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			Let’s start with coffee cake. It’s midnight and I’m stirring together flour, sugar, and eggs and toasting pine nuts and almonds in the oven. This is a fancy coffee cake—not your mother’s coffee cake, unless your mother is fancy—and it’s costing me serious time and money. But I am hungry for coffee cake; I am feeling spontaneous. The batter’s ready and I begin to pour it into the pan. Only the batter glops out in a severely disturbing way. I recheck the recipe and gasp when I realize that I’ve forgotten to add 11?2 sticks of cubed cold butter at the beginning. Without the butter, this coffee cake has no purpose, it has no soul. But it’s too late for the butter—the window for butter has closed—and so into the trash everything must go, a graveyard of splendors that were never meant to be.

			We start there, but perhaps we should start with fish: the night that I attempt fish en papillote (French for “cooked in parchment ”). Naturally, the recipe calls for parchment paper but I carelessly substitute waxed paper. Waxed paper and parchment paper are one and the same, I tell myself. So I place expensive fish on a square of waxed paper, then pile on the tomatoes, garlic, olives, and a generous amount of white wine. The waxed paper grows soggy, but I fear not. Soggy waxed paper is an important component of fish en papillote. As I attempt to seal my papillote, it begins to pull apart—the wine is making the waxed paper disintegrate. So I have the clever idea of using a stapler. I staple my papillote shut, place it in the oven, and wait the requisite fifteen minutes. When those fifteen minutes are up, I remove the package from the oven, cut it open, and stare down at a soggy, waxy fillet of fish that looks raw and wet and slimy, and perfect fodder for what is becoming my greatest audience: the garbage.

			Do we begin here or do we begin with the pumpkin cake that calls for one cup of pumpkin, but that receives an entire can? Or the time I think dried figs are the same as fresh figs (having never seen fresh figs), rendering the Zuni Café’s Chicken and Figs dish a lumpy, dumpy mess? Or should we talk about Nancy Silverton’s caramel corn, the most elusive and promising caramel corn in the world—a spice-laden confection made with cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, and a vanilla bean (a vanilla bean!), which I have ruined 18,000 times? I’ve ruined pans with it, I’ve ruined spoons with it, I’ve ruined furniture with it. At my funeral they will say, “He was a good man, a kind man. If only he’d mastered Nancy Silverton’s caramel corn, he might have amounted to something. ”

			This will happen to you. If you cook, I promise, this will happen. You will fail. Over and over again you will fail and then, even when you get better, you will fail some more. You will undercook your fish, you will burn your coffee cake, you will scorch, decimate, and curdle more often, at first, than you will smack your lips in delight. For those of us who come late to the kitchen, this is how we be-gin—we begin as miserable failures.

			Collectively, then, you may ask: “Why do it? What’s the point? Why not order a pizza or, I don’t know, microwave one of those Uncle Ben’s rice bowls? I love those Uncle Ben’s rice bowls. ”

			Listen—I understand where you’re coming from. Nothing is more frustrating, more anger-inducing than laboring over a dinner that explodes in your oven, that mocks your goodwill and your hunger, that makes you never want to cook again. But here’s the catch: floating above the fray is the possibility, the remote but very real possibility, that all of your efforts will collude into something joyous, something extraordinary. The smell of an almond cake baking, the sound of a lamb shank braising, the taste of your very first homemade hollandaise, are such potent sensations that no amount of failure can discourage you once you’ve tasted success.

			Cooking is magical. Don’t believe me? Pour a can of tomatoes into a pot, add one tablespoon of butter and half an onion, turn up the heat, and half an hour later you have Marcella Hazan’s basic tomato sauce. If you whisk together mustard and red wine vinegar and slowly drizzle in vegetable oil while continuing to whisk, you have emulsified vinaigrette. Remember that chemistry set you wanted as a kid? Your kitchen is that chemistry set, only the results are edible.

			Cooking is communal. Nothing beats the feeling you get when you make something delicious, feed it to someone else, and listen to him or her groan with pleasure. Cook with someone else and experience the joy of shared accomplishment: an evening of Trivial Pursuit ends in bruised egos; an evening of soufflé making ends in soufflé. The choice is yours.

			Cooking allows you to tap into history and other cultures. Want to experience life on the American prairie circa 1833? Make Vinegar Pie. Ever wonder what Africans do with lamb? Try Kadjemoula. Purchase a jar of curry and experience India. Gather olives, lemons, and feta and find yourself on a Greek odyssey. Coat yourself, your kitchen, and loved ones in butter and enjoy the phenomenon known as France.

