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For Polly and Peter, with utmost love

 
 
The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.
—WILLIAM JAMES

Praise for Patricia Volk’s STUFFED
“Unnervingly delightful. . . . In these gorgeous, generous pages, the sweetness never ends.”
—The Miami Herald
“The food in Volk’s memoir is a backdrop for her dizzying family history. To her relatives, food was never just sustenance. It was the furniture they sat on . . . the thing that gave atmosphere and continuity to their lives.”
— USA Today
“Stuffed is New York to the core. . . . Those who relish it—count me in—will savor just about every bite.”
—Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post Book World
“Packed with tender morsels, a celebration of the vibrant quirks of [New York]. . . . What the book really memorializes so beautifully isn’t just a restaurant, or a now-vanished style of eating, but a city in its rich and juicy prime.”
—New York magazine
“This collection of witty, anecdotal family portraits makes you feel that to be young, Jewish, well-off Manhattanites in the nineteen-fifties was very heaven.”
—The New Yorker
“Delightful. . . . Smart, funny Volk celebrates and scrutinizes each family member and the foods they’ve loved, loathed and learned from over the years.”
—Glamour
“The best book I’ve read in years.”
—Nancy Leson, The Seattle Times
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“I’ve never forgotten a rotten thing anyone has done to me”
The man who did Erich Maria Remarque’s root canal
She fainted the first time she saw her son
Taken hostage in the Bronx
“Best Legs in Atlantic City, 1916”
First man to carve meat in a window
First National Bank of Princeton’s first calendar girl
“The Greatest Wrecker of All Time”
The Collette of the Upper West Side
First man to stir scallions into cream cheese
Brought pastrami to the new world
No flowers were allowed in the apartment while he was overseas
Maker of the best chopped egg in the world
Invented the six-color retractable pen and pencil set
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Sussman Volk, the man who brought pastrami to the New World (Collection of the Lower East Side Tenement Museum)

WHAT WE ATE
Our hallway was the color of ballpark mustard. The living room was cocoa, my mother’s wall-to-wall, iceberg green. The floor of the lobby was maroon-and-white terrazzo, like Genoa salami. When our elevator went self-service, the wood was replaced by enameled walls that looked like Russian dressing, the lumpy pink kind our housekeeper, Mattie, made by lightly folding Hellmann’s mayonnaise into Heinz ketchup with a fork. Daisies were the fried eggs of flowers, gladioli the asparagus. We were a restaurant family, four generations in a six-block radius. When you opened our fridge, food fell on your feet.
The restaurant was at 141 West Thirty-eighth Street, in the heart of the garment center. Designers, models, and buyers buzzed in, looked each other over, and stopped by tables to say, “Hey there!” or “How long you in town?” They dressed to show what they were capable of. “Sir!” Dad said with a military snap, flaring open your menu. He’d pull your chair and straighten your salt and pepper shakers whether you were Pauline Trigère or not. “Gus!” He’d raise a finger. “Ice water at twenty!” He set a hard party rhythm. He table-hopped. He had a story for you. On the floor, because he was so tall, he floated above hunched diners and waltzing waiters wearing red weskits he designed.
The garment center was a ghost town on weekends, so Saturdays Dad worked half a day. Late in the afternoon he’d come home hoisting a corrugated carton on his shoulder precision-packed with two pounds of sliced turkey breast, sliced ham, sliced Swiss, a side of bacon cut into rashers, fat-marbled steaks wrapped like presents in waxed paper, a rack of lamb, round white cardboard containers filled with number 20 shrimps (twenty to the pound), almond crescents, strawberry tarts glazed with strawberry gelatin, brown bags of Vassilaros Brothers coffee, whole smoked fish the color of my grandmother’s bangle bracelets, and Danish butter strip sold directly from the store to Nedick’s, the only product Nedick’s bought retail. Melons, string beans, celery like trees, cauliflower as big as the moon, pigs’ feet in aspic, and a glass jar of pickled green tomatoes. A quart of Russian dressing, a quart of Roquefort, a pint of cocktail sauce. A brace of mahogany ducks with a quart container of Sauce Montmorency. And a quart of my father’s famous Swedish mustard sauce:
Take equal parts Düsseldorf mustard and sugar
Add a little bit of oil and chopped chives
Those were the basics.
