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Introduction

My ninety-eight-year-old mother never seems to stop asking me, “This is what you do for a living? Tell people what to drink?”

God knows I’ve tried to explain to her what kind of work I do. “Ethel,” I’ll say, “while there’s nothing wrong with being a wine critic, that’s not my job.” And then I’ll go on and on about mysticism and metaphor. I think the last time I tried that, she just laughed.

How can I explain to her, a person who understands only sweet, cheap kosher wine, that my trajectory has been not so much to direct wine lovers to life-changing bottles but to expose the industry’s abuses and to explore understanding wine’s spiritual underpinnings? I mean, what was this fermented grape juice all about? When I think of it, which I often do, I stand head bent in awe. When attacked by the Turks, Georgian soldiers went into battle with a vine clipping near their breast; should they die on the field, a grapevine would take root through their heart. Even if that story was nothing more than local mythology, the love behind the myth begs for attention: Why have cultures lived and died for the right to farm, make, and drink wine? Why does almost every culture have a relationship to wine? Why do people like me continue to ponder it, obsess about it, drink it, write about it? One writes to figure out the truth. Wine is the metaphor that I never cease to find meaning in.

The wine odds were against me. If you ask Ethel (go ahead, look up “Jewish mother” in the dictionary, you’ll see her name right there), I was supposed to be a doctor like my brother or, even better, marry one. To quote Mom when she first visited my lopsided railroad apartment, “Didn’t I bring you up to live in a doorman building—or at least have indoor plumbing?” Well, she was wrong; I had a water closet in my living room and a bathtub in my kitchen. All indoor. But even I wonder how an introverted yeshiva girl from a family who couldn’t tell a merlot from a Manischewitz survived, and eventually flourished, as a wine writer.

Survival often hinges on the back of accidents, luck, and the random kindness of strangers. When I was growing up, my salvation was losing myself in books and a whirlwind of mostly self-taught arts. My embarrassingly depressive poems were published in yearbooks. Even though I’d later hear that Isaac Bashevis Singer was actually family, being a writer seemed unobtainable, to reach for it delusional. But something strange happened when I was punching out my master’s thesis (dance therapy) on the therapeutic aspects of Morris dancing. Once I began to write again, I couldn’t stop. I purchased a bulky IBM Selectric. The poetry of my youth shifted to fiction, plays, and essays, and I locked myself in my apartment, battled with my inadequate spelling and worse grammar, and produced until I had the nerve to stuff pages along with that enclosed self-addressed envelope into the mailbox. My first published prose piece, in a local indie newspaper, was about a blind date and how, as nice as he was, I couldn’t get past his Irish Spring soap.

Other writers warned me that should I pursue my dream, what lay in front of me was abject poverty and scathing rejection. My mother was certain that I would be forever a bum. I felt that if I didn’t commit myself to what I knew I had to, I’d go through life feeling as if I had a cat clawed into my chest. There was no choice and I took my chances. I returned from my decade-long stay in Boston to New York in order to give the writing life a shot. Wine was merely one of my subjects. Food, design, and architecture were the others.

For a good decade, I was just like any other aspiring writer. My collection of short stories sat in a drawer. Skin Burns, a three-act, went up in tiny black-box theaters. Home Cooking got a reading at Manhattan Theatre Club. Nothing stuck. I looked for love. I found it. Lost it. Found it again. I creaked along. Workwise, the business section of the New York Times was my big fish.

Then one day I received a call from a friend.

“Psst, Alice,” he said. “There’s a guy out here in Napa who’s helping wineries craft their wine so Robert Parker will give them a hundred points as a score.”

I was stunned at first—how cynical was this world? Then curiosity took over—what technologies were in place to allow crafting wine to someone’s taste buds? I was off to hunt the story. In 2001, for the New York Times biz section, I wrote that piece on technology in the wine industry, and all of a sudden I was a controversial figure. My more mainstream editors banished me as too hot to handle—they might lose advertising if they ran stories about truly artisanal wine. Napa and Big Wine’s reactions? You can imagine.

I was confused. All I was doing was reporting; how was that polarizing? At the time, I didn’t see myself as a whistleblower. Yet I was in the grips of something bigger than myself. I discovered natural wine. This category was delicious, bursting with life, and made from organic grapes and none of the seventy-two-plus legal additives or with any of the technologies I had ranted about. I spent time in vineyards, I learned about viticulture and chemistry. My world exploded with travel and discovery. It was wild, energetic, and idealistic.

