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For Nanny, 
who avoided the kitchen at all costs




 


 


The time will come


when, with elation


you will greet yourself arriving


at your own door, in your own mirror


and each will smile at the other’s welcome,


and say, sit here. Eat.


You will love again the stranger who was your self.


Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart


to itself, to the stranger who has loved you


all your life, whom you ignored


for another, who knows you by heart.


Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,


the photographs, the desperate notes,


peel your own image from the mirror.


Sit. Feast on your life.


—Derek Walcott, “Love After Love”




FEAST ON YOUR LIFE




INTRODUCTION


In the fall of 2023, I faced crippling depression. It wasn’t the first time. But I’d recently taken inventory of my life, and what I’d turned up felt meager. I had a child and a husband and a creaky old house with wooden floors. I’d published books. I lived by my principles and practiced neighborliness. And somehow, my mistakes and missed chances dwarfed my accomplishments, haunting and hunting me.


My husband suggested that I start documenting what delighted me. That night, I wrote a list and, for the first time in weeks, found some respite.


The list was predictable—“Husband; Son; Warm bed; First light of morning; Bird taking flight” sort of stuff. It immediately revealed, though, how far off course my thinking had blown. My inventory was factual—shortsighted professional choices, bad financial planning, an uncertain future. But the tragedy and shame I felt were disproportionate.


I became dependent on writing down what was good. It provided such relief that I became more specific, recording delights in the kitchen. I started a weekly culinary advice column called The Kitchen Shrink, where each week I considered a version of the question I was asking myself implicitly through my autotherapy: How can I love cooking more? Or How can I love it better? Or Can you assure me that there is something in the act of cooking that is worthy of my love? I was struck by how common it is to feel lost in one’s life, to lose one’s perspective. As I transcribed the joy I took from cooking and thinking about cooking, I answered the weekly queries: Pay close and ever closer attention: Delight is there. Delight is in your kitchen, or in a friend’s, or at a stove, or in remembering a stove you stood at long ago. It is in smells, in seeing joy on an eater’s face. I began to sense that my practice of witnessing kitchen joy might help others. So this record of a year of finding what is beautiful and true in cooking was born.


I noticed repetitions, which shouldn’t have surprised me, but did. Delight appeared in the morning, or in quiet moments of cooking that required focus—measuring rice, seasoning meat, choosing the odd bit most in need of use. Tastes and smells were incendiary in those circumstances. I became alert, extra keen, extra aware. I learned that if a day seemed dull, or if I seemed dull and unavailable to delight, I should read a bit of a cookbook I love, or a poem about food. Or just get up and cook.


In the course of writing, I’ve remembered how deeply I hold my beliefs: That close attention is the main part of love. That cracked pots—mostly, but not always, metaphorical—possess more grace than flawless ones. That human interaction—whether in line at a grocery store or during meals—engenders joy. That nothing big has to happen for happiness to. That the most life-affirming moments share a smallness and gentleness that can be hard to value and harder yet to heed.


This is where an author tells you “How to read this book.” “In bits each day” is my first guidance. Or: “All at once.” Or: “Sitting or standing up or lying down.” (I do most of my reading and writing lying down.) Start with the entry from the date on which you pick it up. Read it under a blanket. Read it with your feet bare. Read a few lines, then write in the margin. Read it under a tree. At the table. At a coffee shop. Alone in a restaurant. Read it in the morning. Read a little each time you’re in the kitchen. Or when you never want to return to the kitchen.


Who am I to tell you how to read? Who am I to tell you how to feast? This is your book. This is your meal. This is your life.
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JANUARY






1 For good luck and for money


It’s a quiet morning, with soft, cold light and me trying to find the coffee in my friend Kari’s house, in the newness of a quiet with no aftershocks.


I gave up drinking a few months ago, opting to grapple with abstinence rather than grapple with alcohol. It’s my first morning of a new year in more than thirty that isn’t devoted to softening the edges of the preceding night.