			Finally, the patience and passion required to cook inform other areas of your life. As you’ll learn in the final chapter, my life completely changed when I started to cook. Small-picture wise, cooking is like yoga. Slicing a carrot, peeling a cucumber, whacking a rolling pin on a frozen block of dough can all be incredibly calming. Big picture wise, cooking creeps into your life in unexpected ways. My life is nowhere near the same now that I cook for myself, and I’d never want it to go back.

			The issue goes beyond cooking. Most young people (and not-so-young people) are still eating at the so-called “kiddie table ”—never venturing into the world of fine cuisine and the meaningful food experience. Mechanisms are in place to keep us away from the grown-ups: financial hurdles, snobby maître d’s, lack of information. I’m here to demystify it all for you and get you on your way.

			This book will help you dive headfirst into the world of food, from the market to the kitchen to the dining room. Instead of a dry step-by-step primer on sauces, stocks, and soufflés, this book will bring the culinary experience to life. I share with you the people, places, language, smells, techniques, stories, and strategies that make shopping, cooking, and dining such vital parts of our everyday existence.

			We’ll start with spaghetti; venture forth to the farmer’s market; free our mouths with olives, coffee, and cheese; cross cultures with a Korean lesbian; get knife lessons at the Union Square Café; help a former Mormon cook for his strictly religious date; face the scrutiny of my highly fussy family with a risky family dinner (including strawberry shortcake); eat lunch with a food icon (perhaps the most famous food writer alive today); dine alone at the poshest Paris eatery; and, finally, cook a tremendous feast for ten of my closest friends.

			In these pages, I hope to transmit to you the spirit of good eating and good living. That last phrase—“good living ”—is a bit saccharine in this age of glossy food magazines and waxy television hosts. But I hope that through my own, personal food story—my food awakening—you will understand how the smallest things in life (read: the food you eat) can help shape the biggest things, namely who you are as a person.

			“Damn, that’s heavy. Did you say there’d be cake? ”

			Yes.

			“And Asian lesbians? ”

			Yes.

			“Awesome. When do we start? ”

			We start right now! All you need is a big appetite and an open mind. Climb aboard, hungry reader: the journey starts here.

		

	
		ONE
Start with Spaghetti

		[image: ]

		The story goes that Mom, recently married, prepared a spaghetti dinner for Dad to enjoy upon coming home from work. According to her, she spent the day shopping for ingredients, rolling the meatballs, simmering the sauce. Dad, an ambitious young dentist, spent the day drilling holes in people’s mouths and wiping saliva off their chins. He came home very hungry.

		I suppose Mom welcomed him home with open arms and then declared that there was a feast to be had on the kitchen table: spaghetti and meatballs. Come, darling, have a seat.

		If one were to observe my father at any meal—including the meals he enjoys to this day—one might make the false assumption that he was raised in abject poverty, one of thirteen siblings who all had to fight for small slivers of government cheese at a table made of cardboard boxes. And while he didn’t grow up at the Waldorf Astoria, his Brooklyn childhood provides little evidence to justify the furious way he scarfs down food.

		“How is it, honey? ” asked Mom. “I worked all day on it. ”

		“Good, ” said Dad, scarfing and slurping.

		“Do you like the sauce? I used special tomatoes. ”

		“It’s good, ” said Dad, halfway done at fourteen seconds.

		“Do you want cheese on it? Or maybe some bread with it? ”

		“No, thanks, it’s fine. Very good. Thank you. ”

		Were we to counsel Mom at this moment in her life, sitting on her shoulder like a good guardian angel, we might suggest that she stop asking questions now. “I think he likes it, ” we’d say. “You can quit pestering him. ”

		Mom, however, had no sage marital guru—no Dr. Phil flapping around her cranium—so she persisted.

		“Do you like the way the sauce clings to the spaghetti? Do you like the way the onions are translucent? Do you like how the tines of the fork spell out ITALY? ”

		There are no witnesses to corroborate what happened next, but according to my mother, Dad took a fistful of spaghetti and flung it at her, streaking her overeager face with tomato sauce. My dad is not a violent person, so the mere act must have surprised him as much as it surprised her. Anticipating fireworks, he fled to the bathroom, locked the door, and quivered, terrified of what Mom— already a tempestuous spirit—might do.

		But Mom didn’t chase him into the bathroom. She didn’t put cyanide in his toothpaste or slash the tires on his car. Mom didn’t even curse his name as she wiped the translucent onions off her eyebrows. She simply chose the best revenge she could—a revenge worthy of Clytemnestra. As Dad came home from work day after day, exhausted and emaciated, Mom would greet him at the door with a warm welcome and then snatch away his car keys.

