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PRELUDE: THE CRAVING

I could embellish the story and write that I was just pulling a pair of crusty French baguettes out of the oven the fall afternoon of the momentous phone call. I like that image. But then how could you trust me? The unadorned truth is that I was more likely mashing an excess of Hellmann’s mayonnaise and a jot of Dijon mustard into some canned tuna (I won’t pretend I made my own mayonnaise, either). It was Clay Felker, asking me to be the restaurant critic for his infant New York magazine, just launched a few months earlier, in April 1968, and already provoking major buzz.

Me as a restaurant critic. I was taken by surprise . . . and, for a rare moment, didn’t know quite what to say. (I almost always have something to say, even if I haven’t a clue what I’m talking about. Not an admirable habit but apparently incurable.) Of course I planned to write for New York. It was new and brash, with an impressive stable of contributing editors that included Tom Wolfe, Jimmy Breslin, Gloria Steinem, Peter Maas, Harold Clurman, Barbara Goldsmith, Nicholas Pileggi, Jill Krementz, Albert Goldman, and Dick Schaap. There was no magazine anywhere like it. It was the talk of the town.

“I’d love to write for you,” I told Clay. “Once you start paying reasonable fees.” I was earning major money freelancing for Ladies’ Home Journal, McCall’s, and Cosmopolitan. “How the World’s Great Beauties Stay Beautiful,” “How America Lives: The Woman with Seven Houses” (Marylou Whitney, of course . . . how America lives indeed). The word was that everyone at New York, star writers and unknowns alike, would be paid the same puny three hundred dollars an article till the magazine began to make money.

Eventually, I thought, I might want to write about food and restaurants, or almost anything. I’d written a long, juicy play-by-play for Clay Felker on Henri Soulé reopening La Côte Basque a few years earlier, when New York was the Sunday magazine of the ill-fated Herald Tribune. It was full of dish, like Soulé’s despair when fate gave Pat Nixon a luscious-looking fillet of striped bass that had apparently gasped its last breath in a gasoline wake. So, clearly that’s where Clay’s inspiration was coming from.

But to be the restaurant critic . . . in direct competition with the Great God Craig Claiborne. How reckless of Clay to nominate me as a candidate to brandish my fork in that world.

“What would you tell people my credentials are?” I asked.

“Well, aren’t you a food person?”

James Beard was a food person. Julia Child, my friend Paula Wolfert. I’m not normally one to sell myself short, but this would be serious exposure. I was just someone who followed Craig Claiborne’s trail in search of gastronomic epiphany. I was a cook. I’d taken a cooking class and learned to make pasta from scratch. “Well, I’ve eaten around,” I conceded. “But I can’t afford to write more than two or three times a year for a three-hundred-dollar fee.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Clay. “Dozens of people are begging to be New York’s restaurant critic so they can charge all their meals to us.”

Blinding lightbulbs exploded. Suddenly, it was all so clear. I could order from the right side of the menu instead of from the left as I’d always done (the dutiful daughter, the compassionate date, the penny-pinching wife). So I said “Yes” quickly, before my doubts could erode his confidence.

“We have to do it like Craig Claiborne does at the Times,” I said. “Anonymously. I’ll have to eat a minimum of three times before judging a restaurant—with friends—like he does. And pay the check.”

“Of course,” said Clay. “Of course.”

My husband, then an editor at the New York Times, was thrilled for me—and for our budget. Don Forst and I were a folie à deux of passionate foodies. We’d been saving our money to eat in all the great restaurants, skipping dessert, sharing an appetizer, braving the haughty maître d’s and the withering sommeliers as we thriftily ordered half a bottle of wine. We’d taken a ridiculously circuitous detour to France from Italy to be buttered up and become deliciously sloshed at the fabled La Pyramide—the Michelin three-star sacred to the late, great Fernand Point—because Don’s best friend said it was worth any detour. What did I know? I’d read Blue Trout and Black Truffles, by Joseph Wechsberg, and found myself inhabited by exotic cravings. And we’d gone back to France the next year, having died and then risen to heaven in a small two-star inn off the autoroute near Lyon, where a chef named Alain Chapel was cooking his heart out to win that third Michelin boutonniere. I’d bravely ordered the famous gâteau de foies blonds, the gossamer blond livers, and the challenging calf’s ear. Indeed, now that I thought about it from the perspective of Clay’s vision, my whole life had been leading up to this unforeseen, unimaginable moment.

Where should I start? I wondered. What restaurant would I celebrate or riddle with ridicule first? Would anyone trust me? What horrible arrows of innuendo were my betters going to shoot behind my back? I could almost hear Craig’s soft drawl of derision: “I took her to lunch once and now she thinks she’s a restaurant critic.”

In the days before professional gossipists multiplied like gerbils, Women’s Wear Daily’s “Eye” saw all and spilled all. Publisher John Fair-child’s irreverent focus on social X rays—designers on dawn disco patrol, working-class beauties who married up, and their hangouts—had transformed the Fairchild family’s dowdy little garment-business rag. He skewered the designers who displeased him, put slashing black lines through anyone he deemed a fashion victim, and documented the in and out of Manhattan dining mercilessly.

Having grown up in a fashion world—Daddy would sometimes take me to New York on buying trips for his women’s specialty shop, Nat Greene’s, on Livernois and Seven Mile Road in Detroit—I was already spoiled at thirteen, with half a dozen dresses by the great American original Claire McCardell hanging in my closet. I was tall. Skirts were long. And only the more expensive, more generously cut dresses were long enough for me.

Thus in 1957, I was already obsessed with fashion when I arrived in New York, having quit my wire-service job for the promise of a one-week tryout on the city desk at the New York Post (a job I got). I read WWD religiously so I could decide which Yves Saint Laurent or Givenchy designs to look for when authorized $69.95 copies arrived at Ohrbach’s, the late, lamented discount temple on Thirty-fourth Street.

Maybe I didn’t have the nerve to leap on the scene, criticizing veteran French chefs and fabled restaurateurs. But I was a reporter after all. I could write the who, where, what, and why. And I knew the sociology of Manhattan dining because I read Women’s Wear. It was my bible, my Almanach de Gotha. John Fairchild’s “Eye” was my muse. I owed everything I knew about what I thought of as “Toot New York” to Women’s Wear. I certainly knew enough not to wear my brown knit faux Saint Laurent pantsuit to La Côte Basque, because Madame Henriette Spalter, the late Henri Soulé’s ex-cashier/mistress, who now ran the place, considered the new mode unforgivably déclassé. Lynda Bird Johnson Robb had been required to strip off her taboo pants and eat lunch at La Côte Basque in her tunic.

I never dreamed I’d ever get close to dishing with WWD’s deliciously bitchy Fairchild at his favorite frog pond, La Grenouille. But thanks to his all-seeing “Eye,” I knew that William Paley had been fussing over every tiny detail of the Ground Floor, the new restaurant in Black Rock, his Eero Saarinen-designed CBS Building on Sixth Avenue. That sounded just right for a soft landing at New York magazine that fall of 1968.

