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Foreword


Alice Waters


It is very rare to have the opportunity to write the introduction to your own daughter’s memoir. And it’s perhaps especially unusual for me to be writing this because I’m so present here in the pages of this book. But you can also look at it another way: Who knows Fanny better than I do? And for that matter, who knows me better than she does?


Fanny has always been a keen and compassionate observer of human nature, but also of the natural world. So much of what she writes about here are the small moments of profundity that can be so hard to capture and that she is able to convey with such nuance and heart: the hallucinatory color of the new green growth on our backyard redwood tree; the “amber-colored smell” of fruit cooking down in a pot on the stove; the “yeasty, fat smell of pizza dough rising” in the kitchen of Chez Panisse; the way the Provençal heat and drone of the cicadas create “a meeting of sound and heat so total that your skin wasn’t enough of a barrier to keep things clear and separate.” Fanny has a potent language of the senses—an uncanny, almost synesthetic talent for describing the shapes, sounds, smells, textures around her—that puts you vividly in the moment.


She also has a terrific sense of humor. Just when you’re awash in atmosphere, Fanny can always catch you off guard with a joke. Often at my expense! No one can make me laugh the way Fanny does, and her finely tuned eye for the ridiculous keeps all of us—keeps me—grounded and in check.


I also love the recipes that are assembled in these pages. They’re the defining dishes of Fanny’s childhood and young adulthood, but they’re all of my very favorite dishes too—the ones we come back to time and time again, collected through the years from the many dear and talented cooks that have come into our lives. I am so happy that the recipes are gathered together here, like old friends. It was also Fanny’s idea to bring the extraordinary photographer Brigitte Lacombe into this book. Brigitte’s images add a beautiful dimension to these stories and recipes, and that inspired marriage of art and writing is quintessentially Fanny.


This is Fanny’s story, distinctly and utterly her own. And it’s a story about our family, and our larger Chez Panisse family, La Famille Panisse. But I think it’s also a story about the universal power of real food—how it knits us together, and how deeply our lives and relationships can be enriched by the ways in which we nourish ourselves. In the end, what Fanny has produced is an intimate, funny, and evocative book about food and love. I have no objectivity at all, of course—but it is the truth.
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Preface


A memoir, if that’s the right word for this body of text, is an unusual undertaking for someone in her mid-thirties. But then, the word memoir isn’t quite the right fit anyway; it suggests something far more comprehensive and, perhaps, chronological, than what follows. This is a collection of stories and remembrances, some less or more fleshed out, some more or less narrative, but no matter their subject or length, their protagonist, their reason for being, is my mother.


My mother has been “famous” for as long as I can remember, though I measured fame not by the visibility of her face in the media or her recognizability on a given city street—or even by the very occasional request for an autograph when we were traveling—so much as by her capacity to instantly materialize a table for four at the best, most overbooked restaurants. By all accounts, she was in fact not that well known, and certainly not outside the innermost circle of the food world. This has of course changed in the last twenty-odd years: she’s since been the subject of a biography, a MasterClass, hundreds of articles, and several television shows; and the recipient of more honorary doctorates and awards than I can count, including a National Endowment for the Humanities medal bestowed by President Obama (she was the first chef to receive the honor), as well as copious other awards (which far outnumber the trophies I amassed over a lengthy soccer career), a couple of knighthoods (France, Italy), and so forth. She is still not someone who gets mobbed out in the open or ever snapped by professional paparazzi, but she is loved by many across the globe.


No matter the country, however, one thing that distinguishes her notoriety is that she is admired, above all else, for her altruism. Which is to say, she is adored not as an actor might be, for a tour de force in which she plays a character, but for being emphatically, truly herself. And with such a degree of determination that even her moral inflexibility has become one of the defining features of her fame. This must be the best type of celebrity to have attained: invisibility to all but those who worship you for your actions (and the occasional detractor who feels compelled to join the small chorus of contrarians).


Still, I didn’t think to write this book because my mother is famous. Rather I wanted to write it in spite of her fame. Even though there is considerable parity between her public and private personas, there still is a part of her more private self—which is to say, her family self—that makes the picture bigger, that amplifies the image. I don’t have an expository story to tell, but I have had the experience of being the only person on this planet who is her child. At the end of a lunch recently, an older colleague turned to me and said, “You might well be the only person with a famous parent I’ve ever heard of who isn’t completely fucked up.”


The fact that I am close to my mother is self-evident. Even as I begin this opening, I write from a sofa in a room in her house that I still largely think of as mine and that has—no matter how many years I have lived in other states and countries—a closet containing more of my shoes and clothes than any apartment I’ve called home since I left California in 2001. That I decided to call this book Always Home refers both to the very literal place (the Berkeley home in which I was born and raised) but also to the fact that, no matter where I am in the world, if I am with my mother, it feels like home. As you will learn from the preponderance of accounts of her redecorating rental houses, or festooning temporary places with flowers and switching out lightbulbs for ones with lower, more flattering wattages, or just burning rosemary, she has a knack for making all places feel familiar.