		“What’s for dinner, honey? ” Dad would ask.

		“Depends, ” Mom would say.

		“Depends on what? ”

		“It depends, ” said Mom, halfway out the door, “on where we’re going. ”

		You see, Mom, with little exception, never cooked for him again.

		If Mom’s culinary career ended with spaghetti, mine began where hers lefts off. Two and a half decades later, in the kitchen of my one-bedroom Atlanta apartment, I made— for the very first time—a sauce that’s become a staple in my repertoire. It’s the sauce that made me fall in love with cooking, a simple assemblage of ingredients that within thirty minutes becomes something entirely new. Upon tasting the concoction, I had all the enthusiasm of my young mother and no one there to throw it, quite literally, back in my face. The recipe comes from chef Mario Batali’s Babbo Cookbook and that’s where our adventure begins.

		
			Basic Tomato Sauce

			From The Babbo Cookbook

			Makes 4 cups

			¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

			1 Spanish onion, finely diced

			4 garlic cloves, peeled and thinly sliced

			3 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme, or 1 tablespoon dried

			½ medium carrot, finely shredded

			2 28-ounce cans peeled whole tomatoes

			Kosher salt

			In a 3-quart saucepan, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Add the onion and garlic and cook until soft and light golden brown, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the thyme and carrot and cook for 5 minutes more, or until the carrot is quite soft. With your hands, crush the tomatoes and add them with their juices. Bring to a boil, stirring often, and then lower the heat and simmer for 30 minutes, or until the sauce is as thick as hot cereal. Season with salt and serve. This sauce keeps for 1 week in the refrigerator or for up to 6 months in the freezer.

		

		“Okay, I’m at Whole Foods, ” says Lauren. “And I can’t find a Spanish onion. ”

		I have requested that Lauren, my friend and former roommate who now lives in Washington, D.C., make tomato sauce along with me over the phone. The point of this project is to prove that making tomato sauce is so easy and so pleasurable that even a self-confessed noncook (Lauren) can make magic in her kitchen.

		“I see yellow onions and I see white onions, ” she says. “But I don’t see Spanish onions. What’s a Spanish onion? ”

		Earlier in the day, I sent Lauren the ingredients from the Babbo Cookbook recipe. I didn’t send her the recipe it-self—I was going to take her through it step-by-step. The ingredients, I figured, she could get on her own without any trouble.

		Flash forward to Lauren at Whole Foods stuck in the onion section needing my help. When I’d gone to the Whole Foods in my neighborhood earlier in the day, there was a clearly labeled stack of Spanish onions. I assume the one in D.C. is the same, so I ask Lauren: “Do you see the labels above the onions? Does one of them say Spanish onions? ”

		She pauses and says: “I’m not an idiot! If it said Spanish onions I would’ve just taken one and I wouldn’t have called. ”

		What Lauren is expressing here is the anxiety we all experience the first time we shop for a recipe. “Lauren, ” I say calmly, “a Spanish onion is larger and sweeter than a yellow onion, but a yellow onion will work fine. ”

		A pause and then, “Okay, got it. I’ll call you if I get stuck again. ”

		Tomato sauce represents everything I like about cooking. First of all, I like the infinite variations on a theme—if you simmer tomatoes in a pot for thirty minutes you’ll have a sauce. You can make that sauce with butter or olive oil or pork fat; you can make it with onions or garlic or shallots; you can make it with fresh tomatoes or canned tomatoes; you can use fresh basil and thyme or dried basil and thyme or any combination thereof. In my cookbook collection alone there are at least thirty recipes for tomato sauce.

		Second, making tomato sauce rewards attention to detail. The more you make it, the better you’ll get at it. The first time you might, say, add the garlic too soon and it may turn too brown; next time you’ll know to add it a little while after the onion. You’ll discover that squeezing the tomatoes submerged in their own liquid will prevent you from squirting yourself in the eye. You’ll know precisely when the sauce is done and how much salt to add.

		Finally, making tomato sauce is like meditating Italian style: you stand there over the stove, stirring softly and fanning the smells toward your face, and you feel a deep sense of inner peace. That is, until the phone rings.

		“Okay, ” says Lauren. “I have my ingredients. I have water boiling for the pasta. Now tell me: how do I chop an onion? ”

		You’ll discover as you cook more and more that the tasks you once found difficult you now take for granted. Lauren’s inexperience reminds me of where I was just three years ago. Chopping an onion is one of the easiest things to do and should be a cinch to explain over the phone.

