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Give a little time for the child within you
Don’t be afraid to be young and free.
Undo the locks and throw away the keys
and take off your shoes
and socks, and run, you.

Run through the meadow and scare up the milking cows
Run down the beach kicking clouds of sand.
Walk a windy weather day, feel your face blow away
Stop and listen, love you.

Be like a circus clown, put away your circus frown;
Ride on a roller coaster upside down
Waltzing Mathilda, Carrie loves a kinkajoo,
Joey catch a kangaroo, hug you.

Dandelion, milkweed, silky on a sunny sky,
Reach out and hitch a ride and float on by;
Balloons down below blooming colors of the rainbow,
red, blue and yellow-green I love you.

Bicycles, tricycles, ice cream, candy
Lolly pops, popsicles, licorice sticks.
Solomon Grundy, Raggedy Andy
Tweedledum and Tweedledee, home free.

Cowboys and Indians, puppy dogs and sand pails,
Beach balls and baseballs and basketballs, too.
I love forget-me-nots, fluffernutter sugar pops
I’ll hug you and kiss you and love you.



—“LOVE YOU” BY THE FREE DESIGN, 1969
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Let Them Eat Cake

I HELD MY ARMS UP HIGH, HONEY-COLORED HAIR TUMBLING TO my waist, eyes squinched shut against the scratchy fall of new fabric, and my mother pulled the dress she’d made for me all the way down over my head. I was not quite four, and I’d been invited over to play for the first time by a child who lived across the street.

It was 1965 in Palo Alto, California, a sleepy middle-class suburb of shiny modern Eichler homes and leaf-shaded cul-de-sacs like the one we’d just moved to, full of young hopeful families like ours. My dad was a brand-new lawyer working hard to prove himself at his first job; my mother, who’d dropped out of college to get married, was a housewife raising three children under the age of five. People told her she looked just like a young Elizabeth Taylor, she looked just like Jackie Kennedy, and she did, but even prettier. She had wanted to be an artist, her relentless creativity redirected into sewing curtains and clothes for our family, gardening, teaching herself to reupholster hand-me-down furniture, concocting elaborate birthday parties and messy art projects for my brothers and me. That day she was still unpacking boxes and, I suspect, as relieved to have one of us out of the house for an hour or two as she was anxious to make a good impression on our new neighbors.

She brushed my long hair and tied it with a bow to one side, princess-style, then crouched in front of me, curving her elegant hands on either side of my ribs, rocking me playfully and smoothing my dress, which matched the one she’d made for herself—mother-and-daughter dresses in red-and-black paisley, rickrack sewn along the hems. And before me, her face: eager, lovely, her wide green eyes coy and glittering, as if she knew some secret she’d share eventually, and if I was the lucky one, only with me. Her black hair was so soft and fine it felt like baby’s hair, softer and far darker than mine or my brothers’. Her smile was both excited and encouraging.

“Ready, Cis?” she asked.

I was named after my mother, but nobody in my family ever called me Kathleen, not once; it is still a name I hardly recognize as my own. I was called Cissy, the sister, though my mother had other roles for me, other nicknames. “You’re my Little Mommy,” she declared when I brought a damp cloth for her head; she’d been crying on our sofa in graduate student housing, pregnant with the baby who became my younger brother, the third baby in three years. “You take good care of me,” she said, accepting a bite of the cookie I held to her mouth, “you’re my best friend.” I was her best friend—I’d been chosen, I was important. “We’re the only girls. We have to stick together.”

Little Mommy, best friend, the only girl, the sister. Now I was the family ambassador. My mother took my hand and trotted me across our Palo Alto street, swinging my arm under the movie blue sky, the omniscient camera’s wide-angle lens capturing the picture-perfect scene of our idyllic neighborhood, our charming family, the beautiful talented young mother and her compliant tidy daughter, the little mommy taking good care.

The neighbor girl’s name is a blank to me, and I can’t recall what we played. What I remember is the two of us lured to her kitchen by the intoxicating odor of caramelized sugar, and finding that her mother had vanished. What remained was a ceramic baking dish on the countertop breathing out hot, honeyed scent. There was a ring of burnt brown paper holding up a mound of what looked like burnished swirls of cloud. And that glorious smell! We leaned in from either side of the counter, perched on barstools on our bare knees, our noses almost touching the crisp edge of the paper.