“Are you sick?” my mother would ask if I left a scrap from a twelve-ounce Delmonico. You weren’t considered fed unless you were in pain. The more somebody loved you, the more they wanted you to eat. In a restaurant family, you’re never hungry, you’re starving. And you’re never full, you’re stuffed. When anyone rose from the table without a two-handed boost, my grandmother wailed, “Please, God, don’t let him have gallbladder!”
I couldn’t walk down the street without running into someone whose hand-me-downs I wore, or who wore mine, or whose house I ate at, or someone I was glad to see even if it was only Nick the Popsicle Man, or Jimmy the old doorman, or Pat the building driver who chauffeured us the two blocks to school on days it snowed. Between Eighty-first Street and Eighty-seventh, from Riverside Drive to West End Avenue, my aunts and uncles lived, along with my great-grandparents, grandparents, friends, and even Benny, the man who sold penny candy, sunflower seeds, chewable lips, and tiny wax bottles filled with sugar syrup my sister told me would automatically fill up again if I could just touch the bottom of one with a bobby pin and not break it—an impossible thing to do.
Morgen’s was the restaurant, but we called it the store. It was the place I was a princess. Waiters winked at me. They plucked the white linen napkin from under my fork, twirled it high in the air, then draped it over my lap. They nodded when I ordered, admiring my choices. They told me jokes. And when I asked for a hamburger, my grandfather would raise his forearm, then smash through the kitchen IN door and grind a steak himself. On a good week I’d see my father twice: Saturday afternoon, when he got back from the store. And Sunday, our day. My sister and I would race to his bed, then snuggle. We’d kiss his cheeks. He’d suck our earlobes, then turn to my mother and say, “Audrey, I think this needs a little salt!” He’d press the soles of his feet against our stomachs and straighten his legs, and we’d be in the air, “Flying Angels.” Then Dad would drive us to woods, find a snake, and skin it. Or dissect a chicken in the kitchen and explain how the pebbles in its crop worked. Or we’d take the car to the Coney Island Freak Show and gape at the Walrus Woman, the Leopard Lady, and the Human Bullet, who was bald and had no arms and typed with his toes. We’d eat pink cotton candy on paper cones, then throw it up on the Tilt-a-Whirl. Starving, we’d head for dinner at Charda’s, Luchow’s, or the Maharajah Room at The Pierre. Before fusion cooking, before Austro-Asian, Afro-Shtetl, and Thai-Inuit hit New York, most restaurants focused on the food of a single country. In fancy places, it was served by people in regional costumes, and you were serenaded with “Oh, Chichorneya, ” “Allez-vous En,” or “The Mexican Hat Dance.” You’d have to eat, listen, and smile while someone plinked a balalaika at you. If I misbehaved in the restaurant, my mother would walk me outside to where the car was parked and lock me in until the meal was over. I would breathe against the window and write words in my wet breath: ASS, BITCH, WHORE. When I got home, I would take out my Christmas Book, a small spiral notebook with a list of everyone I made presents for. I’d draw a black tree next to my mother’s name, which meant one more Christmas she wouldn’t get a gift.
“What did I do that was so bad I had to be locked in a car?” I ask my sister.
“You were . . . oppositional,” she says, then adds with a voice full of sorrow, “I forgot about that.”
At the height of her anger, the apex of her rage, my mother used to say she was sending us to Mrs. Brown’s Orphanage.
“I don’t believe you,” I’d say.
“Is that so?” She’d pick up the phone and dial a number. My sister and I would listen in on the extension.
“Hello?” a woman’s voice said.
“Hello, Mrs. Brown? This is Mrs. Volk, and my terrible daughters are acting up again.”
“Oh really, Mrs. Volk?”
“Yes. Can I drop them at the orphanage tomorrow?”
Mrs. Brown would say why certainly, she had two empty beds, she’d be delighted to have us the very next day.
Although my sister was older, she’d burst into tears. She’d promise to be good. I was ready to go to Mrs. Brown’s. If my mother didn’t want me, I didn’t want her. In my sixth-grade autograph book she wrote:
If all your friends desert you
Pray don’t look for another
But come to the one who loves you best
 Your dearest friend, your mother

 
Years later she told us her old friend Ruth Kahn had played the part of Mrs. Brown.
