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Onward Kitchen Soldiers

Robert Chirico


Tell me what you eat, and I shall tell you what you are.

Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin


Prologue

Two years of intensive training with the CIA were now behind him. The slim, sandy-haired young man stretched out his long, achy fingers and tightly clasped the sharp, well-balanced blade in his right hand. His wrist throbbed beneath a sweat-soaked Ace bandage, but the blow was swift, hard, and accurate. He had been taught well. His wrist burned as he drew a slit down the center of the torso. He then deftly flicked the tip of the blade sideways and turned the knife ninety degrees to score a second slash across the motionless carcass. And then, suddenly, it was his turn to be assaulted.

“Flacotello!” yelled Carlo Muñoz, the twenty-year veteran chef and life-long grouch. “Rapido on that crabmeat. What the hell are you doing—giving it last rites?”

Having cut his twentieth Dungeness crab of the day into four nearly equal segments, the overheated, underpaid rookie chef, Charles Mitello, extracted the crabmeat from its shell. Normally they had prepped enough crab and lobster meat for a normal lunch service, but normal seemed to have been ejected from the dictionary that Friday, as seemingly everyone in the restaurant was at least one dish with shellfish. It was Valentine’s Day, and Charles wondered if he had missed the rumor that shellfish was purported to be the new aphrodisiac. He swiftly scooped it into an aluminum bowl and smacked the metal spoon on the rim of the bowl to deposit the last flaky morsels.

Outside the kitchen, the subdued lighting of the cozy dining room radiated a warm, romantic glow over the two dozen or so couples talking softly under the mellow tones of Diana Krall’s “The Look of Love.” Meanwhile, in the tiny cramped restaurant kitchen, it was the look of loathing as chefs avoided collision amid the clatter of cooking, carping, and cussing as an unrelenting stream of Valentine’s Day lunch orders were all seemingly ringing in at the same time. The new manager had overbooked again, and in hopes of appearing fully attentive to their customers, the wait staff took multiple orders before sending them to the kitchen all at once. Although a customary run of chaos would have been anticipated on that capricious day of days, the scenario was further convulsed by the dishwasher and prep helper, Julio, showing up rat-legged and reeking of some unknown alcoholic spirit that had a distinct aroma akin to Lestoil. He was sleeping off his bender between the sacks of red onions and Yukon Gold potatoes in the cellar. Another sack would come later in the day when Julio was just sober enough to be sacked and tossed out on his duff, and Charles was doing double duty trying to keep up.

Charles’s gaunt face was a bright scarlet, matching that of any of the lobsters he had boiled and gutted earlier. Pausing only to dab a precarious droplet of perspiration threatening to fall onto the crab, he shoved the bowl at Carlo, who promptly and unceremoniously dumped it along with some basil into a simmering pan of risotto. It was then on to more lobster for Charles, or “Flacotello” as he had been christened by the elder Dominican chef, Carlo. Like all the new cooks in the kitchen at Pozzo’s, a pricey continental bistro in New York’s Chelsea district just south of Madison Square Garden, he was given a nickname that combined a personal character trait with part of his name. This vague anonymity would suffice until he was there long enough to be worthy of actually being remembered by his real name. With the turnover rate at Pozzo’s being somewhere between the shelf life of milk and cream, many newbies were forgotten well before that. Charles was manifestly tall and thin—“flaco”—and this attribute was joined to the last syllable of his surname in a happier marriage than some of the underlings with less distinguishable characteristics. These poor souls were branded with more generic and usually derisive prefixes and were destined to live out their often brief places on the line as Chulogata and Maricontini—“pretty boy” and “faggot.” The newest of the new did not even merit that hospitality and were collectively belittled as “Peenchy.”

A recent graduate of the Culinary Institute of America—the other CIA—Charles had commenced what he thought would be weeks of pounding pavements before he might land a job pounding veal at a posh Manhattan restaurant. But Charles lucked out; he had the good fortune of stopping by Pozzo’s on the very same morning that one of the prep chefs had the equal misfortune of being nabbed for hawking cocaine to an undercover cop in a washroom at Penn Station. Charles was hired on probation, not that probation mattered much to the seasoned executive chef Alberto Bartollo. The restaurant owners had axed more people over the years than GM had laid off in Flint, Michigan, and Bartollo figured that if Charles didn’t work out, at least the young chef would keep the bisques and brochettes rolling out of the kitchen until he could find a suitable replacement. But Charles was working out, and working out remarkably well at that.

