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So here I am and no going back

Monday our first proper day
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Anyway Monday

But Head Chef didnt turn up
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All quiet that morning

Two men in a van came

The windows open

It was strange waking

When I came downstairs

When we got back

Six-forty next morning

For my first Christmas lunch

The sun goes down

I hadnt heard anything

The pools got no water
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So here I am and no going back. There are sixteen of us all stupid kids from shitkicking suburbs we all sleep in the shearers shed. Its an old building but theyve fixed it up. I am on the top bunk Hunter is on the bottom Hunter is from Coolaroo he likes death metal and wants to be a traffic controller but now he is going to be a chef like me. I wont tell you what he done I dont think its right to tell you what everybody done I wont tell you what I done either. A year below me just turned seventeen most of us are sixteen or seventeen I think Im the oldest here.

Cook School is a nice place but that doesnt mean its a holiday if thats what youre thinking we get up at six! An hour and a half in the minibus from Melbourne. On that first Sunday they showed us around. It is very big the land I mean there are sheep and cows and pigs and chickens well learn to kill and cook them all a big vegetable garden too which is organic that means they dont put chemicals on it. There is every kind of vegetable and herb there you should see it. There are fruit trees too maybe twenty different kinds.

The Assistant Chefs name is Fabian hes the one that took us around. A red nose and pox scars on his cheeks. He says we wont see Head Chef who Im already scared of till he comes up next week. Dont be scared Fabian says he hasnt killed anyone yet. Head Chef is famous in the business and has done pretty well for himself even though he is from a crappy suburb like me. Hes the one with the telly show. Someones phone rang give it here Fabian said. Everyone had to hand in their phones then he didnt say when wed get them back.

After that the walk around I mean Fabian said we could have some free time before dinner. I didnt know what to do I had no friends yet I walked up the hill at the back of the property theres a cow track there that zigzags up to a tree about halfway up a fat old gum the bark all rubbed the ground trampled and dry a fallen log for a seat. I stopped and looked around. Its a pretty place. The main house down there a big old homestead a tree an oak I think in the yard the bunkhouse the new kitchen building raw timber and thin corrugated iron in front of that the vegetable garden the chookpen the fishtanks gravel paths the sun going down a hot summers day the little insects out and right across the valley into the distance the air all mellow and gold and gold flashes coming off the windscreens of the cars way out on the highway. I could hear voices talking too but low no-one had yelled yet everyone was stepping lightly and from the big shed over the other side of the hill a piece of machinery an angle grinder I think. It felt strange all right leaving home like that but no regrets what I done coming here was a good thing what else was I going to do? That was the wrong crowd they were right.

I spent a long time up on the hill no-one came up looking eventually I heard Fabian calling out for dinner and saw everyone down below. But before I went down I had a picture in my mind let me tell you about it of a restaurant my own restaurant very modern somewhere down by the docks and Mum and Dad and my sister Tash are my special guests at my best table and Mum I kiss her cheek and Dad I shake his hand and when I show my sister Tash her seat I pull it out like the movies and she says thank you Zac and when I snap my fingers the waiters do what I tell them bring that plate yes Chef no take it back another one now a clean one please. So theres a dream who knows if it will come true but thats the dream I had that day when I went back down the hill.












Monday our first proper day and Fabian the Sous Chef that means Assistant Chef showed us around the kitchen which like everything else here is big. There is a knife for everything not like at home where one will do we have to learn about them all. Also the pots I have never seen so many pots. And frying pans. Fabian made a pasta bang bang bang you should see how fast he goes! When he finished he handed it around we each had a taste it was nice but a bit spicy for me. Some of the kids held their forks with a fist you could see Fabians face but he didnt say anything because its early days and were still learning those kids will get it eventually.

Next he showed us the coolroom you walk right in there are meat hooks and shelves a pallet jack its very cold dont get locked in Fabian said then the storeroom thats for dry goods and last a little office a table a chair a few recipe books a computer for writing home. To finish that day Fabian gave us a carrot to chop well youve never seen anything so funny in all your life some people had never chopped a vegetable before I reckon some of them had never even seen one. At the end Fabian said well thats good people we dont want to peak too early and everyone even me laughed.

