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I am singing the songs of my ancestors,
so they can dance.
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To Zoila, Migdalia,
Maria, Marie,
Linda, and Lisa
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Prologue


Come on, girls . . . do you believe in love?


I HAVE MADE risotto in many seasons and climes, but it’s a dish best made in the icy nadir of a New York February. Standing over a hot stove, coaxing broth into swelling Arborio rice grains solely with elbow grease, the burner’s flame, and a wooden spoon, is cozy when it’s cold outside but masochistic in July.


But it was February 1998, and the man I might marry was climbing up the four flights of narrow, spiraling, tenement-smelling stairs to my postage stamp–size kitchen, where I stood, beaming, dewy, and bare legged, in my black Manolo Blahnik knockoff stiletto mules, midcalf A-line charcoal wool skirt, and sleeveless shell.


On the menu: seafood-mushroom risotto and a dessert of crêpes with chocolate sauce.


Like the favorite dress you give away because it’s too small (right before ten pounds fall off), I no longer have the mushroom cookbook, and I feel the regret-frizzled ache of its loss. I gave it to Goodwill because I hadn’t cooked from it in years. But at the time, it was a reliable friend, one of the first cookbooks my mother gave me. When I was a vegetarian, mushrooms often stood in for meat, given their chewiness and rich, smoky taste.


After work, I hurried to a Chinatown seafood market to buy littleneck clams, shrimp, and rings of stretchy calamari. I plucked oyster, hen-of-the-woods, and chanterelle mushrooms from the mounds of perfect produce at SoHo’s Dean & DeLuca. Shallots and leeks and saffron and stock were on hand at home. But I bought a bottle of tart white wine to add when caramelizing the aromatics. All of these errands took longer than I had anticipated, and I was forced to call Will and postpone the time of his arrival.


“I don’t mind arriving before it’s ready,” he said. “I love to hang out, talk, have a glass of wine, and watch people cook.”


“That sounds lovely and I wish I could say yes,” I said, “but I wouldn’t be able to concentrate.”


I needed a certain amount of Zen, solo space to cook unfamiliar dishes. When peppered with comments and questions, I grew distracted and snippy. The food suffered, and so did the interlocutor. It was way too early in the relationship to reveal my flaws.


I wanted to reveal my cooking instead. This night had a backwardness to it; my usual pattern was to invite a suitor up after a few chaste restaurant dates, cook a toothsome dinner, and then allow one thing to lead to another. Cooking for me was many things, but in these moments it was a form of foreplay. And it could be quite telling.


“I love chopped salads,” Ralph exclaimed. That, along with his too-small feet and the low-fat Entenmann’s cookies in his closet-size kitchenette, did not count in his favor.


“This doesn’t have any protein,” Daniel groused, when I placed stir-fried vegetables over rice in front of him. I burst into shocked, embarrassed tears, as if he had just criticized me personally. That would follow.


Jack told me ahead of time that he couldn’t bring himself to eat “red things or round things.”


Po didn’t really like eggs—in fact, it seemed like his goal was to subsist on a diet of beer, wine, and hard liquor.


But Will and I had already gone to bed—precipitously, after running into each other in the same wine bar twice in the space of a week. I was sure, when I woke up the next morning, that I had spoiled something promising by having sex so soon. But instead, he pulled me close to him and smiled. “Good morning, beautiful.”


I found myself asking Will to dinner to heighten the chances that I’d see him again. He could cancel, of course, but a plan was better than the bird-on-a-wire suspension of waiting for the phone to ring. Anyone could fake her way through a congenial morning before dropping off the face of the earth. I’d done it myself.


I didn’t want Will to drop off the face of the earth. He was different—an ambitious intellectual overflowing with ideas, philosophical theories, opera librettos, wine varietals, and classical composers. He was tall and thin, but moved with economy and precision. His skin was pale with golden undertones, like milk from the grass-fed cows that grazed where his father was raised in the Jura region of France . . . and his hair was the dark ash brown of a graphite pencil.


And although he spoke with the ironclad confidence of a practiced university lecturer, something in his demeanor exuded a vulnerability that caused me to pleasurably collapse inside. When he put on his paper-thin V-neck cotton undershirt the morning after our first night together, the pale inverted triangle below his sternum was so fragile and bare that I swooped in and kissed it.


And here I was, two nights later, freshly showered and made up, adding the seventh portion of broth to the thrifted, thick-bottomed Dutch oven. The rice grains were plump and glossy; the pot soon to be covered, the heat of the delicious glop poised to delicately steam the seafood, and in return, the shellfish would release its liquor.


The crêpe batter was chilled in a bowl in the refrigerator, and the chocolate was prepped to melt in my makeshift double boiler.


Bleat! went the buzzer. I pressed the small plastic button that released the big, heavy wooden door four floors below. Will bounded up the stairs, wine in one hand and flowers in the other. I opened the door and he crossed into my fragrant kitchen, smelling of wintry city air and promise.
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It’s February 2007. The place: Santa Fe, New Mexico. You could fit my entire New York apartment into my current kitchen, which is nestled in a sleek adobe house at the top of one of the Sangre de Cristo foothills. I have counter space to burn, and my current knockoff isn’t a pair of wannabe Manolos; it’s an oversize stainless steel stove with six burners that looks like a Viking from a distance. It was one of the reasons we fell for the house, along with the mega–living room, gorgeous views, long, meandering driveway, clusters of piñon trees, and privacy.


My two children, ages three and five, have their father, Will’s, milky skin. Honorée has my features and Will's slim body. Toddler Nathaniel’s face is Will’s, but he’s barrel-chested and doughty, like my brothers.


Tonight, I’m making a multicourse dinner for six. We will start with appetizers and aperitifs.


