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      Antipasto

      [image: art]

      Whenever I start dating someone new, I just can’t hold back. No matter how often my girlfriends warn me, “Take it slow, let
         him win you over, don’t give it away so quickly,” I just can’t resist—I have to cook for him.
      

      For me, a new boyfriend is a tantalizing opportunity to show off the thing I’m most confident about: my cooking. I assess
         the gastronomic inclinations of the man in question at first sight, and my guesses are usually right. I’ve made every kind
         of food from simple pastas to slow-cooking stews and moist, beautifully seasoned roasts accompanied by perfectly browned potatoes
         and bright, crisp vegetables. I’ve made chocolate cakes, cheesecakes, and cakes filled with seasonal fruits. And I’ve dated
         every sort of man: artist, lawyer, banker, and writer, kind and unkind, ready to commit and as amenable to commitment as I
         am to eating at the Olive Garden.
      

      In each of my relationships, I have honed my skills and developed my own style and assurance in the kitchen. The men who have
         passed through my life have all been culinary inspirations, and if I haven’t figured out anything about love, at the very
         least I have learned how to cook with the greatest simplicity, delivering the maximum flavor, because when you’re in love
         you want time for other things besides food. But good food is the best complement I can think of to the many pleasures love
         offers. It can also be the greatest comfort for the pain it can sometimes cause. I am not talking about obvious remedies,
         like pints of ice cream! That has never been my style. No, the best balm for a broken heart is nourishing food you make in
         your kitchen (or better yet, food cooked for you by a dear friend; I am fortunate to have many who are great cooks). Food
         that tells your heart and mind that you are taking care of yourself, at least for now, until the next man comes along, as
         he always does, and you’re happily cooking for two again.
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      Kit Fraser
Would Prefer
a Drink
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      Igot a late start on the whole dating thing.
      

      Kit Fraser was my first real boyfriend. He entered my life in January 1990, the day after I moved into my first New York apartment:
         an East Village sublet I shared with Jennifer Warren, a close friend from college. For the first eighteen months after graduation,
         I lived with my mother in the house where I grew up in Brooklyn. This was not exactly my ideal postcollege habitat; the transition
         to a place of my own had been delayed by my father’s death, which occurred simultaneously with the end of school. I was loath
         to leave my mother alone in that big gray stucco house, but I was also fed up with my two brothers using the basement for
         band practice while their girlfriends sat in the kitchen helping themselves to the provisions as if they owned the place.
         It was loud and it was uncomfortable. I had to get out.
      

      That Monday morning, Lucy, my boss at Spy magazine, the legendary satirical monthly where I was employed as a picture researcher, said to me: “Now that you have a
         new apartment, you’ll probably get a new boyfriend.” What new boyfriend? I thought. There had never been an old one. Well,
         at least not for any significant amount of time.
      

      Up until then, the only man I could honestly have called a boyfriend was Steve Sullivan, a local boy four years my senior
         whom I dated for about four weeks around the time of my sixteenth birthday. I remember this because Steve took me on a real
         grown-up date to a restaurant to celebrate and gave me a bracelet made of jade beads for a present. He wore a coat and tie—and
         I, a dress from Bergdorf Goodman. My mother played it free and easy with her stash of department-store-specific charge cards
         in those days, sending me into “the city,” as we called it, for shopping and haircuts at Bergdorf’s, the quintessence of elegance,
         on a regular basis. I would also have on my person a note in her scrawl explaining that I had permission to use the card,
         just in case anyone questioned me (they never did).
      

      I considered myself a punk rocker back then, and the dress was a Bergdorf Goodman take on punk: The top half of it was made
         of aqua T-shirt fabric cut off sloppily at the neck and sleeves, while the bottom was white cotton, gathered and painted by
         hand. I thought it was just the right level of sophistication for Steve, who was in college but lived at home and liked to
         hang out with his sister Lizzie’s friends, among whose number I counted myself, if only marginally.
      

      I grew up in Bay Ridge, a neighborhood that—tragically—is best known for being the setting of Saturday Night Fever, a movie that did about as much for Italian-Americans as the Gotti family. Although the film may have contained some truths,
         we liked to believe they were Bensonhurst’s truths. The neighborhood I knew had Irish families as well as Italian. My friends
         had real problems: divorced parents, parents who were alcoholics, or both; siblings who were addicted to drugs. But they didn’t
         turn to the disco floor to get a sense of mastery over their troubles; they made jokes. Any time there was a homeless-looking
         man walking down the street, my best friend in high school, Denise O’Dea, would wail pathetically: “Daddyyyyyyyyy! Daddy,
         come hoooooooooome!” I still think this is funny.
      

      Denise and I would go to the Sullivans’ every day after school. There Lizzie held court over a throng of her former classmates
         from Our Lady of Angels, a parish school that stood directly across the street from her house. I was somewhat in awe of the
         girls who went there, as they played basketball and attended classes with boys. My primary education at Visitation Academy,
         an all-girls school run by cloistered nuns situated behind big stone walls that wrapped around an entire city block, was a
         bit more precious and left me with no inclination whatsoever to dribble.
      

      Still, it was a fun group to hang out with, so hang out we did. Steve got a kick out of us while he himself maintained an
         air of superiority: He went to Fordham University and attended the ballet; he would argue with my father about the war in
         the Falklands. After he railed against British “self- determination” (being Irish, he was against it), we would go make out
         on a piano bench—the only seat that accommodated two in the enclosed front porch of my family’s house. While listening to
         Billy Joel’s “She’s Got a Way” on the record player in my basement, I thought to myself, This must be exactly what he feels
         about me. I, however, wasn’t so sure about him. I got a little queasy thinking about him when he wasn’t around, though when
         I was with him it was fun. I liked kissing him, but I had no interest in going any further. “You can touch me if you want
         to,” he cooed once during a make-out session. Why ever would I want to do a thing like that? I thought.
      