We knew it would be wrong to eat whatever excelsior thing this was. But we leaned in farther, our toes flexed on the seats of the canting barstools, our elbows on the countertop of that spotless avocado-green kitchen, at first promising each other that we would only have a taste. A cloud of hesitation passed across the little girl’s face. And this is where the story starts to become mine.

Just one taste, I assured her. Each.

I remember turning toward the sound of the little girl’s mother pausing in the doorway to her kitchen, the sharp sound of her gasp: a laundry basket under her arm, her eyes as wide as mine must have been. The neighbor girl’s hand and my own were wrist-deep in the dish, wiping out the last moist flecks with our fingertips. We had eaten the entire succulent, mellifluous thing with our hands, and we’d licked the paper clean, too.

What was that? I was thinking as I burst out the neighbor girl’s front door and skittered across her lawn, her mother still on the phone shrieking to my mother, my sticky hair flying behind me and my stiff new dress flapping, my mother erupting out of our house across the street and running toward me, a look of abject mortification on her heart-shaped face.

I knew I had been very bad. I knew I was going to be punished, maybe even spanked. But I didn’t care. Whatever it was, whatever that voluptuous thing was, it had been worth it. What was it? I was still wondering later, after my father had come home. That baked thing, that glazed and golden and sumptuous thing—I wanted it again. And again. And again. I lay on my bed, my bottom sore, sucking the last ambrosial flavor from my candied hair.

IT’S NOT THAT I’D never had cake or cookies or candy or ice cream before. Sugar was the mainstay of my diet as a child, present in some abundant form at virtually every meal. My family ate sugar morning, noon, and night: Apple butter oozed out of the omelets, Ding Dongs and soda cans rolled around in our lunchboxes, foil-sealed packets of honey were served alongside the Kentucky Fried Chicken we ate for dinner in front of the TV, before we proceeded inexorably to dessert. My mother stockpiled soft drinks by the case and Halloween-sized bags of candy year-round in our garage, regularly replenishing a freezer the dimensions of a Roman tomb with stacked boxes of packaged snack cakes, frozen pies, and gallon tubs of ice cream. Even my father, whose personal austerity rivaled that of any Buddhist monk, was a donut pusher who kept Baby Ruth bars under the rolled-up socks in his underwear drawer. At six I dreamt one night that I awoke in the bedroom I shared with my younger brother, and by the blue light of the moon shining through our window I opened every bureau drawer and found them overflowing with a pirate’s booty of pink-frosted cupcakes and candy necklaces and pinwheel lolly pops and candy apples glittering like enormous red gemstones. I doubted I’d ever have a more rapturous dream.

As my childhood unfolded, sweetness of the less tangible variety was harder to come by. My parents were disastrously mismatched, too preoccupied by their individual misery and desperate compensations to recognize what havoc they were wreaking on our family. It was one thing to be surrounded by cataracts of sugar, day in, day out; it was quite another to think you had a right to enjoy it, or anything else. I looked for sweetness wherever I could find it.

All my life I’ve been teased for my cake obsession, my compulsive sweet tooth, my therapeutic baking, my repetitive and single-minded quests for the perfect pound cake or the perfect shortbread, my judgment of neighborhoods and vacation spots based on the quality of the local bakeries as much as the local bookstores. Here and there I’ve found allies, but mostly I’ve had to fight off a feeling of furtive criminality when it comes to cake: my baking of it, eating of it, wanting it.

And then I discovered Frances, the whimsical cake-loving heroine of Russell Hoban’s sixties-era series of children’s books about a family of badgers. I didn’t find Frances until my son was too old for storybooks, but my daughter, then two, was ripe for hearing the same book read to her ad nauseam, and Bedtime for Frances was what she wanted. Why I never read Frances when I was a kid I don’t know, but I sometimes think it could have saved me years of grief if I had. “Aren’t you worried that maybe I will get sick and all my teeth will fall out from eating so much bread and jam?” Frances asks her mother after several meals of bread-and-jam on demand. “I don’t think that will happen for quite a while,” replies her mother. “So eat it all up and enjoy it.”

I had been waiting almost forty years to hear those words. Eat it all up and enjoy it—that’s what they do in the Frances stories, as I discovered when I brought home the other six books to read to my daughter. In every book, there was cake or custard or candy or some other sweet, always offered generously, even nonchalantly. No matter the story, no matter the dilemma Frances faces, a literal taste of sweetness is the grace note to life.