Like the ivory-billed woodpecker, I saw that the traditional wines of the world were endangered, and no one was saying anything about it. My more established and esteemed colleagues complained behind closed doors, but not one of them spoke up in print about the tarted-up bombastic wines that so charmed the great critic, he’d give them scores of 95 to 100 points on his subjective scale, delivering the producers to fame and fortune. Robert Parker, the Emperor of Wine, was that powerful.

How could I remain silent as well? I couldn’t, and using my Word program as my sword, I wrote The Battle for Wine and Love: Or How I Saved the World from Parkerization. That book won me many fans and just as many enemies. There were those who applauded, but public figures remained closeted, like the prominent Bay Area wine importer who told me he couldn’t give me a book blurb because Parker still reviewed the wines he sold, and he just couldn’t risk it.

My book helped break the silence. Today the wine scene is completely different. The new generation has little idea who Robert Parker, Jr., is and what he meant to the wine drinkers of the world. Wine is coming back to its baseline. Natural as a category is celebrated. Organic farming is on the rise. There is no one all-powerful voice. At least when it comes to the spectrum of wine, we are living in a cornucopia period of diversity. I had plenty of time to think about all of this at the beginning of the pandemic of 2020, when many of us feared the wine shops would close.

I was quick to stock up on selections to keep the glasses full for me and my partner. But when he abandoned me to shelter at his place, where he had his toys, I found that the wines supposed to shoulder me through were failing me. In the dramatic stillness, the masked days, and the gauze-covered time, everything tasted off. Bitter, fruity, or savory, on my own with no one to clink with night after night after night that almost promised never to end, the tastes fell flat.

The essay about my experience landed in New York magazine. That piece wasn’t about wine, though—it was about loneliness, the need for discussion and touch. Wine is the place where history, science, and civilization meet, and drinking the right glass of wine does have the power to nourish love. The essay hit a nerve and illuminated what I already knew. I write about wine because it is life.






Author’s Note

The recommendations in this book are not here because they are the best or my preferred wines but because they move me and are integral to the story line. I’m not playing favorites. In fact, some of my go-tos, my comfort zones, the Beaujolais, Bourgueil, and Chinon, the wines from the Auvergne and the southwest of France, the fabulous reds of Spain, Musar of Lebanon, some special wines from Oregon and reds from Greece, are not in this book. Maybe that’s for another time. But trust me, the wines and regions I talk about here are worthy, and whether you are new to this journey or have been drinking and learning about wine for decades, all bottles and regions and wines discussed here deserve your glass.

In addition, all included fit my criteria. I drink the way I eat: organic with very little processing. They are made from at least seriously sustainable viticulture, and simply, with no added ingredients or big machines. They have either none or very little of the preservative sulfur. Some might call them natural, but these days, I just call them real.






THEN THERE WAS PERFUME

I am three years old, spending the night with my mother’s parents. Pop tells me a story he made up just for me, his doted-upon granddaughter. In the most creative combination of Yiddish and English, he spins some cockamamie story of these three bears who come to see the mameleh, who gives them a little schnapps. Once finished, he asks me, “Mameleh, a bissele schnapps?”

I reach for his comforting, papery hand, and we pad into the kitchen. Me, a wispy, sloppy redheaded toddler in Dr. Denton’s. He, always meticulous, with a noble nose, whose head is never uncovered. I am fascinated by his tzitzit, the poncho-like religious undergarment with dangling fringes (he always wears it, even to bed). Seeing that the fringes are poking out from his eggplant-colored robe beneath its tie, I pull on them, almost expecting to hear a ring.

He reaches into the cupboard for the cut-glass decanter and two small glasses. He pours token amounts of whiskey for us, and he shows me how to place the glass not too close under my nose. I take an extremely short and shallow sniff. I sneeze from its heat. Pop tells me to say the Shehakol prayer with him, and only then am I allowed to take a sip.



Years later, on a visit, I walked into his bedroom in the afternoon. He was in that eggplant-colored robe over his suit, he always wore a suit, and he had his back to me. I was amused and watched him hold the smallest of bottles to his nose. “Pop? What are you doing?” I asked him. He opened his top drawer and showed me at least a dozen more miniature perfume bottles. How completely eccentric, I thought, also charmed to discover this private fetish. This was our next training frontier; we would sniff those bottles together. For a while, we had an aroma language all our own, even if I never learned to speak adequate Yiddish or he, English. We never used descriptive words like “roses” or “peonies.” We didn’t need them.