Lillet on ice, graced with a single round slice of orange, and kir royales. I’ve got a single long, fresh baguette to accompany the cheese plate: pungent, creamy, melting Époisses de Bourgogne, arid manchego, a knob of chèvre, and a wedge of cambozola. It sits on the kitchen island beside a tray of endive leaves filled with rosettes of smoked whitefish mousse and sprinkled with grassy chive snippets.


The mushroom-chestnut soup is warm on the stove and will be served in red Emile Henry footed lion’s-head bowls. I had to order the dusky chestnuts online, and threw in a tall, narrow jar of boozy cherries with a label as beautiful as an art deco poster.


The main course: lamb chops Champvallon, with soupe à l’oignon gratinée. According to Cooking with Daniel Boulud, the lamb recipe was created by a mistress of King Louis XIV who hoped to gain his favor. If he was taken by lamb chops braised with onions, potatoes, and thyme, she was successful.


The onion soup gratin was a 1907 French recipe reprinted by The New York Times in 1974, when I was two, and then re-rescued from obscurity by New York Times food writer Amanda Hesser in February 2007. It’s the kind of recipe that makes people moo with pleasure.


It involves layering toasted, buttered baguette slices with Emmental cheese, tomato purée, and caramelized onions in a five-and-a-half-quart Dutch oven. I used the red Le Creuset that Will ordered for my birthday from Broadway Panhandler our first December in Santa Fe.


The entire construction is bathed in heated salt water, simmered on the stovetop, and baked for an hour in the oven. Hesser writes (one of my favorite sentences in the English language):


“The soup is ready when the surface looks like a crusty, golden cake and the inside is unctuous and so well blended that it is impossible to discern either cheese or onion.”


Dessert was made the day before and chills in the fridge: a bittersweet chocolate tart with a walnut crust. The boozy cherries will be spooned atop each dense, satin-textured wedge.


The children will be fed pizza before the guests arrive, since they never like my complicated dishes.


But this time, despite my married status and the children we’ve sired and nurtured, the house we bought together, three trips to France, thousands of dinners and breakfast omelets, couplings and records played, trips back and forth to the car to unload grocery bags, nights between the same sheets . . . the last person I am cooking for is Will.


In fact, he won’t even be here tonight. He’s at a work-related dinner. When I found out about the conflict, I was secretly relieved. I was infatuated enough to brazen through a dinner with both my husband and the person I had a crush on, but it would be even better to not have him present.


One moment in the last five months, I lost my moral footing. Will and I had spent enough time in France, enjoying the food and wine and swooning over the scenery. But we’d never for one moment thought that the tacit acceptance of infidelity was worthy of emulation. We thought it was wrong.


But look at me now. I’ve arranged to have my daughter’s friend sleep over so that she and my daughter and son will be busy playing all night, and not underfoot. I’m happy that my husband can’t be here. I’m cooking a side dish in the pot he gave me as a gift. Who am I?


I’ve schemed and plotted to get C. into my house—inviting four other people to camouflage the architecture of my designs.


There was a bridge, and I crossed it. A line in the sand that I stepped over. Or did I just go to sleep one night and wake to find myself on the other side? Either way, I’m intoxicated to be here.




[image: ]


1


How Cuba Married Crete


ONCE I DECIDED TO WRITE about my lifelong love affair with food, I realized that I needed to talk about my own ingredients: my family—my grandmothers and grandfathers, my mother and father, who gave me my genes and made the meals that shaped my tastes—one way or another.


And once I began to do that, I realized that my identity, something I took for granted, was entirely different from what I had been told. I thought that the fairy tales my mother told me were make-believe and the family stories were real. But in fact, most of the things she told me weren’t just stranger than fiction; they were fiction. The only things that were really true were the recipes, written down on tattered paper, on index cards, in notebooks.


Even though her stories were embellished and outright fabricated, I lived my life up to the age of thirty-nine believing that they were my stories. Like a person who finds out well into adulthood that he’s actually adopted, and the family he thought was his genetic kin is not, and he has a whole other biological family somewhere, I discovered that the ancestors in my mother’s stories were colorful, but not quite who I thought they were. And yet did my belief in them mold me anyway?


Was it easy for me to live a kind of lie for so long because I was told so many lies and believed them to be true? Perhaps I didn’t notice the signals because I couldn’t recognize them.


And although that was discomfiting, uncovering my true kin and their own true, far-from-boring stories restored my identity to me in a way that grounded me powerfully in self-recognition. I always feel a little off when I swallow a lie whole (as if I’ve eaten something tainted), and so each bit of fantasy I lay to rest is one fewer off-kilter element in my being.


So this story is not only the story of my lifelong love affair with food, but a story of identity: how I found out what (and who) I was truly made of historically; what my own truth was, one meal at a time—and whether to live it.


When I was cooking during this time of my life, I found comfort in the elemental truth of each ingredient, and in the end product. Recipes might not always have turned out the way I expected, but they weren’t illusions. Each meal I cooked—and ate—helped me find my way back to the truth: the truth of my body, the truth of my heart, the truth of my mind, and the truth of my origins. And it set me free.
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My maternal great-grandmother, Zoila, the legend goes, was from an aristocratic madrileño family, but, thanks to a combination of squirrely choosiness and parental indulgence, she remained unmarried, despite a series of earnest proposals. She met her husband, Albert Martin, on the promenada in Madrid. He was an Irish sailor, and they eloped to Cuba.


The name Zoila is a Spanish variant of the Greek word for “life.” She was petite, with high cheekbones and a wide face. After a glance at her photograph, my daughter and I now know where we come by our bold, batwing eyebrows (which strive to meet in the middle if not waxed into submission), and my brother Jimmy inherited her flat, broad nose.


