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The Better Part of a Minute 

Montmartre and ate a picnic lunch overlooking the vast city. As Paris 
wrapped itself around Grace, I was reminded of my first weeks there, 
before Toni had left and I’d ensnared myself in bad choices. 

This could have been me, I thought. And then, this could be me.
Toward the end of Grace’s visit, after an afternoon of shopping in 

Saint-Germain-en-Laye, we collapsed into a small bistro for lunch. 
“What’s good here?” she asked, scanning the bilingual menu.
“It’s France. Everything is good.”
She laughed. “How about this?” she asked, and pointed to the 

croque monsieur. 
I told her any toasted sandwich layered with ham and a smoth-

ering of Gruyère cheese, broiled until browned and bubbling, was 
bound to be a winner. With a little prodding, Grace placed our order 
in French, blushing when the cute waiter replied in English. (French 
waiters often speak to patrons in English whenever they detect an 
American accent.) 

As I crunched into half of the buttery, salty, smoky sandwich, I 
realized—not without a bit of alarm—that no one at school or in a 
shop or restaurant had spoken to me in English for at least a year. In 
fact, now that I thought about it, I realized that I was even dreaming 
in French. Despite my best efforts to remain uninvested in this new 
life, I’d somehow adapted. I was as close to a native as I could get. 
Could this be home? I wondered.

Sharing Paris with Grace lifted the haze. I saw that though I’d 
been living there for three years, the alcohol and partying had kept 
me from the soul of this place. 

After Grace went home, it became clear that I had three choices 
for my future: I could sit in my room and weep for a little boy’s life 
that could never be resurrected; I could drink under the trees until 
my heart was intoxicated enough to think it was full; or I could move 
into this world, fully and without hesitation. 

For my first few years in Paris, I’d trudged indelicately through 
the former two options. But I now saw that it was time to see the 
magnificent grandeur of the place through the simple enjoyment of 
a croque monsieur—of belonging.

12-Minute Croque Monsieur

The croques monsieurs found in Parisian bistros are gloriously 
indulgent, dripping with toasted cheese and ham, under a 
layer of bubbling béchamel. There are many variations on 
what is essentially a fancy grilled cheese, some made on a 
panini press, others in the oven. The most popular rendition 
is made with Gruyère, a sharp cheese known for its fantastic 
melting qualities.

Though many choose to replicate the croque monsieur at 
home with homemade béchamel sauce, Monique taught me 
the simplest method of all, which relies on crème fraîche—a 
fermented dairy product similar to sour cream—for richness. 
As the sandwich bakes, the tangy spread melts into the bread, 
softening the center—a striking contrast to the blackened 
outer edges. Crème fraîche can be found in the dairy case. 

For bread, Monique prefers pain de mie—good quality 
sandwich bread, often square in shape, though I find the recipe 
excellent on most anything the bakery has to offer. Though 
Monique doesn’t pre-toast her bread, some might prefer the 
added crunch this gives the center of the sandwich. 

2 slices good quality sandwich bread 
2 tablespoons crème fraîche
3 or 4 thin slices Gruyère cheese 
1 slice ham cold cuts 
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Preheat the oven to 425°F.
Toast the bread, if desired. This can be done in the oven 

during the last few minutes of preheating.
To assemble the sandwich: Spread a slice of bread with 

a tablespoon of crème fraîche. Add a slice of cheese, a slice 
of ham, and a second slice of cheese. Add the second slice of 
bread and spread the top with another tablespoon of crème 
fraîche. Finish with a final slice of cheese.

Bake for 6 minutes, then transfer under the broiler until 
the top of the sandwich is bubbling and lightly browned.

Enough for 1 sandwich

chapter 10

Salt of the Land

Shortly after Grace left, Patricia and Pierre announced 
that we’d be moving to Luxembourg, a pencil tip of a country 
several hours north of Paris. Pierre had secured a contract at 

a small manufacturing firm there. As their financial director, he’d be 
monitoring the money on a special construction project for a Fortune 
500 company in parts of eastern Europe. There’d be a lot of travel. 
He spoke enthusiastically about the project and told Patricia and me 
how much we’d love pastoral Luxembourg. Patricia didn’t say much.

At 16, I received the news with equal parts trepidation and excite-
ment. My fears of starting over again—of building yet another home—
were mostly quelled by the prospect of a clean slate, of unhinging the 
walls I’d so determinedly constructed in Paris. Over the four years 
since Michael’s death, I’d formed an identity there as the wild one, 
the wounded one, the loose cannon. The exertion had exhausted me. 

By nature I am not an extrovert; that had been Michael’s role. 
As much as I’d like to think I reinvented myself in Paris, I was still 

h
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All That I Could Want

breeze. I could hear the group outside, laughing. I felt badly that 
Keith was missing the fun. “Let’s go outside to get some air,” I offered. 