Kari wanted to make hoppin’ John, the New Year’s Day dish of black-eyed peas and collard greens assigned mythical power over the Fates. And I yearn for a “good-luck food” with an ache as quiet and bashful as the light. I’ve eaten good-luck foods before—lentils and cotechino in Rome, twelve grapes as the clock struck twelve— but I’ve never believed luck would accrue to me. It couldn’t have found me. I bewildered it at every junction.


I find the coffee. Kari comes downstairs and chops shallots and garlic. She heats a pot, adds bacon fat and shallots and garlic, and stirs, then hands the wooden spoon to me. I stir. I find a bay leaf, add soaked beans and water and salt, and fuss with the burner’s heat.


I feel, with a quiet, tentative ferocity, as though the bravery to hold a wooden spoon in hand and ask for luck is the point—the means and the end. The children gather in front of the television. My heart does a funny little baby bird flutter. I add rice to the pot in an unmeasured amount. Rice measurement matters, but I let myself trust.


This—the trusting, the heartfelt, unspoken plea, the handing over of the wooden spoon, the worrying the heat—feels vulnerable, undefended. I feel naked and new.


After fifteen minutes, I turn off the burner. The children eat a colander full of berries. Seven of us gather around a worn table to eat hoppin’ John. For good luck and for money, Kari says, lifting her fork. I am filled with a billowing hope, what I imagine people feel lighting candles on altars or burning incense, or closing their eyes and blowing out birthday candles. I feel how earnestly I am asking for luck and how many people before me have asked for it this way—through pork and beans. Here is our ceremony, a spoon handed one to the other, listening to children laugh. Someone in long-gone days with their own dusks and their own dawns said this meal would bring us luck. I will let myself know what I know, and not know what I don’t know. I am astonished by the grace of simmering a pot of pork and beans and a plea for luck.



2 Small is beautiful


Hot coffee, cold cream, sitting next to my son, Louis, who is rebuilding Legos broken months ago by another child. He is jabbering in a high voice, to which I nod, sipping my coffee. I’m seized by a philosophical awareness of how like cooking vessels our bodies are. When I start a braise—a long, patient form of cooking—I start it over high heat to inspire the meat and vegetable molecules to bang against one another. Then I slow everything to a murmur. If I am a pot, I am at a murmur, drinking hot coffee beside my son—I am in motion, but it is a gentle, murmuring one.


In 1973, E. F. Schumacher wrote a book called Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered. A bubble surfaces from my simmer, containing all the potential residing in the words “as if,” including any and every moment of culinary activity. Smelling, tasting, eating, cooking—as if people mattered. I sip coffee. I wonder about mattering and matter and the relationship between the two.



3 Amid the pots and pipkins


I’ve always loved the saying “God walks amid the pots and pipkins.” I thought it was Saint Hildegard of Bingen. I’m wondering now if it’s Saint Teresa of Ávila. Whichever matronly saint said it, some of what I love is obvious: that God, or Spirit, or the spark of life, finds itself in common places. The rest of what I love resides in the word “pot.” I read the words “milk soup” earlier today, and they had almost the same effect on my soul as the phrase about God and pots. Yesterday, the word “egg” did the same thing. Egg, pudding, milk, soup, crockery, child, pot. If they had something discernible in common, I would say: Oh, that is why this bizarre collection of words strikes stillness in my soul. But they don’t. I play a game, cataloging what separates the words and what unites them: They are not all soft. They are not all containers. They are not all wobbly. They do all suggest luminosity. They’re all humble. They’re all common. I return to the idea of luminosity. Is it that they shine in an only-if way? Only if you pay attention? God walks among the eggs: figuratively true. God walks among the puddings. God walks among the milk, among the crockery, among the children. God walks among the pots. All are complete. None has corners. Their shapes ask God to let them remain whole, to keep their wholeness and privacy, of a kind.