Since he began manning the prep station, Charles had been embraced with all the warmth one might extend to a leper in the dog days of August—except by the fry cook, Weezer, who would routinely yank Charles’s short ponytail when he wasn’t attempting to goose the cute new boy on the cutting block. So far the only veteran in the kitchen to show him any true amiability was a dessert chef, and the only other Italian besides Bartollo, Stevie “Cheeks” Ponzini. Stevie was nicknamed Cheeks for the obvious reason that he looked like a chipmunk that had just raided a backyard bird feeder. When he found out that Charles was Italian, he winked and said he would take care of him if he needed anything.

Charles had lost nearly fifteen pounds, and what was left of the exposed pale limbs on his six-foot frame was burned, blistered, cut, cuticled, and callused. The cuts never really healed, and freshly squeezed lemon juice was as welcome as a habanero eye wash. Like most chefs, he was becoming a veritable medical casebook of welts and burns. He also managed to singe his eyebrows and most of the hair on his forearms, and he succeeded in accomplishing all of this while still having time to shell and cook baskets of lobster and crab, peel and devein buckets of shrimp, and scale, fillet, and debone schools of skate, salmon, and sole. True, his wages were modestly modeled on the pay scale of a lavatory attendant in Mumbai, but a true chef’s zeal and acceptance of adversity was probably only surpassed by suicide bombers—and only by a little at that.

The orders were streaming in, and if there was one sound that all of the chefs in the kitchen did hear, it was the interminable buzz and scratch of the printer as it spit out dual sheets of white and yellow paper. One copy was affixed to the restaurant side of the cooks’ station, and the other stuck in a holder on the other side for the chefs.

“Ordering!” Bartollo yelled as he yanked the mass of tickets issuing from the printer. He threw the yellow copy at Carlo and slipped the white one next to a dozen others lining the stainless shelf. “Two black bean cakes, fish tacos, and a house salad on the fly. And Muñoz, where’s my salmon!”

Carlo plated the salmon and cried “Caliente! Caliente! Hot! Hot!” as he ran down the line and tossed his empty pan into one of the dish room sinks. Bartollo wiped an errant glob of sauce from the edge of the plate and garnished the fish with a sprig of thyme.

Charles was also queasy from the lack of sleep and one of their bartender’s lethal “surprise-me” cocktails the night before, but he was damned if he was going to give in—at least not with the horny Weezer hovering about and ready to tattoo yet one more black-and-blue blemish on his butt. In spite of his exhaustion, Charles eagerly watched the stocky, middle-aged line chef, Fausto, adding chopped tomatoes, a splash of Madeira, and the amber liquid from strained morels to a simmering saucepan, and he imagined himself one day in the august role of chef de cuisine, triumphantly flipping the pan to licks of rising flames instead of stepping and fetching for everyone else in the kitchen.

“Flacotello, more crabmeat!” Carlo brusquely interrupted his reverie in a tone so shrill that Charles would not have been surprised to see the crabs leap out of their shells of their own volition and plunge into the boiling pot.

The orders cascaded out of the printer like ticker tape on the day of the stock market crash, and Charles tossed two more crabs into the rippling water while wiping his forehead with the sleeve of his coat. The sleeve was no drier than his forehead. As a result, he merely pushed the perspiration from one temple to the other. Ladling out the crabs, he cracked the top shell off one of them and sniffed. Charles’s friends often joked that he had a 20/20 sense of smell, and as the steam from the crabmeat hit his nose, his nostrils flared out as if someone had shoved a kitty litter box under them. Instinctively letting out a yelp of disgust, he instantly attracted the concern of Bartollo.

“Something wrong, Mitello?” Bartollo snapped. “What’s up?”

Bartollo’s checked fez-like cap was pushed back slightly on his head, revealing the graying hair at his temples. Unlike the potty-mouthed sobriquets contrived by the playful cooks, Bartollo was strictly on a last-name basis with all of his employees, thinking that it promoted professionalism. It didn’t. Nothing did that.

“I don’t like the smell of this crab,” Charles said timidly. “It reminds me a little of low tide at Jamaica bay.”

“Skip the comments, Mitello. Bring it here.”

Charles proffered it to the chef. Bartollo furrowed his brow as he meticulously sniffed at the piece of meat. “It smells okay to me. I guess we need to try the saline test.”

