







“Goddamn, I’m A Good Cook!” I Holler.



“You’re super hot,” Eddie says like James Brown.

“A bad-ass mo-fo,” I tell him.

“A kicking, killing, slamming, jamming, crazy cooking Italian.” We toast my restaurant’s anniversary again and howl our laughter at the night sky.

“But you know,” Eddie says and leans in close. “You’d taste better than anything down in that silly restaurant of yours.” He breathes warm breath onto my cheek. “I want to ravage you until you’re as creamy as this here goose liver.” He nips at my neck. “I’ll whip you into a frenzy of mashed potatoes.”

I laugh into his ear. He smells like olive oil. His hands find their way under my chef’s jacket.

“You are as rich and creamy as eggs benedict,” he says. “Crème brûlée has nothing on you.”

“What else?” I beg. This is our joke. The only way into me is through food. He reads me like a menu.

“You are as tender as a lamp chop. As spicy as the best tagine.” He nuzzles, kneads, and tickles my tingling skin. “You are as voluptuous as uh, uh…Oh hell.” He stops and looks at me. “What do the French call those purple things?”

“Eggplants?”

“Aubergines!” he says triumphantly and slides my checked pants over my hips.
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FOR MY MOTHER





And if the earthly has forgotten you,

Whisper to the silent earth: I flow.

To the rushing water say: I am.

—Rainer Maria Rilke,


   Sonnets to Orpheus






Chapter


One



Up on the roof, Eddie stands in front of me with a champagne bottle sticking out from between his thighs like a green glass penis. “Very funny,” I say, but of course I laugh, because I always laugh at Eddie’s antics.

Thick, blond hair falls across his green eyes as he struggles with the wire casing, then the cork. He looks up, shakes the hair out of his face, and flaunts a cunning smile. “We have to celebrate, darling!” He wrenches the cork from side to side and gyrates his hips, mumbling, “Come on, baby. Come to daddy.”

“Jesus, Eddie,” I say. “Are you fucking it or opening it?”

“It’s the only way I can get it, sugar.”

“Sugar?” I say with a snort, but I like it and he knows it.

I turn and look over the edge of the roof as he works on the cork. In the distance, the Brooklyn Bridge shines golden in the failing late spring sun. Five stories below, yellow cabs, black town cars, and graffiti-covered delivery trucks roll through the congested grid of East Village streets. They compete with rollerbladers, bicyclists, and pedestrians. The sidewalks are crowded with hipsters, tourists, dog walkers, baby pushers, old women pulling shopping carts, and bums asking for change. I love this neighborhood. These are my people—the ones who choose to be in this tiny corner of the world because they find beauty in its roughness, just as I do.

“Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah,” Eddie moans as he works on the cork. “I can feel it now. Here it comes.”

“Do you need some help?” I ask him, then tease, “from a professional?”

“O ye of little faith,” he says in his sweet southern drawl. Ever since I’ve known him, Eddie’s liked to pretend he’s some hayseed straight off a cotton farm, baffled by big-city ways. But the truth is, he’s been kicking around New York for the past ten years and is more citified than I am, and I grew up here. Plus, his soft gentile hands with their perfectly manicured nails and the ’85 Krug Brut champagne he’s opening expose him as a fourth-generation Princeton grad and grandson of a textile magnate from the great state of Georgia.

“Here it comes,” says Eddie. “Just a little more. Oh, oh, oh!” He stands up straight and juts his hips forward as the cork arcs into the evening sky. Champagne shoots out from between his legs, and he howls with delight. There’s nothing Eddie likes more than a party, even if it is just the two of us on a roof.

Never to be outdone by him, I grab the bottle and bring it to my lips. Let the bubbles tickle my nose before I take the first greedy gulp. The champagne scratches my throat and lingers sweetly on the back of my tongue. Before I can take another swig, he scoops me up, one arm under my knees, the other across my back, and gallops around the roof, singing, “Happy Anniversary!” to the tune of the Lone Ranger theme song. We twirl in circles. The sunset blurs. Water towers, chimneys, and satellite dishes spin. Horn honks, tire squeals, laughter, and shouting burble up from the streets and meld into an urban symphony.

In Eddie’s arms, I am perfectly suspended between the earth and sky. Nothing’s holding me down. I could fly away and soar past the just-rising moon with my hair on fire and my arms spread wide like a human shooting star over Manhattan. Then we collapse, champagne splashing, tiny plates of hors d’oeuvres crashing, onto a white tablecloth spread over the warm tar of the roof. In the center is a huge bouquet of yellow roses. Eddie’s gift to me on my restaurant’s first anniversary.

He props himself up on one elbow beside me and pants, “You did it, Lem. Congratulations!” He raises the frothing bottle to his lips.

He’s right. I have done it. After ten years of regrets, mistakes, stupid moves, and pure dumb luck, I’ve gotten what I want. No one expected this from me, least of all myself. I came into the world as a colicky, jaundiced baby with fuzzy blond hair like a troll. My parents named me Ellie Manelli but called me Lemon, which isn’t much better. They left me behind with my grandmother and four aunts in Brooklyn to pursue their beatnik lifestyle, then ended up on the bottom of a river. When I hit eighteen, I took off from the cloistered streets of my small Brooklyn neighborhood to traipse around Europe with every other lost soul looking for some semblance of self. I returned defeated and spent years wandering from job to job, never happy, never satisfied, until I decided to stop grousing and waiting for something to happen. A year ago, a shoe store went out of business on the bottom floor of this building, and I opened my restaurant, Lemon, named after me.

Now suddenly, I’ve became the new It Girl of the New York cooking world. Various trend-spotters have dubbed Lemon “hot” and part of the “downtown scene.” I’ve been declared a “hip young chef” to watch. A picture of me, complete with my blond hair streaked blue to match my Le Creuset saucepans, graces the pages of Gourmet magazine this month to celebrate our anniversary.

I don’t know how it happened. Who turned out to be my fairy godmother. Or if the karmic scales finally tipped in my favor. If I weren’t such a cynic, I might claim that every experience in my life has led me to this shining moment, but I think that’s bullshit. All I know is, my luck in life has changed, and it’s about damned time.

“How about some of these here whores de vors?” Eddie asks. He pops a piece of foie-gras-covered toast into my mouth. The goose liver melts slowly, and I moan happily. He lays a roasted hen-of-the-woods mushroom and goat cheese phyllo purse on my outstretched tongue. When I’m done with that, he tosses me a bright green cerignola olive. I swallow the fruity salty brine, then wash it all down with more champagne.

“Goddamn, I’m a good cook!” I holler.