It was a year of drama and upheaval. Columbia University was an armed camp just two miles north of where I hung my navy blue linen “Givenchy.” The city was deeply divided, the Establishment press aghast and disapproving of the student sit-ins at Columbia. “Are we the Establishment?” I asked Don, who was often exasperated with the rulings of his bosses at the Times. How embarrassing. The mantra was “Never trust anyone over thirty.” Of course I had to lie and silently subtract a few years so I could echo the rallying cry. There was mayhem at the Democratic National Convention, terrifying images of cops beating back the crowds, starving babies in Biafra. And I would be nervously focused on what famous faces were planted in Mr. Paley’s custom-order chairs. That was my mission. At times, the reality of the staring eyes and distended bellies of the hungry did pepper my view of our town’s budding gourmand excess with guilt. Yet everything I wrote would be feeding the fever of foodism, ultimately turning on susceptible taste buds to what would become a contagion, a cultural delirium.

After all, this was the mind-bending sixties, a time of unbridled experimentation and flaunting the rules. Not that I was inclined to be that thoughtful. I was too nervous. No one could have predicted how obsessed with food Americans would become. Certainly not me. All I knew was that this first critique, my exposure to the magazine’s demanding and savvy readership, would be a challenge. I knew I could so easily sound naïve and get laughed off the masthead.

I invited a friend to join me for lunch and went off to teach myself how to be a restaurant critic. I tried to think of it as just another journalistic assignment. It didn’t occur to me, as it does now, that I was a not-quite-innocent Alice tumbling down that rabbit hole. That in this upside-down world of the sixties (which didn’t really end till sometime in the mid-seventies), I would stumble into an astonishing new world as a person I scarcely recognized and never planned to be.
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THE FRIED EGG AND I


ELVIS PRESLEY WAS COMING TO TOWN TO DO TWO SHOWS AT OLYMPIA Stadium. At twenty-one, I was one of the hormone-raging millions with a crush on Elvis—the young, beautiful, seemingly unspoiled Elvis. He was the bad-boy Adonis of high school, who drove the principal (or in his case, Ed Sullivan) wild with the swivel and grind that made nymphets squeal. And I was not immune. No New York newspaper would hire me fresh from college in 1956—I had applied everywhere and sent countless résumés—so I was languishing at home in Detroit, Michigan, the most junior staffer at United Press International. I wrote a letter to Colonel Parker, asking if I could spend the day with Elvis and write about it for the powerful wire service, UPI. I got back a mimeographed invitation to Presley’s official press conference. I was insulted and frustrated but not discouraged. The bureau chief said I could cover Elvis anyway, as long as it was on my day off.

I wore a simple body-skimming black shantung dress (my most slenderizing) with white stitching along the neck and cap sleeves, shiny black patent-leather pumps, and little white kid gloves. I knew Olympia Stadium from childhood, from Barnum & Bailey circus days, from falling in love with hockey and Gordie Howe in my uncle’s Red Wing hockey seats, from seeing Sonja Henie—so doll-like—and thinking I could skate, too, if I weren’t quite so tall and clumsy, but would anyone ever be able to lift me?

I arrived backstage early to study security and find its most vulnerable link. Lamar was his name. He was in charge of guarding the door and a pair of twenty-four-karat-gold pants with a sequined stripe, which he carried in a padlocked garment bag. Not for nothing had I spent all those double-bill Saturdays in the movies. I had Ida Lupino and Joan Crawford down pat. I could do Bette Davis eyes. I squared my shoulders, channeling Roz Russell in The Front Page, and flirted with the chubby guardian. From his rolling drawl, I figured he must be one of Elvis’s Memphis mafia.

“Do you sing, too?” I asked, tickling his tweed elbow. Lamar was examining my ring finger through the white leather and seemed cheered to confirm that I was not married.

At that moment, a slim figure in a red suede cloth jacket was slipped into the room by a phalanx of uniformed security guards. Elvis curled his lip, smiled, and flicked back his shiny black cowlick with a toss of his head, then seated himself on the edge of a table, sizing up the gathering with an “I’m all yours” wink. He was looking right at me. I felt weak, and I blushed all over. The massed journalists—two police reporters, one yawning rewrite man, a drama critic, and a farm-news columnist (few newspapers had pop-music columnists at the time)—struggled to meet the challenge. I was too feverish to speak. I just stood there, pulse pounding, mesmerized, wondering if my heart could survive it. Then, after gamely responding to their lame and predictable queries, too quickly Elvis was gone.

Lamar took my hand. “If you want to stand close by, you can watch the show from the nearest aisle and slip back here before the crush at the end. Then you can go to the hotel with us to hang out and have a Coke between shows,” he offered.

I stood on the rise of the aisle, trying for a journalist’s cool, part of me observing the hysteria, part of me trembling and aching to jump up and down, too. I watched the fans, mostly teenage girls with bobbing ponytails, leaping out of the seats, reaching out to him, screaming and weeping, tearing at their hair as he curled a lip or a hip, collapsing in petit mal seizures. His handlers had to carry Elvis offstage midway through the last song to get him out alive before the mob realized that it was over and charged after their idol.

Lamar grabbed my hand—still sheathed in its little white glove—and the bag containing the twenty-four-karat-gold pants and tucked me into a limo with an assortment of silent young louts, the full Memphis crew. We pulled out of the underground bay.

“But where is Elvis?” I cried.

“He’s behind us in a taxi,” Lamar promised.

At the Book-Cadillac Hotel, there were coagula of fans waiting to catch a glimpse of Elvis. As we piled out of the limo, they surged toward us and then drew back with shrugs of disappointment and rejection.

Upstairs in a twenty-fourth-floor suite, the Memphis cronies sipped their cola—in those days, Coke was something that came in a bottle with a waistline. They divvied up the comics from the Sunday papers. Lamar seemed resigned to my indifference, as if maybe he’d been through this drill before. Nobody looked at me. I was too familiar, an offering for the King.

Oh dear heaven. I stopped breathing. Elvis. He stood in the door, smaller than life—small in life, I mean, pompadoured hair slick. He sized up the room and astutely realized I was the only female in it. He slunk directly toward me, slender in shiny black faille trousers and a sheer blue short-sleeved eyelet organdy shirt, till one leg was brushing my thigh.

“And who are you?”

I babbled something about press and UPI and Colonel Parker.

He didn’t seem to be listening. Silently, he took my hand—yes, still gloved—and led me to a bedroom. I was thinking, Oh my God . . . this is Elvis. . . . I am going to do it with Elvis. I am not going to be coy. I will not make him talk me into it. He didn’t ask. I didn’t answer. He closed the door, dropped his pants, and lay on the bed—very pale, soft, young—watching me take off my clothes and, yes, at last, my little white gloves. All the way up on the twenty-fourth floor, I could hear the girls chanting on the street below: “We want Elvis. We want Elvis.”

And look who has him, I was thinking. As . . . it . . . happened. In a feverish heat. Skin on skin. I think it was good. I don’t remember the essential details. It was certainly good enough. I know the reality of it was thrilling beyond anything I might have imagined.

“I need to sleep now,” he said when it was over.

I grabbed my clothes and fled into the bathroom to dress. As I picked up my purse, wondering if a good-bye kiss would be appropriate, Elvis opened his eyes, blinked, as if he wasn’t sure for a moment what I was doing there.

