
[image: Cover Page of Still in the City DRC]


[image: Title Page of Still in the City DRC]


Copyright © 2018 by Dawn Drzal

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First Edition

Ferran Adrià’s Liquid Pimento Olive recipe text appears courtesy of The Cooking Lab, LLC © The Cooking Lab, LLC

Christine’s White Borscht recipe from Soup Suppers by Arthur Schwartz. Copyright © 1994 by Arthur Schwartz. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.

Every reasonable effort has been made to locate copyright holders and to obtain their permission for use of copyrighted material. The author and publisher would be grateful to be notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future reprints or editions of this book.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

Visit the author's site at dawn-drzal.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Drzal, Dawn, author.

Title: The bread and the knife : a life in 26 bites / Dawn Drzal.

Description: First edition. | New York : Arcade Publishing, [2018]

Identifiers: LCCN 2018012760 (print) | LCCN 2018014070 (ebook) | ISBN 9781628729245 (ebook) | ISBN 9781628729238 (alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Drzal, Dawn. | Food writers—United States—Biography. | Cooking—Anecdotes.

Classification: LCC TX649.D79 (ebook) | LCC TX649.D79 A3 2018 (print) | DDC 641.5092 [B]—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018012760

Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt

Cover photo: iStockphoto

Printed in the United States of America


For Millie, who taught me to cook, 
and 
for John, who taught me everything else


When from a long distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after the things are broken and scattered, still, alone, more fragile, but with more vitality, more unsubstantial, more persistent, more faithful, the smell and taste of things remain poised for a long time, like souls, ready to remind us, waiting and hoping for their moment, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unfaltering, in the almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection.

— MARCEL PROUST, REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST

You are the bread and the knife,
The crystal goblet and the wine.

—JACQUES CRICKILLON


AUTHOR’S NOTE

For Imelda Marcos, it was shoes; for me, it’s food. The organizing principle of my life. I don’t mean to say that I live to eat, or that all I think about is food, although there have been times in my life when that was truer than it is now. I mean that food is the metaphor shaping how I view the world and what (or even whether) I remember. It’s not as abstract as it sounds. The lunch of canned tomato soup and Saltines my first husband shared with me when we met—the shock of feeling suddenly at home with him over his cramped Formica table—is both a memory and a metaphor. Reader, that’s why I married him. Perhaps this link explains my near-perfect recall when it comes to what I ate and relative amnesia about everything else. In any case, you can see why the gastronomical story of my life is the only one at my disposal.

“The events in our lives happen in a sequence in time,” wrote Eudora Welty, “but in their significance to ourselves they find their own order.” These chapters are organized alphabetically, but of course they occurred chronologically, so a timeline may be useful. I was born in Philadelphia to ill-matched parents who divorced when I was five, and my mother remarried a questionable character six months later. Luckily, my maternal grandparents provided much-needed stability, and living with them between my mother’s marriages, when I could pretend she was my feckless older sister, was the happiest period of my childhood. A few years after my stepfather entered the picture, my grandparents moved directly across the street from us. My mother was furious, but I suspect they knew I needed a normal family to balance out the drama at home. After college in New England, I moved to New York City, where I married the first man I met (he of the tomato soup and Saltines). Perhaps not surprisingly, we divorced ten years later. I became a book editor—cookbooks and science books mostly—and toward the end of my career I met my second husband. We had a son together and a good life, full of travel and wonderful meals, but that marriage ended after fifteen years. So here I am, still in New York, still on the lookout for the next good thing to eat. Life may disappoint, but gelato? Never.


[image: Half Title of My Kingdom for a Horse]


[image: images]
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Al Dente

My grandmother was a genius in the kitchen, someone whose skill reliably transformed the simple into the sublime. One thing she could not master for the life of her, however, was timing. Dishes emerged from the kitchen at random while she flapped around the table like an enraged hen, shouting, “Mangia! Mangia! Eat it while it’s hot!” and waving off our objections that we would be happy to wait or that she should sit down and join us.