The dining room I havent told you about the dining room we all have dinner in there its just off the kitchen at the far end it reminds me of that camp I went to in primary school and me that night in the girls dorm when they asked what I was doing I said borrowing a cup of sugar Mr Stirling whacked me for that. Two long tables a servery in the wall a weedy-looking guy called Gary cooks but heres the thing. Were all learning how to do restaurant food top-class top-shelf but what this Gary guy serves well to call it food is an insult to food maybe slops but even thats a compliment. That first night a sort of casserole or stew with beans and mashed potato. Fabian stood up and welcomed us all to Cook School and talked about all the great dishes we would make how funny was that I mean with those slops lying there in front of us like that. Hunter said maybe theyre showing us bad food so we can see the difference between the two but I dont know looking around I dont think half of them cared.

Let me tell you about Hunter. Rough on the outside soft on the inside straight blond hair shoulder-length he left school early got in trouble yes sir no sir the judge waving his finger just like he did with me. At first we didnt make friends I didnt really want to make friends yes I know but when youre sharing a bunk with someone you get to know them pretty quick hes got a good sense of humour too. When Fabian said al dente Hunter said like a dentist and everybody laughed. I think its good to be a bit of a joker but not too much Hunter wants to get somewhere I reckon hes ambitious but maybe not as much as me.

Those first few days went pretty quick the weather warm the bed OK I wrote one email home. Me and Hunter sat together most days breakfast lunch and dinner at the tables outside the dining room under the pergola or when it was hot on the grass under the trees in the orchard. We talked a lot about what we both done what our judges said how we got selected what we wanted next. It was good to talk to someone not myself. I told him how I told my mum and dad before I left I was not going to be a loser anymore I was going to change and Hunna said funny he said that too. We got pretty close after that.

Wednesday three kids dropped out there are only thirteen now all boys no girls girls dont make good chefs. Theyre good people mostly a few annoying ones therell be dramas dont worry but everyones polite at this stage. Fabian said were crew on a ship we all have to work as a team I think thats a bit communist myself arent we here to shine? He gave us each an apron a plain black apron he said well get our proper uniforms soon weve got to earn them first a workbook for writing things down and each three knives a chefs knife quite big a boning knife very bendy a paring knife very short for fiddly things we have to keep them sharp. That chefs knife felt good in my hand. Monday Tuesday Wednesday we chopped all day onions and garlic and learned how to sharpen our knives. Thursday we went out to the garden.

Well. If youve ever seen one of those pictures in one of those magazines you might have seen one of those stone houses with one of those kitchen gardens an old wooden fence a bloke in a beret now youve got an idea of our garden here. Theres even a gate. Summer so everythings coming on the bees the butterflies vegetables herbs flowers you can use flowers for cooking I didnt know that all in rows and all the rows in sections Fabian explained it all. If that there is your workshop he said pointing back at the kitchen then this here is your storehouse. Close your eyes he said. Listen he said. Smell now taste. He was handing each of us with our eyes closed a tiny ball I could feel it in my hand smooth and warm. Put it in your mouth he said.

Well it was obvious straightaway it was a little tomato but not like those ones you see in those plastic boxes in the supermarket this was a little tomato like youve never tasted it burst in your mouth all juicy and sweet a tingle on your tongue and all the rotten tastes you ever had were gone. Now everyone open your eyes Fabian said. The sun said Fabian the soil the water those butterflies jumping around on the flowers all this made that little ball this is your resource this is nature this is your storehouse. I dont think there was anyone who didnt think that was the best tomato they ever tasted and who when they opened their eyes didnt look at Fabian with their tongues hanging out.

Next Fabian told us about growing how you dont just stick things in the ground and hope youve got to let nature work for you for example put basil with tomatoes Fabian said because the smell will keep away the pests and marigolds too theyre a flower this is called complementary planting. Now rotation Ill explain rotation rotation means not putting a vegetable in the same bed you put it in last year so the diseases of that vegetable dont stay in the soil and make the next crop sick so you rotate the different kinds of vegetables between the beds for example you have four different types of vegetables fruit leaf legumes and root so you make four beds.