We were allowed to stare at freaks on Coney Island because they expected to be stared at. It was how they made a living. Staring at them was good for us. It would reinforce how lucky we were by sensitizing us to chance. But there were people in our neighborhood we had to pretend we didn’t see. The Tongue Lady had a green tongue that hung down her chest then rolled up fast as a lizard’s. On Broadway, the Glass Man had no legs and made music by tapping a spoon against eight glasses filled with graduated heights of water. One block north, the Organ Grinder seemed normal enough, but you could see every bone on his balding monkey. You gave the man whatever you had so the monkey wouldn’t starve. The most terrifying person in the neighborhood was the Black Widow. She ate lunch at Schrafft’s every day, a woman the size of a nine-year-old in turn-of-the-century widow’s weeds. Her black boots laced above her ankles. Her skin was talcum white. She ate without taking off her broad-brimmed hat and veil. If she caught you staring, the Black Widow would raise the veil and spit at you.
Because it was only one block from my grandmother’s apartment, we also ate at the Tip Toe Inn. When World War II was over, the day Uncle Bob got back from four and a half years on Saipan, that’s where my grandparents took him for his first civilian meal. Four and a half years my grandmother wouldn’t allow flowers in her apartment. Four and a half years my grandfather was retired from the restaurant business, refusing to buy black-market meat while his boy was overseas.
Uncle Bob studied the menu. He ordered turkey with stuffing, then took in the scene. The Tip Toe Inn was busy. People ate there all the time. They came at three in the afternoon for dinner because you could get the same meal at lunchtime prices. It was the kind of place you heard people eat and saw people talk. Uncle Bob looked around. For four and a half years he’d lived in foxholes. And here were people eating and laughing at the Tip Toe Inn. Uncle Bob raised his water glass, then put it down. His shoulders shook. Without a word my grandparents rose from their seats, linked their arms through his, and walked him home.
Since my mother only knew how to cook scrambled eggs and bacon, on Mattie’s night off we’d eat at her mother’s. I’d walk there straight from school and watch Lilly Brebner, the Jamaican housekeeper, singe quills off juicy nine-pound neutered roosters called capons on a gas stove. Seated around Nana’s table would be my great-grandparents; my grandfather; Nana’s older sister, Aunt Gertie, and Gertie’s son, Wally; her younger sister, Aunt Ruthie, and Aunt Ruthie’s husband, Uncle Albert; her older brothers, Uncle Jerry and Uncle Al; Uncle Bob and Aunt Barbara; and since somebody had to be at the store, my mother and my sister and me, but not my father.
At these meals my grandmother would force-feed my grandfather: “Eat, Herman, eat!” she’d beg. “Eat for me!” He’d throw his hands up: “No! Not another bite!” But despite his protests—“I can’t!” “Polly, you’re killing me!” “Gutenyu, I’m dying!”—she would drop another chosen morsel on his plate. The oyster of the capon, a clot of buttered toasted almonds from the string beans, the orphaned strawberry on the shortcake platter, a crimp of piecrust glossy with caramelized apple juice. “Eat! You don’t eat enough! A man like you! You work so hard! Just the end piece, darling? For me, Herman, please?”
My grandfather was being fattened. It was painful to watch. I worked up the courage to complain about it. “You don’t understand.” My mother smiled. “He loves it. He wants that food. He wouldn’t eat it if she didn’t do that. He would never give himself the best part.”
Not too long ago my sister and mother flew into town for the day. We planned to go to the Russian Tea Room for pelmeny (Russia’s tiny veal-filled answer to the wonton), then catch a matinee. I made the reservation for noon. When we got to the restaurant, the line was out the door.
“We’re never going to make curtain,” my mother said.
“I really want that pelmeny,” my sister said.
I pushed my way to the maître d’ and explained the situation. I reminded him we had a reservation.
“I’m sorry.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do.”
“You see that woman?” I pointed to my mother. She was wearing a black cape with batwings and a high collar. It was chic, but it threw her gorgeous face into ghoulish shadow and made her neck disappear. “That woman was just released today. Right before we came here. She expected to be seated at noon. I can’t vouch for what she’ll do if she’s not seated  now.”