Pasta accompanied many of these meals, so the nightly drama was regularly punctuated with the Testing of the Spaghetti. Even after fifty or sixty years, my grandmother claimed to be incapable of determining when pasta was al dente. At a certain point, standing over the roiling pot, she would call out in panicked voice, “Pop? Go find Pop!” No matter where my grandfather was, no matter which of his many hobbies he was pursuing—gardening, winemaking, listening to the ball game—he had to be fetched immediately. By the time he was located, minutes had usually passed, and the only way the spaghetti would have been al dente was if she had called him before she threw it into the boiling water. Nevertheless, she would heave a huge sigh of relief when he appeared, reprimand him for taking so long, and, after a few tries, succeed in capturing a few wily strands on a wooden spoon. These she would lift to his mouth (he was a foot taller than she was). “Perfect,” he would say, after looking thoughtful for a moment, or sometimes, “It needs another minute.” That couldn’t possibly have been true, but you could tell it made her happy.

This charade, as I used to see it, drove me and everyone else in the family crazy. What was the point of bothering him? Why couldn’t the woman test it herself, for God’s sake, or use a timer, or let someone else do the tasting? It wasn’t rocket science. My grandparents had been dead for many years before I understood that it wasn’t about sense, or convenience. It was one of the rituals of love. My grandfather was central to the meal, it said. He was indispensable. His opinion was valued above all others. Despite how thin-skinned my grandmother was, she repeatedly braved our ridicule to tell him these things. When I left home and finally learned what al dente pasta tasted like, I realized she had sacrificed her perfectionism for sixty years to say in overcooked spaghetti what she could not put into words.

The rituals of love can take as many forms as love itself. They can be as elaborate as the Christmas Eve dinner that occupied my grandmother for the entire month of December or as humble as my stepfather’s making me instant oatmeal every day for breakfast. God, I hated that oatmeal. I can still smell the fake maple flavoring and see the watery beige glop in the bowl. One morning when I was ten, I had a tantrum as soon as he left the kitchen, rattling the spoon around and around the bowl in a kind of frenzy while I talked out loud to myself. How does he expect me to eat this slop? Who does he think he is? It’s disgusting. This is fit for a pig! Spooning up the oatmeal and slinging it back into the bowl, I felt someone staring at the back of my head. Filled with dread, I turned to see my stepfather standing in the kitchen doorway, wearing an expression of such naked hurt that the dread instantly turned to shame.

“I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean it.”

But he had already begun walking down the hall to his room. He never made me breakfast again. I tried apologizing once more, but it was no use. It took me a long time to realize that he believed it was not the oatmeal but him I found wanting, and perhaps he was right. In any case, I learned that day that I had the fearsome power to wound another human being in a way that left a permanent scar.

After four years of drinking Carnation Instant Breakfast, I started high school at Nazareth Academy, which did not provide transportation for its students. My grandfather, who lived across the street, kindly offered to drive me to school every day on his way to work. Because, like most teenagers, I had trouble getting up on time, he also made me breakfast. He was as regular as clockwork. Never once in four years was he late, or sick, or short-tempered. I would come flying in the door ten minutes behind schedule, uniform half undone, and my coffee would be waiting with a saucer on top, still hot, with the milk and sugar already stirred in. I would object that I didn’t have time to eat but would accept being overruled because, bratty as I still was, I had learned my lesson. Watching him stir the oatmeal in a saucepan (real oatmeal this time) or slice exactly half a banana onto my cornflakes with still-powerful but age-stiffened fingers, I knew that these were acts of love.

When my son was born, I knew only what not to do. The sole tools I had were the gifts my grandparents had given me: my grandmother’s many expressions of love through cooking and my grandfather’s daily example of absolute dependability. Our ritual had never varied, and the collective memory of those mornings buoyed me with a strength that was not my own, enabling me to get up with my son and make him breakfast every morning no matter how I felt, even during a dark year when I wished I were dying. Now, nearly grown, my son sits on a stool at the pass-through counter, eating an English muffin (no oatmeal for him) as we talk companionably about the upcoming day. Next week he will graduate from high school. It may sound ridiculous, but the fact that every day of his life has begun in exactly this gentle and consistent manner is a source of great pride for me. I have failed in many ways, but not this one.