      One evening on the piano bench, Steve declared that he was going to give it a go with the woman he had always wanted, Bernadette
         Corrigan. She was a big girl, a basketball player; her father owned a tugboat company, and their family had money. My father
         was a golfing buddy of Bernadette’s father and helped him get into the country club. (And this was the thanks we got!) Two
         months later, Bernadette was on the Sullivan stoop showing off the gifts Steve got her for her birthday—those Russian dolls
         that open up to reveal smaller and smaller dolls inside, with the last doll containing a Claddagh ring (the Irish wedding
         band, though they weren’t engaged). I came up with imaginative reasons why this scene wasn’t an excruciatingly painful one
         for me to watch.
      

      The year before I got together with Kit, I had been seeing a psychologist—a strict Freudian who resembled Cher—to get to the
         bottom of why, at twenty-three, I had never had a boyfriend for any significant amount of time and had not yet had sex. I
         was haunted by my lack of experience and convinced I would die a virgin. I felt alienated from my friends (late starters all,
         but I was the latest), who had been let in on some cosmic secret that remained a mystery to me. The odds were against me for
         more reasons than just my neuroses: I had gone to all-girls schools until college, and then to Sarah Lawrence, where the female-to-male
         ratio was four to one—really more like eight to one, considering that the majority of the “ones” were gay. Every boy who wanted
         a girlfriend at Sarah Lawrence already had one or even two. It was survival of the fittest, and I was neither physically (I
         was a little plump) nor mentally (I was terrified) fit enough to compete with the willowy bohemian heiresses who surrounded
         me.
      

      Without particularly wanting to, I remained the good Catholic girl. The only reputation I ever had was for being funny. The
         cruel truth that men might prefer to get their yuks in one place and their ya-yas in another was brought home to me in my
         thirteenth summer when I discovered that Tony Sirianni, my constant companion at the country club pool, was spending his nights
         on the golf course making out with Connie Cambria. Granted, Connie looked a lot better in a bathing suit than I did. At college,
         I spent countless late nights talking to boys I had crushes on, but the activities never went past conversation or, that great
         tease, listening to music. The sheets and my virtue always remained pristine when we parted in the wee hours. I didn’t know
         if I was doing something wrong, giving off some bad vibe, or misreading whatever signal they were throwing. I did know it
         had me totally flummoxed, a conclusion I could have drawn without a psychologist’s corroboration.
      

      That was behind me now. A new decade was beginning; my boss and I decided to call it “the decade of love.” Her prediction
         concerning the change in my romantic status proved strangely prescient. That very afternoon, a hand-delivered letter arrived
         from Kit Fraser. I had met Kit three years earlier when he showed up unexpectedly at my family’s house one summer evening
         with Michael Petriano, the brother of my oldest friend, Larisa. She and her family had moved to New Jersey after first grade,
         but despite the distance, our friendship continued with regular weekend visits in New Jersey or Brooklyn right through high
         school. I enjoyed getting to experience the lures of suburbia—sundaes from Friendly’s and public school (with boys and no
         uniforms), to which I would accompany Larisa when I took a day off to see her. Larisa still lives in New Jersey, and we remain
         friends thirty-five years later.
      

      Michael was my first crush. When I was ten I would join him on his paper routes, getting up at five in the morning to have
         some time alone together, riding Larisa’s borrowed bicycle around the neighborhood. Michael was brilliant and incredibly funny,
         and for this he suffered. He had a nervous breakdown the summer after he graduated high school; the week he appeared on my
         doorstep with Kit, he had chosen to go off his meds, and in my childhood bedroom he ranted about the bomb he was going to
         create to eradicate evil from the earth, which would be controlled by a specially selected group of clerics and rabbis. Then
         he went to take a shower.
      

      While Michael was in the bathroom and my mother went about the house hiding sharp objects, Kit watched me unpack my books
         from the school year that had just ended. I talked to him about my current intellectual obsession, Dante, and played him an
         Aztec Camera record. According to Kit (I don’t remember this), I strung a bunch of tiny seed beads and tied them around his
         ankle. The evening stayed in Kit’s mind not just because of our friend’s odd behavior, but because of me. The bracelet stayed
         on his ankle until it fell apart, and when it did, he kept the pieces.
      

      Two years later, while waiting for the elevator up to the Spy offices after lunch, I noticed a cute preppy guy wearing wire-rimmed glasses and an L.L.Bean hunting jacket waiting there,
         too. I wondered where he was going and became even more curious when he got out on my floor. He walked up to the receptionist
         and asked: “Is Giulia Melucci in?”
      

      “I’m Giulia Melucci,” I said.

      Kit, who later purported to have been infatuated with me from the moment he met me, had forgotten what I looked like when
         he came to find me. I, in turn, was unaware that I had spent hours with the guy I had been checking out on the elevator. Kit,
         fresh out of Georgetown, was staying with the Petrianos in New Jersey until he could find his own place in New York. When
         he landed a job at Atlantic Monthly Press, a small independent publisher whose young, hard-partying editors were often skewered
         in the pages of Spy, Larisa told him his officewas right next door to mine. Standing next to the reception desk, he invited me to a party with him and Michael that weekend.
         I couldn’t go—nor did I want to. I could tell Kit was interested in me, ergo I wanted nothing to do with him. But I did notice
         when I didn’t hear from him over the next few months. Then the letter arrived, the day after I moved out of my mother’s house,
         the perfect day for such a letter. “New apartment, new boyfriend.” I was ready. I called him right away, and we made a lunch
         date for that Thursday.
      

      Bizarre, springlike weather had taken hold of New York City that January, so Kit and I picked up lunch at an upscale takeout
         down the street and ate on a bench in Union Square Park, facing our offices. Kit hardly touched his smoked turkey and Brie
         on baguette because he talked so much. As he reminisced about college, he made a reference to bongs made out of apples, which
         put me off a bit—my drug days, however brief, were behind me. This seemed incongruous; Kit appeared the proper young gentleman
         in every other respect, from his Church’s handmade English shoes to his antique cigarette case. I had plenty of time to study
         him. I finished my split-pea soup, roll, and cookie, and there he was with most of his lunch still in front of him. It made
         me restless just sitting listening to him talk on and on with no food left. (When I eat and talk simultaneously, neither activity
         gets neglected.) I was immensely relieved when Kit pulled out a cigarette—finally, something to do with my antsy appendages.
         I was also pleased that the man who was going to be my boyfriend was a smoker—especially if he was such a slow eater. Kit
         walked me to the lobby of my building, where he bade me call him. “You call me,” I said. He called, and we made an evening date for the next week. Kit asked me to meet him at his office; from there we’d
         go have drinks at nearby Cedar Tavern.
      

