Times a decade ago. He’d described the meal as a “subtle spectacle,” and declared Chef Joel Berteau, a humble cook from the French Merchant Marine with no prior experience in the restaurant racket, without even a green card, a “culinary magician of the highest order.”

The upshot was that Bruno’s adjectives had transformed La Marseillaise from a hidden gem into the crown jewel of Chicago’s River North neighborhood. He couldn’t afford to eat here anymore, especially not in his current predicament. But Joel Berteau had become a friend. Now that Bruno was back living with his mother, the chef offered him a sort of office . . . a corner table during the hours between the lunch and dinner rushes. Most days, a complimentary bowl of Joel’s triumphant bouillabaisse would appear next to his notebook as inspiration to coax Bruno’s chin out of his hands, to nudge his dormant fingers toward the pen or the typewriter keys. Occasionally Bruno would ask for a bottle of wine. Occasionally he’d get one.

Today, he’d already had two. He was celebrating the end of his writer’s block.

The keys sang their clattering, literary song. Discovering his father’s old typewriter in the closet beneath the spare pillows had been a stroke of good fortune buried within the larger humiliation of moving back in with his mom. The mechanical clatter gave a new sense of urgency and permanence to his words. Never mind that it annoyed the restaurant staff and other guests, who were now arriving for the evening rush: smart couples in relaxed cotton, first dates trying to impress, a salesman wooing an out-of-town client. All of them wore the self-assured air of folks who know where they belong. Bruno felt, and ignored, the occasional toe-to-head glance. The raised eyebrow. He was gruff. Stout. His unruly beard flecked with gray. His royal blue Chicago Cubs cap covering a thinning crown of bristly hair. His rumpled tweed jacket was neither new nor old enough to be fashionable.

And add to all of this the fact that he was typing. Noisily.

CLING! The carriage chimed another small victory. Finally, his new book was under way. After all this time . . .

“Bruno? Mr. Tannenbaum?”

The voice was at his ear. Whispered. Urgent. Bruno turned his head and scowled, but his eyes never left the bond paper.

“Mr. Tannenbaum!” The whisper morphed into a low, urgent order.

Bruno glanced up. A waiter with a beak nose supporting Versace glasses was bending down at his elbow. How the hell can a waiter afford Versace?

“Mr. Tannenbaum, you have to stop writing.”

“What?”

“The table . . . we need the table now.”

Bruno looked around. People crowded the entry. They spilled onto the street. They eyed him and his corner table. Prized real estate. When he’d arrived, the last diners were abandoning their lunches. He blinked. He looked at his page . . . a full page, finally a single full page. How many hours had it taken?

“Give me some more time. I’m working here.”

Wine didn’t usually make Bruno surly. But he didn’t like this waiter, who was wearing glasses worth more than a check from Condé Nast for a freelance article on squid salads. Whoever this guy was, Bruno was a peg higher. After all, he was pals with Berteau. After a number of favorable reviews, Berteau had invited him into the kitchen. They’d spent many a late night at the table in back, uncorking Rhônes, experimenting on the stove and discussing the merits and failings of Twain, Proust, Fitzgerald and Flaubert: Berteau had done a fair amount of reading in the Merchant Marine, and one such evening had led him to make the offer: a clean, well-lighted place to work. It was an offer that Bruno now abused. But an offer nonetheless. And Bruno wasn’t about to let this waiter challenge precedent.

The door to the kitchen flopped open. A waitress shouldered a tray. Bruno smelled the Mediterranean Sea. Inspiration struck and he resumed typing.

“Mr. Tannenbaum . . .” Versace said, as if speaking to a child.

“Can’t you see I’m working?” Bruno must have shouted, because heads turned. The blonde in the low-cut glanced his way again.

“Mr. Tannenbaum, the chef would love to offer you his table in the kitchen. It would be an honor . . .”

Bruno wasn’t listening. He knew he was imposing. But he also knew he’d been working for hours, days, years to carve out the first few words of a new book. He was writing again. Writing something real. It was the first step in climbing out of the hole he’d been living in. He was making his comeback. And Versace wasn’t going to derail him.

“Bring me more Vin de la Maison,” Bruno ordered, swiping at the empty bottle and knocking it over.

Another waiter arrived. A pair of hands reached for his typewriter. They lifted it from the table. His hard-won sentences were being snatched away. He spun. He swung. He felt flesh and bone mash beneath his palm. The Versace glasses smacked the cobbled floor. There was a collective gasp.

Rough hands were on his shoulders. He was on his feet. Standing up so quickly carried the wine from his stomach to his head. He felt someone grabbing his jacket, muscling him toward the door. Then he lost handle on his consciousness.

    *      *      *

Bruno came to with his cheek pressed to the concrete. A taxi roared past. A train rattled overhead. He sucked in a mouthful of oily exhaust, blinked and saw his father’s typewriter lying upside down before him, the handle on the return broken. Tears burned hot behind his nose, but he sniffed them back.