		“Take your onion, ” I say. “Put it on the cutting board and cut the top and bottom off. ”

		I wait to hear the appropriate chopping sounds and when I do I say, “Okay, good. Now then, I want you to cut the onion in half, north to south. ”

		“North to south? ” asks Lauren. “What does that mean? ”

		“It means, ” I explain, “you should cut it through the root end. ”

		“Through the root end, ” she repeats and I wait again for another noise, hear it, and congratulate her.

		“Very good, ” I say. “Now peel the skin off. ”

		Crinkly noises echo over the line and then Lauren says, “Done. ”

		“Now, ” I press on, “place the onion cut-side down on the cutting board with the root end pointing away from you. Make slits in the onion east to west, parallel to the lines in the onion toward the root end without cutting all the way through. ”

		Another pause and then: “Huh? ”

		I take a deep breath. “Look at your hand, okay? Point your fingers at your face. You want to make slits in the onion the way there are lines between your fingers, not cutting all the way through to the knuckles but cutting all the way down between the spaces in your fingers. Got it? ”

		“I think so, ” says Lauren and I hear the knife hit the board several times.

		“Excellent, ” I say. “And now we’re going to make cuts along the z-axis. You remember the z-axis from algebra? ”

		Silence.

		“Okay, imagine a globe. There are the longitudinal lines and latitudinal lines. You just made cuts along the longitudinal lines, eventually you’ll make cuts on the latitudinal lines, but right now you’re going to make cuts into the globe. ”

		“Into the globe? ”

		Lauren sounds tired.

		“Let me put it another way. The onion is flat on the board now, right? ”

		“Right. ”

		“Turn it so the slit end is facing the right and the root end is to your left. You are going to glide your knife, parallel to the board, into the onion at the slit end about half an inch up and then half an inch higher, and that’s it. It’s just two cuts. ”

		A pause and then, “Okay, I made the cuts. ” Did she make the cuts? I didn’t hear any noise.

		“Very well, ” I conclude. “Now slice the onion northsouth with the slit end facing to the right. ”

		“Like a paper cutter, ” suggests Lauren.

		“Yes, like a paper cutter. ”

		Another pause, loud cutting noises, and then: “Hey, it’s falling into little pieces! I’m dicing an onion! ”

		When it comes to cooking, techniques matter more than recipes. It’s like playing the piano: knowing one song may impress your friends and neighbors for a brief spell at parties, but it won’t get you a job as an accompanist for an opera diva. When she puts down the sheet music for “Queen of the Night ” and expects you to play, you can’t stammer and sweat and say: “But I only know ‘Puff the Magic Dragon.’ ”

		We start with tomato sauce because it’s as much about technique as it’s about anything else. You have to chop the onion, you have to mince the garlic, you have to squeeze the tomatoes, you have to control the heat, and you have to salt it properly.

		“Okay, ” I tell Lauren, who, after long discussions about peeling, smashing, and chopping garlic, and squeezing tomatoes properly, seems to be at her wit’s end. “Now let’s start our sauce. ”

		“It’s 9:15, ” cries Lauren. “I haven’t eaten since lunch. ”

		“Don’t worry, ” I say. “Now that everything’s chopped and ready to go, you have your mise in place— ”

		“Meez en plahs, ” she corrects. Lauren speaks French. The phrase mise en place translates literally to “setting in place. ”

		“Well, now that you have your meez en plahs, ” I continue, “all you have to do is add it to the heat. ”

		And for the most part that’s true. She adds the olive oil,then the onion, then the garlic, and cooks them for ten minutes. She adds the thyme (she loves the smell of thyme, she’s discovered) and the carrot and then, finally, the tomatoes. She brings it to a boil then lowers the heat, as instructed.

		“Now, ” I say, “let it simmer for thirty minutes. ”

		I can hear her stomach growl in response.

		“In the meantime, let’s cook our pasta. ”

		Cooking pasta is as much an art as making sauce. There’s nothing worse, in my opinion, than overcooked pasta. To get that perfect al dente texture you have to add the pasta to rapidly boiling, salted water, preferably in a large pot.

		“I don’t have a large pot, ” pleads Lauren, who, as you’ll remember, started boiling water an hour earlier when we started. That water has since evaporated.

		“Fine, ” I say. “Just use the pot you were using. ”

		Once her water is at a rapid boil, I have her add salt and then half a box of fusilli (it holds the sauce best).

		“Now stir it around so it doesn’t stick. ”

		Pause.

		“How’s that sauce looking? ”

		“It looks good, ” she says.

		“How’s the texture? Does it look like oatmeal? Mario Batali says it should look like oatmeal.