I grew up thinking that my great-grandmother was a noblewoman who threw off convention and privilege to marry a sexy Irish seafarer. How very adventurous! They bought a sugar plantation with her dowry and lived a gilded life until Albert died. Then Zoila had a nervous breakdown and the kids were forced to beg on the streets.


In fact, Zoila and Alberto met on the promenada in Sagua la Grande, Cuba. Zoila was a native Cuban (her photo hints that she’s Afro-Cuban), and Alberto was also Cuban, although he did have some Irish blood.


My mother has never been too attached to what truly happened. As a child, I had trouble with making sense of sharing an experience with my mother and then listening to her broadcast a much more exciting, suspenseful, and heroic version into the telephone.


Growing up with my mother taught me to be a better-than-average detective and storyteller. I try to make the best and most truthful stories out of my experience of what happened, but straying from the truth makes me nervous, given that I grew up within so many layers of fiction intermingled with truth.


Alberto did obtain a job as the accountant at a Cuban sugar plantation, Ulacia Central, in Sagua la Grande. He and Zoila were allowed to live in a modest yet handsome house on the property. They had a bevy of children. In 1921, my grandmother Migdalia was born into this big family. The night she was born, Alberto placed a bundle—the payroll for the whole company—under her pillow before distributing it the next day, an act he believed would give her a lifetime of good luck.


My grandma Migdalia and her siblings played hide-and-seek amid the tall, bamboolike stalks and climbed up to play king of the mountain on mounds of sugarcane. They chewed and sucked the nectar from juicy, fibrous bits of peeled cane and spit out the pulp. When they were thirsty, they drank chilled lemon juice mixed with sugarcane juice fresh-pressed from hand-cranked machines. Even the cows chewed on the thick stalks, which made their milk and butter sweet.


Along with guavas, mangoes, citrus, and pineapple, the children feasted on mameys, which resemble giant toasted almonds. The coral-colored fruit within tasted of pumpkins, chocolate, and vanilla.


They also loved cherimoyas, which are covered in green, reptilian skin but, once sliced open, offer a yielding, white, custardlike flesh that tastes like a mixture of coconut, strawberry, and mango.


Inside, the house was cool and dark, white curtains fluttering in the arched windows, coffee-colored wood floors polished underfoot. In the evenings, under the shelter of a canopy, the family sat outside during the rains and enjoyed the cool air. Zoila did needlepoint and Alberto smoked a cigar, his hand proprietarily on his wife’s knee. Migdalia loved to play the piano and was allowed to practice and play during the day at the plantation owner’s house. She couldn’t read music, but she learned to play songs by ear.


“He was the first man in town to have a car,” my uncle Rickey told me. “He had a boat and hunting dogs. He was in charge of the general store. When she was little, Migdalia used to break her shoes just so she could go see her dad. He would give her a new pair. He was the man. But then the two sugar plantation owners got in a fight and one killed the other. The remaining owner asked Alberto to get rid of the body, but he refused. He was banished. Persona non grata. Lost everything except his car. They moved to Havana and he became a taxi driver.”


In 1931, when Migdalia was ten, Alberto contracted tuberculosis and died, leaving Zoila and her children without a provider. There may have been women in her situation who could have figured out an ingenious plan to stay afloat, but she wasn’t one of them. She promptly had a breakdown.


Zoila asked the older children to look after the younger ones, and she lay down on a mattress in one of the two bedrooms. She closed her eyes and felt the natural-cotton, tropical-weight spread below the slight body that had carried ten children, and she felt her ominous grief, which kept circling back whenever sleep blotted out consciousness. It tracked her like prey, waiting for her eyes to open. She blinked.


And then her vision loosened until darkness rushed between the threads, and she fell.


The godmothers arrived to take Migdalia’s sisters and brothers into their care. They left Zoila and Migdalia, one staring vacantly, one string-bean thin with flashing eyes fighting back tears.


Did Migdalia want to leave her mother? No. Would Zoila have been left alone? It’s uncertain. Perhaps if all of the children had been claimed, one of the godmothers would have taken Zoila, too. But since Migdalia’s godmother was also dead, the other godmothers reasoned that they could get by as a pair.


“Zoila needs to snap out of it,” one said. “She always was too soft.”


“Migdalia will never starve,” said another. “She’s more of a chancletera than the rest of the children put together.”


“La flaca needs to learn how to make herself useful,” said a third.


“With that visaje como una payasa . . .” murmured a fourth, uncharitably referring to Migdalia’s prominent eyes, fierce brows, and plump lips.


Migdalia became a ten-year-old caretaker and breadwinner. Each morning, instead of walking to school, she knocked on the doors of nearby houses and offered her services as a housecleaner. She soon had a regular clientele, and often worked for food. But she wished she could cook. That way she could get paid in money, make something thrifty, and save the rest. When she didn’t bring food home, they ate corn mush with sweet potatoes.


One fruitless day, she started home. Her mouth watering, she paused in front of the open-air butcher shop. The woman behind the counter waved her in. She remembered Migdalia’s family. “How is your mother?” she asked.


“Se chifló,” said Migdalia, not in the mood to hide the truth.


Ximena nodded. “You take care of her now.”


“I’m cleaning houses,” said Migdalia with complicated pride.


“How’s that going?” Ximena asked.


Migdalia needed no further prompting to unleash her laundry list of complaints. The uncertainty of compensation. The woman who never played her piano and wouldn’t let Migdalia do it, either. The time she brought home dinner to her mother, only to find used (used!) toothpicks mingled in the food. The loutish sons who lurked around, pestering her like moscas.


With long deft fingers, Ximena packaged up scraps of bistec de tipa de pierna. She put the package into a bag with a few vegetables and a sachet of spices and handed it to the girl. She hesitated, then went into the back. A few minutes later, she came out with a small jar. “Here’s some sofrito,” she said. “With this you can make your mother ropa vieja.”