He twitched a shoulder toward the phone. “Would you mind calling room service and ordering me a fried egg sandwich?” The fried egg sandwich—that part I remember. I can’t remember how big It was, how long the sex lasted, or even who was on top (probably me). But I have never forgotten the fried egg sandwich.

Yes, the totemic fried egg sandwich. At that moment, it might have been clear I was born to be a restaurant critic. I just didn’t know it yet.
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A PEANUT BUTTER KID IN A VELVEETA WASTELAND

I AM CERTAIN I WAS BORN HUNGRY. I COULD NEVER GET ENOUGH ATTENTION, enough love, or enough peanut butter. I was the focus of my parents’ adoration for only three years before my sister, Margie, butted into our lives.

“Your mother is bringing home a little monkey from the hospital,” my grandmother said, which was her way of observing that my sister, unlike blue-eyed, platinum-ringleted princess me, was golden-skinned, with shaggy black hair and big brown eyes. A monkey? I took that literally. The three of us were fine. I didn’t need a sister and I didn’t need a monkey. I feel I can remember fierce anger even as an infant when my mother left me out on the porch, zipped up in a baby bunting (because fresh air was supposed to be good for babies). I screamed, she said, and kicked, desperate to get a foot free, and to this day I sleep with one foot outside the covers no matter how cold it is.

There is a photograph of me that says it all, a flaxen-haired toddler pushing a doll buggy with such force and fierce determination, I wonder if my mother wasn’t terrified.

My mom asked my dad to shower me with his attention so I wouldn’t be jealous of my little sister, Margie. That was the beginning of Daddy’s girl. A Daddy’s girl stands on Daddy’s shoes and dances to Frank Sinatra on the record player. A Daddy’s girl is precocious and flirtatious. A Daddy’s girl goes to his office on Saturdays and pastes up ads like Daddy does. At the age of seven, I wrote some little stories based on family gossip, and my father pasted them into a tabloid page called “Chit Chat of This and That” and had it printed. I charged a nickel each for tear sheets that I passed out at the next holiday dinner, when a long table and all its extensions stretched across Grandma’s dining room into the living room to accommodate all the aunts and uncles (half of whom were not speaking to the other half, at least half the time), with a bridge table at the end for the youngest cousins. A Daddy’s girl can do anything, and whatever she does in life, she will be a star. At least that’s the message I got from my dad. Always. I was gifted, brilliant. I would excel in whatever field I chose to exercise my multiple talents—art, writing, theater, film. This may sound like your typical pathological narcissism, and maybe it was. But I would swear it wasn’t really anything my ego dreamed up; it was the message I got from him.

Some of my close friends grew up in dysfunctional families, or so they say. The stories they tell are shocking and hard for me to imagine. One of my most intimate friends insists I must be in denial, making it up that my family was not dysfunctional, too. But the truth is, for better or worse, my family was fully functional. My father, Nathaniel Robert, known as Nate and later Nat, a Clark Gable type with a mustache but not the dimples, worked in advertising in that early decade. I thought he was handsome and, later, so did my teenage friends and most of the women in his orbit when he moved into the retail fashion world. His professional scene in the forties was nothing like the hypercreative ad world of the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. He had a one-man office and bound volumes with numbers and drawings that he cut out and pasted into layouts that would become newspaper ads for supermarkets. My mother, Saralee, shopped, kept Daddy sane, took his side on every issue, thawed and overcooked dinner, and played mah-jongg with the girls. Two crack. Three bam. I did my homework to the click of the Bakelite tiles.

There was always a maid. When the big freezer first arrived on the domestic scene—a huge white coffin in the basement that would revolutionize a housewife’s world—it seemed like Mom loved it more than she loved any of us. Our dinners were almost incidental. She cooked to feed the freezer, lovingly labeling and dating containers of pea soup and chili, goodies that got carried home from parties but were never eaten, and later the top tier of her daughters’ wedding cakes. I think the loving couple was supposed to thaw the thing and share it at some appropriate wedding anniversary. But one by one, my mother’s children tortured her by divorcing—yes, even my brother, Jim (who arrived a few weeks after Pearl Harbor). Perhaps we all had exaggerated romantic expectations. I’m not sure what Saralee did with these sweet iceberg hunks, if she was ever able to bring herself to the finalty of tossing them in the garbage.

Saralee and Nat were very lovey-dovey. I see them when young, Daddy hugging her from behind as she stands at the sink . . . laughing because we are watching. She turns her lips toward him and they kiss. It was a wonderful way to grow up—not quite Leave It to Beaver, but definitely not A Long Day’s Journey into Night. So I am not sure if anyone in my family is to blame for the fact that my Rorschach test made my first psychotherapist so nervous.

Unlike many of the legendary food-world greats, I did not grow up in a country kitchen steamy with the fragrant smells of muffins and pies just out of the oven or glorious stews simmering on a back burner. My grandma’s cook did not sneak me cookies or spoil me with last summer’s peach conserve piled on freshly baked bread. My grandmother’s cook was my grandmother. Jam was Smucker’s. My aunt Eve did cook—she was famous for her chocolate cake and her caramelized baked ham draped with rings of pineapple and maraschino cherries (we didn’t know red dye number four was toxic, but she didn’t do ham that often, so nobody died). I never got to watch her cook. Cooking wasn’t on my agenda. I didn’t see my future self finding intellectual fulfillment confined to the kitchen with a can of Crisco and a flour sifter. But then, neither did Julia, I am sure, or Martha. My vision was pretty much formed by Hollywood career gals like Rosalind Russell and Kate Hepburn.

Indeed, I was born on the frozen steppes of a vast culinary wasteland. Saralee was never at her best in the kitchen. She made macaroni and cheese from the recipe on the box. It became my template for great macaroni and cheese. True, her layered Jell-O molds were much appreciated at weddings and showers and her pea soup was world-class (amazing, considering she did it without a ham bone and without an onion). Mom cooked meat until carbonized because that’s the way Daddy liked it. There was one lone cookbook in our kitchen, The Settlement Cookbook, violated and bruised, rudely grease-stained, its spine long ago broken.

There was a certain aura of terror and paranoia about food in our house, disguised, of course, as innocent fussiness, as in “The guy’s a finicky eater.” No garlic ever darkened our kitchen because Daddy had an aversion to garlic, which, for some reason, he was unable to detect in its unbridled abundance at his favorite Italian restaurant, Lalli’s. This is not something my mother would have called to his attention—he had a temper when provoked, and I remember my mother as dedicated to smoothing ruffled feathers and rearranging reality to protect Daddy from blowing his stack.

So I didn’t grow up primed and stuffed from birth to emerge a passionate foodie. Still, it must have been in my DNA. Deprivation and hunger unleashed it. In a family of finicky eaters, I was the only adventurer. On the maid’s days off—Thursdays and Sundays—when we ate out, often at the Atlantic Garden, Mom ordered egg foo yung, sauce on the side, while Dad and my sister, Margie, got breaded veal cutlet. I begged Mom to taste my fabulous wor shu oop, but she begged off, as if breaded duck were some alien Chinese conspiracy that might prove to be a by-product of opium. My affection for chicken livers and my cracking the bones of fried frog’s legs with my teeth were considered adolescent affectations . . . or a sadistic plot to make my sister lose her appetite.

