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CHAPTER 1











Tagliatelle with Grated Zucchini








Pasta. Nourishing, quick, easy, and wholly satisfying. I practically lived off the stuff in college. This recipe has remained one of the vestiges of my college days, with good reason. The zucchini becomes an altogether different vegetable upon grating—as velvety and sumptuous as any vegetable can become.











2 tablespoons unsalted butter




1 tablespoon olive oil




1 small dried chili, like chili d’arbol, or a healthy pinch of red pepper flakes




2 ½ cups grated zucchini




2 cloves garlic, thinly sliced salt and pepper to taste




½ cup heavy cream




8 ounces dried tagliatelle pasta




¼ cup minced fresh flat-leaf parsley




½ cup grated Parmesan cheese




¼–½ cup reserved pasta cooking water







In a large skillet, over medium heat, melt the butter and olive oil. Crumble the chili and sauté briefly. Turn the heat to medium-high and add the zucchini, garlic, salt, and pepper, tossing to combine. The zucchini should be glossy and completely coated in the butter and olive oil. Flatten into a large pancake so that the zucchini begins to exude liquid. Continue sautéing and flattening for 8–10 minutes, until the liquid is gone and the zucchini begins to brown and has reduced in volume by a third.






Add the heavy cream and bring to a simmer. Reduce the heat to low and cook for 1–2 minutes, allowing the flavors to marry. Meanwhile cook the pasta according to the package instructions until al dente. Toss the pasta with the sauce. Add the parsley, cheese, and any of the pasta cooking water that might be needed to make the sauce loose and flowing. Taste for seasoning and serve with extra Parmesan cheese.




 




serves 2, with leftovers


















Baby Food











I had been eating a lot of pasta lately, in all of its many forms. As college life got busier, my meals became increasingly brief, tossed together with ease, eaten, and oftentimes forgotten.




Through the back windows in my kitchen, the sun illuminated the pile of dishes resting in the sink. I will get to those, I thought. I had been a bit frantic lately; my rear end had seemed fused to my desk chair as I spent hours in front of my computer working on my thesis. The end was in sight; this life of imminent papers and stacks of textbooks was coming to a close. My days as a student were coming to a close.




It was a tome, or at least it was in my narrow, nearly postcollegiate world. I left the warmth of the kitchen, and walking to my desk, pulled the final pages of my paper from the printer, neatly placing them into the stack. I grew proud and hungry. Grabbing a bowl of pasta I had made the night before, I took a seat on the floor. I was surprised by my eagerness to lunch on leftovers. But this tagliatelle was one of my favorites. There are certain foods that take on a different identity when reheated, one that makes them exciting and new, if those adjectives can even be used to describe a bowl of pasta. This pasta was blanketed in a pale, creamy green sauce, like a light pesto, but with the smooth, luxurious flavor of another pasta altogether. In the moment’s respite I had the night before, I stood grating zucchini into piles of shaggy shards. The vegetable had nearly melted, and its traces, combined with a splash of cream, turned the contents of the pan into a sumptuous sauce. By the next day, the pasta grew drier, soaking up the cream and leaving behind bits of fiery chili while the zucchini clung steadfastly to each noodle.




I slurped, then chewed. In my right hand was my senior thesis, “The Memoir as a Means to Freudian Psychoanalysis as Seen in Nabokov’s Speak, Memory.” I had loved this book, voluntarily becoming lost in Nabokov’s language for these final weeks of college. My life had become a to and fro, stripped down to the bare essentials. Days were spent in the modern dance studio; in the evenings, I would hunker down in my apartment, curling up on my couch with my dog-eared copy of Speak, Memory and stacks of Freudian reference books.




I had just enough time to put my pasta bowl in the sink, grab a sweater to ward off the chill of Berkeley in the late spring, and meet Maia, my best friend, who had diligently agreed to give my thesis a final read before I turned it in.