There is something wonderfully redemptive about the idea—proposed in various forms by Native Americans, Aborigines, and Buddhists—that healing moves backward to our ancestors as well as forward to future generations. It makes a kind of sense. Having children forges a link with the past as well as the future: my ex-husband and I are related by blood through our son. Retroactively, whether we like it or not, we have become family. We are likewise irrevocably connected to each other’s families, and so the bonds multiply through the generations. Why should it not be possible, then, for ancient hurts to be healed and future ones prevented through the faithful daily ritual of preparing breakfast?
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Béarnaise

When I told my stepfather I’d like to learn how to ski, he didn’t choose a wholesome family resort in New England like Stowe or Sugarloaf for our winter vacation. Wholesome was a concept entirely foreign to him. He picked the Playboy Hotel at Great Gorge in nearby New Jersey, dubbed “the R-rated version of Disneyland” by Skiing magazine. Hardly the type of man who read Skiing, my stepfather probably heard about Great Gorge at the Playboy Club in Manhattan, where he paid twenty-five dollars a year for the privilege of being a “keyholder.” From what I could tell, the only thing that key entitled him to was stealing hundreds of black-and-white bunny-head swizzle sticks, which turned up in various drawers for decades afterwards. Although the sprawling resort contained five restaurants, a nightclub, a three-level game room, an indoor swimming pool that converted to an enormous Jacuzzi, indoor tennis courts, and a health club, I spent most of my time on the Bunny slope, wiping out on the icy granules spewed by the snow machine. The only time I ever saw my parents was at meals, which would have suited me fine except for one thing: by December 1975, my sophomore year of high school, I had pretty much stopped eating.

Having lost more than twenty-five pounds since the previous summer, I weighed just 101 pounds at five feet five. Up until then, I had managed to disguise my growing emaciation beneath my Catholic school uniform. Designed to obscure the figure, the polyester pleated skirt, boxy buttoned “weskit,” and blue blazer were what had gotten me into trouble in the first place. I simply hadn’t noticed the pounds packing on until the summer before, when the girls with whom we shared our beach house started calling me “wide load” and I took a good look in the rearview mirror. It was true that I needed to lose a little weight, but at fifteen it was easy. I’d never known, until they pointed it out, that you could eat half an English muffin instead of a whole one, or that it wasn’t a good idea to buy a half gallon of ice cream every Saturday night and eat it out of the carton with a spoon. It was an education. The less I ate, the more I swam, rode my bike, and played tennis. As I watched the needle on the scale drop from 119 to 111 to 105, a dark elation took hold of me. Less was definitely more. I felt like a sculptor paring away everything that was unnecessary. Although a nagging voice told me it was time to stop, I didn’t want to.

The psychic low point of that summer was my defeat by a small dish of vanilla ice cream at a decrepit soda fountain in Atlantic City. I had already lost fifteen pounds, and people had begun commenting on how good I looked. Part of me knew I deserved a treat. All day I had argued with myself about whether or not to order it, and by the time it arrived in a pedastaled stainless steel dish misted with cold and beaded with condensation, I was in such an agony of indecision that I rushed to the bathroom, sat on the toilet seat, and wept. When I came back to the table, I had made up my mind. The answer was, and would remain, “No.” From then on, not a day passed during which I had eaten little enough to satisfy myself. I went to bed berating myself for what I had eaten that day and woke up plotting how little I could consume in the hours ahead. Like any obsession, it was exhausting, and part of me resented wasting so much valuable energy on something that felt so circular and, ultimately, unwinnable. By the time of the ski trip, five months later, my weight had reached a plateau from which it stubbornly refused to budge. No one talked about anorexia then, but I had a sense that to force my body further down would be to take a step from which there might be no turning back. I was still just sane enough to be afraid.