He heard the door swing open. Big hands were on him again, but gentler this time, coaxing him to his feet. Joel was there. Bruno smelled the garlic, sweat and olive oil. The chef’s apron was smeared, his toque askew.

“Bruno, Bruno, look at you.” Joel shook his head. The large sailor steadied Bruno on his feet, then took a step back and scratched his sandpapery jaw. Bruno was a big man, but Joel was bigger. “I don’t want you back. Not till you straighten yourself out.”

“I am straight. I’m back at the top of my game.”

Joel reached down and pulled the single page out of the typewriter. He began reading. Bruno watched, eager, expectant, as Joel studied it.

When Joel finally looked up, Bruno’s heart sank. The chef folded the page and tucked it into Bruno’s inside jacket pocket. “I don’t get it. Where’s it going?” he asked. Bruno didn’t answer. He couldn’t. There was a pause. Joel shook his head. “Try again, Bruno. Come back when you’re in a better place.”

Bruno felt like a child as Joel squeezed his shoulder. He could feel his friend’s disappointment, like a cold, heavy weight, in the chef’s grasp.

Joel hailed a cab. It eased to the side of the street and he helped Bruno in, setting the typewriter gently in his lap. Then he turned and disappeared back into the maelstrom of the restaurant.



TWO



A Capon

Call the capon the king of the cockerels: this table bird has been gelded and fattened, and the result is the richest, most mouthwatering fowl that can cross your palate. To refer to him as a chicken is an insult. The capon is the perfect gourmet solution for finicky dinner guests, but careful preparation and pairing with an excellent wine also wins him a special place in the practices of seductive cookery.

—BRUNO TANNENBAUM, TWENTY RECIPES FOR LOVE

“Some Frog fishmonger thinks he knows good writing . . .” Bruno was saying.

“S’cuse me?” The cabdriver glanced in the rearview.

“Nothing.”

Bruno huddled over the typewriter, cursing Joel Berteau. But in his heart, he knew his friend was right. He didn’t even unfold the page that Berteau had stuffed into his pocket. How could anything be good after two bottles of wine? He had no doubt he was a decent writer. He’d written a very good novel twenty years before. It hadn’t sold exceptionally well, but it earned strong reviews and was translated into French, Spanish and German. One draft, words pouring from his heart, adjectives tumbling from his palate. One draft, and his editor had requested only minor revisions. He’d written the book in France in his twenties, fresh out of college, after he’d spent his savings on a backpacking trip across Europe and then taken a job as a vineyard laborer in the Burgundian village of Pommard to raise funds for his return home. The novel was filled with so many rich vignettes of food and wine that it earned him a guest column at his hometown newspaper, the Chicago Sun-Times. This turned into a regular gig reviewing restaurants, then a spot on the local news and finally another book deal.

Bruno’s second book sold much better. It was a collection of essays called Twenty Recipes for Love. It wasn’t very good, in his opinion, but it caught the collective fancy of foodies. And it wasn’t just the epicures who bought it: he was surprised that some of the folks in the working-class neighborhood where he’d grown up had read it. That’s because it was clever. It had a gimmick: it would help you mend relationships or seduce your neighbor through food. They’d hired a cartoonist from Playboy to create vignettes introducing the chapters. “Hooky” was how his agent, Harley, had described it. It had given Bruno a shtick, and he’d been working it ever since. Bruno knew he was a good writer. No doubts there. But what he didn’t know was how long it lasted: this state of good writerliness. He feared that being a good writer wasn’t a constant. It wasn’t a state or plane of existence. Maybe it was a pinnacle you reached only momentarily. What he feared more than anything in the world was that each writer had a limit. A tab. And when your credit ran out, you were done, the well was dry.

This wasn’t a new fear brought on by his age. He’d felt it early on, as soon as he’d started his second book. It was as if he knew whatever came next would be a sham.

Now here he was, an aging, sodden hack taking a cab to his mother’s flat. He was broke. His only valuable possessions were a busted typewriter and the single page in his pocket. An opening to another unfinished book. A bridge to nowhere.

Bruno noticed the cabbie’s bloodshot eye studying him in the rearview mirror. The man turned and offered a half smile. He was youngish, but weathered, with a scruff of a beard, bags under his eyes and wispy brown hair spraying out from under a newsboy cap.

“Hey,” the driver said, “you’re that guy, aren’t you?”

“What guy?”

“The one who used to be on TV?” He smiled again, showing yellow teeth.

“It’s been a while.”

“Sure, I remember you. On the news. You did those pieces about the restaurants. Man, you used to tear some of those places to shreds. Close places down. I remember that. I loved it, man. You were ruthless.”

“I also gave favorable reviews.”