“Thank you, Ximena,” Migdalia said, and looked around, noticing with regret how clean it was and how much her services would be superfluous.


“How do I make it, and why is it called ropa vieja?” she asked.


The butcher’s wife couldn’t tell her how to make it before she told the story: A poor man’s relatives were coming to his house for dinner. He didn’t have enough food for the meal, so he took some old clothes from his closet and held them close to his heart until they glowed with his love. He put them in a pot with vegetables, herbs, and spices. As the ingredients simmered, the mixture transformed into a delicious beef stew.


ROPA VIEJA



½ pound flank steak


1½ tablespoons oil


2 cloves garlic, minced


1 small onion, diced


½ green pepper, diced


1 pinch black pepper


1–2 finely chopped or puréed tomatoes


1 cup water


2 ounces sofrito


Cut flank steak in strips, and brown in oil in a skillet. Remove from heat to rest in a bowl while you sauté the garlic, onion, and green pepper until they are soft and limp. Reunite the meat with the skillet, and add black pepper, finely chopped tomatoes, water, and sofrito. Simmer for about an hour. You’ll know it’s done when the meat shreds like old rags. Serve on top of rice, if you have any, or just eat it by itself.


Serves 2.


 


Migdalia made ropa vieja for us when I was little, but because my father had rules about what could be cooked in his kitchen (“no spic food”), she called it beef stew. Although she and my father fought like cats and dogs, as long as he didn’t know she was serving him Spanish food, mealtime was a reliably harmonious time of day.
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Like a recipe—or a dancer with a thousand veils—an ocean freighter’s passenger list contains secrets that don’t immediately reveal themselves.


Not oblique: Constantin and Maria Vourakis, my mother’s paternal grandparents, arrived with two young sons on March 4, 1914, on the SS Athinai, which sailed from Piraeus, Greece. Constantin was thirty-four, Maria twenty-five. Their sons were Stelios, sixteen months, and Stefanos, six months. They were from Chania, Crete—and as soon as the family arrived in the United States, Stelios and Stefanos became Charlie and Steve.


My mother told me that Maria was fourteen when she and Constantin ran away from home—an estate in Chania. Maria was the owners’ daughter, and Constantin was a gardener on the property. She was betrothed to an old codger, and she was horrified. Constantin took pity on her and helped her to escape. They eloped.


That was my mother’s story.


When I was older, my mother told me that Constantin may have kidnapped and raped Maria, and because she knew her family would feud with Constantin’s and that her loved ones would inevitably die, she lied to her family and told them that she had gone willingly. And over time, their love grew.


Another possibility: Although bride theft and rape are crimes, it’s also a common practice for two young people in love to run away until parents agree to the match. And they do, to put an end to the scandal.


“Maria didn’t have a dowry, and she wasn’t the eldest sister,” my mother’s cousin Stacie told me. “So they did what they had to do to get married.” Maria’s father or brother shot Constantin in the hip, which left him with a lifelong limp.


In Crete, “making love” is a pillar of any marriage—but not in the way you might think. It means to actually churn love out of the ups and downs of daily life. In fact, when a couple is overheard arguing, people say, “Ah, they’re making love.” Discord is seen as a process toward unity.


Constantin had been in America for a few years on his own, creating a life for himself and his family. One of his close male relatives had gone first—on the lam after killing someone in a Cretan bar brawl. He became a soldier in Chicago’s organized-crime scene, and when Constantin came over, his cousin introduced him to associates in Brooklyn. They put him to work running a bordello.


That’s something my mother never told me, but as I spoke to the Greek side of the family, the beans were spilled.


“When Yia Yia came over, she found out and told him he had to stop that right now. Papou stopped—but unwillingly. He showed her. He never worked another day in his life. He had savings, and the property—the apartments—and his garden, but Yia Yia had to open up a dress shop and do alterations to make money for the family.”


As an older man, Papou was a piece of work. He threw an ax at a grandson who made him angry, and sexually molested a young neighborhood girl. “They had to pay off her family. They were poor, so they took the money and didn’t turn him in,” relatives told me.


From memory, Maria baked koulourakia—hand-formed cookies yellow with yolk, pillowy with butter. With the children’s enthusiastic help, she formed the sturdy dough into snails, braids, twists, and cursive uppercase C’s and S’s.


She dabbed the top of each cookie with egg white and then sprinkled sesame seeds on top. Then she put them in the oven to bake until they were golden, but not browned, on the bottom.


In 1916, Maria gave birth to a little girl, Christina. Now that she had her own daughter, to join her sons, she could teach her how to make spanakopita, koulourakia, kourambiethes, melamacarona.
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“My father made the best rice pudding in the world,” recalls my mother. “He was famous for it.”


His recipe evolved over time while serving with the Seabees (a cognate of “CBs,” “construction battalions”) in the Philippines. The Navy’s construction force recruited Charlie, né Stelios, because of his construction skills, but his acumen in the mess hall set him apart.


As a boy, Charlie helped his father build their family compound in Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn, and continued to work on construction crews as he grew into manhood. He married a woman named Ethel, the daughter of a family friend, and moved with her into the apartment across the driveway from his parents.


In January 1942, rear admiral Ben Moreell, chief of the Navy’s Bureau of Yards and Docks, was given a mandate to recruit skilled laborers for the Seabees. The Seabees have a tradition of aiming to serve above-average food, but rations were sometimes meager and mean. The quality of life of the men aboard a ship was significantly tied to the quality of the commissary staff, and Charlie was cherished.


Sacks of rice became pilafi kritis, cooked in stock gleaned from boiled meat bones and all the odds and ends he could salvage. Instead of serving canned vegetables plain in a puddle of their own brine, he drained them, sautéed them in oil, and made ryzolata me lahanika, a mixture of rice, chopped vegetables, and mayonnaise.