“Whose child is she?” my mother would ask. “Frog, crab. Next it will be snails.” She’d read that the French ate snails. Mom had a good point there. I couldn’t possibly be the child of these parents. I liked to imagine I was the illegitimate child of royalty, left on their bourgeois doorstep, except that, if you discounted my blue eyes and blond hair, I did look a lot like a mix of the two of them.

At camp, my first time away from home, when I was seven, I was tall, so my folks put me in a bunk with the eight-year-olds. I hated every minute. Being hopelessly unathletic, the only activities I was willing to sign up for were art and raiding the icebox. Each cabin took turns hijacking the fridge. We carried flashlights and tiptoed, but even at seven, I was suspicious. Surely someone knew what we were up to. That giant tub of peanut butter on a low shelf and the saltines alongside seemed too obvious. You’d think I might have gotten cozy in a camp with such large jars of peanut butter. But no. Every time my parents called, I cried, begging them to take me home. Finally, unable to stand the pitiful sobs and my litany of trauma, they drove up and took me home. I am sure this is why I never learned to play well with others. All my life, people have assumed I am an only child. No, I am not an only child. I just act as if I were the only child. I am left-handed. That’s enough to overcome.

Midway through my sophomore year in the College of Architecture and Design at the University of Michigan—I’d skipped three times in grade school and arrived at sixteen—I was paralyzed by the despair of unrequited love for an ambivalent upperclassman I’d found at the Michigan Daily and by the discovery that my precocious artistic talent as a child was utterly inadequate for a career in design. I was in the wrong college. I was in the wrong body. I was in the wrong century. Voluptuous had not been fashionable for years.

I needed to change my major and stop eating dormitory food, but I was anxious about admitting defeat. I would be entering the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts, three semesters late, after everyone else had already waded through the Great Books and my only hope of catching up were Classic Comics. I don’t think Classic Comics did Aristophanes or Dostoyevsky. The Count of Monte Cristo, yes. This educational gap may have affected my writing. It certainly has affected my abilty to do crossword puzzles. Somehow, I managed to convince my parents a year in Paris would cure my romantic malaise (about which I was convincingly vague). I am sure neither I nor they had any idea what a year in Paris could mean for a seventeen-year-old girl on her own. It was 1952. No one we knew had been to Paris. One of my aunts knew a woman who knew a woman who would rent me a room in her Right Bank apartment. That sounded safe enough to Nat and Saralee.

Freed from the Velveeta cocoon, I leaped into the richness of a world I could not have imagined. Who wouldn’t be impressed by the vast range of mysterious vegetables unknown in Detroit, a whole universe of cheese and unheard-of innards. Even on my allowance, I could afford boeuf à la mode, juicy navarin of lamb, couscous, and sweetbreads smothered in cream in the little mom-and-pop bistros in the student quarter. (I quickly found my way to the Left Bank when madame with the room to let asked me to move out because I took too many baths and was such a pig that I’d used her precious perfumed soap to wash my bobby socks.)

Every morning, I ran down five flights from my ancient studio with its warped wooden floor on the rue Dauphine to collect my breakfast in the markets of the rue de Buci—a crusty baguette, a bottle of milk, and, every morning, one hundred grams of a different cheese. Great dining was hardly primary on my list of desired sensory awakenings when I fled Detroit, but my innocent palate was ripe for seduction. One morning, I woke up covered with red spots. I accused my landlady of harboring bedbugs. She accused my curly-haired Algerian boyfriend of something worse. No, no, not my adorable Albert. He might have been an incurable male chauvinist, but he was scrupulously clean, even though it cost twenty-five cents to take a bath.

“You have an allergy to le Petit Suisse,” the doctor said, blaming my favorite cream cheese. I wanted to have faith in his prescription, a powder to be dissolved in red wine and sipped slowly twice a day, since it was so un-Detroit, so French. My first gastrointestinal disease. My first alcohol-based cure. What could Detroit possibly offer me after moments like these?

Abandoning Paris for a month in Italy, I was offered a haven in Rome by the regal Principessa Katya, who had seemed amused by my energy when we met a week earlier on the beach in Positano. At first, she seemed rather indifferent to the kitchen and left me to make do nutritionally on my own.

One day, La Principessa came home bursting with exuberance and spilled a bag of walnuts on the counter. “Green walnuts,” she said. “It’s the season.” It seems that green walnuts were to her as the madeleine to Proust as peanut butter was to me. Peeling the pesky nuts was tedious, and I watched in horror as her silken white fingers stained purple and brown. She didn’t seem to care. Happily sautéing rice and bits of lamb for a nutty risotto, La Principessa (then in the throws of annulling a White Russian husband) salved the fears of impending poverty that consumed her. “Watch me. Learn,” she cried. “All it takes is a bit of rice and ten cents’ worth of lamb. . . . You need never go hungry.” How wonderful not to be a virgin in Rome. It was there I discovered cunnilingus. And, on a lesser plain, linguine. In Latin, they seemed to be related.

Back in Paris that fall, I dabbled in journalism, mostly using my Michigan Daily press card to get into couturier launches and fabulous publicity lunches. It was embarrassing trying to explain to my self-styled intellectual friends how Americans could be so naïve as to elect Dwight Eisenhower president or why the U.S. press was so tough on Charlie Chaplin, the genius of Limelight, or why we were determined to execute Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. None of these were my idea. From the perspective of Les Deux Magots, America seemed as boring as warm oatmeal. But I was homesick after almost a year away and decided to go home for Christmas in December 1952.

When the University of Michigan dropout dropped back in, that lamb risotto trick worked very well for me. With the dean of women’s permission, I lived off campus in Ann Arbor, in a basement flat with a small kitchen, and I could feed any number of friends for a dollar or two. That meant lamb bones, meaty but gristly, too. Still, I was quite popular to a wide range of suitors and loyal pals. No one else cooked. I guess I was quite a package on a basically conservative campus: free-range, no curfew, sensuous and choosy, but bedable. The bonny young Brit who slipped in the window at 2:00 AM, so eager for intimacy that he wore no underwear inside his rough corduroy pants, struck me as irresistibly gallant. I’m not sure how much his gift of chocolates figured in my warmth. They were imported. Sex and food, inextricably linked. (His charm served him well, because the next time we met, twenty-five years later, he was a member of Parliament.)

One evening just before my senior year, picnicking in front of a warming fire on a fluff of Greek flokati, all this vague gastronomic fumbling suddenly took on meaning over a casserole of baked ham layered with cheddar, green peppers, and canned tomato sauce. I’d gone off for a week in the autumn wilds on an island in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula with a married man. I seemed to have developed a weakness for married men, possibly because they had a weakness for me. Not to be flip. In fact, I was mad about this man who sat next to me on the rewrite desk at the Detroit Free Press during the summer break of 1954. He seemed to me vulnerable and needy. But maybe that was me, vulnerable and needy. Perhaps it was just transient lust. Stolen sex was incredibly hot.

About that Rorschach test: The therapist reported that he’d never tested a subject who’d found more sexual content than I in those standard ink blots. What did this mean? Who could predict? Obviously, I had potential yet to explore. The referring physician shaded the therapist’s report a bit to shield my parents. They were already concerned about my moping and unexplained tears, and probably about what Mom caught me doing one night in the dark on the carpet in the library, a scene that caused her to retreat silently back up the stairs in her nightgown. That’s how the therapist got summoned. I think I told him—or maybe he told me—married men were a pleasant procrastination, a way to avoid commitment while one was growing up and figuring out who one might become. Clearly, I was borderline sane, not so neurotic after all.

