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TO MY PARENTS,
 WHO TAUGHT ME FIRSTHAND
 JUST HOW DEEPLY FOOD MEANS LOVE
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Introduction: FIRST WE GET LOST, THEN WE HAVE LUNCH
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Driving around and around the traffic circle in southern France, my mother attempted to give my father directions.


“Eleven o’clock, direction Les Baux, eleven o’clock, go, now!” she said, her voice tight and emphatic. She was indicating the turn, not the time. It was nearing 1:00 P.M., and we were late for lunch at Beaumaniere in Provence.


My sister and I, ages nine and eleven, were immersed in our comic books and completely ignoring the magnificent mountain view outside the car window. We were inured to the buzzing front seat tension; we’d heard it before, the familiar prelunch panic of locating the restaurant, or at least trying to find a person out at lunchtime in rural France to ask directions.


On our summer vacations, we were always late for lunch.


My father turned the car as commanded. Finally on the right road, my mother relaxed.


“Girls,” she said, peering at us in the rearview mirror while she combed her hair, “this is a very famous restaurant.”


“Uh-huh,” we replied, eyes glued to Betty and Veronica.


“Missy, you were here before,” she added slyly.


“Um,” I said.


“You were conceived at the inn. Dad and I stayed here after a dinner of langoustines with Pernod and this wonderful pâté. Our room had an artichoke-shaped shower . . .”


“How many forks?” I yelped, desperate to change the subject. Even though I was curious about how the langoustines were prepared, the idea of my own conception, possibly in an artichoke-shaped shower, was just too noisome to contemplate.


Plus, the number of forks mattered to me. The more forks, the fancier the restaurant (according to our foodie bible, the Michelin Guide Rouge), and the fancier the restaurant, the more desserts they usually served—predessert, dessert, petit fours. I loved a multifork restaurant.


“Two stars, four or five forks,” my mother said, much to my delight.


IT WAS MY PARENTS’ DREAM to eat at every Michelin-starred restaurant in France. Augusts—the traditional month of vacation for psychiatrists (their shared profession)—were spent in this happy pursuit with my sister and me in tow. Fancy restaurants like Beaumaniere were an integral part of the experience. We kids might have missed out on appreciating the more epicurean aspects of such a meal, but there was usually something pretty good to eat.


At Beaumaniere, I had a tentative nibble of tender, gamy veal kidney coated in a creamy mustard sauce—not so bad. And my first ever bite of summer truffle shaved tableside into delicate petals over a fingerling potato tart. Now, that was heaven. I even found out how good eggplant and zucchini could be when braised in olive oil and rosemary until soft and bursting from their skins, served with rare lamb.


We had a family tradition when it came to eating out, whether we were at the most elegant restaurant in France or a diner in Brooklyn. We all ordered different dishes (duplicates were a no-no), ate a precise quarter of what was on our plates, then passed them, “Clark-wise,” we joked, to our left. That way we each got to taste everything the table had ordered.


Back home in the United States, our odd behavior warranted a quick shrug from waiters. But in France, they were truly flummoxed and a little horrified (and this was before we even asked for the doggie bag). Crazy Americans, they sniffed behind our backs.


This meant that tasting menus for the whole table were off-limits. Why sample only five or six of the chef’s creations when, with all four of us ordering three courses, we could taste twelve?


This doesn’t even count the cheese course, like the one at Beaumaniere, where, I happily learned, fromage blanc might be accompanied by lots of sugar for topping, but it still didn’t count as dessert.


After the last chocolate truffle was devoured by the kids and espresso sipped by the parents, we all climbed back into the steaming car to reverse the journey to the tiny house we had rented. It was just past 4:00 P.M. We’d left the house at 11:00 A.M.


“So,” my mother said, checking her teeth in the mirror, “what shall we have for dinner tonight?”


AND SO IT WENT FROM MORNING TILL NIGHT, with one meal flowing into the next. At breakfast my parents cross-referenced Michelin with another guide called Gault Millau, choosing a place for lunch. Then into the car we piled, driving up to two hours to the restaurant of choice. Sometimes we stopped at a town on the way with a pretty church or museum. But the pretty church and museum were beside the point. It was all about lunch—until dinnertime, that is.


Our trips revolved around food: reading about it, buying it, cooking it, ordering it in restaurants. There was one time we even scavenged for it—plucking snails from the garden of our Burgundy house rental—snails that my parents purged, starved, and cooked a few days later. While my sister and I didn’t care much for the gritty gastropods, the garlic herb butter surrounding them was magical.


So it was no wonder that when I was a kid, the words vacation and cuisine were inseparable from my image of France, the idyllic country where even desserts were followed by dessert—trays of colorful macaroons and crumbly sable cookies that were brought to the table after the mousse au chocolat was devoured. France was a country where parents were never on diets and schoolchildren ate chocolate sandwiches instead of tuna fish. I could even have chocolate for breakfast—melted bittersweet bars layered into flaky croissant dough.


Back in Brooklyn, it was cereal for breakfast, egg salad sandwiches for school lunch, and fish sticks and flank steak on most nights for dinner. But my culinary education forged on nonetheless.


In Chinatown at dim sum, I learned about chewy, succulent pork tripe and pale dumplings filled with bright green chives. In Little Italy, I’d plead for escarole and spumoni, and Sheepshead Bay meant creamy chowder and biscuits at Lundy’s. My favorite uncle, Danny, for whom my daughter Dahlia is named, initiated my love of sushi when I was twelve, teaching me to slurp the raw quail egg off the sea urchin so it wouldn’t drip down my chin. Perhaps more traditionally for a Jewish Brooklynite, for Sunday brunch there were bagels and lox, taut sour pickles, and crumbly babka. And once a week on Thursday, my dad cooked something special for the family—perfecting his version of shrimp in lobster sauce or veal scaloppine with wild mushrooms he picked up at Balducci’s—back when it was in the Village.


WHETHER EATING AT A RESTAURANT OR AT HOME, my parents had a rule that my sister and I actually followed: Try everything once and if you don’t like it, you don’t have to try it again. If we refused, punishment was subtle but palpable parental disappointment.


My sister, less susceptible to that kind of guilt trip, was a pickier eater and all-around more normal child when it came to food.


“Eww!” she’d exclaim over a piece of stinky vacherin.


I was more afraid of losing my parents’ esteem than slipping down a raw oyster or licking a wobbly cube of foie gras aspic. The upside was that most of those things actually tasted good, and it was thrilling, even at age nine, to suck the unctuous marrow prize out of a craggy veal bone.


FLASH FORWARD to my putative adulthood.


Those summer vacations may have gone the way of the French franc, but when it comes to home cooking, I am just as intrepid.


After all, if there’s one thing I learned from my parents, it’s that getting lost is all part of finding a great meal. For me these days, this means cooking without recipes and creating dishes from my cravings coupled with what’s available in the supermarket, seasoned with the mishmash of food memories I’ve amassed over the decades.


