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Dinner For Two: A Dream Come True
 By Sunny Lockwood
 Chez Panisse chefs preparing dessert
 “The sensual pleasure of eating beautiful food from the garden brings with it the moral satisfaction of doing the right thing for the planet and for yourself.” -- Alice Waters, co-founder of Chez Panisse
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All photographs by Sunny Lockwood
 Chez Panisse chefs preparing dinner
 Copyright 2010 by Merikay McLeodAll Rights Reserved
 First published electronically July 2010
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Chez Panisse, Berkeley’s famous restaurant where Alice Waters started the fresh and locally grown California cuisine movement back in the 1970’s, has hovered for years in the wishful recesses of my mind.
 What would it be like to dine there, indulging in dishes and service that have been praised by everyone in the know from New York Times food critics to Leslie Stahl on 60 Minutes?
 Located at 1517 Shattuck Avenue in Berkeley’s Gourmet Ghetto area, Chez Panisse has been listed among the top 50 restaurants in the world by Restaurant Magazine and is almost always mentioned by gourmands as being among the world’s best fine-dining establishments.
 My last job before moving to the foothills of the Sierra Nevada was in the Communications Department of UC Berkeley. My memories of Shattuck Avenue are all good -- Black Oak Books filled with new and used tomes, an African store dripping in baskets and wood carvings, corner flower vendors. After work I’d wander the area, stopping for a gelatto or some sushi. There were Vietnamese restaurants and Thai places and a wonderful Italian eatery that always had Frank Sinatra singing so that you felt happy the minute you stepped inside.
 More than once during my UC Berkeley days, friends and I planned to have dinner at Chez Panisse, but our plans always fell through: the legendary restaurant remained a titillating mystery. It didn’t seem to be the place to eat alone.
 So when Sweetheart Al and I began talking about how we wanted to celebrate our 10th wedding anniversary, Chez Panisse rose from the misty-romantic recesses of my brain.
 Sweetheart had never heard of the place. He said he thought dinner there was an interesting idea – more magnetic for women, perhaps, than men. He’d never eaten at a world class restaurant (never even thought about it; wondered what “world class” actually meant), but he’d be happy to give it a try.
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One of the things I love about Sweetheart Al is that he’s open to new experiences. He’s not one of those people who only want to do or think or try things they’re already familiar with. He’s what I call an explorer or adventurer. And I was sure Chez Panisse would be an adventure.
 We could have gone to the upstairs Chez Panisse café where people eat for less by choosing from an a-la-carte menu, but I wanted us to have the whole official dining room experience. After all, moving beyond one-digit anniversaries into the two-digit realm is a pretty significant step, and I wanted it to be acknowledged with something equally significant.
 So I went on line and found that I’d have to place a reservation a month ahead of time even though the fixed-price menus were only posted once a week. I phoned 29 days ahead of the weekend we wanted and found there were no tables left for Saturday night. There was, however a table at 6:30 p.m. available Friday. So we adjusted our weekend plans by one day and placed our reservation.
 The week of our big date, I looked at the fixed-price menus for the dining room. Because of certain dietary restrictions, I hoped our Friday night dinner would offer food that we could enjoy.
 The website posted both the dinners available and their cost: $60 for Monday nights, $75 for Tuesday through Thursday dinners, and $95 for Friday and Saturday dinners.
 Fortunately, “our” dinner looked perfect.
 My friend Dee made her guest apartment available to us for Friday. We drove to Berkeley from our foothill farmhouse at mid-day. As 5 p.m. approached, we changed into our dinner outfits.
 Sweetheart, who is a cool 6-foot 2, wore a tailored western suit with boots that added another inch and a big silver felt cowboy hat that pushed his height close to 7-feet. His black suit and gray hat set off his white hair and mustache quite handsomely!
 I wore black silk, with a white, black and silver jacket. Sweetheart bought me a white rose corsage for the occasion.
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We felt so special walking toward the restaurant that early evening. I was saddened to see that Black Oak Books had closed. Another independent book store with empty shelves and a locked front door. Sigh!
 However, the enthusiastic laughter and loud music of groups of college kids, gathered near small restaurants and shops, filled the air with happy high-energy and made me smile.
 It might be notable to mention that although in our past, we both lived and worked in the Bay Area, earning big paychecks and enjoying all the amenities of urban life, for the past decade we’ve made our home in a poor rural county where the average wage is $10 an hour and few jobs include benefits. There, “ethnic” food means Chinese or Mexican. Our only Indian restaurant (about 25 miles from our house) burned down last winter.
 So, a dinner costing the equivalent of 25 hours of work, and that promised the “freshest and finest” ingredients came saturated with the highest of expectations.
 What would it be like?
 I’d read that Alice Waters combined French style cooking with in-season California ingredients – vegetables just out of the garden, fruit right off the branch and fish straight from the sea.
 How would such freshness change the experience of the meal?
 In our foothills, the tomatoes we brought home from the farmer’s market had just been picked that morning. Would Chez Panisse tomatoes be fresher than that?
 Chez Panisse serves only antibiotic- and hormone-free meats and organic fruits and vegetables. I wondered if we’d be able to taste the difference.
 We arrived 15 minutes early and the hostess asked us to wait outside the courtyard. We shared a small wooden bench, holding hands and thinking our own thoughts. Ten years married. Already. It’s true – time rushes by when you’re having fun!
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I was tempted to ask “Do you remember where we went for our first date” or “Do you remember what we did for our first anniversary?”
 But Sweetheart has said once or twice that I go into reporter-mode too often for comfort. Then I remembered that sweet scene in the movie “Gigi” where Maurice Chevalier sings “I Remember it Well” with Hermione Gingold (as he forgets every detail of the romantic evening he’s recalling) and decided to just sit and enjoy the moment.