I hopped into the car, making my way down the hill to the flatlands near the university. I passed the elementary school, the playground empty and swing set still on this Sunday afternoon. Letting my elbow rest on the open car window, I allowed the cool breezes of May in the Bay Area to mingle with the car’s stale air. The wisteria were in bloom, the lavender vines drooping heavily along the entrance to a stately brick church near my apartment. Farther down the hill, the Greene and Greene house, an emblem of the Arts and Crafts movement, with its oxidized copper trim and pagoda-esque eaves, stood alongside the frat houses, ramshackle, littered with beer bottles, and lawn furniture poised on the roof. Berkeley had become my home. It was a place where I was given the opportunity to encounter a variety of different people.




Sitting next to the grubby college student, the politically active classmate, the jocks, and the theater people in giant lecture halls, I steered my way through these countless niches but never truly found my own. Being at Berkeley was as much about a solid college education as it was a place to try on identities. It was difficult to find the ideal, but I had discovered a few things about myself along the way. I loved to dance; I could curl up with a good book for hours; and nothing was more restorative to me than a home-cooked meal. I was young and unencumbered. Living in Berkeley offered me the freedom of endless possibilities. But these endless possibilities also kept me wide-eyed in the middle of the night, raising the question: What do I want to do with the rest of my life?




Maia met me on the corner of Haste and Telegraph, right near Amoeba Records, which was blaring a forgotten hit from the sixties. Over the past four years, I had spent countless Sunday afternoons there, thumbing through the overstuffed racks while some ultraobscure band played in the background.






Maia was punctual as usual, and we walked to get a cup of coffee near campus. Prattling on about our weekends, we traveled arm in arm, as we often did, creating a barrier against the students stumbling home single-mindedly during finals week. Introduced through a mutual friend, Maia and I had become fast friends when we both stayed to enjoy Berkeley in the summertime. When the students go home for their break, Berkeley becomes a ghost town, and Maia and I enjoyed the quiet. I am not sure if it comes from the warm weather, or maybe it is the length of the days, but everything seems to move at warp speed during the summer months. Maia and I had many late-night talks and shared many evenings cooking elaborate meals for no one but the two of us. Now, almost two years later, she had agreed to proofread my thesis, despite the craze of finals week for her as well. Maia was so articulate, even her slang was grammatically correct.




Telegraph Avenue, the main street leading toward UC Berkeley, offers an odd assortment of typical college town shops, bookstores, and retailers selling “Cal gear,” mixed in with the unsavory sort of tattoo parlors, tobacco emporiums with giant hookahs in the window, and ancient Mexican restaurants serving grilled burritos. I had traveled these blocks so many times that it seemed the sidewalks had grown accustomed to my footprint. Maia and I pushed our way past rows of vendors selling tie-dyed T-shirts toward Wall Berlin, the leftist coffeehouse that had the blackest coffee. We were only blocks away when I casually mentioned that I didn’t feel well.




Suddenly my vision narrowed. My surroundings were spinning, my mouth went bone-dry, and my stomach felt as if I had ridden on a rickety carnival roller coaster after consuming too many corn dogs. So I sat down on the curb of Telegraph Avenue. Littered with trash and cigarette butts, smelling of a mixture of urine and patchouli-scented incense, Telegraph Avenue is not a place where anyone should be sitting, let alone lying down, yet I then assumed a prone position. As Maia watched me drift off, my body beginning to go limp on the sidewalk, she called 911. Moments later, the ambulance came and she rode with me to the hospital, preparing to make the phone call that no one ever wants to make.




It wasn’t one of those phone calls that wake a mother in the middle of the night, when the ringing of the phone at 3:00 A.M. signals doom, but that phone call, alerting my mother that her youngest daughter was taken to the hospital at 4:00 P.M., was met with the same amount of dread. Maia told my mother that she had gotten me to the hospital, that I wasn’t feeling well, that the doctors hadn’t told her anything yet. My mother told my father to stay at home and wait for her call. “I’m sure everything is fine,” she said, and then she left to pick up my sister Jennifer, who was living only fifteen minutes away.