My super-religious grandfather only knew of philosophers like Maimonides, but I would have loved to throw Immanuel Kant’s notion to him that smell was the “most ungrateful” and “most dispensable” of the senses. Perhaps Pop would have snapped back that that meshugana German philosopher was wrong, because according to the Zohar, the Jewish mystical interpretation of the Bible, the sense of smell reaches even a higher plane than wisdom and understanding. Maybe that was what Pop was trying to do with me, sharpen my instincts to know what was right and what was wrong. And yes, show me how something so simple could bring so much pleasure.

Pop’s sensory training didn’t stop with perfume, booze, or Shabbos’s sticky-sweet wine. When Pop tapped out basil-seed-size Sen-Sen, that intense licorice candy, he would make me smell it first. During the after-Shabbos ritual called havdalah, he held the spice box crammed with cinnamon, clove, and allspice under my nose longer than anyone else’s. Then, of course, there was the perfume.

Born in 1888, Pop didn’t arrive from Europe to America until 1919. By the time I entered the picture, he was sixty-six, and he always looked ancient. He had white hair and beard, and his nerdy black horn-rimmed glasses sat on his proud, chiseled, sensitive nose. When he draped his striped prayer shawl over his head and rocked in meditation, he not only looked Old Testament, he acted it. If I mispronounced a Hebrew word, he’d poke me in the arm. If I plunked out the wrong note on the piano when he asked me to accompany his singing, he scolded me. I don’t know what it was, maybe the smell of his unconditional love, that didn’t change when he was impatient. I didn’t mind even when he took me to the chicken slaughterhouse where he worked as a shoichet, killing birds according to the kosher laws, severing the trachea, esophagus, carotid arteries, jugular veins, and vagus nerve, with his decisive executioner’s speed. He never let me see his technique in action, but I did watch him sharpen his knives to obsessive-compulsive precision. Even now, I can’t ever look at a chicken, no matter how fancy its preparation, without synesthetically smelling the air that was around me—dank, dark blood on sawdust. Nevertheless, it’s a fond memory.

While no one in my family ever would dare to snicker when Pop raised a soup spoon to his nose before eating, I was continually ridiculed—that is, until my parents and my brother and I were driving south for a rare family vacation in Miami. Where accents turned twangy, we pulled off the road for the night. In a diner near our motel, we sat shoulder to shoulder in a red vinyl booth. Mom pulled up the menu and looked at the options. “There’s exactly one item here that is kosher. Just one.” She was annoyed that the world wasn’t a Jewish bubble.

The waitress placed our orders in front of us. Four starched trout arrived, broiled on “tinfoil,” as Mom had requested, so that no traif pig or shellfish would touch our food.

I was nine years old, and the only fish I knew intimately were Mrs. Paul’s frozen sticks, pickled herring, and Grandma’s gefilte fish. When that broiled creature was laid down in front of me, eyes looking in my direction, I looked back at it, trying to figure it out. I pulled away my long red braid so it wouldn’t fall into the dish. I lowered my nose.

“Here she goes. She’s starting,” my mother said, shaking her head.

I pushed the plate away, wrinkling my nose in disgust. And while I went to bed hungry, I was the only one that night not heaving into the toilet. Until that moment, I smelled for pleasure. The fish incident taught me that there were other uses, danger being one of them. Later I would find out that falling in love was another. If a man smelled like truffles to me, I was helpless. Hey, I thought, if a dog could smell the past, present, and future, why couldn’t I?

On my twenty-first birthday, my grandfather knocked on my bedroom door. I was on summer break from college, and we were at my mother’s house in Baldwin, Long Island. He adjusted his large black kippah and said in his fractured English, “Mameleh.” He took a breath and looked at me and stroked my hair. “A girl is like a flower.” An imaginary daisy appeared between his two fingers. “For a minute, she is beautiful and firm.” he waved his hand. “Everyone wants to hold her. Everyone wants to smell her. Just as she’s enjoying the attention the most”—he pulled fantasy petals off one by one and shook his head—“it’s time to find a husband.”

I ran to tell my mother, laughing because I felt that nothing could affect his adoration of me. “Pop is telling me that my petals are falling.” Deceived by trust, seduced by the adventure of youth, I didn’t realize that I was smelling something that would unravel.

When I was in Boston for graduate school, my love of odors led me to explore the world of taste and wine. I kept my first love, Stephen, a lawyer and a Catholic, hidden from my mother and grandfather. But Pop must have sniffed that something was not kosher. One evening, I picked up the phone.