With work and family life ever present, my recent recipes tend to be on the quicker, more straightforward side of gourmet, but no less delectable for that. And as my baby daughter, Dahlia, cuts her first tooth and starts on solids, I look forward to there being one more family member to join in on the passing of the plates, now Clark-Gercke-wise, but still to the left.














Chapter 1
 Waffling toward Dinner
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The first best thing about adulthood is being able to order three desserts for two people. The second is having breakfast for dinner whenever the urge for pancakes pulls harder than pork chops.


Breakfast for dinner has a lot of advantages over dinner for dinner. For one, it’s relatively quick and easy to make, this being a prerequisite for anyone not fully caffeinated who is playing with fire. For another, you can probably make it with the staples in your fridge and cupboards, so no advance planning is generally necessary. And if you like breakfast and wish you were more awake when you ate it, it’s plain ideal.


One thing about breakfast for dinner is that it’s best made for an intimate number of people, preferably one. (I’m not talking about brunch, which, as a meal usually made for company or ordered in restaurants, is another matter entirely.) Eating cheese-topped scrambled eggs by yourself with the newspaper and a glass of wine will heal all the evils of your day, and you can assemble it in about six minutes flat. This makes it particularly appropriate for starving people who work late, or at least procrastinate their dinner making until waiting for takeout seems an eternity.


As opposed to dinner, breakfast has fewer moving parts to keep track of. Sure, there’s the banana to cut up for the oatmeal, and the maple syrup and butter to slather on top of French toast. But it’s nowhere near as complex as mincing garlic, chopping onions and vegetables, and sautéing them all to a perfect gold before adding canned tomatoes or fish or what have you. Like stretch jeans and dim lighting, breakfast is forgiving.


As much as I have the biggest sweet tooth on this side of adulthood, I still prefer savory breakfasts for dinner to sweet ones (this does not apply to morning-time breakfasts—those I prefer sweet). This is because savory foods go better with red wine, and that’s what I want to drink with my dinner most of the time (though I can envision bourbon complementing French toast if you go easy on the syrup).


Naturally, of all the savory breakfast foods that are brilliantly adaptable for dinner, eggs top the list, followed closely by bacon and sausage, and rather distantly by bagels and lox (unless you are serving Champagne, in which case they supersede even the eggs). I won’t even mention home fries, which I would rather never eat again any time of the day.


Of course the relegating of eggs to breakfast is a uniquely American phenomenon (egg salad and deviled eggs excepted). Some of France’s most celebrated dinner dishes involve eggs, perhaps cooked in red wine with mushrooms and bacon (oeufs en meurette), dolloped with homemade mayonnaise (a precursor of deviled eggs), made into omelets with cheese and herbs, or any of the other forty-five preparations that Larousse Gastronomique puts forth. In Italy, it’s the rare and spoiled aficionado who eats scrambled eggs with truffles or a giant, egg-stuffed raviolo in the dawning hours.


And don’t forget that the obverse also applies. Dinner for breakfast (as we Americans would see it) is the norm in much of the rest of the world, which happily awakens to grilled salmon, rice and beans, or big bowls of spicy noodle soup with nary an egg, or pancake, or piece of toast in sight.


I suppose my guiding philosophy is to eat what you want when you want it, and if that means dumplings or truffles at 9:00 A.M., and eggs Benedict at midnight, then so be it. After all, isn’t that what being an adult is all about?














BUTTERY POLENTA WITH PARMESAN AND OLIVE OIL–FRIED EGGS AND SWISS CHARD







A curious universal that Americans share with one another to the exclusion of the rest of the world is our penchant for cold cereal for dinner.


Even if you haven’t doused peanut butter Captain Crunch with milk since college, unless you were brought up in a faraway land like Europe or Mars, chances are you’ve fixed yourself a nice big bowl of Cheerios, plopped in front of the TV, and eaten a meal that made you happy.


What’s odd is, given this predilection for cold cereal, hot cereal never really entered the picture. Rice Krispies with CSI? But of course. Farina with Project Runway? Maybe not.


The exception is grits and her first cousin on the Italian side, polenta. Served soft and steaming, with plenty of salt and pepper and maybe some grated cheese, a bowl of buttery polenta or grits is exactly what to have for dinner when you’re hungry for something more immediate and comforting than takeout, and more filling and savory than Wheaties. It’s just right when you want to cook something for yourself and your family that’s a little bit special, a lot delicious, but still easy enough to do without pulling down the mandoline/Silpat/juicer from on top of the cabinets.


A dish like buttered, cheesy polenta, perhaps topped with olive oil–fried eggs and served with sautéed Swiss chard, will satisfy your cravings, whether you eat it in front of the TV, or even better at the table, with a loved one and/or a nice glass of blood-warming red wine.


For this dish, you can use either coarsely ground polenta or grits; essentially, they are the same thing, both made from ground dried corn, though some people will tell you polenta is milled finer than grits, or vice versa. Either way, look for stone-ground, which is coarser and more flavorful. Unless you’re truly pressed for time, avoid anything labeled “instant,” a euphemism for quick and pasty.


Once you’ve got your ground corn, you can cook it in water, broth, or even—as a hedonistic friend of mine does before grating in at least a pound of Cheddar and a fist-size lump of butter—in whole milk. Recipes will tell you that you need to patiently stand over the pot, dutifully stirring the cornmeal, or it will clump up in protest. I’ve never found this to be true. A brisk stir with a whisk every couple of minutes will correct any lumpy inclinations and give you freedom to make the rest of the meal.


One caveat: The worst burn I’ve ever gotten—far more painful than the time I grabbed the handle of the cast-iron pan that had just been taken out of the oven—was from an eruption of molten polenta landing with a splat on my wrist. Stand back, stir thoroughly, then step away from the stove and go do something else in the kitchen. Or partially cover the pot, leaving enough of a gap so the steam can escape.


If you like greens, you could sauté a bunch of Swiss chard with loads of garlic and a jolt of red pepper flakes, which will break up the creamy lusciousness of the polenta.


While the polenta is bubbling and raining yellow on the stovetop, rinse the Swiss chard leaves, gather some into a stack, lop off the stems with a knife, and slice them up. Cook them while the polenta simmers.


If you don’t like or have Swiss chard, any green vegetable will do. Broccoli rabe or broccoli, kale, spinach, collards, Brussels sprouts, green beans, or even radicchio—just something to act as a bright-tasting, healthful, guilt-reducing counterpoint to all that melting butter and cheese (you could also cut the amounts of butter and cheese if your guilt runs deep).


As a final garnish, there is the crowning pièce de résistance that in my mind elevates this dish way above Froot Loops. That’s the olive oil–fried eggs.


I got the idea to top one breakfast item with another and serve it for supper from the Spanish, who, in their great culinary wisdom, are apt to give you garlicky potatoes with fried eggs at 10:00 P.M. And of course grits with fried eggs and biscuits (and/or ham, bacon, red-eye gravy) might just be one of the great meals of all time no matter when you serve it forth.


