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I watched as Ida tipped the contents of the bag onto the kitchen table, patting and sweeping the mound of lentils outwards with the blade of her palm towards the edges of the patterned oilcloth.


‘That’s how you see if there are any stones in them,’ Ida explained, and I blushed, wondering whether she was judging me for not knowing.


Seven months pregnant, I’d flown to Rome in the middle of an almost biblical heatwave to give birth to my first child. Avi and I had been living in Jerusalem, and the plan was that I would go ahead to find a hospital in Italy, and he would join me in time for the birth. His mother, Ida, and I hardly knew each other at this point, and a part of me wondered how we were going to get along for the next two months without Avi acting as glue.


Lentils were a winter dish, eaten all over Italy on New Year as an augur of good fortune due to their resemblance to tiny coins, so it seemed strange that we should be preparing them in August. Besides it was too hot to eat; my ribcage ached, and I was finding it increasingly hard to breathe as the baby grew and pressed against my lungs.


Perhaps Ida thought lentils would be nourishing for her grandchild, or else she had a craving for them herself. Later, as I got to know her better, I would discover that years of living alone with nobody to think of but herself meant she would indulge the desire for a dish she hadn’t eaten since childhood, or a sudden compulsion to clean the slats of the venetian blinds in the bathroom at 6 a.m., or fresh bed sheets every day, simply because she enjoyed the sensuousness of ironed cotton against her skin.


That first morning, I remember Ida and I walked to the covered market in via Catania, extra early, in order to avoid the heat, and returned with a waxed paper bag of Castelluccio di Norcia lentils, which are grown on a plateau on the Sibylline mountains in Umbria. To this day, I can picture Ida’s hands, small, plump and almost unlined, with little fingers that curved inwards so that they resembled scoops; the ‘hnnnn’ of satisfaction that escaped her when the last lentil had been swept back into the bag.


We sat for a while in silence, listening to the sounds of the courtyard floating in through the kitchen window, pots banging in sinks, the screech of washing lines being pulled in, the thump of plates on tablecloths. I felt the baby flip and turn, and wondered if this was going to be my life now. Shopping and cooking, mornings spent sifting through lentils.


Then, Ida reached into the pocket of her housecoat. ‘Take this,’ she said, pressing a plain gold band into my hand. ‘For the hospital.’


‘Why?’ I stammered.


‘This is Italy. Doctors won’t respect you if they know you’re unmarried.’


I slid the ring on to my finger, but I didn’t care for how it looked. I had surrendered to the pregnancy with wonder and joy, but there had been losses, too, an indefinable sense that my life as a writer might be over. Instinct told me I needed to hang on to something of my old self before the lines got too blurred. Besides, the Sardinian midwife at the hospital, Rosetta Madau, turned out to be an unmarried mother herself.


‘You’re not to worry about a thing, cocca,’ she said, squeezing my hand, when I told her that my partner would be flying in before my due date.


As she pressed the transducer wand over the hillock of my belly, I caught a flicker of pity in her eyes. She doesn’t believe me. In her mind, I was a poor, delusional inglesina, condemned to giving birth alone and in secret, as it turned out she herself had when she had arrived in Rome as a young girl off the ferry from Cagliari. 


From that moment onwards, Rosetta Madau would telephone the flat in piazza Bologna every few days to ask how I was getting on, or to tell me that the ultrasound machines were free if I wanted to drop by the hospital for a quick scan, or that the phlebotomist would stay on an extra hour at the lab to check my glucose levels. And when Avi did indeed return to Rome for the birth, Rosetta Madau greeted him like a prodigal son.


That summer, I felt as though Ida and I were characters in a Márquez novel as we sat for hours in the darkened sitting room of the flat in piazza Bologna, talking and fanning ourselves with paper fans from the Chinese stall in the market, the wooden shutters, and even the windowpanes, sealed shut against the heat. I probably learned more about my future mother-in-law, and she about me, than if we’d got acquainted in more conventional circumstances. Perhaps, too, the perpetual dusk of that flat in piazza Bologna, the hours and days running into each other as we waited for Avi to return and for the baby to be born, favoured confidences that otherwise might not have been proffered. Who knows? But I no longer felt judged by Ida, and I started to grow fond of her – and she, I hope, of me.


Ida told me about her childhood in Cupramontana, how she left home at sixteen to work at a hospital in an Adriatic coastal town called Porto Potenza, where once or twice a week she would get up before dawn to accompany the fishermen out to sea so they would give her some of their precious catch. How she fell in love with the hospital heartthrob, an émigré Jewish doctor called Bernardo Reichenbach, who was later captured by the Nazis and imprisoned in a Polish concentration camp, but who, after the war, would return to Italy and become her husband.


I’m glad we had that time together, because on 21 November 1994, two months to the day that our daughter, Isotta, was born in Rome’s San Camillo Hospital, Ida Zanni died. While I had been growing a life, it turned out hers had been ebbing away. Clara, Avi’s sister, told me her mother had known that she was sick, though no amount of pleading would convince her to see a specialist.