“Alice Feiring?” asked a man with a heavy Brooklyn accent.

Confused, I answered, “Yes.”

“Your grandfather, Shmiel, gave me your phone number. We go to the same shul.” He went on to tell me that he worked at the post office and studied Talmud at night. My grandfather had told him I was pretty and single. No, he never read any literature, not even I. B. Singer. And yes, I intended to work and not stay home and have children. Yet, even though I was in graduate school, not looked upon kindly in that world of ultraorthodox Jewery, just being Reb Shmiel’s granddaughter made me desirable.

Would I come down to New York to have coffee or tea somewhere? I had nothing against a postal worker, though a Bukowski-like genius (okay, one who wasn’t a drunkard) would have been more aligned with my dreams. But I grasped for an excuse. I had exams. I didn’t think I could. I was so very sorry.

“Vat es this, ‘in common’? He is man. You are a lady. He has a zeh gut job.” Pop was not only furious but took it as an affront. My refusal was an embarrassment. Nothing was worse to him than that. He had grown impatient nine years after the flower tête-à-tête and believed my petals were oxidized and smelling of rot, like that trout. Being the Mameleh didn’t protect me from my bad behavior.

He could be so stubborn, as I understood his mother had been as well. She, after whom I was named, was a shtetl firecracker. In the 1870s when she was seventeen, her father came home and said, “Mazel tov, you’re going to be a bride.” She told her father if he forced her to marry a man whom she didn’t love, she’d never speak to him again. She made good on her threat.

My grandfather and his sister, Feigle (Fanny), was born of that unhappy marriage. Four years from Pop’s birth, in a tiny shtetl outside of Lvov, his mother managed to get herself a divorce, remarry, and emigrate to the United States with her new husband, their infant, and Fanny, leaving Pop behind. I heard that he would cry to my grandmother about his early abandonment, but he inherited his mother’s unblinking will and facile harshness. From whom, I wondered, came his appreciation of the sensual sense of smell?

I never did call the postman, but I did return to New York City, proceeding to smell every wine that came my way.

Sometime after Pop’s hundredth birthday, he slowed down. I’d visit, walking into his cluttered apartment, and there would be the flinty, dark, and bitterly sweet scent of freshly sharpened pencils. My God, there were hundreds of them stuffed in empty pickle jars with obsessively whittled points. I’d open windows to air out the smells and the dust, run errands, sit with him. Over some weeks I began to realize the conversation was one-sided. I invented excuses, “Oh, he’s deaf,” but I knew he heard when he wanted to. I tried to ignore how he stopped taking my head in his hands and kissing its crown.

There was one particular day when I registered what I did not want to believe. I left in tears, and as I shut the door, I heard his nurse, Freda, plead with him in Yiddish: “Redn tsu ir! Zi iz di mameleh!” Speak to her. She is the mameleh.

On the Friday of Labor Day weekend, he was admitted to a Brooklyn hospital with a sharp pain in his belly. I sat with my mother for hours. “You go home,” my mother said to me. It was getting close to Shabbos, not an issue for me, but my mother was eager to get me out of there before sunset. I took Pop’s still warm hand and kissed his cheek, leaving my mother by his bedside. An hour and a half later as I entered my apartment, the phone rang. My mother was back in her Long Beach apartment. She heaved a sigh and said tearlessly, “He asked me what time it was. Then he told me he had enough. And that was it. The end. He died.” He was nearly 104.

Perhaps my mother was truly as unaffected by his death as she sounded, but her father loomed over her life, she was alone, and that was wrong. I grabbed a toothbrush and hopped on the train to Long Island. That night I slept in the mahogany bed that had been my grandfather’s, from so long ago, the same one that we sat on while uncapping perfume bottles. As I was closing my eyes, I smelled him, although he hadn’t slept in it for years.

If I’d had to describe how Pop smelled to me back when I was a child, I might have said nothing more than old. Even though his smell was very specific, that would have been the extent of my descriptive ability. But when I’m assessing an aged wine, like from Rioja, or something antique and amber from the country of Georgia, and describe its aroma and taste—parchment, dust, spice box with cloves, a combined savory herbal scent of history and connection—I know I am describing the way my grandfather smelled to me when I was young and my hand knew no better place than in his. When I use those words to describe wines I’m inextricably pulled to, I’m sensing Pop. These are words saved for certain kinds of wine that seem to come from an old world that no longer exists, and yet I mourn them. These are aromas and tastes from the past that take me back to a time of unconditional love that I trusted would never end.