Now fruit is like tomatoes and things like zucchinis and cucumbers which are fruits and leaf is like lettuces and cabbage and legumes are beans and peas and root are carrots and that sort of thing so each has a different bed. So if for example I had four beds and I put for example in the first year say fruit in the first and leaf in the second and legumes in the third and root in the fourth then the next year you see Id put root in the first and fruit in the second and leaf in the third and legumes in the fourth because fruit was first and root was last but now root is first you see? But thats not all I say four beds but there are really five because the fifth you have to leave fallow which means you dont put anything in it. So after root in the fourth in the first year you actually have the fifth which is fallow.

But you dont want to leave the same bed fallow all the time so you have to rotate that too so if like I said in the first year fruit was in the first and leaf in the second and legumes in the third and root in the fourth and the fifth was fallow then what you should do now is move fallow to the first where your tomatoes and zucchinis say were. So fallow in the first fruit in the second leaf in the third legumes in the fourth and root in the fifth which was fallow. Then in the second year root in the first fruit in the second no thats not right fallow in the second fruit in the third no thats not right Im lost doesnt matter. But you rotate your crops you see and the same bit of ground will feed a whole village this is what Fabian said anyway.

So that was the rotation. We spent a long time out in the garden it was very beautiful not like ours at home pebble paving and geraniums this was everything mixed up together and you know what I know this sounds silly but everything mixed up looked happy.

Near the end of our garden time Fabian said now I want you to go around and pick yourself a selection of vegetables just a few and herbs whatever you like you are going to use them tonight. Everyone was confused some I reckon even scared they didnt know what to pick they thought there was a right or wrong vegetable but Fabian smiled and said there is no right or wrong cooking is about inspiration and inspiration doesnt have rules. That was a really big thing Fabian said and see Ive remembered it now. They were stupid those kids to ask about right or wrong I didnt I picked garlic carrots a green onion beans and three different herbs I didnt know their names. Fabian gave me a piece of string and told me to tie the herbs together. When we got back inside we put our things in the coolroom wrapped in clingwrap our names textad on them then Fabian said all right now lets go and meet Terry.

Terry is the caretaker here a rough guy in his fifties short and nuggetty a leathery face a Tigers cap very old and oily like its from 1980 he was carrying an axe. Fabian said there was nothing Terry didnt know about the beasts of the earth and the birds of the air and every green herb he meant all the animals and plants. Terry was going to show us how to kill a chook but no you dont call it a chook you call it a bird and you dont buy those things from the supermarket they pump them up with chemicals that make girls get their periods early. We followed Terry to the chookpen on the other side of the garden beside it the big black plastic tanks for the trout the pump humming all day long. Here we are said Terry. There was a rickety old gate with a top latch chicken wire all round a roosting shed at one end Terry stood in front of the gate we all gathered around Fabian stood off to one side.

Whos ever done the chicken dance? said Terry. He was a funny bloke all right. A couple of people put up their hands and Terry said well heres a chicken dance youve probably never seen and he lifted the latch and opened the gate and started chasing the chooks I mean birds around until one just sort of ran into his hands. He held it up squawking and flapping and thats when everyone realised what he meant. Some of the kids went squeamish then it was quick when he did it.

There was a stump near the gate and beside that a wooden bench wham with the axe and off with the head. We watched for a while it ran around and around the dance was not all that special in my opinion soon we were learning how to pluck it. There was an old tin bucket next to the bench Terry laid the bird on the bench the dead neck hanging down and let the blood drip into it drip drip drip.

Now he said whod like to have a go at plucking? It was a dumb-faced kid who put up his hand he said his name was Luke. All right Luke youll do said Terry come here. The idea with plucking is you start from the tail and work against the grain towards the head but like Terry said youve got to be careful not to tear the skin. Luke was pretty hopeless but none of us would have been much better most didnt know a chook had feathers let alone how to pluck them. Good try said Terry back to the pine now son and Ill show you.

Well honestly youve never seen anything like it Terry plucking that bird on that bench Ive never seen anything like it myself. In less than a minute there was only a bit of fluff left then he gets a little gas torch from under the bench like Dad used to use for soldering and he lights the flame and blasts the bird with it. After a while he turned off the torch and held the bird up by the feet all the fluff and feathers gone the skin still smoking. Whala! he said. Now Ill hand you over to Fab. Terry cleaned the bench brushed the feathers into the bucket then he went to the tap at the corner of the pen and started washing his hands.