And this is the food part. My borrowed guy and I were off the radar that chilling early-fall day, far from reality in a borrowed cabin on an isolated wind-whipped lake. I’d brought four recipes clipped from Ladies’ Home Journal—pork chops baked in buttermilk, hamburger in a biscuit wrap, cherry crisp, and that revelatory baked ham casserole.

Time has mercifully misted the taste memories. But I do know that everything I cooked was brilliant and extravagantly appreciated. Another point in favor of married men. No matter how pitiful your effort, it’s more dazzling than Hers. This man who looked a little like a blond Dick Tracy . . . of course he broke my heart. He went back to Her, who didn’t know how to layer ham and cheddar and green peppers, much less stuff canned cherries into Bisquick dough. (It was long before America fell in love with eating, but I suspect he would have said good-bye to me anyway.)

On Drummond Island, love and food became inextricably linked for me. It became a mantra: A woman does well to be beautiful, mysterious, haunting, witty, rich, and exotic in bed . . . but it never hurts to cook good. As in finger-lickin’ good. I became a cook, graduating eventually from tuna casserole to Craig Claiborne’s coq au vin and Julia’s apple charlotte. This passion for cooking as well as eating would turn out to be a powerful edge for me when I went public as New York magazine’s amateur restaurant critic.



Almost Like Mom’s Macaroni and Cheese
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This is a recipe food-writer friends have been passing around—I got it from Arthur Schwartz (a passionate New Yorker), who got it from Suzanne Hamlin (an ultimate southerner). I am using it because it’s close to my memory of my Detroit-born mom’s baked macaroni. The goal is crisp, not creamy. Use half-and-half instead of milk if you like it creamier.

Olive oil spray or 1 1/2 tbsp. mild-flavored olive oil, plus 1 tbsp. for tossing later.

1/2 lb. small elbow macaroni

1 tbsp. salt

2 1/2 cups shredded or chopped firm cheese (Needless to say, my mother used Velveeta, but I make this with sharp cheddar and Emmentaler, half and half. Once I threw in some leftover Brie, a triple crème from France, and a half cup of crème fraîche and the result was celestial.)

Optional: 1/2 cup chopped baked ham or snipped crisp bacon

1 cup whole milk

11/2 tsp. salt

1 tsp. freshly ground pepper

4 tbsp. fine dry bread crumbs

1/4 cup grated Parmigiano-Reggiano

Preheat oven to 350° F.

Spray the bottom and sides of a shallow 6-cup metal baking dish with olive oil spray. Bring several quarts of water to a rolling boil. Add tablespoon salt. Boil macaroni until just tender. Drain well. Immediately turn the macaroni into the baking dish (a flat baking pan gives more crispiness than a loaf pan). Use a pan that can go under the broiler later. Toss macaroni with tablespoon of olive oil. Then add cheese, optional ham or bacon, milk, salt, and freshly ground pepper and mix well.

Bake in the oven for 10 minutes, then remove from oven, close oven door, and stir. Taste for seasoning. Sprinkle fresh bread crumbs and grated Parmigiano on top. Bake another 15 minutes. If there is still some milk in the bottom, return to the oven for another 5 to 10 minutes. If topping has not browned and crisped like Mom’s used to, stick it under the broiler (three or four inches away from heat) and brown, watching so it doesn’t burn.

Serves 2 as a main course, 4 as a side dish.
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ABOUT SEX AND ME

THE BEST LOVER TURNS INTO A PIZZA AT 3:00 AM. WHO SAID THAT? WAS it Woody Allen? For me, the best pizza would turn into a lover. I have read restaurant critics who claimed to have tasted chocolate ice cream that was better than sex. I have never eaten anything that was better than sex; almost as good as great sex perhaps, but never better. Though I am sure I was born hungry, I am less certain I began life as a sensualist. Really, who knows? I was allergic to wool. That may mean something.

I can’t remember exactly when it began, how I got in touch with my sexual self. I do remember the terror and joy of discovering masturbation. I shared a bedroom with my sister after my brother, Jim, was born. Our room was beautiful, with matching bleached-wood dressers, quilted and flowered peach bedspreads my mother had had custom-made, and tuffets at the end of each bed with our names embroidered on them. The design effort did not lessen my annoyance at the loss of privacy.

At night after lights-out, I would get my sister to sing along with me so she wouldn’t hear the sound of the bed creaking as my body rubbed against my wadded-up pajama bottoms. I did my heartrending Judy Garland vibrato as we sang “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” and then segued into a popular wartime anthem, “The White Cliffs of Dover,” and its reassuring images of bluebirds flying free in a near tomorrow. Till, exhausted and satisfied, I fell asleep.

My parents were readers. I read, too, with a flashlight under the covers. At eight and nine, I read Forever Amber; The Vixens by Frank Yerby; and Gone With the Wind—again and again the sexy parts, skipping the war and politics. I used my mom’s library card to defy the symbol that meant “not for anyone under eighteen” and to check out The Razor’s Edge and The Bad Seed. I’m not sure how much I understood, but I read Hemingway and wanted to go to France as soon as I was old enough and sit in a café  and feel the earth move.

Having breasts at ten, when every other girl in class was ironing board flat, didn’t help. At ten and a half, I needed a bra. The boy at the desk in front of me seemed fascinated by this early budding and shoved a pile of books into me—to see if my bosom would bounce, I suppose. For quite a while, I felt my breasts as foreign objects, unwelcome intruders camping out on my chest, drawing everyone’s stares. At the age of eleven, I was five seven. Truck drivers and sailors whistled. I thought how stupid they would feel if they knew I was just eleven. I had beautiful blue gabardine jumper pants with an empire midriff embroidered just like the pants Katharine Hepburn wore in The Philadelphia Story. By the time a few other girls got cute little perky breasts at last, mine were huge. I refused to get undressed for swimming in high school gym class, so my mother got a note from the doctor, saying that I was allergic to dust. To this day, I cannot swim, but I love sailing and I always sit as close as possible to the life preservers.

I was determined to be a virgin when I got married. As a freshman, I was deeply committed to preserving my virginity. I knew that nice girls did not go all the way. As a fifteen-year-old, my hormones were raging and I made out like crazy with the lifeguard at the Fontainebleau during Christmas vacation in Miami Beach, my best friend’s hometown ex in Bay City, Michigan, and the twenty-one-year-old college boy next door. Both of us were naked in my mom’s car behind the high school when the cops found us with their flashlights. Even the cops were embarrassed by the size of my tits. It’s not that I didn’t study, make good grades, write sensitive essays, work for the high school newspaper. I was not a full-fledged juvenile delinquent. In between hormonal flashes and frenzied “everything but,” I tied for first in my high school graduation class with straight A’s, and delivered my valedictorian address in free verse.