“You’re super hot,” Eddie says like James Brown.

“A bad-ass mo-fo,” I tell him.

“A kicking, killing, slamming, jamming, crazy cooking Italian.” We toast again and howl our laughter at the night sky.

“But you know,” Eddie says and leans in close. “You’d taste better than anything down in that silly restaurant of yours.” He breathes warm breath onto my cheek. “I want to ravage you until you’re as creamy as this here goose liver.” He nips at my neck. “I’ll whip you into a frenzy of mashed potatoes.”

I laugh into his ear. He smells like olive oil. Always like olive oil. My love for the past five years. Who ever thought it would last this long? I met Eddie when I was a sous-chef at a fake Italian restaurant on the Upper West Side. He came to sell olive oil from his import business to the executive chef, a lazy cook and a lout with horrible hygiene. Eddie saw through the pretense of the oversalted ossobuco and rubbery tagliatelle. I only saw his eyes, green and laughing, sharing a joke with me. I handed him a slice of my roasted red pepper ciabatta dipped in his best extra virgin oil, and he licked his lips.

His hands find their way under my chef’s jacket. “You are as rich and creamy as eggs benedict,” he says. “Crème brûlée has nothing on you.”

When I first started going out with Eddie, I figured we’d have a few laughs, drink a few bottles of wine, and eventually part with no hard feelings. Looking at us, you’d never think that we would last. Eddie is every inch the prep school brat, certain of entitlements from the world. I embody my Brooklyn upbringing, complete with the huge chip on my shoulder carried proudly like an epaulet. But beneath our facades, each of us is as ornery as the other one. Maybe that’s what keeps us together.

“I could turn you into soup,” he says and flicks the snaps of my bra.

“What kind?” I grab his soft earlobe with my sharp teeth.

“Vichyssoise.” He draws the word out as if it’s luxury.

I look up. The sun has set, but the stars are hidden by the glare of city lights. The moon is lonely, with only red-tailed jets to share the sky.

“What else?” I beg. This is our joke. The only way into me is through food. He reads me like a menu.

“You are as tender as a lamb chop. As spicy as the best tagine.” He nuzzles, kneads, and tickles my tingling skin. “You are as voluptuous as uh, uh…Oh, hell.” He stops and looks at me. “What do the French call those purple things?”

“Eggplants?”

“Aubergines!” he says triumphantly and slides my checked pants over my hips.

My hands find him.

“I am merguez!” He rolls the word across his tongue as if he is some conquistador, and we wail at the moon.

“Now,” I say, and I mean it. “Now!”

Eddie doesn’t need to be told twice. He’s there already. Away we go. Again, the sky blurs and sounds merge. Everything falls together like all matter sucked deep into a big black hole. My mother at the bottom of the ocean waves her bony hand, her hair is seaweed strands, she rides an electric eel. My father, buried beneath the Greenwood soil, rolls over in his grave and tells the beetles to shut their tiny eyes. This is it!

Tonight is my night, and I could devour the world. Catch it by the heels. String it up in a tree from a looping snare. Skin it, fillet it, sauté it. Serve it on a platter with bitter wild leeks and potentially poisonous mushrooms shaped like flying saucers. Surround it with delicacies of the rivers and the sea. (Gifts from my long-dead mother.) Exotics from my larder. (One thing from every place I’ve ever been.) An eclectic stew of me.

I let go a whoop, a holler, a self-satisfied scream for all the world to hear. I am a T-Rex skulking. A warhead launching. A woman to be reckoned with. Watch out, I warn, as I roar with delight. Nothing can stop me now!








Egg & Sperm



Ping! Waxing and waning ovaries release a half-life on the twenty-eighth day of May. Swoosh! A squirming sperm army advances at the right hour on a rooftop in Manhattan. Both hurl through space and time until one of those brave swimmers unites its chromosomes with that spaceship egg. Cosmic matter flies. Reenacts the universe from black hole to big bang to self-sustaining planet circling the sun. And suddenly, there you are.

Or are you? Exactly when will you be you? At what moment do you exist? At the instant of collision? Or when this ever-dividing organism of replicating DNA finds a uterine wall in which to implant? Does it take your mother’s knowledge to make you you? What about her love? Has God breathed life into you, even though on your own, outside of her body in which you grow, you would be doomed? Or does God have anything to do with it?

Have you been here before? Brought back through some karmic cycle of never-ending life? Do you have something to prove in this go-round? Past transgressions to rectify? Or are you brand-spanking-new to this tiny planet, held secure by gravity in the midst of forever?

Never mind, never mind. Who cares? You have no say. At this point, everything about you is completely predetermined. So you float, free-form, waiting patiently for discovery while your parents pant beyond you, no different than the two humping mice nestled in the chimney shaft three feet away. Your parents are oblivious to your existence. Unknowing of the changes awaiting them in the form of you. This is the way you are brought into the world. This is the way you are loved. Welcome.








Chapter


Two



Franny, plate the shad roe!” I yell over a whoosh of fire off the grill high enough to singe my eyebrows. Then I get the hell out of the way as Ernesto tosses sweetbreads searing in one skillet, flips the sea bass grilling in another, and plops a medium-rare filet onto a waiting plate with his bare hands.

Around us, the kitchen is chaos. Smells of meat, fish, chicken, vegetables, coffee, chocolate, and sweat assault the muggy air. Kirsten and Lyla rush in the double swinging doors.

“The place is a madhouse,” Kirsten says. She is sleek and fast, a lithe petite dancer who could balance a meal for eight on top of her pirouetting head. She checks her ticket against the food waiting in the window and quickly grabs what she needs.

“Mel double-seated me, and I’m dying,” Lyla answers in her booming alto voice, better suited for belting out Broadway tunes than reciting tonight’s specials.

“Did you see the line?” Kirsten asks.

“They’re all the way around the corner,” says Lyla. She lopes, long and lanky, out the door, plates of steaming food loaded onto her arms.

Beside me, Franny flails spatulas, tongs, knives, and towels as if she is Lakshmi, the four-armed Hindu goddess of wealth. She slows down just long enough to carefully spoon quivering fish eggs onto a bright blue dish of lemon caper sauce with tiny orange blossoms scattered over the top. Her crazy red curls spiral out from beneath her ever-present Chicago Cubs baseball cap. She’s been wearing it when she cooks since I met her in Nice during our junior year abroad.

Franny and I were roommates in a decrepit flat that we shared with six other exchange students. We immediately hated each other. I thought she was a loudmouthed American hell-bent on getting as much mileage out of her Eurail pass as possible. She thought I was the worst kind of New York snob who only wanted to befriend the French. We were each right about the other, but we found a startling affinity in the kitchen.