The flies were already swarming around the dead bird on the bench it hardly looked like a bird anymore more like some weird alien. Fabian stepped forward he had a chefs knife in his hand a beautiful-looking thing a big wide blade a pointy end and a sharpening steel in a sheath. He smiled and said thank you Terry. Terry said no worries I love killing things and everybody laughed. Now said Fabian the nitty-gritties weve got our carcass so what do we do now? Some of the kids were getting bored it was hot out there in the sun we had been at it all morning it was two oclock we hadnt had lunch. Terry stood close to Fabian brushing away the flies Fabian talked very fast he worked fast too nearly as fast as Terry had plucked.

First if we are going to use this bird no matter what for he said we need to draw it this means taking the gizzards out he turned the bird on its back and with his knife he cut a nice clean cut along the neck and took out the windpipe I suppose thats what it was a long wormy thing then he made a cut down near its bum and pulled the gizzards out too. In Roman times said Fabian the priests would tell the future with chickens entrails maybe even go to war because of what they said. He handed the chook guts to Terry a big handful and Terry took them over to the bucket but before he dropped them in he held them up and looked at them all funny like he was playing a Roman priest. I see many famous chefs! he said and everybody laughed again. Now said Fabian we will joint it.

I wont tell you about all the jointing its very complicated but anyway by the end you would have recognised it we had drumsticks wings breasts and a carcass for making soup. Fabian laid them all out on the bench it did look impressive all that coming from one chook that ten minutes before was scratching around in its pen. I felt sorry for its relatives watching all this they could only watch with one eye it was too much to watch with two. All right said Fabian so thats our chicken one of our staple ingredients after lunch this is what we are going to cook. Terry killed five more birds we watched from a distance at the outside tables eating cold meat and salad it was slaughter.

When we went back to the kitchen after lunch Fabian had the chickens jointed on a bench in piles. Now go and get your garden things he said and bring them back here he meant our vegetables and herbs. All right he said now choose your workstation and take a chicken portion each enough for a meal for two. Well! Everyone was so confused going this way and that thinking OK now Fabian is going to give us a recipe and show us how to cook but no the idea was to get inspired. I took a spot at the bench next to Hunter Josh the fat kid next to him Lachlan the skinny kid with spiky hair next to me. Now said Fabian look at your ingredients. I had one drumstick one wing one breast garlic carrots that green onion was called a leek beans and herbs. Look carefully said Fabian let your imagination work. I kept looking for a while. Next Fabian said to choose our pots or pans or whatever we thought we needed from the shelves. Chaos again but not so bad because this time lots of people probably half just stood at their benches looking stupid. I chose a heavy pot I could hardly lift it a ladle and a big wooden spoon. Hunter had a frying pan and saucepan.

Well the short and sweet of it was that for the next hour and a half thirteen people from the wrong side of the tracks tried to make food they thought people from the right side of the tracks would like to eat and nearly busted their guts trying. Drunks potheads thieves. Dickheads. Fabian was there to help but one to thirteens not a good ratio as soon as he finished with one person someone else was yelling him over. I got off to an OK start I chopped the garlic leek and carrot like Id learnt and cooked them in a bit of oil I had the heat down low I had no idea what I was doing. Thats good said Fabian coming over let them sweat before you add your meat dont put your bouquet garni in until last. It was only because when he said that he looked down at my bunch of herbs that I knew he meant my bunch of herbs was a bouquet garni. And this he said and he put half a bottle of white wine on the bench. Half a cup he said then reduce it he didnt say anything else.

Well I wont go on about it Im not big-noting but lets just say that out of thirteen students and thirteen dishes there was only one you could eat. Fabian got everyone to gather around my bench and look at my pot then he asked me what I used and what I did. There have not been many big moments in my life the goal I kicked in Under 14s the wooden pencil box in Year 10 getting off on good behaviour but for me this was a triumph. Fabian plated it up you call it plating up a big white plate bigger than Ive ever seen one chicken breast then a wing at an angle a ladle of vegetables and last a swirl of the ladle so you got a splash and some drips of browny-greeny-yellow autumn-looking sauce. Here he said and he gave me a fork chefs first taste it was a proud smile he gave me. I tore off a little bit of the breast with the fork and stabbed a bit of carrot I was careful to hold it like a fork not a shovel and I put the food in my mouth.