“Sure. But everybody does that.”

They rode in silence for a while, the cabbie smiling to himself and glancing on and off in the rearview enough for Bruno to grow nervous about the man’s distraction. It was as if the fellow were searching his memory for the vestiges of Bruno’s fading career.

“So what are you doing now?” the driver finally asked.

Bruno grasped the typewriter uncomfortably. I’m separated from my wife, he thought. I’m sleeping on my mother’s couch. “I still write a column for the Sun-Times.”

“Yeah? But nobody reads papers anymore. At least I don’t. You should get a blog or an app or something. That way I could read it on my phone while I’m queued up at O’Hare.”

“Of course. Brilliant.” Bruno couldn’t suppress his sarcasm. He loathed technology. He despised everything that sped up meals, everything that interrupted the slow pleasures of living. He hated televisions in dining rooms and in airport lobbies. He despised mobile phones answered between il primo and il secondo. And most of all he detested the insipid Internet and its so-called democratization, the fact that every asshole with an opinion could become a critic, that every restaurant could be exalted or decried by any untrained palate, the reviewer’s only qualification being his ability to type with his thumbs.

But the cabbie hadn’t picked up on Bruno’s derision. “Hey, I remember now, you also did that book, right?”

Hope glimmered in Bruno’s heart. Had the man read his first novel, A Season Among the Vines?

“Yeah, my lady’s got that one. It was huge when we were in high school. If you wanted to act classy and get laid, you had to have that book.”

The glimmer flickered and died. The book the man spoke of wasn’t Season, but Bruno’s second effort. The hooky one.

“What was that called?”

“Twenty Recipes for Love.”

“Yeah, right. That was great.”

Cheeky and gimmicky though it may have been, Twenty Recipes had still carried a core of truth. He’d still been a writer then. At least it had made him famous.

“Hey . . .” the driver said after a pause. He was staring at Bruno full-on in the rearview at the same time that he swerved between cars on the Kennedy Expressway. Bruno gripped his typewriter tighter. “You can help me out.”

“How so?”

“My girlfriend. She just got a promotion. She now runs the perfume counter at Marshall Field’s.”

Bruno smiled. The man was humble, maybe a little crass, but he still respected tradition. He refused to use the landmark Chicago department store’s new name: Macy’s. The fellow had a sense of history. Bruno appreciated this.

“And?”

“Well, I want to fix her a little something to . . . touch off a little spark, maybe heat things up in the sack . . . if you know what I’m saying.”

“I do.”

“So, can you help me out?”

Bruno searched the recesses of his brain, struggling to remember his prescriptions from Twenty Recipes. He’d divided the meals into function: first dates, rekindling the dying flame, celebrating the lasting commitment. It was silly pop psychology, but it had given Bruno a reputation as a sort of physician for relationships. Oh, the irony.

“How old is she?” Bruno asked.

“Thirty-five.”

“Her favorite book?”

“She ain’t really the book type. She reads magazines. You know. People. That kind of stuff.”

“That’s unfortunate. Movies?”

“She likes chick flicks. But the old ones. Ever see Roman Holiday?”

“Ah . . .” Bruno said, brightening and leaning forward, his mind whirring as the alcohol receded and instinct took over. “Have you been to Natasha’s on Diversey?”

“Nah, but I know where it is.”

“Good. Go there on a Thursday; that’s when they get deliveries. First thing in the morning. You’re looking for a fresh capon. Go large, eight pounds. You’ll want to pick up some truffles and fresh sage. Get some good olive oil from Nick’s down in Greektown. Taste it first. It should smell green and leave a tang in the back of your throat. You’re going to want to make a paste of the oil and sage and rub down the whole bird. Roast it with new potatoes. Pick up a decent white, but nothing too showy. You don’t want to upstage the fowl. Maybe a Vouvray, or a Grüner Veltliner. Better yet, get one of each. You getting this?”

“Getting it,” the cabbie said. He was looking down into the passenger seat and scribbling, somehow managing to thread through the speeding highway traffic without looking at the road. Bruno didn’t notice. His pulse surged. He closed his eyes and imagined the meal coming together.

“Now, you’re going to want to go classy. Clear out a room and move the table to the middle. Use a white tablecloth. Don’t skimp on the flowers.”

“Gotcha, gotcha. White tablecloth. This is good stuff. Really good. Thanks.”

Bruno leaned back, satisfied, at last, to be of some use. The cabbie nodded as he drove. Undoubtedly he was thinking of his girlfriend, the expression on her face when she returned home from her perfume counter to see the carefully arranged table, her breath on his cheek as he takes her into his arms, and then later . . . their bodies lying beside one another, glazed with a sheen of sweat . . .

Bruno leaned back and smiled, trying to remember what it was like to wake up next to a woman.



