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PREFACE
Hungry Girl

You arrive at her house, matching Samsonite luggage at your side, or army surplus knapsack drooping off one shoulder: from the Edmonton airport, or the Greyhound bus station, or from hitchhiking across Canada. It could be ten a.m., or it could be midnight. But as soon as you get to the porch of her squat stucco bungalow on 111th Avenue, her reaction is always the same: matter-of-fact, fatalistic, even:

“Nu. You’re here.”

You’re kissed profusely on both cheeks, immediately led by hand into the kitchen, and pushed into a chair (rather brusquely) at the head of a yellow formica table. Then, without much conversation, Evhenia Wasylyshyn, née Protskiv, born in a small village in Western Ukraine in 1903, and long since exiled to Edmonton, will get to work. No way are you allowed to help. She hauls foil-wrapped pots from the fridge and beatup roaster pans from the back porch, fires up the gas stove, and brings platters of food to the table in the rhythmic, economic slow-shuffle she’s perfected.

And then, no matter what the time of day or night, the eating begins. You roll up your sleeves, take a deep breath. You chew and swallow, chew and swallow, pacing yourself, knowing it’s your solemn duty to ingest as much as you can: perogies, cabbage rolls, chicken stew, roast beef, and a Black Forest cake from Safeway for dessert, the kind with the plastic protective bubble. It’s uncanny, the way she always has one of those cakes on hand, but you knew better than to ask questions.

Only after I’ve consumed several helpings does my grand-mother sit down, Brown Betty teapot at her side, hands gently plucking the air as she talks. She’s wearing a pretty chartreuse blouse she’s sewn herself, a faded, pilly, navy blue sweater vest with a heraldic crest on the pocket, and a small burgundy blanket safety-pinned around her hips for extra warmth, brown polyester pants beneath. She has soft round apple cheeks, a girlish giggle, and a deep vein of bitterness that hardly anyone knows is there. I listen contentedly to sinister tales heard a hundred times before, told in a voice as mellow as tea: Baba’s aged in-laws in Ukraine who, ever since the Berlin Wall came down, have been working the black market, smuggling VCRs and blue jeans into Kyiv; or the scary one about the cousin from the village, mysteriously shot dead, the day he was to leave for Canada. Food and stories, stories and food: it’s a marathon, and you have to be prepared. It is painful, and deeply satisfying. Just as I’ve eaten far more perogies than I’d planned, Baba cunningly refills my plate. Trust me: I was never, ever hungry at Baba’s.

Food doesn’t always appear in the form of a meal on the table. Sometimes, it’s a smell that shows up; at other times, it’s not the meal I’m consuming, but an idea, or a recipe, or a gesture towards it, which feeds my hunger just the same.

Baba died a few years ago at age ninety-two, but the aroma of her kitchen—cabbage, garlic, onions frying in butter—is still in my nostrils. Sometimes I go to visit my mother and I’ll be hungry, but for what, I don’t know; maybe that crazy thing I’ve always wanted: family and lover, kin and skin. I walk into my mother’s kitchen, alone, and there’s that smell; there’s my mother, bending over the stove and delicately picking perogies out of the boiling water, with the same anxious bend of back as Baba and those same swift, graceful hand movements, like something from an old fast-motion silent film. She’s on her way to church, making sure lunch will be ready when she gets back: she’s wearing a brightly coloured dress that’s perfectly accessorized with scarf, earrings, and shoes, just like Baba taught her to do. My mind becomes a swath of celluloid, absorbing images, breathing light. My plate gets piled with too much food, and the stories—and occasionally arguments, too—begin.

Sometimes there are no recipes, just ingredients. Year after year, they reappear in my fridge and my cupboards, and I hardly know how they got there.

My father always accompanied my mother to the market on Saturdays, trailing after her and making a nuisance of himself, making sure she bought the foods he liked: smelly cheese, pickled herrings, heavy rye bread. Sometimes I came along, too: I loved the knowledgeable, conspiratorial way my parents conversed with the butcher, like they were plotting to over-throw the government instead of just buying pork hocks; I was fascinated by my father’s reverent supplication at the cheese counter, confessing his lascivious need for Stilton and Roque-fort.