The waters parted. We were whisked to a table. Three waiters pulled our chairs. The service was flawless. All of us agreed the pelmeny used to be better. As we were leaving, my mother turned to me and said, “What did you say to the maître d’?”
“I told him you were just released, Ma.”
She laughed, not believing me.
On long Sunday trips in our red convertible, we’d stop at Howard Johnson’s, where I had the clam roll. My sister and I sat in the back, but my mother would let me climb over if I said I was carsick. I’d press my feet against my father’s thigh and drop my head in her lap, and she’d run her fingers through my short, curly hair, starting at the back of my neck. “My favorite place,” she called the hollow there. I’d fall asleep to Lamont Cranston on the radio, the briny smell of tartar sauce on my fingers, and the sound of my mother whispering to my father, “Doesn’t she have gorgeous hair?”
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“Cecil” Sussman Volk (a.k.a. Stuff), around the time he invented the Six-color Retractable Pen and Pencil Set and the Hydraulic-powered Double-sided Garbage Can Brush

CANAPÉS
Move it, Lardass!” Dad shouts across the net. He’s pissed. I have allowed a backhand to whiz past me in the alley when I should have been there “anticipating” the ball.
Being called Lardass used to make my eyes fill. Knucklehead and Turkey could do it too. Now I think it’s touching Dad screams at me about my game. Since he had the meniscus removed from his left knee, he no longer moves laterally. He can go backward. He can go forward. Side to side is a thing of the past. I have to hit the balls down the center, or he storms off the court snapping, “Well, if you’re going to play that way.”
My father taught me how to swim, speak French, drive, eat using the utensils American-style (which nobody else in America seems to do), spot weld, solder, emboss, ride English, ride western, merengue, sing pop songs from World War I’s “Keep Your Head Down Fritzie Boy” up through his favorite—the one that chokes him up, although he’s not sure why—“Younger Than Springtime,” remove a splinter, sap a blister by sticking a sterilized threaded needle through it then tying the exposed ends in a knot, carve a Thanksgiving turkey, chop, dice, and mince, make canapés, deglaze a pan, suck meat off a lobster a lobster doesn’t know it has, blind a mugger, kill a rapist with a rabbit punch, remove stains, cloisonné, and intimidate a tennis opponent by clenching my teeth then drawing my lips back and growling like a gas-station dog.
Things I’ve never heard from anyone else:
“A horse can’t rear without taking a step backward first.”
“Man is motivated by the Five P’s: Pride. Power. Prestige. Possession. Preservation.”
“Most people are members of the IGMFU Club: I Got Mine, Fuck You.”
And whenever we go for clams: “Sailors chew steamer shells for calcium.”
Then there’s Dad’s “The Bully on the Block” philosophy: “A little boy comes out on the street and a big bully comes along and starts punching him in the face. The little boy has three choices: He can stand there and take it, fight back, or go away. It’s his decision to make.” The Bully on the Block is summed up by Dad’s credo: Nobody does anything to me. I do it to myself.
Seeing The Alamo with him at ten a.m. on Forty-second Street when I’m between jobs and the store is poised for lunch, my father shakes his head and says, “The Texas longhorn didn’t come up from Mexico until 1847.” He knows his stuff. Dad can tell, when we’re eating beef, what the cow ate: grass or corn. If it was grass, what kind of grass: rye or wheat. If it was rye or wheat, if it was fresh or hay. Facts this precise, this knowledgeable, led me to men who flaunt the arcane.
My father sees his job as teacher. “Heels down! Toes in! Back straight!” he shouts when we ride. “Knees!” he barks.  “Knees, Knucklehead!” From the moment Dad stands in one stirrup and swings his leg over, he is in command. He is boss. He rocks in the saddle as if riding is the way humans evolved to get around. Like Portuguese rejoneadors, he can ride without reins, controlling the horse with his knees.
I wear my pony-skin jacket to ride, a sort of warning. “See this?” I lengthen my arm under the horse’s muzzle, letting him sniff the skin. “You better be good.” I want to be good for Dad. But no matter how much I trust him, I can’t believe I can control 1,200 pounds of flesh with my pinkies anymore than I can believe Lamaze will make childbirth painless or a tennis ball won’t blind me if I play net.
