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			Prologue 


			Kensington, California, 2009 


			 


			It started with the cookbooks. In January 2009, having been married for six months, I moved with my husband, Bill, from the large house we’d been renting in the Berkeley Hills—with its smashing views of the Golden Gate—into a smaller house that we could actually afford to own. Our new house had nice views of the Bay and a large kitchen, but the pantry was smaller than the one we’d had before. The new pantry, in fact, did not seem large enough to store my 140 cookbooks. I should prune this collection, I thought, as I riffled through the opened but unpacked boxes. Yet how to begin? 


			I’d moved so many times in my life that each new relocation recalled at least two others. Perhaps that was why I began to dwell upon a book I’d disposed of during a previous change of place—a desk calendar with French recipes and French menus. I hadn’t used the calendar in two decades, and most of its pages had come loose, but, out of nowhere, its absence began to feel like a wound. I’d been fond of its black-and-white pictures of Paris and the French countryside, had imagined serving one of its chic menus, and, at one point, had even cooked one or two of its dishes. And now, without knowing why, I longed to see those menus again, yearned to remember what I’d tried to cook, struggled to place the book and its pleasures in my life. Had it been published in the 1970s? I began to ache for the ’70s and for the pantry in Philadelphia I had painted deep orange red. 


			I saw I had to keep the books. I’d written in their margins, ranked their recipes, thumbed through their pages with buttery fingers, and read through several as if they’d been Holy Script. They spoke of the decades and cooking fashions I’d lived through, reminded me of men I’d loved, recalled the life stages of my daughter, who’d given me such happiness, and brought me face-to-face with earlier versions of myself. 


			But lingering above those boxes, still wondering at my hunger for a calendar I hadn’t looked at in many years, I realized that the cookbooks were more to me than a reflection of my past. They’d been agents of my recovery—from childhood misery, from profound self-loss, from my fear, even as an adult, that the world would never seem like home. I’d cooked from them to save my life, and I’d succeeded. It was then I knew that if I were to tell the story of my long journey home, I would tell it through my cookbooks. And that was the beginning of this memoir.


		


	




	

		

			 


			I 


			Foods and Fashions of 1936: 


			The Thirties, Forties, and Fifties 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Cry Babies 


			Compton, California, 1945 


			 


			In 1945, the summer I was four, I was summoned to the kitchen. 


			“Judy Gail, come here.” 


			It was not a good sign when Mother used my middle name, and, that afternoon especially, I was apprehensive. Earlier that day a little neighbor girl had threatened me, saying she’d tell her mother I’d “played doctor” with the boy down the street, and it was true. “I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours,” the boy, who was even younger than me, had proposed. And though I knew this was something my mother wouldn’t like, I agreed to do it anyway, thinking it mildly exciting but not too bad. When I entered the kitchen, the western sun had tinted the white walls the color of lemon frosting, and a faint smell of molasses from the Crybaby cookies Mother had baked hung in the air. Mother, who was standing near the kitchen sink in a red, flowery apron, began, much to my horror, to dissolve in tears. 


			“I thought you were a good little girl,” she managed to choke out, but then her sobs became so rapid and so deep that she could no longer form words. 


			For about fifteen seconds I thought, What is wrong with you? Why are you so upset? But then a wave of abandonment and shame washed over me, and I, too, began to weep, my head hanging toward the green linoleum floor. Without meaning to, I had made Mother’s world completely fall apart. I had disgraced her as a parent and she had cast me out. In that moment the person I was used to being slipped down a hole. I was not a good little girl. I was falling through darkness and was no one at all. 


			Over the months that followed, a numbness paralyzed me, as if I’d developed a case of polio inside. And though I began in kindergarten that fall to regain a fragile sense of self, I was haunted, well into my thirties, by the fear that there was something horrifying about me, something I could never discuss. 


			* * * 


			That a single moment in the kitchen could level such fatal power may seem hard to understand. But a picture of me at three, faking a smile beside my brother’s baby chair, tells me that even before my shaming in the kitchen, I was fragile, resentful, and insecure. It was not just that my brother’s birth had diverted to him some of the attention my mother had paid to me. My mother, as I later understood, had felt ambivalent about me from my birth. 


			“You paid no attention to me when I was pregnant,” she would taunt my father long after I’d become an adult, “and then Judy was born and you went on and on about how beautiful a baby she was.” 