“What’s that?”

“This,” Bartollo said, tossing a tiny piece into his mouth.

Eyes closed, he chewed thoughtfully. He took another piece, sniffed it, and handed it to Charles.

“It’s fine,” Bartollo said. “You try it.”

Charles took a piece, sniffed it, and tasted it.

“Well?” the chef asked impatiently.

“I guess you’re right,” Charles said timidly. “I guess I’m a little overly sensitive.”

With that, Bartollo returned to the line, straightened his cap, and resumed his directives. “Ordering: Pork tenderloin. Filet, well-done. Ugh!”

Charles considered the flavor of the crabmeat. It was probably okay—a trifle near the edge for his liking, but no one would notice anything when it was cooked and masked with the pungent aroma of the saffron. He picked up his knife and resumed chopping. Suddenly his cheeks started to burn and began swelling out to compete with those of the venerable Stevie. His throat was dry and suddenly tight, and he found it difficult to breathe. He struggled to inhale, but he could barely suck in any air. He repeatedly gasped for air, but precious little came. Everything in the kitchen seemed to be hissing: butter in sauté pans, rib eyes on the grill, calamari in the deep fryer. All at once his vision began to blur. The sounds also faded, as if being filtered through wads of cotton. Panicking, he twisted violently and tried grabbing Carlo’s arm. His well-worn Misono chef’s knife fell to the ground. Clutching at his throat with one hand, and frantically clasping at the empty air with the other, he plummeted to the kitchen floor.

* * *

Charles awoke on a cracked and brittle brown leather Chesterfield couch in Bartollo’s office. Save for a ceiling fan slowly gyrating above, the room was quiet. The silence, however, was no less stifling than the noise of the infernal kitchen. Bottles of wine for sampling crowded one desk alongside a precarious stack of menus. None of the furniture matched, and the décor could readily be described as late Bronx gypsy tea room. It was just after 3:00. Out in the kitchen there was the usual pre-dinner lull as the staff prepped greens for salads, stuffed ravioli, trimmed tenderloins, compared scars, and laughed over personal cooking horror stories. Shakespeare may have penned, “If music be the food of love, then play on,” but in contrast to the soft, smooth jazz that innocuously warbled in the background during meal service, the strident Metallica and rap that issued from the kitchen between shifts might have apprised the customary clientele into imagining that cannibals were dishing up their fancy fare.

Weary from work and rheumy-eyed from balsamic vinegar fumes and cigarette smoke, Bartollo was slumped back in his chair as he watched Charles revitalize. He took a long drag on his cigarette. The executive chef was bareheaded, and he pensively ran his fingers through his short-cropped, tightly curled hair. The afternoon light was not kind to Alberto Bartollo. It discourteously divulged how decades in the restaurant business had transformed his rugged chiseled features into sallow pockets seemingly hacked out by a dull Swiss Army knife.

Next to him sat the front-of-the-house manager and host, Scott. In the short time that Charles had been there, he had come to detest the humorless man. Charles chalked it up to intellectual differences: He had an intellect, and the manager did not. He was not alone in this antipathy. It was soon evident to Charles that none of the staff liked him either. The officious Scott knew practically nothing about food, but the little pencil-necked boor had an aptitude for turning tables, cutting corners, and shafting the staff extra shifts, thereby making pots of money for the restaurant. Charles thought that he would enjoy sharing a couple of beers with the fellow about as much as he might prize having his kneecaps sawed off. He then heard a click behind him. Turning his head slightly, Charles watched as a snowy-haired gentleman in a three-piece suit took a black leather case from his lap and lowered it to the floor. The man had all the vivacity and mirth of a tombstone salesman. What struck Charles most, however, was the way all of them had been staring at him, as if he had a long streamer of toilet paper stuck to his shoe or if his fly was half open and a corner of his chef’s coat was peeking through.

“How do you feel?” Bartollo asked through a puff of cigarette smoke.

“A little groggy,” Charles answered, peeling his sticky arms from the couch. He sat up slowly. “And embarrassed, but I guess it happens. I’ll be just fine for dinner.”

Bartollo looked across his desk at the man in the suit. The man shot back a glance without moving his head.

“You know, Al, you really should cut down,” the man said curtly to the chef. “It will kill you.