Though I was not yet sixteen when I moved into Stockwell Hall at the University of Michigan, I was sure, with my height and wardrobe, no one would guess. In its roommate-matching wisdom, the dean of women’s office had paired me with a freshman from the South whose father was also in the women’s retail clothing business. Our wardrobes devoured every inch of the tiny room. I was choking on her crinolines. My high school pals headed for the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts. No one I knew drifted into the College of Architecture and Design. Well, I did have arty notions. I’d always taken life-drawing classes and studied painting. But I was also counting on no term papers to write and little homework, leaving more time for men. My mother had promised boys would be taller once I got to Ann Arbor.

I was curiouser and curiouser. And I guess I knew that nice girls probably didn’t do what I was doing—on the floor of the darkroom at the Michigan Daily. I marvel at how many obsessed and aroused young men spared the thin sliver of membrane that kept me officially a virgin in the skilled acrobatics of everything but. Then, in early fall of my sophomore year, I managed to put my virginity into an indefensible position in the backseat of a Studebaker in the woods one rainy night—pleading, begging, crying. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. I was furious and indignant, storming into the dorm just as the lights blinked curfew. I stewed and fumed in the shower. Then I climbed under the crinolines and got into bed. Well, that’s that, I thought. I’m not going to be a virgin when I get married. I’ll just have fun from now on. And I never looked back.

It may not sound like it in this condensed version, but actually I was very choosy. Perhaps my self-devised sexual etiquette was a bit eccentric, but even at seventeen and a half, during that liberating year abroad, I had my rules. I would never pick up a man at a bar, but somehow the handsome actor wearing his jacket on his shoulders Italian-style seemed safe in the mail line at the American Express office in Rome.

“Are you following me?” I asked.

“I thought you might be following me,” he said.

That led to a wildly romantic three days of hitchhiking and walking to Positano and the fierce intensity of the long-delayed bedding.

And I am sure I was drawn to the architect in his unheated room on the rue de Fleurus, who warmed my underwear under his ass each morning, because he lived in the same building as Alice B. Toklas. I’d read that the owner of a major Left Bank art gallery had come by her collection of Modiglianis because she was the artist’s mistress. Just my luck that the next artist to cross my path was not quite Modigliani. He was not getting enough to eat. He was so thin, his bony pelvis bruised mine. I accepted a painting, a self-portrait, and parked it in my folks’ cellar, where mildew from a small flood actually improved it.
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SLOW DEATH BY MAYONNAISE

AS CLAY FELKER HAD SUSPECTED AND CONFIRMED WITH HIS INSPIRED gift for casting in the fall of 1968, I was a foodie, a full-blown gourmand, long before New York and America fell in love with dining out . . . obsessed ahead of the times. Indeed, foodie wasn’t even in the dictionary yet. When I did truly fall in love and he wasn’t married, only elusive and uncertain for a while, I found a game dining coconspirator across the rewrite desk at the New York Post.

Don Forst had grown up in Brooklyn and his attorney father invested in restaurants. Don could handle the gruff maître d’ at Lindy’s, near Broadway, where we had strawberry shortcake after seeing Robert Preston and Barbara Cook in The Music Man. Don knew how to score three helpings of shrimp in pink Louis sauce at Mamma Leone’s (where Lots was the motto and we prepped at eating Italian). He was trained by his folks at how to scope out a table about to be vacated in vast, raucous Lundy’s, the seafood gymnasium in Sheepshead Bay. Easy. You found people eating dessert and stood close, boring hate rays into the back of their necks, till they couldn’t sit still another minute and decided to skip coffee. Then you elbowed all claimants away and swiftly ordered two shore dinners, double coleslaw, and blueberry pie à la mode. This was New York City–honed sophistication that meshed perfectly with my Paris veneer.

Don worked nights and I worked days on the Post rewrite desk at the tail end of the fifties. He’d prepped at the Houston Press and the Newark Star-Ledger. I had been determined to escape Detroit the minute I could, but no news outlet in New York would hire me fresh out of college. I was stuck. When my United Press job in Detroit gave me weekdays off, I would fly to New York with scrapbooks and clippings, scrounging for an opening. Then a Post editor, barely looking up from his typewriter, offered me a one-week tryout during the summer. (That was how the Post filled out the city room during summer vacations.) But my boss in Detroit wouldn’t give me a week off—I hadn’t worked long enough to earn it. So I quit. The one-week tryout led to two, led to a month, finally led to a job.

A reporter I was dating introduced Don and me as we passed in the morning at breakfast in the Post luncheonette. Don was engaged to a Danish woman, he confided, a brunette with the most amazing full lips. Did he have to mention those lips? (Now that I think of it, “being engaged” was close enough to being married that I could feel safe.) I don’t remember if he told me this before or after we moved from sunbathing on my terrace to my bedroom, both of us warmed and scented with that sweet smell of sun on skin, in a tangle of fierce and uninhibited lovemaking. I was already falling in love with his profile, his straight, thin nose and dark, sad eyes, the slight boyish body with one very muscular arm from playing squash. (Squash? In Detroit, we didn’t eat squash, much less play squash, in my crowd.) I found him pleasingly urbane, funny and smart, endlessly profane. All the men at the Post used the F word at least once in each sentence as noun, verb, adjective, or adverb. He was also brashly cynical, like all romantics.

Don took me to dinner at his favorite place for impressing first dates (he later confessed), the Little Old Mansion, a southern restaurant in midtown with the cranky grande dame owner southern restaurants seemed to demand. On the way to dinner, he bought me a bikini—shocking pink on one side, reversing to black on the other. It was a tribute, I felt, to how juicy I’d looked on my terrace in a pink-and-white-checked gingham bikini. The slight qualms I felt, being an inch or two taller than he in heels, were quickly melting. On the banquette beside me, he sat tall. I had the lobster with black walnuts in a saffron rice ring.

Rather quickly, it began to feel like love to me. Before Don, there had been many men—wild crushes, consuming dalliances, fleeting affairs, one-night stands and one-week stands. But this was love at another level, not just lust and an electric sexual connection but also a joy in the amazing intimacy we shared and the way his need freed me to reveal my own.

It’s easy to see now that all that traffic in and out of my bed before Don was due not just to my uninhibited appetite for sex but a way to get close and make somebody love me. I was rarely cool. I thought getting a man was like getting the story. You had to be smart and aggressive, tie up the phone, park on the doorstep, and shove interlopers out of the way when necessary.

I was a wreck when Don went off to Denmark to see why his fiancée, the brunette with the bee-stung lips, had not yet come back to New York. He didn’t tell me all the details on his return, only that it was finished. I determined to show him how lucky he was—what a perfect mate he had in me. Collagen injections didn’t exist then, so I couldn’t do much to fatten my lips beyond cheating with lipstick beyond my lip line and pouting a lot. I comforted him with matzo ball soup and chocolate mousse.

It took a year to convince him that we should live together. His dark ground-floor studio, shades pulled to keep out the stares of passersby, was too tiny and grim. But there was a small one-bedroom walk-up with dormer ceilings and funny little windows on the top floor we could rent for very little money. Before he could change his mind, he had signed the lease. And we dragged our stuff upstairs and moved in. Of course, when my folks came to New York, we flipped the bell plate around so it said Greene and not Forst/Greene. That way, my parents could pretend they didn’t know we were living together. We took them for dinner at the American Pavilion during the 1964 World’s Fair, where Don, with great bravura, ordered a Richebourg, one of the greatest red Burgundies, expensive even then, and my mom threw in two ice cubes to chill it. I loved that he never held that against me.