			I don’t know if she ever forgave either one of us. Perhaps her mixed feelings about my father, and about my arrival in the world, along with her desperate need that a daughter’s actions reflect well upon herself, had left me insecure about her love and about my worth. Perhaps that moment in the kitchen had struck me as a final step in a long abandonment, an ultimate slippage of my sense of self and home. All I really know is that I died that day in the kitchen and had to be reborn. 


			For the rest of my childhood, I would struggle painfully to conceal a sense of monstrousness in myself, and for thirty years I would have a recurring dream: I am guilty of murdering someone, secretly and long ago, but now the decaying, accusing body is about to be unearthed, and my judgment before the world has come. Small wonder I longed for comfort, security, and love, feelings that ground us in a sense of who we are and that permit us to feel the world is home. And since cooking and baking were the most reliable forms of nurturing my mother did provide, that hunger for identity and place would unfold in kitchens, play out in dining rooms, and lead to multiple encounters with molasses cookies, three kinds of fudge, and cinnamon-smelling pies with flaky crusts and tender fruit. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Cry Babies 


			Cookies so good, you cry for more! 


			 


			1 cup sugar 


			1 cup molasses 


			1 cup butter or margarine 


			1 cup boiling coffee 


			2 eggs 


			1 teaspoon vanilla 


			2 teaspoons baking soda (dissolved in coffee) 


			4 ½ cups flour


			1 teaspoon salt


			1 teaspoon ginger


			1 teaspoon cinnamon


			½ teaspoon cloves


			Lemon or vanilla frosting


			 


			Preheat the oven to 350°F. 


			Cream sugar and butter. 


			Add eggs. 


			Add liquids and dry ingredients alternately. 


			Drop batter from spoon onto greased cookie sheets. 


			Bake for 8–15 minutes, until cookies spring back from the finger when touched. 


			Frost with lemon or vanilla frosting. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			The Queen of Pies 


			Compton, California, 1947 


			 


			Mother liked to say that Dad married her for her pies. And they were some pies. I know because I grew up on them. The undulating edges of Mother’s crusts were never hard. They flaked on the fork and melted on the tongue. She used margarine and Crisco and a secret pinch of baking powder, an ingredient she never divulged when asked to share her recipe. Mother, indeed, never passed on any of her recipes without quietly altering them in some way. “I always change something,” she’d say, with a childish sense of scandal in her voice, “and then people wonder why their pies don’t taste as good as mine.” In the eyes of my father and in those of family and friends, Mother was the Queen of Pies and of the kitchen in general, a modest source of power that she was invested in maintaining. 


			Mother easily turned out superior versions of pastry classics such as apple and lemon meringue, but, just as often, her pies came from an older, more rural, world—the 1920s farmlands of North Dakota where she grew up. There was sweet and sour rhubarb with a sugary crust; pale green, and rather mouth twisting, gooseberry; and raisin, almost deadly in its dark, dense sweetness, even when lightened with custard or sour cream. I liked the milder taste of deep purple boysenberry, but Dad’s favorite was cherry, a lava flow of a pie, thick with fruit and cherried gel. On holidays, when we sat at the same table, Dad ate those pies with lip-smacking relish. “Your mother’s pies…” he would begin, wiggling his eyebrows at me, but the pie was calling him, and he’d return to his generously laden fork. Dessert was my favorite part of the meal as well, a moment when the undiluted pleasures of pastry and fruity sweetness drew our family together. But despite the ritual comforts of those wondrous pies, I would come to the joys of baking, as much despite my mother as because of her. 


			Mother scorned recipes and baked “by ear,” a hard legacy to pass down, even if she’d been eager to do so. She’d stand at the counter, a sturdy woman, her brown hair swept back into forties-style rolls, and she’d be mixing fruit with aromatic spices, and I’d ask, “What’s in that?” 


			“Oh, just apples, cinnamon, and sugar,” she’d say. “I don’t use a recipe.” This with a proud lift in her voice. The few times she did agree to show me what to do, the vagueness of her instructions left me feeling frustrated and inept. 


			“Cut the apples this thick,” she said, pointing to the bowl with her paring knife. How thick is that? I wondered. “Then add sugar.” Here, she scooped the sugar from the white canister with a measuring cup but didn’t measure. 


			“How much sugar is that?” 


			“This much,” she said. “Then you sprinkle on some cinnamon.” She dashed some cinnamon in the bowl. 