‘Ci siamo conosciute poco, Isottina,’ – we didn’t know each other long, Ida murmured, as she asked us to lay the baby down beside her on the pillow, and they looked into each other’s dark eyes. Our daughter is a young woman now, who has her grandmother’s hands, as well as those eyes.
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Lentils with Sugo 


(SERVES 6 AS A STARTER, 4 AS A MAIN)


Ingredients


For the lentils


500g small brown lentils


2 carrots, peeled


1 onion, peeled


3 sticks celery


3 cloves garlic


120ml extra virgin olive oil


handful chopped parsley (stalks and leaves apart)


2 bay leaves (fresh or dried)


2 tsp salt 


For the sugo


1 x 400g can Italian peeled plum tomatoes or 500g cherry tomatoes


3 cloves garlic, peeled


90ml extra virgin olive oil


1 tsp salt


Method for the Lentils


Chop the carrot, celery, onion and garlic into tiny half-centimetre pieces, along with the parsley stalks. 


Warm the oil in a heavy-bottomed saucepan and add the chopped vegetables to it, making sure that they soften without browning (this should take at least 10 minutes).


Add 1 litre of cold water and 2 tsp of salt, then tip the lentils into the pan, stir well and cover until they begin to boil.


Turn the heat down to minimum, add the bay leaves and continue to simmer, with the lid on, for at least 45 minutes until the lentils have softened, but not turned mushy (this will depend on the age and variety of lentils, so keep a kettle of boiling water to hand in case all the liquid has been absorbed but the lentils are still tough).


Method for the Sugo


While the lentils are cooking, cut the cherry tomatoes into halves or snip the tinned tomatoes into similar-sized pieces.


Take the largest frying pan you own, add the oil and the whole cloves of garlic and gently heat until the garlic turns a pale gold.


Add the tomatoes and the salt and cook, uncovered, on a medium heat, occasionally mashing with a fork to break up the tomatoes. The sauce is ready when an orange slick of oil rises to the surface. 


Now, add the sauce to the lentils – though if you love, or loathe, tomatoes, you can tweak the proportions or even leave them out altogether. (I personally think that the tomato sugo ‘wakes up’ lentils, which can tip into monasticism if completely unadorned).


Sprinkle each bowl with the chopped parsley leaves, plus a splash of oil, and serve with bread. 












Fifth Avenue
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‘Do you like the kitchen, Papà?’ asked Fiammetta, our ten-year-old, anxiously, as Avi surveyed the narrow-tiled space at the rear of the room. Of our three children, she seemed most to understand what was at stake. Empty juice cartons and crisp packets littered the rickety laminate worktop, while ugly brown smears of tile adhesive were left on the walls where the previous owners had ripped out shelves and appliances.


‘I think I’ll like it better after we’ve cleaned it,’ he replied, smiling, as he pinched her cheek.


The day we got the keys, we brought the children to Fifth Avenue to see the restaurant. But they were not impressed.


‘It smells disgusting,’ said Isotta, our eldest daughter, aged twelve, wrinkling her nose fastidiously as she stepped over the mountain of letters and promotional leaflets that had been pushed through the letterbox.


It was only three o’clock, but outside on Kilburn Lane, it was already getting dark. A man shuffled dismally past in his pyjamas; a bus clanked noisily over a pothole and we all jumped.


Isotta was right: the restaurant reeked of desolation and failure. The walls were painted orange, a colour I recall being briefly fashionable in 1999, while the radiators were picked out in bright turquoise. Seashells and mirrors were glued onto the walls, with garlands of flowers stencilled, rather heartbreakingly, over the doorways. Like us, the previous owners had been a couple with a young family; they’d started off as a Lebanese cafe, then after a few months, an ‘All Day English Breakfast’ sign had appeared ominously (and somewhat confusingly) beside the ‘Halal’ stickers in the window. After less than a year in business, they shut down and, according to local gossip, did a runner without paying the rent.


I knew that for months the new kitchen had existed in Avi’s mind, measured and costed down to the last detail. Looking around the empty restaurant, I pictured it filled with smiling customers enjoying our food; a natural meeting place for local people and their friends. Avi would turn his perfectionism to his advantage; people would come from far and wide to try his hand-rolled pasta. The restaurant would succeed because the alternative was too dreadful to contemplate.


‘What’s that beautiful bird, Mummy?’ asked five-year-old Livio, pointing towards the bus shelter across the road. My heart lurched and I paused with the key in the lock. I knew what the bird was, without turning around. For months I had been scanning the skies for such a sign; today of all days, the keys of the restaurant finally in our hand, the bird had found us.


‘It’s a magpie,’ announced Isotta, blithely.


Slowly, I removed the key and, taking a deep breath, turned to face our bad-luck bird. ‘Actually,’ I said, giddy with relief, ‘it’s two magpies.’


It was my mother who spotted the empty shop from the top deck of the number 6 bus.


The rent was £17,000 per annum, and, crucially, the premises came with a hard to obtain A3 restaurant licence. Aside from that, 167 Fifth Avenue didn’t have much else going for it. Flanked on one side by Kilburn Lane, an unlovely arterial road running right through the Brent–Westminster boundary, and on the other by the Avenues, an area of small dwellings adjacent to the notorious Mozart Estate, there was no high street, and no passing trade, unless you included the comings and goings from the crack house run by a police informer called Bunny, which operated with seeming impunity from a maisonette across the road.


The little purple corner shop was one of the few remaining commercial premises in the Queen’s Park Estate, a conservation area built by the Artizans, Labourers & General Dwellings Company in 1876. Acquiring the lease on a shop so close to home would allow us to find our feet as restaurateurs in an area where we had lived for almost fifteen years, where we had put down proper roots, and where we were on friendly terms with many of our neighbours. Even though the location wasn’t ideal, surely the fact that we were familiar faces in the neighbourhood had to count for something?