One day while I was trying to re-create a daube niçoise that I’d had at a tiny café in the old city, Franny poked her finger in my sauce and declared it needed orange peel. I begrudgingly added it, and the stew was excellent. After that, we gravitated to the kitchen together, silently dancing around one another as we cooked. I’d chop onions and garlic; she’d add celery and herbs. I’d salt her sauces; she’d deglaze my pans. Together we churned out dinners that quickly became famous with our other roommates, and Franny and I became friends. I’ve never met another person whose cooking style and sensibilities complements mine so well. Franny is invaluable to me in this kitchen, even if she is a huge pain in the ass some of the time.

Behind me, Ernesto, my old flame, mans the grill. He’s still as beautiful as the first day I saw him, with shoulders like a T-bone in the center of a steak, long legs, and a perfectly round butt. Skin the color of a hickory nut and a strong, square jaw. I met him in a hotel steakhouse in Midtown that catered to expense-account assholes. He was already an old pro then, with hands as tough as catcher’s mitts from years of burns, cuts, and scars. He’s barely older than I am, but he’s worked steadily since he slipped into New York from Ecuador when he was just sixteen. However, unlike most men who work in kitchens, Ernesto is a good guy who saves his testosterone for the woman in his bed. He’s also one of the best grill men in New York, with the grace and timing of an expert flamenco dancer.

Then there’s Makiko, quietly huddled over a ginger pear crème brûlée, working as carefully as a watchmaker with her tiny blowtorch, mint leaves, and sugared violets. With her delicate Japanese features and whispery voice, she’s often mistaken for a mousy pushover, some submissive mincing geisha girl. But I’ve seen her mad, her black eyes fierce beneath a heavy shag of half-blond/half-black bangs. Makiko knows how to hold her own in an American kitchen.

When I started this place, I put together the best crew I’d ever met. Franny and I hadn’t cooked together since we’d dragged ourselves across Europe, a trip that left our friendship in shambles. Despite our falling-out, I never lost track of her. When it came time to open Lemon, I enticed her away from a busy bar in SoHo. She wasn’t hard to convince. Ernesto walked out of a giant Italian joint in the Bronx and brought his cousin Manuel, fresh off the plane from some tiny Ecuadorian hill town, to do our prep and clean up. Makiko came with me from a pan-Asian monstrosity dedicated to fusing the worst of all cuisines. I stole Melanie, the hostess, from a bar down the street where I used to drink after my shifts at the last bistro where I worked. And I pinched Kirsten and Lyla from my favorite pseudo-diner on the Lower East Side.

I cajoled, bribed, and promised all of them anything they wanted to come work with me. Swore to them that we would be chummy. Comrades in our quest for dazzling the chow hounds and foodies, the Emeril LaGasse watchers and Nigella Lawson wannabes who come in every night and comment on the temperature of the wine and whether the chicken is organic or not. I claimed that I would be a different kind of chef, never making empty vile threats with a shining cleaver poised above my head nor running a revolving door of support staff through the kitchen.

Of course, over the past year, I’ve broken every one of those promises. Repeatedly. I’ve hired, fired, and lost twenty-three waitstaff, bartenders, and line cooks, often due to my own stupidity and shortsightedness. I’ve consistently overruled Franny and Ernesto, even though they usually have better judgment than I do. Scared Makiko witless with my temper tantrums and threatened Melanie more times than I care to admit. But in the end, they’ve stuck by me through all of my transgressions, trespasses, fits and starts, firings, yellings, and bad-mouthing. I’m grateful to them for their loyalty. I admire them for their brazenness to stay. Of course, I’ll never tell them that. They’d think I’d been slurping absinthe from a sippy cup.

An order comes across the printer for three radish and butter sandwich appetizers. I quickly slice a warm baguette and slather the soft insides with butter, then shove my hand into an empty radish container on the prep line.

“Manuel!” I holler toward the back. “Where the fuck are the radishes?”

By the time I’ve said it, he’s abandoned his sink full of giant pots and scrambled over boxes of passion fruit and mangoes and bags of basmati rice and disappeared into the walk-in.

The printer grinds away more tickets. I rip them off and call the orders. “Baby greens, beet and endive, two roasted pepper goats. Mushroom tart, sausage sampler, lamb shank, trout, and rare filet. Another radish. Is there a freaking radish lovers’ convention in town tonight or what? Manuel!”

“Si. Got it!” he calls from the back.

While I wait for him to slice the radishes, I lean against the counter and close my eyes. My feet ache, my back hurts, my head is pounding. I have an oil slick on my forehead. I’m getting a zit on my chin the size of a cantaloupe. And I’m running on about two-and-a-half hours of sleep. This has been my state for over twelve months, and there’s no end in sight. How could this all be worth it? I ask myself every night.

Then the peppery fragrance of the freshly chopped radishes hits my nose, and I am back at my grandmother’s kitchen table in Carroll Gardens. On warm spring Saturdays we munched tissue-thin slices of red radishes stacked on crusty buttered baguettes with a pinch of kosher salt and squeeze of fresh lemon. My grandmother grew the radishes behind her house in a small garden next to my mother’s pear tree. They were always the first vegetables of spring, when the dirt was warm and moist from all the rain. The baguettes came from Monteleone’s Bakery on Court Street, the place where my grandfather worked for thirty-five years delivering bread all around Brooklyn. Those sandwiches are the reason I started this restaurant.

After ten years of whoring myself to other chefs in five different countries; of slinging hash, burning my arms, crying into soups; of swatting the greasy hands of horny fry cooks away from my ass while holding cookie sheets against my chest like armor; of enduring insults, propositions, come-ons, and blackmail in fifteen different languages across two continents, I swore if I ever had my chance…Chance, schmance. What was I waiting on? Some long-lost uncle to keel over and leave me a million bucks? When the shoe store went out of business on the bottom floor of this building, I was there, Johnny at the rat hole, as Eddie’s father would say. I signed the lease. Put down the money from my parents’ insurance policy, left festering in a low-yield savings account. Agreed to let Eddie invest some of his inherited loot. And took a loan—the number so big that it made me dizzy. That’s how I opened Lemon, the place where I can cook what I want with the people I love.

“The sweetbreads!” Franny yells.

Ernesto’s across the kitchen, getting more trout from the reach-in. But I’m right there, so I rip the pan off the heat and scoot the delicacies onto a waiting plate, perfectly garnished by Franny with lardons and curly endive. I hand the plate off to Kirsten, who scurries in and out of the kitchen like a nervous cat. Franny, Ernesto, and I grin slyly at one another.

