Eight people at cooking class.
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Prologue

illian loved best the moment before she turned on the

lights. She would stand in the restaurant kitchen doorway,
rain-soaked air behind her, and let the smells come to her—ripe
sourdough yeast, sweetdirt coffee, and garlic, mellowing as it
lingered. Under them, more elusive, stirred the faint essence
of fresh meat, raw tomatoes, cantaloupe, water on lettuce. Lil-
lian breathed in, feeling the smells move about and through
her, even as she searched out those that might suggest a rotting
orange at the bottom of a pile, or whether the new assistant chef
was still double-dosing the curry dishes. She was. The girl was
a daughter of a friend and good enough with knives, but some
days, Lillian thought with a sigh, it was like trying to teach
subtlety to a thunderstorm.

But tonight was Monday. No assistant chefs, no customers
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looking for solace or celebration. Tonight was Monday, cooking-
class night.

After seven years of teaching, Lillian knew how her stu-
dents would arrive on the first night of class—walking through
the kitchen door alone or in ad hoc groups of two or three that
had met up on the walkway to the mostly darkened restaurant,
holding the low, nervous conversations of strangers who will
soon touch one another’s food. Once inside, some would clump
together, making those first motions toward connection, while
others would roam the kitchen, fingers stroking brass pots or
picking up a glowing red pepper, like small children drawn to
the low-hanging ornaments on a Christmas tree.

Lillian loved to watch her students at this moment—they
were elements that would become more complex and intriguing
as they mixed with one another, but at the beginning, placed
in relief by their unfamiliar surroundings, their essence was
clear. A young man reaching out to touch the shoulder of the
still younger woman next to him—*“What’s your name?”—as
her hand dropped to the stainless-steel counter and traced its
smooth surface. Another woman standing alone, her mind still
lingering with—a child? a lover? Every once in a while there
was a couple, in love or ruins.

Lillian’s students arrived with a variety of motivations, some
drawn by a yearning as yet unmet to hear murmured culinary
compliments, others who had come to find a cook rather than

become one. A few participants had no desire for lessons at all,
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arriving with gift certificates in hand as if on a forced march
to certain failure; they knew their cakes would always be flat,
their cream sauces filled with small, disconcerting pockets of
flour, like bills in your mailbox when you had hoped for a love
letter.

And then there were those students who seemingly had no
choice, who could no more stay out of a kitchen than a klep-
tomaniac could keep her hands in her pockets. They came
early, stayed late, fantasized about leaving their corporate jobs
and becoming chefs with an exhilarating mixture of guilt and
pleasure. If Lillian’s soul sought out this last group, it was only
to be expected, but in truth, she found them all fascinating.
Lillian knew that whatever their reasons for coming, at some
moment in the course of the class each one’s eyes would widen
with joy or tears or resolution—it always happened. The tim-
ing and the reason would be different for each, and that's where
the fascination lay. No two spices work the same.

The kitchen was ready. The long stainless-steel counters
lay before her, expansive and cool in the dark. Lillian knew
without looking that Robert had received the vegetable order
from the produce man who delivered only on Mondays. Caro-
line would have stood over skinny, smartmouthed Daniel until
the floors were scrubbed, the thick rubber mats rinsed with
the hose outside until they were black and shining. Beyond the
swinging door on the other side of the kitchen, the dining room

stood ready, a quiet field of tables under starched white linen,
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napkins folded into sharp triangles at each place. But no one
would use the dining room tonight. All that mattered was the
kitchen.

Lillian stretched her fingers once, twice, and turned on the

light.



Lillian

illian had been four years old when her father left them,
L and her mother, stunned, had slid into books like a seal
into water. Lillian had watched her mother submerge and disap-
pear, sensing instinctively even at her young age the impersonal
nature of a choice made simply for survival, and adapting to the
niche she would now inhabit, as a watcher from the shore of
her mother’s ocean.

In this new life, Lillian’s mother’s face became a series of
book covers, held in place where eyes, nose, or mouth might nor
mally appear. Lillian soon learned that book covers could forecast
moods much like facial expressions, for Lillian’s mother swam
deeply into the books she read, until the personality of the protag-
onist surrounded her like a perfume applied by an indiscriminate

hand. Lillian was never sure who would greet her at the breakfast
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table, no matter that the bathrobe, the hair, the feet were always
the same. It was like having a magician for a mother, although
Lillian always suspected that the magicians she saw at birthday
parties went home and turned back into portly men with three
children and grass that needed mowing. Lillian's mother simply
finished one book and turned into the next.

Her mother’s preoccupation with books was not an entirely
silent occupation. Long before Lillian’s father had left them,
long before Lillian knew that words had a meaning beyond the
music of their inflections, her mother had read aloud to her. Not
from cardboard books with their primary-colored illustrations
and monosyllabic rhymes. Lillian’s mother dismissed the few
that entered their house under the guise of gifts.