But, on the day we were due to sign the contract, the owner suddenly pulled out. No longer interested in finding a tenant for the shop, he had decided to put the entire building on the market. The estate agent must have told him how invested we were in Fifth Avenue, planting the idea in his mind that if he pushed us hard enough, it would be an opportunity once and for all to offload a sub-par property that had proved difficult to let. Avi, sensing – rightly, as it turned out – that we were being played, wanted to walk away. It was only my own obduracy, an almost mystical conviction that this little shop was destined to be ours, that convinced him we should try and raise the funds to buy it.


Now I ask myself, who in their right minds would do that? Borrow half a million pounds in the belief that their nascent business (a business that neither they nor their partner knew the first thing about) was contingent upon acquiring an abandoned corner shop on the edge of an estate? To be fair, we’d gone through the motions of looking at other premises, but after a few desultory viewings – one in Stoke Newington, a couple in Maida Vale, one on the Grand Union Canal – we kept returning to Fifth Avenue. And because, in any case, the entire madcap scheme was predicated on a kind of magical thinking, taking on all that debt didn’t seem any more risky than believing we had a chance of succeeding as restaurateurs in a city where nineteen out of twenty food businesses folded in their first year.


It took our financial advisor half a year to help us raise the cash: a further advance of £240,000 on our domestic mortgage, and another £280,000 in the form of a commercial loan. Deadlines came and went, while the ‘Sold – subject to contract’ sign mocked me each time I passed the shop. ‘Have you got the restaurant yet?’ the children would ask us hopefully each time we were informed that yet another ‘loose end’ needed to be tied up.


Then, on 18 December 2006, after an entirely predicted eleventh-hour price hike by the vendor (followed almost at once by the agent’s shady offer to make up some of the shortfall himself, thus confirming our suspicions that the two of them had been in cahoots all along), we drove to our solicitor’s office in Richmond to sign the papers, and 167 Fifth Avenue was finally ours.


Avi and I hadn’t been idle during this time. Various builders had come to quote us for the work on the shop, and we had spent every evening making lists and poring over the Nisbets catalogue, the restaurateur’s bible, circling the kitchen equipment we had been told we needed, all the accoutrements of the strange new life we were about to enter.


One of those builders, a dapper Iranian man called Victor, who wore Italian suits with the label still stitched on the sleeve and a diamond stud in his ear, took us to an industrial estate in Neasden which he promised us would be 50 per cent cheaper than anything in the Nisbets catalogue. We met up with him in the midst of a downpour in the car park of a McDonald’s in Wembley, and followed his Porsche Boxster through a series of backstreets until we reached the estate. Picking his way through the mud and puddles in his nubuck snaffle loafers, Victor led us into a hangar piled to the rafters with reconditioned kitchen equipment.


‘Where does all this stuff come from?’ I asked, looking around me at a caterers’ graveyard of dented stockpots, modular wire shelves stacked with utensils, deep-fat fryers, extractors, food processors, glassware, and row after row of rectangular stainless-steel containers with lids that we learned were called gastronorms.


‘Bad businesses,’ shrugged Victor.


Some of the equipment looked almost new, and I wondered how long it had taken those restaurateurs to concede that it was Game Over. Had they been amateurs like us, or had they just been really unlucky? Standing in that freezing hangar, listening to raindrops clattering like pebbles onto the corrugated-tin roof, I was overcome by tiredness.


I want to return to my world, I remember thinking, pierced by a sudden longing for the children, for afternoons at my desk, for conversations with people who cared about books. But that life no longer existed. The shop was ours, and for each day we were closed, we were paying £100 in interest alone.


Of all the things that used to keep me awake in the months leading up to our opening, the most obvious – would we make a success of it? – was never on the list. Instead, I used to dream about masked men rampaging through the dining room, snatching wallets and jewellery off our customers in the manner of New York ‘wildings’, or nightmares about handing over my children to strangers at train stations (obviously displaced guilt about no longer being a stay-at-home mother). Feel the fear and do it anyway, I would mutter each time the panic threatened to engulf me.


We always knew we’d open a restaurant. Apparently, Avi had talked about it since he was a small boy, but it wasn’t until he was made redundant from his detested job in IT that we knew our time had come. Then, with stunning serendipity, a pretty Grade II-listed corner shop came up for rent just one street away from our house in Queen’s Park. I would invent reasons to take a detour past the empty shop, and stand on the pavement, peering through the dusty windows at the peeling orange and turquoise walls, the post piling up on the mat, the broken office chair tipped over on the floor.


But what I would see was the restaurant that was meant to be there: our restaurant, the one that had existed in my head all those years. Starched linen curtains, white tablecloths, wood panelling, a jumble of paintings and posters on the walls. So that when the word ‘Ida’ was hand-painted in cursive script above the door, I sighed with pleasure, almost as though the building had finally been restored to its rightful owners.


If someone had warned us, ‘Look, this is how it’s going to be from now on’ – the brutal tiredness which, on my first Sunday off, would find me asleep on the sofa with a ‘We love you, Mummy’ note slipped between my fingers, Avi waking up at 4 a.m. to go to Smithfield Market just three hours after locking up – I think the fear of not coping would have paralysed us. Instead, we hit the ground running, because being unworldly was a luxury we could no longer afford ourselves.