It’s a miracle that we pull it off every night. We’ve purposefully bucked the traditional structure of the restaurant kitchen. No garde-manger, no saucier, no rigid system of who does what. At this restaurant there are no coke-addled ex-cons who’ve made a life going from kitchen to kitchen like pirates jumping ships. No egomaniacal misfits who only find solace in the hot exclusivity of a cooking staff. We flattened out the hierarchy and got rid of the regimen. The result is a kind of controlled chaos, but none of us would have it any other way. Lemon is a success, no doubt, because of the weird symbiosis among Franny, Ernesto, and me.

I look around the kitchen again. Manuel has already built the radish sandwiches. The orders are all on the grill, and the salads are up. There’s nothing moldering under the heat lamps in the window. Everything seems momentarily in control, so I pull the bandanna off my head and run my fingers through my matted sweaty hair. “I’m going out front!” I yell as I swing open the kitchen doors.

I can’t stand not knowing what’s going on in the dining room. I realized early on that a restaurant is only partly about making food. I’m in the business of satisfying all the senses: sight, sound, smell, and touch as much as taste. Everything has to be perfect, or nothing will be. So every night, I have to make sure the tables are set correctly, the flowers are right, the music is at the ideal volume. I have to see how people look as they bite into their entrees. Are they smiling? Drinking? Laughing? Are the waitresses keeping everyone happy? I know my checking-up makes the staff crazy, but I don’t care. Maybe after another year I’ll trust things are running smoothly without my constant vigilant oversight, but not yet.

The clatter of pans and sizzle of oil from the kitchen recede as I step into the dining room. I let out a long breath. I love this space. I spent months and months scouring flea markets all over the eastern seaboard for every last detail until I nearly drove Eddie batty, but I knew exactly what I wanted.

Diners laugh, talk, and stuff their gobs at beat-up wooden tables surrounded by funny old mismatched chairs from other people’s kitchens. Giant gold gilt mirrors and stained-glass windows discarded from churches, estate sales, old inns, and defunct restaurants line the lime green walls. Overhead, chandeliers from Atlantic Avenue antique shops are turned down low. Some are simple, with small crystals dangling like diamond earrings. Others are ostentatious, with gaudy cut-glass-crusted appendages that remind me of little girls’ unicorn collections. Tin flowerpots, lace doilies, candelabras, and old picture frames decorate every flat surface. It’s a mishmash, a gallimaufry, a jumbled-bumbled mess. It’s the personification of me, and that’s just the way I like it.

On the edge of the bar, I reorient a green glass vase that once belonged to Little Great-Aunt Poppy. The flowers release the heady fragrance of lilies into the air. Peonies the size of baby heads droop prettily from the vase. Giant spires of hollyhocks stand up tall and proud above a mist of Queen Anne’s lace. My florist, Xiao, gets it right every night.

Then I notice Lyla and Kirsten idling by the drinks station while Mona, the bartender, holds up a bottle of Grey Goose vodka in one hand and a Mr. Boston gin in the other.

“Wait,” says Mona as she ponders the liquor. She looks like a white-trash trailer-park Gidget in her tube top and Union ’76 truck-stop hat. “Which one does a sidecar use?”

This is what I get for hiring a twenty-something diva wannabe for a bartender. I groan and start for the bar, ready to toss Mona out by the nostrils. The girl cannot get it together. Can barely remember what goes in a gin and tonic, let alone a sidecar.

I’ve regretted hiring her from the first day that she sweet-talked her way into the job, telling me how much she needed the work if she was going to stay in New York and keep her band together. I’ve always been a sucker for the strugglers with a dream. Plus, I was in deep shit, having just fired my last bartender, who turned into a lush and a thief after three months on the job.

Every time I swear I’m canning Mona’s ass, Eddie points out that she’s gorgeous and that cute girl bartenders win points with the weekend steak eaters. But enough is enough. She’s backing up the whole damn dining room. I stomp across the room, taking in a deep breath, ready to let Mona have it, but I’m stopped in my tracks when Eddie saunters in the front door.

Time bends and slows when Eddie comes into a room. Something in his Deep South manners, his leisurely assured walk, his drowsy lingering grin, drags the fabric of the cosmos back to an era of long hellos and longer good-byes. It’s not as if he thinks he owns the place. More like he’s certain that you’re glad to have him around. I’m sure that’s why his import business does as well as it does, given what a lazy ass he is at heart.

Melanie, the hostess, normally wound up and ready to pop, visibly relaxes when Eddie comes in. Her shoulders ease. Her motions become as languid as Blanche DuBois’s. She greets him with a kiss to each cheek as if everyone has been transported to the Left Bank. She chats with him, tosses her head back to laugh at his silly wisecracks. The people waiting for her attention don’t resent Eddie’s intrusion. He offers them a little shrug and an apologetic smile. They stand back to listen in to his conversation as if they are each his new best friend. Melanie pats an empty barstool behind her, but he shakes his head and points toward the back of the house. He wants to see me.

Eddie ambles along with his hands in his pockets and a lopsided grin on his face. He wears his usual southern-schoolboy-gone-bad uniform, wrinkled khaki pants with a white T-shirt under the same untucked, unbuttoned blue oxford cloth shirt that was balled up on the roof a few hours ago. He has the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, showing off the curly blond hair across his forearms as if he’s been out chopping wood instead of yukking it up with the best chefs in the city over samples of first-press oils.

I forget about Mona and the botched sidecar. Forget about whether the sweetbreads are too rubbery and whether the walk-in will go on the blink tonight. I watch Eddie shake his hair out of his eyes, then survey the place. He nods at every table packed with happy eaters, reveling in their ravioli, bingeing on beef cheeks au jus, loving life that offers them fresh lima beans in a sweet-pea cream. Watching Eddie evaporates all my fury.

He spots me and breaks into a huge smile. Walks toward me with open arms, drawling the words, “Darling! I hear your roof is on fire!”

“Jesus, Eddie,” I say. “You’re so freakin’ cheesy.”

“Drunken goat,” he says.

Then, just as I’m ready to step into his hug and bask in his sweet olive smell, I hear Mona say, “Does vermouth make a martini dry?”

Now I’ve got no time for Eddie’s sweet-talking, good-oldboy slap-and-tickle. I close in on him and grab him by the collar, dragging him with me to the back, pleading with him. “You’ve got to tend the bar before I kill Mona. She doesn’t know the difference between a mojito and her skinny white ass!”

“No worries, Lemon, darling,” he says, but promptly plops himself down on a barstool and asks for a glass of his special stash of ’97 Altesino Brunello red.