DRINK THIS


[image: Image]


Wine: Mingaco Vino Blanco

Grape: Moscatel de Alejandria

Where: Itata Valley, Chile

Despite a certain smoky topaz color, this wine felt so fresh and bright with lemon and the barest touch of bitter. Some scents were floral, some were malodorous. Some were otherworldly, with threads of dusty, bitter, savory, and often there was that ancient something compelling me to take more sips. The sensations kept on coming. But there was always that orange rind, which tapped down what could have been explosive perfume but transformed the taste into “digestible”; it felt good in my body. The lack of pomp and circumstance and the aromatic simplicity and power of that wine with scratch and honeysuckle went to my head, making me remember that, from the beginning, aromatic wines spoke to me.




When I asked a friend in Germany who tracks the wine market, “Are perfumy wines still out of favor?” she had a quick retort, “I don’t know, but I can tell you this—I gag when I smell them.”

I burst out laughing. She and I have drunk so many wines together, and many of them have been absolutely of the aromatic type. I swear I’ve seen her like them. But she is not alone in a knee-jerk reaction of blech. There are reasons people deride wines that smell like an exotic flower shop left without air-conditioning for too long or, as she would say, flat-bubble bathwater, and she’s not wrong. So many of them are just a little too tough to love, but I think of them as a delightful underdog appealingly wagging its tail for attention.

If only I could put one—an amber-colored wine, fully yummy—in front of her, she’d change her mind. Anyone would. The Mingaco is a delicious wine, made by children of nature, Pablo Pedreros and Daniela de Pablo Mendoza, from the most aromatic grape of them all, muscat.

Muscat is the cliché aromatic grape. Put your nose in it, and the honeysuckle is crazy identifiable, kind of profound. The grape’s name tracks back two thousand years, and there are colorful theories to its etymology. One of the best is that it was named for the fragrance derived from the gland of the male musk deer. The grape, which grows worldwide, flourished in the Mediterranean and has two hundred distinct variations from white, pinkish, or black-berried varieties. Fun fact: Muscat d’Alexandria was reputed to have been the base of Queen Cleopatra’s favorite wines. To experience what the queen might have savored, select a wine made the way it was during her reign, fermented on the skin, like red wine, for three weeks or longer. This technique, called “skin contact,” often makes an amber-colored wine. The skin lends texture and color and tamps down intense aromas into a complexity that fires up the senses and, for me, gives those kinds of old-fashioned subtleties I love. That was the way the Mingaco was made.

Muscat, moscatel (or zibibbo as it is called in Sicily), or whatever you want to call it, came over to Chile when the 1554 Spanish conquistadors brought grapevines to South America. Today, especially in the south of Chile, Bío Bío, Maule, and Itata—sturdy, fat old vines are still healthy and able to produce grapes. These have survived for up to three centuries, having witnessed revolutions and dictators. When their fruit is made into wine using that skin-contact tradition, magic happens. This technique hung on long after Cleopatra, especially in peasant culture, mutes the aromatic, gives a raspy texture, and especially when made naturally, the extra tannin protects the wine from degradation. The resulting wines can be a pleasure to smell, and the texture turns the wine into an eloquent food partner.

Yet merely the grape’s name, muscat, can trigger grimaces, most likely because moscatel was the preferred drink of Depression-era Bowery drunks—MD20/20, made by Mogen David but nicknamed Mad Dog, the definition of plonk. That concoction was made from some manner of muscat grape fortified with grain alcohol, then brown-bagged and chugged for a cheap buzz. So, there’s the snobbery. Who wants to like plonk? Other critics brace themselves, expecting that aromatic wines will taste as perfumy as they smell. Others associate them with the fizz, Moscato d’Asti, of which I admit there’s about one worthy of drinking (Vittorio Bera et Figli). Others complain that wines from aromatic grapes are flabby, without “energy,” because they are by nature not high-acid grapes. I admit, there are many boring, one-note wines out there. Yet the good ones always spoke to me. I know why. It all goes back to my grandfather.

But I wasn’t thinking of Pop when I was dusty from the broken Chilean roads to Chekura. I can’t imagine what he would have made of the village that used to be a wine and wheat basket in the region of Itata, about a six-hour drive south of Santiago. Chile—hot, dry, wild—would have been foreign to him, but he would have loved to put his powerful nose in those wines.