This vacation at Great Gorge was the first time in memory that my family had sat down together regularly for meals, and it didn’t take long for my parents to notice that I ate practically nothing all day. At lunch on the second day, I must have come into focus for them for the first time in years. The meal is a blur except for the completely foreign experience of seeing fear in my mother’s eyes, which quickly reverted to anger. She threatened to ground me when we got home until I gained five pounds—useless, since ordering me to put on weight was then tantamount to suggesting I set myself on fire. My stepfather, however, was too clever for a frontal attack. He made reservations three nights running at the VIP Room, the resort’s “gourmet” restaurant. He knew I had loved fancy restaurants since I was a little girl. It had always delighted him that I ordered the most outré thing on the menu—frogs’ legs or sweetbreads—although he himself rarely strayed from variations on prime rib.

The VIP Room may seem silly now, with its liveried “butlers” ceremoniously carving Chateaubriand for two, but the cooking was pure Escoffier. I would be lying if I went on to describe an exquisite meal, bite by bite. I most certainly did not sit down with the intention of enjoying myself—this was war. My memories of those three dinners are disoriented, conflated, strobe-lit. The decor, as befit the “Very Important Playboy,” was all black, and the lighting so dim it was difficult to see the food. Flashbulbs of memory explode in the darkness: nearly fainting when I picked up the head of my filleted trout thinking it was a clam shell, my mother laughing, and a waiter whisking it away; the whoosh of Steak Diane igniting tableside; a bite of shrimp with a yellow sauce. And here the lights go on. The yellow sauce was without doubt the most delicious thing I had ever put in my mouth. Buttery, tangy, tinged with some vaguely licorice-y herb. I forgot to be self-conscious and asked the waiter what the sauce was, what the herb was (Béarnaise, tarragon). I also forgot, for the first time in months, that I wasn’t supposed to be eating. When the guilt returned, which it did with a wallop to my gut, a huge protest welled up inside me. For a moment, I had stepped off the seesaw of yes and no onto terra incognita, and I did not want to climb back on. Those few bites had had nothing to do with whether I denied myself or allowed myself to indulge in a known quantity like vanilla ice cream. They had represented the excitement of the unknown, the taste of the world I knew was out there and couldn’t wait to escape to. The hunger in me to experience that was stronger, if just barely, than the voice that said no. While I was still teetering on the great gorge—you can’t make these things up—this meal lured me back from the edge. Always a shrewd judge of character, my stepfather was absolutely right to sidestep the issue of power—my parents’ over me, mine over myself—and appeal to my sense of adventure.

Recently, through a combination of luck and some truly obsessive digging on the Internet, I managed to track down the chef de saucier of the VIP Room from 1975. Not much older than I was at that time, he now teaches at the Cornell Hotel School. He could not explain to me how the Béarnaise sauce, which was served with beef, found its way onto my shrimp. It is possible that I mentally combined the shrimp from one meal with the sauce from another, but the sauce I remember perfectly. Here is the chef’s recollection of the version I ate that night:


As I remember the Béarnaise sauce for the Chateaubriand and the filet mignon was a reduction of fresh tarragon, tarragon vinegar, and a very dry white wine. It was reduced by one-half and brought to room temperature (this is important to not break the end sauce). We then clarified whole butter and cracked and separated egg yolks into a very clean mixing bowl. Using a bain-marie, we would then slowly whip the yolks over a moist heat until they start to thicken. Be careful not to overheat the eggs as you will have scrambled eggs instead. Once the egg mixture becomes rather thick, we start to slowly incorporate the butter into the egg mixture. Once the fluffiness is achieved, we then slowly incorporate some of the tarragon mixture to taste (please not too strong and maintain a thicker-than-nappe consistency). The goal is to achieve light and fluffy with a prevalent tarragon flavor. At the very end, a squeeze of lemon to brighten the dense flavor of the yolk. You can finish with chiffonade of fresh basil or tarragon. I prefer to leave the sauce like the sun, bright and yellow. I hope this brings a wonderful memory back to life.