What do you think? said Fabian. It needs a bit of salt I said. Fabian smiled at that. Everyone get a fork he said.

Fresh ingredients good preparation inspiration imagination it doesnt take much that simple formula is what has made our friend heres chicken such an outstanding success. But as you heard it wasnt perfect no dish is ever perfect I have been cooking for seventeen years and I have still not served the perfect dish. There are a lot of things I hope you will remember from today Terry our slaughtering plucking drawing and jointing the relationship between ingredients one feeding into the other and the other into the one the use of herbs here a bouquet garni yes write it down but above all what I want you to remember is a bit of salt.

No-one knew what Fabian meant but I knew he meant I knew my chicken dish was not perfect and that even while I was serving it up I was thinking of ways to improve it. This is the search for perfection me and Hunter talked about it after this is what cookings about. That night in my bunk I couldnt sleep thinking about the day but most of all what Fabian said a bit of salt. Little steps he said thats another thing I will be a great chef one day.












So that was Thursday Friday we did theory mostly I was very tired the history of the chook I mean chicken I mean bird the Greeks served them at their feasts the afternoon we spent in the garden weeding and mulching. I like it outdoors its a good life here. Fabian said you can do that recipe with vinegar instead of white wine.

Anyway Saturday all quiet not doing much but underneath all anxious because Fabian had told us Head Chef was coming tomorrow and we would have our first class with him Monday. I didnt sleep that night worrying most chefs dont sleep much some hardly at all then Sunday morning about eleven I was sitting in the sun outside the bunkhouse doing nothing a few others out there too when we heard the car pull up a mans voice then a womans then two kids saying can we play? You cant see the house from the compound theres a high fence all round it went quiet after that they must have gone inside but then about one oclock we heard Fabian and we guessed Head Chef talking low out in the backyard. Theyd lit the barbecue there was the sound of sizzling and the smell of cooked meat and rosemary I could tell it was rosemary I had that in my bouquet garni. After a while we heard the wife and kids out there too the kids splashing in the pool.

After lunch which was chicken and lettuce sandwiches me and Hunter went up the hill the kids voices drifting to us on the breeze. You could see everything from up there all the way to the road the cut-off tractor tyres painted white the long driveway the row of pines the path to the front door the old tree the bunkhouse the big kitchen over to the left. We saw Fabian coming out of the kitchen with a bottle of wine walking across the gravel area towards the back gate of the house and in the backyard walking away from us Head Chefs wife in a yellow bikini. Me and Hunter both went quiet then until Hunter made one of his jokes.

Me and Hunter sat for a long time up on the hill while all of that went on down below. Some people might have been humiliated I think Hunter was in a way two guys eating their orchard apples watching the rich sip their wine but not me. While Hunter babbled on I sank deep inside myself the kids screaming and laughing adult voices smooth jazz playing the house lit by a strong sun under a big blue sky. Head Chef started out just like me I thought but he worked his way up took no shit Im a nobody sure but if he can get it why cant I? Somewhere sometime he sat up on a hill or in a tree and looked down and asked why cant I have that and how do I get it? That night in the bunkhouse I couldnt get the pictures to fade.



Monday up early a beautiful day first thing I went to the chookpen to get some eggs. Fabian told me if you get them early and give them to Gary hell use them for breakfast otherwise hell use the out-of-date ones from the coolroom the worst scrambled eggs you could imagine. Terry was up early too filling the water trough a real rough-nut like Dad I guess in the early days before he got sick and pale. I saw you watching that day with the chook said Terry. It took me a while to realise he was talking to me. Yeah I never seen that before I said. Where are you from? said Terry. I told him. Thats nice out there he said. Its crap out there I said no jobs no fun no nothing. Terry laughed at that. So how come you ended up here? he said. I said it was a long story he didnt ask again.