So many interactions with food are hurtful, embarrassing, stressful. I like that these rounded, private words forbid harm. There is no jagged “pudding.” There is no scary “pot.” There is no embarrassing “egg.” Child. What is the word “child” doing there? To paraphrase Father Robert Capon: looking the world back to grace.



4 Petals


My mind brims with half-remembered and misremembered idioms. Even simple ones get bungled, with one’s elbow to the grindstone etc. (There are names for this, ranging from OCD to chronic malapropism; I’ve become accustomed to, and even sometimes welcoming of, the constant patter.) Today, I have stuck in my head: “All desserts aspire to the condition of ripe fruit.” I can see the words. But I don’t know where they’re from, and the only certainty is that part of the saying is bound to be wrong. It came to mind because of the grapefruit.


In winters past, we bought boxes of citrus for our relatives and ourselves. Last year, we couldn’t afford it—the citrus we love is sold by an expatriate Frenchwoman in New Orleans, and is more rapturously shaped and more expensive and more perfumed than English roses. This year the subject wasn’t even raised. I accept this with what equanimity I can. I’ve eaten a lot of good citrus in my life. And today, at a farm store nearby that imports them from California, I bought an Oroblanco grapefruit, round, pale yellow, almost as big as a pomelo. Puttering in the kitchen amid dishes and scissors and Legos, I cut it in half, then in wedges, brought the bowl to the table, and ate a wedge. I was charmed, gripped, taste-bound. The grapefruit had a thrilling, numbing bitterness, followed by a ludicrous, evolving sweetness. Sweeter than sugar. Sweeter than honey. Sweeter than maple syrup. The grapefruit was extreme and in balance, its extremes holding each other in tense equilibrium. It was perfectly ripe. It was something of this world and something beyond it. When I finished eating the grapefruit, I kept the peel—eight petals of pale yellow blanketed with furry pith—on a white tin plate on the table in front of me. I kept the petals on the plate as I cleared breakfast and packed lunch. I rearranged them occasionally, looking for a composition as exactingly phrased as the fruit’s taste, which lingered. The petals remained until I decided my memory would have to serve. I composted them. For the rest of the day, petals from other ingredients long ago discarded—beautiful, thrilling ones—occupied my mind. I’d be mid-conversation and be seized by a vision of artichoke leaves, their metallic flesh scraped from skirt-ends. Or I’d be folding a napkin and see, as though floating, petals of creamy chartreuse-edged Belgian endive. The petals rearranged themselves in my imagination, making a little pattern of poetry, hoping to outlast the lingering numbness that even now endures in my taste memory.



5 Poultry, Empathy


I can taste my son’s food simply by sitting near him. I feel like I’m lucid dreaming, or astral projecting. I watched him eat three chicken cutlets today—crisp, golden, warm. I helped him cut one, which may have contributed to my inhabiting his eating. We were at a table with friends, all talking. I was contented by my bowl of vegetables and farro, nutty and honest. I watched my friends eat fortifying lunches of a muffaletta on seeded focaccia and a bowl of bean soup. But I had admission, for the duration of our eating, to the pleasure my son derived from his lunch, which I knew with as much clarity as if it had been my own: the smell of good olive oil, the sound of crisp breadcrumbs. Adults ordered coffee. My son drank steamed milk with brown sugar and cinnamon. The warm sweet milk following the crisp chicken brought with it complete satisfaction. I perceived all its fine detail—the foam on lip, the rush of sweetness. It sunk into me, into my afternoon, just as it had sunk into him. I looked at him. I wondered whether I could taste what he tasted because I loved him.