Frances, I realized, is an embodiment of the possibility that what seems excessive—a baby’s first taste of ice cream, baking a cake for a friend for no reason, gingerbread houses, and taking pleasure in those things for their own sake—might actually be essential, like poetry and birdsong. And sweetness, she reminded me, is never more powerful than when we have known its absence. After the birth of a new sibling results in too little attention and a dearth of raisins for breakfast oatmeal, Mother Badger coaxes a disgruntled Frances out from under the dining table with the reassuring promise “You may be sure that there will always be plenty of chocolate cake around here.”

At the heart of Frances’s stories is the age-old challenge of childhood, and adulthood, too: joining the human race. To read about Frances is to watch her jostle her thwarted desires and conflicting feelings with all the awkwardness and yearning that I felt myself when I was small, and all too frequently when I got bigger. The title of A Birthday for Frances is itself a sly comment on the evolution of Frances’s ego and superego against the tidal pull of her id, since the birthday in question is her little sister’s. Frances’s jealousy manifests itself in pitiful asides to her imaginary friend (“That is how it is, Alice … your birthday is always the one that is not now”), kicks under the table, and a long memory for past slights. An epic struggle ensues in Frances’s tormented conscience when the cake is carried glowing to the party table. She can’t bear to give up the coveted Chompo candy bar that is her present for little Gloria and sings under her breath, “Happy Chompo to me / is how it ought to be….” It takes the entire party’s encouragement to get her to relinquish the candy. Reading this scene, I could not help but think of the fateful moment in my neighbor’s kitchen in Palo Alto, the other little girl and I poised to dig our fingers into the tawny, sugar-flecked crust of her mother’s steaming confection. Just one taste, I told her, the battle already as lost as Thermopylae.

I almost couldn’t bear reading the last Frances book, Egg Thoughts and Other Frances Songs, for the very reason that it was the last. There would be no more of her stories to lay alongside mine, offering me a chance to revisit the impetuous voluptuary I’d been, the curious little girl leaning over a warm cake in a stranger’s kitchen, caught in a moment of heedless delight. Frances’s impulsive, lustily belted-out songs, her free-flowing compositions on the puzzlements and wonders of life, are another way in which she has been my alter ego. My creations were not songs like hers, but poems and stories and memories I started shaping as soon as I could read and write, glimpses of lives I’d imagine myself into, glimpses of my own, the delicious taste of words the only thing I can compare to the incorruptible gratification of a stolen cake when I was three.

That melding of words and recollected sweetness is the impulse behind my favorite of Frances’s songs, the one that to me sums up not just the gestalt of Frances but maybe life, too. Who else but pensive Frances would immortalize the humble appreciation of eating the final, plain cookie, the one left behind after all the good ones have been taken?


LORNA DOONE, LAST COOKIE SONG

All the sandwich cookies sweet
In their frilly paper neat
They are gone this afternoon,
They have left you, Lorna Doone …




You are plain and you are square
And your flavor’s only fair.
Soon there’ll be an empty place
Where we saw your smiling face.




Lorna Doone, Lorna Doone,
You were last but you weren’t wasted.
Lorna Doone, Lorna Doone,
We’ll remember how you tasted.



Life does not always reward us with the best cookie in the box, or the happiest family; sometimes you take what you get and make the best of it. In my case, that’s where imagination came in as handily as learning how to bake. For both of those lifesavers, I have my confusing, painful, unforgettable childhood to thank. Which makes me wonder if my cake obsession, really, is not much more than my struggle to find a way to redeem with sweetness those moments that left, however bitter on occasion, such a lasting taste in my mouth.

Every child knows that you hang on to what makes you feel good. I just know that Frances is out there somewhere, and she’s doing fine. She’s got a son in college who will call just to tell her it’s snowing. She still makes up little songs, and now her daughter sings along. Frances wishes she had a green thumb like her mother, but she’ll settle for flowers on the table and a thick novel to read with her feet up, a sleepy dog resting his head on her lap. The spooks of her sleepless nights don’t bother her anymore. And I know there’s always plenty of cake at her house. Mine, too.
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PLENTY OF CHOCOLATE CAKE WITH MOCHA FROSTING

∴

Small amount of unsweetened cocoa

6 ounces unsweetened chocolate (or bittersweet in a pinch)

3 cups light brown sugar

2¼ cups milk, at room temperature

3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

1½ teaspoons baking soda

¾ teaspoon salt

¾ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

5 large egg yolks, at room temperature

1½ tablespoons vanilla

•    Preheat the oven to 350°. Butter three 8- or 9-inch round cake pans and dust with cocoa rather than flour, knocking out the excess.