It had always been just my sister and me. She was six years my senior, and from the time that I could walk, I trotted around behind Jennifer. I idolized her, even through those gawky middle school years. Even with the pain of bad haircuts and elasticized shorts, I thought that she was beautiful. When Jennifer was driving in high school, I looked forward to her picking me up after school, the latest New Wave band blaring out of the speaker of her petite Ford Tempo. That May day, she made the drive over the Bay Bridge to the East Bay with my mother. It seemed that everyone was out for a Sunday drive, as my grandma used to say. A trip that should have taken forty-five minutes turned into an anxious two-hour journey.




As they drove, I weaved in and out of consciousness. My recollections of that day are spotty. I do not remember the whirling lights of the ambulance, or Maia making the call to my parents’ house, or calling my boyfriend, Brian, who also rushed to the hospital. In fact, I recall little besides the large white ceiling tiles that hung above my gurney when I first arrived at the hospital. I remained in this semiconscious state until my mother arrived and announced to me that she was there. Reaching under the tightly fitted hospital sheets, she grasped my hand and squeezed as only a mother can do, her presence allowing me to bow out gracefully. I tumbled into unconsciousness and remained that way for three weeks.




 




I HADN’T BEEN to the hospital since birth. No broken bones, never a stitch, no nothing. My childhood days were spent trying to emulate Jennifer or taking dance classes. Things might have been different if I had fallen off a bike or smacked my head on a diving board—or had any number of typical suburban kid accidents. Perhaps I would have been rushed to the hospital, wheeled into the MRI machine, and the doctors would have detected it—the slight malformation in my brain, the tangle of arteries, a little knot inside the labyrinth of gray matter, biding its time, and waiting to burst.




An AVM, arterio-venous malformation, is quite a mouthful. I remember asking my family to repeat to me what I had suffered. “AVM, AVM, arterio-venous what?” At night, when I couldn’t sleep, I repeated those initials over and over to myself, hoping that in the morning I would actually remember them. But I did not, could not, for several weeks. The AVM had left me with a deficit in speech and cognition, as well as complete paralysis of my right side.




There are two kinds of strokes. The more common is the ischemic variety, a clot in a blood vessel. Then there is the hemorrhagic, or the bleeding sort. An AVM is the latter. Inside the brain is a mess of capillaries. Their main function is to distribute the blood around the brain, into its tiniest recesses. Without them, we would be what I like to call a nonfunctioning blood head. In most people, these capillaries are well-developed conduits, but for two to five in every thousand people, they are not. For those people, the capillary walls are malformed, and occasionally, without warning, they rupture, seeping blood into the precious matter that is the human brain. The result can be either death or symptoms similar to stroke: paralysis, slurred speech, memory loss, obstructed vision, and so on. Guess who happened to be a part of that small percentage? I never win anything. But when it comes to AVMs, I struck the jackpot.




There is an astounding unpredictability to AVMs. Some people live their entire life with one and don’t even know it. It may even rupture and the person may never know. Doctors have yet to determine the whys or whens. The effect of an AVM depends on its location. Mine was in the basal ganglia region, an area deep within the brain that controls both fine and gross motor skills.




 




WHEN I REGAINED consciousness, weeks had passed. Wires and plugs twisted off my bed like vines winding their way up a trellis, and the blipping of monitors blended with the nurses’ conversations in the hallway. The brevity of a northern California spring had come and gone. Like a wisp, I had missed it.




Those initial weeks were ones of slumber for me. My eyelids were like lead and I could only force them open for a few minutes each day. Doctors would nudge me into wakefulness, shining pinpoint flashlights into my eyes and forcing me to answer simple questions, like what day of the week it was. They would gather around my bed awaiting my answer. As I would reply, my voice would crackle. And as I eventually became more lucid, the questions got slightly more challenging. The doctors soon gave me the all clear to eat with abandon, secure that I could manage by myself, and snacking is what I most enjoyed. First, there was snack food: a small pile of cheese-flavored crackers; a short stack of saddle-shaped, original-flavored Pringles, cradled neatly one on top of another; and bits and bites of an assorted box of milk chocolates. Each lay in a loose pile on my chest. They would go on rotation. A cheese cracker, leaving a dusty orange trail on my hospital gown, was followed by a crumble of dehydrated potato, then a nibble of chocolate, another chocolate morsel, the crisp crackle of a cracker, and so on. I requested Doritos from one visitor, peanut butter from another, chocolate sandwich cookies from yet another. The windowsill of my hospital room looked like the aisle of a convenience store. Still confined to my bed, I would request a small pile of snacks to be laid on my chest. My mother was only too happy to comply, and the nurses would snicker at the skinny girl’s feast.