Cooked sunny-side up, the runny egg yolk coats the greens and cornmeal mush like a golden, velvety sauce. It picks up and carries the flavors of cheese, garlic, and pepper, imbuing each tender mouthful. If you cook the eggs over high heat, letting the whites get brown and crisp around the edges, they’ll shatter when you bite, adding crunch to the sea of softness.


Preparing it isn’t at all tricky, but it does take more effort than pouring milk over cold cereal. One undisputable fact: Polenta with sautéed greens and olive oil–fried eggs pairs much, much better with red wine than cornflakes, and to my mind, that’s reason enough to make it tonight.


Buttery Polenta with Parmesan and Olive Oil–Fried Eggs


Time: 25 minutes


Serves 4


4½ cups water or low-sodium chicken or vegetable broth


1½ cups polenta (not quick cooking), coarse cornmeal, or corn grits


3/4 teaspoon salt


2 to 4 tablespoons unsalted butter


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper, plus additional


1-ounce chunk Parmesan cheese (or substitute ¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese)


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


8 large eggs


Coarse sea salt, for garnish


1. In a large pot, bring the water or broth to a simmer. Stir in the polenta and salt. Simmer the polenta, stirring frequently but not constantly, until thickened to taste, about 10 to 20 minutes. Stir in the butter and pepper and cover the pot to keep warm.


2. Using a vegetable peeler, slice the cheese chunk into slivers. Or grate the cheese on the largest holes of a box grater.


3. In a large skillet, heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil until very hot. Fry 4 of the eggs until the edges are crispy and the yolks are still runny. Repeat with the remaining oil and eggs.


4. Pile the polenta into bowls, top with the cheese and then the fried eggs. Garnish with sea salt and more pepper, and serve.


Garlicky Swiss Chard


Time: 15 minutes


Serves 4


2 bunches Swiss chard, stems removed


1 tablespoon olive oil


2 garlic cloves, minced


Large pinch crushed red pepper flakes


Salt


1. Stack the chard leaves on top of each other (you can make several piles) and slice them into ¼-inch strips.


2. Heat the oil in a very large skillet (or use a soup pot). Add the garlic and red pepper flakes and sauté for 30 seconds, until the garlic is fragrant. Stir in the chard, coating it in oil. Cover the pan and let cook for about 2 minutes, until wilted. Stir and cook for 2 minutes longer, uncovered. Season with salt. Serve in the same bowl as the polenta, if desired.


VARIATION: BUCKWHEAT POLENTA WITH BACON-SAUTÉED RADICCHIO


I made this variation on my polenta and egg recipe when I spied a package of buckwheat polenta at Bklyn Larder, a gourmet market near my home. I had heard about buckwheat polenta but never tried it, and the jaunty striped package beckoned from its shelf.


The powder inside was golden flecked with brown—a mixture of cornmeal and ground buckwheat, not all buckwheat as I had assumed. The directions were the same as for regular polenta and it cooked up in minutes. Meanwhile, I sliced some radicchio to sauté with garlic in place of Swiss chard.


As I was slicing, the red and white ruffles of radicchio reminded me of red cabbage, which in turn made me think of German food, and naturally conjured bacon. So I decided to add some to the pan and serve the crunchy, salty bits as a garnish. Plus then I could sauté the radicchio in the leftover bacon fat, which, when seasoned with a little red wine vinegar, would be an excellent way to tame the bitter vegetable.


I suppose that to keep faith with my original recipe I could have also cooked an egg in the extra bacon fat. But I literally had other fish to fry, namely two pink-edged little bass fillets. I dusted them with cayenne, fried them in bacon fat, and garnished them with cilantro; that was all they needed.


It made a heartier meal than the egg version, and richer, too, from the bacon and the buckwheat, which added a haunting earthiness to the sweet corn polenta. Regular polenta will work, too, if you don’t feel like hunting down the buckwheat kind. You can also serve the bacon-sautéed radicchio on its own as a side dish. Or scramble it into eggs for a meal anyone would be happy to wake up—or wind down—to.


Buckwheat Polenta with Bacon-Sautéed Radicchio


Time: 20 minutes


Serves 2


1 cup buckwheat polenta (or substitute regular polenta)


1 teaspoon kosher salt, plus additional


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


Freshly ground black pepper


4 strips bacon, cubed


2 garlic cloves, minced


2 heads radicchio, halved lengthwise and thinly sliced


½ teaspoon red wine vinegar


1. In a large pot, bring 3 cups of water to a simmer. Stir in the polenta and salt. Simmer, stirring frequently, until the polenta is thickened to taste, about 5 minutes. Stir in the butter and pepper to taste and cover the pot to keep warm.


2. In a large skillet over medium heat, cook the bacon until brown and crisp and transfer to a paper towel–lined plate to drain.


3. Pour off all but 2 tablespoons of the grease from the bacon pan (you can save it to sauté fish or eggs if you like) and add the garlic. Cook for 30 seconds, until fragrant, then add the radicchio. Decrease the heat to low and cook, stirring frequently, until tender and wilted, about 5 minutes. Stir in the vinegar and salt and pepper to taste. Serve the radicchio over the polenta, garnished with the bacon.














PESTO SCRAMBLED EGGS WITH FRESH RICOTTA







In my fantasy life living on a farm, autumn would be dedicated to “putting things up.” I’d pickle, can, preserve, dry, and freeze all of the waning garden bounty before it succumbed to the first frost. Then in winter, I’d make entire meals out of the pantry, reveling in the likes of black currant jelly and pickled green tomatoes lined up on neat, well-organized shelves.


In my Brooklyn reality, however, my garden gets just enough sun to nourish the few pots of herbs I try to remember to water. And the pantry is cramped and permanently overflowing with a chaotic assortment of who knows what. But that doesn’t stop me from preserving my harvest to the utmost. Which means come October, I make pesto for the freezer.


Over the years, I’ve played with different kinds of pesto, blending the nuts and herbs into baroque combinations like black mint–pecan, lemon verbena–parsley-cashew, and lovage-pistachio. And year after year, those elaborate concoctions sit in the freezer until I’ve gone through the entire batch of classic basil and pine nut. Because as good as the more experimental kinds may be, there are few things that brighten up a dreary winter’s evening more than the grassy summer scent of basil and garlic emanating from a bowl of steaming-hot pasta.


So this year I decided to dry the lemon verbena and mint for tea, and focus all my pesto energies on basil. And so one recent sunny Sunday morning, I piled the freshly picked sprigs into a satisfying mountain on the counter.