Pedro and Daniela led me up their weird steps, made of old buried tires, to the traditional adobe home they were building with their bare hands. Daniela cooed at the baby strapped to her chest. Hospitable vegans, they put out spectacular homemade chips and crisps. I kept thinking of Friulian winemaker Josko Gravner’s quote, “To make a natural wine, you must be a natural person.” These folk? They were über-natural.

Once we climbed up to the dwelling in progress, we stood on the peak overlooking the valley, and Pablo explained that the name of their village, Chekura, referred to the way the villagers practiced collective harvest: One’s problems and joys were also their neighbors’. They helped each other.

Their new wine had just been poured, a pipeño blanco. While a pipeño is a barrel made of the local beechwood (raulí), it also refers to a Chilean farmer’s wine of any color. Drinking it on that spendidly clear day, the wine stimulated my brain’s wild button. One sip and I was hanging out in the Forum with Plato. Another pulled me next to Beethoven as he scribbled down the score for his cello sonata No. 3 in A major. The next breath and I was ducking out of the way as a priest swung his censer, filling the air with smoky spice. Even now, give me a Mingaco and the visions prance, bringing me back to a couple at the beginning of their voyage and desires.

DRINK THESE AROMATIC WINES

Chile isn’t the only hot spot for these wines, and muscat (and its variations) isn’t the only fragrant variety. Greece is a home base for other aromatic rarities like santameriana and chlori. Again with a bit of skin contact, you get an amber wine that is bound to stimulate your imagination. These are also often ageable, and become waxy and more subtle but no less exciting with time.


Rivera del Notro

Wine: Blanco

Grape: Muscat (with Corinto and Sémillon)

Where: Itata Valley, Chile
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Cacique Maravilla

Wine: Vino Naranja

Grape: Moscatel de Alejandria

Where: Yumbel, Chile
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Viña González Bastías

Wine: Naranjo

Grape: Pink Muscat, Torrontel, País

Where: Maule Valley, Chile
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De Martino

Wine: Viejas Tinajas

Grape: Muscat

Where: Itata Valley, Chile
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Sant’Or

Wine: Santameriana

Grape: Santameriana

Where: Peloponnese, Greece
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Terra

Wine: Ambera Deep Skin

Grape: Muscat d’Alexandria

Where: Lemnos, Greece
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Papras Bio Wines

Wine: Ore-ads

Grape: Black Muscat of Tyrnavos

Where: Tyrnavos, Mount Olympus, Greece
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Siflogo

Wine: Chlori

Grape: Chlori

Where: Lefkada, Greece
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Mortellito

Wine: Viaria Bianco

Grape: Moscato di Noto

Where: Noto, Sicily, Italy
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Tanca Nica

Wine: Ghirbí

Grape: Zibibbo

Where: Pantelleria, Sicily, Italy
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Nino Barraco

Wine: Zibibbo

Grape: Zibibbo

Where: Marsala, Sicily, Italy
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Domaine Matassa

Wine: Cuvée Alexandria

Grape: Muscat d’Alexandria

Where: Roussillon, France






PHOTO SESSION

With freshly tightened braces, I met my father at his New York City law office. We were going to take the train back to Long Island. Leaning on his doorjamb, I watched as he talked on the phone, his back to me, waving his hand about like a conductor in a slow movement. Before he hung up, I could have sworn he whispered “I love you” to whoever was on the other line. And yes, I could guess.

“Hey, Dad,” I said.

He spun around, big smile on his face, and stroked that new goatee of his. “What do you say about going to Saint Marks Place?”

“Now?” I looked up to his clock. “Do we have time?” Sundown would be in about five hours, and my mother always was furious if we cut it too close.

“Plenty,” he said. “We can catch the three-thirty.”

Turns out that my philandering dad needed an expensive haircut.

In those months before Woodstock, I was a barely pubescent, painfully shy yeshiva girl who couldn’t smile without covering my mouth with my hand. However, in my daydreams, I was powerful, sassy. I longed to drop acid, talk philosophy, and trail Dylan. To someone like me, trapped out on Long Island, speaking Hebrew for half the day, feeling stifled and longing to be at least nineteen, the East Village was paradise. Obviously, I didn’t say no. We arrived in a taxi. We walked into Paul McGregor’s salon, and what a surprise, Phyllis was there waiting. Miniskirt, high boots, close-cropped Twiggy cut. She tried to kiss me. I backed away. “Are you going to get your hair cut too?” she asked me, pulling on my red frizz.

“No. I’m headed to the bookstore across the street.”

Dad said sure and pulled out a five-dollar bill for me. “Knock yourself out. Be back in an hour.”