•    Melt the chocolate with 1½ cups of the brown sugar in ¾ cup of the milk over low heat or in a microwave, and let cool. Combine the flour, baking soda, and salt in the bowl of an electric mixer. Add the butter, yolks, vanilla, remaining 1½ cups brown sugar, and remaining 1½ cups milk. Beat on the lowest speed until blended, then beat at medium speed for 2 minutes, stopping to scrape the bowl and beaters a couple of times. Stir together the cooled chocolate mixture until uniform, then add it to the bowl and beat for 1 minute; the batter should become creamy and smooth. Divide the batter among the three pans and bake for about 25 to 30 minutes, or until the cake springs back when lightly touched and a toothpick inserted into the center comes out clean. Cool 10 minutes in the pans, then turn onto a rack to cool completely.



Makes one three-layer 8- or 9-inch cake, enough to serve 10 to 12.

MOCHA FROSTING

1½ cups unsalted butter, at room temperature

½ teaspoon salt

1½ pounds confectioners’ sugar

½ cup heavy cream

3 tablespoons instant espresso

¼ cup unsweetened cocoa

2 teaspoons vanilla

•    Beat the butter for a minute or two on medium speed, then add the salt and gradually add the confectioners’ sugar, increasing the mixer speed to high when it is all added. Beat for another 5 minutes, until very creamy.

•    Combine the cream, instant espresso, cocoa, and vanilla in a small bowl, stirring into a smooth paste. Add to the butter mixture and beat for 5 minutes more, adding small amounts of cream, a spoonful at a time, if the frosting is too thick.



Makes enough for a three-layer cake.



VARIATIONS

For cupcakes: Fill lined cupcake tins about two-thirds full and bake for about 20 minutes. Makes about 36 cupcakes.

For a sheet cake: Butter a 10½-by-15½-inch baking pan and dust with cocoa, knocking out excess. Bake the cake for 35 to 40 minutes.



FROSTING VARIATIONS

For Light Chocolate Frosting, omit instant espresso from the recipe for Mocha Frosting.

For Simple Vanilla or Chocolate Buttercream.

For Fluffy White Frosting.

For Almond Joy Cake with Fluffy White Frosting and Coconut Filling.

For Creamy Chocolate Frosting.
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Treats and Threats

A CHOCOLATE BAR, SALTED PEANUTS, AND A BEER: THESE, MY MOTHER often told my brothers and me when we were kids, were the elements of a nutritionally perfect meal, the key to enduring any dire circumstance. No odyssey should be undertaken, no war should be waged, no suitcase should be packed without this emergency trinity. Individual packets of M&M’s were essential for long rides in the car and other occasions of ordinary maternal bribery, but armed with chocolate bars, peanuts, and beer, you could survive anything. My mother drilled her recipe for extremis into our heads so authoritatively that I assumed it was part of the instructions given out in the glove compartment handbook that came with new cars.

On her seventieth birthday my mother stumbled over the memory that had planted this idea. We were in her kitchen in Las Vegas, preparing her birthday dinner with my two brothers and one of her sisters. My mom hadn’t meant to illuminate any great mysteries; she’s always been better at magic realism than logical explanations. She was just telling a story—she’s spent her life telling stories—but now, at least one inexplicable leitmotif from my childhood began to make sense. Within days of the bombing of Pearl Harbor, her father’s San Francisco business was requisitioned by the government. In return for the appropriation of his metallurgy lab, my grandfather, a chemical engineer, was made a civilian contractor to the navy. By mid-December of 1941 he was working in Pennsylvania, and my grandmother was packing up their house and preparing to take their two small children across country by train.

Up and down the Pacific coast people were jumpy, rumors flying about pending air attacks, enemy landings along remote California beaches, Japanese fishermen mining the waters. Neighborhood watches had been set up, and one night a man went door to door on my grandparents’ street in San Francisco’s Ingleside District, telling everyone to lock themselves in their basements: Someone had seen a submarine periscope surfacing in San Francisco Bay.