“Right. But this one won’t.” Bartollo took a last puff and snuffed out his cigarette in a large, overflowing caviar-can-cum-ashtray. He clasped his hands together. His narrow fingers were gnarled and reedy, like late-season asparagus. He leaned forward. Meanwhile, Charles had slipped the elastic band off his short ponytail and raked back his thick brown hair.

“Mitello,” Bartollo said softly. “It wasn’t the heat. You didn’t just faint out there.”

“I didn’t just faint?” Charles squinted, not comprehending.

“You had an anaphylactic seizure,” the other man added. “Al, Mr. Bartollo that is, recognized it right away. I was just leaving the restaurant when he came after me. I administered epinephrine, an emergency treatment for severe allergic reactions.”

“And it’s a good thing,” Bartollo said, pointing upward. “If Doctor Waxman wasn’t there, you’d be peeling potatoes for Saint Peter and the angels.”

“I thought you said you weren’t allergic to anything,” the manager imperiously cut in, his voice displaying the sonority of a rusty kazoo.

“What?” Charles said, disoriented. “But I’m not allergic to anything. I’m fine.”

“Perhaps you weren’t allergic to anything,” the doctor said blandly. “But you are most definitely allergic to shellfish, and possibly some other foods as well. We won’t know until you have a series of tests. But I can tell you this, if I hadn’t administered that EpiPen after you ate that crabmeat, you would have died of asphyxiation.”

“Asphyxiation?” Charles repeated. “EpiPen? How did I become allergic? I was okay this morning. It’s not like you get this sort of thing from a toilet seat.”

“These things happen.” The doctor shrugged. “Overexposure to almost anything can suddenly bring it on. I can’t really say anything specific until I see the results of your tests.”

The room fell as dead as the crabs he’d vivisected that morning. Charles studied the walls, the windows, and even his coarsely clipped fingernails, searching for words. The ones that finally came were weak and hollow.

“I should probably be getting back to my post,” he said, looking at his watch. “But no tasting, I suppose. Right?”

Bartollo elected to confront the ensuing silence by lighting another cigarette. He drew in hard and furrowed his brow. He looked at the doctor and then at the young cook. The manager took another tack.

“Mister Mitello,” he said softly, pausing, and finally adding, “there are other things to consider.”

Charles knew that pausing was not good, nor was being referred to as “Mister.” Call him flaco. Call him chulo, maricon, or a fucktard any day—just not Mister Mitello. Formality in the restaurant business was reserved for outsiders, a group that Charles rapidly understood he was now joining.

“Mr. Mitello,” the manager continued, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down behind his oversized shirt collar. “The doctor tells me that even touching seafood could possibly trigger such a reaction.”

“Then I’ll get some of those EpiPen things.” He nervously forced a laugh and looked at the poker-faced doctor, and then at Bartollo. “That should do it, no?”

“No, Mr. Mitello, it’s not that simple,” Bartollo said gravely. “We can’t have any of our staff allergic to anything we serve in our kitchen. Anything. Period. The restaurant insurance won’t cover liabilities like that. I can’t risk you dying on our kitchen floor. You can understand that, can’t you?”

“Are you saying you have to let me go?”

“I’m afraid so,” he said. “I have no other choice.”

Charles felt as if he had been misfired from a circus cannon and was accidentally hurtling in the direction of the lions’ cage.

“Charles, in the two weeks you’ve been here, I’ve been more impressed with your work than with any young cook I can remember,” Bartollo said sympathetically. “You’re gifted. I’m sorry it has to be this way, but we run a business. We’ve got bills to pay and backers to answer to. Perhaps you can get a job in a vegetarian restaurant. I’ll give you an excellent recommendation. I’m truly sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” Charles said, staring into Bartollo’s sad blue eyes, and cringing at the prospect of cooking for vegetarians. “Food is everything to me. It’s what I wanted to do since I was a little kid. Being a chef was in my future.”

No one replied.

“And it looks like I’ve just left my future behind me,” Charles finally said.

“Do you have any other questions, Mr. Mitello?” the doctor asked.

“Yeah. Sure. Do you have any cyanide capsules in your bag?”

Another awkward silence followed as the men familiarized themselves with their shoes. It then struck Charles that not only was he out of a cook’s job, he was plainly unemployed, and he doubted that even a resolute “goombah” like Stevie Cheeks could help him out of this one.

“I’m sure you’ll find something else,” the doctor sympathetically broke in. “There are plenty of good-paying jobs for people who love food but can’t cook.”

“Such as?”