That bird there he said with the funny foot shes the eggqueen she lays in that corner if you want to make something special get one of hers. He turned off the tap opened the latch and let himself out while I gathered the eggs a dozen in all the one he said on top. There was steam coming out of the louvre windows at the bathroom end of the bunkhouse the sun was warm now on my back a few kids sitting outside at the tables I took the eggs to the kitchen. Gary was putting his apron on a grumpy prick all right it was hard to think of him as a cook let alone a chef he should have been picking peas in Korumburra a ferret face a rat tail mullet a goatee beard a side tooth missing. Who told you to get them he said. I said no-one told me even though Fabian did. I had butterflies in my stomach Gary must have known. Big day today he said.

Soon we were eating some of us in the dining room some at the tables outside scrambled eggs with bacon and tomato on the side. You could feel the nerves all right everyone thinking I hope he doesnt pick on me. About seven-thirty Fabian came by all smiles I could hear him messing around in the kitchen then eight on the dot the last of us putting our dishes in the washer Fabian says all right people everyone to their stations please! We put on our black aprons tucked in our side towels laid out our knives we must have looked funny all neat and standing to attention but really just dropkicks we didnt have a clue.

Im not sure what I thought Head Chef would look like but one thing for sure like they say about people on the telly he looked shorter in real life. He had his chefs gear on the white jacket side-buttoned all the way up dark trousers black clogs short-cut grey hair black-framed glasses you know the ones architects have them. He was in his forties early forties probably and now standing next to Fabian in front of the whiteboard and Fabians not tall he only came up to his shoulder. Fabian introduced him I didnt really hear what he was saying I was looking at Head Chef trying to see who this guy really was what he was like when he was eighteen behind the cologne and the skincare products and yes I thought really hes just like me so why cant I be like him?

I missed the start Fabian was telling us Head Chefs background how he had no formal training began at the bottom spent time overseas with some of the big chefs there.

Head Chef was listening to all this with his hands clasped in front of him. He had a look that says its no big deal but I knew that of course he was proud and already I liked that in him he had pride when did any of us in that shitkicking suburb ever have any pride? Fabian told us how Head Chef had set it up from scratch this kitchen he pointed around built and equipped from scratch exactly to Head Chefs specifications. Fabian stepped aside and Head Chef stood in his spot. I wonder what Fabian thinks of him are they close? After that we didnt know what to do someone started clapping we all clapped until Head Chef told us to stop.

I cant remember everything he said but heres what I can. He started by quoting a Frenchman Ive just looked him up Tell me what you eat and Ill tell you who you are which means I think if you eat McDonalds youre a McDonalds person if you eat tofu and beanshoots youre that. And if said Head Chef we are what we eat would we rather serve mediocre food to mediocre people or raise society up? No-one had an answer to that. Personally said Head Chef I want to make this a better world for my children this is what the gastronomic revolution is about we can become better smarter healthier more successful people and surely our job our duty as chefs he said getting quite heated and red in the face no matter where we come from the wilds of the suburbs a house and land package a caravan park is not to say Im only this but to ask How can I be better?

I started from nothing said Head Chef no name no fortune no press nothing at all pushing burgers around a grill at Hungry Jacks carrying tubs of oil from the storeroom the manager whacking me across the back of the head. I didnt get from there to here by settling for second best. I own three restaurants its no big deal Melbourne Sydney one just opened in Dubai another soon in Singapore. Did I do that by trading in the mediocre? No. Mediocrity suburbananity the boring the bland this is what is holding this country back if we want to become a richer more sophisticated people we have to aim high then higher again if we dont if you dont Im talking to you well end up all of us crawling back through the decades to the fifties cooking boring food in our boring kitchens in our boring suburban homes. If your mums making lemon risotto with her own stock serving it with a rocket salad Im sorry dont fool yourself into thinking shes sophisticated weve moved on risotto is a decade old at least I wouldnt walk through the door of a restaurant with risotto on the menu your mums a sheep. But were not sheep are we I wont have sheep in my school my school is for those who want to rise above the copycat recipe in the magazine on the table in the waiting room at the dentists. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. The cutting edge this edge he held up a knife thats where I want us to be out there where its dangerous where its risky where it hurts.

His face was very red now there were sweat beads all over his forehead everyone was very quiet Fabian had his chin up we didnt know what to do were we supposed to clap? Even before we had the chance Head Chef turned around and pulled open the coolroom door. He needs to cool off said Hunna right up close to my ear I wanted to laugh but no way I would. Head Chef was in there for a while Fabian kept standing with his chin in the air a long awkward silence it seemed to go on forever. After a while Head Chef came out kicking the sliding door closed with his foot. He was carrying a green milk crate I couldnt see what was in it.