In many ways, the learned set of tools and behaviors from a childhood with her has shaped my independent life after the image of the one I knew as a child. I arrange flowers as if my mother were standing at my back. I know when she would object to a certain color or bloom, or if something smells too fragrant to keep in the kitchen, and I omit it (or sometimes, in an act of rebellion, decide to keep it). Likewise, without thinking, I start a chicken stock when I’ve been away from home for a long stretch and, with comparable absence of reflection, light a branch of rosemary or bay to scent the house. I always find a connection to my mother—whether or not I think of it in such explicit terms—in the slow meandering of the smoke. These are not just self-conscious acts designed to engender a sense of closeness to her—I’ve never felt myself to be overdependent on her—but rather because these behaviors, these adaptations, always enhance my life, as they do for the many people who have learned from her, either at her restaurant or as her friends.


When I was studying in England, I learned the term nostos from a boyfriend who was a classicist. Nostos is a word from ancient Greek assigned to a theme deployed in ancient literature to refer to the experience of returning home after an epic journey. Homer’s Odyssey is of course the most famous of these narratives. But it is not just the moment of physical return that characterizes nostos; rather, it is the feeling of home that Odysseus carries with him throughout. Home is, you could say, the very kernel of Odysseus’s sense of self. Without trying to sound too grandiose, I have always felt this, even before I had a Hellenic expression to attach to it. My experience of nostos, though absent any particularly heroic journey, is nonetheless in the Homeric vein: the feeling of home—and by extension, my mother’s proximity—is at once a kind of spiritual compass and a salve.


This is not to say that I haven’t felt the need to go out in search of myself, a self I knew might not materialize so long as I remained in my mother’s penumbra. I have often described her as having a gravitational force field, which is itself a product of a range of qualities: charisma, conviction, a touch of narcissism. She believes she knows what’s best for everyone she loves, and she’s not afraid to air her convictions, though they are often blind to context, even brazenly under-researched. She’s usually right, but it doesn’t give the object of her opinions much room to breathe. If I hadn’t left for the better part of seventeen years (with a largely unbroken decade of living in England), I don’t think I could have come home again. Certainly I wouldn’t have been able to see this complicated woman, upon whom I depend for so much of my sense of self, with all the love and empathy that a book such as this requires.


You may notice that my father, Stephen Singer, is largely absent from this account, though he was in fact not at all absent from my youth—he and my mother were together until just after my thirteenth birthday. But while my mother was the dominating, oxygen-consuming force of my childhood, my father has been a critical guide and influence in more recent years. I certainly wouldn’t have considered going to graduate school or have had the courage to live at such a distance, if not for his insatiable intellectual appetite. Still, this is not a book about my dad, nor is it really a book about my life. Rather, it’s a paean to the woman who was captivated by me from the very moment I emerged from her womb, and who, despite reaching the greatest conceivable heights in her career, has slipped me a note on every one of my birthdays inscribed with “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me in my life.”


Bob (A Footnote)


Because this book is nonlinear and non-narrative, occasionally people of enormous personal importance emerge with little or no introduction. One of these is Bob Carrau. While the general paucity of context around most characters feels appropriate to this format, I cannot in good conscience bring Bob into the story without some proper explanation. Bob is, after all, my third parent. He’s the person who made our family into a madcap nineties sitcom, in which two young men raise a child with a zany older lady (although my mom, given her love of French cinema, probably perceived it as something closer to Jules et Jim). Bob also traveled with us almost everywhere we went, whether near or far, and even lived for periods in the cottage in our backyard. He babysat me uncomplainingly; he made art with me for hours at a time (teaching me that “art” could in fact be anything); he helped me become a writer. Most amazingly, perhaps, he managed to remain a fixture in our family despite its post-divorce permutations. He and my mom are now beyond close—on top of being one of my mother’s dearest confidants, Bob has been her indispensable collaborator on most of her book projects and speeches for the better part of twenty-five years.


When Bob and my dad met in a film class at UC Berkeley around 1980, the two struck up an unusually close friendship—my dad the slightly older student (he’d already completed a BFA at the San Francisco Art Institute) with a precocious flair for criticism and art theory. They’d spend long hours looking at art, smoking dope, and talking about music, painting, and wine (that most critical of conversational lubricants, of which many fine bottles were consecutively opened by my wine-obsessed father). When my mom came on the scene, Bob wasn’t so much supplanted as folded more deeply into the fray, and when I was born, he was transformed into a de facto third guardian. My mom would head off to the restaurant, leaving Bob and my dad to watch me together. They’d sometimes get stoned, listen to Talking Heads and Brian Eno records, and spend hours in the back garden as I toddled around. All of this is caught on tape because Bob was, among other things, constantly filming. Having seen Andy Warhol’s genre-breaking films in school, some of which stretched on for slack, anticlimactic hours (Empire, for instance, which consists of eight hours and five minutes of slow-motion footage of an unchanging view of the Empire State Building), Bob decided to make a series called Following Fanny. Filmed on a gargantuan brand-new state-of-the-art eighties-era camcorder, the films comprise hours of footage of a very small me, rambling around according to whim. Even though these documents are largely absent any exciting action, or really any action whatsoever, they are proof of the degree to which this unorthodox trio was paying attention and watching and, moreover, making sure that my young life was very rich and full and just a little bit unconventional.
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CHAPTER 1