6 Milk and cucumbers


“Milk and cucumbers,” said a character in a book I read earlier this week. (I think it was a character in a book, anyway. The words are as real to me as if I had heard them aloud.) “Milk and cucumbers. Cucumbers and milk.” I go round and round the cucumber vine with those two, the qualities of each entwining. My ruminative mind reaches, vine-like: the hot day, the cold milk, the crisp cucumber, back to the milk bottle, kept cool in the pantry. (These must be earlier days, days of keeping milk cool in the pantry.) Broad, flat, hot cucumber leaves, high grass, burnt umber, a nearby pond with frogs, nine cheery box turtles sunning on a limb. A long drink of milk. The crunch of cucumber, sweet as grass. Dappled light, spotted shade, slow-moving sun, a ripple, a speckle. So much vitality in two food words loosely jointed.



7 Ski lunch


I thought I’d published all my tricks for making cooking appealing when it’s not—using one’s literary memory of British schoolchildren eating cold chicken and rashers of bacon after adventures with genies. Reading about Hemingway’s oysters, Lulu Peyraud’s croûtons à l’ail, Edna Lewis’s wild greens. Planning a “picnic” instead of a meal. I often take my own advice. But, after a long school break and days of skiing at the little local mountain on hillocks of human-made snow, I couldn’t. I’ve made endless breakfasts, dinners, lunches, again and again. I didn’t want to cook, but I had to. I turned to my last resort. I sighed and made lunch for a hungry stranger who’d skied the mountain and smiled and tried to jump on the funny terrain park, old knees rattling, old heart pounding at the centimeter of air between her skis and the snow. The engine rumbled to life. I wanted to cook for her. I knew what she would like: toasted baguette, butter, extra thick; thinly layered country ham. A spoonful of salsa verde, piquant with caper, anchovy, parsley. I laughed at how readily I knew what she wanted, and how simple it was to make a sandwich worthy of her. And I laughed because I got to eat it.



8 Out-of-season fruit


I make a good imitation of a pioneer lady, scraping by on rutabaga and squash and frozen beans and corn and apples stored in the fall. But just before the snow yesterday, my husband, Pete, came home from ShopRite with a pineapple. He announced it as I had once heard his back-to-the-lander aunt and uncle announce the words “cream cheese” before eating a whole brick directly from the package, a spoon passed back and forth. When I pronounced, with pompous ceremony: I’m going to cut the pineapple! I felt Victorian. Or Amish. Or Pioneer. I felt like an Other, Ancient or Distant, something that would get this ardent about pineapple in January. My son ran in, saw the bowl of cut pineapple, and shouted: “Pineapple!” He ate as much as he could, even when I lamely interceded with something about “room for dinner.” As though there could be anything more exciting for dinner than pineapple. We ate our fill. There was some left, which I packed up for today. It kept its magnetism: liquid sweetness, abrasive tang. Did pineapples always taste like this? How many simple pleasures would regain their magic if we let them be scarce delights?



9 Vegetable, or Obsession


The thrill of anxiety that I won’t encounter a culinary delight. (Why “thrill”? Why not “pang” or “paroxysm”? Why not “bolt?”) It’s only morning, and the anxiety contains its own remedy, swirling in its eddies: a reminder to look for light, to trace the line between light and delight.


I look around. Here is a quiet room, a fire, a decanter of whiskey, some certainty. But I’m not drinking whiskey; the certainty dissolves. A quiet room and a fire, then, which I’m setting to warm my office. For a fire-starter I use birch bark and torn drafts of my manuscripts—published long ago; this is not harakiri. As I tear pages, I read words from recipes: vinegar, boil, butter, cold water. The words meet the thrill. My eyes land on “vegetable,” a lovely and complete word. I think of: “buttered vegetable,” which I’ve read in old books. And “pickled vegetable.” I love the cellophane packets of “pickled Chinese vegetable” that I buy with artless abandon at the Chinese grocery store in Albany.


It is touching to me that I’ve devoted myself so wholly to food. That when I tear paper to warm my office, it contains instructions on cooking food, and that when I read single words or phrases from them, something in me ignites. It’s warm now, and I’m typing about the delights of the words I set aflame to warm myself enough to type them.