Once outside, Keith waved but led me past the group, toward a 
weathered bench at the top of a remote, grassy slope. We sat side by 
side looking out across miles upon miles of forested hills. 

“Sasha?” he asked, a slight strain to his voice. 
His eyes were cast downward, toward a black velvet box cupped 

in his palm. He held it toward me, his temples tinged with red. “Would 
you do me the honor of spending the rest of your life with me?”

Suddenly, I knew that his hasty behavior that morning had noth-
ing to do with lost deposits, and everything to do with this moment. 
I didn’t need to ponder my decision. “Yes!” I cried, hugging him. “As 
long as you do one thing . . .”

“What’s that?”
“Get down on your knees,” I laughed, pulling him down off the 

bench and letting myself tumble down into the grass with him. I lay 
my head on his chest, listening to his heart beat.

“Your heart is racing, Keith,” I murmured. 
He smiled and brushed the hair out of my eyes. “I guess I can 

get nervous after all.”
We lay there a long while, watching the sun dip quietly into the dark-

ness, serenaded by the rising chatter of crickets and winking fireflies. 
“Did you talk to my mom, your parents . . . Ryan?” 
“Yup.” He smiled. “I called your mom first. She wanted to know 

what my parents thought. I told her that I had to get by her first.” He 
chuckled. “She liked that. Everyone else was good.”

“Even Ryan?”
“Really.” He squeezed my shoulder. “They want us to be happy.”
I took a deep breath and smiled. 
“I love you.” I pressed my lips against his, as I had so many times 

before. This time, though, my kiss became a laugh.

That night, when we approached the much anticipated buffet, the 
ring gleaming on my finger, I found something much sweeter than 
the green beans, gravy, and roasts I’d expected: hot peach cobbler. 
Hundreds of wedges, deep orange like the sinking sun, nestled in the 
hotel pan beneath buttery rubbings of crust. 

Softened from cooking in their own molten juices, the wedges 
sang of brown sugar and cinnamon. They whispered of the tender 
pink blossom and rich earth from which they sprang. The hot peaches 
sank into our shared scoop of vanilla ice cream, their warm nectar 
flowing like honey.

A Quick Peach Cobbler

I’m of the mind that a cobbler should be “cobbled.” There’s no 
peeling of peaches or fancy equipment here; just fruit passed 
quickly from bushel to table with a touch of cinnamon and 
a generous crust. Look for peaches with good blush that give 
slightly—but if they are hard or tart, there’s no shame in using 
frozen. I don’t care for candy-sweet cobbler, but I’ve known many 
who would add more than a half cup of sugar to this recipe—
especially if the peaches need a little coaxing to draw out their 
natural sugars. Although I like my cobbler wet (the better to 
sauce my ice cream), very juicy peaches will want a tablespoon 
of flour to thicken the mix.

For the crust:
1½ cups all-purpose flour
½ teaspoon salt 
1 teaspoon sugar
8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, cubed 
A little ice water
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For the filling:
2 quarts fresh or frozen peach slices, from 8 peaches
A couple heaping tablespoons brown sugar, more if peaches 

are tart
A couple good pinches cinnamon
1 tablespoon flour for thickening (optional)

Finishing touches:
1 egg white whisked with 1 teaspoon of water
1 teaspoon sugar

Make the cobbler dough by whisking together the flour, salt, 
and sugar, and then cutting in the butter with a pastry cutter 
(or two knives held like an X and drawn across each other). 
When the butter is mostly pea-size, switch to a large fork and 
drizzle on the ice water, tossing until a shaggy dough forms 
(6 to 8 tablespoons usually does the trick). Press the dough 
together and form a disk. Wrap in plastic wrap, and refrigerate 
while prepping the peach filling.

Preheat the oven to 350°F.
Slice the peaches in eighths and add them to a 2-quart 

baking dish (such as an 8 × 8 inch). Sprinkle with brown sugar 
and cinnamon. Toss with flour, if using. Roll out the dough 
on a clean work surface with a bit of flour to prevent sticking. 
When it is an inch larger than the baking dish, drape it across 
the peaches and roll the edges under, tucking them against the 
inner edge of the dish. Cut three vents in the center, and brush 
with just enough egg white to lightly glaze the crust. Sprinkle 
with sugar. Bake 45 minutes to an hour, or until the fruit is 
tender and bubbling, and the crust is browned. Serve under 
a softened ball of vanilla ice cream.

Enough for 6 to 8

Six months before the wedding, I asked Mom and Wanda to send 
me their guest lists. Wanda’s had come back with about 30 people on 
it. Mom mailed me a list of 300, seven pages long. 

