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Dedication

DEDICATED TO BETSY, GREG, AND CYNDY.

Thank you for all that you made us, all that you gave us.
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Tomato on a Silver Tray

When you’re traveling by motorcycle, certain aches accumulate: stiff knees, tight back, cramping hands, and shoulders that tense like clay drying in a kiln. A constant state of suspended hyperfocus trickles from one individual body part to the next. Ultimately it escalates into a single fatigue that begs you to stop and rest, to simply eat and drink. Now imagine the cumulative effect after riding for days on end. Simply unbooting your feet would be indulgent. Your destination’s close. GPS indicates another three hours if you keep course, but it also offers an alternate path, one with a gorge known for very blue waters, so you make accommodations to stop and swim because baptism by wild waters is a specific kind of bliss. You’re cutting it close, but it’s summer and you’re in France and in love, with the benefit of youth and the longest days of the year on your side; you don’t intend to skimp.

The water soothes your tired joints like medicine from an ancient healer (maybe you’re not that young, in fact). Hours pass. Wet and tired, hungrier but refreshed, you hop back on the bike and set out to race the sun to your lodging. But the ETA has moved further into the future, and the sun is sinking faster than you’re driving. Cell service is long gone, but you don’t speak French anyway. You pull over to reread the directions from the email confirmation for the remote, medieval stone cottage you’re trying to locate by feel. In Google-translated English, it says more or less the following:

When you see the sign on the top of a mailbox, it means that you have found a parking lot! Twenty meters below is a bend where a track dig into schist rocks can begins. This track leads to the hamlet, and in any case, it is completely suitable and safe for vehicles even if it might seem intimidating should this be your first visit to the Cévennes.

After several passes over the same mountain road, no mailbox to speak of, you follow a combination of instinct and desperation down an unmarked, rocky trail of switchbacks. It is almost 10 p.m. The sky is electric—that fierce blue color that comes right before darkness wraps its arms around everything and pulls day into night.

If you can imagine all this, you can imagine our relief when we finally find the cottage; we are exhausted, dusty, sore. Ravenous. A man stands expectantly at the end of the road to greet us. Thin and tall, wearing a bucket hat and wire-rimmed glasses, he smiles through his graying beard. We are embarrassed by our extreme tardiness; his wife cooked supper hours ago. Pascal dismisses our concerns and waves us over enthusiastically, how I picture Tyler’s dad would have welcomed us home.

He’s over the moon to explain in admirable English the history of his three stone cottages (built in the fifth century) and to show us how he and his wife, Frédérique, have converted them into guesthouses. He points out the fence he built to keep the boars out and takes us under an ancient bridge to a twinkling swimming hole, nine feet deep and guarded by no fewer than fourteen spiders. They’re harmless, he assures us, and recommends a midnight dip. Stars are now in abundance and a crescent moon hangs high, so Pascal concludes the tour. He takes us inside each of the three cottages and asks us to choose one, which is difficult because we are exhausted and they are all perfect, and making a choice would suggest that there was a lesser option, which we don’t want to imply. Pascal insists. We oblige our host and select cottage number three. We are past the dinner hour even by European standards, fully prepared to fend for ourselves.

We flip open the bike’s top box and dig out a half-eaten bag of mostly smashed crackers, a round of Pélardon, and the bottle of wine we picked up at the last gas station (gas stations in the Cévennes are much better than those in Los Angeles). As we arrange these items on our patio table, we are worn out, hungry, and perfectly happy to sit in the dark and eat cheese off a knife while the cicadas go on and on.