He coaxed life into the least amenable staple, dehydrated potato cubes, by grinding them up and making a makeshift skordalia out of the potato meal, dehydrated eggs, garlic powder, toasted stale bread, oil, and vinegar.


The ground potato cubes also found new life as potato pancakes, croquettes, hash browns (with the help of waffle irons), and sauce thickener.


Soon, mail deliveries from wives and girlfriends included sachets of dried herbs, which were brought to Charlie like prasad to be blessed and transmogrified in the gleaming stainless-steel kitchen.


Charlie never got any mail from Ethel. However, Constantin rarely missed an opportunity to send his son his own dried rigani (oregano), dyosmos (mint), vasilikos (basil), daphni (bay leaf), and glistritha (purslane). After the packets were emptied, Charlie rubbed the wax paper between his hands and then raised his palms to his face and inhaled reverently, remembering the plot of land, which grew bushels of cucumbers, onions, tomatoes, pears, arugula, fennel, squash, string beans, and grapes.


Once he was back on dry land, Charlie was more than ready to take his talent for feeding hungry crowds with bare basics and turn it into a profitable livelihood.


Things with Ethel did not improve upon his return. Although Constantin and Maria had gotten married in opposition to Maria’s arranged marriage, they had cajoled Charlie’s relationship with Ethel along, and when Charlie shipped out, Ethel, according to my mother’s story, was unfaithful. When Charlie returned home, his sister, Christina, told him what she’d observed in his absence.


“Find another place to live,” he said to Ethel, and removed all traces of her from the apartment.


Although Charlie’s ultimate goal was to open a diner in Sheeps-head Bay, there was a promising opportunity in Bay Ridge—a beautiful chrome diner at the right price, not much competition—and so he took a leap of faith. He named it the Mermaid Diner, and his mother and father called it the Gorgoulaki (Dear Little Mermaid).


The first few days, when business was sparse, Charlie stood outside, swept the three half-moon steps, straightened his sign, polished chrome, taking every opportunity to smile and make eye contact with passersby.


Pictures of Charlie are arrestingly similar to those of young Al Pacino. In fact, after his death, my mother could not watch an Al Pacino movie for decades without sobbing uncontrollably.


“Hey, this is my grand-opening weekend,” he said to teenagers, fishermen, grandmothers, young marrieds, and mothers pushing baby carriages. “We’re celebrating. Come on in and have a free cookie. My own mother made them this morning.” He passed out the sesame-encrusted koulourakis, which begged to be consumed with the fragrant, dark coffee waiting to be poured from pot to heavy, cream-colored mugs.


The mug’s pleasing weight seemed to anchor people, sink them into the cushions of the spinning diner stools and booths. A bud vase of Constantin’s flowers decorated each speckled Formica table.


Charlie talked shop with construction workers and fishermen, talked military with soldiers and their family members, and found something kind to say to each mother about her baby or child.


“Are you a good boy for your mama?” Charlie asked while winking at elfin-faced five-year-old Albert Karlson, who spun around on a diner stool once before his mother’s finely manicured hand stopped him gently.


Charlie was getting ready to launch into his usual banter, but then he looked at Migdalia and lost his train of thought.


Young Migdalia had Salma Hayek’s high forehead, strong chin, and sooty lashes. Her eyebrows arched like gulls. Beneath them, her heavy-lidded eyes drooped slightly at the outer corners, and her smile did the same. Those qualities, paired with her creamy skin, led people to compare her to Dorothy Lamour.


Charlie saw the resemblance but decided not to mention it. Flirtatious yokels must blurt that out to her every day. He wanted to compliment her more memorably, even if he had to let his admiration steep for a while. And maybe it would be better not to, given that she was wearing a wedding ring and had a child.


Her masses of glossy black hair were artfully pinned back with barrettes. As silly as it was, her hairline reminded him of black coffee against the side of a pale diner mug. That wouldn’t be a good compliment, either, though. Instead, he smiled and held her gaze.


The features that had made her seem como una payasa as a child—the full lips, strong straight nose, and large eyes—had settled on her adult face in a manner that was distractingly, fearsomely beautiful.


Migdalia looked at him haughtily, as she did with strangers (and loved ones, too), but a smile played around the corners of her mouth. She was twenty-eight years old, lonely and hungry for social contact. Over the past eighteen years, much had changed. She’d nursed her mother back to health, and then, when she was sixteen, met a Danish merchant seaman, Gustav, who married her and brought her to America.


Gustav took Migdalia and little Albert to the apartment he had selected for them in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn. It was the second floor of a two-family house, with a front patio to enjoy on summer evenings. She smoked and felt the bay breezes cool the hot residential streets. In one photo she sits sideways, dressed in a Katharine Hepburn–like camel silk pantsuit, on a canvas and wooden-framed folding chair, a stuffed lion under her arm inches away from the lit cigarette between her fingers. Solemn.


She still looks young enough to have a favorite stuffed animal, and also old enough to be smoking in an urbane tailored suit.


When Migdalia saw the plainly furnished apartment for the first time, she began to imagine ways to make the space warmer, less tame, more like home. She was an accomplished seamstress, like all of the women in her family. Perhaps she could glue seashells to the coffee table in a spiral pattern. She could swap the stuffy lampshades for large, droopy straw hats, adding a beaded fringe. The pale blue panel curtains—the same color of a dying woman’s transparent eyelids!—could be replaced with palm-printed tropical barkcloth she’d seen for sale in the window of a fabric shop.


Before Gustav left, he bought Migdalia a sewing machine, handed her a bank account booklet and showed her how to withdraw money, and even took mother and son to see the sights in Manhattan.


For the first time in Migdalia’s life, she was completely cut off from her family, except by mail. She and young Albert took walks, went to the beach and to the playground, but she had no friends and felt shy about extending herself. She was comfortable practicing her English on shopkeepers but didn’t feel ready to function socially in a second language.