By flashlight behind blackout curtains, my grandmother opened her suitcase in the basement and brought out Hershey bars and Planters roasted peanuts, and my three-year-old mother and her six-year-old brother and my grandmother had a party. Not until she was seventy did it occur to my mom that her mother had not kept a perpetual stash of chocolate and peanuts. “She was packed for the train to Pennsylvania. Frankie and I already had dog tags with our names on them. She must have had the chocolate and the peanuts for the trip.”

“But what about the beer?” I asked my mother.

“Beer …,” my mom repeated, cocking her head and rapping a refrigerated canister of Pillsbury bread dough on the counter. We watched as the dough plumped over the split sides of the cardboard.

My family has been scattered since my brothers and I went away to college. The celebration of my mother’s seventieth was the only time in the last fifteen years that Billy and John and I have all been together in the same room with her, and I can count the number of times I’ve seen her since I was twenty-two.

It suits her, Las Vegas, a fantasy playland blooming in the middle of a desert, a city of glitter and make-believe and outrageous hope against unbeatable odds, where she lives in a house with a garden view of the blinking neon sizzle of the Strip. I don’t think she’s painted or drawn or remade an old prom dress into a Martha Washington Halloween costume in twenty-five years, but she’s finally the artist of her own life, a postmodern assemblage of memory and possibilities. Her paintings, the ones she did when I was a child, cover the walls gallery-style, and the closets are full of Victorian velvet dresses that belonged to her grandmothers, and antique dolls wrapped in yellowed tissue. There’s an entire room dedicated to arts and crafts supplies, everything pristine in their unopened packages—glue guns and gesso and paintbrushes, little packets of sequins and pompoms—and the rest of the cupboards in the house are packed with cartons of freebies from the casinos, multiples of stuff she doesn’t need but brings home anyway: dish sets, coffeemakers, tool kits, his-and-hers bathrobes. Rice-a-Roni, Hamburger Helper, Bisquick, canned cranberry sauce and potatoes, boxes of onion soup mix and cake mix and bottled lemon juice—despite being raised on a farm, or perhaps because of it, my mom has a deep and abiding loyalty to convenience foods, and all the flavors I grew up with still cram the shelves of her apocalyptic pantry.

Her memory of her childhood is just as astonishingly crowded. She remembers the addresses of every place she’s ever lived, the names of all the nuns at her Catholic girls’ school, her naughty boy cousins cutting off her hair while she sat on a potty chair in the yard and waved to passing motorists. She remembers everything she ever saw or heard or did or had. Her memory for my childhood, though, is more like the “lace dress” she made when she was a toddler: airy and full of holes. While my grandmother was in the bath one morning, my two-year-old mom took a pair of cuticle scissors to her mother’s best silk slip, then floated it out the second-story window because she was sure it would be so pretty.

“You know, Mom,” I prompted her, “‘chocolate bars, peanuts, and beer’—you told us that was the perfect meal.”

“Your mother has always thought out of the box,” my aunt said, nodding to my brothers and me. “Did she ever tell you how she accidentally turned off all the electricity in Bloomingdale’s department store when she was five?”

“The perfect meal,” my mom repeated absently. “I don’t remember ever saying that….”

THERE WAS THE STORY of my maternal grandmother being lifted from bed one night in childhood, waking to her father’s shuddering embrace, her nightgown smeared with blood. My great-grandfather was a baseball player with the San Francisco Seals who drove an ambulance in the off-season, a job he hated. He’d just come from the morgue, his passenger a child who’d been struck by a cable car, a little girl the same age as his five-year-old daughter.

There was the story of my great-grandmother tying my three-year-old grandfather and his infant brother to a tree in Golden Gate Park after the 1906 earthquake. She was newly widowed, with no other way to keep her baby boys safe and save the belongings in their house; she took her sons across the street to the park and tied them to a tree trunk, then ran home to toss all of their things out of the windows, watching the roiling black smoke cloud of the Great Fire as it burned westward.

There were my mother’s cousins, the notorious Reilly boys, who lit all the tree candles on Christmas morning to surprise their parents, but in the process set the drapes on fire. The family escaped with nothing but a single children’s chair as their Victorian burned to the ground. There were other family stories about stepfathers assassinated in Death Valley, favorite dolls unwittingly named after baby sisters who’d died at birth, Russian princesses facing firing squads with jewels sewn into their skirts.