Of all the pesto research I’ve done, the key, command the books, is to make sure to use Genovese basil (a delicate type with diminutive leaves), Italian pignoli nuts, Ligurian olive oil, Parmigiano-Reggiano or pecorino cheese, and good sea salt. Of the five, I had exactly two on hand, the cheese and the salt. And since I wasn’t planning on using cheese (pesto freezes better without it, then you can add some when you defrost if you like), I was down to one. My basil was the regular, floppy-leafed kind that seems to grow well on my deck, my olive oil from Tuscany, and while I wasn’t sure of the exact provenance of my pine nuts, for $7 a pound, my guess was somewhere in China rather than the Mediterranean.


Nevertheless, I forged on, using the food processor rather than the mortar and pestle my sources insist on. It wasn’t because I was lazy . . . okay, it was because I was lazy. Pounding enough pesto for four by hand is all well and good, but to make enough to last me until spring was a test of endurance I was unwilling to endure.


Once you’ve decided to forgo a mortar and pestle, making pesto is fast and very simple: You put all your ingredients into a food processor and press Start. About five minutes later, a jumble of bright green leaves, beige nuts, and dark oil becomes an emerald emulsion with a heady, herbal, garlicky fragrance that immediately fills the kitchen and makes your stomach growl, especially if it’s around dinnertime.


I thought about boiling up some linguine and making myself a hearty meal of pasta with pesto. But since it was Sunday, brunch seemed more appropriate, even if it was nearing 6:00 P.M. And it would give me an excuse to make another of my pesto staples, softly scrambled eggs with pesto and cheese.


Scrambled eggs with pesto and cheese is a dish I’ve been making for ages, varying the cheeses to match the contents of my refrigerator. I’ve used Cheddar, Gruyère, goat cheese, and even cream cheese with great success. On that day, the fridge yielded up some fresh ricotta that I had left over from a cake.


After scrambling the eggs until they were barely set with large, quivering curds, I streaked in some freshly made pesto and dotted the top with ricotta. The ricotta, normally sweet and creamy, tasted even more so next to the salty, pungent pesto, and made a dense, luscious foil for the cloudlike eggs. It was a perfect supper that, thanks to my pesto stash, I’d get to enjoy all winter long.


Last of the Summer Pesto


Time: 15 minutes


Makes about 1 cup


½ cup pine nuts


3/4 cup extra-virgin olive oil


4 ounces basil, stemmed (about 5 cups of leaves)


2 to 3 garlic cloves, coarsely chopped


½ teaspoon salt, or to taste


1. Heat a small skillet over medium heat and add the pine nuts. Toast them, shaking the pan and stirring, until golden brown all over, about 3 minutes. Pour the nuts onto a plate to cool.


2. Combine all the ingredients in a food processor or blender and puree until smooth. Use immediately, store in the refrigerator for up to a week, or freeze for up to 6 months.


Soft Scrambled Eggs with Pesto and Fresh Ricotta


Time: 5 minutes


Serves 2


1 tablespoon butter


5 large eggs


2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese (optional)


Pinch salt


Freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons pesto, plus more to taste


1/3 cup fresh ricotta cheese, broken up into clumps


1. Melt the butter in a medium-size skillet, preferably well seasoned or nonstick.


2. Meanwhile, beat the eggs with Parmesan cheese, if using, salt, and pepper. Pour the eggs into the pan, swirl, and turn the heat to low. Using a heatproof rubber spatula, scramble the eggs until very loosely set and still runnier than you like them. Remove the pan from the heat and drizzle the pesto on top of the eggs. Give the eggs one more gentle scramble—enough to finish cooking them and to distribute the pesto somewhat. The pesto should still be in dark green streaks, not homogenously combined with the eggs. Scatter the ricotta on top of the eggs and drizzle with more pesto if desired. Serve at once.














DIM SUM EQUALS CHICKEN FEET (AND CHEATERS PORK AND GINGER DUMPLINGS)







I cannot remember the first time I ever ate dim sum, but I can remember the first time I ate chicken feet, boiled in the kosher soup my grandmother made for Friday night dinner. They were spread out on a china plate, pale and bloated next to the border of tiny pink rosebuds. It never occurred to me not to partake. There was no surrounding taboo, no disgust at consuming something so obviously fowl. I just ate them, and they were good: soft, fatty, and salty, as perfect a child’s finger food as canned jumbo black olives that fit like snug hats on tiny fingertips.


Eating them was fun. First, I bit off the center pad, which detached in a sinewy lump. That was the prime morsel, the filet mignon of a chicken talon. Then I nibbled the cartilage running up the leg. The toes, which were the most fun, went last, one claw at a time sucked bare and dry. Then, as daintily as an eight-year-old might manage, I spat out the bones. By the time I went through this elaborate technique with each foot (usually two or three), dinner was over, and I was excused from eating stringy pot roast over the protests of my grandmother, who, though legally blind, could somehow still see the uneaten slabs of dry meat on my plate.


Friday night dinners were abandoned when my grandmother died; I was twelve. Since my parents didn’t make chicken soup with feet, I didn’t have my favorite dish again until college, when my family starting making a habit of going for dim sum.


We started meeting in Chinatown for convenience. It was a perfect halfway point between Flatbush (in Brooklyn), where my parents live, and Morningside Heights (on the Upper West Side of Manhattan), where I went to school. Since as a college student I certainly wasn’t going to waste a weekend night having dinner with my parents, a weekend breakfast of dim sum seemed just right.


And thus the ritual began. One Sunday a month, I woke to my alarm at 8:30, and rode the subway down to Canal Street to meet my parents for breakfast. While in China dim sum is mostly thought of as a teatime meal or snack, in New York’s Chinatown, the crowds start early. By 11:00 every seat is taken, and restaurants remain teeming and jostling until at least 2:00. My parents insisted that the freshest and best dim sum was to be had early in the morning, so we always met around 10:00, finishing before the legions descended.


Having dim sum became the time I spent with my family, and it remains a cornerstone to this day. It was at dim sum that I introduced my parents to my more serious boyfriends, putting them through what I called “trial by dim sum” to see if they could stomach spicy pork tripe, salt-fried squid, or beef dumplings before noon. I fell in love with my first husband, an otherwise prim Swede, as I watched him gleefully gnaw the web between stewed ducks’ feet and bite the heads off shrimp. Years later, I broke the news of the divorce to my parents while poking at fried taro cakes with chopsticks, unable to eat.


Fortunately, a loss of appetite is the exception to my dim sum experiences, which is important since the food never stops. At dim sum, dishes come quickly in what seems like a never-ending succession: deep-fried crab balls, tripe, congee, green scallion dumplings, shrimp rice noodles, fried eggplant, snails in black bean sauce, mussels with chiles, and soft, slightly sweet pork buns—a favorite with friends who would rather be at brunch.


I drag people to dim sum as often as possible. With a crowd, we can sample a wide variety of little dishes as they pass on steel carts, pushed by uniformed women who announce their cargo in Cantonese as they go from table to table. It occasionally surprises them when I call for chicken feet—served not pale and bloated like at my grandmother’s house, but rich and brown and braised in a spicy sauce. I still eat them according to the technique I developed as a child, which I hope to be able to teach to my daughter during dim sum one day. Of course when she grows up, she may abandon dim sum in favor of some other ritual—like Friday night dinner. Luckily, the technique will still serve her well.