“There’s no need to eat potatoes, Lily,” she would say, “when
four-course meals are ready and waiting.” And she would read.

For Lillian’s mother, every part of a book was magic, but
what she delighted in most were the words themselves. Lillian’s
mother collected exquisite phrases and complicated rhythms,
descriptions that undulated across a page like cake batter pour-
ing into a pan, read aloud to put the words in the air, where she
could hear as well as see them.

“Oh, Lily,” her mother would say, “listen to this one. It
sounds green, don’t you think?”

And Lillian, who was too young to know that words were
not colors and thoughts were not sounds, would listen while
the syllables fell quietly through her, and she would think, This

is what green sounds like.
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After Lillian’s father left, however, things changed, and she
increasingly came to see herself simply as a mute and oblig-
ing assistant in the accumulation of exceptional phrases, or, if
they happened to be somewhere public, as her mother’s social
cover. People would smile at the vision of a mother nurturing
her daughter’s literary imagination, but Lillian knew better. In
Lillian’s mind, her mother was a museum for words; Lillian
was an annex, necessary when space became limited in the
original building.

Not surprisingly, when it came time for Lillian to learn to
read, she balked. It was not only an act of defiance, although
by the time kindergarten started, Lillian was already feeling
toward books private surges of aggression that left her both con-
fused and slightly powerful. But it wasn’t just that. In Lillian’s
world, books were covers and words were sound and move-
ment, not form. She could not equate the rhythms that had
insinuated themselves into her imagination with what she saw
on the paper. The letters lay prone across the page, arranged in
unyielding precision. There was no magic on the page itself,
Lillian saw; and while this increased Lillian’s estimation of

her mother’s abilities, it did nothing to further her interest in

books.

It was puring Lillian’s first skirmishes with the printed word

that she discovered cooking. In the time since Lillian’s father
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had left, housework had become for Lillian’s mother a travel
destination rarely reached; laundry, a friend one never remem-
bered to call. Lillian picked up these skills by following her
friends’ mothers around their homes, while the mothers pre-
tended not to notice, dropping hints about bleach or changing
a vacuum bag as if it were just one more game children played.
Lillian learned, and soon her home—at least the lower four and
a half feet of it—developed a certain domestic routine.

But it was the cooking that occurred in her friends’ homes
that fascinated Lillian—the aromas that started calling to her
just when she had to go home in the evening. Some smells were
sharp, an olfactory clatter of heels across a hardwood floor. Oth-
ers felt like the warmth in the air at the far end of summer.
Lillian watched as the scent of melting cheese brought children
languidly from their rooms, saw how garlic made them rtalk
ative, jokes expanding into stories of their days. Lillian thought
it odd that not all mothers seemed to see it—Sarah’s mother,
for instance, always cooked curry when she was fighting with
her teenage daughter, its smell rocketing through the house like
a challenge. But Lillian soon realized that many people did not
comprehend the language of smells that to Lillian was as obvi-
ous as a billboard.

Perhaps, Lillian thought, smells were for her what printed
words were for others, something alive that grew and changed.
Not just the smell of rosemary in the garden, but the scent on
her hands after she had picked some for Elizabeth’s mother, the

aroma mingling with the heavy smell of chicken fat and garlic
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in the oven, the afterscent on the couch cushions the next day.
The way, ever after, Elizabeth was always part of rosemary for
Lillian, how Elizabeth’s round face had crinkled up into laughter
when Lillian had pushed the small, spiky branch near her nose.
Lillian liked thinking about smells, the same way she liked
the weight of Mary’s mother’s heavy saucepan in her hands,
or the way vanilla slipped into the taste of warm milk. She
remembered often the time Margaret’s mother had let her help
with a white sauce, playing out the memory in her head the
way some children try to recover, bit by detail, the moments
of a favorite birthday party. Margaret had pouted, because she
was, she declared stoutly, never allowed to help in the kitchen,
but Lillian had ignored all twinges of loyalty and climbed up on
the chair and stood, watching the butter melt across the pan like
the farthest reach of a wave sinking into the sand, then the flour,
at first a hideous, clumping thing destroying the image until it
was stirred and stirred, Margaret’s mother’s hand over Lillian’s
on the wooden spoon when she wanted to mash the clumps,
moving instead slowly, in circles, gently, until the flourbutter
became smooth, smooth, until again the image was changed by
the milk, the sauce expanding to contain the liquid and Lillian
thought each time that the sauce could hold no more, that the
sauce would break into solid and liquid, but it never did. At the
last minute, Margaret's mother raised the cup of milk away from
the pot, and Lillian looked at the sauce, an untouched snowfield,
its smell the feeling of quiet at the end of an illness, when the

world is starting to feel gentle and welcoming once again.