Ten years later…


One

Out of the Frying Pan…

Food first, morals later.

—Bertolt Brecht

“I want Oprah!”

The voice was impassioned and woefully urgent, but it was no less grating to Charles Mitello’s ears. The tenor was also all too familiar. And yet, the expectant trill of Victor Buzzone’s usual robust Italian accent was distant and thin as it crackled through the receiver. Charles did not require the Oracle at Delphi to tell the eldest, but most junior of the three publicists for the Cummings Agency, that nothing good was likely to come from this conversation.

Although Charles had left the restaurant world far behind, he somehow knew that being involved with food would always be a part of his life. Under the most trying of situations in the restaurant kitchen, he inevitably ended each day with a feeling of gratification that he had done his job, and that he did it well—and to the satisfaction of everyone he served. Little did he realize those many years ago at Pozzo’s that he would one day be working with some of the most difficult, demanding, and often egotistical people in the food universe: cookbook authors. True, many were real sweethearts, but unlike cocktail book authors, who were unanimously gregarious and just plain fun, a mighty handful of cookbook authors strode about as if awaiting genuflection and their rings to be kissed. He found it strange, if not diabolical, that people who had such adoration for food had a Himalayan condescension toward humanity. They were worse than art historians.

For a day in April, it was a record-breaking, near-one-hundred degrees outside the midtown Manhattan office of the cookbook public relations firm Jean B. Cummings LLC, and it wasn’t much cooler inside—particularly under Charles’s collar. It being a trash pickup day, the heat served up an aroma of baked baboons en croûte, and the office windows necessarily remained shut. If there was one ingredient that could possibly make the simmering stew of steamy New York air even more unpalatable, it was a heated cell phone call from the overrated cookbook author, second-rate San Francisco chef, and irate puppeteer of media public relations, Victor Buzzone. It has been said that some people are born great, some achieve greatness, and some hire public relations offices. Buzzone stood mightily at the end of that list. With his aspirations of greatness on hold, even in his limited bailiwick, the cookbook author had a bone to pick. Being the foremost of Buzzone’s media public relations puppets, Charles Mitello was the bone.

“You’re cutting out,” Charles said, closing his eyes as if momentary blindness would aid his hearing. “Could you repeat that?”

“Can you hear me now?”

“Just barely,” Charles said, thinking that barely was already far too much.

“Maron’! Look, I’m in a cab. Reception’s lousy here. I’ll call you back when I get to the convention center.”

Buzzone’s voice percolated into silence, buying a little time for the publicist. Charles thanked the failures of modern cell phone technology for the few extra minutes he would need to untangle his puppet strings. During the short reprieve, he hoped that it would be just enough time to cobble together a heartfelt and convincing lie. Meanwhile, his coworkers and fellow passengers on the river Styx, the intern Emily Cullen, publicist Rob Burton, and art director and Brit-in-residence Norman Desmonds, all sat grinding away at their own nettlesome projects, oblivious to Charles’s plight. They, too, had their own assortment of egos to boost, backs to scratch, and bottoms to kiss.

Charles swallowed the last sip of the lukewarm green tea he had poured an hour earlier and set the cup down on the broadly smiling portrait of Buzzone that graced the laminated back flap of his flashy new cookbook New-World Italian. Buzzone’s lordly demeanor gave credence to the opinions that not only did Buzzone drip with charm, he wallowed in the stuff. Charles rose, but Buzzone’s eyes seemed to follow him. As large as Charles’s present working space was compared to the closet of a kitchen at Pozzo’s, he was antsy and feeling trapped. He pushed a forkful of hair from his forehead, grabbed a tissue to wipe the sweat from the bottom of his glasses, and stared out the closed window at the motionless branches in the tepid air. It was still only the second week of April, and the air conditioner had not been serviced yet. So, the thermometer affixed to the window frame indicated that New York City was set somewhere between bake and broil. The brownstone that housed the offices of the Jean B. Cummings Public Relations Agency was in the middle of West Twenty-Fifth Street, and even if they braved opening the windows to the fetid air, any dream of cross ventilation was impossibly quixotic.