And in the meantime, there are always dumplings.


Cheaters Pork and Ginger Dumplings


Time: 35 minutes


Makes 24


1 tablespoon soy sauce, plus additional, for dipping


1 teaspoon sesame oil


¼ pound shiitake mushrooms, stemmed and caps wiped clean


½ pound ground pork


1 egg white


2 scallions, finely chopped


2 teaspoons cornstarch


1 teaspoon freshly grated gingerroot


1 teaspoon mirin or sherry


Pinch kosher salt


Large pinch ground white pepper


24 (3-inch) round gyoza or wonton wrappers, or (4-inch) square wrappers, cut into 3-inch rounds


Bok choy, cabbage, or lettuce leaves, for lining the steamer (optional)


1. Preheat the broiler. Arrange an oven rack six inches from the heat source.


2. In a bowl, whisk together the soy sauce and sesame oil. Place the mushroom caps on a baking sheet. Brush both sides lightly with the soy sauce mixture (reserve what’s left for the pork mixture). Broil the mushrooms, turning once halfway through, until golden brown and almost dry to the touch, about 8 minutes. Let cool slightly; finely chop the mushrooms.


3. In a large bowl, combine the remaining soy mixture, mushrooms, pork, egg white, scallions, cornstarch, ginger, mirin or sherry, salt, and pepper; mix well.


4. Line a baking sheet with parchment. Place a gyoza or wonton wrapper on a clean work surface. Brush the tops of the wrappers lightly with water. Place a scant tablespoon of pork mixture in the center of the wrapper. Pinch the edges up around the filling, leaving the top open. Transfer the finished dumpling to the lined baking sheet; repeat with the remaining dumplings.


5. Fill a large pot with ½ inch water. Place a steamer basket inside the pot (it should just fit); line the basket with bok choy, cabbage, or lettuce leaves, if desired, to prevent sticking. Arrange the dumplings in a single layer inside the basket (cook the dumplings in batches if they do not all fit). Steam the dumplings, covered, over high heat, until the pork is cooked through, about 15 minutes. Transfer to a platter and serve, with additional soy sauce for dipping.














THE MYSTERIOUS DAVID DARES PANCAKE







Call it a German pancake, a Dutch baby, or clafouti, a puffy baked pancake is a basic foodstuff common to cultures with surfeits of milk and eggs, or at least a taste for sweet, custardy breakfasts.


Our family was of these latter ranks. As I was growing up, my mother made what she called her “David Dares” pancake, and while the name made no sense, in the context of breakfast neither does “Dutch baby.”


Whatever the designation, I loved that pancake, with its airy, souffléd custard that browned in the oven and its glazed sugar top drizzled with a zippy burst of lemon. My mother baked it in a gratin dish deep enough for the eggs to set into a wiggly, flanlike layer beneath the buoyant, crunchy crust that deflated dramatically when you dug in. But that certainly didn’t stop us.


We didn’t eat David Dares pancakes often. Brunch time was usually reserved for bagels and lox, which was sacrosanct in our house. Nearly every Sunday, my father took my sister and me to an appetizing store on Avenue C in Brooklyn, where he ordered the requisite 3/8 pound Nova, sliced thin, and two small and crunchy sour pickles for the girls. We nibbled our pickles on the way home, working up our appetites for warmed (not toasted) poppy seed bagels slathered with scallion cream cheese and daintily draped in the translucent pink sheets of salty lox.


But on certain Sundays, my mother decided that she was in the mood for a David Dares pancake, and so it went.


I never saw a David Dares pancake outside of our house until I grew up and left for college. One weekend I visited my best friend, Mara, in Boston, where she was interning for the summer. For breakfast, she made what she called German pancakes, which closely resembled the David Dares, but with less sugar and no lemon. I told her about my mother’s version.


“But why are they called David Dares? Do you think someone dared a guy named David to make them?” she joked.


Actually, that was exactly what I used to think when I was a kid, imagining the airy pancake invented by an intrepid epicure named David, who, upon being dared to create an unusual breakfast, made an ordinary pancake batter rise and puff in the oven like magic.


That Mara could picture the same thing just proved why we were best friends.


Anyway, Mara gave me her recipe, but even so, it just isn’t as good as David Dares—or at least my mother’s incarnation of it.


When I finally got around to asking my mother for the recipe, she was stymied.


“But I haven’t made that pancake in years,” she said, adding that even if she could find the original, it wouldn’t be the same.


“You know how I love to tweak a recipe, and I know I did a lot of tweaking with that one, but I can’t remember how.”


She did remember how to correctly spell the name of it, which turned out to be named after David Eyre, a gentleman in Hawaii with whom food editor Craig Claiborne once had brunch. Mr. Eyre got the recipe from a cookbook published in 1919, which recommended serving the pancake for dessert. I found all this out with a few clicks on the New York Times Web site.


I liked my childhood narrative better, though I was happy to uncover the original recipe. It was similar to Mara’s, but added a confectioners’ sugar and lemon juice topping that was responsible for its sweet-tart, refreshing flavor and caramelized crust.


Naturally, when I made the pancake, I could not suppress the urge to tweak. I added a little salt to deepen the flavor, and an extra egg to mimic the thick, flanlike quality of my mother’s version. And although she still can’t remember, I’ll bet back when I was a kid, she did the same.


The Mysterious David Dares Pancake


Time: 25 minutes


Serves 4


3 large eggs, lightly beaten


½ cup milk


½ cup all-purpose flour


¼ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg


Pinch kosher salt


4 tablespoons unsalted butter


2 tablespoons confectioners’ sugar


2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice (about ½ lemon)


1. Preheat the oven to 425°F. In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, milk, flour, nutmeg, and salt until combined. The mixture will still have some lumps.


2. In a 10-inch ovenproof skillet over medium heat, melt the butter. When the butter has melted, carefully pour in the pancake batter and transfer the skillet to the oven. Bake until the pancake is puffy and golden brown around the edges, about 15 minutes.


3. Working quickly, take the skillet out of the oven and, using a fine-mesh sieve, shake the confectioners’ sugar over the pancake. Return the skillet to the oven until the butter has been absorbed into the pancake and the sugar is lightly caramelized, an additional 2 to 3 minutes.


4. Splash the lemon juice over the pancake, cut into wedges, and serve immediately.














CRÈME BRÛLÉE FRENCH TOAST WITH ORANGE BLOSSOM WATER







My friend Robin called the other day. “I was making French toast for my kids, and all of a sudden I remembered that amazing French toast you used to make when you lived on Third Street. Do you have the recipe?”


Not only didn’t I have the recipe, I had no idea what she was talking about.