Beauty as a Language of Care


My mom speaks a language of beauty that I think very few are fluent in. In fact, only my mom can use the word beauty without its sounding cliché to me (although I am a jaded member of the art community, where the word beauty is often frowned upon). When musing on my mom’s particular contributions to civic life in Berkeley, a philanthropist and longtime supporter of her Edible Schoolyard Project suggested to me that above all she ought to be credited for emphasizing the importance of beauty in one’s life. I think it’s true that beauty is generally now considered to be superfluous, something merely cosmetic, but the way my mom thinks about it—which is to say practices it, really—places it at the core of a set of values she’s evolved into a kind of pedagogy. The first Edible Schoolyard (at the Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School in Berkeley), which I sometimes think of as my mother’s second child, was in a sense conceived out of beauty, or a perceived absence thereof. When the school’s principal called out my mom for publicly maligning its quasi-derelict appearance (she had said something offhand to a reporter for a local paper), conversations began that resulted in the ripping up of an acre of asphalt.


Within a year, the Edible Schoolyard Project had begun to take shape. A once litter-strewn stretch of pitch had been replaced with a nutrient-generating cover crop of alfalfa, fava, and clover. Soon thereafter, a truly magical garden (a friend’s five-year-old son recently told him that it was his “favorite place in the whole world”) began to take shape, and its tending by students was woven into the curriculum (soil sampling in biology, threshing ancient grains in history, and so forth). At the far end of the garden is a Kitchen Classroom, a structure containing a culinary facility in which students are, on a weekly basis, instructed in the basics of making and sharing delicious food, under the tutelage of one of the most empathic and gifted teachers around, the aptly named Esther Cook.


In the early days, because of overflow, there was a temporary classroom—in one of those deeply dispiriting trailer things usually reserved for use by construction site managers—that was placed on the school grounds in close proximity to the Kitchen Classroom building. My mom, her tolerance for the industrial taupe of the prefab kitchen building having worn thin, dipped, I believe, into her personal accounts to have the structure repainted aubergine. The crew charged with this task mistook the nearby classroom trailer for a related building and, in error, repainted it too. The next week, my mom received a handwritten card from the sixth graders whose class she had inadvertently beautified, thanking her for making their space feel special—thanking her for caring about them. I was always struck by the poignancy of that story, because it demonstrates that those things I often perceive as my mom’s utter folly (example: she also repaints our recycling and garbage bin brown every few years because she finds the underlying powder blue offensive) translate to a language of care. It’s not really about beauty in the end, but about care. If food is plated carefully, it will almost always be beautiful. If a child is surrounded by lush color, by growing places, by the variegated plumage of the chickens that run wild across her schoolyard, that child, I would wager, feels and registers that care on a profound, if subconscious level.


It would be a bit tautological to suggest that beauty and care were things I grew up with and felt—beauty was the total fabric of my existence. I always think it’s important, however, to stress that my mom’s fixation on beauty never approached preciousness. The reason this whole system functioned was the general lack of sentiment attached to any given object. Yes, an antique bowl from France might be loved, but it would also be used and brazenly put in the dishwasher and cracked and glued and finally broken beyond repair, but that was the only way to live with things—why buy them otherwise? One would think this almost cavalier attitude could not live alongside the impulse to acquire nice objects—our house is full to bursting with culinary treasures, flea market finds, linens, books—but for my mom, atmosphere (which is about so much more than appearance) extends well beyond the organization of belongings. I am wary of overemphasizing the degree to which she is intolerant of poorly conceived spaces—especially ones in which a reception or meal or some other variety of convivial activity is meant to take place—as it can make her seem disproportionately blinkered, even insensitive to the widely held belief that hers is an unachievably romantic existence. Yes, she will arrive at the governor of California’s mansion in Sacramento for the inaugural event she’s catering and immediately insist on starting a fire in the disused, presumed-decorative fireplace—for grilling the bread for bruschetta, of course! Despite the initial eye rolling, sweating, and concerned protestations from the staff, my mother prevails—and the first guests arrive to the smell of woodsmoke and grilling bread, an elemental perfume. The grilled bread, the handmade mozzarella, still warm from the brine, the splash of green olive oil, together with the aroma of the room, make the place feel like no other well-heeled political event out there.