10 Caramelized clouds


A snow delay meant a chance to cook my son a hot breakfast. There was stale challah wrapped in creased aluminum foil. I cracked and beat an egg, added milk, salt, maple syrup. I sliced the challah. Clouds of challah, frothy yolk. My son rejects most of what I make. I am in training to enjoy the effort, which must suffice. I train at loving the cracking of the egg and whisking, at noticing when it comes together in saffron-hued uniformity. I train at the frisson I feel adding more maple syrup than my husband would—a Southern amount, not a Yankee amount. I train at seeing clouds in the challah. Then, today, this time, this toast, my son pulled a stool over to the stove and asked to help. Helped arrange the clouds in the cast iron, helped flip the clouds from dark to light. Today, he wanted to use a knife and know the ingredients, asked for seconds. This is the challenge: to not stop my heart soaring—watching the small hands, the eyebrows knit, considering the amount of salt. It was the best breakfast he’d ever had, he said. Doesn’t something you make yourself taste better? he asked.


Next time I make French toast, he’ll refuse it, claiming I did something different. Or, because he changes and the world changes, he will love it as firmly, or more. But it is enough—to train, to wrestle with the wondering.



11 Blood


I would put myself at the middle of the population in terms of comfort with blood-as-food. When served a dish containing it, I pause. I hesitate. But I don’t decline it. I first tasted blood on Sukhumvit Soi 36 in Bangkok. My then boyfriend, Ben, and I were interviewing street food vendors. I don’t remember what the lean woman who offered me a bite of blood sold at her stand. It was her lunch I tasted: squash curry with blood. Orange gourd in coconut milk, with chili, lime leaves, and wobbly chocolate-brown squares. I tasted it from her metal lunch tray, off her metal spoon extended toward me. I ate the squash. I ate the blood. I flushed. Will I ever describe that taste?


The second blood I ate was from Louisiana. I was moving home from the West Coast to the East, driving across the country alone in my Toyota Tacoma with some clothes and a refurbished butcher’s table an elderly butcher had given me. The blood was in boudin, eaten while driving, rich, sweet, flecked with rice. Driving at night, eating blood sausage, going home. There have been others—blood sausage on plates of full English breakfasts, blood sausage in Basque country. A Filipino soup called bas-uy: beef tendon, tripe, flank, and blood. It sounds . . . however it sounds, depending on where you sit on the squeamishness continuum. The chef who made it served it because his best friend’s mother had used to cook it for him when he was a child. He delivered it to a group of us, gathered at his first restaurant at a table covered in banana leaves. It came in a dark ceramic pot. It looked like rich dark soy broth and tasted almost sticky. A few spoonfuls per person. We quieted in appreciation of the life of the animal killed for the meal. I was warmed by its blood. The runs and streams and sloughs of its body, more nourishing than meat. Life eating life.



12 Lobster band


I found a lobster claw band underneath my bed this morning. Dusty rose. The colors of lobster bands are all subtle: dusty rose, world-weary green, arch yellow, French blue. How these subdued colors came to be the ones that keep cooks safe from lobsters’ justified retort I don’t know. How they came to imprint clearly on my mind, I do.


I once fished for lobsters in Bath, Maine. It’s a smelly and brutal business. I understand why lobstermen often opt for fried haddock. I fished with Raymond, a gruff, white-haired man in red suspenders, who never learned my name. “What’s your name, then?” he asked, as I finally shakily climbed off his lobster boat after ten hours on deck. While we’d fished, I’d used a metal slingshot stapler to clamp lobsters’ claws shut with rubber bands of dusty rose and world-weary green and arch yellow and French blue. Only for one instant, between when Raymond asked my name and when I answered, did I belong.