All of my senses had become muted. I couldn’t quite see straight—I had to wear an eye patch, like a pirate’s matey. My speech was jilted. Hearing wavered in and out of pitch. And food tasted different—it, too, seemed somehow muted. Which must be why I loved and requested junk food so much. I could clearly see the bright orange of the cracker, hear the crunch of the fried potatoes, and savor the sweetness of the chocolate as it slipped down my throat. No one eats cheese crackers for the subtlety of flavor. It was as if I needed that sodium, those ingredients I couldn’t pronounce, to know what food was supposed to taste like.




 




GROWING UP, MY mom packed well-balanced lunches for me. Other kids would buy prepared foods—the latest pizza pocket or a frozen burrito—and zap them in the school’s microwave; I was never allowed. Out of my brown paper sack I would pull a turkey sandwich, two veggies, a piece of fruit, and some cookies. It wasn’t that sweets were banned altogether; it was just that the rest of the meal had to be nutritious.




Once a month, I was allowed certain sugar cereals. And I would wait all month long for that precious visit to the grocery store. Standing in the vast cereal aisle for what seemed like hours, I would try to select the choice box of cereal: one that was sugary but not dyed neon hues (those were never allowed), one that would sweeten the milk in the cereal bowl but not leave it a murky slick, a cereal that kept the right consistency in milk—not too crisp, not mushy. When the ideal box was agreed upon, I waited eagerly until we got home from the market to pour the perfect bowl. That first sugary bite of longed-for cereal came with such a feeling of pure, unadulterated happiness—like waking up at noon on a Saturday well rested after a long week of getting up early for school.




So I guess it’s no wonder that the first thing I craved in the hospital was junk food. As much as the desire for processed cheese snacks was about finding a morsel of flavor strong enough to break through my new muted world, I was also in pursuit of that same happiness, that same gleeful feeling of having your first bite of something new. Little did I know how many new culinary adventures awaited me in the next phase of recovery.

































CHAPTER 2











Cantor Cohen’s Noodle Kugel








For many, casseroles are part of their culinary lexicon. They just weren’t for me. Except for kugel. Kugel is a traditional Eastern European Jewish dish, and although most of the ingredients are sweet, it is not served as a dessert. Rather, this dish is a complement to savory meals, like brisket. This recipe is from a yellowed-with-age spiral-bound cookbook from the first temple that my parents belonged to, written by the cantor of that temple’s family. Made on special occasions, kugel had been the only casserole in my culinary lexicon—that is, until I began my tenure at the hospital in Vallejo.











1 pound wide egg noodles (cooked according to package directions)




1 cup sugar




1 pound cottage cheese




1½ teaspoons vanilla extract




4 ounces (1 stick) melted unsalted butter, plus additional to grease the pan




1 cup golden raisins




7 eggs




2 ½–3 cups milk




1 pint sour cream




FOR THE TOPPING:




½ cup crumbled cornflakes




1 teaspoon cinnamon




1 teaspoon sugar







Mix together all of the kugel ingredients except the topping mixture and place in a 9 × 13 inch greased Pyrex pan. Refrigerate overnight to thicken and meld the flavors.






Preheat the oven to 350°F. Before baking the kugel, mix the topping ingredients together. Sprinkle the topping over the kugel, then dot with additional butter. Bake for approximately 1½ hours, or until golden on top. Check during the last 15 minutes to make sure the kugel is not baking too fast and getting too brown. If it is beginning to brown too quickly, cover it with aluminum foil. The kugel is ready when it is heated through and bubbly. Wait approximately 10 minutes before dishing up.