It’s at this already idyllic moment that a small figure comes down the hill from the main house. It’s Frédérique. She walks toward us with urgency, carrying something we can’t quite yet see. She arrives on our porch and sets down an ornate silver tray. The tray is utterly beautiful; etched handles gleam in the moonlight recalling some long-ago period and an anonymous silversmith. It’s a tray you’d see for thousands of dollars at an antique store or in a five-star hotel. In the center is a single tomato the size of a small pumpkin, flanked by a proper steak knife, two forks, two small wine glasses, salt and pepper in tiny glass shakers, two white linen napkins, and a little dish of olive oil. Frédérique, beside herself that we missed dinner, had gone into her garden to locate and harvest this Jurassic tomato in the dark, possibly the largest yet known to humanity, so concerned was she that we have supper. We thank her as profusely as possible given our pathetic abilities in French, embarrassed and regretful we don’t speak the language, save for some bashful mercis. She hardly says a word. Her care is evidenced by, and proportional to, the colossal tomato and the inarguable elegance in its thoughtful delivery. Intuiting our needs as only a genuine host can, she heads up the hill, leaving us alone to dine.

We cut into the tomato and top it with the smashed crackers. We shake salt and pepper from their cubes and spoon olive oil over the plate. We unwrap the gas station goat cheese and set it on the tray, plunging the steak knife into the cheese without bothering to wipe the tomato juices and seeds from the blade and fill our small wine glasses with the open, not very cold bottle of rosé that was sloshing around on the back of the bike for hours, and we proceed to eat one of the most memorable meals of our entire lives.

We have had some spectacular meals, privileged in both decadence and company, but to be so loved by a stranger, so fed by a single tomato, it was an emotional event. The tomato was delicious—juicy and sweet; it tasted like earth. But the sincerity in Frédérique’s gesture is what brought me to my knees.

The tomato wasn’t delivered in exchange for money or credit or praise; she simply had to feed us. It’s the same driving force that propelled my Jewish mother, whom I can vividly picture yanking things urgently from the fridge to assemble and heat up at 10 p.m., when I would roll home from college on weekends; it’s how I imagine Tyler’s dad would make his salsa, chopping onions and cilantro in his denim cutoffs, or why his mother went out to collect berries for her cobbler. It’s what compels Chef Paul, while completely in the weeds during dinner service, to put a mini ceviche tostada in the pass for me, knowing I’ve been dreaming of that snack silently all night. I watch the line cooks put sliced melon up for the servers and I see the baristas line up lattes and mochas for the cooks—not in answer to a request but by intuition, out of care. These are the acts of service. They can’t be sold or bought.

On one of our first dates, Tyler and I went for tacos. When the guacamole and chips landed, we dipped, as you do. The guac dwindled down, and we kept halving what remained in the bowl. We each wanted the other to have the last bite of guac. It came down to a ridiculous extreme, a comical speck of avocado. Sometimes when life has sucked us in so far and I’m irritated that Tyler has used my handmade Japanese pruning shears to butcher a raw chicken, I recall the guacamole because it’s us at our very best, putting someone else’s comfort ahead of our own, finding real joy through the delight the other takes in simply eating something delicious—a lot like that tomato. That’s hospitality.

On that motorcycle trip our senses were sharpened like carbon steel on a whetstone. The scent of the fresh laundry and the bread baking in each small town wafted into our helmets. Our needs were whittled down to extreme basics—vending machine cappuccinos outside the restrooms at the Total were heaven, and the ham sandwich we ate on a roadside bench much later from the same fuel stop was luxury. We’ve long since retired the bikes, but Frédérique and her tomato stick with me as the purest expression of the intangible thing we work daily to create.

Collected here are our meals and stories. They are partly mine, partly Tyler’s, and ultimately ours, intertwined as a single artifact. They connect us. They navigate us. They shorten geographical distances to those who live far away and strengthen our connection to those we love who are no longer alive.

They are the proof, the reason why pizza bagels and quesadillas and epic tomatoes from a stranger’s garden are as meaningful as properly searing the lamb shoulder before a braise, as crucial as salt itself. Though a cookbook implies a set of tool-specific tasks and skills collected and honed over the course of decades, preferably in a professional kitchen, that’s not what these pages, nor our favorite meals, contain. Our recipes are not too measured—that’s not how we live and it’s not how we eat. Cooking isn’t about technical training, though a sharp knife will take you far. It’s about feeling, connecting with, and cultivating your senses so that the memories of the meals stain your soul and stick to your ribs long after the guests leave and the dishes are done (or aren’t).