Jean’s own duplex apartment took up the fourth and fifth floors, with their offices on the third. She’d gone to considerable expense to make certain that their surroundings were as pleasing to the eye as the food in the lush coffee-table cookbooks they represented was to the palate and wallet. The walls were emblazoned with glorious images of food. There was an anonymous nineteenth-century still-life painting of a basket overflowing with fruits and vegetables in Jean’s office, but the other walls, not lined with the books Jean had represented, were adorned with framed posters depicting a panoply of foods and beverages ranging from chocolate-dipped strawberries to chile peppers; heirloom tomatoes to green and golden extra-virgin olive oils; and Charles’s favorite: amber micro-brewed beers. The sweet, pungent scent of Jean’s lavender plants pervaded the air, but the static picture of chilled ales and lagers was the most beckoning at the moment. The dregs of his tea had been but a sad and miserable substitute.

The gangly Charles was a tad beefier now, and a little softer around the middle, thanks to his continued penchant for fine food. This was aided and abetted by a taste for grapes—particularly when they were in bottles that displayed words like Barolo or Brunello di Montalcino on their labels. He had traded in his chef whites for khakis and cords, and the heady restaurant aromas of garlic, rosemary, and shallots were replaced by a delicate hint of Bulgari Pour Homme. Because of his allergies, favorite foods like lobster were also out of his life. He vainly tried to rationalize this by ruminating that they were just giant garbage-eating sea insects. But most of all, gone, too, was the self-importance of being an up-and-coming chef. He merely now had what most people would indifferently refer to as a “job.” And, it was a job that he was apparently not doing very well. He sported a pair of thin, dark-rimmed glasses, and through those glasses he refocused and narrowly squinted his blue eyes at the dormant phone while he tried to collect his thoughts. At that moment, this collection was going about as well as passing the hat at a PETA fundraiser to buy lederhosen for a schuetzen verein.

Charles thought hard. A rivulet of perspiration mapped its way down his cheek and touched down on his computer keyboard. Unlike Charles or most of her staff, the streamlined Iron Maiden Jean Cummings wasn’t thinking about the heat. She and her chief publicist, Liz Meyerowitz, were in Chicago, attending the climate-controlled convention for the IACP—the International Association of Culinary Professionals—along with Buzzone and a gabbing gaggle of other culinary luminaries. Bill Gates once said that if he was down to his last dollar, he’d spend it on public relations. Jean and Liz were most assuredly trying to convince that gaggle to heed Gates’s advice and hand over that buck.

But if Charles was piqued, it wasn’t entirely because Buzzone practically wanted his profile on a forever postage stamp—which, Charles concluded, was probably easier than getting him on Oprah. Of course, it was partially Charles’s fault that Buzzone wanted to be a star chef. When Buzzone’s first book, Old World Italian, was released five years back, Charles did his best to get him national TV and radio spots, and he succeeded. The book was superb, and The New York Times praised it as one of the first truly authentic regional Italian cookbooks. Early on Charles had the Pavlovian kennel of reviewers eating out of his hand and salivating for more of the same. Nevertheless, no matter how well you do, people will always expect more; and if you’ve already done your best, well, you are SOL: shit outta luck. Five years and another two books later saw Buzzone morph from a gregarious homespun cook into a bombastic show-off plating precious Picassos instead of earthy peas with prosciutto di parma. The ostentation entirely turned off the reviewers, and the pomposity infuriated television producers. With the money Buzzone was paying Jean, she donned her PR blinders and was convinced that Charles could repeat his early performance and finally make Buzzone the media celebrity he was paying dearly to become. For Jean Cummings, the word “convinced” was synonymous with “determined.” Charles was not convinced, and for him that word might become synonymous with “unemployed.”

Charles really had nothing personal against self-important authors like Vic Buzzone, but when the latter flaunted the success of his restaurant and his prowess as a cook, it was sea salt in the wounds of a failed professional chef like Charles Mitello. Food had become his albatross, although his meal of the day was usually crow. Charles had once believed that he was born to cook the way Gene Kelly was born to dance or Springsteen was born to run. Before his parents retired to Arizona, they constantly traveled to Taiwan as importers of schlock novelty goods, leaving Charles mostly with his grandparents who owned an Italian-American restaurant in the Sheepshead Bay section of Brooklyn. After school Charles would do his homework at a rickety aluminum card table in the corner of the raucous kitchen. Somewhere between memorizing multiplication tables and scribbling pictures of alien life forms in the margins of his notebooks, he assimilated the essentials of cooking from his grandfather, Poppo, and his grandmother, Nonna. Poppo happily belted out show tunes and heaped shredded mozzarella onto breaded eggplant and other typical American-Italian favorites for the less-than-demanding customers, but Nonna—the paradigm of a tyrannical Italian grandmother—was solely in charge of cooking for the family and the staff. This was the other side of Italian cooking: the authentic side.