			“How much cinnamon?” 


			“About this much. I don’t measure.” Then, in rapid order, she mixed the fruit, eased it into the pie shell, dotted it with butter, laid a crust on top, and crimped the pastry to perfection. Baking was a gift, she seemed to feel, that should come as easily to me as it had come to her. 


			Although she owned three cookbooks, I never saw her use them, and the recipe cards she occasionally did take out and place upon our yellow kitchen counter contained the most minimal of directions. One cookie recipe read “mix together, drop on cookie sheet, and bake.” What happened to “cream the sugar and butter,” I wonder as I examine it now. What about the temperature of the oven, and, hello, how long should they stay in? 


			Although I was witness to no other family’s life, I understood that some mothers and daughters bonded in the kitchen, that they baked cookies together, and that mothers passed on cooking lore to their female offspring. Why, I sometimes wondered, was I excluded from this homey world? Then, I must have felt it was part of my disgrace, a lingering ripple from that moment in the kitchen when Mother had cast me out. Later I would see it as the continuation of a distance from me that had apparently begun at birth. But it was also a love of glamour and adventure, forged in a desert wilderness long before my brother and I were born, that prompted both my parents to separate from their children’s lives. As my mother once put it, with a sort of guilty pride, “You kids brought yourselves up.” 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Cherry Pie 


			1 quart red sour cherries, stoned 


			½ cup sugar 


			1 tablespoon flour


			Powdered sugar, to garnish


			 


			Preheat the oven to 450°F. 


			Line a deep pie pan with basic piecrust and fill nearly full with stoned cherries. 


			Sprinkle with sugar that is sifted with the flour. 


			Cover with an upper crust that has been rolled as thin as possible. 


			Make a vent in the center and press the edges together so juice will not escape. Crimp edges. 


			Bake in the oven for 10 minutes and then at 425°F for 30 minutes. 


			Serve the pie the same day as it has been baked, because otherwise the crust will become heavy. Sprinkle each piece with powdered sugar before serving. 


			 


			Basic Piecrust 


			Three because my mother never made just one pie! 


			 


			Makes 3 crusts 


			 


			3 cups flour 


			1 teaspoon salt 


			Pinch of baking powder 


			Pinch of sugar 


			1 cup Crisco


			½ stick of margarine


			7-8 tablespoons cold water


			 


			Preheat the oven to 350°F. 


			Mix dry ingredients. 


			Add Crisco and blend with a fork until the consistency of cornmeal. 


			Add margarine and blend until the size of peas. 


			Gradually add 7–8 tablespoons of cold water with a fork, tossing moistened lumps aside so the water can reach the dry part, until the dough clings together. Chill until ready to roll the dough. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Death Valley Date Nut Bread 


			Death Valley Junction, California, 1934–1938 


			 


			My mother’s love of glamour began in the Mojave, not as unlikely a place for romance as it might seem. She was twenty-six when her sister Marit and her brother-in-law Ralph invited her to leave her Norwegian North Dakota home and go live with them in Death Valley Junction—the fifty-person settlement where they’d found work with the Borax Company during the Depression. The temperature in Death Valley Junction on the day my mother arrived hit 120 degrees, and she spent her first two weeks lying on the floor all day beside a cooler that operated on recirculated water. “What have I done?” she asked herself while resting on the braided rug, missing the green lands of North Dakota, and waiting for the evening to bring relief from the blast of oven heat. 


			Then, as today, the Junction sprawled in the midst of desert rubble, its stark horizons broken only by the smoky plumes of tamarisk trees. Only twenty miles away, Death Valley Monument itself rose into barren mountains on two sides, flattened itself into moonscapes of salt pan in between, and plunged without warning into gorges, like Desolation Canyon and Dead Man Pass. Junction folks learned, because they had to, how to create a sense of home in the middle of this wilderness. 


			They baked cakes for each other’s birthdays, traded recipes for cookies and fudge, and ate slabs of apple pie, while discussing Junction life and romance. According to my father, folks “knew more about what you were feeling than you did.” They gathered in the community hall for movies, Monopoly, and dancing at night, acted as godparents for each other’s babies, and took frequent communal dips in the wooden swimming pool. This pool appears in some of my baby pictures in which I stand wearing what appears to be a little woolen bathing suit, my wispy hair bleached golden from the desert sun. 