 




serves 18






















Test Kitchen











I don’t remember having any conversations with my doctors, family, or friends about what had happened to me. I just sort of knew. Knew that I was paralyzed, knew that I had no mobility on the right side of my body. The one thing I did not know is what my fate would be and the seemingly endless road that lay ahead of me. When I was first moved from my hospital bed, I was presented with a wheelchair as my new mode of transportation. I hated that wheelchair. I detested the fact that every time I glanced into the mirror, the girl wearing the eye patch staring back at me was unrecognizable. I was in need of a haircut, my skin was sallow and greasy, I was gaunt from being fed intravenously for weeks, and the right side of my face literally drooped. It looked as if I had had a reverse face-lift. The person reflected back at me was unfamiliar. Mirrors are kept hidden for a reason in hospitals; it can be shocking to see how someone really looks while recuperating. The stiff hospital gown was not my clothing, the greenish cast of the fluorescent hospital lights was less than flattering, and the girl with hanging limbs was me. I had entered a new territory.




I had always kept mostly to myself. My days most recently had been filled with lectures and dance classes, and I looked forward to my time alone. I would chat with my fellow dancers before we would take our places at the barre. We would smile and nod while tying on our pointe shoes. But after class, while some dancers would stand, stretching their hamstrings, flexing their feet, and talking to one another, I would duck out. It was never that I would stop dancing as soon as I left the classroom—quite the opposite. Back in my apartment, sitting down to a bowl of hot soup, I would mentally rehearse the choreography in my head and think about improvements for the next class. But now, in the hospital, I was never alone. There was always a family member or a close friend, a doctor or a nurse, or at times both. Now I always needed someone there. It was as if the company warded off the demons and kept me from asking the truly terrifying question: When would I be well again?




My senior year of college was the year of Dionne Warwick for me. Not the “That’s What Friends Are For” Dionne Warwick, but the Burt Bacharach Dionne. I had discovered her thirty years too late. And I loved her: the cat’s-eye eyeliner, the bouffant hairdos, the raspy vocals. She sang of suburban love lost, which I couldn’t relate to, but I adored her nonetheless. It was Dionne who would first sing to me in my hospital bed. Brian, my boyfriend, had been told that patients may need a little bit of home to curtail the hospital monotony. He slipped a set of headphones over my ears one night shortly after I woke up, and there was that beautiful raw voice, singing to me. I teared up instantly. Who knows—maybe it was the massive amounts of drugs coursing through my veins at that moment, or maybe it was the emotion in her voice.




Three weeks in the ICU and I was given the option to go home or to go to another intensive rehabilitation hospital. Obviously, returning home was the more attractive proposition—my own bed, my mother’s cooking, and a community of family and friends on which to lean. But I knew that the rehabilitation hospital was the wiser option. It provided intensive physical therapy, hands-on occupational therapy, and a team of doctors monitoring my every move. So I went to the wasteland of Vallejo, California, overrun with mini-malls and fast-food chains, about one and a half hours outside of San Francisco, to get “rehabilitated.”




The rehabilitation hospital in Vallejo can best be described as a perverse summer camp for adults. Yes, a summer camp, but without any feeling of community and definitely no laying around the pool to escape the sweltering heat. There were, however, passels of physical therapists barking commands and excitedly giving words of encouragement, much like camp counselors. The patients-cum-campers were the pleasers, the sulkers, the criers, the sweaters, the screamers, and the easily excitables, all thrown together, doing what we were told, but with a healthy dose of skepticism. My cabin was a room with three other women, all with neurological disorders of their own. One, a grandmother who had suffered a stroke; another, a middle-aged housewife with a degenerative neurological ailment, wheeling around in an enormous motorized wheelchair; and finally, a gunshot victim who had been paralyzed from the waist down. But I was by far the youngest. There was no competition, but there was also no camaraderie. Unlike summer camp, there were no late-night gab sessions. When we came back to the room after a long day of physical therapy, the curtains were drawn by the nurses, keeping each roommate to herself until bedtime. The evenings were silent, save for the murmuring din of each roommate’s individual television set.




A feeling of desperation, and at times defeat, was pervasive. I was thrown together with other invalids, each with the knowledge of what they once were like—parents, teachers, businesspeople, doctors, handymen, and so on—and where they wanted to be again. But I did not feel sorry for anyone. Much like my fellow roommates, I was too tired and too busy to feel much of anything.