It’s true, I lived in a fifth-floor walkup on Avenue A and 3rd Street, where Robin and I would hang out before or after eating sushi down the street. But what French toast?


“Really? You don’t remember?” she asked, incredulous at my seeming senility. “You were just starting up with Joe and you were working on perfecting French toast, I don’t know, maybe to serve to him? Every time I came over—there was a period of about a month there when this was going on—if it was morning, or afternoon, or night, you’d serve me some French toast experiment. You’d use orange blossom water and French bread and soak it for a really long time. Then when you cooked it, the crust got crunchy and delicious.”


I could vaguely picture a younger me kneading the bread so it would absorb more of the milk mixture, and debating about whether adding both vanilla and orange blossom water would be overkill (no). And I could even imagine serving such a French toast to my ex, Joe, with him in a vintage shirt covering up his tattoos and a straw fedora tilted toward his chin, which was covered in a hipster manifestation of facial hair growing this way and that. But it was all so vague and hazy.


However, the recipe Robin was talking about sounded tempting enough to re-create whatever the heck it was I did back then.


I waited until the weekend, letting a baguette harden on the counter in the days before. The drier the bread, the more of the custard mixture it would absorb, so old bread is a plus when it comes to the best French toast (though regular bread works nearly as well if that’s what you’ve got).


I stirred together a simple custard of eggs and milk, adding a splash of orange blossom water and some orange juice. As I whisked, the scent of orange blossoms made me think about Moroccan cooking, or at least the recipes I’ve made from various Moroccan cookbooks over the years. They often seemed to combine orange blossom water with cinnamon, so I sprinkled some in. Who knows if I had the same association back when I lived on 3rd Street, but it was likely.


While the bread soaked up all the custard, I thought about another tasty French toast recipe I used to make, albeit more recently. It called for baking the bread over a brown sugar–butter syrup, which caramelized on the toast, forming a crème brûlée–like topping.


The good thing about baking French toast is that one doesn’t need to stand over the stove frying it, leaving a person free to mix mimosas. And I can bake bacon at the same time so brunch will be ready all at once.


So when the bread was well soused, I placed it on top of the brown sugar–butter mixture, and popped it into the oven. It emerged with a crackling, glassy sugar surface over tender slices of bread imbued with the scent of Northern Africa (as I imagined it). It wasn’t exactly the French toast I made when I lived on 3rd Street, nor was it something that would necessarily attract Robin’s five-year-olds—at least until they’re old enough to ironically sport their own fedoras and mutton chops.


Crème Brûlée French Toast with Orange Blossom Water


Time: 35 minutes


Serves 4 to 6


1 cup packed light brown sugar


8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted and still warm


2 large eggs, well beaten


1½ cups milk


2 tablespoons freshly squeezed orange juice


2 teaspoons orange blossom (flower) water


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


1 (10-ounce) French baguette, sliced diagonally, 1 inch thick (about 20 slices)


1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. In a medium bowl, whisk together the brown sugar and butter until the sugar is completely dissolved. Pour the mixture into a large rimmed baking sheet (about 11 × 17 inches).


2. In a pie pan or other shallow dish, combine the eggs, milk, orange juice, orange blossom water, vanilla, cinnamon, and salt. Coat both sides of the bread slices in the egg mixture, letting the bread soak up the custard for at least 15 minutes, then place them on the prepared baking sheet over the brown sugar mixture. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes, or until the tops of the bread are golden brown and the sugar is bubbling.


3. Serve immediately while still hot, with the crunchy brown sugar side up, spooning more of the pan syrup over the tops.





NOTE: To oven-bake your bacon at the same time, place strips of bacon on another large rimmed baking pan (about 11 × 17 inches) and place it in the oven on the rack below the toast (so none of the bacon grease accidentally splatters on the toast). The bacon will cook in about the same time as the toast (25 minutes or so), though watch it carefully. When it’s done to taste, take it out of the oven and drain the strips on a brown paper bag or paper towels. If you like it sweet, you can drizzle a little maple syrup over the bacon before baking.














ANYA’S POTATO AND ONION TORTILLA WITH ALLIOLI







When it comes to entertaining, my friend Anya Von Bremzen goes all out. An invitation to her house for a “simple dinner with a few dear friends” means a buffet table overflowing with hors d’oeuvres—caviar blinis and eggplant salads, home-stuffed grape leaves and fresh tuna empanadas—followed by several sit-down courses of paella or braised baby lamb, then an extravagant dessert, maybe ice cream steeped with the dried rose petals she carted home from Istanbul.


Even something as debilitating as abdominal surgery is no reason for Anya to slacken the offerings. I went to visit her after she had just come home from the hospital, expecting a somber and brief sickroom chat.


But sheathed in a bright silk peignoir and golden slippers, Anya led me to a table filled with pitchers of passion fruit punch and platters of canapés with smoked fish and sliced meats.


“It’s nothing, just a little something I threw together in between naps,” she said with a sigh before sinking down to the couch to rest.


I always mean to leave her house with recipes. Really, I do. But with the sparkling fruity aperitifs followed by wine followed by a silver tray of after-dinner liqueurs and icy home-flavored vodka, my will to beg is impaired.


Luckily for me, Anya has written several cookbooks. So when I want to re-create a recipe I’ve had at her house, like the tender, eggy tortilla strewn with potatoes and chorizo and topped with garlic allioli, chances are it’s been published.


The recipe was easy to find (open to page 142 of The New Spanish Table if you happen to have it in your bookcase). I had all the requisite ingredients on hand except, it turned out, the chorizo. Mine had incubated a strange blue fuzz, so I threw it out.


No matter. The allioli, the Spanish version of aioli or garlic mayonnaise, had enough flavor to carry the dish, especially if I browned the onions until they turned deep mahogany and took on a savory, brawny taste.


I made the allioli first. It seemed like egg overkill to sauce an omelet with mayonnaise, but I had a dozen eggs from the farmers’ market and it tasted so good at Anya’s . . .


Here’s a confession about making allioli, mayonnaise, aioli, or any egg-based emulsion. Every time I attempt to do it in the blender, it breaks apart (the sauce, not the machine). I am sure I could figure out why if I called a few culinary scientist types for explanation. But after so many disappointments, a few years ago I started making the sauce by hand with either a mortar and pestle or bowl and whisk, and it comes out perfectly, never separating. And a small batch (1 yolk, ½ cup oil) whips up in under 2 minutes, way before my arm starts to ache.


It helps to have an extra pair of hands so one person can drizzle in the oil while the other stirs. But as long as you drizzle slowly, letting the drops incorporate without flooding the yolks, the mixture stays tight, shiny, and very thick. (If it’s too thick, add a few drops of hot water to thin it.)


I could have added a whole host of things along with the garlic to flavor the allioli, but I was too lazy to chop up herbs or chiles or toast cumin or coriander. So I left it plain but oh so good.