Make these recipes your own. Follow your instincts. Use this book as you would a map, not the rule of law. You can add pepper even if the recipe doesn’t say to do so; you can use more vinegar for a dressing or throw nuts in the cookies; you can stop for a swim in a gorge. Cooking and eating and feeding and serving are really just loving. That’s yours to shape, to roast, to stir, to bake, to discover—and it has nothing to do with staying on the main road.
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On Cooking
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For a short period of time, when the world was suspended and even a warm meal was only tenuously accessible, we sold market boxes filled with the good stuff we’d used for the menu at All Time—produce grown by farmers we knew, and meat and fish from trusted purveyors. The specter of the pandemic loomed over daily life. Quality goods were hard to get. Naturally, the neighborhood was excited. And then the phone started ringing. People were calling to ask what to do with a steak, or what the green stuff was that looked like broccoli, with the yellow flowers (flowering broccoli).

I realized very quickly that people hadn’t been cooking much. Maybe for special occasions, but not with confidence, and not for pleasure or day-to-day living. I remember a guy who was so intimidated by the idea of cooking fish. When I told him to salt it, get a pan hot, put it in the pan, and then leave it be on the stove, he said, “That’s it?!” He braced for nine additional steps and complicated instructions. To which I replied, “Yes. We’re just cooking!”

I catch myself saying that a lot. I say it as encouragement to a young cook who I see panicking when we run out of bok choy for the fish in the middle of dinner service, when a pile of gorgeous purple kale sits ready in waiting; I say it in exasperation to myself, when I read about a new restaurant that’s sphere-ifying a strawberry in mid-July, as though that’s more impressive than whipping up some crème fraîche and enjoying the berry as it grew. I say it to no one, to everyone, to myself.

And while cooking does take effort, food can be delicious without being overly serious, and it can be enjoyable and rewarding without being intimidating. You don’t need an iCombi (a fancy oven with more controls than a Cessna) or tweezers or an immersion circulator. You don’t need those in your home, and I don’t necessarily think you need them in a restaurant.

All Time really started in our backyard. We cooked food mostly outside since the kitchen in our home was the size of a bathroom and equally conducive to chopping onions. I built a wood oven on cinder blocks because, as a romantic, I will always prefer cooking on live fire. I love analog, simple, traditional things that work, and that you can fix when they don’t. Cars, bicycles, tools, pots and pans, knives, and cooking fuel. Fire is so practical. It doesn’t break. As I type this, we’ve had four of our six ovens at All Time go down. Three of them were brand-new and cost the rough equivalent of a medium-size yacht.

I am designed to make the most from the least. I grew up poor in West Virginia and that’s certainly a part of what appeals to me. To cook outdoors, you need wood and not much else. You can build a fire grill for less than twenty dollars if you’re crafty, and that’s satisfying.

Fire is flavor. Dogma can come along with fancy equipment; that can yield food lacking a point of view. If you’ve handed over the sensory aspects and decision-making of cooking to an operating system, what’s the point? Fire reacts with food and becomes its own flavorful ingredient. If you can learn how to use that to your advantage, your food will taste better.

Cooking on fire is simple. There aren’t too many levers to pull, and constraint breeds creativity. Creativity doesn’t come from limitless options; that’s being spoiled. Boiling pasta water over a fire is creative. It slows you down to each step of the process, tunes you in. Not that you always want to make pasta like that, but you might find yourself in a place where you’d want to. Like when you’re camping.

Ashley and I made hot dogs in the fireplace of a cabin in the woods that had no kitchen. I cooked a steak dinner in the same fireplace without pots, pans, racks, or cooking implements. It was a mess. It was also memorable, unlike the chicken that a computer might cook (yes, that’s a real thing).

Fire also requires patience and negotiation. The inputs are so honest. More heat, more wood. Too much heat, move some coals away. Too
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