My father the epicure, the brooding European intellectual, the trauma of war like blood in his eyes. He was the one who woke us up for school each morning, poking his head in the room and bellowing, “Raus!,” German for “Out!” It wasn’t exactly a Hallmark moment; still, we knew a hearty breakfast was imminent. In spring or summer, we’d come downstairs to watch the mad professor counting out strawberries into six separate bowls of cereal with demented, scientific precision. On winter mornings he’d be standing at the stove in his well-worn plaid woollen bathrobe, doling out buckwheat kasha or soft-boiling eggs with great dignity, as though preparing a key-note speech. He always served up the eggs in colourful carved wooden eggcups from the old country, buttered rye toast on the side. With my father, every meal was a ceremony, every food item full of intention and history.

My father, a career academic, was always leaving, flying off to scholarly conferences, then coming home with photos of places we didn’t recognize. There was always a suitcase being emptied, or being filled; always, a sad, faraway look in his eyes. “But why was it always Tato who made us breakfast?” I asked my mother recently as we made perogies together. It was a few years after he’d died, and memories were coming back to us like pieces of mail returned to sender. “That was his idea,” she sighed. “That was a time he wanted to himself, to spend with all of you.” (Where was my mother at that time? In the basement, sorting laundry? In bed, reading novels and eating bonbons? I forgot to ask her.) Like the jar of pickled herrings I always keep at the back of the fridge, or the bag of kasha that’s been in the cupboard, untouched for years, some memories offer a sudden, random comfort just by being there. I keep a memory of my father in the back of my mind: that portly man in PJs and bathrobe, serving breakfast with scholarly mien. I pull out the pickled herrings furtively late at night and eat them standing at the counter, accompanied by rye bread slathered with butter, the way Tato did.

Love doesn’t always appear in a form you recognize. My friends and lovers are family, too; sometimes the meals they cook nourish me more than even Baba’s endless feasts.

I am my family’s self-appointed bearer of memory, recalling the absent spaces, recording the recipes, searching for the glimmer of devotion, the aroma of happiness, the back beat of bitterness. Between recipes and stories, I will ask myself a thousand times: who owns these memories? How is it that each of us remembers in a different way? If my way of remembering makes it to print, what does it do to theirs?

My recipe journals are full of histories long and short: a grilled vegetable couscous with harissa sauce prepared the night my lover Krys first entered my kitchen; a marinara sauce that healed the wounds of a friend’s breakup; my mother’s perogy recipe, scrawled on the back of a brown paper Starbucks bag, because we were at the airport and it had been a difficult visit, and this exchange of culinary ephemera was the moment when we finally connected.

The pages of my cookbooks are a palimpsest, layered with notes and food stains, and the complex flavours of love and loss. It might take years for me to cook up that kasha, and I may prepare it differently, and for dinner instead of for breakfast. I might add eggs and onions, mushrooms and bow tie pasta; it will remind me as much of a favourite Ukrainian-Jewish restaurant in New York, as it will of my father. However I cook it, it will be the gesture of making it, as much as the food itself, that feeds the hungry girl inside of me.




KASHA VARNISHKES

Varnishkes is Yiddish for farfelle, or bow tie noodles. The origins of this dish are in dispute: did it originate from a recipe on the side of a box of kasha? Was it once a form of kreplach (dumpling) stuffed with kasha? Was it born in the American diaspora or among the Ashkenazi Jews of Eastern Europe? No matter: it is a deeply satisfying dish, and highly nutritious.

½ pkg (about 225 grams) bow tie pasta

¾ cup dried kasha, coarse grain

2 eggs

3 tbsp butter

2 onions, chopped

2 cloves garlic, smashed

1½ cups button mushrooms, chopped

3 cups chicken broth

Ladleful of pasta water

Salt and pepper to taste

In a large pot of boiling water, cook pasta according to package instructions as you assemble the rest of the dish. In a small bowl, mix kasha with beaten eggs and set aside. In a skillet on medium-high heat, brown onions and garlic in butter until soft and some-what caramelized. Add mushrooms and sauté until soft, about five more minutes. Add kasha and cook, separating grains until slightly toasted. Add broth, pasta water, and salt and pepper. Bring to boil, then cover and simmer until broth is absorbed, about 20–30 minutes (kasha should be soft, but with a bit of a bite). Mix in cooked pasta. Season with additional salt and pepper. (This dish is also delicious with freshly grated Parmesan cheese, but it is rather untraditional to do so!) Can be served with mushroom sauce.