Free. I was free in 1969’s psychedelic spring. Once inside the East Side Bookstore, I approached the cash register and asked the pale man in a tie-dyed T-shirt with a ponytail to his waist, “Where would I find Camus?”

“Up the stairs. Existentialists are all near the window.”

It was empty there, and the smell of books reminded me of leaves in an autumnal forest. I found what I was looking for and had pulled The Plague off a shelf when I felt a breath on the top of my head.

“Camus?” a man’s voice asked.

I spun around and saw a tall man with long bones, black hair in tight waves, with a strong, square jaw. Behind John Lennon wire glasses, his eyes were two unblinking beads. I suppose he was handsome. He was tall, very skinny, but those eyes, almost cross-eyed, freaked me out. I didn’t like him.

I whispered, “ ’Scuse me.”

I wanted to stay in that bookstore longer but, intimidated, I tiptoed down to the register to pay. However, as soon as I was out the door, he was behind me. “Trying to get away?” he asked.

Busted, I thought, and had no idea how to break away without exposing my mistrust, that I’d judged him before knowing him, on instinct. The trouble with him knowing was that it was 1969; I was supposed to love and believe everyone. Lacking a proper excuse—“no” didn’t seem like it would work—I told him I had only a short while and agreed to walk on Second Avenue, just for a bit. I knew that part of town well, as I was often at Rapoport’s Dairy restaurant with my parents. Stars from the nearby Yiddish theater were always hanging out, dipping their hands in the bowls of dusty dried chickpeas, arbes, on the table. And then at the next table there could be Jimi Hendrix doing the same thing, a sight that you’d never see in some dull kosher deli on Long Island. As we neared that corner, he told me his name, Jon Berger. Hearing a Jewish name made me feel more at ease. In fact, I chided myself for thinking ill of a fellow Jew. He told me a little about himself: He had come from California to study film and photography at NYU. He was Roman Polanski’s student. I had recently seen Rosemary’s Baby, and it gave me nightmares for weeks. Polanski was married to the actress Sharon Tate, and they were expecting. Just a few months later, the actress and the unborn would be murdered by the Manson Family in Los Angeles.

Impressed, I asked, “What’s he like?”

“Nice,” he said, “we hang out a lot. Smart guy.”

I imagined he had to have genuine talent to get into that class, or maybe they let him in because he was older, twenty-four, like Peter, the boy on my block I’d had a crush on since I had been a little girl.

We reached the corner of Sixth Street, where the Fillmore sat. He announced, “This is my block,” and surprised me by adding, “I’d love to photograph you.”

I might have been in ninth grade, but that didn’t make me an idiot. After all, I knew about human behavior from reading the advice columnist Ann Landers and reading, well, Camus. What was more, I believed myself to be homely. I had wispy hair and braces, for God’s sake. Flattery made me suspicious.

He must have felt my fears because he clarified, “Your colors are intense. Your red fluffy hair, those red snaps on that shiny black raincoat, the day’s fog? You’d be more of a painting than a photograph. If you could look at yourself as I do, you’d see what I mean.”

This wasn’t the first time an artist had wanted me to model. I used to sit for a woman in town who loved my “peachy” complexion. My dad took photographs all the time. Mr. Finkelstein, the photojournalist who lived behind us, often asked me to pose. While I might have thought my interior life a dark place, my exterior was colorful.

“It’s important for people to be trustworthy, to be sincere,” he said in a way that seemed insincere to me.

I thought about this. He was right. We had to believe in people. On the other hand, was I obligated to like this guy?

“You’re perfectly safe with me.”

“People often mean exactly the opposite of what they say,” I said reflexively.

“You’re too young to be this cynical.”

I was most certainly not too young. Since I’d turned fourteen, almost everything I counted on had been ripped away, I’d felt myself age. I thought nothing worse could happen, so I agreed, even as I knew I was being bullied. “Fine. It must be quick. My father’s waiting for me.”

“Your father?” he asked.

“My father.”

“Twenty minutes will be plenty of time.” He was pleased.

His building was a three-floor town house adjacent to the Odyssey House, a drug rehab. I noticed a shul nearby too. I felt almost protected. He headed to the stairs to his building. I stayed at the iron gate. He turned around to me. “Aren’t you coming?”

“No,” I said, my fingers holding the iron gate from the roadside. “I’m not going inside. We can shoot out here.”

He gave me this look, as if saying, Again?

But I wasn’t budging. “I’m not going into your apartment. Out here is perfectly fine.” I felt exhausted from the effort of standing up for myself.