      Not only did Kit seem nervous when I picked him up, but he was wearing a pair of jeans that were just awful. They weren’t
         anything so unforgivable as stonewashed—one of the many fashion horrors of the late eighties—but they were a uniform powder
         blue, which was almost as bad. This didn’t make sense, since Kit had exhibited a well-honed sense of style in our previous
         meetings. The fact that Kit so clearly liked me made him seem vulnerable, and those jeans weren’t helping. But at this point,
         I wanted a relationship enough that I rallied myself to rise above it. Kit was a good man, a gentle and kind man. He was undeniably
         handsome, he had an excellent build, nice lips, and thick brown hair flecked with blond. He was smart, and he looked it in
         his horn-rimmed glasses. Powder blue jeans be damned!
      

      Kit’s fashion faux pas was further redeemed by his ability to talk about the abstract expressionist painters who made Cedar
         Tavern their watering hole in the 1950s. I studied art history at college and intended to pursue a higher degree in the discipline,
         but then I didn’t bother to study for the GRE; on the two mornings I was scheduled to take the graduate school entrance exam,
         I opted to stay in bed instead. It wasn’t a bad decision (or lack thereof); I liked the rhythm of office life and the dependable
         paycheck, however pathetic that paycheck was. (At the time, I was making $12,000 annually.) I was working at one of the coolest
         places in New York media, which went a long way toward enhancing the terrible wages—a fact my employers were well aware of.
         Still, I was delighted that Kit brought some of my stifled scholarly leanings back to my day-to-day, and his riffs on the
         canvases of Mark Rothko and Franz Kline were undeniably alluring.
      

      As Kit and I talked, we found we had something even bigger in common: Both our fathers had died, Kit’s just before his high
         school graduation and mine just before my college graduation. When you lose a parent at an early age, you have an instant
         feeling of kinship with others who’ve had the same experience. There’s no way you can describe that sort of grief to someone
         who hasn’t yet known it. You can’t describe it even to yourself. I was seeing the psychologist about that, too.
      

      Kit complimented me for not making a big deal over the fact that he was from North Dakota, as people often did. It wasn’t
         that I was so worldly; it’s just that I was from Brooklyn and had spent all my life in New York. North Dakota, to me, was
         no different from, say, Ohio—it was just another place that wasn’t New York. Kit knew how to hunt and fish, and his father
         had been a taxidermist. The youngest of four, he was the only one in his family ever to venture east. Drug references continued
         to pop up in Kit’s conversation—there were his own stories of golfing at night on mushrooms or more historical detours on
         Oscar Wilde’s penchant for absinthe. He seemed obsessed with Rimbaud, which I found both romantic and, as I learned more,
         worrisome.
      

      I had recently sworn off drugs for good after what amounted to a “lost weekend” spent at a genteel house in East Hampton with
         a group of Brits who were friends of a friend from Spy. Amid the cabbage rose–patterned chintz, we ate too many mushrooms, overly eager for the effects to begin. From there I descended
         into an existential hell, culminating in a bad melodramatic speech on the meaninglessness of it all. I was lost in a dark
         wood that no amount of puffy sofas could rescue me from. Had someone recorded my monologue, it could have served as an effective
         primary source for drug-prevention seminars.
      

      But this peculiar circumstance of being on a date with a guy who actually wanted to impress me rather than the other way around,
         one who peppered his conversation with a plethora of opiate references, was making me want some. Ready to move the evening
         along, I asked Kit if he had any back at his apartment. Alas, all he had to offer was snuff—powdered tobacco you snort like
         cocaine. It was an anachronism, part of some sort of American aristocrat persona Kit had adopted to balance out his prairie
         roots. I pretended that I had always wanted to try snuff. On the way over to Kit’s apartment, we picked up some Pringles potato
         chips (my choice, a childhood taste that lingered) and Coca-Cola for dinner.
      

      I have yet to see another apartment quite as grim as Kit’s. It featured a tiny windowless room that was bathroom, kitchen,
         living room, and home office all in one. Off to the left was a bigger room with a window that appeared to look out onto something
         other than bricks but was off-limits because it was crammed full of stuff that belonged to the guy Kit was subletting from.
         There was a minuscule bedroom, not much larger than the size of a twin bed, with a window that looked out onto an air shaft
         where pigeons gathered and squawked.
      

      Kit had done his best to cheer up the place. The walls were lined with appealingly haphazard decor—a boomerang, a tear sheet
         of an ad from the 1920s depicting an older man and a younger one on bikes: “Father and son on a chummy run.” I tried the snuff,
         and later that night I tried some other things I hadn’t tried before.
      

      “My pillow smells like your perfume,” read the hand- delivered note that arrived the next day. No more romantic words have
         been written to me before or since. I wondered if there might be something off about Kit. He seemed truly smitten with me,
         and that kind of thing just didn’t happen. I can count on my breasts the number of times I have missed a meal, but for several
         days after that date I ate next to nothing. Picking at a salad on an emergency date-analysis lunch with my roommate, Jen,
         the next day, I tried to describe Kit. By this time I was in full self-sabotage mode, and it had completely colored my memory
         of his physical attributes. I found the gooniest- looking guy in the vicinity of the restaurant and pointed to him. “He looks
         like that,” I said.
      

      “No, he doesn’t!” Jen, knowing me well, retorted.

      “Okay, maybe not so bad, but something like that.”

      If my own eyes were not to be trusted, I could have been clued in by other events that there was something unforgettable about
         Kit. Apparently, every woman he had ever known remained hung up on him. When I first started staying at his place, nary a
         night went by when there wasn’t a call from his college girlfriend. (Turned out they were still dating as far as she was concerned,
         but that’s a story for her book.) Even an old high school flame from North Dakota rang in the middle of the night on a weekly
         basis.
      