All of this amounts to an attitude toward living born of sensitivity to one’s surroundings, dedicated to care, to the slow, meaningful collection of objects—not to money or privilege. She built her sensibility over decades of travel, of work, of friendship. The long-ago generosity of a stranger in Turkey when she was twenty—a young goatherd who left a bowl of fresh milk outside her tent—has everything to do with how she extends herself, or elaborates her sense of atmosphere, into a public milieu meant to be experienced and enjoyed beyond herself. To become a restaurateur (or “restauratrice,” as my mother has always put it, proud to be a woman occupying a traditionally male role), you have to want to share something of yourself with others; it might be among the most generous, most intimate professions out there. And Chez Panisse was built by a group of friends in what was originally a house, so, I think, a feeling of intimacy—of visiting someone’s home—is especially redolent still.
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My mom basically never stops creating atmosphere, whether her focus is a room of her own, a room in the restaurant, or a room in the home of an unsuspecting Airbnb host. No one, and I mean no one, gets to work as swiftly as my mom when there’s a space—which is to say, most spaces—in “need” of a few alterations. If she has recently landed in a rental property in which she plans to remain for even the briefest of stays, she assumes the mien of a five-star general on a mission. She shifts heavy things she would normally ask me to move, she delegates if there’s anyone to delegate to, she finds a room—preferably a capacious closet—into which undesirables can be ruthlessly deposited. Vase shaped like a flying pig? Decorative indoor weather-vane sculpture? Cutting boards shaped like the things meant to be cut upon them? Into the closet. A scribbled map is drawn to remind herself, and any other witnesses, where these items must be returned prior to departure. Inevitably, the pig vase meets its (un)timely demise in the back-and-forth. We are almost never returned a security deposit.


But sometimes it’s not a question of the pig vase, it’s just a matter of lighting, of a bulb that needs to be replaced with something of a lower wattage or perhaps just a lamp that needs a little dimming or a leaf of paper wrapped around it to dull the glare. Yet other times, just the slightest of interventions is required: a burning branch of rosemary, waved through room after room like a smudge stick to chase out the demons. If I ever smell the scent of burning rosemary anywhere outside of Berkeley, I feel myself lose equilibrium for a moment—it’s as if my mom has just trailed through the room, expunging the ghosts through the introduction of her own.
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CHAPTER 2


In the Mornings


In the morning, our house was never quiet. There were the usual sounds of a house coming to life: hot water rushing into the basin of a bathtub, a kettle’s faint squeal as its contents approach a boil, floorboards sighing beneath the weight of human feet. But there were other sounds too—those of my mother stacking logs and snapping grapevine kindling, crumpling newspaper and striking matches to build a fire in the kitchen hearth. In my memory there was a fire in the kitchen fireplace every day, although this was most certainly not the case. Still, the way in which she tended to the ritual of fire-building and then to cooking over the fire’s carefully calibrated heat is something that I will forever associate with her, and with being in the kitchen with her in the mornings before school.


The kitchen in my mother’s Berkeley home is more or less one big rectangular room; a butcher block commands much of the floor space in the kitchen half, while a sleek oval slate table is positioned centrally in the dining area, running parallel to the indoor fireplace. When my parents initially renovated the house in 1982, their major intervention was joining these two rooms. But building a massive brick hearth, including a pizza and bread oven and an open fireplace built at hip height to facilitate grilling (but also fitted with a rotisserie), was no small undertaking either. It remains the most used and most loved—not to mention iconic—feature of the house.


My mother would always make herself a bowl of something warm and faintly caffeinated to sip on to ease her morning ministrations. When I was little, it was a bowl of especially milky café au lait, the preferred French coffee beverage that inspired the opening of Café Fanny in 1984, just down the road. The chief purpose of the café, a collaboration with my uncle Jim, was to purvey bowls of café au lait, but also my grandmother’s granola (before granola became mainstream) and, somewhat incongruently, buckwheat crepes. These days, ever since her cholesterol was deemed a touch too elevated, my mom exclusively drinks an earthy fermented Chinese black tea called pu-erh, but from a bowl, as ever—mugs are not welcome in my mother’s cupboards. Even though I live in a pragmatic world of mugs—tea stays hotter for longer!—I love sitting with my mom in the morning with our bowls, watching the tea leaves expand and slowly settle into the inky liquid bottom.


When I was a child, my perch was a little stool at the narrow end of the butcher block. From that seat I could observe whatever was transpiring lunchwise or just watch my mother as she negotiated our family’s morning rituals. Breakfast in our house was either something of an event—an egg cooked in the fireplace in an iron spoon designed after a seventeenth-century French antique—or just, I suspect, like everyone else’s. The cereal I ate most as a kid was Cream of Wheat, not even a salubrious organic hippie version made of freshly milled wheat berries from plants sprinkled with purified mountain dew. Nope, it was just the sanitized stuff whose butter-yellow box featured the cartoon likeness of the betoqued and eternally beaming Barbadian chef Frank L. White. Why my mom gave this stuff a pass, while jettisoning other nonorganic foods, is beyond me, but I suspect it triggered comforting feelings of nostalgia. It was my dad, however, who was deputized to make this part of breakfast, and I was very particular about its preparation. It was important, for example, that the cereal be cooked in milk, but not from the beginning because then the milk gets too cooked and tastes gross, like overcooked milk, and gets that creepy epidermal film on top. It had to be started in water, with milk only added slowly along the way. Meanwhile, I required my dad to read The Wind in the Willows aloud while not burning the porridge. I was a merciless porridge critic and had very strict requirements involving consistency, temperature, and administration of milk: an utterly exasperating customer.