As Migdalia sewed, cleaned, mothered, and stitched, aromas wafted into her apartment from the floor below. Heavenly, mouth-watering smells, of garlicky tomatoes stewing, rich meat browning, soft cheese melting, bubbling, and becoming crispy in places.


The downstairs tenants were a middle-aged Italian couple. They and Migdalia smiled at each other, and Mrs. Sticcho always let loose a torrent of child-adoring Italian whenever she laid eyes on Albert, but they weren’t at the food-sharing point. Migdalia could only savor the morsels of Romance language that trembled in Mrs. Sticcho’s sentences, different yet familiar.


The daily caravan of good smells was so different from the vinegary, spiced, sweetish smells of Migdalia’s own Cuban cooking, which is perhaps why she decided to take Albert out one day in search of Italian food. If Mrs. Sticcho had come up the stairs with a welcome basket of lasagna and garlic bread, the course of Migdalia’s life would have turned out very differently.


She passed one Italian restaurant that was closed until dinner-time, and a second that looked too formal, and a third that was filled with men, and a fourth that looked dingy.


She noticed that the shiny silver diner was open. Nothing inside would slake her craving, but at least she could bring Albert in for a milkshake and hamburger. He was already pulling on her hand, leading her to the half-moon steps that glimmered in the sunlight.


As they crossed the threshold, Migdalia smiled. She smelled the same aromas that had taunted her for weeks: tomato sauce, garlic, browning cheese.


“Where would you like to sit, Albert?” she asked in English. He pointed to a stool at the counter, attracted to the dessert case, which sheltered crumb cake, fruit and custard pies, and cherry Danishes. They settled themselves on the round red vinyl seats.


“Are you a good boy for your mama?” the counterman asked.


For a second, Migdalia translated it as, “Are you a good mama for your boy?” Qué cosa! But then the words rearranged in her head and she saw that he addressed the question to Albert, and noticed his teasing smile and kind brown eyes.


Charlie rattled off the specials, and Migdalia ordered the ziti for herself and a burger and fries for Albert.


“How do you make the ziti?” she asked.


“Well, I get the pasta, ricotta, and mozzarella from Mario around the corner, and then I blend up some diced tomatoes with basil, garlic, salt, and pepper. Cook the pasta, put it in the tray, then pour over the sauce, mix in ricotta, and cover everything with enough mozzarella to choke a horse. You can’t go wrong—pasta, sauce, two kinds of cheese—how could anyone mess that up?”


She smiled. He was funny and cute, like the boys she had grown up with, but he was also humble, with an air of needing to be cared for.


He placed stemmed glasses of vanilla pudding in front of Migdalia and Albert, and then pulled a metal bowl out of a low fridge and dolloped each serving with whipped cream. “On the house,” he said. “Although you’re probably sweet enough,” winking at Albert.


Migdalia thought of the sugarcane she and her sisters and brothers used to suck on, the lemonade sweetened with cane juice. Her favorite meal as an adult was the following trio: a cup of strong instant Yuban coffee with four sugars and evaporated milk, a piece of cake, and an unfiltered cigarette.


“I’m like black coffee,” she said. “I need cream and sugar.”


His gaze jumped to hers from where it lingered in the middle distance, feigning a restaurant manager’s distracted air. Her reply seemed suggestive, but her English language skills were too rudimentary to flirt quite so deftly . . . yet who knows? Who hasn’t said something accidentally suggestive to a future lover? Sometimes the tongue has its own wisdom.


She looked at him innocently and then lifted the spoon to her mouth. She tasted the pudding and put down the spoon. “Not bad,” she said, “and thank you so much, but I prefer my mother’s natilla.”


“What’s natilla?” he asked. “Can she bring some in for me to try?”


“My mother is in Cuba,” she said shortly. “But she taught me how to make it, and the next time I do, I will bring you some.”



NATILLA



1 stick cinnamon


¼ teaspoon salt


¼ cup water


4 egg yolks


1 teaspoon vanilla


4 heaping tablespoons sugar


2 cups milk


2 tablespoons cornstarch


Add water, cinnamon stick, and salt to a saucepan and bring it to a gentle boil. Separate eggs. Beat (baté!) yolks with a whisk. Add vanilla and sugar to the yolks and baté. Add milk and baté once more. Hear the word baté in your mother’s voice; remember when you were small enough to hang on to her skirt as she cooked at the stove, the cinnamon, yolks, vanilla, milk, and sugar combining into one velvety mix that scented the space you shared with her. Now you are the one cooking the natilla, far away. Your son loves it. You and he will eat it all tonight, because otherwise you’ll go back to the Mermaid Diner far too quickly. You are alone, but you are not lonely. You are lonely, but you’re not medio descarada, half-shameless.


Pour the mixture into the saucepan and add cornstarch. Baté to distribute it well. Cook the golden liquid over medium heat, stirring continuously until it thickens. Then take the pot off the heat and let it cool a bit, sidling over to lift up a small spoonful every now and then. Blow on it and dip your upper lip into the bowl of the spoon, coating it. Lick it off and repeat, until you step away to the patio, to have a cigarette and stare down the darkening street, children being called in, husbands hurrying up the steps and into the arms of their wives.


Pour into custard cups, sprinkle with cinnamon, cover, and chill until set.
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Mastering the Art


WHEN MY MOTHER married my father, two families were linked: the hard-drinking, garrulous, one-pot-dinner Irish Walshes and my mother’s clannish Greeks and Cubans, who stuck to their mother tongues and kept to themselves. They mixed about as well as corned beef and cabbage goes with spanakopita, which gave me another understanding of the term “distant relatives.”