THREE



Tenderloin

While tenderloin is sensual by name and nature, the emotional application of this cut can vary greatly. Pork expresses comfort and confidence. Beef, unabashed extravagance. Prepare bison for your lover and you are taking a bold risk that could overwhelm and frighten. The tenderloin of a domesticated American elk, however, is perhaps the most versatile choice. The hint of wild game can remind the diner of forgotten desire, the buttery softness in the heart of a filet can connote the affection that lies just beneath a surface seared by years and difficult times.

—BRUNO TANNENBAUM, TWENTY RECIPES FOR LOVE

Bruno choked on a snore, jolting awake. He cracked his eyes, the light angling through the slats in the window shades arousing his headache. A family of porcelain ducks watched him from the lace doily on an end table. He was stretched on the couch, still wearing his rumpled sport coat, though his mother had tucked a warm fleece blanket under his chin.

He turned his head and spied his father’s battered typewriter facing him from the coffee table; its keys formed a mocking grin. He could vaguely remember playing on the floor as a child while his father sat straight-backed on a creaking chair, carefully using the contraption to peck out a bank loan application. His dad had worked long hours for a kosher butcher on the far north of the city, and he’d held out hopes of one day buying the shop from its aging owner. He had been cautious and pragmatic like other North Side immigrants, and his sole daily luxury was a glass of reasonable Chablis that stood beside the typewriter, filled to a line on the side demarking four ounces, and not a drop more. Bruno had hoped that the ancient machine could somehow rekindle his literary fire, but it hadn’t been the typewriter working its magic last night at La Marsellaise. It had been the Vacqueyras.

He smelled coffee and fresh bread in the kitchen. His mother had already left for work, but she’d left him well provisioned. A small carafe of coffee stood next to poppy-seed-studded mohnberches on a plate beside a pat of Beurre d’Isigny.

He was late for work but refused to rush. The health risk of fretting over your day job was a lesson learned from his father’s demise—the old man died of massive heart failure at work when Bruno was only seven. Bruno learned from that experience that life should be lived in the moment, filling the glass well past the four-ounce line, right up to the rim, because you never know when you’ll wind up lifeless on the shop floor clutching a broom.

It was a warmish spring day and he took the El downtown, strolling through Millennium Park, his well-trained sniffer detecting a trace of pear tree blossoms above the exhaust and sewage, and then a hint of sweet lake air behind it. He was still feeling the joy of spring as he danced out of the elevator onto the ninth floor of the Sun-Times building.

Iris Hernandez at the reception desk smiled up at him through a mane of glossy black hair.

“Good morning,” Bruno chimed, removing his sunglasses and winking. He’d always loved this compact fireplug of a woman who guarded the lobby.

“Good morning?”

“Heavens, I haven’t missed lunch, have I?”

“Almost, but not quite.”

“Speaking of lunch, any plans?”

Iris patted a neatly tied plastic sack on her desk. She smiled. She liked him. Or so he thought. She was an adorable twentysomething who lived with her mother and her six-year-old daughter in Garfield Park. She was single. Never been married. How some lout could impregnate her and then flee was beyond him. But then, could Bruno really judge?

This little lunch routine was something of a game. It wasn’t quite flirting. Iris was nearly half Bruno’s age, and Bruno was usually broke.

“My mother would kill me if I brought this home. She says wasting food is a sin.”

“Sounds like something my mother would say. Wise women.”

He offered a wink as he moved on, but Iris poked her head around the corner.

“Oh, hey, Grovnick is looking for you.”

“Thanks for the warning.”

Ernie Grovnick was Bruno’s boss. He was the editor of the lifestyle page, a newspaper lifer. He was budget-conscious and excelled at appeasing upper management. He could write a mean headline. But he was also unimaginative and one of the larger pains in Bruno’s ass.

Bruno wove through cubicles to his cubby in the corner. The sterility of the newsroom was relieved by the floor-to-ceiling glass that afforded a generous view of the Chicago River, the springish breeze adding a lively ripple to the surface of the gray water. Unlike the others on the floor, Bruno’s desk contained no computer. He worked with yellow legal pads and little black notebooks. It was the only civilized way to write now that Bruno’s brief romance with his father’s manual typewriter was fading. Bruno also felt that he was doing a service to the interns who input his words into their computers. Sort of like fine art students who make precise copies of a Rembrandt or Modigliani.

The rest of Bruno’s cube was taken up by culinary magazines, his telephone, notes and files and a collection of essential resources, including Le Guide Culinaire, The Professional Chef, Consider the Oyster and Beard on Food, as well as the classic text on Russian cookery, A Gift to Young Housewives, which Bruno kept on hand largely for the effect of the title.

He licked the tip of his pencil and began to scribble on a notepad. He was formulating a concept for an article: all great restaurants began to fade as they approached the decade mark. La Marsellaise, turning ten this year, would be his first case study. Ah, the might of the pen!

