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requires), said goodbye to Fru Rasmussen, put on my lambskip
coat, and walked out into the icy Danish night.

Poul and Grete and Inge forgave me and carried on as 4
threesome. At Christmas Poul invited our family to join his ip
a traditional goose dinner with all the trimmings—a meal he
fixed himself.

My reputation as a high school cooking class dropoyt
generated surprisingly favorable dividends. There was 5
consensus. No one as incompetent as I was could continue tq
be regarded as a serious threat to village life. The chief pilot’s
wife, who had eluded my attempts to arrange an interview with
her, came to call and in the course of her visit volunteered to
teach me some of her family’s favorite recipes. She was happy
to do it, she insisted, ‘‘for the sake of the family.’

I concluded that the village wives had drawn straws to stave
off the starvation of my unfortunate husband and child, and that

the chief pilot’s wife, Fru Strunge, had gotten the short straw.
Things were looking up.
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though my arm was growing tired and heavy. Finally, having slid
the pan into the small black and white oven, I joined the others
and listened to the small talk about our coming feast.

Fru Rasmussen lit up another large black cigar. One woman
smoked a smaller brown version that was in common use in the
village. Poul lit his pipe. There was a pitcher of water and a tray
of glasses. We all drank copiously.

The room had begun to heat up as the ovens reached their
““moderately hot’’ temperatures. The wool skirt and sweater had
been a mistake. I walked over and leaned against the tiles. Poul
opened the back door and there was a rush of cool air, smelling
of the sea. The women walked about, studying the cupboards
and their contents.

Suddenly Fru Rasmussen lifted her left wrist, displaying her
watch, and tapped the face of it with a fingernail. It had the clear
finality of the timed seizure of the guns of Navarone. ‘“Meat Loaf
Chefs will check their . . .’ and there followed a word I could
not understand. ‘‘The others will proceed to the setting of tables.”

While Fru Rasmussen expounded on table settings and the
intricacies of napkin folding (a Danish compulsion), I cautiously
followed the Meat Loaf Chefs so that I might determine,
undetected, the precise mission that had been assigned us. They
touched nothing on or in the stove, but peered at what I
immediately but belatedly recognized as timers fixed on the back
panels. And at that precise moment I heard their joint ticking
like the relentless activity of some agitated bomb.

I had not set my timer! I didn’t even remember reading about
a timer. Not that I would have recognized the word, but it must
have been there somewhere, or maybe I had missed it in Fru
Rasmussen’s rapid verbal instructions. ‘‘How many minutes?”’
came Fru Rasmussen’s voice.

‘““Twenty-seven! Twenty-five! Twenty-eight!”’ came the replies
of the other Meat Loaf Chefs. There were a few heavy seconds
of silence. And then I leaned with simulated interest over my
stove, studying the back panel. ‘“Thirty!” I called aloud. As it
was, I had probably shaved four minutes off my actual baking
time. Fru Rasmussen cocked her head to one side, giving full
consideration to standard meat loaf deviations. For a moment
I thought she was going to leave the group that was pulling dishes

and flatwear from the cupboards.
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My heart was hammering. If she approached my s_tove, I
intended to either slump to the floor, feigning heat prostration—a
condition I was rapidly approaching anyway —or chance it and
whirl the timer knob to thirty minutes. What disturbed me was
that I had no idea how prominent a noise the latter course of
action would create, but somehow it seemed a more dramatic
move than the first.

Fortunately for everyone, she remained where she was and
announced: ‘‘Napkin time! All chefs to the main table!”’

For the next fifteen minutes we were occupied with making
graceful white swans from starched white napkins—a feat 1
executed once but was never to duplicate. When at last the tables
were properly set and inspected, the Salad Chefs had their
moment. To them would routinely fall the additional
responsibilities of ‘‘presenting’’ bread and butter and whatever
condiments were appropriate to the meal. There were courteous
ohs and ahs over the marinated cucumbers which had been
scraped and sliced into delicate snowflake patterns.

Dinner was announced and we sat down. Fru Rasmussen sat
at a separate table, the better to review and display samples from
the efforts of each chef. A segmented dish, of the kind used at
picnics, that keeps beans from running into salad, lay before her,
except that hers was large indeed and had numerous sections.
The four Salad Chefs had already deposited samples of their
cucumbers for her review. Our individual servings lay in their
cool delicacy in small dishes before each of us. Fru Rasmussen
speared a single cucumber and I could resist no longer. The
cucumbers were lovely, if few, and I devoured them in several
strokes of the fork.

“‘Before beginning our salads,’ Fru Rasmussen started. I looked
around our table, With their eyes mercifully lowered Poul and
Grete and Inge were waiting, As was everyone else. I replaced
my fork on my dish and the small sound reverberated from the
tiles. “‘Before beginning our salads,” Fru Rasmussen began again.

Poul looked distracted. ‘‘I smell something,”” he said quite
audibly. Inge nodded. ‘‘Meat loaf.”’

“No,” Poul said. Grete nodded her agreement. ‘It smells more
like . . . carmelized potatogs.”’

(X 0 .
Before beginning our salads,” Fru Rasmussen said again,
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enunciating now with clear displeasure. Her eyes were riveted
on Poul.

“I know that smell,”” Poul persisted. ‘‘Browning sugar.”’

People were beginning to say that they smelled something. And
then, before I could figure out why I found these pronouncements
troubling, there was a great ping!

‘““Meat Loaf Chefs to the ovens,”” Fru Rasmussen called out,
and I was on my feet, adrenalin coursing. Something in the back
of my mind was surfacing, something with which my brain was
struggling but was oddly reluctant to confront.