My favorite breakfast when I was little, however, was the three-minute egg. If I was lucky, it would be a perfectly soft-boiled blue Araucana egg, with a marigold-hued liquid center into which I would delight in plunging buttered toast “soldiers.” This was one of the few dishes for which some ancient nubbin of butter was retrieved from the freezer (its natural habitat in a home where olive oil was king). Still, there was nothing better than butter, that bit of salt and fat mingling with the sourness of the levain toast from Acme, whose crisped edges were exceptionally hard to eat without incurring mouthwide lacerations. My mom had some voodoo magic sixth sense for when the egg would be just right, which surely couldn’t have been only three minutes, but we still called it that. Maybe eggs were just smaller in the 1980s.


Speaking of the eighties, I have to say that I don’t really remember a time before taste, which is really to say that I don’t recall there being a world that wasn’t permeated by flavor. Flavor was the prism through which most things were seen or dissected or understood, even criticized. And it must have been like that from the beginning, because my mother never fed me anything she wouldn’t have eaten herself, and, in fact, for the most part, what I consumed very early on was just her food, passed through a mouli. But she would also ask me—once I was old enough to give words to my experience—what I thought about the thing she had just deposited on my plate. I was invited to tell her that something was too salty or too bitter, and to cultivate a sense of autonomy in my likes and dislikes. I think being asked to dissect my feelings about a given food into its constituent parts paradoxically had the effect of making me like almost everything. And being encouraged to make a vocabulary—however simple early on—to explain this gave me a keener sense of what made food taste good. My mom always said she was blessed to have gotten a kid who would eat just about anything, and it’s true that I rarely balked at trying something a bit unusual or new. And I did just always really like vegetables. Whether it was the weight of her former-Montessori-teacher attention and focus, or my having inherited a good part of my palate from her and my wine expert of a father, I learned early on to trust my tongue, and my nose, implicitly.
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Blue Egg with Soldiers


IN ENGLAND, where I lived for more than ten years from the age of twenty-two, no one keeps eggs in the refrigerator, nor will you find them chilled in any supermarket. This is owing to the fact that eggs in the United Kingdom (and in many other countries) are not washed the way they are in the States and therefore retain a natural protective barrier that allows them to be kept at room temperature. It took me a while to acclimate to looking for the eggs in the vicinity of the detergent instead of next to the milk, but, when it comes to cooking, it’s almost always preferable to have an egg ready at room temperature, rather than cold. Have you ever seen a recipe that calls for an ice-cold egg? They don’t exist! Many, many recipes, however, call for an egg to be at room temp, even warm—they perform better, whisk up fluffier, cook faster, and emulsify more seamlessly when they haven’t recently been removed from the fridge. My theory as to why my mom always called it a “three-minute egg”? The eggs may indeed have been smaller back in the eighties—they often came hand-delivered by my mom’s friend Patty Curtan from her backyard clutch of hens—but they were also always kept in a bowl on the countertop, as much for the beauty of their various colors as for the culinary convenience. Between the size and the temperature, however, three minutes in a pot of gently boiling water seemed to do the trick: liquid golden center, just-firm whites. If your egg is larger or colder, leave it in for longer. I’m not a fundamentalist about soft-boiled egg preparation: as long as a yolk still yields to the prod of a buttered bread baton, I’m happy. Which is to say that the key to the perfect egg breakfast, beyond a generous (and repeatedly administered) sprinkle of salt and freshly ground pepper, is a helping of crispy toast fingers to plunge into your yolk. I have tried dousing these with olive oil, I have rubbed them with garlic—nothing quite compares to butter. Cut a slice of sourdough levain and then slice it into “soldiers,” preferably before toasting (to ensure maximum crispness). Have a bit of melted or very soft butter on hand to paint them with and serve immediately alongside your egg with an ample sprinkling of salt and pepper.




CHAPTER 3


Maroon and Chartreuse


One of the questions I used to ask my mother repeatedly when I was small and possessed a proportionately limited imagination was “What’s your favorite color?” To my mom’s credit, she kept things interesting, always furnishing me with the same wonderfully erudite answer. “Maroon and chartreuse—it’s a tie. I love them both. I love them together. I can’t choose,” she would trill from the front seat if she was driving—a favorite time to pepper her with banal inquiries—or from the kitchen if I was asking the well-worn question from another room (or perhaps from across the butcher block while she prepared something at the stove). Maroon and chartreuse: two lesser-known shades of the tried-and-true complementary pair of purple and yellow. On some level those two colors sum it up; they give a perfectly concise picture of the aesthetic universe my mom has crafted and insists on living in.