Then I made the tortilla, adding the potatoes and eggs to the pan and letting it cook three-quarters of the way through before sticking it in the oven to finish.


When I turned the tortilla out of the pan, it was just solid enough to slice, but still soft and jiggly on the inside. I spooned a giant glob of allioli on top of my slice and took a bite.


The onions were both sweet and savory, and gave the tortilla a hearty, rich flavor even without the chorizo (which I’ll try next time, adding it to the pan with the onions). And the potatoes were tender and toothsome and gave the eggs just enough substance without adding heft.


At Anya’s, the tortilla was cut up and served with cocktails as an elegant finger-size tapas. But at home, with a bitter greens salad, I’d call it dinner, or with some hot buttered toast and jam, it could turn into brunch. Or vice versa.


Anya’s Potato and Onion Tortilla with Allioli


Time: 20 minutes


Serves 2 to 4 (If you have any left over, it’s great cold the next day, eaten as is, or made into a sandwich with some of the allioli smeared on the bread.)


ALLIOLI


1 garlic clove, minced


Pinch kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice


1 large egg yolk


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


TORTILLA


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 large Spanish onion, halved and thinly sliced


Kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground black pepper to taste


1 cup cubed potato, cooked


8 large eggs, lightly beaten


2 tablespoons chopped fresh basil


1. First, make the allioli. Using a mortar and pestle, pound the garlic and salt to make a paste. Alternatively, you can use the flat of a knife to mash the garlic and salt on a cutting board until it becomes a paste and add it to a mixing bowl.


2. Whisk in the lemon juice, then the egg yolk until thoroughly combined. While whisking or pounding constantly, slowly drizzle in the olive oil. It’s best to have an extra pair of hands here; one person can whisk/pound while the other drizzles in the oil. Continue whisking until the oil is fully emulsified. If it seems too thick, drizzle in a few drops of hot water and mix well.


3. To make the tortilla, melt the butter in a large, preferably nonstick but oven-safe skillet over medium heat. Add the onion, season to taste with the salt and pepper, and sauté until golden brown. Stir in the potato.


4. Reduce the heat to low and preheat the oven to 500°F. Using a heatproof spatula, mix in the eggs and basil. Allow the eggs to cook, stirring with a spatula and pushing in the edges as they become firm so the liquid eggs run underneath the cooked, until the eggs are just set on the bottom but the top is still wet, about 5 minutes.


5. Place the skillet in the oven for about 3 minutes, or until the top of the tortilla is dry (do not overcook). Invert onto a plate and slice into wedges. Serve hot with dollops of the allioli.














BAKED FLOUNDER AND EGGS







On a recent Saturday morning, my friend Judith and I shopped for breakfast at the Greenpoint farmers’ market. We bought eggs, butter, cheese, fresh bread, and plenty of apples—the makings of a princely meal—and I chattered enthusiastically about the apple French toast and scrambled eggs with cheese that we could whip up back at Judith’s house.


But Judith wasn’t listening. She had stopped at the fish stand and was staring bright-eyed at the pale fillets.


“What do you think about that one?” she said, pointing to a thick white slab of flounder with a reddish pink blush.


“It looks good. Is that for tonight?” I asked.


“No, for this morning,” she said, adding that her family often had fresh fish for breakfast when they vacationed at the North Sea in Holland (Judith grew up in Germany).


Now, I know perfectly well that fish is a common breakfast staple all over the world, from the grilled fish and rice of Japan, to kippers and eggs in England, to the bagels-and-lox brunches of my own childhood.


But fresh flounder for breakfast seemed exotic, especially when I still had French toast on the brain. But Judith was determined, so flounder for breakfast it was.


Applying a less-is-more, beach-vacation philosophy of cooking, Judith simply swathed the fish in butter, salt, and pepper, and stuck it under the broiler. While it cooked, I scrambled the eggs. There was nothing surprising about the flavors of the meal—the sweet, soft fish with its saline, buttery juices melding with fluffy farm-fresh eggs—but eaten all together, it was divine.


I thought of Judith’s flounder breakfast for weeks afterward, every time I passed the fishmonger at the Grand Army Plaza farmers’ market near my house. But unlike the Greenpoint market’s vendor with nary a crowd, at Grand Army Plaza, the line is notoriously snaking. I rarely have the patience to wait.


But one blustery, frigid morning, the fish stand was blissfully unmobbed, and there were flounder fillets galore. I picked up two, and some free-range eggs from another stand, and all but ran home to make breakfast.


I could have stuck to Judith’s original, gorgeously spare recipe. But leaving well enough alone isn’t my strong suit; my urge to embellish runs deep.


I kept the backbone of her recipe the same, coating the fish with plenty of butter and seasoning it generously with salt, pepper, and a touch of paprika.


Then, for a garnish, I chopped together parsley, scallions, and capers to add a tangy, bright note and a little bit of color to the ghostly fish.


The other part of the dish I wanted to alter was the eggs. As good as the scrambled were, they required a bowl to whip them and a skillet to scramble them.


A lazier option would be to crack the eggs directly into the roasting pan with the fish and let everything cook together. As a bonus, if I timed it right, the yolks would stay runny and gush all over the flounder, creating a velvety sauce.


I figured it would take the eggs less time to cook than the fish, so I added them after the fillets had been in the oven for a few minutes. By the time the fish turned opaque and tender in the center, the eggs were just set, sunny-side up.


With its pungent green garnish adding verve and the yolks lending creaminess, it was a more complex dish than the original. It was interesting enough, even, to break out for dinner—the perfect end to a day that starts with French toast.


Baked Flounder and Eggs


Time: 20 minutes


Serves 2


3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


2 (8-ounce) boneless, skinless flounder fillets, rinsed and patted dry


3/4 teaspoon kosher salt


½ teaspoon paprika


Freshly ground black pepper


4 large eggs


3 tablespoons chopped scallions (optional)


3 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley (optional)


1½ tablespoons drained capers, chopped (optional)


1. Preheat the oven to 400°F.


2. Pour the butter in the bottom of a metal 13 × 9-inch baking pan. Place the fish in the pan and turn to coat with the butter. Season with about half the salt and paprika and plenty of black pepper.


3. Bake for 2 to 4 minutes, then add the eggs (Note: If you like runny eggs, add them after 3 or 4 minutes; for medium-firm but still slightly runny eggs, add them after 2 minutes; and for very firm eggs, you can add them along with the fish at the beginning). Crack the eggs into the bottom of the pan in the corners; the eggs should land next to, not on top of, the fish. Season the eggs with remaining salt, paprika, and more pepper. Continue baking until the fish is just opaque and the eggs are lightly set, 7 to 8 minutes more.


4. Meanwhile, in a small bowl, combine the scallions, parsley, and capers, if using. Transfer the fish and eggs to serving plates; garnish with the caper mixture if you like.