“I have three hundred family members?”
“And friends.” 
“Mom, I only have a hundred stamps!” I drew a red line through 

the name of my childhood therapist. The next five names on the list 
were the Dumonts. My hand began to shake.

“Mom, the Dumonts aren’t going to come.”
“You have to invite them Sasha. They took care of you. They paid 

for your college! Let them make that decision. You might be pleas-
antly surprised. If not, you made the gesture. Are you really trying 
to cut family because you don’t have enough stamps? I can buy you 
more stamps.”

“It’s not that.” I swallowed hard. “Mom, who’s going to walk me 
down the aisle?” 

“Things like this have a way of working themselves out.”
“Mom, a father isn’t going to show up out of thin air.” 
I knew my brothers Connor and Tim would do it in a heartbeat. 

But that felt contrived. And every time I saw a photo of a bride in a 
magazine, her escort was gray haired. Leaning on the older generation 
seemed proper. “Do you think your dad will come?” 

“At 95, I think a cross-country wedding is a bit much for him.” 
“What about you, then?” 
“Me?” She laughed. “I don’t think that’s my pl—”
“Well, whose place is it?” I stamped my foot impatiently. “Can’t 

you just do this one thing for me, Mom?”
 She paused. “Let’s just wait and see what the Dumonts say, OK?”
Toni responded first, sending warm wishes but sincere regrets. 

She’d just switched jobs and moved into a new apartment. She signed 
the card for her two sisters; they wouldn’t be able to come, either. 
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Innocent Abroad

traveling through a moonless night. I washed up in Paris a hollow ves-
sel. I could feel only one thing: complete, all-consuming emptiness. 

When Mom didn’t write back, there was nothing to do but hole 
up in my room in our new, suburban town house and cry for hours. 

Eventually Paris called to me, luring me out of my room and away 
from my self-pity. Trains, whistling along the track, delivered me 
from our quiet banlieue (suburb) into its bristling heart, near the Arc 
de Triomphe, the Tour Eiffel, and the Trocadéro. After the thick heat 
of Atlanta, the city’s foggy coolness slid over me, pulling me along 
damp sidewalks into cheery boulangeries loaded with macaroons, 
croissants, thick slabs of flan, and velvety chocolate truffles. 

My first encounter with a baguette, torn still warm from its paper 
sheathing, shattered and sighed on contact. The sound stopped me in 
my tracks, the way a crackling branch gives deer pause; that’s what 
good crust does. Once I began to chew, the flavor unfolded, deep 
with yeast and salt, the warm humidity of the tender crumb almost 
breathing against my lips. 

I inhaled entire baguettes while walking along those wide, tree-
lined avenues, in awe that a country had developed bread so divine 
out of nothing more than flour, yeast, water, and salt. The key, I would 
learn, was giving the dough time to develop. After a slow, cool ferment, 
it was blasted with an inferno of heat and steam, giving the crumb 
chew and the crust crackle. This is why, if I were to believe my eyes, no 
French person deigned to muddle it up with a careless smear of butter. 

Hundreds of baguettes later, I cannot understand how the French 
limit themselves to one trim slice with dinner (though perhaps that 
was unique to the families I dined with). I suppose it’s the result of 
having eaten good bread for an entire lifetime. In those early days 
I could never be so moderate; I ate as though the bread held some 
secret I could only uncover by obsessive consumption. Inevitably, I 
gained 15 pounds.

Artisan French Bread

It is possible to make very good French bread at home. Slow and 
cool yeast development is the secret to big flavor (no warmer 
than 65°F). I do this by mixing the yeast with a little flour and 
water ahead of time into a “poolish” starter. For a soft interior 
and thin, shattering crust, the French use steam-injected ovens. 
At home, a spray bottle and baking stone are the best tools for 
the job. This recipe—based on techniques learned at King Arthur 
Flour—takes three days, though there’s barely 30 minutes active 
work. (It’s certainly easier than packing a few bags and hopping 
on a flight to Paris!) Start on Thursday, and Saturday’s dinner 
will be magnifique. 

For the poolish:
2 cups flour
1 cup cold water
⅛ teaspoon active dry yeast

For the dough:
3 cups all-purpose flour
1 teaspoon yeast
2¼ teaspoons salt
Cold water (about ¾ cup)

Day 1 (5 minutes active): Make the poolish around 
bedtime. In a large bowl, stir together 2 cups flour, 1 cup cold 
water, and ⅛ teaspoon yeast into a pasty mass. Cover with 
plastic wrap and set in a cool spot (60° to 65°F) for 16 to 24 
hours. Try on a shelf in the basement, by a drafty window, 
or—if it happens to be summer—over a bowl of ice.

Day 2 (10 minutes active): The next afternoon or 
evening, when the poolish is full of bubbles, knead in the 
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remaining flour, yeast, salt, and water. The dough should 
be very wet and sticky.