			In the embrace of this tightly woven enclave, Mother, too, began to feel at home. She became a maid and then head housekeeper at the Junction’s Amargosa Hotel and grew quite popular with the young men building roads for the Civilian Conservation Corps. By then Death Valley was fun: “It was booming.” And “booming” was the right word. By the time of my mother’s arrival, in August 1934, Death Valley had been enshrined in western literature and Hollywood films, not just as a place of desolation and hellish heat but of gold and silver, booms and busts, of ’49ers lost and ’49ers rescued, and of desert eccentrics who were rumored to be, or not to be, fabulously wealthy. Advertising brochures were turning the Valley’s “grotesque desolation” into something “weirdly strange and thrilling,” “the most romantic desert in America.” Ever since 1927, the Borax Company, whose revenues from mining were in decline, had opened tourist hotels in the Junction and at Furnace Creek, which drew film stars to the Valley with some regularity. Would-be stars appeared in Borax Company public relation films, riding and smiling gaily on the Baby Gauge Railway. 


			Living in this Hollywood-haunted valley, Mother soon acquired a taste for dazzle, as one of the cookbooks that she owned still testifies. Purchased in nearby Las Vegas, where, five years later, I would be born (and named after Judy Garland), Foods and Fashions of 1936 featured the favorite recipes of people like Fred Astaire (Chicken and Oysters) and Ginger Rogers (Pimento Salad), provided pictures of actresses I’ve never heard of wearing “evening frocks” of rose and silver, and contained sample menus that proposed that lunch and dinner both be served with desserts such as “Cocoanut Custard” pie or “Date Pudding.” I like to think that Mother consulted Foods and Fashions during her three-year courtship with my father, which began shortly after his arrival in the Junction in 1935. Whether it was love at first sight for Mother I never knew. She was twenty-seven by then and eager to marry, and Dad was handsome and gainfully employed. What I do know is that Dad seemed reluctant to settle down and that Mother baked him pie after luscious pie to make her case. 


			Although Mother, as far as I know, never served Date Pudding, dates played an important and alluring role in her Death Valley life. To supplement its tourist industry, the Borax Company farmed a date palm grove that produced two hundred tons of fruit a year, and, in this company town, Mother proudly packed these dates during harvest season. She took a good deal of care placing the sticky, amber fruit just so in the low wooden boxes that bore an image of the date farm at Furnace Creek Ranch and were lined with what she called “fancy paper.” The Furnace Creek Inn sold these boxes to its visitors and developed a recipe for Death Valley Date Nut Bread, a delicacy that it also marketed and served at all its meals. 


			Dates pleasantly haunted our family life long after we moved from the Junction, appearing in my mother’s date bars, date cookies, date muffins, and her own Death Valley Date Nut Bread. At Christmas a box of fat, shiny dates would appear on a side table in the living room of our Compton home. I didn’t much like dates straight from the box, but I found them exotic. Those swollen, honeyed fruits, vaguely resembling the bodies of large, golden insects, evoked the strangeness of Death Valley, the barren horizons of the Mojave Desert that were ever present in my baby pictures, the date palm oasis of Furnace Creek Inn, and the adventurous life, that to me, appeared to have been lived long ago. Dates seemed like the spirit of Death Valley incarnate, or at least an outward sign of my mother’s nostalgia for it, and a reminder to me of the admirable daring that had first brought her to that weirdly strange and thrilling place. 


			My parents married in 1938 in the date palm garden at Furnace Creek Inn in what was touted as the first official marriage in Death Valley. The hand-colored wedding photo shows my mother wide-eyed, straight-backed, and stylish, with marcelled hair peeking out from under her blue, wide-brimmed, flowered hat. She is wearing a filmy, pleated, powder-blue chiffon dress with short, puffed sleeves and looks more like Ginger Rogers than a future housewife. My father stands at her side beneath three date palms. Smiling faintly, he is looking handsome in an all white suit. It is 6:30 a.m., and the date palm garden that mid-June day still seems cool and fresh. The wedding breakfast would follow some thirty miles away at the Junction’s Amargosa Hotel. Death Valley Date Nut Bread appeared on the menu. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Death Valley Date Nut Bread 


			 


			Makes 2 loaves. 


			 


			2 cups chopped dates 


			1 ½ cups very hot water 


			4 cups flour 


			1 cup granulated sugar 


			1 cup brown sugar 


			1 cup chopped walnuts


			½ cup butter, softened


			2 teaspoons salt


			3 teaspoons baking soda


			 


			Preheat the oven to 350°F. 