He leaned back and drummed his fingers on his stack of books, staring down at the river, his dark and watery muse. His reverie was interrupted by the squeak of Grovnick’s loafers.

He ignored the man until Grovnick cleared his throat.

“Um, Bruno, we need to talk.”

“I’m working on a story, Grovnick.” Bruno slowly turned the crank on his pencil sharpener, breathing in the metallic smell of ground lead, shredding spirals of paint and wood into its clear plastic tray.

Grovnick tilted the legal pad in front of Bruno. It was blank save for the words ten years, decade, decline. “Doesn’t look like much of a story to me.”

“Goddammit, Ernie, a writer does his real work here, not here.” Bruno spun in his chair, tapping his head and then the legal pad.

“Excuse me for offending your artistic sensibilities, but I’ve got a dozen writers to pay. And I, unfortunately, do my real work here.” He tapped his watch and spun. There were chuckles from the other journalists in the room. A few rolled eyes.

Bruno followed the circle of flesh at the back of Grovnick’s head that shone through his greasy black hair. He noticed smirks and winks as he passed the cubicles.

Grovnick’s office likewise had floor-to-ceiling windows, but its view of a neighboring building made it feel confined. The desk was stacked with papers and manila folders. There was a framed photo of Ernie in wraparound sunglasses hoisting a fishing pole in one hand and a toothy northern pike from a Minnesota lake in the other. There were photos of his college-age children. A crowded bookshelf indicated that the man had at least read a few worthwhile books. There was a copy of Mike Royko’s Boss, one of Ebert’s movie compendiums and Asbury’s delightfully lurid ramble, Gem of the Prairie.

Bruno slouched in the chair across the desk from his editor like a rebellious teen in the principal’s office. But now that they’d settled in, Grovnick’s gruff demeanor changed. He fumbled with proofs on his desk.

“So, how’s the book coming, Bruno?”

“It’s fine.”

“You’re overdue, you know. You’re a good writer.”

“Thanks, Ernie.” A compliment. Grovnick usually didn’t do flattery; it always seemed to pain or embarrass him. Bruno smiled.

“When I read Season, Bruno . . . holy shit . . . what was it, twenty years ago now? When I read that novel, I thought, There’s a guy who knows his grape juice. There’s a guy who knows how to eat. How to enjoy life. And then tell other people about it. Then when Harley called me up and said he had a guy in town who could do a food column, I thought, Yeah, yeah, whatever. I got a million guys who can do food. But then he said your name, and I didn’t have to think twice about taking the idea up to the boss. Everybody knew you. You were a writer’s writer. You had fans all across the business. I knew it was a good idea.”

Bruno squinted at Grovnick with suspicion. This was beginning to sound like a eulogy. “What’s this really about, Ernie?”

Grovnick released a long sigh. He looked right at Bruno, and then his eyes flitted away. “We’re going to have to let you go.”

Bruno laughed and started to get up. “Come on, don’t waste my time. We’ve been through this before.”

“No, it’s real this time.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“The maître d’ from La Marsellaise called. He said you made a scene.”

Bruno froze, his hand on the door handle. “What’s that got to do with anything? I was on my own time. I had to go somewhere to write. Ma had some girls over for pinochle . . .”

“Joel Berteau is a customer. He takes out full-page ads. You broke some waiter’s glasses?”

“The whole reason Joel’s little dive still exists is because of me. I discovered that fucking place! Were people lining up and down the street to get in before I started writing about that Frog?”

“They sent us a bill for the wine. And the glasses.”

“Those sonofabitches broke my dad’s typewriter!”

“The twelfth floor wasn’t happy.”

“My job isn’t to make the twelfth floor happy. It’s making the readers happy that counts.”

“That’s the other thing, Bruno. Your blog traffic hasn’t been the greatest, either.”

“Blog traffic? I don’t even know what the hell that means! I’m a columnist, for chrissake.”

“You were a columnist.”

“Were?”

“Corporate wants you gone. It’s a tough business. The Internet’s slowly killing us. Death by a thousand cuts. Arts and Culture just cut four columns.”

Bruno was beginning to realize that this was an actual firing. It felt different from the virtual firings he’d experienced in the past, when he’d storm out of the room and Grovnick would appear at his cube later in the day, his voice conspiratorial, like a defense lawyer. I got you an extension, Bruno. I convinced them that they don’t want to be seen dumping a top writer. Sends a bad signal.

But there was a hint of sadness in the way Grovnick regarded him now. The middle manager sat slumped and helpless, merely an instrument of the forces that drive the world.

Bruno felt a tingle at the back of his neck. Jesus, this is it. How much lower could he get? He was already on Ma’s couch. He was supposed to be helping Anna with the mortgage and the girls’ college funds. He dreaded hearing the inevitable disappointment and condescension in his estranged wife’s voice when he told her the next time he visited his daughters.