      In spite of my anxieties, we became a couple. Kit, for his part, did nothing to exacerbate them. He left no doubt that he
         was serious about me. He always called when he said he would. He carried my bag if it was heavy whenever we walked anywhere.
         He was delighted to take the hourlong train ride to my mother’s house in Bay Ridge, even to spend just an hour, if that’s
         where I happened to be on a Saturday evening. In the beginning, the only problems were mine. This introduction to love and
         sex was frightening to me, so I invented problems to give substance to fears I couldn’t understand. For the first month I
         convinced myself I was pregnant, even though I was hypervigilant about birth control and the chances of this were slim. Then
         I decided Kit was gay when I lost track of him and his friend Matt at a party. I didn’t even have the sense to keep my worries
         to myself. I brought them all to Kit, who put up with my neuroses like a saint.
      

      Another new world, one less wrought with conflict, was opening to me at this time. That one existed in the kitchen of my new
         apartment, where a stove and oven of my own brought out a previously unacknowledged desire to cook. The kitchen to which I
         had recently bade farewell was strictly my mother’s domain, filled on Sunday mornings with the perfume of meat frying for
         the traditional Sunday ragù. As a child I would have a just cooked, perfectly seasoned meatball for breakfast—with bright
         green parsley peeking out of juicy meat, it tasted even better than the one I’d have that evening in the finished sauce. On
         weeknights, she might make a lamb stew with baby artichokes and fava beans; baked lemon sole covered in fresh bread crumbs;
         or—plainer, but no less delicious—roast beef with gravy and mashed potatoes.
      

      My mother, Janet, was first-generation Italian-American born in Brooklyn; my father, Nicola, came from the south of Italy
         to the States to establish a medical practice. They settled in Brooklyn and had five children: three girls and two boys, of
         whom I am the youngest. Despite clichés about the emotional Italian sensibility, my parents did not fling around the hugs
         and the I-love-yous. On the other hand, when they were angry with us, we knew it. Dad worked hard and Mom fed us well; those
         were the main avenues in which we could discern their love and commitment to our well-being. When my father wasn’t seeing
         patients until late in the evening, elaborate three-course dinners were the rule. At our round kitchen table, topped with
         a brightly patterned fabric tablecloth and matching napkins, we always began with a pasta dish, followed by meat or fish and
         a vegetable. My mother is Sicilian, which to her means a meal is not complete until you have “something sweet.” She is dogged
         in her pursuit of the best desserts and will drive any distance if she hears there’s a good bakery hidden somewhere in the
         tristate area. If she wasn’t just back from one such expedition, she’d whip something up: a coconut custard pie, a chocolate
         bundt cake, or moist ricotta fritters covered in powdered sugar.
      

      Having a home to me has always meant food in the refrigerator. My roommate, Jen, and I were on the same page about that. Jen,
         who is Jewish and grew up in Westchester, loves to eat as much as I do (in fact, I wouldn’t be friends with anyone who doesn’t),
         and she can testify to my mother’s talents. She still rhapsodizes about the many weekends she spent at my house when we were
         in college and my father was still alive and my mother cooked phenomenal meals. If we missed dinner because we had been out
         for a night of drinking or dancing at some Manhattan club, we knew we could count on a cache of leftovers waiting in the refrigerator
         when we returned. I knew of no other family who ate the way ours did. One night we arrived to find my brother Nick and his
         friend John already well into the raid.
      

      “What are you having?” I asked them, a little worried that there would be nothing left for us.

      “I’m having the swordfish, and Nick’s having the chocolate cheesecake,” said John, his voice filled with wonderment. He felt
         he’d discovered gold—I knew it was just what you might find at our house on any given night.
      

      The first evening in our new apartment, after settling our things, Jen and I went out and shopped for groceries at the overpriced
         “gourmet” store up the street. When we returned, I dropped a bag containing a bottle of extra-virgin olive oil we could scarcely
         afford. The glass shattered and the oil spilled all over the kitchen floor. Jen grabbed a mop; I called my mother immediately
         because I knew she would sympathize with this tragedy. It was the first of many calls I would be making to my mother to announce
         a culinary mishap. Over the years, I have sought her advice on substituting self-rising flour for all- purpose flour (the
         remedy is on the package); I’ve asked her how to save homemade gnocchi I removed from the water too soon (they can’t be saved)
         and what to do if the roast needs another hour and my guests have already been sitting around for an hour eating olives and
         cheese (just keep pouring drinks). My mother would also be receiving more than a few calls about my romantic failures, but
         she has fewer clear answers to these.
      

      If my mother did not impart to me an understanding of how to play games when it comes to love, she at least sent me into the
         world with a clear knowledge of how to make a simple tomato sauce. The foods I had seen her prepare countless times were those
         I made for Kit in the early days of our relationship. Penne with tomato sauce and basil was a typical first course for a Melucci
         weeknight supper; my mother would always hide a few slices of fried eggplant at the bottom of each bowl as a tasty surprise.
         The pasta would be followed by breaded veal or chicken cutlets sautéed in olive oil and butter, accompanied by lemon wedges;
         there was always a salad of romaine lettuce garnished with slices of red onion and chunks of orange. This was the first meal
         I made on my own. I shared it with Kit.
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      Fried Eggplant

      1 eggplant (preferably the small Italian kind, if you can find them)

      2 tablespoons olive oil

      Salt

      Slice the eggplant into rounds about ¼ inch thick.

      Heat the olive oil in a skillet, add as many slices of eggplant as will fit comfortably in the pan, and cook until lightly
         browned on both sides. You may need to add more olive oil if the pan gets dry, since eggplant absorbs a lot of oil.
      

      Remove slices to a plate lined with two paper towels. Sprinkle with salt.