The stoves with their spindly iron legs and black and white
enameled ovens suddenly looked as Danish and foreign as the
schoolhouse flag. Apprehension lay on me like a damp towel.
We were handed potholders. We opened the oven doors and, as
directed, carried the pans wreathed in steam to our tables, where
we placed them on tiles provided especially for them.

I walked, my pan wreathed not only in steam but in a
powerfully emanating sweetness that soon penetrated the room
like cheap perfume.

“‘It’s rather dark for meat loaf, isn’t it?’’ said Grete. It shone,
glistening like a small iridescent oil spill.

““However did you do that?’’ Poul asked, impressed. By now
my meat loaf had attracted an audience. I went over to check the
meat loaves at other tables. They were brown and much more
plumped up. They did not shine. There was considerable milling
about until Fru Rasmussen called for order. One had the feeling
she was less in command of things.

The white segmented sampling plate began circulating through
the tables, picking up meat loaf samples as it went. Ours was
the last. :

“I'll do it,’ said Inge in the low, supportive voice one uses
in the presence of the bereaved. She poised a dinner knife over
the end of the meat loaf. The first gentle sawing produced
nothing. She raised the knife, tip sharply downward, penetrating
the meat at a right angle. The second thrust produced the kind
of shattering one sees in vandalized unbreakable glass; the third,
a portion of meat from which hung a kind of peanut brittle jacket.
Inge placed it on the plate and the jacket fell back into place.
I took the plate from her hands and carried it to Fru Rasmussen.
A palpable silence had fallen over the room.
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We agreed later that Fru Rasmussen displayed uncha%‘acterist?c
gentleness. I believe she was in shock, but she was_dlplom‘atlc
when she spoke to me. ‘‘I am curious as to what innovationg
you brought to the recipe,’ she said —as nearly as I could

late.

tl‘aIrflsmE;r Danish had been up to it, I would have told her that it
was all I could do to keep up with the barrage of instructions,
let alone embark on creative embroidery of them. Under the
circumstances, my vocabulary shrank like some shaken thermom-
eter to a new low, as it did under all situations of pressure. I did
the only thing I could think of. I took Fru Rasmussen by the arm
and steered her to the stove, above which still hung the fateful
recipe. I stared at it as one might stare at the formula for a
strychnine-laced cocktail. Within it, somehow, lay a dreadful
secret.

With a precision born of muteness I pointed to the first ingre-
dient and released my grip on her arm long enough to describe
with thumbs and index fingers the arcs of two eggs. Then,
resuming my grasp, I resolutely directed her eyes to the second
listing, at which point I used both hands to lower the large
canister of sugar. I placed it on the work counter and scrounged
about until I found the four-gram measuring cup. I generated
a forced smile to reenact her public praise of the precision with
which I had expertly scraped my knife across the dry measure
of sugar.

Then I hit an impasse. Meat.
of veal and pork? Poul was
“What is it?”’ I asked.

There followed a very rapid exchange between Poul and Fru
Rasmussen. Then Fru Rasmussen turned her ful] gaze upon me.
But it was Poul who spoke:

“Say ‘sugar.’’’

“Mel,” 1 said.

““Say ‘flour. "’

‘“Melis.”

““Close,” Poul said. Then he turned

for lf‘m Rasmussen. A low moan escaped her lips as we both
realized how, by confounding “sugar”’ with “‘flour’’ I had
desecrated the meat loaf. ’

How to convey the proportions
at my side, and I found my voice

» translating the exchange
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Eve:ntua_lly thg class did get around to laughing, although not
heartily. Since dinner at school had to serve as a real meal twice
a week for the next six weeks, I loomed as a clear and constant
menace. I had broken a cardinal rule of Danish culture: never
stand between a Dane and his dinner. Further, as Thor would
point out: a hungry Dane is one who has only eaten enough for
one. On that first evening, the generous dessert, expertly prepared
by Poul, tempered but did not alleviate concern about my
presence.

At the next class I was made a Dessert Chef, a legitimate
rotation except that I was charged with watching all the puddings
cool on the chilly back stairs, ostensibly to insure their safety
from animal predators. Actually it was a serious demotion.
Another Dessert Chef assumed the cooking responsibility for our
table.

At the third meeting I was restored to service as Soup Chef
Two. Chowder was on the menu, and like each of the Soup Chefs,
I had the initial assignment of preparing the soup stock. Members
of my table and other Soup Chefs gave me warm pats on the back
and said encouraging things which only reinforced my feeling
of being on probation. ‘“We are with you all the way,’ Inge
whispered as I slipped into my smock.

The first step in preparing the chowder was surgically re-
moving the eyes from four large fish heads. Fru Rasmussen stood
at my side ready to direct my hands through this routine
procedure. She outlined with her finger the appropriate incision
in the tissue of the head.

“He is very fresh,” she said. “‘See how bright and clear the
eye! If you do it properly, the eyes will simply pop into your
hands.”

The eye was bright and clear and fixed on me. I looked around
the room at all the busy Soup Chefs. ‘““Proceed,”’ Fru Rasrpussen
said, taking firm hold of my fish. I picked up the knife and
lowered the point of the blade to the fish head.

“Well?’’ said Fru Rasmussen.
I looked up and saw a woman open a bloody hand and drop

something into a bucket. I heard ‘‘Pong! Ping!”’ as the objects
hit bottom.

Then—as nearly as I remember—I took off my smock,
solemnly shook hands with each of my tablemates (as good form