Beginning to question whether a mere sauce could have saved me from borderline anorexia, I came across a quote from Baron Brisse, sometimes referred to as the world’s first food journalist. A man of enormous girth, who had to pay double to get on the nineteenth-century equivalent of a bus, he wrote of Sauce Béarnaise, “It frightens me! With it, one might never stop eating.” Clearly, I had august company in believing that Béarnaise was more than a sauce; it was a force.

[image: image]

Twenty years later, I was sitting at a large round table at French Laundry, Thomas Keller’s legendary restaurant in Yountville, California. The Sauce Béarnaise had done its job so effectively that I had become a cookbook editor, and the chef had designed a tasting menu for six of us to showcase the proposal for his first cookbook, which I was considering. Across the table sat my husband’s new business partner and his girlfriend, whom I had met for the first time earlier that day, horribly hungover by the pool. After running to the bathroom several times, she claimed she had eaten something that hadn’t agreed with her the night before. My husband had told me she was a single mother and knew she wasn’t getting any younger. She desperately wanted the man to marry her, and it was vital that she look good in a bikini. Claiming not to be an adventurous eater, she accepted a sourdough roll but declined every one of the fifty-three astonishing dishes that came out of the kitchen. At some point, I realized it was useless to urge her to taste the eggcup of White Truffle Oil–Infused Custard with Black Truffle Ragout or even the Salad of Petite Summer Tomatoes with Vine-Ripe Tomato Sorbet in the hope that she might find her own “Sauce Béarnaise.” It had been too many years since she sacrificed her body to the jealous gods of anorexia and alcohol. So she sat alone in the middle of the feast, rolling her bread into little white pills that she washed down one by one with a swallow of red wine.
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Crab

“Dawn! What have you done for me lately?” The booming voice on the other end of the line was unmistakable even though I hadn’t heard it for six or seven years: it was the famous David Halberstam rumble, a basso profundo you could feel in your molars. From anyone else, the question might have been a joke, although not in the best of taste as the first thing to say after such a long time. But from Halberstam, it was a literal question. If I had not done anything to benefit him in the years since we had seen each other, then as far as he was concerned, those years were wasted. Needless to say, our conversation was brief.

I lost my editorial virginity to Halberstam when I was twenty-four. Called in as reinforcement for the flagging Tom Congdon, whose mental and physical health were being ruined by the task of trying to tame the massive manuscript that was to become The Reckoning, I was sent home by the publisher with a desktop computer (it was the mid-eighties) and instructions not to come back until it had been cut by three hundred pages. In the battle of life, Tom was no match for David: Halberstam was a predator—wiry and hawk-like, his nose straining to meet his chin—while the genteel and diffident Tom, whose smooth face and enormous forehead recalled an overgrown baby, was prey. Whatever else you could say about Halberstam, you could never accuse him of laziness—he always needed two editors, even at the New York Times. But if his output was prodigious, it was also undigested. When I sat down at the scroll-legged mahogany library table that served as my desk, the first sentence I read was, “Henry Ford was a charismatic man of charisma.” And so it continued. No wonder Tom had actually had an epileptic seizure, possibly induced, his doctor said, by thousands of hours spent staring at a flickering computer screen.

Any notion I’d entertained that staying home to edit was going to be a vacation was quickly squelched. I worked twelve hours a day, six days a week, and Halberstam’s mountainous manuscript blanketed every surface of the living room from February to May. Years later, a boyfriend who also worked in the business asked me, “Why is it that every time you have to edit a manuscript, it’s like you’re scaling Everest?” My answer was, “Because I am.” Only in the case of The Reckoning, however, was it physically true. Eventually, the manuscript was safely turned over to the production department. Tom’s health improved, and as a gesture of thanks he gave me a first edition of M. F. K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me and took me to dinner at La Colombe d’Or.