Of course this isn’t to say that there weren’t, or aren’t, deviations from this theme, just that she knows what she likes and rigorously sticks to it. Throughout my youth, she largely allowed me to ornament my room however I liked, which is to say with things that hewed to that terrible powdery teenage palette of the nineties, not to mention the “wallpaper” made of dozens of conjoined Absolut Vodka ads, embellished here and there with portraits of a pubescent Leonardo DiCaprio. And in general she accepted my fashion and furnishing choices without reprisal or rebuke. It helped, however, that from the time I was twelve, my room was upstairs and behind a door that led to the converted attic—and thus safely out of view. To this day, anything that I leave around downstairs (a computer cord, say, or a more offensive bright red puffer jacket) will be quietly deposited at the foot of the stairs and sealed behind the door. It’s easy to imagine that this aesthetic climate was stifling or oppressive, but she wasn’t obsessive-compulsive, she just had an eye for beauty and a taste for maroon.
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And if you take a moment to think about it, it’s not difficult to imagine why the color maroon might appeal. It is, after all, the color of the feathery-petaled ‘Black Parrot’ tulips that came up in the spring in our front garden, or of every rose that grew in the backyard, from the deeply perfumed ‘Othello’ to my favorite-named ‘Reine des Violettes’ to the head of ‘Prospero,’ whose petals are more densely imbricated than the scales of a fish. Just as copper could be said to be the only permissible metal in this particular world, maroon was the color of every soft furnishing in sight: sofas and daybeds, rugs, bath towels, pillows, the newly reupholstered mid-century chairs, the robe brought back from a long-ago trip to Morocco. I once bought a white and black woven alpaca blanket from a design store in London as a present—something I imagined my mom cocooning herself in as she lay rapt before the always-playing Turner Classic Movies channel. Before I could say, “Do you like it?” she had condemned it to the dye pot. The next time I clapped eyes on it, it was, well, maroon.


There’s something about the warm depths of the hue, though, the way it recalls the dripping velvety darks of Dutch Renaissance floral still lifes (of which my mom always had a tattered postcard, or several, propped around). Those paintings were a font of inspiration for more than just palettes, being reified in all their improbable tangled architecture in the form of the floral arrangements crafted and installed by the grumpy but extraordinary floral artist Carrie Glenn. I don’t think a more quietly visionary florist existed in the United States for at least most of Carrie’s tenure at Chez Panisse (thirty years, give or take); her arrangements were so uncompromisingly exquisite that no one in his or her right mind would have consented to the cost of their weekly construction—other than, of course, my mother, who is not in her right mind when it comes to things like flowers or lettuce or olive oil or lighting, or even just the smell of a place. Whether my mother was always this way, or whether her priorities were forged at some critical moment before I was born, I can’t say, but in my recollection of her, her doctrinairism was the dominant feature. Of course she’s had enough financial security in her adulthood so as not to have to think twice about choosing the best olive oil, but her inflexibility didn’t necessarily mean a more expensive price tag. Many of the improvements she insisted on could be made for nothing, or next to it: a foraged bundle of branches, salad grown in the backyard or window planter, and so forth. And anyway, if good olive oil is your most crippling vice, you’re probably not headed for ruin any time soon. At least that’s how I rationalize it—I seem to have inherited a congenital inflexibility regarding quality condiments and superior produce, even if it means several dinners a month of lentils or sardines on toast (it turns out good olive oil is all you need to make even the most frugal ingredients taste delicious). As for flowers—or leaves, really—I mostly purloin those from the overabundance of mangy greenery growing on the streets of London or Berkeley or wherever.


I did, however, learn to assemble arrangements from the best of the best. I was often drafted, along with my childhood friend Sarah, into Carrie’s employ, especially when something unthinkably tedious had to be undertaken in the service of a particular visual effect. There was the time, for instance, when we spent several after-school afternoons stringing blushy little crab apples onto copper wire to make garlands to drape around the amber-colored mirrors of Chez Panisse’s downstairs dining room for a harvest dinner. Our fingers were covered in tart juice and the must of apple skin; the fuzz from the underside of their leaves caught easily in our long, juicy hair. We had loads of cuts and punctures from negotiating the copper wire, but then, it had to be copper, of course, so that all the colors would meld together, even disappear, into the warmth of the wooded, copper-toned room. Carrie approached her work with a shrewdness and control that would seem inconsistent with the sense of wilderness her arrangements exuded, but she was a master of barely bridled chaos. She was painting, really, with flowers. And no one ever considered her anything less than an artist in the truest sense.