MAMA’S KITCHEN AND BEYOND
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In East European cultures, appetizers are called perekusky. They can range from an elaborate buffet of pickled vegetables and smoked fish, cold meats and savoury pastries, to a few treasured dishes passed around the living room before dinner. My mother was famous for her perekusky, especially her canapes.

The 1960s were a sociable time for my parents. Against a backdrop of Vietnam on the television news and the Beatles on Ed Sullivan, my parents reinvented the cocktail party. They offered an excessive, theatrical display of hospitality for the legions of professors and their wives (I recall almost no female academics) who regularly swept through our living room, the men in tweed suits, the wives in little black cocktail dresses. For them, it must have been a bit like entering a European salon: the walls covered in oil paintings, the tables arrayed with embroidered cloths. My father in suit and tie, kissing the ladies’ hands, helping them off with their coats and stoles; my mother, dark hair in an updo, dressed in a gorgeous silk frock Baba had made for her, blushing at some professor’s lavish flattery. My father would sit the guests down and then, bending forward slightly in a kind of half-bow, would ask, “Can I offer you anything?” If the question was in Ukrainian, the guest would respond, ritually, by saying, “Whatever is plentiful in the house.” This would give my father the opportunity to list all the numerous aperitifs, digestifs, wines, and spirits at the guests’ disposal. Even as a child, I marveled at the measured formality of this exchange.

Meanwhile, hidden from view in the kitchen, the professor’s children, some of us in flannel pyjamas, were lined up at the kitchen table, creating canapes via assembly line. There was a tense silence as my mother sliced the loaves of French bread and my brother created paper-thin slices of radish. Sweet pickles, cheese slices, and cold cuts were stacked within easy reach. Butter the bread, pass it on. Roll a slice of ham, place it on the bread, pass it on. Grab a swig of Coca-Cola in between. And so on, until all the ingredients were used up. My mother placed the canapes on a silver serving tray, and one of us would be assigned the task of carrying it out to the guests. I person-ally hated that job. Childless ladies with blonde helmet-hair towered over me, asking me questions too babyish for my age. Professors with goatees and liquor on their breaths leaned in too close. I preferred to keep a safe distance, peeking through the slats in the louvred doors.

My father was an academic for over forty years. Not long after arriving in Canada as a postwar refugee, and notwithstanding a year in a Nazi concentration camp, he quickly found himself a wife and applied to graduate school. Five children and two graduate degrees followed. The relentless grind of coursework, the tinny chaos of student housing, and the persistent, untidy exigencies of living with (if not actually raising) small children must have been overwhelming, but somehow comforting, for that political-prisoner-turned-student. During those workaholic postwar years, my father managed to lock away traumatic memories of an infamous hard labour camp called Flossenberg in Bavaria, Germany. It was only upon retirement that those terrifying images began to flicker in his memory once again.

Memory is cyclical, not linear. Certain seasons of life activate particular mental images and ways of remembering. When I visit Teresa, my graduate supervisor, I am taken back to my father’s disheveled university office. We children loved to go there, certain that there would always be cookies in the lower-left-hand drawer of his desk, and, on the window sill, the primitive makings of tea. Gazing, for an absent, unguarded moment into the amber welcome of Teresa’s ginger tea, I can almost see my father’s brackish office brew, grey with powdered creamer. I can smell the chocolate-covered digestive biscuits overlaid with the mustiness of hundreds of books. I can feel the ambience of neglect: of one’s children; of one’s students; of one’s very soul.