The lobster band beneath the bed will stay secret. Anyone I tell would try to explain how it got there, which would ruin everything. “Maybe it was when . . .” or “Wasn’t one of those on the . . . ?” I picture roiling seas beneath the bed, lobsters rumbling and rattling against its legs. Some hoary fisherman with a reeking beard and crabs in his galoshes, brutal, like lobster fishing. Or a simple hungry ghost, sitting cross-legged beneath the bed, a hazy outline of Tove Jansson’s Little My, sucking seawater out of lobster legs, tossing shells willy-nilly, leaving detritus everywhere. It all should have been cleaned up by morning. But morning missed one lobster band. On the boat, after our work was done, Raymond served me pickled clams and saltines. We pulled up to a dock, far off in a quiet eddy. On another boat, he’d stored jars of clams in Wish-Bone Italian dressing. One or two on a plastic fork, on a saltine. Finally, the sun was up. Finally the sea had stopped rocking. Finally, the lobsters had been hauled, clacking, banded and jailed. The wind stopped flapping. My stomach stopped flailing. Pickled clams on soda crackers.



13 Cinnamon


Until I lived in a house with a cherry tree I didn’t understand why humans insist on describing wine, or anything tongue-sensed, as tasting like something else. Red wine like “leather,” or “green peppers,” or “ripe raspberries,” or “motor oil.” White wine like pineapple, citrus, freshly mown grass. And so on. My husband is an avid comparer. And to me, his comparisons are uncannily accurate. “Peach!” he’ll say. “Castile soap.” “Leather.” “Cotton candy.” “Wine” is all that ever comes to me. Or: “Soon I’ll want more wine.”


Then, we started picking the sour cherries that grow on the bent tree in our backyard: sour as lemons, with big pits and thin skins and delicate flesh—not the kind of fruit you would buy or sell. I found a recipe for soaking them overnight in cider vinegar, straining and combining them with white sugar, then letting them slowly pickle and plump. When I tasted the first batch, there it was: the taste of cinnamon. Greedy for more cherries than our tree bears, we went picking at a local orchard. We preserved our harvest according to the same method: no cinnamon. We repeated the experiment a few times over the next nine years. Then we became believers. Our bent tree makes better preserving-cherries than any we can buy. We don’t know the variety’s provenance, or what the tree likes other than what we observe from living with it. The tree and its fruit are a little like the wine I resist describing—nameless and themselves, tasting of cinnamon.



14 Borscht


On the radio, they said that it “feels like negative 20.” It snowed and sleeted. We met friends for lunch at a Ukrainian restaurant in the Rockaways. Patti Smith was there, in the corner, eating carrots. I ate what I could of my borscht—the potatoes, broth, a piece of meat. But I needed to feel vigilant, to champ at my bit. There was borscht left in the heavy white bowl. Then, at the icy beach, we ran into an unquiet ocean. We were skidding past dunes in our swimsuits and swim caps, then in the surf, splashing in, splashing out, cheery and unharmed, a dozen of us or more, dunking in icy water just to show ourselves we could, just to feel the cold, just for the frivolous shock. For the rest of the day, all I could think about was the borscht. I considered returning for more. But I didn’t want more borscht. What occupied my mind was the borscht I had been too nervous to eat. That phantasmic borscht spent more time with me than the actual soup. I’m still thinking of borscht. I’ll make a version, hot, with beef broth, soon. And I have a sense, now that I’ve jumped in the icy ocean water, that I’ll do it again, thinking of borscht, a little braver than before.



15 Farro Soup


Last summer we hiked in the Italian Alps. At our first mountain refuge, I ate farro soup. It was unremarkable for Italy. But it was timeless soup, biblical pottage, soup as our great-great-great-great-etc.-grandmothers stewed it, when soup meant foraged field peas and snails cooked in animal bladders. The mountain refuge’s farro soup tasted of what it was: water, celery, carrot, onion, garlic, rosemary, sage, garbanzos, farro, olive oil. I would have felt ridiculous asking how it was made, though I had the urge. It would have been like asking: How did you toast this bread?