Flowers were for my mom not just a confection to be enjoyed at the restaurant, but a part of what made any room complete. Billowing leafy branches and a few stems of some decidedly unshowy flower seem to be permanently installed in a large green urn in the far corner of the kitchen, adjacent to what was formerly a picture window and which, in a more recent renovation, was turned into a pair of glass doors opening onto the garden. These arrangements, which bore only distant relation to Carrie’s consummately assembled masterpieces, were nonetheless a critical part of the feeling of the room and the house more generally, as were the many little vases—tiny copper lusterware pitchers from England or assorted mini vintage copper metal vessels (the homeliest of which I made in a high school blacksmithing class)—that she perched on the sill above the kitchen sink. These would often contain a couple of choice sprigs: the one gorgeous bloom whose stem snapped in the arranging of something taller but couldn’t be jettisoned; a few citrus blossoms from our gnarled and underproductive Meyer lemon tree or, when the season rolled around, an immaculate little violet bouquet.


I know that violets are not strictly maroon, but they are a related shade of dark purple, and, more important, they are the flower that I will forever associate with my mother. If I were ever to get a tattoo to memorialize her (in forty years when she retires from running Chez Panisse at the ripe old age of a hundred and ten!), it would be of a violet. We have always had them growing in our front garden—the back one too, but those were generally more overlooked—and their appearance preceded the full arrival of spring; they were the shy ground-hugging little harbingers of warmer days to come. If you neglected to pick them in that two-week window, they would disappear as quietly as they appeared, never making a fuss like the red and yellow tulips, which, exhausted by a few days of full bloom, would swoon and collapse like melodramatic love-vanquished teenagers. While the violets were flowering I’d pause on my way in from school to collect a handful for my mother, visiting whichever plants I hadn’t culled from the previous day, or the ones that had yielded a few fresh blooms (“They like to be picked!” my mother would reassure me). I don’t think she ever told me she wanted me to pick them for her or requested a bouquet outright, but it became an unspoken tradition: every day new stems were added to the little bouquet on the sill; every day wilted or shriveled stems were plucked from it.


I loved hunting for the tiny flowers, always cowering beneath their beautifully lobed dark green cordate leaves. My mom would have entered the house ten or so minutes earlier, leaving the door yawning, and would usually be in the kitchen pretending she had no idea why I’d tarried in the front yard, or perhaps even “hadn’t noticed” that I had yet to occupy my after-school perch for snacks at the butcher block. I delighted in offering this tiny arrangement, hemmed in a ring of leaves, to my mom. And every time, even if I’d been violet-hunting on a near daily basis, my mom would act surprised and delighted to receive it. Nothing could have reaffirmed my dedication to this ritual like my mother’s truly unfeigned glee at being presented with this unspeakably modest gift—I honestly do not know of another person capable of such wonder. To this day, no matter where I am in the world, a violet will call my mother into the garden, into the room. Whenever I used to pick a handful from my London garden, it was with her in mind, and with regret that an emailed photo would have had to be dispatched in lieu of the real thing.


When I was eight years old, my mom published the first of two children’s books themed around my experiences in the restaurant. At the time—I was eight—I thought this was a grand idea! Me? Center of attention? Heroine of a picture book? Sold! When the book was released I did not need to be coerced into tagging along with my mom to book signings, radio appearances, and the like. I went along skipping. To this day, I’ve never signed anything with as much brio as I did those several hundred Fanny at Chez Panisse books, emblazoning them with the Madonna-esque single moniker “Fanny.” Once I reached high school and the book was belatedly being turned into a musical with Broadway ambitions, I had developed a healthy set of misgivings, hinging on bald regret. When the production was unfavorably reviewed by the San Francisco Chronicle with the headline “Fanny Lacks Spice,” I arrived on campus to discover that several copies of the article had been taped to my locker. When it comes to my mother’s feelings about the whole thing, she largely seems untainted by remorse, but I suspect that if I’d really put my foot down at any point she would have relented. I think everyone involved in the Fanny book was relieved that the theatrical iteration wasn’t going anywhere near Broadway; still, any uneasiness—my own, primarily—was never extreme, and certainly didn’t hinder the possibility of a sequel (Fanny in France was published just a few years ago).


Despite any latent mortification, I can still say that one of the best things to come out of the whole ordeal were the reams of letters I received between the ages of eight and eleven from girls my age who had read the book. Of course, these were the days before the internet and also at the height of my French school’s pedagogical practice of forcing us into correspondence with like-aged French children, so I was primed to be the pen pal of any “fan’s” dreams. I wrote back to every epistle, including recipes and drawings; sent follow-up letters (in some instances remaining in contact with someone for years); and tried my best to seem as cool and blasé as the alter ego who’d graced the pages of my mom’s book. The letter I remember best was written by a young reader who, as evidenced by the single page of very careful, large, and labored text, appeared also to be a new writer. It read: “Dear Fanny, Do you know how to make violet-flavored gum? Love, Georgia.” I did not know then how to make violet-flavored gum and still don’t, but I wrote back and included a recipe for candied violets, which to this day remind me not only of Georgia but also, of course, of my mother.