It’s late fall in Vancouver, halfway into the first decade of the twenty-first century. I’ve defended and handed in my doctoral dissertation, have celebrated with friends. But now I must face fall convocation. I feel unequal to the task of performing this ritual for my mother, who will soon arrive to attend the ceremony. By the time my father got his PhD, he had a wife and two children. I am childless—just like those helmethaired ladies from long ago—and single again, and, oddly, this perturbs me to no end. I develop an intense craving for my mother’s perekusky. I invite several friends over for an after-party—appetizers and Veuve Cliquot—and ask my mother to be in charge of the food. Thus, the morning before convocation finds us at the Granville Island Public Market, my seventy-five-year-old mother’s brow furrowed in concentration as she examines baguettes and cold cuts with suspicion, anxiously adding to the menu as we go along. We spend the rest of the day in the kitchen. My mother is the boss. Once again I am rolling slices of ham, slicing radish very thin, all according to my mother’s exact specifications. At convocation, my mother bursts into tears at the sight of me in doctoral robes. My friend Joanna takes a photo. Snap: Me in burgundy robe and a wide-brimmed hat with gold tassel, smiling beatifically; my mother slightly behind me, white hair gleaming. We are illuminated, have haloes—saints in a Byzantine icon. My father lurks in the shadows, but on that day, I am my mother’s daughter.

The cool autumn day ends with friends arriving at my door. This time, it is my mother who passes the canapés around.




RADISHES AND SALT

All I remember is this: a bakery that, for one night a week, was back-to-front: the storefront dark and unpeopled, the back brightly lit as though for a party. I remember that we seemed to be a chosen few—my father with two or three children in tow, and a handful of other anointed disciples. Pastry aficionados, all of us, with the good fortune to be in the confidence of a bald, deep-voiced Jew whose name escapes me, the proprietor of the Bon Ton Bakery in Edmonton, whose Saturday night sales we were privy to.

I can see this in my mind’s eye: impossibly wide trays of prune-filled hamantaschan and crisp, heart-shaped palmier, covering long, scarred wooden tables where dough was usually kneaded, rolled, cut, and basted. Tall racks filled with trays of oval-shaped poppyseed roll; loaves of crusty rye bread and shining challah; Dobosh torte, rum babas, petit fours, potato knishes. Items so deeply discounted that we children had the usually forbidden pleasure of choosing what we wanted for our own impractical desires—thus, gingerbread men, sugar cookies, and rugaleh could also be found in my father’s stash.

The backroom of the Bon Ton Bakery smelled of dough and the overbearing sweetness of so many hours of yeast mingling with water, flour, sugar, and air, a deeply familiar scent that somehow also evoked long afternoons and mother’s milk. But there were other, more deeply timbered, spicy smells that held within them a kind of secrecy and melancholy; a musky scent that marked this space and those of us in it, as anomalous amid the flat, snowy (in my memory there is always snow) prairie suburb. The essence of the foreigner caught in my nostrils, and with it, thirty-year-old memories of the selo and the shtetl, the horrors of war, the bittersweet relief of refuge in another country. My father’s memories, my memories: when you’re a child, you can hardly tell them apart. My father, in travelling so religiously, as though to a church or a shul to this bakery, was revisiting a site both heimlich and unheimlich, what Freud described as “that class of the frightening, which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar. “The bakery was a hybrid location that both revealed and concealed. Perhaps it reminded my father of all that was good and terrible about growing up in a small town in a colonized country on the eve of war: the sharp pungency of rye and caraway, the gentle, forgiving aroma of egg bread, the honey cake’s complex perfume.

My father came from a place and time that hated the Jew. Nonetheless, much daily barter in the depressed economy of early twentieth-century Ukraine depended upon the informal trade between the Jewish entrepreneur forbidden to hold land, and the land-rich, cash-poor Ukrainian farmer. War came, with all its horrors, shakily imprinted onto films and photographs, relived in nightmares and memories. Jews disappeared from the villages overnight. People didn’t know why, and didn’t ask; or knew, and didn’t say. Ukraine bears a heavy burden of complicity with anti-Semitism; its history of pogroms has yet to be fully acknowledged and documented, let alone worked through. Unrecorded, too, are the alliances, the small solidarities, the meals and customs furtively exchanged amid terror. For there were also those who resisted and who, by doing so, risked their lives. My great aunt Olena, well into her nineties, told me recently that during World War II, she routinely hid Jews in her tiny house in Western Ukraine, and fed them a meal each night. When I asked her if she had been afraid, she snorted contemptuously—“When someone comes to your door hungry, you take them in, and you give them a meal. That is what you do.”