The phone rang in a small cottage in Mastic Beach, New York, in 1973. My mother, Linda, picked up the phone with one hand and slid it between her ear and shoulder, then put her hand back on the baby in her arms.


“Hello?”


“Hey, Linda, it’s Dad. What are you thinking about making tonight?”


“Well,” she said, flipping through Julia Child’s cookbook, “I’d like to try boeuf bourguignon.”


“I heard a couple of commuters talking about that on the train the other day. What should I pick up from the store?”


“Hang on,” she said, doing the intrinsic hip sway that she hoped would soothe me while she finished the phone call. “Six ounces of bacon, three pounds of stewing beef in two-inch cubes, and a bottle of ‘a full-bodied, young red wine’—Julia Child says you can use Chianti—two dozen small white onions, a pound of mushrooms, and a bag of egg noodles.”


“Okay, Mom and I will be over at about five. That work for you?”


“Sure, sure! Looking forward to it.”


“Kiss that baby for me.”


“I will.”
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Charlie and Migdalia’s meeting in the Mermaid Diner was fateful. It’s impossible to know when their friendship turned into something more, because the accounts vary, but it did.


Migdalia moved into one of the Vourakis compound apartments with Albert, and lived with Charlie when Gustav was away. When he came back to visit, Charlie retreated. At that time, he had a diner in Sheepshead Bay called the Tip Top, and Migdalia and Albert ate most of their meals there.


“Charlie was always very good to me,” Albert said. “He never treated me as less than his son.”


When Migdalia became pregnant with Linda, it may have initially been unclear who the father was, until Linda was a child. As she grew older, you couldn’t help but notice that she had the knife-blade features and olive skin of the Vourakis clan.


But Migdalia assured Gustav that Linda was his, and he went along with it, although he also noticed her resemblance to Migdalia’s landlords, the Vourakises. He may have gone along with it because he had his own setup in Japan (and perhaps other countries—we know only about his Japanese wife).


“It never came up as a conversation for me,” Albert said. “It was the fifties. We didn’t talk about things like that with our parents.”


Linda felt different than other children, because her father was always away, but Charlie was happy to play a paternal role.


Migdalia’s pregnancy with Linda’s younger brother, Rickey, so out of sync with Gustav’s last visit, triggered their divorce. Gustav retired to Japan.


Once liberated, Migdalia and Charlie got married in a discreet city hall ceremony. No party, no pictures, no gifts. It was gift enough to be legitimate in the eyes of the law, to stop sneaking around, posing as married, or as less than what they were, depending on the context.


In 1966, when Linda was sixteen, Migdalia and Charlie decided to move their family to Center Moriches. They traded the denser population and urban texture of Brooklyn for the spread-out, gentle community on the south shore of Long Island, buffered from the full brunt of the ocean’s swells by the long, thin shinbone of Fire Island’s barrier beach.


It was beautiful, but Linda was miserable. She loved the city, never would have left if she hadn’t been forced. That’s where her friends were—in her two thousand–strong Sheepshead Bay high school class. Here, she was one of one hundred, and she was keenly peeved that everyone was so country.


And the food! No longer could she stop at the pizza place under the elevated subway station, or at the Hebrew National deli for a hot dog or knish, or at Goody’s, which had the best chocolate and vanilla egg creams in the world, and ice cream cones, sundaes, malts, nickel and penny candy.


Nor could she stop in at the Tip Top Diner and order anything she wanted, on or off the menu. She even missed Lundy’s. Once a month, Migdalia and Charlie took Linda out for a family luncheon there. It was famous for its capaciousness, and for its clam chowder and pillowy biscuits.


In Center Moriches, she also missed being across the driveway from Maria and Constantin, whom she called Yia Yia and Papou. “None of the other kids were allowed in Papou’s garden, but I was. And every afternoon, Papou and I took a nap on the couch. I leaned against his shoulder.”


My mother’s cousin said, “When I was little, the relatives told my mother about what Papou did to the neighborhood girl, and that she should keep me away from him.”


Apparently, nobody told Migdalia (or sought to guard Linda)—because she was very overprotective of Linda in every other way. She used to spy on Linda at junior-high dances, peering in the windows of school gymnasiums and rushing in to physically pull a too-snug dance partner away from her daughter.


In Center Moriches, Linda missed Yia Yia’s kitchen, its ceramic cookie jar filled with fresh koulourakia, and the spinach pies Yia Yia always had on hand to warm up if Linda was hungry.


Every day, Maria and her sisters went outside and received the daily haul of tough, wrinkly savoy spinach leaves from Constantin and his garden. They rinsed them in big tubs of water. Then they removed the stems, dried the leaves, and began to add them into a mixture of three cheeses, kneading them until they broke down and released liquid. “Kind of like what sautéing would do, but without heat,” my cousin Stacie said.


Linda could also help herself to fresh bread with cold butter, or the yogurt Papou made each day—thick, silken, tart, and as unctuous as sour cream.


“So-called Greek yogurt from the store would not hold a candle to Papou’s,” my mother sniffs.


Each night, he poured milk into a large glass rectangular baking dish and added a little bit of yogurt from the day before. He warmed the milk ever so gently, testing it periodically with his finger, nudging the temperature up bit by bit until it reached the exact right level of warmth. Then he placed it in the oven on the lowest setting and let it transform overnight.


In the morning, he poured the yogurt into a cheesecloth-lined bowl and lifted up the cloth like a sack, so that the liquid whey drained from the yogurt. Papou kept the whey in a jar in the refrigerator—Yia Yia used it in place of water when baking bread, and Papou liked to drink it. Papou returned the yogurt to the glass dish, covered it with a white cloth napkin, and refrigerated it.
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“Why don’t you like anyone at Center Moriches High?” Linda’s friend Colleen asked.


“They’re hicks,” my then-teenage mom dismissed, flipping her long, dark, ironed hair over her shoulder. “I don’t see you dating any of them.”