He had weighed the pros and cons of being fired before. It could be a good thing. Unemployment benefits, if he scrimped, would give him a few months to write. It would be a small price to pay for a full draft of his next book.

But he now recognized that impulse as a fantasy. Life without a net wasn’t exactly exhilarating. It was terrifying. He didn’t even have the opening of his new book. Being cast off by the paper would be a confirmation of his greatest fear: the end of his relevancy. An irrelevant writer was someone in need of a career change. And there was very little else for which he was qualified. Obsolescence, he realized, was humiliating. He felt tears pressing. He forced them back. He released the door handle and leaned against it, facing Grovnick. “Give me six months, Ernie. I just need to get a jump on the book.”

“Sorry, Bruno.”

“I’ll do a contract. Half-time, no benefits. Just kick me a little something. Six months and I’ll be on my feet again.”

“We can’t.”

“I’m not going to beg, Ernie. Please . . .”

“You’re already begging.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Okay, I’m begging. Please, you wormy little sonofabitch. Please.”

“No.” Ernie handed Bruno an envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Your final check. It’s prorated through yesterday. There’s a bit extra for vacation time.”

Bruno took it and stared at it for a long moment, his heart pounding, experiencing a parade of emotions. He’d passed from denial to indignation, and then, strangely, he felt a ray of hope. After all, this was an early payday.

His stomach rumbled, distracting him from the hard question of what he would do next with his life. His short-term goal became lunch. There was an upside to everything, and he now had actual money in hand, whereas a few minutes before that had not been the case. Wasn’t staving off despair a worthy investment? He felt a little shiver of happiness that made the world of unemployment a touch less bleak.

The gears began to whirr in the back of his brain. Lunch! Nick’s Fishmarket in the Loop flew coho salmon in daily. Perhaps that would be irresponsible. Maybe he should just go down to Maxwell Street and get the greasiest Polish sausage he could find. Then he could hit Natasha’s and pick up groceries, the best ingredients. Hunt down a bottle of Côte du Rhône or two. What could he fix for Anna and the girls? He’d surprise them for dinner. He was now unencumbered, liberated from the long and dreadful funerary wake that was the demise of the newspaper industry. He was now free to write! A celebration was in order.

Ernie stood with his hands in his pockets, staring at his shoes. He wiped his nose with the back of a sleeve. Bruno suddenly felt a little sorry for the man. It wasn’t his fault.

“Hey, Ernie . . . I don’t want you to think that I never appreciated what you’ve done for me over the years. You’re one of the top editors around. I mean that.”

“Thanks, Bruno.”

Bruno engulfed him in a hug. He felt the small man’s shoulders heave with a sob. The sorry little bastard’s going to miss me.

“Bruno, you’re one of the last old-school true believers. Used to be our room was filled with guys like you. And holy smokes, did we break some great stuff. This is a sad day for me.”

“Of course it is,” Bruno said, kissing Grovnick on his balding forehead and spinning toward the door. “But don’t worry about me. I’ll be back in top form before you know it.”

But Grovnick caught Bruno’s sleeve before he could slip out the door. He cleared his throat sheepishly. “Bruno, I wanted to ask you something.”

“Fire away.”

“Now’s probably not the time.”

“It’s your last chance . . .”

“Well, it’s kind of personal.”

“Okay, then,” Bruno said, grabbing the door handle and making to leave.

“Wait. It’s Lois. I wanted to fix her a little something for our anniversary.”

Bruno could read him right away. There was a hint of despair on the edge of Ernie’s nervous smile. His eyes had the wild look of someone who was afraid to give up on life, the jaundiced haze of a man beginning to doubt the resilience of his marriage.

“How long’s it been?”

“Thirty years . . .”

“That’s not what I’m asking, Ernie.”

“What do you mean?”

“How long has it been since you did the horizontal mambo?”

“Huh?”

“Since you and Lois were lathered up and rounding the last bend? Since you were screwing like teenagers in the back of Dad’s Buick?”

“Umm . . .”

“Out with it . . .”

“Ah . . .”

“Come on, then . . .”

“Two years. Maybe three.”

“And before that?”

“Used to be we’d get a room up in Door County every year on our anniversary. But last couple of years . . . nothing. Neither of us have the energy, I guess. Or maybe . . .”

“Maybe what?”

“Maybe Lois has been stepping out on me. Maybe I don’t do it for her anymore and she’s been looking elsewhere for . . . you know.”

Ernie slumped back in his chair, a beaten man. Bruno tried to suppress a smile as he eyed the photo of Lois on the file cabinet behind him. She was grinning beneath the butt-crack center part of her hairdo, the shoulder pads in her blouse hiding her neck and extra chins. The photographer’s lights glinting off the lenses of huge round glasses supported by a knobby beak. Bruno couldn’t actually picture her “stepping out” on Ernie. Remember that love is in the eye of the beholder.