Perhaps for Tom it was just one of many enjoyable meals that studded his publishing career, but that dinner marked the beginning of my gastronomic and professional coming of age. La Colombe d’Or was a little piece of Provence tucked in an old brownstone on East 26th Street. Stepping beneath the pretty striped awning past the flower boxes full of geraniums and ivy that screened the subterranean entrance from the street, I felt we had just exited the Train Bleu rather than the Lexington Avenue subway. We were led past curtained windows flung open to the late spring breeze to a banquette covered with blue Provençal fabric. Tom ordered two glasses of champagne as an aperitif—so soigné, I thought, surprised that one could order glasses without ordering a bottle and filing the information away where I would call upon it for the next twenty-five years, until I stopped drinking entirely. We perused the brief menu, penned in spiky French script. It was composed of seasonal and regional dishes, unusual in an era when French still meant either stuffy old-school classic or nouvelle cuisine. One of the entrees was soft-shell crabs, which Tom was politely surprised to hear I had never eaten before and insisted I order. I don’t recall the first course; I only remember the shock of that first bite of soft-shell crab meunière, citric sharpness mellowed by toasty brown butter, the peculiar resistance of the shell, the squirt of saline succeeded by something squishy and undifferentiated that didn’t bear thinking about, and then the awful moment when I wondered if I would be able to chew and swallow what felt like a mouthful of shrimp shells. Happily, I forced myself. Taken together, the combination of sensations was thrilling, like some sort of initiation. I couldn’t wait to take another bite.

Dessert was another first that Tom was delighted to introduce me to: fraises des bois, wild strawberries, which—
I learned that night—have nothing in common with grocery store strawberries but the name. A bowl of irregular rubies, each shading to translucent scarlet at the edge, served unadorned (how apt of the French to say nature to mean “plain”). Perhaps there was some crème fraiche or crème anglaise on the side, but I remember only the incredible concentration of taste and color, the intensity and miniature perfection of those simple berries. Sitting on the banquette as Tom safely flirted with me from his married, middle-aged vantage, I felt a vague aspiration forming. I could not have articulated it, but the evening had lifted a curtain on a civilized approach to the world, almost a philosophy, in which the pleasure of being an adult lay in the intelligent satisfaction of the appetites. Although I eventually discovered that I lacked the discipline for that sort of restrained hedonism, soft-shell crabs have never lost their fascination for me. They are the food of liminality, of that magical period of unlimited potential when one identity has been shed and the next has not yet been assumed.
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Dinner Party

By a rough estimate, I threw about a hundred dinner parties over the course of my first decade in New York. During my twenties and early thirties, few things gave me more pleasure than inviting six or seven people over to eat a complicated dish I had read about and researched, a much more time-consuming and serendipitous process in the years before every recipe imaginable was instantly accessible on the Internet. My favorite dishes were elaborate peasant productions that people had spent generations arguing about: choucroute garnie and paella, bourride and tagine. No doubt it was the only child in me trying to reproduce the holiday atmosphere of extended family gatherings, when the dinner table would suddenly swell from its usual two or three to twelve and beyond. My policy of never making any recipe twice kept life exciting, but it resulted in the occasional spectacular failure like one evening’s chicken in a bulletproof salt crust. When the hammer and screwdriver suggested by the recipe proved useless, I tried dropping it on the kitchen floor, where it chipped a terra-cotta tile and rolled behind the refrigerator like a lumpy basketball. When the armor finally yielded to a crowbar retrieved from the trunk of a neighbor’s car, it was revealed that instead of roasting to golden brown perfection, the bird had steamed into something resembling a shrunken head.

Nevertheless, most of these dinners were pleasant, and many were delightful. Just one, however, stands out in my memory as perfect. It took place on December 27, 1990—a date I can verify because, at some point during the evening, an unexpected snowstorm began blanketing the city. The day before, my husband and I had flown back from a Christmas visit to my parents, who had loaded our carry-on bags with an enormous uncooked porchetta, two bottles of excellent Margaux, one of green Chartreuse, and two boxes of liqueur-filled chocolates. One of the advantages of being relatively young and poor was that we could share our eclectic windfall without the fear of being judged. It was the twenty-something version of sharing a care package at camp. Like much of our hospitality then, it had an impromptu purity that I never managed to recapture in later, flusher years.
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