A few months ago, I made farro soup for a friend getting chemotherapy, hoping it would taste to her as it does to me—like a human food that started before us and will outlast most of us, an elixir. The sick friend’s wife wrote me: “What was in that soup?!” Like any preening cook, I volunteered to make more. I did today. I simmered farro in salted water with a bay leaf and star anise. I added cooked garbanzos. In a new pot, I sauteed onion, garlic, carrot, celery, salt, parsley, rosemary, sage, chopped broccoli raab. I added the garbanzos and farro, enough olive oil to lubricate a rusted tractor, and a quart of fresh water. I dropped off several days’ worth. We ate the rest for dinner. “This soup tastes like Italy,” my husband said. It tasted like water, beans, grains, vegetables. Why do we make eating complicated? Here, says Creation: Eat this! What should we say, but: Thank you!



16 Snow cone


How long had it been since I’d tasted snow? Spinning around beside me is a child who hasn’t tasted snow this year. I close my computer. My son suggests we walk through the visible whirl of snow and ice to the warehouse full of antiques down by the water. As we walk, we deduce everything we can about whoever preceded us by their boot prints: an impossibly tall someone with very long legs, very big shoes. An owner of a tiny jittery dog. A misjudged path, cracking ice. Caught behind a fence. We’re trespassing! my son yelps, overjoyed. On the way home he pelts me with snowballs. I am a pacifist, except for when I pretend to retaliate. We run into our neighbors, eight-year-old twins. Seeing all three children, I’m overcome with a sense of purpose. Let’s make snow cones, as many flavors as we can. The twins fantasize about a rainbow. Their mother is past agitation: another snow day another no-work day another day of hearing Mom! every three seconds. I can make a rainbow, I promise. A vat of simple syrup, divided among little pots, each stained a rainbow color: beet for pink, carrot-saffron for orange, turmeric for yellow, parsley for green, blueberry for purple, marshmallow-vanilla for white.


Outside, it darkens. The starlight brightens. The air chills further, from cold to night. We squat outside in front of a big metal bowl full of snow. More neighbors arrive. We swirl pink and marshmallow, blueberry and lemon. This one needs more snow. I want marshmallow with green. Have you tasted it yet? Only eat the top. It’s the best snow.


My jaw hurts from the sugar. We squat and drizzle and scoop and swallow. Icy air. Air as crystal. Thank you, moonlight. Thank you, starlight in a glass. Starlight stained pink. Snow still falling on our noses. Crystals of shaved light, stained blueberry. This is the highlight of the snow day, my son says. This is the highlight, I agree. This is the highlight.



17 Feast on your life


I read Derek Walcott’s poem “Love After Love” this morning. And I knew what it meant. At my door, I see myself as I am, myself in a worn navy wool hat, slightly stoop-shouldered, wrinkle-eyed, a little shiny, a little dim. Hello, I thought. Sit here. I, sitting at a low wooden table, lacquered moss green, gesture to me in the door frame. On the table sits the wine, the bread, the cheese. There’s a fire. It’s earthy and old-fashioned. A little Thomas Hardy, a little Ursula Le Guin. And here I am, with no self-consciousness, but a solid body—solid enough to lay a table and invite myself in, waving myself in from the threshold with a smile. The little mat beneath my feet is the rag kind, woven of discarded cloth. Behind me, the air is rushed and gray. Where I’ve laid the table, though, it’s warm and dim other than the fire. The table is clean, the napkin soft. Will I peel down the mirror image now? I think. After you eat, I tell myself. After you sit and feast.