‘But, Mummy, how will you resist with two jobs?’ frowned Livio, translating, literally, from the Italian resistere, meaning ‘to cope’. He had painted ‘Enjoy your Food’ in the middle of his canvas in sloping red letters, and was now picking out the background in green.


It was half term, and we had bought art materials for the three children to keep them occupied while we worked on the restaurant. Canvases, brushes, acrylics and oil paints, and a box of gouache crayons.


Isotta’s eccentric pen and ink watercolour of the shopfront, all crooked walls and pillars, would become our logo, while Fiammetta’s two melancholy lions, the girl-lion with a bow and spotty pink background, the boy-lion with his Afro mane, our ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gents’ signs.


‘Which two jobs?’ I replied, pausing from my task, which was staining the wall panels with a mixture of boot polish, linseed oil and wax. The tips of my latex gloves had split, so that my hands now resembled coal miners’, and I wondered whether I would ever get the stain out from under my nails.


‘Your writing is one job, and the restaurant is your other job,’ said Livio, counting them out, patiently, on chubby, paint-stained fingers.


‘Actually, I have three jobs. What about being a mother to you lot?’ I replied lightly, feeling the familiar tightness around my cheeks, a sick fluttering in my chest which would jolt me awake at night. I still hadn’t found someone to look after the children when I was at the restaurant, and for weeks, my novel had lain untouched on my desk. Not even when they were babies had I felt so detached from my life as a writer.


‘Mummy, we’re not your job, we’re your family,’ said Fiammetta, reproachfully.


Out on Kilburn Lane, I could hear disembodied snatches of conversation as people got off the bus and stopped to peer through a gap in the brown paper lining the windows of the restaurant. There was something safe and womb-like about the five of us enclosed in that liminal space, half-restaurant, half-living room, painting and listening to music and eating meals cooked by Avi on our new six-burner range, and I wished that I could still time so that our lives could stay like that forever.


Yet, in spite of my nerves, I was excited, too, about the opening. The walls had been painted a pretty, chalky yellow, and the floor in the storeroom had been tiled. The tables had been stained a dark oak to match the panelling, and the job lot of pictures I had bought on the Portobello Road, including a bizarre 3-foot-long framed cross-stitch reproduction of The Rokeby Venus by Velázquez, was stacked against the wall, waiting to be hung. Our chef, Cristina, was due to arrive from Italy at the end of the week, and she would be helping us with the decorating, and working with Avi on the menus until we were ready to open our doors.


Each morning, as I let myself into the shop, I would be greeted by Mustapha, the elderly decorator who was sanding down the window frames outside in readiness for varnishing. ‘Welcome, sister,’ he would say, smiling and blinking sawdust out of his eyelashes. He was out there on his ladder in all weathers, sometimes putting in ten-hour days, even when it was raining, and when I asked Jacques, the builder who was managing the project, why he never took a day off, he told me that Mustapha had a large family to support in Lebanon, and that he could earn more working three months in the UK than he could during a year back home.


That Christmas, it snowed. Soon the pavements turned to slush, and by four o’clock Kilburn Lane was dark and deserted, yet Mustapha was still there in his fingerless gloves and knitted hat rolled high above his ears. When the shops opened on Boxing Day, we walked down to the Woolworths on the Portobello Road and bought a white, unbranded plastic kettle for him, as well as instant coffee and sugar so that at least he could make himself a hot drink. Interestingly, that cheap kettle outlasted at least three brushed-steel, top-of-the-range models at home, and for over ten years was in constant use in the kitchen at the restaurant, handy for quick top-ups to the pasta boiler when the water level got too low, or for soaking Parmesan-encrusted pans.


Five-year-old Livio was obsessed with that kettle, as well as by the exoticism of instant coffee, which he had never seen before. One Sunday, when the extractor was being fitted, we held a big family lunch in the restaurant, during which Livio and his cousin, Mimosa, made prank calls from the scuzzy phone box out on Kilburn Lane, and took running jumps up onto the restaurant wall so they could peer in through the kitchen window. After lunch, Avi cut windows into the cardboard box the extractor had arrived in, as well as a door that swung open, and they fashioned pillows and blankets for themselves out of bubble wrap and blocks of polystyrene. When the meal was over, Livio ceremoniously prepared Nescafé for each one of the adults, and cups of sweetened milk for him and Mimosa. Somehow, the usual rules about danger and hot water and sugar had been relaxed; he was now the child of restaurateurs and, as such, he took his hosting duties seriously.


167 Fifth Avenue had originally been two shops: the dining room, a greengrocer, and the small kitchen a sweet shop where the owner used to sell soft-serve ice cream from a hatch in the window. Aware of the many limitations of the space, and the fact that he would be cooking alongside professional chefs, Avi had designed the workflow based on what is known as the ‘golden triangle’, a means of maximising efficiency in commercial kitchens which has remained virtually unchanged since the 1940s. The idea is to have three areas – food prep, cooking and serving, and washing-up – with each side of the triangle measuring 4–9 feet, and no major kitchen traffic flowing through the centre.