There were fairy tales of orphans expiring on the brink of rescue, disfigured one-eyed children, foolish boys drowning puppies accidentally; storybooks about virtuous girls contracting fatal diseases during acts of charity, leaving their toys to the poor. No matter how alarming or tragic, stories were my family’s currency, our inheritance. I was greedy for stories, their insulin rush. I craved them like candy. My imagination’s taste trained on their melancholy flavor, as familiar and inoculating as serum on a sugar cube, the sweet and the bitter so inseparable I could hardly tell the difference.

There was the little boy who broke his neck jumping off an ottoman while playing Superman, a dishtowel safety-pinned to his shoulders. We still lived in graduate student housing when my older brother, Billy, and I heard that story as we chased each other through the living room with dishtowels safety-pinned to our shoulders. My father was finishing law school at the time, my little brother, John, just a baby. There was John himself, deemed “accident prone” by my parents: two times breaking his collarbone while climbing out of his crib. Spurting blood from a nick on his ear when he turned his head as my mother trimmed his hair while he sat in the high chair. Later there would be emergency room visits after he repeatedly ate the snail poison our parents sprinkled under the cherry tree in the backyard of our Palo Alto house. And stitches and a blackened tooth from falling off a log pile during a Fourth of July picnic when we lived in Sonoma. We called him John-John. He was born three months after another little boy with that name had saluted his father’s coffin at the slain president’s funeral.

There was the missing baby that our father, only a child himself at the time, found floating at the bottom of a well in Australia. Billy’s best friend in second grade, a little blond girl who went deaf from the measles. The youngest child in a neighbor’s family, drowned in a riptide during a trip to the ocean. The Clutter teenagers, murdered in their beds in a book our mother left lying casually around, In Cold Blood. The children menaced by the Zodiac Killer, who, the newspaper said, had threatened to shoot out the tires of a school bus in a town only miles from our own.

“If the Zodiac Killer ever shot out the tires of your school bus,” my ardent mother told us, spooning out bowls of molten chocolate pudding, cutting hot squares of apple cake with its streusel still sizzling, handing us just-baked sugar cookies straight from the spatula, “I’d say, ‘Shoot me instead, don’t hurt my children!’” We puffed our cheeks and blew, watched as steam rose off our spoons, tossed cookies back and forth in our fingers, but we were never patient enough; we burned our mouths so badly the skin peeled off our palates. “If a robber broke into our house and tied us all up,” our mother would say as we fanned our cauterized tongues, “I’d tell him, ‘Murder me instead, don’t murder my children!’” Or if our house caught fire, or a boat we were on capsized, or a tsunami curled above our heads; if a blizzard or a plane crash or a meteor hurtled dispassionately toward us, she would be there, she reminded us often, standing between us and fateful calamity, senseless misfortune, strangers who meant us harm.

“Mom,” my eleven-year-old daughter calls to me one idle summer Sunday, seeking me out in the kitchen, where I’m grating orange peel over a bowl of blueberries for a coffee cake, trying not to grate my knuckles as well as the orange. “Mom, did you know the words ‘treat’ and ‘threat’ are separated by just one letter?”

WHEN MY MOTHER met my father, he was about as exotic as anyone she’d ever come across. He was in law school at the same Jesuit college where she was a nineteen-year-old coed. The oldest daughter of an Irish Catholic family that lived on the outskirts of a small agricultural town south of San Francisco, she came from people who had made their way to the California territory five generations back, settling on the windswept coast of Northern California and then in what would become San Francisco around the time of the Gold Rush.

Educated from the age of eight at a no-nonsense convent school, my mother had always been whimsical, a capricious free spirit. How perplexing she must have been to her practical, absentminded mother and moody, disciplinarian father: my mother of the lace dress and the potty-chair haircut, who asked the butcher for an ox tail to tie to her waist so she could pretend to be a cow, who nailed alphabet blocks to the heels of her Mary Janes so she could tap-dance, who painted a pet chicken’s toenails and taught it to march up and down on the piano keys before it ended up in a Sunday stew—much to her dismay. In high school my mom was the one caught smoking in the lavatory by the nuns; they rapped her knuckles with rulers and sent her to detention. They ripped up her fanciful drawings, admonishing her, “You must have copied that, Kathleen Hills.”

I’ve never asked my mother what she studied during her two years of college, but I do not doubt that if she could have chosen a life for herself, it would have been bohemian, at least as seen through the narrow aperture of small-town California in the 1950s. Perhaps when she met my father, she thought that’s what he could give her. He wasn’t like the other boys she knew, the ones who lived pretty much the same life she did, under a judgmental parental thumb attached to the condemning hand of the church.