      Yield: Enough for 2 and then some.
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      Simple Tomato Sauce and Pasta for Two

      1 cup whole plum tomatoes (they must be whole plum tomatoes, and they must be from Italy, though I will confess that sometimes,
            when I feel lazy, I buy the ones that are already chopped; don’t tell my mother)

      1 tablespoon olive oil, plus a little more for finishing

      1 clove garlic, minced (or 2 tablespoons finely chopped onion)

      Pinch of hot red pepper flakes (optional here and in all subsequent recipes; I happen to like using them whenever possible)

      Basil leaves

      1 teaspoon sugar

      ¼ cup red wine

      ½ teaspoon salt

      ½ pound penne, or pasta of your choice

      Freshly grated parmigiano, pecorino, or any grating cheese to sprinkle on top

      Run the tomatoes through a food mill or puree them with an immersion blender (I do the latter), chop them, or just break them
         up with your hands. Heat the olive oil in a skillet over medium heat, then add the garlic (or onions) along with the red pepper
         flakes and 1 whole basil leaf. Lower heat (you do not want your base to brown) and sauté until the garlic is lightly golden
         (or the onions are translucent), 2 to 3 minutes. Add the tomatoes and raise the heat back to medium; when the sauce begins
         to simmer, add the sugar, wine, and salt. After about 5 minutes, check to see if it needs more salt; if it tastes acidic,
         add another pinch or two of sugar. Reduce the heat to low and taste after about 15 minutes. When all the flavors are nicely
         blended, it’s done.
      

      Place a large, covered pot filled with water over high heat. When the water has reached a vigorous boil, add a generous dose
         of salt (salty water is essential to flavorful pasta; it should have the aroma of the Mediterranean). Add the pasta and let
         the water return to a boil (covering the pot for those few early moments helps; just remember to remove the cover as soon
         as the water is boiling again), then give the pot a few good stirs. Continue to cook, stirring occasionally, until the pasta
         is still firm to the bite but no longer chalky (anywhere from 8 to 12 minutes depending on the pasta shape you’re using).
         You should taste it after about 8 minutes to see where it is. You can’t time pasta; you can know it’s done only by tasting
         it.
      

      When the pasta is cooked, drain it and put it back in the pot you cooked it in. Then add a ladleful of the sauce, a tiny splash
         of olive oil, and a few basil leaves torn with your hands. Line two bowls with a few slices of the fried eggplant (you could
         add whatever is left to a sandwich, maybe with cutlets, if there are any left, for tomorrow’s lunch), then add the pasta and
         garnish the top of each dish with a spoonful of sauce and a few more pieces of basil. Pass the grated cheese at the table.
      

      Yield: 2 servings.
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      Breaded Cutlets

      2 eggs, lightly beaten, seasoned with ¼ teaspoon salt

      ¾ cup bread crumbs, seasoned with ¼ teaspoon salt, freshly ground pepper, and 1 tablespoon chopped parsley

      1 pound thin veal cutlets (or chicken, depending on your mood, politics, or pocketbook)

      2 tablespoons olive oil

      1 tablespoon butter

      1 lemon

      Put the eggs in a wide-rimmed bowl and spread the seasoned bread crumbs on a plate. Coat the meat in the eggs and then the
         bread crumbs. In a skillet, heat the oil and butter at medium-high and fry the cutlets until they are cooked through and browned
         on both sides (about 4 minutes on each side, depending on thickness). You’ll probably need to do this in two batches; refresh
         the fat in the pan if necessary. Remove the cutlets to a plate lined with two paper towels until ready to serve. Present them
         with lemon slices to squeeze on top.
      

      Yield: 2 servings.

      [image: art]

      Romaine Salad with Oranges and Red Onion

      1 head romaine lettuce

      ½ small red onion, thinly sliced and cut into 1-inch strips

      2 navel oranges

      1 tablespoon olive oil

      Splash of red wine vinegar

      Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

      Wash and dry a head of romaine lettuce and cut the leaves crosswise into 1-inch pieces. Put them in a bowl with room enough
         for tossing and add the onion. Remove the stem ends of the oranges, then take off the skins with a paring knife. Cut into
         slices ¼ inch thick and then cut the slices into quarters, removing any seeds and startlingly obvious white pith. Dress
         and toss the salad with olive oil, red wine vinegar, a little salt, and freshly ground pepper.
      

      Yield: 4 servings.

      We ate sitting on the floor, our dishes perched on a square ottoman that came from my family’s house. We were saving up for
         a table, but, priorities ever in place, we dropped $3 on a bottle of Concha y Toro, purchased at our local liquor store, where
         the clerk and his merchandise stood behind bulletproof glass and you pointed out what you wanted. The Concha y Toro was positioned
         front and center, and good thing—you wouldn’t want to be forced to do too many elaborate hand gestures to obtain a $3 bottle
         of wine. It tasted good enough to our undeveloped palates, a fine pairing for that uncomplicated food.
      

      Kit used to say we had a “charmed life” because, though we could barely afford the rent on our apartments, our jobs exposed
         us to a kind of glamour that belied our checking accounts. One evening, we attended a book party at the home of a famous television
         newsman. In his luxurious apartment high over Central Park, we sipped champagne and nibbled canapés presented on silver trays. There
         was smoked salmon on toast points, asparagus wrapped in prosciutto, Gruyère dumplings, and tempura shrimp, but as always happens
         at these sophisticated fetes, there wasn’t quite enough of it. Two hours later we were on the subway, still hungry, with $5
         between us to buy dinner. We picked up a box of spaghetti at the corner store and counted on there being some butter in Kit’s
         refrigerator. Better yet, we found four strips of bacon and three eggs—all the makings of a simple carbonara. I got to work
         at Kit’s tiny stove, and the pasta turned out to be a hearty antidote to those precious little snacks. We even had some left
         over for the next day—and a dollar left until payday, still a week away.
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      Spaghetti Carbonara

      3 slices bacon, cut into ½-inch pieces

      12 ounces dry spaghetti

      3 eggs

      ¼ cup freshly grated pecorino, plus a little more for passing

      ¼ cup freshly grated parmigiano, plus a little more for passing

      Salt

      Freshly ground pepper

      Fry the bacon until it is almost crispy, then drain on a plate lined with paper towels.

      Cook the pasta according to the directions here. Meanwhile, in a large heatproof bowl or serving dish, lightly beat
         the eggs and add the cheeses.
      