 




ALONE WE SLEPT, alone we rehabilitated, and—I was surprised to find—alone we ate. I have never been a solitary eater. Nor have I been a closet eater. There are some foods, aesthetically, that I prefer to eat alone. For instance, when eating crab—tearing off the claws with a pop, cracking the hard exterior, fish juice flying everywhere, and drawn butter dripping down your forearm—I would prefer a bit of privacy. But if you give me a soft-shelled crab, a clean napkin, and rousing conversation, I will be a happy diner.




Eating and preparing food is best enjoyed as a communal activity. Growing up, dinners were always shared around the kitchen table. And unless the presidential debates were happening or something particularly riveting was being aired on 60 Minutes, we never ate in front of the TV set. But at Vallejo, the meals were brought in by the nurses on Melmac trays whose colors mirrored the linoleum tiles of the floor. A popular dinner combination was a watery bowl of vegetable soup with a few alphabet pasta noodles floating on top, paired with a mushy hamburger, the bun so large it mushroomed over the gray meat patty. At precisely 5:30 each evening, I was expected to flip on the television and eat my meal quietly, trying to ignore my roommates until bedtime, when the lights would go out and I would turn in for the night.




 




I HAD BEEN transported to Vallejo by ambulance, groggy and tired. It didn’t bother me that I could only see the interior walls of the ambulance; tucked firmly into the gurney, I felt safe rather than claustrophobic. I knew where I was going. In fact, I had been there several years before. When I was seventeen, my father had suffered a massive stroke and was sent to this very hospital for rehabilitation. Back then, my weekends were spent driving to Vallejo and giving Dad an update about what was going on in the world that surrounded him. So, I guess you could say my family is rather unlucky when it comes to vascular health.




When the ambulance stopped and the EMTs wheeled the gurney outside, I hardly cared to move my head. I stared skyward, amazed by the hazy sunshine. I had been indoors for nearly one month. I had missed graduation. The last time I was outside was in the balmy, cool temperature of springtime by the bay, still needing a jacket in the mornings and evenings. Now it was hot enough to make perspiration bead along my hairline. As the EMTs wheeled me toward my destination, I focused on the concrete hospital towers and the seething cerulean sky.




It felt as though I had sprinted those ninety miles to Vallejo. I was physically exhausted and my right side hung heavy. The only way that I could move the right side of my body was with the left, grabbing my right arm and flinging it aside. I was brought to my bed and introduced to the afternoon nurse, a cheery woman with a booming voice and long cornrows, wearing fuchsia pink scrubs. My mother and the nurse helped me to bed. I closed my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath, filling my lungs with the stale hospital air, and I didn’t wake for several hours.




“Hi…Adrienne is it? I’m Donna; I’ll be your speech therapist. I have some food for you. We just want to see how you can handle solids so that the hospital knows what kinds of meals to prepare for you.” Little did she know that I had been eating hearty meals of junk food for weeks before being transferred to Vallejo.




Blinking slowly, I strained to focus on the rotund middle-aged woman standing at the foot of my bed and smiling at me. Disheveled, she was pulling at the hem of her short-sleeved polyblend blouse. Her look, though clearly thrown together, was one so warm, her manner so gentle, that I was immediately put at ease. After being examined by a litany of egotistical doctors and poked at by overzealous nurses, it seemed that each person I encountered at hospitals over the past weeks wanted something different from me. Just a little vial of my blood. Just to answer these few questions. But here was a woman who actually wanted something utterly simple from me, to see me eat a midafternoon snack; surely I could oblige. Then she unveiled the tray of food. I glanced at the dish, presealed and tidy in Tupperware. It didn’t look very appetizing, but it was hard to determine what was appetizing anymore. With any sort of brain trauma, it is as if the slate has been wiped clean. Your body and your brain are out of sync; signals that normally feel like hunger or pain, reception to heat or cold, are decreased or eliminated entirely.