“This is a hell of a time to be asking me for advice, Ernie.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just probably my last opportunity.”

“Fine. It’s been two years, you say?”

“Maybe three.”

“Let me think.” Bruno paced the room. Grovnick watched expectantly. Bruno stopped suddenly, stabbing his finger at the air. “Got it! Elk tenderloin.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely. Fischer’s Meat House down by the river. And don’t let him sell you aged. That’s just a euphemism for rotten.”

“How do I fix it?”

“Stud with garlic spears. Brush with olive oil. Good stuff. Extra, extra. Roll in fresh-cracked black pepper, not too sharp, a bit crunchy. You want it seared on the outside but real pink in the middle. You’re going for contrast here. Grill it. Soon as the juice is clear, you’re done. Got that?”

Ernie scribbled furiously on a reporter’s notebook. “What do I serve it with?”

“Grilled asparagus, of course. Don’t be so dense, Ernie. And wild rice. You can get the real stuff, gathered by the Ojibway on lakes up in Minnesota. Natasha’s has it.”

“Wine?”

“Pommard Premier Cru. Maybe Volnay. Or an Oregon Pinot. Temperance Hill, or Yamhill County. Don’t go cheap, Ernie—I know you.” Bruno shot him a stern glance and Grovnick nodded earnestly. He snapped his notebook closed and glanced back at Lois’s photo. He seemed relieved, as if a weight had been lifted.

“Thanks, Bruno, I . . .”

But Bruno was already halfway out the door. “Don’t tell me you owe me, Ernie.”

At his cube, Bruno swept his stack of legal pads into the trash. He didn’t truly believe in notes and records. He stored everything important in his head. It was the best way to protect his sources . . . especially those he invented. He grabbed his stack of cooking books and headed for the door, whistling and planning lunch.

He stopped short as he passed Iris. Her eyes glistened as she stared into her monitor screen.

“Did you know, Iris?”

She opened her lips to speak, but no words came. Instead, she nodded her head. She brushed her hair out of her face. She glanced up at him. A tear welled and shivered in the corner of her eye, threatening to drop. “I’m sorry, Bruno,” she whispered. “Oh, here. This is yours.” She cleared her throat and handed him a stack of his mail: some overdue bills and a letter from Gourmet magazine. Anna had had his mail forwarded to the office after kicking him out.

He stuffed it into the inside pocket of his blazer and hovered. He realized he’d never embrace Iris. Inside his head he heard the sad strains of the prelude to the waltz in Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, always one of his favorite operas. Iris rose from her desk and floated to Bruno like Tatyana in the opening of the second act. He slipped his arm around her, his hand at the small of her back, her forehead pressed to his chin, the fingers of their extended hands interlaced. He breathed in the smell of her hair. Lemons, the chemical tang of shampoo, car exhaust and all the must and splendor of a spring morning in Chicago. They swirled to the three-part meter and the office dissolved around them.

Her tear slipped, running down a long eyelash and dropping on her cheek, and his fantasy evaporated. He was simply standing across her desk from her. For a sad, awkward moment he wanted to bend down and kiss her. But instead he asked: “You sure you don’t want to grab lunch? How about Trotter’s? My treat. It’ll knock your socks off.”

Iris glanced back toward Grovnick’s office. She smiled. She thought. Then she looked at her bundled lunch on the desk. “I can’t, Bruno. Mom doesn’t like it when I waste food.”

“Of course. She’s absolutely right.”

Bruno bowed again with mock formality. He blew her a kiss. Iris laughed. He skipped to the elevator. He’d put up a brave front for the gang, but as soon as the doors closed and he began to sink back to earth, the weight of the moment bore down on him. His shoulders heaved and he buried his face in his hands and wept.
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Poor Cousin of the Artichoke

The magic of the humble cardoon lies in its contrasts. It’s an ugly, thistle-like plant with unappetizing leaves. Even its brief flower is unspectacular. Much of the world considers it a weed. But beneath its scrubby exterior there is much to love. The delicate petals, steamed and buttered, pack more subtlety than the leaves of its artichoke cousin. The ancient Etruscans prized its braised stalks as much as today’s Tuscan chefs. While often consumed for its medicinal properties, I recommend it as a reminder that beneath the thorny skin of an angry world lies the nourishment and comfort of those we find most dear.