		” “It doesn’t look like oatmeal yet. ”

		“How long has it been? ”

		“Twenty-five minutes, ” she reports.

		“Now we should salt it. Take a handful of kosher salt and sprinkle it over the top to start. Stir it around and taste. ” When you add salt at the beginning it contributes to the breaking down of the tomatoes; when you add it at the end it flavors the sauce but allows the tomatoes to retain their texture. So if you want a more broken-down sauce, add salt at the start; if you want a chunky sauce like I do, add it at the end.

		She adds the salt and says it tastes good.

		“Good or properly seasoned? The mark of a great chef is how well they salt their food. I think you need more salt—add another sprinkling. ”

		A pause and then I continue with my line of questioning. “How long has your pasta been cooking? Seven minutes? Take a piece of pasta out and taste it. Is it super al dente? That’s how you avoid overcooking your pasta. ”

		Lauren tastes and reports that it’s almost cooked through.

		“Perfect! ” I cheer. “Drain that in the sink, but don’t rinse it! ”

		I hear the swish of water.

		“Rinsing your pasta is a big no-no—it washes away all the starch that will help the sauce to stick. Now we’re going to add the almost cooked pasta to the sauce and let it finish cooking in there. ” I learned this technique from Mario Batali on TV. “But first go back to the sauce. Taste it. If you taste the salt, there’s too much of it, but if you don’t taste it and all the flavors taste bright and lively, then it’s perfectly seasoned. Are you tasting mostly tomatoes or are you tasting mostly garlic? Do you think it needs red pepper flakes? ”

		“Ahhhh! ” she screams. “I am a starving woman. I am adding this pasta to the sauce and I am eating it and I don’t care how much salt there is, how much sauce there is, I’m just eating it and you’re going to leave me alone. Don’t call me back! ”

		She hangs up the phone and even though she’s two hundred miles away, I can feel flung tomato sauce gliding down my forehead.

		The next day I wake up plagued with guilt. Did I, with my ever-expanding enthusiasm for food and cooking, smother the seeds of enthusiasm that might have sprouted for Lauren? At these early stages of cooking, one needs to be nurtured, not badgered. I know that it’s all very confusing at first. Why did I bully her so much? Couldn’t I have made it easier, more inviting, more pleasurable? I’ve basically ensured for Lauren a future of canned peas and frozen meat loaf.

		Yet, it’s a testament to her good character that the next day she writes me an e-mail, apologizes for her outburst, and goes on to say: “The sauce did taste homemade—not like my usual can of tomato sauce—and the pasta really was cooked perfectly. The one drawback to the whole event was learning how to cut the onion. Man, that took such a long time. I wish the prep part went quicker.

		Although I really did enjoy peeling the leaves off the thyme because it smelled sooo good. ”

		Thyme is an herb that intoxicates before and after you use it. It’s a powerful smell, a haunting smell, the kind that you don’t smell in the frozen food aisle or at your local fast-food joint. The fact that Lauren mentions this smell in her e-mail suggests to me that I haven’t failed completely, that she may have been bitten by the same bug that bit me just a few years earlier. Once you’ve done it, nothing can replace the sensual experience of adding fresh thyme to a pot of simmering tomatoes, onion, and garlic. We start with tomato sauce because of the sense memories it creates; these sense memories are formative. You will build on them, you will expand upon them, but you will always go back to them. A few small steps in your kitchen and the spell is cast, the transformation begins.

		And what is cooking about if not transformation? It’s a process that allows us to change the raw to the cooked, the bland to the seasoned, the boring to the beautiful. Cooks can take minimal ingredients and create a feast, or take ingredients for a feast and make a small tasting menu. Learning how to cook is learning to be a sorcerer; sorcerers make transformations happen. And there in her kitchen, Lauren shook her magic wand of a wooden spoon and transformed herself. It took only garlic, tomatoes, and a badgering friend.

		Sure enough, a few weeks later, Lauren calls me early in the afternoon because she wants to make chicken soup from scratch. “Which recipe should I use? ” she asks. “Do you have any recommendations? ”

		I have plenty but I’m too busy admiring my handiwork.

		“Lauren! ” I say. “Do you hear yourself? You’re going to make chicken soup from scratch! ”

		There’s a pause and then she says, “Well, don’t get too excited. I’m just doing it because I’m sick. ”

		But these words have no effect on me. I am elated—the formula worked. Lauren survived her sauce making without the scars that mark so many of our early cooking experiences. She is a new Lauren, a fearless Lauren, no longer the kitchen skeptic that I once knew. She started with spaghetti and now she’s a cook.

	
		
			To Craig,
the best eater I know
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