“Eddie!” I whine.

“It’s all under control,” he assures me. “Mona and I will not let you down.” He winks at her, and she winks back as she uncorks the wine. Eddie tells her how to mix the drinks, and I go back to scanning the dining room, making sure everything else is perfect.

Once Lyla and Kirsten have hurried off with their cocktails, Eddie turns to me and says, “Oh, by the way, my mother says to tell you congratulations. She’s been showing off the Gourmet article to her gardening club today.”

“That’s nice,” I say absently as I try to decode the facial expressions of every eater. Chefs are fundamentally insecure people, always trying to bowl everyone over with the food they create. I’m no different. If I could, I would run up to each table and ask, Do you like it? Is it the best thing you’ve ever eaten? Which, of course, is really a way of asking, Do you like me?

“Speaking of my mother,” Eddie adds inelegantly. I try to ignore him, but he says, “She and my father want to come up for a visit.”

It’s not that I don’t like Eddie’s parents. They’re perfectly fine people, but the few times I’ve been around them, I’ve gotten the distinct feeling that I’m not the girl they’d imagined for Eddie. Before I can protest, make excuses, forcefully refuse, Melanie grabs me by the elbow.

“Critic at table four,” she whispers fiercely.

I glance over at the unassuming couple Mel is nodding toward. “I don’t recognize either one,” I tell her.

“I’m pretty sure she’s the new critic from the Post. I called Bryan at Bistro Jeanine and described her. He says that’s the one. See, she’s writing notes under the table.”

“Christ,” I mutter. “Like they fool us. What’d they order?”

“To start, the fennel apple salad for her. Seared sea scallops for him. Then the lamb and the trout.”

“It’ll be fine,” I tell Melanie with some new kind of crazy megalomaniacal self-confidence. Usually I’d flip out if there were a critic in the house. I’d dash into the kitchen to personally inspect, taste, and plate every item going out to a critic’s table. But right now I’m so beguiled by my own success that nothing can touch me. “Anything else?”

Mel frowns at me uncertainly, but I’m feeling so good tonight that I stick with my pronouncement that everything will be fine. “Well,” she says. “We’re booked until ten-thirty tonight and Sunday brunch is full for the next four weeks. Must’ve been that Gourmet article.”

I shrug. “Who knows?” But I think, Who cares? I deserve every ounce of this attention. If the critic from the Post doesn’t agree, then too bad for her.

The front door opens, and a laughing group of six walks in. Melanie immediately strides across the room, her arms outstretched as if she’s greeting her dearest old friends. They smile. Look eager. Ready for our food. Eddie has turned around to chat with Mona, who leans across the bar to flirt shamelessly with him. I let it go, for now. I don’t have time to play the jealous girlfriend. I’ve got to get back to the kitchen to wow these new diners with some culinary delight.

As I throw open the kitchen doors, I find Franny and Ernesto locked in a kiss over the grill. Makiko looks at me and shakes her head with feigned disgust. “Like a Tokyo love hotel in here,” she says.

“You filthy sluts!” I yell. “Get back to work before I can your lazy, good-for-nothing asses!”

Franny gives me the finger, and Ernesto says, “Jealous?”

“Hardly,” I say as I tie my bandanna on my head and scoot back behind the prep line. “You two deserve one another.” Although I say it like an insult, I mean it in the nicest possible way, and they know it. The printer cranks out a never-ending ribbon of new orders. I take a deep breath, but before I start the call I grin, deeply satisfied with my good life.








Zygote



In the past two weeks, you have divided and divided again until you resemble a mulberry. This cluster of cells holds everything that will be you. You have traveled through the channels of your mother’s swampy womb, laid your roots, and burrowed in for the duration of your stay. You mother has tucked you beneath a protective lining, to keep you safe and snug inside her.

Despite her first protective act, she remains an unwitting accomplice to your existence. She goes about her daily life (on her feet twelve hours a day, slugging back margaritas at two A.M., sleeping only a few hours, then waking to terrifying fears of failure) as if silently daring you with her debaucherous behavior to live. And you do, you live, you tenacious blastocyst. Sending out your signals that she ignores. Your subtle signs of life. Her swollen breasts like water balloons left on the tap too long. A vague queasiness she associates with stress. That off-kilter sway when standing still, as if in a tipping boat. You bide your time, patient and enduring, going about your business of becoming an embryo.








Chapter


Three



What’d you bring?” Grandma asks without looking up from the cabbage rolls she’s making on the wooden table. The same table with scratches on the legs and a yellow-checked oilcloth cover that’s been in the center of this kitchen since I was a kid. The smell of onions and garlic, simmering tomatoes, and pork fill the room. My stomach rolls over, and my underarms prickle in the heat.

“You bake a pie?” Aunt Adele asks as she takes the pan from my hands.

My four aunts bustle in the tiny kitchen, stirring pots, cutting vegetables, and getting in each other’s way. The older they get, the more alike they look. Each one has the same olive skin and thick jet-black hair with a few strands of gray chopped into different variations of a bob. It was Grandfather Calabria’s hair.

My grandmother, mother, and I were the only three towheaded northern Italians in the midst of the all those dark brooding Calabrisians on my mother’s side and the back-slapping, joke-telling Manellis from Modena on my father’s side. I’m the only one among my dozens of cousins who burns in the sun, gets freckles across my nose, and can’t eat more than one hot pepper without sticking my head under the faucet. I’ve always been the quiet one. The left-out one. The different one. The orphan.

Eddie plants a quick kiss on Grandma’s cheek. “You look gorgeous today, Miss Annie.” He pulls a bottle of Piaggia Carmignano out of a paper sack. “I brought you a little blood of Christ.”

“Sacrilege!” Grandma throws her hands to the heavens, but she smiles slyly. “You Baptists have no manners.”

“I was raised Episcopalian,” Eddie tells her.

“How’re your parents, Eddie?” Aunt Gladys asks as she comes out of the pantry, carrying three jars of homemade pick-les. My aunts are fascinated by tales of Eddie’s sprawling Georgian family, which I’m sure they picture sitting on old rocking chairs on some spacious veranda, sipping mint juleps beneath a Confederate flag.

“They’re fine, thank you. They’d like to plan a visit,” he says with his eyes on me.

I turn away quickly just as my cousin Deirdre takes my pie from Aunt Adele. “So pretty, with the crust all braided around the edges like that. You’re so talented, Lemon.” She sets it on the speckled Formica counter next to three other pies and a chocolate sheet cake.

“How much you charge for a piece of that pie at your restaurant?” Aunt Mary asks from the kitchen table, where she snaps green beans with cousin Sophie.