The decoration of the dining room, he had left entirely to me. Without knowing the first thing about the psychology of restaurants, nor how commercial interior design differed from domestic, all I knew is what I liked and what I didn’t like. I didn’t like harsh lighting, matchy-matchy decor, traditional colour schemes, nor anything indefinable and chilly in the atmosphere. But nor did I like sticky surfaces, dust in corners, chipped crockery, or anything that was knowingly ‘quirky’. It might have been presumption on my part, but the fact that I consulted nobody meant that there was none of the decor-by-numbers that you often sense in gastropubs and chain restaurants: antique books bought, unseen, by the yard; reproduction furniture with ready-made wormholes bored into the wood, a dreary sameness in the aesthetic.


Never before had I been tasked with decorating a space entirely to my liking, but I didn’t let it go to my head, nor did I fall into the trap of thinking of my budget as Monopoly money. Aware of the £100 a day in interest trickling away on the loans (which didn’t include paying for the building works or equipment, nor interim living expenses for our family) I tried to be as frugal as possible with the interior. Proper restaurant Bentwood chairs cost anything from £100 to £200 each, so I found a job lot of fifty old pub chairs in a reclamation yard which came in at under £10 each. The fabric covering the seats was not to my taste but I liked the fact that they were not part of a set, ranging from church chairs with bible boxes to Victorian captain’s chairs with turned legs, bowed-back carvers, even a spindle-back Windsor chair in polished elmwood. Once I had paid the owner in cash, he agreed to hold on to the chairs in his lockup until we had finished decorating.


They were delivered to the restaurant on the same day that a policeman dropped by to introduce himself and welcome us to the neighbourhood (as well as warn us, darkly, that it was just a matter of time before we were robbed). A completely atavistic panic had overcome all of us at the sight of the policeman in his uniform; some ancient, Mediterranean distrust of authority, even though I had grown up in this country and, as far as we knew, we were up to date with all our permits and licences. We offered him a cappuccino and a slice of Cristina’s torta della nonna, and he was just getting up to leave when a van pulled up and stopped outside the restaurant.


Moments later, the owner of the reclamation yard rapped on the glass, and as we unlocked the door, he caught sight of the policeman drinking his coffee by the counter. The two men stared at each other with what I can only describe as an animal recognition. If they’d had pelts, they would have puffed up and stood on end at this point (a phenomenon known as piloerection, a hormone cascade causing the tiny muscles at the base of each hair to contract, lifting the fur away from the body). It was obvious that in the past their paths had crossed, probably not in the most felicitous of circumstances, and the owner of the reclamation yard was probably bitterly regretting the day I had walked into his shop.


Dumping the chairs unceremoniously onto the pavement, he jumped back in his van and screeched off down Kilburn Lane in a cloud of black smoke.


Sometimes, in those last few days before the opening, I would sit alone in the empty restaurant and look around me, listening to the stutter and rumble of the counter fridge and the thump of footsteps on the ceiling from the flat above. The shop’s eight ceilingheight windows meant that the dining room was flooded with light, even when the sky outside was overcast, while in the evenings, standing behind the counter, you could glimpse the ghostly branches of a silver birch tree swaying in the sodium haze of a streetlamp.


The space was possessed of a singular energy, and now that it was clean and painted and the walls were filled with pictures, I wondered whether I had been able to sense that energy when I’d first fallen in love with Fifth Avenue. But, at the same time, I was haunted by the story of the owners before us who had done a runner, afraid that their naivety as restaurateurs might be contagious, that the very fabric of our restaurant was redolent of their failure. What made us believe that a few white tablecloths and a new sign above the door would be enough to cancel out the building’s bad juju?


Cautiously, I allowed myself to hope that the opposite might in fact be true. That sufficient good karma had been laid down over the years by all the previous incumbents of 167 Fifth Avenue, including the greengrocer, Neil, who still had bedding plants and sacks of potatoes out on the pavement when we moved into the area in 1996, and about whom several of the older residents of the Estate still talked with fondness.


Once you took luck and superstition out of the equation, like everything else in life, Ida’s success would be down to us.


Unbeknownst to us, the neighbourhood had been watching as we beavered away behind our brown-paper-covered windows. Almost at once, our reservations book became a sea of black ink, and we had to quickly hire a sous chef to help Avi and Cristina out in the kitchen.


Haven’t you lot got homes to go to? I would think to myself as I watched groups of well-dressed people traipsing down Kilburn Lane towards the restaurant. Jog on, now, why don’t you, I used to mutter as they drew nearer, willing them not to stop outside our door. It was utterly perverse, I can see that now, but it was the tiredness speaking – that and my terror of getting things wrong. I was grateful for our guests’ custom, of course I was, grateful and astonished, but nothing could have prepared me for the reality of serving forty people in one evening. The effort it took to make sure that things ran smoothly, that nobody guessed how close we were to crashing.


We had been trading for less than a week when we received a booking from Rick Perry, the Governor of  Texas, and his entourage. The visit came about through a friend’s brother, who worked at the gubernatorial mansion in Austin, asking if the governor could take over Ida for a private dinner from 5 to 7 p.m. We were hardly even a restaurant at that point; all we had under our belts was a series of soft openings for friends and family, plus a couple of evenings of regular service.


Nevertheless, we turned the sign on the door over to ‘Closed’ and pulled a few tables together to form a tavolata, so that Ida looked like a dining room in someone’s house, rather than a restaurant. I remember a great weariness overcame me as I kissed the children goodnight and handed them over to my mother: the realisation that this was my life, now.


Ida wasn’t my home, but it might as well have been, as it was where I would be spending that evening and most of my waking hours.