Head Chef went to one of the middle benches everyone parted like the Red Sea no-one wanted to get too close this was the guy in the Sunday papers he put the milk crate down and started emptying it out onto the bench. But you wouldnt believe it they were packets of chops the ones you get in the supermarket a black plastic tray clingwrap on the top a thing for the blood in the bottom ten packets four chops in each. Head Chef put them on the bench in two piles of five. All right he said begin!

Everyone was totally confused now I certainly was then someone the tall kid Jordan picked up a packet tore off the clingwrap took the two chops out and took them back to his station. Head Chef was still standing there arms folded Fabians eyes darting watching what everyone was doing. Jordan went to the coolroom and opened the door. A few others got the hint and started picking up their chops then Jordan came back out with a bunch of vegetables potatoes broccoli carrots and put them on his bench and thats when Hunter and me thought we better join in too. There was no point waiting Head Chef and Fabian werent saying anything. We split a packet of chops between us took them back to our stations then went to the coolroom for our vegies.

There were lots of fresh vegetables in there all in milk crates in a row Terry must have picked them early. I found the ones I wanted garlic carrots leeks and beans it worked last time with the chicken I thought no reason not with the chops. Hunter was going to do his seared with buttered potatoes and beans. We all got set up at our stations I spent a while on my prep like painting said Fabian its all in the prep then after a while I went outside to get my herbs.

Back in the kitchen no talk just the sound of chopping frying metal pans clanking taps turning on and off the coolroom door sliding open and closed. No-one knew exactly what they were doing I mean what game Head Chef was playing but already since that first lesson with the chook the chicken the bird people were starting to get it. We knew where things were now the storeroom for example people coming out with a cup of rice say or polenta thats an Italian thing. Not everyones station was as tidy as mine. Wed had a lesson on mise en place thats French for how you lay out all your little containers your banks of chopped herbs say or spices your garnishes your salt and pepper so you know where they are and can get them easy. It was funny watching all the different styles some very slow thinking it all through one guy already had his dish in the bin and was starting again.

Me I was pretty calm I browned the chops drained the fat sauted the vegetables put in a cup this time of red wine and added my bouquet garni. I needed to cook it for at least half an hour probably longer some of the others whod done a quick fry or grill were already plating up. Head Chef was still saying nothing wandering around the kitchen with his hands behind his back what is that with the hands behind the back it makes you stronger does it? If he came up to a station where a dish was getting plated he wouldnt say anything just sort of look down his nose like the French guys in the movies then move on. Anyway after thirty-five minutes the last ten medium-high with the lid off to reduce it I plated up wiped off and finished with a parsley garnish. Head Chef walked past and looked at my dish like one of those parking inspectors pretending youre not there. He gave Hunters dish an even quicker glance no wonder it looked revolting then after a quick chat with Fabian at the door like a phantom he was gone.

It went quiet in the kitchen after that. It was past lunch we hadnt seen Gary he must have had the day off. We could hear Fabian fussing around in the coolroom moving pallets Head Chef had said nothing Fabian had said nothing none of us were saying anything were we supposed to throw it in the bin and start again? Anyway after a while one of us the little guy with the curly hair Rory picked up his plate and walked into the dining room on his own. The rest of us waited to see if he was going to get in trouble for that but then Fabian came out of the coolroom taking off his apron. He hung it on a hook near the door and went outside. We picked up our plates too they were getting cold and followed Rory into the dining room.

Well I tell you what that was really strange in there us all eating like that with our aprons still on it felt like the dining room in prison maybe after theyve put down a riot the clink of cutlery the sound of chewing thirteen heads trying to figure out what theyre supposed to think. I ate my lamb chop casserole and let me tell you it stank. What worked for the chook didnt work for the chop I could hardly eat it there was a scum on top no flavour it was just fatty mush. I spent a long time watching the scum go hard.