“Hi ya, Eddie,” Sophie says and waves a bean.

“We don’t serve it at the restaurant,” I tell Mary.

“Why not?” she asks.

“Too pedestrian,” I say with a shrug.

My grandmother looks up and notices me for the first time. “Good Lord, Ellie Manelli. What’s with the hair?”

I hate it when she uses my name instead of calling me Lemon like every one else. “You like it?” I ask sarcastically and run my fingers through the blue streaks.

“No,” she says and turns back to Eddie. “You bring me some oil?”

The first time I invited Eddie to a family dinner, he expected to find a gaggle of hot-tempered Sophia Loren look-alikes, slugging back bottles of Chianti while feasting on platters of thin-sliced prosciutto and huge bowls of fusilli simmering all day in a secret-recipe ragu. For about an hour he tossed around words like fagiola (which we call beans) and buccatino (which we call mozzarella balls) in his thick Georgian drawl until my aunts laughed at him and my grandmother asked repeatedly what the hell he was talking about. He figured out pretty quickly that despite our name and ancestry, we’re much more Brooklyn than Italian. Still, my grandmother appreciates the good stuff when it comes to Eddie’s oils.

He takes out a slender blue glass bottle with a cork. “First press,” he says. “From a little orchard in Puglia. It’s nice and sweet. Good on ripe tomatoes. And look at this.” He pulls a small flask of aged balsamic out of the bag. “I got this near Modena from a man on a mule. He said his grandfather made it in a huge vat in a barn. Of course, I assumed he was pulling my leg, but he took me there and sure enough, there was his old granddad, stirring a giant tub of vinegar. They served me some twelve-year over fresh strawberries with a little bit of powdered sugar on top.”

“Strawberries and vinegar?” my grandmother scoffs. “Sounds terrible.”

“Your mother probably ate it in the old country,” Eddie says. He loves his version of my family’s past. Stone farmhouses, orchards, goatherds walking through the hills.

“Listen to him,” says my grandmother. “The old country! They were lucky if they got tripe. They had nothing.”

“When you going back to Italy?” Aunt Joy asks Eddie.

“Mid-August is the next trip,” he says. “I wish Lemon would come with me.”

I roll my eyes and turn away. I’d love to go with him, and he knows it, but I can’t leave the restaurant now. Things have gotten nuts. We’re booked all the time, and I’m still perfecting the brunch menu. It would be wonderful, though, to abandon it all for a few weeks. Trek through small villages with Eddie, discovering little gems like this aged balsamic. Every bottle he brings back has a story.

I used to figure I was just another part of his southern-boy fascination with things Italian. A way to aggravate his mother, who keeps waiting for him to come back into the fold and increase the family fortune rather than piss it away on oil and vinegar. But Eddie is committed to his business, regardless of how little money he earns. So the least I can do is try to make his investment in Lemon pay off.

“You want a glass of wine?” Eddie asks Grandma. He takes two jelly jars from the shelves.

“Yeah, why not,” she says. “Jesus died for me too, you know.”

“Mother!” says Gladys. My grandmother shrugs indifferently and laughs at her own blasphemy.

“You’re getting lots of good press lately,” Deirdre says to me. “I read that New York Times article with your recipe for pound cake.”

“They named her one of five new chefs to watch,” Eddie says as he uncorks the wine. “Called her ‘Luscious Lemon.’ The guy couldn’t stop gushing about the pound cake.”

“What’s so special about your pound cake?” Grandma asks.

“Nothing really,” I say, because next to my grandmother, everything I do in the kitchen is all poofy nonsense.

“She uses bergamot preserves in the batter,” says Eddie. “Then she tops it with an Earl Grey–infused crème anglaise and blueberry coulis. It’s definitely luscious. Just like her.” He reaches over and wraps his arm around my waist. I elbow him in the ribs.

“It’s mostly Makiko’s recipe,” I say.

“I read the review you got in the Post a few weeks ago,” Aunt Joy says to me. “How do you cook a beef cheek anyway? I didn’t even know cows had cheeks.”

Aunt Adele’s grandson Jessie snickers from the stool by the stove. “Butt cheeks,” he says.

“Hey, Jessie, you watch your mouth.” Adele shakes a finger in her grandson’s face. “Get outta here. Go play with your cousins.” Jessie slips off the stool and scurries out of the room. “I swear Billy teaches that child no manners.”

“Billy was always such a nice boy,” Gladys says.

“He was not,” says Sophie. “Lemon, you remember what a jackass Billy could be?”

“He just put up a good front for the adults.” I open the refrigerator to see what’s planned for brunch.

“Billy was all right,” says Grandma. “That kind of orneriness skips a generation. Jessie is just like Adele.”

“I wasn’t that bad,” Adele says. The rest of the room bursts into laughter. “Oh, get out of here.” Adele snaps a dishtowel at her sisters. “You all were just as bad as I was.”

“You were all juvenile delinquents, from what I hear,” I say.

“Your mother was the worst,” says Joy. The rest of my aunts gaze at me wistfully as they nod in agreement. I hate that look.

“So what kind of pie is it anyway?” Grandma asks me as she puts the last cabbage roll into a casserole dish and wipes her hands on her stained apron.

“Strawberry rhubarb.”

“I haven’t had a good rhubarb pie in a long time,” says Grandma. “Mine stopped growing out back years ago.”

“It used to grow right up the side of the building,” I tell Eddie. “When we were kids, we’d dare each other to pull if off and take a bite.”

“Whoever could eat the biggest piece without spitting it out was the winner,” Sophie adds.

“Y’all must’ve been real bored,” says Eddie.

“Like you and your brother were discovering brain surgery down in the swamp,” I say.

“Your aunt Natalia used to have rhubarb in her backyard, but of course she wouldn’t let anyone at it,” says Joy.

“How do you know what grew in Natalia’s yard?” I ask.

“My girlfriend Ferdie’s place looked out into Natalia’s yard. I saw the rhubarb,” Joy explains.

“You asked her for some?” I ask.

“Yeah. Thought I’d make a nice pie for Ma. Natalia wasn’t using it, but she said no.”

“Maybe she was going to use it,” I point out.

Joy, Adele, Gladys, and Mary all snort and scoff.

“A Manelli girl?” Adele says.

“Cooking?” Joy adds.

After my parents died, my mother’s sisters and my father’s sisters began a petty war of insults and digs across the neighborhood streets. The Manellis never forgave Grandmother Calabria for taking custody of me, and so they took issue with every decision she made. If she sent me to Catholic school, they thought public was better. If she didn’t force me to take piano lessons, she was spoiling me. If I showed up at church in pants instead of a skirt, she was negligent. Of course, all my cousins would get in on it, too. The Calabrias fighting the Manellis. Leaving me in the middle, feeling like all the discord was my fault.