My father learned to ride at the Pine Tree Stables in Prospect Park when he was six. James Sheriff, the family chauffeur, drove him there in the wicker rumble seat of a black Renault Cabriolet. Dad’s early schools were the Aitz Chaim Yeshiva on Thirteenth Avenue and Fifty-fifth Street in Borough Park, P.S. 128, and the shul where his father was president, Tefrah Torah, at Eighty-third Street and Twenty-third Avenue. It was at Tefrah Torah that a rabbi punished Dad by locking him in a safe.
“Were you good after that?” I ask him.
“I haven’t been in a safe since,” he says.
When Dad was nine years old, that rabbi called him out of class. “You’re wanted at home,” the rabbi said, then nodded toward the door.
Dad knew his father was dead. To comfort himself, he rode the subway singing a song from his older sister’s dance recital:
“Life is like a butterfly
Da-da, dee-da, da-da-da”
 
Jacob Volk had diabetes, but it was pneumonia that killed him. No antibiotics in 1929. He belonged to forty-eight philanthropic societies, but according to tradition, Jake was buried in a plain pine box. Gold coins were pressed over his eyes. Paid mourners wept, trailing his coffin through the streets of Bensonhurst, all the way to the Washington Cemetery on MacDonald Avenue. Dad spent the rest of the day watching the ice that preserved his father’s body melt into the back lawn.
At twenty-nine my grandmother was a rich widow with three children. She sent my father to the Roosevelt Military Academy in Monsey, New York, where they forced him to become right-handed.
“It was a dumping ground for kids,” Dad says. “Some of the boys were only five.”
Roosevelt was run by Dr. Carrington, an Englishman who taught Latin with a .22 on his lap. When Dr. Carrington saw a squirrel, he’d open the window of his classroom and shoot it. Then he’d send a German shepherd named Mary out to crush its head. The students watched silently from their desks.
Summers Dad was sent away to Saratoga Springs, where he boarded with the Qwas, a Native American family, and got to ride. When he was thirteen, his mother shipped him off to the Valley View Dude Ranch in West Cliff, Colorado, to earn his spurs and learn cowboy skills he would never use again. There he was accidentally shot on two separate occasions. The city boy made his way in this strange land by telling jokes. He still tells jokes. He’s compiling a joke book. Dad knows so many jokes, we play a game.
“All right,” he says. “Give me a subject.”
And I’ll think of the most ridiculous thing I can. “Okay, Dad— bubbles!”
“Man walks into a bar with bubbles on his head,” Dad begins. . . .
He likes to pretend he can’t remember my birthday, July 16:
“Okay, Dad. When’s my birthday?”
“I don’t know.”
“Think, Dad.”
“Two days after Bastille Day?”
I grieved for the fatherless fact of my father’s childhood. I loved him so much, loved everything about him—how he brought the cold in on his coat, the way the feather looked in the grosgrain ribbon on his fedora, the sweet oakey smell of his breath, riding his shoulders to watch the Veterans Day Parade, the strange things he knew that nobody else did. I wanted to be good at the things he tried to teach me purely to make him happy, to show him an excellent teacher produces an excellent student. But what I was good at wasn’t what he taught. I could, for instance, do a perfect jackknife. I could get high, high, high in the air and then beyond when it was reasonable, at the last possible moment, jack my hips and touch my toes, a human isosceles triangle. I could dangle in the air like a picture on the wall before deciding, Why not make the descent? I could ride my bike downhill with no hands. I could hold my breath in the pool for two laps. I was ruthless at Ping-Pong, spitting on the ball before I served. I had an inborn talent for rendering. I could draw anything. And I could imitate famous people. I could sing exactly like Eartha Kitt (“Daddy”), Jimmy Durante (“Inka-Dinka-Doo” and “Ya Gotta Start Off Each Day with a Song”), Al Jolson (“Swanee”), Ethel Merman (“There’s No Business Like Show Business” and “Yes, I Can!”), Betty Boop (“I Wanna Be Loved by You”), Marilyn Monroe (“Happy Birthday, Mr. President” and “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend”), and Carol Channing (also “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend”). I wanted to make Dad happy. The idea was, if I could make him happy, I could somehow make it up to him that he’d grown up fatherless, shipped away, shot. Making him happy was my job. It’s why I was born.