What’s in it for me? I remember thinking with a stab of self-pity, as I stood by the double doors, watching the three of them walk up Fifth Avenue in their school uniforms, wondering what they were talking about with their grandmother, whether there was anything in the fridge at home for their packed lunches the next day.


That evening with the Governor of Texas encapsulated the strangeness and unpredictability of our new lives as restaurateurs. Bodyguards in dark glasses, calling me ‘Ma’am’ as they stood in the evening sunshine, eating Cornettos and leaning against the armoured car with blacked-out windows that was parked on Fifth Avenue (and whose presence probably went some way towards establishing our credentials in the neighbourhood), while I – simultaneously guest and host, but ultimately, neither – worried about the children’s homework and bedtime, and the new babysitter who would be preparing their supper.


Brutal tiredness had given way to an adrenaline-fuelled high; we were both surviving on less than six hours’ sleep a night, and Avi had lost at least a stone (mysteriously, I hadn’t).


The children, whom I’d worried so much about neglecting, were enjoying early suppers at the restaurant and a chance to catch up with their father, while each in their own way was excited at seeing the project evolve.


To my surprise, I found I was temperamentally suited to being a restaurateur. Unlike social gatherings, which often filled me with anxiety, I never felt shy at Ida. Not because it was my place and I was the one calling the shots, but because any interaction between owner and customer by its very nature had to be short. You couldn’t just plonk yourself down at a table and join in the conversation – though I’m embarrassed to say, a couple of times, forgetting where I was, I did do exactly that. And while extricating oneself from tiresome guests at parties required tact and timing, at Ida, there was always the tinkle of the bell at the pass to summon me away.


Like Livio, I’d been fretting about how I was going to resist being a writer and a restaurateur, concerned that my two worlds – the literary, and Ida – were not only mutually exclusive, but, to some extent, inimical to each other. But, as the months passed, I realised that having a restaurant was actually enriching my life as a writer. Just as when the children were small and I grew adept at carving out little windows of time at my desk when they were asleep or at nursery, I would return home from Ida, sometimes in the early hours of the morning, and write down scraps of overheard conversations, telegraphic vignettes of my own interactions with customers and our staff. 


Night after night I was the omniscient narrator of a continually evolving drama. Stories overlaying each other until, like découpage, they could no longer be teased apart. Privileged enough to be observing human nature in all its forms, I was also learning valuable skills, such as how to talk to people when they were hungry or upset, or manage the dozens of separate moving parts that made it all work.


I began to understand that stories unfolded in restaurants because each candlelit island was a tabletop theatre in miniature. People didn’t behave in the same way in restaurants as they did at home; there was no such thing as going out to eat in a neutral frame of mind. Customers walked through the doors of a restaurant already carrying an invisible charge which could be either detonated or becalmed by the food and the surroundings.


We wanted to make Ida feel like dining at someone’s house, but occasionally guests would abuse our hospitality in the way that revellers inexplicably decide to trash a house party. In those early days we had customers sitting back on their seats with their feet propped up on the pillars, scuffing the paintwork, and a group of lawyers who got so drunk that one of them body-surfed along the table – not to mention the woman who loudly informed the dining room that she was going to break up with her boyfriend (who at that moment was in the toilet, and whose birthday cake we were about to bring out) ‘Because he’s LOUSY IN BED!’


Sometimes, the atmosphere in Ida felt like a tinderbox; it took the tiniest of sparks for the twist of rag to catch. It might begin with a group arriving drunk and rowdy from the pub, faces flushed, their voices roaring through the room like flames up a chimney. Soon, the tables around them would begin to shout in order to be heard above the din, then people would start getting careless, clumsy. A chair would fall onto the tiled floor with a crack, briefly startling the room into silence, but then the noise would merely intensify, someone would break a glass, or knock over their oil candle and set a napkin on fire, and the only way to end it was by turning up the lights and asking everyone to leave.


I liked the fact that the atmosphere in Ida wasn’t set in stone, that it was something alchemical, mutable. But there was no getting away from the fact that I sometimes got things wrong. Waiting a fraction of a second too long before intervening. Cravenly prioritising people having a good time above piloting the evening with a steady hand so that things didn’t get out of control in the first place. And the fear of intruders never left me.


Then, one Saturday night, we heard gunshots. People screamed, then the room fell silent. Here it was, the bad thing I had been waiting for. All those dreams I’d had about New York wildings, the policeman warning us we would be robbed. I looked around at the diners who had come out that evening to have a good time, and I felt sorry that it was I who had lured them into this trap. Ida felt entirely undefended by all those windows, a brightly lit cube in a sea of darkness.


Then, smelling burning, I looked down at the floor and noticed a spent firecracker smouldering on the doormat. Someone must have posted it through the letterbox – kids, probably. Through the window, I could make out a gaggle of boys running down Kilburn Lane, bouncing against each other as they ran, something gleeful, demonic, about their energy, their feet scarcely touching the ground so that it looked as though they were flying. Maybe they would be back; maybe the firecracker was a one-off. Who knew. But, for a moment at least, I felt at peace with that, and I realised that something in me had hardened: I had become a restaurateur.
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Ragù Marchigiano


(SERVES 12)


A note before you begin: the recipe calls for a mixture of minced beef and pork, plus chopped chicken hearts and gizzards. Should any of these ingredients prove difficult to source, 100% minced beef or 100% minced pork also works, though it is no longer a ragù Marchigiano at this point. Finally, the recipe serves 12, but the ragù lasts for at least 5 days in the fridge in a sealed container, and also freezes well. Ida used to make Uova Affogate, i.e ‘drowned’ eggs with her leftover ragù, breaking the eggs into a pan of warmed ragù and covering it with a lid until they were poached.