Wise women say to look in the mirror in poor light without your glasses. I’ve always stayed vigilant. I can’t keep the lights down, I’ve thought. I can’t lay down my glasses. But look: I can. The mirror can be hazy with steam from the kettle, kept at a low boil for more strong tea. Tea all day, till we’re howling and cackling, caffeinated and tumultuous. “They’ll try to give you labels your whole life,” I told my son this morning. “Don’t let them stick. Dodge them. None is of any use.” The mirror? Leave it clouded with steam. Pull out a chair, listening to it scrape the wooden floor. Listen to the clatter of the teaspoon on the porcelain saucer. This is how you treat the self. Wine and bread and cheese, strong tea with cream, enough to smooth the harshness. Go ahead, dip the teaspoon in and out of the honey jar. We’re not saving this for anyone. We’re here to feast.


18




There is nothing better for a person than that they should eat and drink and find enjoyment in their toil.


—Ecclesiastes 2:24





I came upon an insulated mug I’d borrowed from my brother. I was instantly thrown into internal disarray at a good invention— double-wall insulation—pressed into the service of constant productivity. I see my brother, forehead creased with worry lines, rushing the kids into his minivan. Trying to stay cheery. Let’s go, let’s go. Their mother has left for work on a train, earbuds in ears, hair freshly washed and blown dry, hands gripping her own insulated mug as the train lurches and she listens, breathes, sips. The children, squirming in the minivan, have insulated water bottles. I began to silently fume, deploring ingenuity wasted on rushing, on busyness. Then, my neighbor Nena arrived, good smelling and imperturbable, with a firm, white wheel of Harbison cheese. I directed her to the wine. She told a story. I heated beans, stirred polenta, added water and butter. I put a pot of leftover greens, stewed in so much olive oil they were almost solid, on a burner to warm. The young Harbison tasted like cold earth, like branches of a tree. The front door shuddered. Lacey, a friend of a friend, bobbed in, a little bashful but warm. Then, the side door, a friend’s daughter, the father, Nena’s son. The polenta bubbled hard in its dangerous way. The children and I played with a marble run. The beans were finally hot, the greens were sizzling. We scooped our dinners directly out of pots with big ladles: For each a mound of hot buttery polenta, a ladleful of brothy beans, a spoonful of soft greens. One child wants only Parmesan. One can’t bear to depart the marble run. Nena forgot to eat all day, and her serene face, as she spoons and swallows, is affectless, as though self-consciousness has dematerialized and she is just a hunger being fed. Me? I’m steady. The spin has slowed. I’m grateful: for our pots of food, our metal spoons, and all these humans around me, tethers to this life, holding me fast. I hear myself murmuring out loud, “There is nothing better for a person than to eat and drink . . .” Thankfully, no one is listening.



19 Only If




Only if you’re cold


Only if your legs hurt


Only if you’ve run through soft snow wearing spikes on your shoes to keep from slipping


Only if you find yourself seeing yourself in a new light, urging your body to become strong so it can climb higher mountains and ski steeper slopes


Only if tiredness has begun to change into a butterfly


Only if you had, in a pinch, to make something hearty and vegan and cheap


Only if you served leftovers last night


Only if you noticed last night that you could release your grip on what happens next, free it from the form your mind reaches to impose on it, if you laughed enough


Only if you stored the polenta in the same container as the beans


Only if you emptied the container into a little pot and let it simmer while you showered under scalding water to bring blood back into your hands


Only if you ate with a soft cotton hoodie pulled over your wet hair


Only if you’re alone


Only if you pickled the world’s spiciest chilies—ghost peppers and Carolina reapers—labeling them “Actual hellfire.”


Only if all the conditions above are met can you make the soup I’m eating, which is turning me feverish and philosophical and briefly wise. I could say: Cook a big pot of beans. I could say: Make polenta, then stir some into the beans, top it with pickled chilies, and eat it as a soup. I could name it, this idea, this dish. But why? Why do what I just did if your legs don’t hurt, you’re not just out of the woods, having just shaken the snow off your spikes? Why do what I just did when a different set of circumstances face you? I want you to feel the pleasure, the contentment I do, though. I want to write a recipe for Only If and leave blank space


for you to fill in.
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