      When the pasta is cooked, drain it in a colander and add it to the bowl with the eggs in cheese. Toss the pasta with the egg
         mixture, letting the eggs cook on the hot pasta (they may not be completely cooked; I like the creaminess of the not-fully-cooked
         egg, but if you don’t like that idea, throw it all in a skillet over low heat and let it cook a little), then add the bacon.
         Taste and add salt, if needed, and a few grindings of pepper.
      

      Divide the pasta into warmed bowls.

      Serves 2, with leftovers.

      I was elated every time I made something that turned out well; it seemed to happen so frequently that I was elated a lot!
         I was discovering a talent I hadn’t known I possessed. Kit enjoyed what I made, but he couldn’t relate to my excitement. My
         boyfriend, a man of infinite curiosities, did not count food among them. He could wake up one morning needing to know everything
         there was to know about Sergei Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes; the next day it might be the Merz collages of Kurt Schwitters.
         I got secondhand enrichment from his ever changing obsessions but was truly disheartened when he told me that, like his father
         before him, he wished he could just take a pill for nourishment and be done with it. The news brought home a deep divide between
         us. I lived to eat. Kit preferred to take in the majority of his calories through alcohol.
      

      I got my first inkling of the problem when I arrived at his apartment early one evening to find him already most of the way
         through an oil can of Foster’s Lager, with another on deck. This seemed like an awful lot of beer, but I didn’t say anything—I
         just tucked away the information, where it popped out from time to time for me to worry about.
      

      Kit got his dream job at Rolling Stone magazine right around the time I got laid off from Spy—he pulled himself away from his own going-away party to rush over to my apartment with ice cream to cheer me up. Though I
         didn’t do much at Spy, I was proud to have a spot on the magazine’s masthead. I had worked my way up from receptionist (or “publishing assistant”)
         to photo researcher and then public relations assistant, and although it was fun to call up gossip columns and place items
         about whatever celebrity the magazine was lambasting that month, what I really wanted to be was an editor. But at twenty-four
         I believed myself too old to change direction. I immediately got another job in publicity at Kit’s old workplace, Atlantic
         Monthly Press. Anton, one of the editors, called me “Super-Duper” or sometimes just “Super,” because when Kit and I first
         started dating, he asked Kit how his girlfriend was and Kit said, “Super-duper!” Everyone there thought Kit and I were adorable—but
         not so adorable that I didn’t get laid off yet again when Atlantic was sold less than a year into my tenure.
      

      The difficult economy of the early nineties was taking its toll on my career. Meanwhile, Kit was thriving at Rolling Stone,where his responsibilities included babysitting his idol, Hunter S. Thompson, the magazine’s national affairs editor, whenever
         he came to town. That job entailed ordering pitchers of Bloody Marys for “King Gonzo” to drink while he had his bath at the
         Carlyle Hotel or picking up a cocaine supply from his dealer. Kit was in heaven; he talked about Hunter incessantly, mostly
         to my acute boredom. I got another publicity job at another publisher, where my work consisted of promoting authors as lofty
         as Edna O’Brien and as lowbrow as Joan Collins, neither of whom ever asked me to get them drugs—though once Joan Collins tried
         to get me to cancel one of her book signings at a Costco because there were “fat people” there.
      

      The spring after Kit and I started dating, my mother sold the house in Bay Ridge, moved into a nearby apartment, and bought
         another house on the Long Island Sound in Connecticut—a house where her sister, my aunt Marie, who never married and worked
         in Greenwich, could live full-time and all of us could gather on holidays. I never really liked the Connecticut house all
         that much; it could never compare with the one we had. Losing that place truly finalized the loss of my father. Kit was there
         with me as I took in the sight of those empty halls, their parquet floors clouded with the dust from magnificent old carpets
         that were taken away and put into storage. He knew exactly how I was feeling and helped me carry some of the weight of it.
      

      Still, since our apartments were a little depressing, Kit and I spent many weekends in Connecticut. He never showed up without
         a bouquet of flowers for my mother, who worshipped him from the moment she heard his voice from her bedroom that first night
         he came to see me. He clinched his hold on her affections by showing endless enthusiasm for her favorite card game, May I?
      

      Kit and I drove all over Fairfield County, exploring.

      One of our greatest finds was a shack of a restaurant even Kit was crazy about called Tacos or What? It was run by a middle-aged
         hippie and staffed by cute hippie teenage girls; the place always felt slightly unsavory to me, but the burritos were savory
         enough for me to let it slide. We never did find the house where Scott Fitzgerald (Kit’s favorite writer) and his wife, Zelda,
         lived for a summer on Compo Road in Westport, though we drove up and down that street dozens of times looking for it.
      

      Besides tacos with a special yellow hot sauce only regulars knew about (“the yellow death”), there was one other food that
         could delight Kit almost as much as gin-soaked olives: bacon. On those weekends, my mother and my aunt and I collaborated
         on big breakfasts. Aunt Marie made scrambled eggs with perfect curds and just the right hue, and my mother baked blueberry
         muffins dipped in melted butter and dusted with sugar, a recipe of her mother’s. Kit took care of the bacon preparation, while
         I assisted.
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      Nana’s Blueberry Muffins

      Butter, softened, for greasing muffin tins

      1¾ cups self-rising flour

      ¼ cup sugar

      ¼ cup milk

      6 tablespoons melted butter

      1 egg

      1 cup blueberries

      1 tablespoon butter (optional)

      ¼ cup sugar (optional)

      Preheat oven to 400 degrees. Butter muffin tins.

      Mix flour and sugar, stir in the wet ingredients, then add the blueberries. Spoon batter into muffin tins, filling each cup
         about three-quarters full. Bake for 15 to 20 minutes. Cool in pan for 10 minutes, then remove to a cooling rack.
      

      While the muffins are still a little warm, melt 1 tablespoon butter and pour it onto a saucer. Place ¼ cup sugar on another
         saucer. Dip the muffins in the butter, then the sugar. This step is optional, but I highly recommend it.
      

      Yield: 9 muffins; recipe can be doubled.