Ingredients


1kg meat, ideally in the following proportions:


600g coarsely ground beef (not less than 5% fat)


200g minced pork (Italian plain 100% pork sausages could make up part of this, or even entirely replace the minced pork)


100g gizzards, cut into 1cm cubes (ask your butcher to clean them, and check for yellow membrane or fragments of grain or stones, which must be removed)


100g chicken hearts, cut into quarters


2 medium carrots, peeled


4 sticks celery


2 medium onions, peeled


2 cloves garlic, peeled


2 fresh bay leaves


150g tomato purée


800g blitzed tinned plum tomatoes (or passata)


500ml red wine


salt and pepper


200ml extra virgin olive oil


Method


Cut the carrots, celery and onion into approximately half-centimetre dice, known in Italian as soffritto.


Pour the oil into a heavy-bottomed pot with a capacity of at least 8 litres, the wider the better.


Add the chopped vegetables, bay leaves and the whole garlic cloves.


Cook at medium heat for around 15 minutes, making sure that the soffritto doesn’t brown, stirring every now and then with a wooden spatula.


Add the chopped gizzards and hearts. Turn up the heat and cook for around 10 minutes, making sure they don’t stick or burn.


Add 10 twists of ground pepper or around 2 level tsp of pre-ground pepper.


Add the minced pork and beef and break up with the wooden spatula or a large whisk, alternately thumping and stirring so as not to ‘purée’ the meat.


Cook for a further 10 minutes, regularly checking for clumps, and that the meat is colouring in a uniform manner. 


When you can hear it sizzle and you can feel it beginning to catch, this means that most of the liquid has evaporated. At this point, add the wine and stir, scraping any residue from the bottom of the pan.


When you no longer smell the alcohol in the wine, add 4 level tsp of salt, as well as the tomato purée and stir constantly, until fully amalgamated, for 3 or 4 minutes.


Add the blitzed tinned tomatoes or passata, and stir.


Wait for it to boil, turn down the heat and cover so that it barely simmers.


Use a heat diffuser if you have one, or, alternatively, you could place the ragù directly on top of a large iron frying pan, which will prevent it from burning.


Cook for at least 2 hours, stirring occasionally.


The ragù is ready when you see reddish slicks of oil floating on the surface.










Cupramontana
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They were artists of the kitchen, the Zannis, who spoke ‘food’ as though it were a real language. When Avi returned to Rome for Isotta’s birth, Ida, who hadn’t seen her son for almost a year, spent a week planning his homecoming lunch, with endless trips to the market in via Catania to buy ingredients and breaking up the prep time into manageable tasks, only to change her mind on the morning of Avi’s arrival, because she realised that it was Friday, so it should be fish.


Cooking, for the Zannis, was never humdrum or banal. For all of them, it was a profoundly expressive medium which acted as a conduit to their past in Cupramontana. The family were neither gluttons nor show-offs in the kitchen, cooking was never about class or ostentation, and nor did they save their great meals for special occasions. Sometimes it would be Dover sole and spaghetti alle vongole, even if it wasn’t Friday, just because you were coming to lunch, and they knew you were partial to them.


Like Talmudic scholars of their kitchens, the process of cooking interested them as much as the result: how you coaxed your ingredients from one stage to the next, how some elements remained fixed, while others were transformed. And they loved endlessly arguing and reminiscing and learning new tricks from each other.


The siblings learned to cook by watching their mother and aunts in the kitchen. Avi, by virtue of being the youngest (and the boy), was allowed to remain an observer, while Clara, even from the age of three, was given small tasks in order to lighten the load of the women. Both Avi and Clara acknowledge the tremendous culinary debt they owe Ida and her sisters, Bruna and Peppa, and though, sadly, nobody from that generation is still alive, they will often reminisce about each of the Zanni girls’ speciality, or piatto forte.


Ida’s family in Cupramontana had known real hardship. In 1926, the children’s father, Agostino Zanni, died suddenly at the age of only thirty-three. A socialist who had refused to join Mussolini’s Fascist Party, he had been forced several times to go into hiding in safe houses around the Marche, until one day he was chased by fascists, and thrown off his horse.


Overnight, their mother, Adelina, became a widow, with three children to provide for and a fourth on the way. With no means of support (and denied a widow’s pension because neither she nor her late husband had been Party members) she became that most pathetic of figures, a poveraccia, literally a ‘poor thing’, though she eventually became a master setarola, or silk weaver, leaving the girls – Ida in particular – to run the house.


Ever resourceful, and sharp as a tack, little Ida devised a way of supplementing the family’s resources by doing the schoolwork of her peasant classmates in return for vegetables, eggs, wild pigeons and the occasional chicken. That chicken would feed the family for a week, either as a soup, brodo di pollo, with tiny pasta shapes or passatelli, noodles made of stale bread, eggs and Parmesan; or else it would be taken to the local baker, who would cook the entire town’s roasts in the embers of his cavernous, wood-burning oven.


And when her homework skills were not required during the school’s three-month summer recess, Ida set up a little theatre in the square and charged an admission fee to the townspeople of Cupramontana.