Now it seemed that everyone was offering me some type of get-well food or drink. Before being transferred to Vallejo, my uncle stopped to visit me in the hospital. Now a burly mountain man living with his partner near Yosemite, in a previous life he had been a chef in the Bay Area. With a penchant for collecting, he had stopped by an Asian shop near the hospital, buying yet another beautiful gilded fan to add to his increasing collection. Into my hospital room he crept, fan in one hand and cafe mocha in the other. He twirled around with the fan, doing a modest dance, and, pushing up the sleeves on his well-worn plaid flannel shirt, offered me a sip of the coffee. It looked and smelled so delicious, how could I refuse? That coffee was a distant apparition in those first weeks of slipping in and out of consciousness. Now, I peered down at the container, giving my newly naked, patchless eye a moment to adjust, and then back up at Donna.




“It’s just a little snack; you don’t have to eat it all. We want to see how you do.”




“What is it?” I asked, my voice crackling with trepidation.




“Well.” Donna picked up the lid, the condensation from the warm food dripping off the top and landing in a puddle on the tray. She took her index finger and used her hot-pink pearlescent polished fingernails to point, proclaiming, “You have a pizza casserole, some cooked green beans, and chocolate cake with cookie crumb topping!” She looked at me expectantly.




Pizza casserole? What the hell is pizza casserole? I’m a Jew. From California. Except for a dairy-rich noodle kugel, served at Rosh Hashanah, I had never consumed a casserole. I was familiar with the concept—a one-pot meal that is thrown together with ease—but what Donna was asking me to try was far from the kugel that my mother made. Much like the beef brisket made for the same holiday, which had been braised then stewed for hours in a rich tomatoey broth until no knife was needed to slice into a morsel, kugel was a day long process. It seemed like pounds of dairy products were released into the giant mixing bowl with the egg noodles before my mom set the concoction in the refrigerator in order to meld the flavors. I would peek in the refrigerator to see how the kugel was doing, longing to taste from the slippery, creamy casserole dish when it was baked the next day. But tuna noodle, chicken mushroom, broccoli cheese, and now pizza casserole were things with which I was unfamiliar.




In middle school, I had a close friend, Bethanny Brown. For lack of a more apt description, she was a WASP. In fact, it seemed the very acronym was created to define her family. Her father came home each night to their prim cottage-style home and was met by Bethanny’s mother at the door, waiting to take his coat and hand him a scotch and soda. Dinners were eaten in the dining room; the kitchen table was saved for breakfast. And Bethanny’s mother, who dabbled in substitute teaching, taped Days of Our Lives every weekday so that she could watch the program with her daughter after school.




One winter break, I went on a road trip with the Browns to southern California. Bethanny’s mother packed a bottle of scotch for her dad, snack foods for us, and groceries, as we would be staying in a condo in Palm Springs upon our arrival and she would be doing the cooking. Unbeknownst to me, hidden away under the packaged stuffing mix and behind the can of pineapple rings was a canned ham, waiting to be served as dinner one night. After an exhausting day of Marco Polo in the swimming pool of the condo complex, Bethanny and I came inside, awaiting dinner. And there it was, naked, pink, and compressed—the ham. The quivering mass was set on a Pyrex dish, pierced with aromatic cloves, and adorned with sugary rings of yellow pineapple. Slices were passed around, and remembering what my mother told me about being polite, about at least trying all the foods that were set before me on this vacation, I took a slice. I watched each person at the table enjoy that ham, Bethanny’s father eating with such gusto that he even had seconds. Meanwhile, I choked down that smooth meat product. Even the pineapple rings were unpleasant; they, too, had been tinged with meat juice. After that fateful meal, I couldn’t eat ham, even the honey-baked sort, for years.




And now here was this pizza casserole, which I knew that I had to eat, to at least show the doctors that I was ready for solid food. I stared at this strange concoction of noodles and tomato sauce, garnished with a slice of melted mozzarella and topped with lubricous pepperoni slices. Pools of grease had settled in the shallow baked curves of meat. And I choked it down. It wasn’t terrible, but it was unequivocally bad. Still I chewed and swallowed several times like a good girl. Yes, I could tolerate solid foods once more.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg
s|s|E





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
COOKING
&SCREAMING

Adrienne Kane






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
COOKING
& SCREAMING

Adrienne Kane