“He was nobody’s boy,” Mom says. “I would make him my boy.”
Not growing up with a father, my father developed his own ideas about fathering. He committed himself to making sure I was fearless. If I could be cool in a crisis, I would survive. To that end, he pushed me so high on the playground swing, the chains went slack as it soared above the armature. This was supposed to make me not afraid of heights. Not being afraid could also save my life in a fire or flood. My parents had been traumatized by accounts of the Coconut Grove fire: 490 bodies piled up behind sealed doors in a Boston nightclub— a defining tragedy of the forties. My sister and I were drilled on how not to get trapped in a fire. Anytime we enter an enclosed public space, we are trained to look for the red EXIT sign and position ourselves as close to it as possible. If the movie or restaurant is crowded, we map with our eyes the path we’ll take when our nostrils detect smoke. We were expected to leap off lifeguard towers at Long Beach from the time we were three in case we had to hurl ourselves out a window.
The best way to learn, according to Dad, is the hard way. Once you can do it the hard way, the normal way is a piece of cake. When I was five, he rowed to the middle of Schroon Lake in the Adirondacks and threw me overboard. Teaching me to drive, he insisted I master reverse before forward. “Anyone can go forward,” he said. “I want you to back around the Zissus’ driveway twenty times.” Round and round we went in the neighbors’ circular driveway until I mastered reverse. It was like trying to tie a bow in a mirror.
In a restaurant family you don’t see your father much. It’s not the glamorous business lay people take it for. Dad was in the store by six every morning to inspect meat and fish deliveries, check prices, and determine the daily menu. If broccoli was up, the vegetable of the day was steamed cauliflower with herbed bread crumbs sautéed in beurre noisette or zucchini with onions and stewed tomatoes. By six thirty he’d be on the phone with the menu printer. He got home around midnight after closing. I saw him on Saturdays at the exquisite hour when my sister and I would get back from the double feature at Loew’s Eighty-third and Dad would be getting ready to go out, poking his studs in, sipping a Scotch, humming along with Lena Horne, George Shearing, or the La Playa Sextet on the radio. I’d sit on his bed and watch him take little dance steps, stretching his neck as he knotted his tie. I counted my clothes in food. If a new dress cost $32, that was two orders of Lobster Newburg and one Coconut Ball with Chocolate Sauce Dad had to sell.
I know my father’s scars as well as my own: The ones from getting shot in Colorado. The lung surgery. The white-waled dent on his back where a Ford V-8 rolled over him while he was pushing it up a hill for his pal Herb Kronish, whose mother once told my father, “Slit my throat when I’m dead to make sure I’m dead.” Knuckle and finger scars real restaurant men—the kind who can do any job in the kitchen—get. Some adolescent acne pits weekly radiation treatments couldn’t cure. Several eyebrow gashes from various racquetball and motorcycle skirmishes, the fingertip dent from the time he cut the end off and I had to go downstairs and find it in the sawdust and bring it to the hospital in a cup of milk. “Look around the band saw,” Dad said when he phoned home. “Try not to walk on it.” And his two scars from nocardia, a rare disease that has nothing to do with the heart. Dad gets it from being pricked by the cacti around his house in Florida because he refuses to wear long pants.
Good manners are important to my father. As a restaurant man he spent long hours watching customers eat the wrong way. We heard stories about people who used bread as a pusher or rested their knives with the blade on the plate and the handle on the tablecloth. We heard about women who buttered bread on their palms, or poured sauce from the gravy boat instead of ladling it. People who cut all their meat into pieces before they started, then pushed the plate away when they were finished. People who spooned their soup from the front of the bowl or made an X of their utensils or picked their teeth. Mr. B., the customer who washed his flatware in his water glass. The mogul who gesticulated with a fork. Dad once saw a customer stab a piece of meat with a steak knife, then put the knife in his mouth. We were horrified. My father has flawless manners even when he eats strange things. From a crystal bowl he spoons Heinz ketchup on hooves, cheeks, and pickled pigs’ feet. He builds tiny tepees of chewed chicken bones on the rim of his plate. His favorite lunch these days is whatever’s left over— yams, steak, corn, coleslaw—minced with ketchup in the Cuisinart. No matter what goes in, it comes out gray.
