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The Kitchen Daughter
by Jael McHenry
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“This fresh, sharp story has as many layers as a good pâte à choux.”
—O, The Oprah Magazine

“With recipes and long, delicious descriptions of ingredients, cooking, and delicacies, McHenry’s first novel is of definite appeal to foodies, yet the compelling characters and twisting mystery constitute a story many readers will devour.”
—Booklist

“A unique voice, richly drawn characters, and a dash of magic—all the right ingredients!”
—Lisa Genova, New York Times bestseller of Still Alice and Left Neglected

“Add a pinch of magic, a dash of heartache, and a generous portion of lyrical beauty and you have The Kitchen Daughter, an enchanting tale of familial loss and quiet redemption––I loved it.”
—Jamie Ford, New York Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet


Croquembouche

Jael McHenry

I am not yet toffee.

I am still boiling sugar and butter and a splash of dark rum, but soon, I will be more. Plunged into ice water, I will take on a new form. Malleable. Soft in the center. I am a trio of ingredients fusing into a sharp, melded, coherent whole. I am a woman, becoming a sweet.

In late afternoon, I wake up alone in Ruben’s bed, on white sheets as crisp and light as sails. Without even trying, I find the smell immediately. Heavy with butter, rich with eggs. Brioche, most likely. After six months like this I can distinguish one baking pastry from another, sorting out the strength of the smell of butter, the amount of sugar, the presence or absence of yeast. Brioche is among his favorites, as are croissants. Ruben is a pastry chef at Le Renard Fou, and he makes his living creating masterworks from formless dough. In a way, this is what he’s done with me.

Six months ago I was a student from a small town, a girl with frizzy hair and ears like jug handles, without direction or purpose. I slept on a thirdhand futon, lived on bags of day-old bagels bought cheap, and let my cell phone get shut off to save money. All I ever used the phone for was to argue with my mother anyway. She didn’t see why I couldn’t just move back home, and I couldn’t make her see that it would make me a failure. But the truth was, I didn’t have any great reason to stay in Boston either. Not if I couldn’t make progress on my master’s thesis and do something to keep the grant money coming. So when I met Ruben and he lavished me with attention, not to mention gifts of clothing and spa appointments fit to transform a puffy and disheveled girl into a young woman as sleek and clean as a seal, it felt like I’d found the direction I needed. It was a reason to stay. And here I’ve stayed.

Ruben always sounds like an authority. Sometimes I know he is, like on cooking, both savory and sweet. He’d been working on the line for years before he went for his pastry certificate, in kitchens making everything from tapas to seafood to steak frites. If he’s not a true expert, he’s closer than most. But sometimes I know he’s not quite right about things, like when he says swallowing gum can kill you or women doctors can’t be trusted.

The night we met, I was lost, in all senses of the word. That afternoon I’d proposed three topics to my thesis advisor, three different aspects of comparative sociology I was eager to explore, and she’d shot them down one by one. Come back next week with better ideas, she’d said. But I had no better ideas; I had no other ideas at all. Instead I found myself at a nearby bar, and then another, and then another, and after midnight it started to snow, and on an unfamiliar street somewhere in the North End I looked in through a window to see flickering candlelight on white tablecloths, and I went inside. They wouldn’t serve me, and I forgot to ask where I was, so I went outside to the dark, cold street again and began to cry. Ruben found me there. He was wearing a heavy wool coat and carrying a bag of pain au chocolat still warm from the oven. It seemed, then, like a miracle.

I leave the muddled half-light of the bedroom and follow my nose toward the kitchen, winding down the spiral staircase to the open main floor of the loft. Everything here is pale and sterile, glass and metal. I squint in the bright sunshine that pours through the tall windows and turn the corner into the more protected space of the kitchen. I’m right about the brioche. Two pans sit already cooling on the counter, and as I walk in Ruben slides two more identical pans into the oven and closes the door.

“I don’t see how you can bake at home when all you do all the time at work is bake,” I say.