Peppa, the eldest, was unmarried, and although she was rather fat by the time Clara and Avi were born, she had been a willowy beauty in her youth, and crowned ‘Miss Cupramontana’ in the town’s beauty pageant. Much of her childhood had been spent in TB sanatoriums in northern Italy, which is why her cooking style was the most rich and opulent out of the three sisters. Clara remembers the freshly laundered smell of Peppa’s table in Rome, with its cut-glass vases of flowers which it was her job to arrange, the perfectly aligned place settings, and the many lunches which would end with her legendary zuppa inglese, a dessert similar to trifle, made with fresh egg custard and sponge fingers dipped in a scarlet liqueur called Alchermes, which, until recently, like Campari, derived its colour from ground cochineal beetles.


Ida’s food, on the other hand, was characterised by precision and refinement; she was a fastidious cook (and eater), and anything greasy or over-seasoned turned her stomach. Her good fortune – but also her curse – was to have been raised eating exclusively fresh, seasonal produce grown in and around Cupramontana, supplemented by whatever she caught with her fisherman friends in Porto Potenza. This meant that when Ida, her husband and little Clara moved to Israel in 1952, she struggled to eat the tinned rations provided to new immigrants. As a result, she grew dangerously malnourished and almost lost her life giving birth to Avi.


What saved Ida was her resourcefulness; whilst remaining intensely heartsick for Italy, she eventually adapted to her new life in Israel, and would go down to the docks to buy contraband Parmesan and prosciutto from the sailors so that she could cook the food that reminded her of home. And of course there was the fresh pasta she would prepare almost daily with local eggs and flour on her kitchen table in Haifa (tagliatelle, which, according to Clara, were neither too thick nor too thin, each one precisely 7mm wide and 25cm long) a culinary patrimony that she was able to pass on to both of her children, and which, sixty years later, would find its most enduring expression in a west London trattoria bearing her name.


Finally, the youngest sister, Bruna, was the most traditionally Marchigiana of the three. The only one never to have left Cupramontana, she was thrifty and inventive, often travelling out into the countryside to buy rabbits and pigeons from the farmers, which she would turn into a feast. She also cooked pulses, pasta e fagioli, lentils and chickpeas, as well as vegetables from her garden which she dressed, simply, with a little olive oil and lemon. Her speciality was lamb intestines, which Ida loved so much that she would ‘pre-order’ them in advance of any visit to Cupramontana. 


Avi mostly resembles his mother in the way he cooks. He likes to think and plan, rarely takes shortcuts, and would rather starve than eat junk food. He loathes pressure, hence his role as Ida’s éminence grise, (creating recipes, brainstorming with the chefs and preserving his mother’s legacy) rather than being at the stove, where he struggles with the brutal pace of service. And yet his dishes, when he cooks, either at home or Sunday lunches at the restaurant, taste like soul food, no matter where in the world you’re from or what you grew up eating. Even after almost thirty years of living together, Avi’s cooking is capable of bringing tears to my eyes, and not just of gratitude.


The truth is that food has been a source of conflict in our marriage, as well as one of pleasure. At times, I have felt in servitude to a set of values I had thrust upon me because the person I married couldn’t conceive of any other way to live. And of course running a restaurant has merely amplified every single difference in our attitudes towards food. While we have always enjoyed travelling and discovering new cuisines and restaurants together, as a time-poor writer, translator and mother of three, there were occasions, especially when the children were small, where I felt it was more important to get a simple meal on the table, rather than risk getting into ‘hangry’ territory by insisting on a feast. I didn’t think mealtimes were a hill worth dying on, whereas for Avi, there was no point in eating anything that wasn’t fresh, delicious and cooked from scratch.


No matter how many times Avi and I argued about this – and we argued a lot – I never forgot how privileged I was to live with someone who was such a good cook, and I was grateful that, as they were growing up, our three children weren’t fobbed off with nursery food while we ate the good stuff.


Yet, at the risk of sounding spoiled, the downside of marrying into a family like Avi’s is that there is never the option of a beans-on-toast supper in our house. We only holiday in places with functional kitchens, never hotels, and meals at home are often frustratingly late. But time and time again I forgive him, because it’s as if the best part of Avi goes into the food he cooks, something generous and giving, which he might otherwise find difficult to express. Even if it is just a handful of garlic-fried cherry tomatoes tossed with spaghetti, they will have been coaxed into yielding every ounce of their flavour and becoming the very thing you crave at that moment. And of course, Ida would never have become the restaurant that it is without Avi gently steering our chefs away from the lure of foams, jus and witty deconstructions, as well as all the tiny dishonesties which can creep into kitchen life.


Clara, on the other hand, thrives on chaos, improvisation and a full house. When she is deciding what to make for supper, it is my belief she does a mental headcount of guests who may or may not pop by, and factors them in when planning her menu. Although, officially, hers is a household of three, I have regularly sat around her table with at least fifteen people, many of whom were last-minute additions, and none of whom went home hungry. Clara’s kitchen, indeed her whole cooking style, reminds me of the Button Soup folk tale I used to read my children when they were small. A stranger turns up with a button in his pocket, and convinces the people of the village that it possesses the magic power to turn hot water into soup. As long as they provide him with fire and a pot, then he will make the best broth they have ever tasted. One villager is persuaded to hand over a little salt, another some pepper, another a bone, until by dint of the man’s charismatic personality, he has managed to fill the pan with all the makings of a delicious meal.
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