			Chop dates and place in a bowl with hot water. Let stand for 1 hour. 


			In another bowl, blend the flour, granulated and brown sugars, chopped walnuts, softened butter, salt, and baking soda. 


			Add dates and water. Mix until dates are evenly distributed and the ingredients are moist. Pour into two loaf pans and bake for an hour or until a skewer inserted in the center comes out clean. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Sour Milk Biscuits 


			Death Valley Junction, California, 1935–1941 


			 


			My parents belonged to a generation that was on the move. Along with so many others in the 1920s and 1930s, they’d left midwestern prairie homes and migrated to California, where they grew used to unsettled territories and familial disconnections. This was especially true of Dad, whose family began life in Indiana, resettled in Oklahoma, then migrated in the early 1920s to California, where my grandfather ran a small grocery store and chicken ranch. There the world of the past evaporated like morning mist in the mild Pomona air. 


			Dad’s family life in California would also be full of broken threads. His mother died when he was only seventeen, and shortly thereafter he dropped out of school to marry a young woman he was “crazy” about, but they separated almost immediately, and the marriage was annulled. By then the Great Depression had begun, and Dad drifted alone from one low-paying job to another, driving a taxi and then picking and living on pears in Oregon. Shortly after his season with the pears, he contracted tuberculosis and was confined to a sanitarium in Southern California. During his eighteen-month confinement, he would tell us, many years later, none of his family came to visit. “Not one,” he’d say, voice rising, eyes watering, shoulders tensing toward his ears. 


			In 1935, cured of TB and desperate for a job, Dad took off for Death Valley Junction where he had wrangled himself a position with the Pacific Borax Company. He got himself to Crucero, a dusty outpost in the Mojave some ninety miles south of the Junction, when a flash flood washed out the roads and railway tracks. It was 3:30 a.m., so Dad sat down in what passed for a railway station to get some rest. Around dawn a man in a handcar appeared, as in a dream, sent by the president of the Tonopah and Tidewater Railroad to transport Dad to his new employment. The dawn that day must have turned Golden Canyon the color of honey. 


			Dad’s job as clerk earned him only sixty dollars a month to start, but before long he was proudly writing the boss’s letters for him and taking control when the boss left town and the frontier settlement veered slightly out of whack. One noon, he told me once—over a piece of my mother’s dense mincemeat pie—about thirty army men arrived in town and wanted to be fed. The cook threw up his hands when he saw how many there were. He went to the store and got a bottle of booze, and in an hour he was drunk. Here, Dad put down his fork and assumed the booming voice of some old time, desert rat who’s seen and done it all: “So I fired him, promoted the dishwasher to chef, waited the tables, and got them all fed.” Then, directing his watery eyes toward something I couldn’t see: “Things like that happened all the time. It was an exciting life. You did everything.” 


			Dad’s one disappointment at this time stemmed from his unsuccessful attempt to work a gold mine with a Shoshone partner. The mine lay twenty miles from the Junction, hidden among the canyons, and could only be accessed, and then with difficulty, by burro. The cost of searching for elusive veins of ore eventually persuaded Dad to suspend his mining operations. But the lure of undiscovered gold stayed with him long after the railway stopped running in 1940 and the Amargosa Hotel closed down two years later for the War, long after he and my newly pregnant mother, seeing the handwriting on the desert’s tumbled walls, fled with two-year-old me to Compton, a working-class suburb outside Los Angeles. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Sour Milk Biscuits 


			Dad never told me what he served those army men, but I like to think that it included sour milk biscuits, a pioneer bread easily assembled from staples. 


			 


			2 cups flour 


			½ teaspoon salt 


			1 teaspoon baking powder 


			4 tablespoons oleo or other shortening


			⅔ cup sour milk


			 


			Preheat the oven to 475°F. 


			Sift dry ingredients together. 


			Work in oleo. 


			Lightly mix in the sour milk, stirring just enough to hold the dough together. 


			Toss on a lightly floured board. Knead gently for a minute. 


			Roll ¼-inch thick. Cut with a cutter to form biscuits. 