My father was a foreigner, he had minimal contact with his family, and he wasn’t Catholic. He was born in Kobe, the son of a British family in the diplomatic service in Japan. He’d escaped with his parents and siblings to Australia when World War II broke out, returning alone to Yokohama for boarding school when the war ended. His parents had stayed in Melbourne, his father failing at running a potato chip factory, his mother an invalid with five children at the age of twenty-nine, after a stroke. My dad was raised mostly by proxy. He first sat down to dinner alone with his parents when he was seventeen and about to leave for Georgetown University in the States.

My parents’ personalities and attitudes to the world were so at odds I can’t imagine what else would have drawn them together but a colossal misapprehension. My father as a young man was serious, ambitious, and reserved, so desirous of fitting in and conforming to American culture that the first thing he did upon arriving in the U.S. was to work on losing his accent. But somehow my gregarious, optimistic mother must have convinced herself that my father was her ticket to an unpredictable life—he was even, it turned out, a little bit genuinely Japanese on his mother’s side, fascinatingly but unthreateningly so, since you’d never know it to look at his pale blue eyes and blond crew cut. My introverted, repressed father, who longed for stability and routine, must have believed he’d found them in my mother, a well-brought-up farm girl who could sew and garden and use power tools and, as a bonus, had the looks of a matinee starlet.

My mother told the story, many times, of why they married: She’d apologized that she couldn’t accept my future father’s proposal unless he converted to Catholicism. When he did, she’d later tell her audience, which often included Billy and John and me, “He converted, so I had to marry him!” It seemed a funny story, the kind of teasingly self-mocking anecdote that married couples tell on themselves. When I was older—twelve or thirteen, by which time desperate unhappiness showed even on my mother’s extraordinary face—she told me the rest of the story. Panicked on the night before her wedding, realizing she hardly knew her fiancé, my mother begged her parents to help her get out of the marriage. She was standing on a chair while my grandmother measured the hem of her going-away dress. She wanted to be an artist, my mother sobbed, she didn’t want to get married; couldn’t my grandparents call off the wedding and buy her a plane ticket to Paris? My grandmother had curlers in her hair and pins in her mouth. “Don’t be ridiculous,” my grandmother said through pursed lips, holding the pins steady. “The caterers will be arriving first thing in the morning, and the cake is already made.”

SNIPPED THREAD AND BITS of eyelet and women’s voices snowed down: At four I sat cross-legged beneath my grandmother’s foot-pedal sewing machine, my lap filled with miniature candy bars, gathering fabric scraps as my mother sewed and she, her mother, and her sisters told stories to each other. We were at my grandparents’ farm, upstairs in the sewing room, a converted tank house with sloping walls reached by a staircase through the kitchen pantry, where my retired-schoolteacher grandmother kept candy bars as rewards, she’d told me, for children who were learning to read and write. My redheaded grandmother’s hair, ready for the beauty parlor, was flattened to her skull under a net, and my mother’s fine dark hair was tied back under a scarf as she hemmed her sister’s trousseau. My youngest aunt, a classic sixties bride-to-be, stood in the half-light of the doorway hugging herself in a creamy slip, pin curls slicked to her temples with beautician’s tape.

Like De Chirico’s disquieting muses, their heads nodded and nodded above me, their voices rising and falling in a harmony of family legend, each of them picking up the dramatic tension in turn, threads of stories left momentarily slack. Even the funny stories were inevitably dark: The gorilla who spit in the face of my lipsticked teenage mother during a high school field trip. The Mexican maid who tried to steal Aunt Patrice as a baby after burnishing her skin with walnut oil. The Reilly boys settling an argument by breaking a watermelon over the head of an elderly neighbor. The dead dog stuffed in a suitcase and ferried to the middle of the bay for burial at sea, but when the family lost their nerve on the crowded boat and toted the suitcase back home, inside they found somebody’s pot roast.