“Where’d you get your rhubarb, Lemon?” Grandma slips the cabbage rolls into the oven.

“Farmer’s market in the city.”

“How much’d you pay?” Adele asks.

I ignore her and pull a covered dish out of the overstuffed fridge. “What’s this?”

“What’s it look like?” says Grandma. “It’s cucumber salad.”

“Who else is coming?” I pick a slippery cucumber out of the bowl and pop it into my mouth. Vinegar and sugar sting my tongue. Bile creeps up the back of my throat, and I swallow hard.

“I don’t know.” Grandma plunges her hands into soapy dishwater and starts washing pots. “The usual, I guess. Your cousins Tom, Anthony, Sam, Cindy, Angela, Amy, Joe.”

“Amy has to work,” says Aunt Mary.

“You invite Rick and the baby then?” Grandma asks.

“Yeah, sure,” says Mary. “He’ll probably stop by.”

“Is Aunt Livinia coming up?” I ask. My grandmother’s one remaining sister has lived in the basement apartment here since I was thirteen. In the past few years, she’s retreated farther and farther into her little dark hovel downstairs. I rarely see her now.

“She hasn’t been up here for almost a month,” says Grandma.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“She’s old.”

“Let me do that.” Eddie rolls up his sleeves and bumps my grandmother out of the way.

“Such a gentleman,” Grandma says as she dries her hands. “When’re you going to marry my granddaughter?”

I glance up at the old owl clock tick-tocking above the sink. “That only took three and a half minutes,” I mutter.

“Just as soon as she’ll have me,” Eddie says with a wink.

My aunts all look at me eagerly. I stick my head inside the refrigerator again. I learned early on that the best defense against my aunts’ constant prying is to ignore them.

“You know your cousin Cindy just got engaged,” Aunt Gladys says.

“Is she pregnant?” asks Mary.

“Just because both your girls were bursting the seams of their wedding dresses…,” Gladys says to Mary.

Sophie laughs. “Who wasn’t pregnant when they got married in this family?”

“Anyone ever heard of birth control?” I ask from inside the fridge.

“Not pope-sanctioned,” Joy jokes.

“And we’re such good Catholics,” Mary adds.

“Well, she’s not pregnant,” says Gladys. Then she giggles and adds, “At least not yet.”

“Give her till the honeymoon,” Mary says, and they all crack up.

Except for me. I’ve always found their constant joking about the fertility of the Calabria clan annoying. As if the only thing a woman in our family is capable of doing is having babies, and like that’s such an accomplishment.

“You’re the only one left, Lemon,” says Joy.

I pull out a platter of red peppers, tomatoes, prosciutto, and mozzarella. The smell of the cheese turns my stomach, and I shove it back in. I never thought I’d see the day when I was sick of food, sick of cooking, sick of tasting. All this hoopla over the restaurant is beginning to wear me down. Eddie’s pointed out repeatedly that I probably need a break and more help, but I can’t afford those things yet. I have to keep going until we’re running smoothly and turning a profit; then I’ll think about hiring more staff and taking some time off.

“I heard from Trina,” Aunt Adele suddenly announces, which stops the room dead. Even I come out from the fridge. Trina’s the youngest of the grandchildren after me. She was a surprise, a miracle baby by all their estimations, but she’s been a constant source of heartache for Aunt Adele, and yet she remains doted on and adored.

“When?” Aunt Mary asks.

“Yesterday,” says Adele.

“You didn’t tell us,” Joy gripes.

“I’m telling you now,” says Adele.

Everyone waits, no one moving.

“She’s coming home,” Adele says, and her eyes fill with tears. My aunts smile at her, misty-eyed and soft, then they’re laughing like hyenas, throwing their arms around Adele, and patting her on the back.

I’m not so sure this is good news. Trina has been out in Seattle, finding herself, for the past two years. An endeavor that landed her in detox twice before her twenty-first birthday.

“Maybe Lemon could give her a job,” Gladys says.

I let that comment pass. “What time do you think we’ll eat?” I ask my grandmother. My eyes are heavy, and I’m exhausted. Every day in the late morning I feel this way. A few days I’ve even slipped off into the storage room and had a quick nap on top of the flour sacks.

Grandma adds salt to the noodle pot. “Why? You got somewhere you need to be?”

“Thought I might lie down for a while,” I say.

This stops my aunts yammering about Trina.

“You sick?” Adele asks.

“She’s working too hard,” says Gladys.

“It’s all those late nights,” Joy adds.

“You have to take time off,” Mary warns. “Or you’ll burn out.”

Eddie looks at me carefully.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Just tired.”

“Go in my room,” says Grandma. “Turn on the air conditioner if you want. I’ll get you up when everything’s ready.”

Eddie walks me to the hall. “You okay?” he asks with his hand on the small of my back.

“God, I’m fine,” I snap at him. “I want a little nap, and everyone acts like I’m on my deathbed.” As soon as this comes out, I realize how bitchy it sounds, and I wonder what my problem is. “I’m just tired,” I say more kindly. “Will you be okay down here by yourself?”

Eddie laughs. “Of course,” he says and kisses my cheek. I know it’s true. My family adores Eddie. “Enjoy your nap,” he tells me as I lug my tired body up the stairs.

 

Nearly everything in Carroll Gardens has changed since I was a kid, except for my family. When my cousins and I were growing up, everyone and everything on the streets was the same—Italian. The bakery, the shoe store, Leopoldi’s Hardware, Dr. Cornelio the dentist, the Catholic church. Virgin Mary statues graced the front of nearly every building. Old men sat on metal folding chairs in their undershirts outside the social clubs where they played cards in the afternoon. Women yelled at kids from apartment-building windows.

Now most of the Italian families, including all of my Manelli relations, have sold their brownstones for a small fortune and moved to the Jersey suburbs or Florida. Carroll Gardens has become a hip Brooklyn neighborhood full of young couples, trendy bars, and overpriced knickknack shops. But the Calabrias never change. My four aunts still live within five blocks of one another. I think they see it as a personal triumph that they’re still here, especially when the Manellis jumped ship. I mark it up to the hideous stubbornness that runs in my family.