			Bake 10–12 minutes. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			The Latinaires 


			Compton, California, 1948–1958 


			 


			Working for the Borax Company near Los Angeles, Dad “mainly did one thing.” Outside this office there was no Amargosa Hotel, no hungry army men, no undiscovered gold. Dad’s lack of a college degree also subjected him to watching as accountants with far less seniority and expertise were promoted over him time after time. He became anxious, bitter, angry, often losing his temper with his children, and especially with my brother Mike, whose efforts to help my father in the mysterious recesses of the garage often ended prematurely in an impatient scolding from my father, followed by a hasty, face-flushed exit by his son. Aunt Bea said that Dad also developed a wandering eye. I don’t know if what she said was true. Aunt Bea was an expert on wandering, having been married seven times herself. But Dad was ripe for a different sort of life, and, before long, a different life did come, as it had come once before in a handcar at dawn. 


			Sometime in the late 1940s, my father and mother attended a western square dance. Lloyd “Pappy” Shaw, a high school teacher who was successfully promoting a revival of country western dancing, called it “Cowboy Dancing,” and, from the beginning, my frontier-loving father was hooked. Soon he became a square-dance caller and then, with my mother, a teacher of square and round dance both. Not much later, the two formed a dance troop: the Latinaires. A dozen couples in matching costumes performed Latin-based dances of complex choreography while moving in a circle—arms lifting, women spinning, petticoats flashing, all to the flamboyant rhythms of the samba, the cha-cha, and the tango. Around the time I was eight, while Mother was getting dressed, Dad would borrow me for practice, steering me around the living room, just missing the ottoman or the edge of our coffee table, while he kept up a steady comment on my ability to be led. “You fudged that step,” he’d say and then return to counting out the beat. Feeling anxious and a bit daring at the same time, I moved stiffly, fudging many a step while trying to keep up with him. 


			By the time I was eight-and-a-half and my brother six, my parents were teaching and dancing seven nights a week. My brother and I saw them, though barely, at dinner. I was nervous by then around my edgy, temper-losing father and the sound of him smacking his lips over the evening meal made my skin crawl. I persuaded Mother to let my brother and me have our dinners in front of the television set in the living room, while my parents dined at the kitchen table. Sitting at our plastic TV tables, eyes glued to “Howdy Doody,” my brother and I consumed our mother’s down-to-earth spareribs with ketchup, vinegar, and Worcestershire sauce, her fragrant, falling-apart pot roast cooked with salt, pepper, and garlic powder, and her enchiladas (one of her concessions to living in Southern California) made with leftover pot roast, tomatoes, and taco sauce, and oozing with cheddar cheese. Mother’s cooking was comforting, and at least we ate the same meal at the same time. But there was no sharing of our days, no eye-to-eye encounters, no evening hours in each other’s company. Our family only ate together on holidays, when sitting at the table together was a part of a tradition too special and long-standing to ignore. 


			Mother served her dinners precisely at 5:15 p.m., just after Dad arrived home from work, and by 6:30 both were gone, wearing the matching, showy costumes that Mother had designed and sewed. Mother was in her mid-forties by this time, but to me she looked sixteen as she went out the door. Sixteen and on her way to a ball. With her blue eyes and long, upturned nose and her hair in gentle puffs along the sides of her face, she might be wearing her full-skirted white dress that was decorated with three lines of black ribbon trim on the skirt and on the short, ruffled, white net sleeves. The skirt featured a spray of red, hand-crafted cloth roses, and a red rose on a black band curved itself into the hollow of her throat. 


			My father would be wearing black pants, a red cummerbund, and a short red tie. The yoke of the white shirt was also black, an odd effect that somehow Latinized what would otherwise have looked like a cowboy outfit. He wore a thin, black, Latin-like mustache as well. In their publicity pictures, my mother beams and appears to be truly happy. (My Aunt Bea’s gloss on this was that Mother kept Dad so busy he didn’t have time to stray.) My father looks not unpleased, but is unable to smile convincingly at a camera. 


			I was proud of my mother for looking so young and of my father for his expertise in dance, and I thought it dashing that my parents had their own dance troupe. But I was also left at home night after night with my little brother as my sole companion, and even he seemed to live in an entirely separate world. Although we sometimes sat together in the living room watching Laurel and Hardy and choking with laughter, we never talked. He was Mama’s boy and I was, uneasily, Daddy’s girl, already getting grades that my father bragged of and that my brother would never match. 