When my parents move to Florida, Dad duplicates his studio from up north, down to the floor tiles that look like Lobster Cantonese sauce and the ceiling-high supermarket aisles stacked with bins of nails, drawers of screws, coiled wires, brads, bits, leather pieces, plastic ropes, bungees, rusty debris he calls “mongo” salvaged from construction sites, grommets, glazes, antique tools, new tools, oiled tools, dry tools, acetylene torches, families of screwdrivers, clamps, and vises, and yellow metal restaurant fillet of sole tins brimming with paints, gessoes, glues, electric switches, and findings, old license plates, phone jacks, tap and die sets. This is Dad’s place, a place from which, if you had to, you could rebuild the modern world. It’s where he does his sculpting and his fixing.
“Got anything that needs to be fixed?” he says, voice rich with fix-lust when I’m coming down to visit. This can be whatever— busted luggage, loose earrings, a stain on my favorite T-shirt. In the studio we put on soldering goggles, and he gets to tell me what I’m doing wrong. Our most recent project was making napkin rings out of copper tubing. I measured them, then marked the cuts with a grease pencil and used a heavy vise to hold the tubing while I sawed. I wanted to emboss the rings with personalized messages for each family member: EAT YOUR VEGGIES, USE THIS NAPKIN, YUM. To emboss, you have to tighten the copper in the vise, hold each letter down where you want it to imprint, then whack it with a sledgehammer. I was afraid I’d crush my thumb, so I lined up the letter, took my hand away, then hit it. Sometimes the letter jumped or didn’t come out deep enough, and I’d have to reline it up and try again, which, unless I did it perfectly, gave the letter a drop shadow.
Dad watched. Steam shot out of his ears. He tucked in his lips and sucked air. “Chowderhead! That’s not the way to do it. You want to do it the right way or your way?”
He lined up the letter, held it down with his fingers, and bonged it like John Henry. The letter came out deep and clear.
“I’m afraid I’ll hit my fingers,” I explained.
“You’re not gonna hit your fingers.”
“Well, anyway,” I said, “I want these napkin rings to look man-made. I want them to have errors. I don’t want them to look perfect, Dad.”
“Don’t worry.”
Last year he taught me how to solder. I heated up the soldering iron, cleaned the copper with sulfuric acid, and carefully dripped silver onto the join. Dad stopped what he was doing to inspect the work. I rose from the workbench so he could slide onto my stool. He flipped down his Optivisors and held the solder under his fluorescent lamp. He pulled it. He twisted it. He knocked it against the vise, hit it with a hammer, then slammed it onto the floor.
“That’s a good solder,” he said.
When I was growing up and we lived in Manhattan, my mother liked to throw dinner parties. A typical menu would start with Shrimp Cocktail, then a salad, then Sautéed Veal Baked with Marsala and Cream, Rice Pilaf with Onions and Sultanas, and, in season, Asparagus Beurre au Citron. Dessert might be Baked Alaska Flambé or Chocolate Mousse in a crystal bowl lined with ladyfingers. But before all that, before the ice bucket was filled and the doorbell began to ring, my father would go into the kitchen and prepare the canapés. He’d pull a long white cook’s apron over his head and tie it in the front. He’d roll up his sleeves. He’d stroke a ten-inch carbon steel chef’s knife against a whetstone. He’d take three loaves of perfectly square, perfectly presliced black bread, butter them six at a time, then drape smoked salmon over the tops. When six were complete, he’d cut the bread on the diagonal and trim it. Slivers of smoked salmon would fall off with the crusts. “Open,” my father would say. Like a baby bird, I’d bend my head back and open my mouth. He would laugh and drop the slivers on my tongue and only mine. My sister had been traumatized by a sea robin he caught when she was three and placed on her Mae West. She has never eaten fish since then and wears rubber gloves to prepare tuna salad for her husband. Mattie would be tidying up the guest bathroom and making sure the living-room cushions were plumped. My mother would be getting dressed. So my father and I were alone in the kitchen. And for the time it took to make three loaves of smoked salmon canapés, he was mine.
[image: image]
The Volk Girls with our beloved beagle, Morgen. Together we’ve been on forty-four diets.
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