—BRUNO TANNENBAUM, TWENTY RECIPES FOR LOVE

There is a certain magic in holding a double-bagged brown paper sack full of good groceries. It reminded Bruno of a hug from his grandmother. Standing on the steps of the brownstone where he had once lived, Bruno found comfort in the sack even while his knees threatened to buckle. He clutched the groceries and buried his face in the bag, breathing in the mix of flavors: earthy vegetables, the coppery tenor of fresh porterhouse cuts of Chianina beef, all wrapped in the clean, dull aroma of a new paper bag. Perhaps he lingered because that mixture of scents was glorious. Or more likely because he was afraid to go inside and tell Anna that he’d been fired. But admitting his unemployment was the right thing to do and he was proud of himself for being responsible, though this may have been canceled out by his purchase of a few hundred dollars’ worth of groceries and wine for the evening’s meal with money from his severance check. He figured he was facing a drought, so this was his last chance to cook and eat well for some time.

He swallowed hard and knocked.

But before his knuckle could rap the door again, it was yanked inward and a freckled, round-faced girl of eight stood looking up at him, blinking through a wild mop of mousy brown hair. Green eyes sparkled and she released a squeal, leaping into his free arm.

“Daddy!”

“Lamb Chop!”

She squeezed his neck until it cracked and Bruno was reminded that the desperate affection of your child is perhaps the finest sensation one can experience. This recognition conjured a deep sadness in his chest now that he could only be around her and in this house as a visitor.

“What’s in the bag, Pops?” the girl, Carmen, said, peering inside. He held it away from her, chuckling.

“You’ll have to wait. You gonna help me cook?”

“You bet!”

The house was tidy, almost pristine. Every time Bruno came it felt more foreign. At first his stacks of books disappeared. Then the knickknacks he and Anna had collected as a couple started to vanish. Bruno used to keep empty bottles of some of the better wines they’d uncorked as decorations, but such trophies had long since been recycled.

Anna had also replaced many of the family photos. He noticed one now on a table in the foyer. It showed her and the girls at Disney World. Bruno would have been no more likely to take the girls to witness that gauche spectacle than he would have brought them to a McDonald’s. Perhaps that was selfish and pretentious of him. But in the photo, they looked happy. A giant-headed Minnie Mouse hovered, out of focus, in the background behind the trio. They all wore broad, genuine grins. The photo seemed a demonstration of the fact that they were doing just fine without him.

Bruno’s older daughter, Claire, drifted quietly down the stairs. She was more restrained and aloof than her sister. She stood on her toes and pecked Bruno on his cheek. At sixteen, she seemed almost a grown woman rather than a child. She was striking, her long blond hair fashionably haphazard, bookish glasses traded for contact lenses, and teeth perfectly emerged from braces to grace her with a smile she was not yet quite comfortable using.

“Claire! How are you, sweetheart?”

She shrugged and offered a half smile. Carmen frowned, not wanting to share her father’s attention with her big sister.

“Why don’t you get some pans out? We’ve got cooking to do.”

“I’ve got to finish my homework, Dad,” Claire said. It felt like a rebuke. How could schoolwork be more important than dinner? More evidence of Anna’s disproportionate influence.

“I’ll help you, Daddy,” Carmen piped in. He smooched her on the cheek.

“Of course you will, kiddo!”

He headed into the kitchen and found Anna unloading the dishwasher. She wore a shortish business skirt. He set Carmen down and indulged himself in a long gaze at his estranged wife’s posterior, longing to walk up behind her and place one hand on her hip, burying his beard in the back of her neck.

She must have felt his presence, because she started speaking before she turned around. “You’re late.”

“I needed to pick up a few things.”

“The girls have school tomorrow.”

“I’ll help Daddy cook! We’ll have it ready lickety-split,” Carmen said. Anna turned and leaned against the counter. She released a long sigh. She wore her long curls tightly bound, but a strand had slipped free and hung in her eyes. She was pale and drawn. It seemed there were more lines of worry around her mouth than he’d remembered. He’d had a hand in creating a few of those back when their marriage had begun its decline. The extra week in Paris for “research” that could more accurately be described as binge-drinking, eating and a tad bit of copulation, and so he’d confessed in an article for Playboy. Why try to hide it? During another junket he was photographed with a model in Milan for some Italian rag. It had only been lunch, according to the caption, but Anna could read through the newsprint.

And then there was the money, which seemed to last no longer than his fidelity. There was always an expensive bottle of wine to invest in. A lavish dinner. The lifestyle didn’t change as the funds dried up. His TV spot on the news only lasted a few years before folks grew tired of him. The newspaper didn’t pay much for a washed-up columnist. The new book never came. The magazine articles appeared fewer and farther between. Bruno’s drinking increased. He slept until noon. He disappeared for more research trips, though he never seemed to return with a story. He finally came home to find a set of cardboard boxes melting from the rain on the front porch, a signal even Bruno couldn’t fail to understand.

They’d had an amicable separation. There had been no demands. No rancor. No split time with the girls. Anna had instead insisted that he simply leave until he grew up. At first he was happy with the arrangement; it would allow him plenty of time to restart his new book and put his career back together, which would eventually lead to winning his family back.
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