Soon we were pooling our savings to explore all the great restaurants, Craig’s favorites, whatever Silas Spitzer recommended in Holiday magazine, and Gourmet’s monthly picks. 

Once I was with Don, other men became simply male humans, not possible conquests. I didn’t see them as men I needed to seduce. I didn’t have to prove anything anymore, because Don seemed to adore me. He was smart and funny and brooding, with a deep melancholy streak. Sometimes he would be telling a story so sad that he would cry. I was moved by his tears, his deep sadness. I would be his woman, his mistress, his muse, his good mother.

Don and I would lie in bed after making love, trading bedroom stories, tales of a thousand and one nights. He’d slept with hundreds of women. And it didn’t matter how many men I’d been with. “Whatever you’ve done is what makes you what you are,” he said. “And that’s the you I love.”



Blueberry Pie with Orange-Nut Crust
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I believe this came from the Times in the sixties, and I made it into my own summer pie. The vintage recipe called for shortening, but I’ve substituted butter for twenty-first-century tastes.

Crust:

2 cups flour

1/4 tsp. salt

2 tsp. sugar

8 oz. unsalted butter

2 tsp. grated orange rind

1/3 cup finely chopped almonds or pecans

5 tbsp. ice water (approximately)

Filling:

4 cups blueberries

1/2 cup sugar

2 tbsp. cornstarch

Preheat oven to 375° F. If you have a pizza stone, place it on the bottom rack.

Mix flour, salt, and sugar in the bowl of an electric mixer. Cut butter into eight pieces. Using the paddle attachment, add one piece at a time. Continue processing until pieces of butter are no larger than a pea. Add orange rind and nuts and process briefly. Remove bowl from mixer.

Sprinkle 3 tablespoons of the water over the mixture and mix in with a fork. Pinch the dough together. If it holds and doesn’t feel dry, you do not need to add the remaining water. If it’s dry and does not hold, add remaining water, 1 tablespoon at a time, as needed, to make the dough come together. Roll into two balls, flatten, and wrap separately in plastic. Refrigerate for approximately one hour.

Remove one pastry disk from the refrigerator 20 minutes before rolling. Roll the pastry and line a nine-inch pie plate with it. Refrigerate the pastry-lined plate and remove remaining disk from fridge while preparing the berries.

Pick over the berries, then gently toss with granulated sugar and cornstarch. Pour into pastry-lined pie plate.

Roll out remaining pastry. If you have a lattice-top form to punch out a checkerboard top, use it. Otherwise, cut 3 to 4 slits in the top layer of pastry once you have laid it over the blueberries. Moisten the edges and crimp to seal.

Place on the bottom rack of the oven, ideally on the pizza stone. Bake for 20 minutes. Reduce temperature to 350° and move the pie to the middle rack and bake for another 20 minutes. The pie is done when the juices start to bubble and the crust is nicely browned on the edges.

Serves 8.
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SOMETHING BORROWED, SOMETHING BLUE

AGING HIPPIES LIKE TO SAY, “IF YOU REMEMBER THE SIXTIES, YOU WEREN’T there.” I remember the sixties because food and sex were drugs that did not destroy memory cells. I still had a hangover of fifties’ sensibility. I was curious about LSD, but it was supposed to bring out the real you from within. Forget about that. I could see from my friends who loved smoking marijuana that it was an escape from reality and brought on the munchies, a symptom I couldn’t afford in my trade. Caught up in work, paying bills . . . and playing house, I still wore my panty girdle and white gloves. The counterculture was a sideshow. I covered it for the New York Post and for Ladies’ Home Journal. Unlike Al Aronowitz, a middle-class New Jersey boy who went beat covering the Beats for the Post and claimed to have given the Beatles their first grass, I liked shoes and bags that matched, and clean sheets, preferably ironed. The chocolate velvet cake at the Four Seasons was about as druggy as I cared to go.

Looking back from the media-saturated world of today, where I suppose even prepubescents know what Bill Clinton did to flavor his cigar, it is difficult to believe how innocent we were. My article “Are You Man Enough to Take a Mistress?” must have seemed a provocative challenge to readers of Nugget when the men’s monthly ran it in December 1962. Mistress still had a slightly back-street connotation. Mistress had an aura of glamorous wickedness, so unlike today’s everyday, socially acknowledged live-in companion or domestic partner.

Probably I’d sold the story before Don and I surprised ourselves by getting married on Labor Day weekend in 1961. I liked the idea of being his mistress (although, in fact, we shared the bills). We had watched our friends pairing off, having babies, moving to the suburbs because it was better for the children. Neither of us was eager to marry. I had actually convinced myself marriage was too big a commitment, since Don made it clear marriage was not his immediate goal. Don was not my dream man. His deep melancholy sometimes felt like more than I could carry.

“We’ll just live together as long as it’s wonderful,” I said. He agreed. And it was wonderful.

When I traveled for a Post story, I never felt the smallest flicker of lust for anyone. I thrived on that as evidence of how much I loved Don, how much I felt loved. Most of my out-of-town assignments for the Post were brief, but an investigation of illegal baby adoptions involving New York couples took me to Las Vegas and Los Angeles for almost a month. Back in New York, I found Don gloomy and annoyed by the long separation.

“I want to get married,” he said. “If you don’t want to marry, then we should end this and one of us should move out.”

I was caught by surprise. He had convinced me he would never marry, and I was cozy and comfortable just as we were, no legal tie. “But darling, we don’t need to be married,” I said. “We’re great together. . . . We’re better than being married. What made you suddenly decide you want to do this?”

“I think we should do it for your parents,” he said.

That stopped me for a minute or two. I didn’t laugh. “Are you sure?” I asked. “You’re upset about my parents?”

“I hate the subterfuge . . . the pretense.” He was lying facedown on the hated gold coverlet of our bed, bought to match the twenty-five-dollar gold-and-red cotton fake Persian rug from the Salvation Army that I also hated—all my least favorite colors, but I believed everything should match.

I got someone to recommend a crisis therapist. I went four times and I heard myself talk. “I’m too tall. He’s too short. I can’t live without him. Marriage should be forever. I don’t ever want a divorce. How do I know if he’s really the one? He gets depressed and he hates his mother. That’s not a good sign. But I love how emotional he is. . . . I love that he cries. I don’t think I want to live without him.”

What did the therapist say? I’m sure he had something to say. Crisis therapists, unlike strict Freudians, are allowed to, expected to, talk. But I listened to myself and decided I would marry Don, invoking the same mantra that had protected me so far—for as long as it was wonderful. What a relief! I wasn’t signing on forever. It was in the back of my mind, unspoken, freeing me to marry. Once I said yes, I was really excited and committed. I was going to be married. How amazing. And my parents would be happy, too. They were convinced I’d never find a man who would marry anyone who’d slept around as much as I had (and they didn’t know the half of it).

“Who would buy a cow if you’ve already got the milk?” Daddy had said. Well, now we would have crème fraîche and mountains of whipped cream.

We went to Detroit to get married.