I draw the shades in Grandma’s room but leave a window open and the air conditioner off so I can smell the mock orange scent floating up from the garden, which settles my stomach a little. As I lie down, fuzzy chenille pom-poms on the ancient light blue bedspread push into my skin, but I’m too tired to care. Sleep these days overwhelms me. Pulls me under like anesthesia. One second I’m awake, the next I’m dreaming. Each time I wake up, I’m groggy and queasy, as though the sleep wasn’t enough and my body wants more. Begs me to close my eyes again. On my grandmother’s bed, I fall into a heavy, almost drunken sleep, and immediately I’m dreaming my old dream of the train.

The train is fancy, not like the dingy Amtrak cars of my childhood, with their worn orange seats and graffiti everywhere. The conductors wear white gloves and little hats. They walk through the aisles of red velvet seats, smiling at the passengers. There is a dining car with tablecloths and candles where my parents sit and drink wine from pretty glasses and laugh with their heads tossed back as prairies pass by outside the windows. They are glamorous. More Myrna Loy and William Powell than Norma and Giovanni from Brooklyn. And it’s clear, they are deliriously happy on that train.

The scene switches to outside. The train is big and black and powerful. It speeds through the dark night, whistle blowing lonely and forlorn. Charging ahead like a blind bull. Smoke pours out of its stack, and the whistle screams. Up ahead is a bridge spanning a deep ravine over a tiny river that looks like a small blue thread winding through minuscule trees below. I’m there. Standing on the bridge, waving my arms frantically, trying to get that train to stop.

The conductor sees me. His mouth is a big black O, his eyes round and white. I’m small and in the way. He pulls the brake, but it’s too late. The train is coming too fast. It hits a bump. The front wheels jump, and the engine smashes through the side of the bridge. Smoke trails behind it as it plummets. Then the coal car plunges over the edge. A small man with a shovel flies away. Passenger cars, one by one, go over. Faces appear in the windows. Hands press against the glass. These are the ghoulish faces of long-lost children, grainy, black and white, staring icily ahead. The children scream, and I wake up, heart pounding, palms sweating, the chenille spread wadded in my fingers.

When I get my bearings, I realize that the screaming children are outside in the garden behind the house. Out the window I see that some silly fight has broken out between my cousins’ kids under my mother’s pear tree. Little Megan and her twin Rosie tug on opposite ends of a doll while Jessie and his brother Adam throw hard green pears from high in the branches of the tree. My cousin Angela stomps out the back door, shaking her finger and scolding the kids. As quickly as it started, it’s over. Megan gives up the doll, Adam and Jessie stop throwing pears, and they all go back to happily playing again.

The noise of the kids out back is the sound of my childhood in this house. Before my parents died, all my cousins, Manellis and Calabrias, congregated here every Sunday. Even though many of my cousins had bigger yards or better toys or Atari, everyone loved coming to my grandmother’s house. There were always cookies or cakes, and my grandmother gave us free rein of the entire house and yard.

We’d find old clothes in closets and put on plays. Make jalopy cars from abandoned toys in the basement and race them down the quiet street. Hold huge games of hide-and-seek from the basement to the attic. Those were the times when I was the happiest and missed my parents the least. Then they died, and the rift between the families happened. From then on, I had to choose where to go on Sundays. No matter what I chose, I felt bad. As if I’d let one side down. Plus, I was always sure that the other side was having more fun without me. In a way, it was a relief when the Manellis started moving away a few years later.

Now it’s another generation out back. I’m the only one beside Trina who hasn’t done my part to keep the Calabria family going. Even my mother (the black sheep, the oddball, the one who claimed she would be childless forever) had me when she was twenty-three.

I glance above Grandma’s dresser, where two pictures of my parents hang with all the other family portraits. One photo is the formal black-and-white glossy from the cover of the only album my parents recorded. My father cradles his upright bass with a lit cigarette between his first and second fingers as my mother looks over her shoulder from the piano. Both gaze seriously out at no one. This picture was used at their funeral, on an ornate plant stand between the two closed caskets.

The other picture is their wedding photo, snapped by a friend as they walk out of City Hall. My mother wears a short yellow dress and carries a lazy bouquet of daisies. My father’s in a natty blue pin-striped suit and black Chuck Taylor sneakers. She smirks at the camera, and my father tosses his head back, laughing, as if she were the funniest thing in the world. I’m in that picture, too. Hidden beneath the empire waist of my mother’s yellow wedding dress. Every time I look at that picture and the beguiling grin on her face, I wonder what made my mother do it. Marry my father and have me. Was she happy?

Everyone else in the family made lives that revolved around their kids. My aunts quit whatever jobs they had as soon as they got pregnant, then got down to the business of being wives and mothers. I’ve known since I was a kid that I’m too much like my parents to want that life for myself.

My parents left me behind with my grandmother from the time I was a year old. They’d tour with their jazz quartet for a few weeks, come home to play clubs around the city, then take some time off to rehearse and be with me. Even as a small child, I resented them for this arrangement and convinced myself they didn’t love me enough to stick around. My grandmother would have none of my complaining, though. “Of course they love you,” she’d say when I’d question why they weren’t home with me. “They just have other lives.” I couldn’t help but imagine those other lives as much happier without me.

My aunts did nothing to dispel that notion. I overheard them, more than once, talking snidely about my mother.

“Anyone heard from Norma lately?”

“Has she made plans for Lemon’s birthday?”

“She never has in the past.”

“Remember when she tried to bake a cake?”

“It was more like a chocolate brick.”

“I can do a party.”

“I can bring the cake.”

“I’ll decorate.”

And they would. Every year, every event in my life, my aunts orchestrated, sometimes overelaborately, in an effort to make up for what they perceived as my parents’ lack of interest. What my aunts didn’t understand was that I wanted whatever my parents had to offer, no matter how lame. But my parents rarely had a chance to arrange anything because my aunts were usually in the way, and then my parents died.

When I was thirteen, I decided that they weren’t really dead. After all, I’d never seen them dead. My mother’s casket was empty and my father’s closed. The only evidence of them was the photo between the coffins. For all I knew, both of them were still alive and living some incognito life where I couldn’t find them. Maybe they’d gone off to Tokyo or Paris, where American jazz musicians were lauded as gods. Or maybe they were right across the Bridge, in Manhattan, playing bars at night, while I grew gawky and awkward out of their sight.

My adolescent explanation for their absence made more sense to me than their horrible deaths. Could someone’s parents really die in a train wreck? And not just any train wreck, but a train that smashed through a bridge and plunged into a swollen river in New Jersey? That sounded more like a bad movie or urban lore or something I would’ve made up to explain their absence in my life.

Before I can get too dark and brooding about my parents, I’m interrupted by my grandmother calling me. “Lemon,” she yells from the bottom of the stairs. “Dinner’s ready.”
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