Ruben is a beautiful man, caramel-skinned with deep, dark eyes, and the way he smiles when he sees me squeezes my heart.

“Danielle,” he says. “It is what I love. I never tire of baking and I never tire of you.”

He kisses me. I smile. I wonder whether my smile is convincing.

“Sit,” he says, gesturing to a stool, and I oblige. He reaches over to cut several slices of still-warm brioche and sets them on plates for both of us, then pulls an expert shot of espresso for me, handing me the beautiful, fragile cup. 

While he works he launches into a long description of the various ways the management of Le Renard Fou has wronged him. They do not appreciate him, they do not understand him. They do not give him his head and let him run like a good horse. He wasted a year in school learning pastry instead of on the line making money. He thought it would get him more respect because he could do both, but now no one seems to believe he knows anything about savory courses, since they’ve never seen him on the line with their own eyes. Especially Natalia, the owner. He makes suggestions, really good ones, and she doesn’t listen. He told her it was a mistake to take steak frites off the menu during the summer, and now that it’s back everyone is talking about how much they missed it. He tells her no one is ordering the roast chicken because it’s served with cilantro butter and no one wants cilantro at a bistro, but she just won’t change it. He could make a tarragon-shallot butter for her that would triple sales of that dish. She and Pierre both ignore him, and he has such good ideas.

“You should cook for them,” I say, and sip my perfect espresso.

He’s made these complaints before; I’ve made this suggestion before. I don’t really expect a response.

But he says, “I want to. But they won’t even let me into the kitchen there.” The pastry kitchen at Le Renard Fou is separate and belongs to Ruben; the main, much larger kitchen belongs to Pierre, the chef de cuisine. “It would be disrespectful to even suggest. Pierre is a tyrant in that kitchen.”

Like you in this one, I think, but don’t say. Ruben never lets me touch anything in this kitchen, not even to turn a knob or stir a pot. Not that I know how to cook very well, not on his level, but why shouldn’t I try?

I say instead, “Not there. You should cook for them here.”

His face lights up. “I could! I could have them here, just a small party, Natalia and Pierre and their guests, and I could make them a truly brilliant meal that shows not only French technique but other influences.”

Ruben goes on and on, spinning and revising ideas for a menu, a litany of dishes he thinks would impress even the most jaded palates. He is talking about foie and shad roe and something called piment d’Espelette. I am thinking about how I am not really hungry, how I don’t really want to eat this brioche, how tired I am of pastries and wines and everything else we eat together. Ruben works in the afternoons through dinner service and so we usually go out afterward for late meals of our own, and because he knows so many people in various kitchens, generally a cascade of treats are sent out to us. It started out delicious but has turned exhausting. I’m sick of cheeses, hard, soft, ripened, perfumed, every last wheel and wedge. I don’t want to watch another wine tasting, waiting while Ruben sips, swirls, smacks, and spits, pronouncing the flavor fruity, tannic, smoky, or tart. I’ve lost my desire for these things. I think I may be dangerously close to losing my desire for Ruben himself. Before my graduate career derailed, my sense of purpose had always come from my education. It’s easy to think ahead one semester at a time. But once there were no semesters ahead, it felt like I had no future at all. Ruben shaped me a future. Now there is always a new restaurant opening, a new occasion to dress for, and all I can do is follow along. Whether this is a gift or a curse is a matter of perspective.

“Danielle, you do not listen.” Ruben interrupts my thoughts and walks behind me to lift the hem of my pajama top, parting it from the pants, slipping his hand in underneath. I can feel the raised scar tissue on his hands, the rough ridges of all the cuts and burns he earned from years of hard work in restaurant kitchens. Years of constant heat, dangerous stoves, hotel pans straight from the oven. Knives that slipped, hot oil that splashed. The scars are hard to see but, in moments like this, easy to feel.

He slides his hands up the bare skin under my shirt, palms against my ribs. His lips are on the back of my neck. Whispering silently against the skin. Brushing softly against the sensitive spot where my hair begins. A shiver of pleasure ripples out to my ears and shoulders. 
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