OLIVE OIL GRANOLA WITH DRIED APRICOTS AND PISTACHIOS







There was a crowd of shoppers swarming at the back of Bklyn Larder. They hovered around a tray of free samples, gluttonously gobbling the contents of the little (recyclable) plastic cups. I elbowed my way up to the food, wondering what it could be. Morsels of heritage pork cured in Barolo? Preserved duck eggs covered in truffles?


In fact, it was granola. And I never would have bothered trying any if it weren’t for the hordes yelping with delight as they swallowed their umpteenth portion.


I stuck my hand into the fray and nabbed a cup. It was filled with copper-colored oats, pecan slivers, and flat chips of coconut. Like most granola, the first bite was sweet and crunchy. But then the salt hit me, followed by something savory and almost bitter. The sweet-salty-bitter combo was addictive, like a Campari soda and a bowl of salted almonds. I just couldn’t stop.


There was no way I could leave the shop without my own $9 sack of nutty bliss, which I devoured on the two-block walk back home.


The secret ingredient, said the label, was olive oil.


Although I’m not a granola expert, when I have made the stuff, it’s always been slicked with a neutral oil such as safflower, which adds richness and helps crisp the oats but does nothing for the flavor. Using good extra-virgin olive oil, along with a hefty dose of salt, was a brilliant twist.


Since making granola is not hard and since my bag was now empty, I thought it would be more economical to whip up a giant batch to have on hand for incessant munching. Plus, I liked the idea of tailoring the fruits and nuts to whatever I had in the cupboard, in this case Turkish apricots and pistachios.


But first, I called Nekisia Davis, the owner of Early Bird Granola, to see if she’d divulge the recipe. I knew Ms. Davis from when she was a manager at Franny’s, a restaurant three blocks from my house, where she used to concoct amaro from roots, stems, and leaves. She gave me the proportions, emphasizing that it’s the balance of sweet and salty that makes her granola like health-conscious crack.


“But how did you come up with the idea to use olive oil?” I asked


“I put olive oil in everything,” she said. “I make French toast in olive oil, I put it on toast with jelly. Besides, the fat in olive oil is really good for you; it negates itself.”


Her recipe was easy. Before baking, I mixed up the ingredients, substituting pistachios for pecans, and nixing the sunflower seeds because I don’t like them. I also added dashes of cinnamon and cardamom to complement the apricots, which I tossed with the warm granola when it came out of the oven (adding the fruit before baking dries it out).


Once it had cooled, I mixed the granola into a bowl of ripe berries, dabbing the top with milky ricotta. I lapped it up and yearned for more. But that was no problem. With two quarts in the cupboard and the recipe on hand, I knew I’d be eating granola all summer long—unless the hungry hordes find out where I live.


Olive Oil Granola with Dried Apricots and Pistachios


Time: 50 minutes


Makes about 9 cups


3 cups old-fashioned rolled oats


1½ cups raw pistachios, hulled


1 cup raw pumpkin seeds, hulled


1 cup coconut chips


3/4 cup pure maple syrup (you can use 2/3 cup, but the granola will be drier)


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


1/3 cup packed light brown sugar


1 teaspoon kosher salt


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


½ teaspoon ground cardamom or ground ginger


3/4 cup chopped dried apricots


Fresh ricotta, for serving


Fresh berries, for serving


1. Preheat the oven to 300°F.


2. In a large bowl, combine the oats, pistachios, pumpkin seeds, coconut chips, maple syrup, olive oil, brown sugar, salt, cinnamon, and cardamom or ginger. Spread the mixture on a large rimmed baking sheet (about 11 × 17 inches) in an even layer and bake for 45 minutes, stirring every 10 minutes, until golden brown and well toasted.


3. Transfer the granola to a large bowl and add the apricots, tossing to combine. Serve with ricotta and berries, if desired.














Chapter 2
 The Farmers’ Market and Me
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It started out casually, my relationship with the farmers’ market. In college, I’d traipse through when I was passing by Union Square, maybe buy a few apples or a ripe summer peach to eat over my books, trying not to drip nectar on Carolyn Heilbrun.


Later, when I started catering (an ill-conceived and stressful attempt to support myself as a writer), I’d make a detour for thimble-size chiogga beets, golden raspberries, and pale blue borage flowers, forgetting in those moments of sublime shopping that making a profit was actually the point.


My commitment has steadily grown, to the point that now, at the risk of sounding like the Brooklyn-inhabiting, reusable shopping bag–carrying, New Yorker–subscribing cultural cliché I surely am, I’ll admit that I’ve become farmers’ market obsessed. If a week goes by without at least a visit or two, I mourn the loss of purslane, unhomogenized whole milk, pastured eggs, and the choice of fifteen kinds of organic potatoes, with anxiety bordering on a Michael Pollan–induced panic. Yes, life will go on and I’ll even manage to find what to eat. But considering that I plan my meals around my farmers’ market vegetable haul, without it something essential is missing.


My FM routine is as follows: Saturday mornings, when my baby peeps and squawks her way awake just shy of 6:00 A.M., and no number of pillows over my head can muffle the hungry wails emanating from the baby monitor, I give in and get up. Still bleary and without my tea, I load Dahlia into her stroller and set off, making my husband, Daniel, come with me, not just for company, but for another pair of arms to haul the bags.


We go on sunny summer mornings, slathering the baby in SPF 30. We go in the rain, strapping her under a plastic rain guard. We go in the snow, buying wilted, partially frozen collard greens and waxy rutabagas. We go in spring, the hardest season, when the weather turns fine and the trees bud and flower, but the market stalls bear only mealy apples and over-wintered leeks. The sight of those first stalks of rhubarb might be even better than the coffee cake they’ll become.


But no matter the season, once home, I revel in my spoils, even if it means eating tomatoes or parsnips every single day when they’re around. Granted, I may be an addict, but I’m not a purist. If I get to the market too late for squash blossoms, I’d rather go to the fancy supermarket than miss out entirely.


Like the best of neuroses, my farmers’ market obsession most likely stems from my parents, though I can’t exactly figure out how. They are farmers’ market regulars, to be sure, but being eminently more practical than I, if they skip a week and are forced to consume bagged carrots and salad-in-a-box, it’s no big deal.


But there’s a piece of my contentment that’s dependent on the ritual of bringing everything home, then sorting through the herbs and greens and roots and arranging them like some gorgeous edible work of art in a giant, shallow wooden bowl. An ex-boyfriend taught me this; it’s so much more aesthetically pleasing than keeping everything in the fridge, though it won’t work for easily wiltable greens like arugula. Plus it helps me remember what I’ve got, so I’m less likely to let those pears rot behind the yogurt.


I don’t usually plan my meals ahead, instead letting my appetite guide me through the week, from the Saturday night bounty to Thursday’s meager larder. But that’s okay—sometimes the best meals are made from the last of the yellowing kale. And when that doesn’t work out, there’s always takeout, made with produce whose provenance is simply beside the point.
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