“Well, that’s because I’m going out with Joe,” Colleen said. “Hey, Joe was wondering if you wanted to come out with us on a double date.”


“That depends,” Linda said. “Who’s his friend?”


“That’s the thing—his family moved out here from Brooklyn, too. So you have that in common.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


“What does he look like?”


“I don’t know, but he’s probably halfway-decent-looking,” Colleen said. “He and Joe are good friends. They go to school together in Mastic, and they also work at the same restaurant.”


“What’s his name?” Linda asked.


“Peter.”


“Well, I guess there’s no harm in going. Especially since we’ll be in it together.”


At some point, Linda had gone from a scrappy, skinny tomboy who hid her braids in a baseball hat to pass as a boy and play baseball (girls weren’t allowed to play) to a petite young woman with head-turning curves.


The night of the double date, Linda and Colleen got ready together at Linda’s house. Linda wore a form-fitting T-shirt and hip-hugger bell-bottoms.


Peter was fifteen, tall and lanky, with Irish-pale skin, the kind that never tans, only burns. He had faded-jeans blue eyes, fluffy sideburns, and a mustache above slightly gappy teeth, and combed out his curly hair so that it rested on his head like a shallow layer of pale gold cotton candy.


“He wore sandals with socks,” my mother always repeated, years later, shaking her head, first fondly and then less so.


Bonnie and Clyde was playing at the Rocky Point drive-in, about thirty minutes away. After the movie, they went to the Carvel soft-serve ice cream parlor and Peter bought Linda a hot-fudge sundae with marshmallow sauce.


Colleen and Joe got married, but it was doubtful that either of them could have predicted that five years later, Linda and Peter would do the same.


When Linda was eighteen, the September of her senior year at Center Moriches High, Charlie died of a heart attack. Like Zoila before her, Migdalia was devastated.


“Yia Yia and Papou were away, on vacation in Crete, when he died. This was something they had saved for and looked forward to for over fifty years,” Albert recalled. “They said, ‘Don’t bury him until we get back. Wait.’ So for nine days, we waited.”


It took days to find and notify Charlie’s parents, and then money had to be wired to them to buy tickets for the earlier passage. They boarded the series of flights back to their home.


“But did you know that he was your dad then?” I asked my mother.


“Yes, damn it, that’s when they all told me! After he died, when we were waiting for my grandparents to get back, my aunt Christina and uncles sat me down and told me the truth. I thought I was going to go out of my mind. First I lost Charlie. Then I realized I had lost out on acknowledging him as my dad, all those years that he was alive. And I was so angry that he never told me, ‘You’re my daughter.’”


When Yia Yia and Papou arrived, the grief reached a fever pitch. Papou sat in the corner and howled, crying torrents of tears. Yia Yia screamed and repeated a chant over and over as she rocked back and forth: “Kyrie eleison. Have mercy, Lord, have mercy on me.”


Aunt Christina did her part. She cooked and fed everyone for nine days straight, tears falling into the mixture of spinach, onions, feta, parsley, and eggs and on the phyllo sheets as she brushed them. Maybe it helped her to cook, to tend, to feed the assembled. People sent over casseroles, odds and ends, but she was responsible.


After taking trains and subways to get to Linda, Peter ran up the subway exit steps, wild-haired, in an ill-fitting suit he had borrowed from his brother. They’d been dating for three years, going steady after two, and he’d been coming in to spend time with her as much as he could. She wasn’t at the funeral, and she wasn’t in any of her family’s apartments, so he started looking in places he knew she loved. He found her at the ice cream parlor, washing down Valiums with an egg cream.


“When he came and comforted me, he encouraged me that I could make it through this. No one else had said that—I had been surrounded by people who felt like they couldn’t go on, either. It was a turning point.”


Peter, who had been a casual boyfriend, who liked her more than she liked him, transformed into her rock.


As she stared into his pale blue eyes and felt his large, cool, dry hand take her damp, sticky one, she imprinted on him, eyes and nose red and swollen from crying. Supported by him and the round red vinyl diner stool, the same one that she used to spin around in circles on when she was a little girl—a lucky girl with two dads. And now she had none.
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After Charlie’s death, Peter’s family, who had loved Linda before, took her under their wing in earnest. It was a nice place to hide.


There were his parents, Jimmy and Marie. Jimmy was strikingly handsome—a fair, blue-eyed Gregory Peck type, talkative, quick to laugh, fond. Jimmy was a union organizer and train conductor on the brink of retirement, and he loved people, but his family especially.


Marie Reichert Walsh was pleasingly plump, flame red–haired, with hazel eyes and a pealing laugh. She’d had a tough life, which maybe honed her razor-keen bullshit detector. She could lay you flat without raising her voice. You knew not to push Marie.


Pictures of young Marie show her small mouth, penciled to show off its petite cupid’s bow, a bit pursed. Her eyes look out from under her brow, wary and alluring. Her face is a perfect oval, perhaps the slightest bit long.


Jimmy doted on his grandchildren, embraced the presence of all of his children’s spouses, and made sure everyone had a drink, something to eat, and a place to sit down.


Marie turned out deeply satisfying, thrifty one-pot meals for a crowd most nights of the week: pot roast, meat loaf, lamb stew, Salisbury steak, Manhattan clam chowder made from the daily haul of local clammers. When something went on sale, she stocked up on it—down in the cellar, she had a second refrigerator and lots of extra pantry space.


She stood in front of the stove, periodically stirring, tasting, salting, a cigarette in one hand and a tumbler of whiskey on the rocks in the other.


Marie also cooked dishes passed down from her father’s German-born mother: Frikadellen, savory meat patties enrobed in subtle, creamy gravy; and toothsomely lumpy potato pancakes with sauerbraten and red cabbage.
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