      The Lower East Side we inhabited was a far cry from what it is today. To get from my apartment on Avenue A to Kit’s on Avenue
         B, we had to walk through Tompkins Square Park, then a “tent city” inhabited by the homeless. My block was a drug thoroughfare,
         which, ironically, kept it safe. (The drug dealers saw to it that no muggings occurred, thus keeping police attention away
         from their territory.) Kit’s block was so remote that even the drug dealers stayed away; he was mugged a few times. One day
         while riding the subway together and grumbling about our living situations, out of the blue I suggested we find a place together
         in Brooklyn. He agreed with instant and effusive eagerness. With Kit, the big things were easy. We began our apartment search.
      

      “I want to live here with you. I want to make you stews,” said Kit in the most adorable voice as we were driving around Boerum
         Hill, the Brooklyn neighborhood where we hoped to find a place to rent. He was a little tanked. The only time he ever cooked
         for me was after the first night I slept over at his place. That morning, he fried up bacon and scrambled eggs in the fat
         left behind. I cleaned my plate, then griped about how full I was and how fat I felt. When I later reminded Kit about the
         stews he promised, he told me that he would never cook for me again because the one time he tried all I did was complain.
         I don’t know any woman who would have felt differently after those eggs, but maybe I could have hidden it better. Still, I
         may have been a bit of a battle-ax in the first blushes of our love, but I deserved forgiveness—and maybe even a little stew.
      

      That was probably the only jerky thing Kit ever said to me, and he said it stone-cold sober; Kit was an absolute sweetheart
         when he was drunk. Which left me confused about the extent of his problem. Don’t alcoholics yell and slap you around when
         they’ve had a few too many? Kit wasn’t like that at all. He would tell me I was beautiful (he did that even without alcohol).
         He’d say he wanted to crawl into the little scar above my right eyebrow and live there for the rest of his life.
      

      Instead, we moved into the second floor of a one- hundred-year-old brownstone on one of the prettiest blocks in Brooklyn.
         The place was positively cheery, with big windows that looked out on trees and let in an abundance of light. It had two marble
         fireplaces (one even worked), the floors were dark wood, and the walls retained their original carvings and cornices. The
         enormous bathroom had a pedestal sink, an old-fashioned claw-footed tub, and wood wainscoting. Alas, the only thing that wasn’t
         wonderful about that apartment was the kitchen. It consisted of a few slapdash cabinets, a small electric stove, and a noisy
         refrigerator placed in a corner of the living room.
      

      With little money to spend, we outfitted that sorry space with bottom-of-the-line pieces from Ikea. A set of “camping cookware”
         set us back $10, but it had everything I needed: a big pot to boil pasta, a small skillet to make sauce, and two saucepans,
         one big and one smaller. A six-piece knife set with a block cost twelve bucks. I was, in effect, cooking with toys, but I
         managed to conjure up fantastic meals on my crap stove. I learned that you do not need fancy cookware and a restaurant-grade
         range to make delicious food; the only true essentials to good cooking are fine ingredients and a sense of how to use them.
         This you get from cooking on your own, watching others, and eating as many different types of food and preparations as you
         can. Other than that, the only absolute necessity is a heat source and something heatproof to put your ingredients in: nothing
         much more sophisticated than what our ancestors came up with in their caves.
      

      Even with just twelve inches of counter space, living together—to me—meant a serious commitment to making dinner. I called
         Kit every afternoon to get his thoughts on what we might have. He could not have been less interested in these discussions.
         Kit’s mother, Dolores, met the same resistance I did in getting her son to care about food. Every month she mailed him a box
         of homemade rhubarb sticky buns or chocolate-chip cookies. He never touched them—so I did, unable to bear the thought of that
         woman’s efforts going to waste. Kit arrived in New York with a potato masher and a little spiral notebook filled with his
         mother’s recipes written in her perfect cursive. He liked when I made her meat loaf, though I was a bit skeptical at first.
         The ingredients Dolores listed did not alarm me—my own mother used onion soup mix in her meat loaf—but I was put off by her
         direction to “frost” it with ketchup and mustard. I tried to eliminate that step, but Kit insisted I make it exactly the way
         “Mama Fraser” had written it. I gave in, and the mixture made a thick coating that I had to admit was kind of tasty.
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      Dolores Fraser’s Meat Loaf

      2 pounds ground beef

      1 envelope onion soup mix

      ¾ cup bread crumbs

      ¾ cup water

      1/3 cup ketchup

      Oil or butter for greasing

      2 tablespoons ketchup

      2 tablespoons mustard

      Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

      Combine the first five ingredients in a medium bowl and mix well with your hands. Form into a loaf and bake in a 13 by 9-inch
         baking or roasting pan greased with some oil or butter. Frost with 2 tablespoons ketchup mixed with 2 tablespoons mustard.
      

      Bake for 1 hour. Don’t be alarmed by the fact that the meat loaf will be red when you take it out of the oven: That’s only
         the frosting; it’s done.
      

      Serves 4 to 6.

      Confident that I could cook for two, I was ready to up the numbers. Kit and I invited new friends from work and old friends
         from school to dinner parties. Though our expandable Ikea table was a far cry from my mother’s dining room set, I took the
         same care she did setting the table. I had one of her many sets of silver, this one mysteriously devoid of soup spoons, which
         was fine at the time; I wasn’t ready to make soups. There were eight place settings of china my grandmother, long dead, had
         won years before at a benefit luncheon for a charity she was involved in that helped struggling Italian immigrants (as if
         there were any of those by 1970). The downside of these otherwise delightful dinner gatherings was my increasing awareness
         of Kit’s ability to seemingly drink as much as our other guests—combined. He was a gracious host, a witty toastmaster, and
         a burgeoning master mixologist—or, as I interpreted these things, an alcoholic. I confronted Kit; I was concerned for him,
         and for us. Kit denied that he was anything other than a guy who liked to have a good time, but it was becoming abundantly
         clear that his relationship with alcohol—and subsequently me—was anything but good.
      