			At night the house seemed hollow, and I often dreamt of shadowy figures threatening to break through our front or back door. My parents returned from their dancing a little before eleven when my brother and I were already in bed—in bed, but, in my case, still awake. I lay there listening to my brother’s breathing and to the troubling sighs of the house and wind until the comforting hum of my parents’ car in the garage told me they were home. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Spareribs 


			 


			Beef Spareribs, cut into serving pieces, 2–3 ribs each


			Onion salt and pepper to taste


			¾ cup catsup


			2 teaspoons vinegar 


			2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce 


			2 teaspoons minced onion 


			¼ cup water 


			 


			Preheat the oven to 350°F. 


			Brown the ribs in a shallow pan and season them with onion salt and pepper. 


			Drain off all the grease and spread the ribs out in the pan. 


			Mix the catsup, vinegar, Worcestershire sauce, onion, and water and spread onto the ribs. 


			Cover and place in the oven. Bake until tender. 


			Before serving, remove the lid and crisp the ribs a little. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Oatmeal Crispies 


			Compton, California, 1948–1958 


			 


			During those periods when chicken pox, mumps, and measles, or colds and flu forced me to stay home from school, I learned that Mother had other unending projects that absorbed her full attention. There was cooking and baking, of course, washing clothes and hanging the wash out to dry, sewing costumes for the dance troop, and reupholstering Victorian furniture—an activity that involved the heavy stitching and tacking of rose brocade fabric. My parents, ever industrious and inventive, and eager to get ahead, ran an antique furniture business at Sunday swap meets. Our backyard often looked like a parking lot for couches or a waiting room for aging furniture destined for cosmetic surgery. 


			Dad specialized in the meticulous repairing and refinishing of small, old-fashioned organs, on which Mother would then play old favorites like “Roll Out the Barrel” or “Silver Bells.” She sat straight at her instrument, made large gestures with her arms, played vigorously, and by ear, and drew crowds of folks at swap meets who liked to sway to that “old time” music. Our own living room was furnished with one of the refinished organs and with a curvy, rose-colored Victorian couch, as if our stuccoed, red-tiled, Spanish bungalow secretly housed a fancy nineteenth-century parlor in North Dakota. 


			Staying home from school cast an orphan-like forlornness over the already disagreeable experience of being ill. Mother, busy with her many projects, did not think to look in on me, and I was stuck in my small twin bed listening to the radio and often watching my mother hang wash on the clothesline outside. Sometimes I’d call out to her. 


			“What is it?” she’d say, turning her head in the direction of my window. “I have work to do.” 


			Somewhere I’d gotten the impression that mothers hovered over their sick children, bringing them cinnamon toast, taking their temperatures, expressing concern, but where was mine? Often making oatmeal crispies, my father and my brother’s favorite cookie. She’d mix two cubes of margarine with sugar, egg white, oatmeal, and flour, then drop spoonfuls onto a cookie sheet and bake them until the edges were brown and crunchy, but the centers held the barest hint of chewy softness. Come to think of it, I was fond of those oatmeal crispies, too. 


			Still, I resented my mother’s preference for my brother and her lack of attention to me, and, in junior high, instead of having her teach me how to sew, I took a sewing class and began to make my own clothes. I took a cooking class as well in which I learned to make brownies and was tested on how to organize a kitchen cabinet. I also refused to do dishes in Mother’s kitchen, insisting that I had to study. 


			“What will you do when you get married?” Mother demanded from the doorway of the kitchen, where she stood hands on her hips, perhaps hoping to bring me to my senses. 


			“I’ll get a maid,” I answered from our club chair in the living room, where a history book lay open in my lap. 


			“You dreamer,” she replied. 


			Looking back, I understand that Mother meant to do well by me or, at least, that creating a traditionally accomplished daughter was one of her many projects and of no small importance to her own self-esteem. When I was ten, she dutifully signed me up for dancing lessons, which I did not enjoy, but, because of our tenuous relation, I found it hard to express desires that conflicted with her own. 


			I was fat as a child and had a protruding stomach of which I was painfully ashamed. I could not tell my mother that I longed for the graceful elongations of ballet when she signed me up for tap—a form of dance quite popular in Depression-era movies but best suited to my birdlike instructor, who drank coffee and pecked constantly at sandwiches throughout our lessons. Tap dancing made my fat jiggle, an agonizing experience that my skimpy sequin and satin recital costumes seemed devilishly designed to reveal. 