I was the captive and anticipating audience, the listener and prompter, sitting at my mother’s feet with scraps of dotted Swiss. Tell the story about Pa’s Dalmatians fighting the bears at the zoo. Tell the story about painting the chicken’s toenails before it was cooked into stew. I’ll be a storyteller, too, I told myself, folding bits of limp fabric into pages, into books, chocolate and peanuts filling my mouth.
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HILLS FAMILY SUGAR COOKIE CUTOUTS

∴

3½ cups unbleached all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

¾ teaspoon salt

1 cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

1½ cups granulated sugar

2 large eggs, at room temperature

1½ teaspoons vanilla

•    Sift the flour with baking powder and salt in a medium-sized bowl. Using an electric mixer, cream the butter for a full minute, then add the sugar and beat at medium speed until light, about 5 minutes. Beat in eggs and vanilla until fluffy and very light, another 2 to 4 minutes. With a wooden spoon gradually work the flour into the creamed mixture. Divide the dough into two portions and wrap in waxed paper or plastic wrap. Refrigerate until firm, at least several hours or overnight.

•    Heat the oven to 400°. On a floured surface, roll out the dough to ¼ inch thick, using more flour for the rolling pin, sprinkled on the dough, and additionally on the floured surface as needed to prevent sticking. Cut into desired shapes with cookie cutters and place on cookie sheets. This dough works beautifully if gathered and rerolled; if it gets too soft, chill for about 15 minutes.

•    Refrigerate or freeze the cut-out cookies on their baking sheets for 10 to 15 minutes so they will retain their firm edges as they bake; if you’re in a hurry, go ahead and bake the cookies immediately. Bake for 5 to 8 minutes or until cookies are puffed and only just barely starting to brown at the edges: Start with the shortest amount of time and watch carefully, especially with very small cookies. As the cookies are fragile right out of the oven, let cool slightly before moving to a wire rack to cool completely.

•    When cool, glaze and decorate as desired.



Makes up to 6 dozen cookies, depending on the size. This recipe can be easily doubled or tripled.



    SUGAR COOKIE GLAZE

1 egg white

Pinch of salt

A few drops of vegetable oil

Up to 1 pound of confectioners’ sugar

1 to 3 tablespoons of cream

•    Whisk the egg white and salt until loosened and beginning to foam. Add oil, confectioners’ sugar, and cream gradually and whisk, adding more sugar and cream until the glaze is of spreading consistency: You want it to be thin enough to spread easily over the cookies to their edges, but not so thin it runs off the sides.

•    Using an offset spatula or a smooth table knife, spread the glaze over each cookie, filling in the shape to its edges. While the glaze is wet, you can decorate the cookies with colored sprinkles, or leave the glaze plain, let dry, and add more decoration with Royal Icing.

ROYAL ICING

If using egg whites: 3 large egg whites at room temperature and ½ teaspoon cream of tartar

If using meringue powder: 3 tablespoons meringue powder and 6 tablespoons warm water

3¾ cups confectioners’ sugar

Optional: 1 to 2 drops of glycerin

Food coloring

Before you start, make sure that all utensils and containers are clean and grease-free. Have ready several small containers for dividing the icing and tinting it with different colors, if desired. You will need to keep the royal icing covered with a damp cloth, plastic wrap, or tight-fitting lid or it will dry out. Royal icing will keep, tightly covered, in the refrigerator for about one week. This recipe is proportioned for the firmest-textured icing; adjust the texture with the addition of water or sugar as explained below.

•    If using egg whites, combine the egg whites, cream of tartar, and sugar and beat until the icing is thick and holds billowy peaks, about 6 to 8 minutes. Add glycerin for extra shine, if desired.

•    If using meringue powder, whisk the meringue powder and sugar together in the bowl of an electric mixer. Add the water and beat on low speed for about 5 minutes, until icing is thick and holds billowy peaks. Don’t overbeat or the icing texture will become hard to work with. Add glycerin for extra shine, if desired.

•    To adjust the consistency of icing: To thicken, add sifted confectioners’ sugar a spoonful at a time, whisking thoroughly until you reach the desired consistency. To thin, add warm water a few drops at a time, mixing with a spoon. Piped outlines and details require the thickest icing; flows of color over a whole cookie or in sections can be somewhat thinner.

•    Royal icing hardens very quickly when exposed to air, so cover with a damp cloth, plastic wrap, or container lids when not in immediate use. Divide the icing into separate containers for each color to be used. Tint the icing with small amounts of food coloring until it reaches the color desired.

•    To use, icing can be spread onto cookies with an offset spatula or table knife—even painted on with small, previously unused paintbrushes, such as the ones that come in a child’s paint box—or it can be piped through a pastry bag and tips. For simple, plain outlines, use a zipper plastic bag with a tiny hole cut from one corner.



Makes about 3 cups of icing.






End of sample
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