 Eventually, the hostess led us to our table. The craftsman style dining room with its glowing copper-shaded lamps and open kitchen felt warm and intimate.
 I loved the fact that there was no music. How refreshing: just the sounds of the kitchen and of other diners’ conversations. And all the sounds were muted in the warm wood room. The dining room has seating for 50. Each night, dinner is served there at 6:30 and 8:30 p.m.
 Our waiter brought two small crackers heaped with a seafood salad topping. He said they were in celebration of our anniversary.
 I nibbled at my cracker and couldn’t believe the explosion of flavor. Al popped the whole thing in his mouth, then sighed. “Mmm! It’s so complex!” he said with admiration. I could tell he was going to like this meal.
 The hostess explained that guests have an aperitif, but since we do not drink alcohol, she offered us Navarro Vineyards Gewürztraminer grape juice. It was a cool, crisp, pleasant surprise.
 As the other tables filled up, I could see that we were the best-dressed couple in the room. Many of the other tables seemed to be filled with locals who ate here often, their dress casual and academic. At some tables, people were clearly doing after-hours business deals.
 But I was thrilled to be there celebrating love.
 Our waiter brought bread that smelled and tasted as if it had come straight from the oven to our table. Then our waiter encouraged us to go into the kitchen to see how the chefs prepare each course.
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When I asked if I could take photographs, he said, “Yes. Of course.”
 I loved kitchen – so full of light and activity and colorful ingredients! The whole place is designed for displaying the work of meal preparation, with wide counters where each chef can clearly demonstrate the steps required for each course.
 Back at our table, we were served our first course -- artichoke and spring flower tempura with horseradish cream. How interesting! The battered flowers were light as feathers and the horseradish cream added the perfect flavor complement.
 Next came a bowl of chilled asparagus soup with a single, perfect, roasted scallop.
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To me, this was the most magical dish of the night. The green soup’s color was beautiful, and its flavor was rich, gentle and reassuring. It tasted to me like a lullaby would sound to a baby. The roasted scallop was exactly the opposite – hot, salty-crisp and insistent. Like an exclamation point. It was so good, I didn’t want it to end.
 We had eaten our first two courses in near silence with only sighs of pleasure and frequent eye contact to express our enjoyment.
 We had quite a wait between the soup and the main course, during which we ate more bread, talked and held hands across our crumb-filled white table cloth.
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The entree arrived: grilled Sonoma Liberty duck breast with rhubarb sauce, potato and pancetta gratin, and garden salad with fava beans.
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Al had a bite of duck in his mouth before I could even get my fork and knife near it. I heard him sigh again. He shook his head. “I have never tasted duck like this!” he said. “It’s so flavorful and moist.”
 I loved seeing him enjoying the meal. And in a world-class restaurant, no less.
 The duck was exquisite. The potato and pancetta gratin was rich and the fava beans were beautiful.
 About half way through, I learned something. It was brought home to me quite dramatically that our daily diet is a simple one: fresh veggies from the farmer’s market. Beans and rice. A little meat, mostly poultry. Ever since Sweetheart Al’s heart attack, we’ve tried to eliminate salt and animal fat. As a result, our home cooked meals are simple.
 I had never realized how simple, until this evening’s feast of rich and flavorful offerings. By the time I was half way through the duck course, my stomach was protesting. I was actually feeling queasy.
 I paused. Sipped water. Breathed deeply.
 “This is really rich food,” I said to Al. “I’m feeling sort of, well, uh, sick.”
 He looked concerned.
 “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m not skipping dessert. No way!”
 I’d seen them preparing dessert – bittersweet chocolate crepes with almond ice cream – and there was absolutely no chance that I’d miss that. But I felt sick.
 So I continued to eat … slowly. And I continued to drink water, and breathe deeply.
 Al had no such problem.
 Eventually my queasiness passed.
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By the time dessert arrived, I was ready. We ordered coffee and slowly savored our final course. The coffee, which came in a small silver pot, was exceptionally dark and rich.
 By 8:20 p.m. we were finished, sated and not ready to leave. We needed to just sit a few more minutes and absorb the entire experience.
 Obviously, it was not the fresh and fine ingredients themselves that made the meal, but the artistry with which they were combined to create amazing flavors and beautiful presentations.
 Our waiter brought us a small plate holding two miniscule almond cookies and two long, straight orange rinds rolled in sugar.
 The cookies were unbelievably rich. Smaller than the cracker that started our meal, these crescent-shaped crunchy-on-the-outside, pudding-soft-on-the- inside cookies were packed with flavor. A flavor that blended exquisitely with our coffee.
 The orange rind cleared our palates and perked us up. Now we were ready to head out.
 The bill, including 9.75 percent tax and a 17 percent service gratuity, had a line for an “additional tip.” That “additional tip” line was the only negative of the entire evening. I felt it was a bit much. But who’s complaining? The dinner was more than we could have imagined.
 We stepped out into the evening feeling properly celebrated.
 As we slowly walked up the street arm in arm, Sweetheart said, “For the rest of our life, whenever we have a really good restaurant meal, we’ll say, ‘This is good, but it’s nothing compared to Chez Panisse.’”
 Happy anniversary to us.
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You can read more of my work at sunnylockwood.comOr at my blog, “Onword,” at http://bit.ly/EQbWb
 Befriend me on facebook: http://bit.ly/sunnylockwoodFollow me on twitter: http://twitter.com/sunnylockwood
 http://bit.ly/sunnylockwood
 http://bit.ly/EQbWb
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