Two decades ago most Americans had come to expect planks of veal cutlets surmounted by veritable bedspreads of gooey cheese accompanied by side orders of soggy spaghetti swaddled in heavy congealed red sauces; and while Poppo’s cooking was several cuts above the accustomed sludge, simple, honest Italian fare was still foreign. That was the cooking Charles aspired to the most. He avidly watched as his grandmother stirred yellow cornmeal into velvety polenta; lightly fried squash blossoms; set out Bucatini all’Amatriciana with guanciale—pig jowls; or baked a white pizza with lardo and fresh herbs in the 700-degree brick oven until the crust just began to crackle into black blisters at the edges.

Charles was thoroughly devoted to his passion for cooking, but after having inexplicably developed that series of food allergies, he returned to school, getting a degree in journalism from Columbia. This afforded him the golden opportunity of eking out a meager existence by freelancing movie and restaurant reviews for a local community paper. He had recently broken up with a woman he had met at Columbia, and with his life seemingly plunging over Niagara Falls in a barrel, he moved back in with his grandparents. He briefly considered writing a book about melancholy, but he ruminated that he was too depressed to even start the project.

It was then that Nathaniel Waxman, the doctor who had diagnosed his allergies, called him from out of the blue, or blues, as the case may have been. Waxman had just written a successful self-help cookbook called Allergy-Free, and Loving It! It was being represented by Jean B. Cummings, but the publicist who was promoting his book was quitting and moving to Vermont to start a llama farm. The agency was desperately seeking a replacement who knew how to write well about—yes, by golly—food. Waxman told Charles about the opening, and although Charles had never heard anything positive about public relations, the chance to be involved with food again was tempting. He was in a quandary.

Over the centuries, mystics have found answers in the Kabala, military strategists and corporate executives profited from Machiavelli and Sun Tzu, while others found comfort in prayer, which Charles estimated had less efficacy than a letter to Santa. Whenever Charles needed advice, however, one of the two books he continually turned to was the gastronomic masterpiece, the 1825 Physiology of Taste by Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin. For him it was the wisest, most appreciative book ever written about the art of eating. Brillat-Savarin’s name was associated by most of the world with gastronomy—and by many Americans with a brand of coffee—but, like Charles, he was not a cook by profession. Charles therefore shared a kinship with someone devoted to the appreciation of the fine art of cooking. It was his culinary Magic Eight Ball, and he turned to the “Professor,” as he now affectionately called him, and consulted him over the job opening:

“What would you do?” Charles asked his tattered M.F.K. Fisher translation as he randomly turned the pages.

The Universe is nothing without the things that live in it, and everything that lives, eats.

“So, you’re saying that by going into cookbook PR, I could be helping the Universe?” Charles pondered. “I don’t want to do it just for money. I want to be passionate about what I do.”

Greed is a passionate, reasoned, and habitual preference for those objects that flatter taste.

Shutting the book, he sat for a moment in thought. “Okay. I’ll give it a two-month trial.”

A chance to be with food again may have been just what the New York doctor and the French magistrate ordered, but after five years of working with food by proxy, Charles had still not approached the zeal of his few real weeks in the Pozzo’s kitchen. While one might imagine that Charles would have given up on Brillat-Savarin after that bit of shaky advice, he had not. Not by a long shot. Charles still revered the learned man’s work and spoke with him often. Charles believed that the Professor was one of the few individuals who would have understood and appreciated his ardor. After all, how many people have said things like, The discovery of a new dish does far more for the human race than the discovery of a new star—and really meant it?