Candied Violets


CANDYING FLOWERS is not something I undertake very often, but when I do, I find it’s always worth the not-very-significant effort. Making candied violets at Easter to rim the edge of a lemon curd tart would be one of those times: purple and yellow in their most mutually beneficial pairing, and something sure to enchant anyone who comes to your table. It’s one of those incredibly whimsical things that makes an enormous impression, while being actually quite easy. Line a baking tray with a sheet of waxed paper or baking parchment. In a medium bowl, beat 2 egg whites with a whisk just until frothy. Place a cup of white, finely granulated sugar in a small bowl. Taking one violet at a time by the stem (be sure to use the edible common purple violet, which grows both cultivated and wild—if you have doubts, consult an expert!), dip it into the egg whites, covering all surfaces, then gingerly dip it into the sugar, being sure to coat the whole of the flower. Two egg whites should be enough for at least a couple of dozen candied flowers. Place the coated violets on the prepared baking sheets and use a toothpick, match, or the end of a small knife to coax each flower back into its original shape if the dredging process has caused it to collapse a bit. Fill in any uncoated patches with an additional sprinkle of sugar. Finally, use a pair of scissors to snip off the stems. Allow to dehydrate in a warm, dry area for 24 hours or more. Once these are completely dry, store in an airtight container and keep for up to two months.


Why chartreuse, then? Well, it’s the hallucinatory color of spring, of the first pea tendrils that would wind themselves up the naked bamboo poles my mom staked in the earth in our backyard to make a child-sized tipi, a construction that always started to list precariously to one side once the full crop of sugar peas arrived midsummer. I delighted in sitting in there, snacking on peas until I’d ruined my appetite for dinner. Chartreuse is also a color that looks particularly good with maroon (as it were). For my mom, chartreuse was not just a word she loved to say, and that I loved to repeat back to her like a talking parrot, but also the color of things growing, of things awakening. She always calls me to tell me when the fresh tips have started to emerge at the ends of the branches of our towering, centuries-old redwood tree. That new green, the kind of green that comes up overnight after a much-needed rain, transforming a dull parched sward up in the sprawling regional park behind our house into a vibrant carpet. The green that makes going for a walk in the California hills feel like a visit to a mythical Green Kingdom. It is the color of the inside of a fava bean pod and the color of the chervil my mom loves to throw into a salad.


My mom used to talk about a group of monks in the French Alps who lived in a monastery called Grande Chartreuse. They were called Carthusians, and in lieu of conversation (they obey a strict rule against speaking) made and bottled Chartreuse, that vividly colored, slightly poisonous-looking liqueur infused with mountain herbs. In my mom’s fantasy there was a restaurant at this monastery too—a place with a hearth so ancient and vast you could walk right into it and a garden that stretched across several hilly acres—but I can’t imagine a Carthusian silently explaining a menu and taking a food order or mutely firing a steak. The closest I ever got to the bottled stuff was in crème Chantilly (to accompany, say, a perfect slice of apple galette in the downstairs restaurant), but the second it hit my tongue, I’d bristle and refuse it: too potent, too boozy. A very willing sampler of wine, I was, but only a reluctant consumer of desserts that had been in any way desecrated by some variety of heady liqueur.


When my mom first met Susie Tompkins Buell (the founder of Esprit, whose charitable foundation was the first to support my mother’s Edible Schoolyard Project), I was about eight years old. This belated encounter between two Bay Area doyennes was, it transpired, a true meeting of maroon and chartreuse: a friendship destined to last. Susie possessed a devotion to the latter color that rivaled my mom’s commitment to maroon. Enter one of Susie’s perfectly curated interiors—I owe her almost as much as I owe my mother when it comes to the influences on my present aesthetic—and you were submerged in a world in which grassy, bottle-glassy shades of chartreuse were everywhere on display: collections of vases and pots made by studio potter Barbara Willis, half dipped in chartreuse glaze, generous enveloping chartreuse sofas festooned with pillows of every tint of light green, the most covetable assortment of glassware and French flea market bowls, and piles, platters, altars full of perfectly worn but still-jeweled green sea glass, scavenged from the local beach. The house, so full of green, was like the Emerald City of Oz made real and relocated to Bolinas, California. Fittingly, the lettuces my mother and Susie most adore are the bitter ones, the winter greens that take happily to vinaigrettes with strong garlic and anchovy and glugs of olive oil and lemon. Their favorite is the Castelfranco, an Italian varietal of radicchio whose head looks like a massive rose and whose pale chartreuse leaves are speckled, appropriately, with deep maroon.




[image: image]


CHAPTER 4


Peeling Fruit


One of the most distinctive things about my mother is her hands, though I would imagine that the hands of anyone’s mother would seem distinctive to them. Those are the hands, after all, that soothe us throughout so much of our childhood, that change our diapers and swaddle us and hold us, and comb our hair, and apply unwanted sunscreen and antiseptic and Band-Aids, and put on our clothes and tie our shoelaces. But there is something about the way my mom uses hers—which is to say, with total conviction and without fear—that makes them seem so unordinary. Her hands are in fact quite small, her nails perpetually shorn (from a mix of anxious biting and crude clipping and the occasional cooking accident, like the time she took off the very end of a finger trying to shell a green walnut to make a liqueur called nocino).
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