      Living together magnified our differences. I was ready to settle into a domestic routine. Kit had other things he wanted to
         do with his life, primarily having to do with drinking. Just about every weekend he had a bar crawl planned with Joe, John,
         or some guy known simply as Clam. These typically lasted until the early morning. If I wanted to go out on a Friday or Saturday,
         I had to make my own plans. One Friday evening in spring, I went to the market and picked up fresh asparagus to sauté in white
         wine and garlic and serve over angel-hair pasta. I made the sauce, put the water up to boil, and waited; Kit never came home.
         Eventually I ate the pasta alone. Kit had decided to join a poker game at the office, after which the players toured the bars
         of Midtown; then Kit came home with a Budweiser tall boy to drink before going to bed at four a.m.
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      Angel-Hair Pasta with Asparagus

      1 pound asparagus (the thinnest kind available)

      2 tablespoons olive oil

      Pinch of hot red pepper flakes

      1 clove garlic, sliced thinly

      1 teaspoon salt

      ½ cup white wine

      ½ pound angel-hair pasta

      Freshly grated parmigiano or pecorino

      Freshly ground pepper

      Wash asparagus and use only the tenderest parts. You can determine which those are by breaking each stalk with your hands.
         The tough fibers will separate at exactly the right place all on their own. Cut the remains diagonally into 1-inch pieces.
      

      Warm the olive oil over medium heat, then add the red pepper flakes and garlic. Sauté until the garlic is golden, then add
         the asparagus and coat with the olive oil. Add salt, cook for 5 minutes, then add the wine and cook for another 10 minutes
         or until the asparagus has softened to your liking.
      

      Cook the pasta according to the directions here, stirring often; angel hair is particularly vulnerable to knots. When
         the pasta is done, drain it in a colander and add it to the skillet with the asparagus. Stir and cook over a low heat for
         about 20 seconds, then serve in warmed bowls. Sprinkle with cheese and freshly ground pepper, if desired.
      

      Serves 2 but will be eaten alone.

      Fed up with eating at home by myself, I enrolled in a free culinary education funded by the seemingly unlimited expense account
         of my friend and former colleague Deborah Kwan. Deborah was the daughter of Chinese immigrants who owned a restaurant in San
         Francisco; her interest in and love of food was deep, like mine, and tied to family. Deborah worked at a publishing house
         that seemed to throw the money around, and we went somewhere fabulous nearly every night on the company dime—we enjoyed simple
         bistro cooking at the Odeon or savored complex and delicate flavors at Bouley. We ate at new places, old places, culinary
         shrines, and tourist traps. We held the line for ages to get a coveted reservation and waited at the bar forever at any first-come-first-served
         establishment we deemed worthy. Deborah left publishing to pursue a career in the kitchen, and from there the gravy train
         only got richer. After a short course at Peter Kump’s, she became a pastry chef at 44, the restaurant at the Royalton Hotel,
         famous at the time for being the ad hoc cafeteria for all the big magazine editors: Anna Wintour, Graydon Carter, and Tina
         Brown lunched at the prime booths every afternoon. Deborah fell in love with the sous chef (whom she eventually married),
         and when she wasn’t on duty we would eat at the restaurant. We didn’t have to order a thing; we just sat back while Erik sent
         up plate after plate of brilliant food, for which we would be charged next to nothing. A Kump’s classmate of Deborah’s went
         to work in the pastry kitchen of Le Cirque, and we ended up there one night with a bottle of champagne and an array of sixteen
         stunningly beautiful desserts before us, including a chocolate stove with a marzipan skillet full of strawberry sauce atop
         it (the waiter sang a little song before he dumped that skillet’s contents over the stove), Grand Marnier soufflé, chocolate
         pots de crème, and a tower of tiny ice-cream cones, each a different flavor. These excursions served as finishing school for
         me—they educated my palate, informed my understanding of food, and made me a better cook.
      

      No matter how many sorbets, gelées, or beignets I was presented with on a given night, my expeditions never went on as long
         as Kit’s. In the early days of our cohabitation, I waited up, worried about him traveling on the subway to our “emerging neighborhood”
         at four, five, even seven in the morning. Even the neighborhood watch patrol of local residents who walked up the block in
         reflective shells had called it quits by then. Eventually, as Kit’s nights on the town became more and more frequent, I stopped
         worrying and just went to bed. Eventually, instead of relief, I felt annoyance when he finally came in the door. One night
         I was awakened by the sound of Kit making dinner after a night of drinking. Here is his recipe.
      

      [image: art]

      Kit’s Drunken Soup

      Open can of Progresso chicken noodle soup. Put in saucepan over medium heat. Pass out on couch. Cook until girlfriend hears
         strange crackling sounds and gets out of bed to see what’s going on and turns off burner to deal with the mess in the morning.
      

      Time: Usually about 4 hours.

      Serves: no one.

      I was angry with Kit a lot of the time during the four years we were together, and not only because of his drinking. Whatever
         it was that kept me away from men for so long continued to linger and do its thing to prevent me from getting too close to
         Kit. Kit’s nocturnal escapades seemed to perform a similar function for him. Still, I was never fully convinced that Kit’s
         drinking was as big a problem as it actually was. I always allowed that I might be blowing his indulgence out of proportion
         in order to create another barrier. There I was wrong. Though my perception of Kit throughout the four years we were together
         remained as distorted as it was the day after our first date, when it came to putting distance between us, he met me halfway.
      

      One night while we were both in bed asleep, we were startled by a terrifying crash from the other room. When we ran out to
         see what had happened, we found that the kitchen cabinets had fallen off the wall. Our collection of dishes—some from Kit’s
         mother, some from my mother, and several from my grandmother—were in pieces all over the floor. The symbolism here escaped
         neither of us. Not long after that, Kit moved out.
      

      While I never managed to get Kit to value the delicious subtlety of a creamy, perfectly cooked grain of arborio rice, his
         intellectual fascinations did rub off on me. Together, we grew to be adults, and the things I learned from him—like how Sara
         Murphy, best friend of Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald and inspiration for Nicole Diver in Tender Is the Night, always wore her pearls when she sunbathed on the French Riviera—enhance my cocktail party repertoire to this day. Kit credits
         me with teaching him how to hail a taxi—essential knowledge for the burgeoning New Yorker—and for introducing him to his all-time
         favorite band: the Jesus and Mary Chain. Kit has since quit drinking, and he is one of my dearest friends.
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