“Fine. We can go to the roof, then.”

I thought, Okay, if necessary, I could scream.

The hallway was painted a sickly mint green. The stairs were lopsided with age. I waited outside his apartment and then followed him up to the roof. The air was humid and misty, and the trees were still bare but had fat buds like bullets. “Wow,” I said. “It’s so great up here.” I ran to the edge to look down at buildings. It felt so, well, urban. Exotic. New York at its finest.

With him he had a flash, a tripod, a Polaroid, and a thirty-five-millimeter. I don’t know what it was, but it wasn’t a Nikon.

“You walk like a ballerina; you dance?” he asked me while setting up.

I told him yes.

“Take off your raincoat,” he ordered.

“What happened to the colors?” I asked, remembering how he’d gotten me up there in the first place.

He looked annoyed. I left my shiny slicker on. Resigned, he snapped away.

“Where is your father?” he asked.

“Paul McGregor’s. Getting his hair cut while his girlfriend looks on.”

“His girlfriend?”

“He’s having an affair.”

“My father fucked around too,” he said. “Does your mother know?”

“No.”

“Hold still. Look at me.”

I was much more comfortable looking away, off to the distance. I turned my face to him and tried as best as I could to cover my braces and keep my mouth shut.

“Now move. Show me what you can do.” He pointed his camera.

I started out slowly, warming up with some tap dancing, a bit of a shuffle-off-to-Buffalo. Then the performer in me took over. I leaped, spun, and twirled in the mist, almost working into a frenzy, dancing out everything that was going in my life. In the span of only a few months, I saw that my father’s affair with Phyllis had accelerated. My brother had been on his deathbed with viral pneumonia, then he’d deserted me for college. On the day before Succoth my grandmother rolled and pinched kreplach for the holiday meal. What seemed like common word loss in the afternoon morphed into a massive stroke by the evening. Half her body was paralyzed, and so was her speech center. She did not die soon enough for her wishes, and my mother was burdened with her care. Both of my father’s parents had died, one from cancer, one by slipping in the too-hot tub. (When my mother returned to the car after identifying the body—lucky her—she told me, “She looked like a boiled chicken.”) Becky had died. Becky, the dog of my youth, my protector.

I was alone.

And there I was, dancing for a weird stranger on a rooftop. Five minutes into my improvisation of despair, I heard a crack of thunder. I stopped, shocked. There were a few drops. Then we were being pelted.

“Help me!” he yelled, his face twisted up like a mad scientist’s. I obeyed as he shoved his tripod in my arm. I followed him down the steps and hesitated before going into the apartment, teetering on the cusp of fear and fascination. I crossed the threshold.

In a claustrophobic hallway, a telephone table stood to my left, but no telephone. A corkboard hung above it. A closet-size kitchen was directly at the other end of the entrance. The bathroom was off to the right, and to the left was a living room that faced Sixth Street and was a student-like mess with cinder blocks propping up shelves that had no books. There was no furniture, not even a chair. There were a few pillows, lighting equipment, cameras, and lots of women’s clothing strewn about, in piles and on the floor, as if hastily discarded. The whole scene looked temporary. Even my brother’s dorm room was more done up. I could swear I smelled ghosts.

He reached into a closet and pulled out a bright, floral, silky kimono. “Want to change?” he asked me, with a bit of a smirk, so I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. I laughed. He had to be joking, chiding me for my caution. Yet I clutched the Camus, holding it as a shield. “I really have to go,” I said.

“Just wait one second,” he said. “I want you to see the kind of work I do. I’m a real photographer. Take a look.” He handed me a thick stack of Polaroids, saying, “I’ll be right back,” and slipped into the nearby toilet. Did he go inside to pee or to shoot up speed or maybe even heroin? While listening for telling sounds, not that I would know what those were, I put down my book to better eye the images in my hand. Unbeknownst to my mom, my father slid Playboys in between the comic books in “the kids bathroom,” but the images this stranger had given me were nothing like those. These were women with women. Women with men. Some were alone. Those were the ones that made me gasp. Naked and posed. Some seemed lifeless. I didn’t know what I was looking at. Everything inside of me screamed, Get out.

The door was locked.

A dark metal pole like some medieval contraption angled from the lock to the floor. I pushed. I swirled. I poked. I had no idea what it was or how to manipulate it. The door wouldn’t budge. It looked impossible to open. I didn’t know where the catch was or if there even was a catch. I sensed that I didn’t have the luxury of time. I heard the bathroom door creak open.
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