Next morning Fabian came into the kitchen bang on eight all fresh and ready to go it was like Head Chef had never been there. He drew a picture of a cow on the board a pig then a sheep then he circled the sheep and rubbed out the cow and the pig then he drew an arrow from the sheeps behind and drew a mini-sheep which after a while we realised was a lamb. Then he rubbed out the sheep. We are going to talk about lamb he said one of our most delicious and at the same time versatile meats.

Well. I was slow to catch up at first but I think this is when I first started to really understand the history of food gastronomy they call it as opposed to just eating. We buy those lamb chops from the supermarket or the butcher and we think I dont know I know this sounds silly we are the first ones ever to eat a lamb chop or a rack but no in the Bible they sacrificed them so they werent just mini-sheep they were something special in Greece in Italy too and in Egypt. Fabian painted a word picture for us he was good at that of a feast in Greece where they started with the head can you imagine boiled up with herbs and spices and wine and the guests would pick bits of meat off it with their fingers then after that the rest of it roasted over the coals the whole thing on the table where the servants would joint and carve it. This was a sacred animal said Fabian the day before its throat would have been cut by the priestess at the temple as an offering to the gods what these people were eating was connecting them to something outside themselves something greater this is what food was to them.

It was good the way Fabian talked everyone standing at their stations all eyes all ears the longer we listened the further yesterdays drama faded we felt safe with Fabian we were being led somewhere not getting thrown to the lions like with Head Chef. After that Fabian drew a diagram on the whiteboard a lamb cut into bits with numbers on it number one the shoulder number two and three the neck number four five six the back and so on. Copy this into your workbooks he said I had mine some of the others didnt they went back to the bunkhouse to get them.

After that I mean after wed all copied the drawing into our workbooks we had to close them and Fabian made us repeat. He had a wooden spoon he pointed with the handle I really felt like I was back at school now primary school one bit of the lamb at a time we had to say what it was called this is Fabian mind you who only a few days before was talking about inspiration and imagination and here we were like a bunch of preps learning our ABCs. We did it for nearly four hours I was still repeating it neck shoulder loin chump leg breast when I went to bed that night. The next day we had a test no-one did very well then we went over it all again after lunch. What would you do with the best end of neck? Where does the backstrap come from? What bones are you removing when you butterfly a leg?

At the end of class on Wednesday me and Hunter took our workbooks up the hill away from everyone and started testing each other out. It was weird up there still hot very muggy the sun low the light all yellow the voices in the yard. Head Chef and his wife had guests they must have arrived that afternoon we could see a new car in the drive behind Head Chefs Audi and hear them all talking and laughing. Me and Hunter kept our heads down one asking questions the other answering. Who would have thought I thought me who this time last month could barely make a bowl of nachos learning by rote in French the three principal methods of preparation or the difference between a shank and a shoulder? Yes I thought of all the doors I could have opened I have opened the right one good food good wine fine dining learn how to arrange beautiful food on a plate and a beautiful world is yours. Thats what I thought anyway sitting up there on the hill the guests below all drinking and laughing Head Chef down there too his secret safe bigger than the side-buttoned jacket the glasses the waxy skin the cologne. Beautiful food beautifully presented yes thats the key to the door.

Me and Hunter didnt spare the horses studying lamb up there on the hill it was nearly dark when we came back down. The noise from the house was louder now they were really enjoying themselves on the way to the dining room we met Fabian coming out of the kitchen carrying two bottles of wine. Hows it going boys he said very friendly the hard taskmaster and now all smiley and nice. Dinner was quiet afterwards a few boys playing cards others on the computer writing emails home. In the kitchen Gary was packing up the last of his things he had a wife to go home go to tracky-dacks crop-top a swallow tattoo forequarter chops peas and mash warming on a pot on the stove she was probably already on her second chardonnay. We heard the old Mitsubishi start up.

After me and Hunter finished the dishes it was our turn to do them I went to the coolroom and turned on the light a hundred watt bulb in the ceiling. The green milk crate was still in there pushed up against the wall the leftover packets of meat still in it I took one out and poked the chops through the clingwrap. Maybe they were a bit fatty but Fabian had told us a bit of fat is good trimmed lamb dries out he said. I went back to the bunkhouse went to bed early but I couldnt get the mystery of the chops out of my head. Why did Head Chef walk out like that? What did we do wrong?
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