My mom’s friends gave me a shower. “You must have a shower,” Mother said, “because I’ve been buying shower gifts for everyone else’s daughters and nieces for twenty-five years and now it’s my turn.” Her canasta pals brought me nightgowns, very sexy nighties, red satin with spaghetti straps, black with a see-through lace midriff, off-the-shoulder baby-doll pajamas. Did they know?

Daddy gave us the choice of a fancy wedding or five thousand dollars. I negotiated a small wedding in my sister’s backyard, facing a ragtag forest, and four thousand dollars. Mom’s friend the florist had promised me a Gothic arch or Corinthian columns. My heart dropped and I found myself snarling when I saw the four stumpy poles stuck in the dirt. “What are those cigarette butts?” I cried.

“They are not Greek columns?” my mother asked.

“I should have known no one in Detroit could produce a Gothic arch.” I stormed around in my shorts and rubber curlers, trying not to cry and destroy my eyes.

Don looked terror-stricken but handsome, deeply tanned (working nights will do that) in a dark gray pinstripe suit from Brooks Brothers, his first new suit since his high school graduation. I had no ring for him. I was very sensitive about wedding rings for men. I had seen too many men slipping their wedding bands in their pockets or flipping them on the dresser before jumping into bed with me. I didn’t want to imagine Don ever taking off our wedding ring for a few hours.

Probably we should have taken the whole five thousand dollars Daddy offered, but I wanted Detroit to know I wasn’t making it up—I really was getting married. I felt disoriented: The cigarette-butt debacle. Anxiety about Don meeting my eccentric family in one fell swoop. His mother as sweet as treacle (of course we had to invite her). It was all so unnerving that afterward, when we arrived in our honeymoon suite at the St. Clair Inn just for the night—we’d take a real honeymoon in Italy later that fall—we immediately called room service and ordered six desserts, all of them bordering on inedible, and ate every one.

This was just a small hiccup before the glorious food revolution that was coming.



My Ex-Sister-in-Law’s Orange Pour Cake

[image: art]

I baked this moist tea cake for Christmas gifts in the sixties. I placed each cake on a vintage carved breadboard that cost five dollars back then and wrapped it in cellophane. Imagine having the time for such domestic arts. I am deeply envious.

Cake:

2 cups flour, plus 2 tbsp.

1/2 cup butter, softened

2 eggs

2/3 cup sugar

1 tsp. baking soda

2 tbsp. grated orange zest

1/2 cup chopped nuts (walnuts or pecans)

3/4 cup sour cream

Topping:

1/2 cup sugar

1/4 cup orange juice

1 tbsp. grated orange rind

Preheat oven to 375° F.

Cream 2 tablespoons of the flour into softened butter in a large bowl. Beat eggs in small bowl. Add sugar and combine with flour and butter mixture.

Sift remaining flour with baking soda and add slowly into the egg-butter-sugar mix until combined. Add grated orange rind, nuts, and sour cream. Pour or spoon into greased metal loaf pan.

Bake 30 minutes.

For the topping, combine sugar, orange juice, and 1 tbsp. grated orange rind.

Remove cake from the oven when done and pour topping on cake while cake is still hot.
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INNOCENTS ABROAD

IN BLUE TROUT AND BLACK TRUFFLES, JOSEPH WECHSBERG, MY MODEL OF A peregrinating epicure, had written, “All epicurian roads lead to Vienne.” Not Vienna, but Vienne, a small outpost dating back to Roman times, south of Lyon. Don’s best friend, Jules, was just back from army service in France with the newly converted’s galloping obsession for gastronomic adventure. He could see we were smitten with food. He was properly impressed by my adaptation of Café Chauveron’s mussels in Chardonnay cream, glazed under the broiler. “Not exactly the same,” we all agreed. “But really close.” Don poured a $1.89 bottle of Chablis. We told Jules our plans for a belated honeymoon in Italy. Jules urged us to make time to discover France. We revised our itinerary. Of course we would go to Vienne. Not sensibly by train from Paris, as more seasoned gourmands would have, but naïvely, determinedly, from Rome—by two trains, an autobus, and a taxi, about the most obtuse detour one might contrive.

Never having known the glories of La Pyramide—famously “Chez Point,” when the legendary Fernand Point was alive—I can only detail the glories committed in his memory as they fertilized our budding gluttonous sensibilities. La Pyramide was dramatically spruced up years later. But back in 1962, it was still the same modest maison Point had ruled, with Madame Point sitting on a tall chair at the entrance, checking out arrivals, and, I felt, writing us off as innocents abroad. Well, we had our doubts about La Pyramide, too. The tacky little dining room with its funereal gladioli seemed ominously bourgeois, without promise. Maybe we had found our obsession too late.

But then came a molded pyramid of sweet butter to marvel at, huge, enough to butter toast for a family of four for a week, and a rich, gamy terrine framed in the tenderest pastry crust. A fresh knife and fork heralded a round of truffle-studded foie gras set into a square of brioche—exactly the yellow cakelike texture of the richest challah. I had never tasted fresh foie gras before—so pink and delicate and buttery. It filled my mouth with silk and demanded attention. I knew at once this could become an addiction. Then a ritual change of silver and the waiter arrived with a small pastry boat filled with a ratatouille of autumn vegetables, each distinctly itself yet happily married. By then, we were getting a little tipsy and congratulating ourselves for our brilliance in being alive and at the kitchen’s mercy.

The truite saumonée was stuffed with a poem of mushrooms and vegetables and was painted with a potion blending butter, cream, and port. We drank a wine we’d never heard of called Condrieu, icy golden vin du pays in an unlabeled bottle. It cost one dollar and was so fragile that it could not be exported, we were told (though now it is widely exported and you can’t get half a thimbleful for one dollar). With the crusty mustard-slicked and crumbed duck and its accompanying sauceboat of béarnaise, we shared a half bottle of heady and imperious Hermitage. The miraculous duck . . . how did they do it?

The elderly maître d’, Vincent, invited me to the kitchen to see the cooking of the duck.

“Us?” asked Don, who did not speak French.

“Non, moi,” I said, rising dizzily. In the soot-blackened alcove, a Boy Scout troop of teenage cooks paused to stare, one of them tossing coals from a wheelbarrow into the oven where the bird had been grilled. I muttered what compliments I could muster in French, given my inebriated state.

Back at the table, there was a challenging confrontation with creamy Saint Marcellin cheese and something goaty in a leaf, then ice cream and the house’s mythic eight-layered Gâteau Marjolaine. Just at the point I knew another bite was impossible, a platter of the pastry chef’s frivolities appeared—diminutive cream puffs, itsy napoleons, mini-tartlets. Between groans of pain and ecstasy, we devoured them one by one. Everyone was giggling—Vincent, the waiters, a few lingering clients. Flushed faces all around us were giggling. Somehow we got the check and somehow we paid, dispensing francs equal to the twenty-seven-dollar tab and a tip or two. Someone aimed us out the door and in the direction of La Résidence—two triumphant pilgrims, leaning into each other for support . . . totally, blissfully, wondrously sauced.



Raw Tomato Sauce for Pasta
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Don and I loved a pasta with an uncooked tomato sauce that we ate at a shack on the beach in Ischia during our belated honeymoon. I gave the idea to Craig once. He said it was awful, but I noticed he ran a very similar recipe some months later. Only the best summer tomatoes will do.
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