			At eleven, I began piano lessons as well with a loose-fleshed, vaguely German man, very emphatic in speech and written comment. “PRACTICE!!!!” appeared quite frequently in my lesson notes. His tiny studio, littered with sheets of music, smelled of tobacco and unwashed clothes, and I dreaded being with him in such close quarters. Worst of all, he required us to perform in a recital and assigned me Schubert’s booming “March Militaire.” I hated the piece but worked hard on it out of dread at having to perform it before an audience. 


			On the evening of the recital, I mounted the stage, settled myself on the bench, placed my hands on the cool keys, and played the initial strident bars with the requisite vigor. And then I stopped. I could not remember the rest. I started over. At the last note of the introduction, once again, nothing more came. On my third try I was able to continue and rushed to the end of the piece before I could forget anymore. I took a bow to thin applause and then, numb and flushed, I left the stage to sit with my parents. 


			“I’m sorry if I embarrassed you,” I murmured, seeking reassurance. 


			“Well,” Mother replied, “it wouldn’t have been so bad if you hadn’t come to sit with us.” 


			My stomach twisted at her readiness to disown me, and, later, in the parking lot, I burst into angry tears, vowing never to play again. Mother, feeling herself the injured party, was puzzled at my outburst. 


			* * * 


			Mother lacked a feel for nurturing children, though she did fine with her little dog, Tippy, and with Smokey, my enormous tabby cat. I used to think of those pets as her real children and sometimes so did she. “The dog loves me,” she would often exclaim when I, or, more rarely, my brother, displeased her. In later years I tried to understand her distance as an expression of the child-rearing tendencies of the time, which did not encourage the loving attention to children that we take for granted today. I wondered if she herself had received sufficient parental attention. Her schoolteacher father was often ill, and her mother, a farm woman and a midwife, was busy all day and often away at night birthing babies. Was it for this reason that my mother herself remained a child, collecting dolls, tilting her head in a girlish way when pleased, refusing responsibility for hurting her own children? 


			And then there were the uncertainties of her relationship with Dad, his flirting with their female friends, his tendency to criticize her for being slow to learn a new step, his disdain for her lack of interest in reading. My father’s flirtations with me after I turned thirteen, prompted no doubt by the fact that a bout of measles at twelve had shrunk me to a normal-looking size, did not help. His winking efforts to buy me underwear at Christmas, his naked post-shower sprints down the hallway, hands covering his crotch, in full view of the club chair in which I sat doing my homework or watching TV reawakened my kitchen trauma and sent me into spasms of anxiety, confusion, and even horror—the defining emotions of my teenage years. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Oatmeal Crispies 


			 


			Makes 3 dozen cookies 


			 


			2 sticks margarine, softened


			¾ cup sugar


			1 egg white, unbeaten


			1 ½ cups quick oatmeal


			¾ cup and 2 tablespoons flour


			½ teaspoon baking powder 


			⅛ teaspoon salt 


			 


			Preheat the oven to 350°F. 


			Cream the margarine and sugar. 


			Add the egg white, unbeaten. 


			Stir in the quick oatmeal. 


			Sift the flour with the baking powder and salt into the bowl. Stir well and chill. 


			Drop ½ to ¾ teaspoon of dough on an ungreased cookie sheet and spread out. 


			Bake on the lower rack until raised. Then brown on the top rack. 


		


	




	

		

			 


			Sugar Smorgasbord 


			Compton, California, 1948–1958 


			 


			I was a miserable child, made more miserable by my embarrassment at being fat. I used to listen in astonishment when adults around me blandly observed that “childhood is the happiest time in your life.” I desperately hoped that was not the case! I took refuge in eating, which at our house was easy to do, for the cookie jar in our kitchen was always full. There might be Congo Bars, moist squares bristling with nuts, chocolate chips, and raisins, or fresh and chewy gingersnaps fragrant with molasses, cinnamon, ginger, and cloves. Leftover pies lurked in our kitchen as well, along with stray tins of crackerjack or fudge, and it was the norm in our family to sample several desserts at once. 


			My parents danced every evening, so they stayed trim while my brother’s boyish metabolism kept him this side of emaciation. Only I was overweight, so my mother’s one reliable form of nurturing also sent me further into awkwardness and shame. Still, I turned to food for comfort, and especially on holidays when my mother served us a smorgasbord that felt like love and that, with its power of pleasure and of ancient ritual, drew our disjointed family together. 
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“There is communion of more than our bodies when bread is broken and wine drunk.”
—MF.K. Fisher, The Gastronomical ME