What I don’t remember about those Saturday nights at the Bon Ton Bakery is what comes up in conversation with my older brother Taras, years later. Taras says there were more than just a handful of people at the Saturday night Bon Ton Bakery sales; he says there were lineups of perhaps forty or fifty pastry fanatics, and that we children were strategically brought along so that, upon entering the backroom, we could fan out and grab the best booty. My brother tells me that he remembers the baker’s tattoo—his number from the concentration camp. My father also spent time in a concentration camp, for resisting the German army as they encroached upon Ukraine. As far as the Nazis were concerned, Slavs were to be the next target, after the Jews. I ask Taras why my father didn’t have a number, and he says he thinks it was because political prisoners, slightly higher up on the camp echelon, didn’t get tattooed. (I find out later that only those at Auschwitz were tattooed.) We wonder if they ever talked about it, the baker and the professor, two concentration camp survivors from two different worlds.

What I remember is this: the brown, grease-stained paper bag of potato knishes we brought home along with the bread, the pastries, the cakes. My mother, who never came along with us to the bakery, would decry to my father the excesses of rum babas; and why, in the name of Jesus and Mary, did we need three loaves of pumpernickel bread? We kids nimbly stayed out of the line of fire; we quietly set the knishes onto a baking tray, put them into the oven to warm for five to ten minutes, and then snatched them off the tray as quickly as we could, savouring their moist flakiness and the slightly spicy pillow of potato filling inside. I always thought knishes were Ukrainian; I confused them with the word for blood sausage, kishka, and the word for book, knyzhka, and in my mind all those things were related: food, blood, words.

What I have left is this: a meagre mental file of story fragments from my father, a man so deeply traumatized by the war and the camps, he was unable to talk about it fully until a few years before his death. And even then, it wasn’t so much talk as a series of terribly sad gestures and words.

The storm of trauma began slowly, like an unsettling wind. Tato was in his late sixties by then. My father, usually so uninterested in domestic affairs, decided to rearrange my mother’s china cabinet. My mother, highly perturbed by this incursion into her empire, sent him to bed for a nap. When he woke up, he thought my mother and I were Nazis, and decided to escape. He filled a small suitcase with a shirt and some ties, his Canadian passport and his driver’s license. Then he went downstairs in his pyjamas and prepared a heartbreakingly simple meal to take on an imaginary train: radishes and salt, which he very carefully placed into a ziplock bag. He became extremely agitated, then aggressive. There was an ambulance, there were sedatives. There was, miraculously, a psychiatric intern who sat with my father for eight hours or more and heard all the stories we hadn’t been told. Finally, a daily program of drugs was prescribed to contain the seemingly dangerous flood of memory. There was, for my father, no catharsis, no binding, no closure.

My father’s suitcase had been light enough for sudden flight, but this would have been a journey away from the safety of a Canadian suburb, from aluminum-siding-clad homes guarding capacious refrigerators. This was a suitcase and a man ready, if only for a moment, to travel back to the past, to fabricate a return. This was my father’s final, courageous at-tempt to reclaim memory, and my telling of it, a way to resolve my own uneasy recollection.



Once a week, on my way home from university in Vancouver, I enact a kind of ritual to celebrate the end of another weekly cycle of words and deadlines. I get off the bus at Broadway and Macdonald and make a beeline for Solly’s Bakery, where I buy a week’s worth of bagels and cream cheese, then linger for a while looking for just the right pastry—poppyseed cake, or rugaleh, a knish if I’m lucky enough to find one—that tastes and smells like, and unlike, home.

My father died a few years ago. Memory does its slow, necessary work. It is only very recently that I have been able to recall the pleasant memories from childhood, most of them connected to food. The kasha breakfasts my father made most winter mornings when we were kids, that gritty old-world smell wafting through the house. The pleasure of European cheeses and wines he taught me to appreciate when I was older: gewürztraminer, cabernet; havarti, gruyere, gorgonzola. The backroom of that bakery, the crisp astringent smell of Alberta winter transformed into the warm, rounded aromas of Eastern Europe, a portly Ukrainian professor and a bald, elegant Jewish baker nodding to each other over a transaction of knishes and history, a young girl looking on.
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