* * *

Waiting for the imminent call back from Buzzone, Charles removed the teacup from the author’s face on the back of the cookbook. The soulful eyes glistened above the boyish cheeks delineated by a neatly trimmed dark beard. The photo had clearly been doctored, because Charles recalled a recent picture in Cucina Italiana where Buzzone’s present visage could make him a shoo-in as poster boy for Amateur American Balloonists Monthly. Buzzone’s physical transformation was akin to his professional one. After the positive reception of his first book, success went to Buzzone’s head like a massive dose of helium. He moved out of his cramped but homey bistro in North Beach to a chic Bay Area hall of mirrors downtown on Mission. Buzzone also changed publishers, which meant losing his editor. His wife, who fancied herself the culinary equivalent of the legendary editor Max Perkins, took over. As an editor, she hacked and ravaged text in a manner more befitting Anthony Perkins in Psycho. Her true talent, though, lay in her gift as a phenomenal food stylist and photographer. If the recipes could have been slapped with a culinary malpractice suit, the tantalizing food photos possessed a stunning visual veneer readers would swoon over. Her glossy images of stewing sweetbreads or glistening oysters were a veritable Camera Sutra of seductive poses. It was full-frontal foodity. The pictures were such a feast in their own right that no one seemed to mind that the final photos rarely matched the corresponding labyrinthine recipes. The phone rang again.

“Can-a-you-hear-me-now?” Buzzone repeated slowly and desperately. “I said, I want Oprah! I need Oprah.”

“I’m working on it, Vic,” Charles said, closing his eyes. “I’m really working on it.”

Admittedly, for a person who regularly persuaded radio talk show producers that they simply had to interview the authors of such thrilling cookbooks as Marvelous Microwave Menus in Minutes or Eat, Absorb, Eliminate, It’s that Easy!, this was scarcely one of his more inspired stratagems. Moreover, adding an emphatic “really” did not especially make it any more imperative. The fact was, Charles had not only failed to secure a spot on Oprah’s show for Buzzone, he hadn’t even succeeded in landing a single major network appearance. Since the only words Buzzone wanted to hear were that he was going to be a featured chef on Oprah, and not the facts, this feeble excuse would have to suffice. Five years in public relations taught Charles that the truth was like a Stradivarius: It was worth a fortune if you wanted it and about nothing if you didn’t.

“New World Italian is the best goddamn Italian cookbook ever!” Buzzone warbled.

“I really love your book, Vic. And I’m not just saying that as your publicist,” Charles said, hoping to placate him. “As a pretty good cook in my own right, I’ve been gradually eating my way through your recipes every night.”

“That’s great, “Buzzone said, mellowing at the flattery. “Have you made my spinach flan?”

The mere image of a wobbly wad of Soylent Green made Charles wince. He deemed that a vegetable flan was nothing but a plate of Jell-O disguised as dinner. Even an embarrassingly simple dish such as Risotto with Baby Artichokes from his first book outshone later confabulations like Squid Ink Pasta with Nasturtium Broth.

“Not yet. Maybe tonight.”

“An’ you gotta try my tiramisù. It’s to die for.”

“I’m sure everything in your book is,” Charles said, thinking that making tiramisù using the outrageously expensive Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee was worth trying—and after trying it, convicting it for fraud.

“Now, back to my interviews,” Buzzone said, abruptly switching three verbal lanes without signaling. “I’m not paying you to get on local cable. I want nationals. I want Today. I want GMA again. I want Oprah!

“Vic, I’m waiting for a call back from Good Morning America. I should tell you, though, they usually don’t do two books by the same author so close together. But your new cookbook is so, so, different that there’s a chance they may want you again. Try to be open-minded.”

Charles knew this was a crock. His disillusioned predecessor, now sheering llamas somewhere up north in the wilds of Vermont, sneered right before he left that if you keep your mind sufficiently open, people will throw a lot of rubbish into it. Charles also knew that getting Buzzone a repeat on GMA was about as likely as winning the lottery without buying a ticket. Buzzone may have been a darling with the television audiences, but in the studio he was a bloviating bear—with intestinal gas. One would think he would be too busy cooking to be as annoying as conjunctivitis, but one would be wrong. Cooking shows are quite different from other programs that feature a short cooking spot. As is the norm for most authors, they may start to work through a recipe, but they rarely ever cook an entire dish in the short slot allotted to them. More likely, that is the job of the food stylist who has prepared and finished the dish behind the scenes ahead of time. The author’s job is to promote his book and then present the already assembled dish in all of its “ooh-aah” glory to the studio audience.

But impressing the studio audience was an ancillary. You needed to get into the studio first, and that was exactly what Buzzone had previously done his unpremeditated darnedest to prevent. Prior to the broadcast during his previous stint on GMA, he completely unnerved the ABC food stylist when he cavalierly tossed her first attempt at his recipe for caponata into the trash. Meanwhile, the fact that his wife had screamed that she’d seen more appetizing arrangements in her daughter’s diapers didn’t exactly endear either of them to the producer
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