Use the “slap-and-fold method” to form a dough ball: 
Stretch the mass up with the hands, then slap it with vigor 
onto a clean counter, and fold over itself. After 20 such 
folds, I like to wash and dry my hands, then pat the dough. 
The surface should be tacky and soft, but not leave gunk on 
the hand. A dusting of flour might be needed if it’s rainy or 
humid, but I prefer not to add any—wet dough makes bread 
with bigger air pockets. Cover with plastic wrap. Return to 
the cool spot for another 16 to 24 hours.

Day 3 (15 minutes active): The next afternoon or eve-
ning, the dough will be full of large air bubbles. Slap and fold 
the dough a few times. The gluten will have developed quite 
a bit since the previous day; the dough will be smooth and 
elastic. Divide in thirds. Gently shape into 2-inch-wide logs 
taking care not to disturb the air bubbles. Nestle them between 
the folds of a floured cotton dish towel. Cover and let rest in 
a warm spot 20 to 30 minutes. 

Preheat oven to 450°F (with baking stone, if using). 
Immediately before popping the baguettes into the oven, slash 
each one three times with a razor (or sharp knife) and spray 
with water. Cook on a sheet pan or directly on a baking stone 
until the baguettes are golden brown and the inside is cooked 
through, 20 to 25 minutes. Cool a few minutes before slicing 
to keep the crumb from mashing down. Enjoy, without so 
much as a trace of butter.

Makes 3 baguettes

chapter 9

The Better Part  
of a Minute

The baguettes were the amuse-bouche to Paris’s living ban-
quet. I consumed every morsel of that city, sniffing out the 
creamiest Camemberts, the fluffiest omelets—even the great 

citrus squeeze of a bubbling Orangina. I found myself stopping more 
than once to inhale the Nutella-slathered crepes sizzling on every 
street corner, filling the air with the scent of chocolate. So much of the 
food was a teenager’s dream, though much of it challenged me as well. 

When I was too afraid to indulge in more exotic dishes, I simply 
ate with my eyes. I’d watch as fleets of trim women in black pants 
and colorful scarves carried home their daily parcels, trailing sharp 
scents in their wake (possibly from an especially stout blue cheese 
or gamy duck liver pâté). I’d stand agape in front of butchers’ win-
dows, taking in the sight of long, wet cow tongues or embarrassingly 
elongated sausages. I’d hold my breath while admiring voluptuous 

h
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Turns out, it’s no small trick. A dozen raw eggs must first be 
blown out of their shells into a large bowl. Whip in a few fingers of 
sugar (palm or brown for depth) and a pucker of fish sauce. Some 
suggest minced kefir lime leaves, but I don’t have time to scurry over 
to the Asian market; the empty shells must still be painstakingly 
refilled with the glop and then steamed. Once firm, the eggs (shell 
and all) are skewered with bamboo rods and grilled.

The concept reminds me of Mom’s Jell-O eggs. But unlike hers, 
which we propped up in an egg carton to fill and set, these eggs need 
to be steamed upright before grilling. Some Cambodians steam them 
for eight hours. Finding the right vessel proves to be difficult, and I 
spill several batches until I discover the sides of a collapsible steamer 
basket can be lifted and closed around the eggs, then tied. 

But the eggs boil over, coating the steamer in what looks like foam 
insulation. In our haste to head east, I leave the mess in the sink. It is only 
when I’m lounging on the beach with my family that I realize I could have 
probably just steamed them in the cardboard carton they came in. Back 
home, I tackle the dishes and consider trying again. But the breakneck 
pace of the blog demands I move onto another country, another meal.

Cambodian Grilled Eggs

Despite the challenges I had with this recipe early on, I couldn’t 
get the brown sugar and fish sauce delight out of my mind. I’ve 
since made dozens of batches to streamline the process. I’m glad 
I took the time; with a little planning this popular Cambodian 
street food will be a showstopper at any barbecue. While I kept 
the core of the process—steamed, seasoned eggs, served skew-
ered, from a warm grill—I learned three key things: Although 
some cracking is normal, thin eggshells crack excessively while 

steaming—opt instead for sturdier organic eggs; instead of blow-
ing out the eggs, create a larger hole so the liquid simply shakes 
out (this will also reduce cracking); and to avoid stress the first 
time making them (and allow for backup), steam the eggs one 
day ahead. Before serving, just reheat them on the grill. 

After mastering the basics, play with the flavors: A few 
splashes of soy sauce or sprinkles of minced kefir lime leaves, 
chives, or hot chilies make lovely additions. For a hassle-free 
option, this egg mixture would make wonderful scrambled eggs 
for a Cambodian-inspired brunch. 

6 whole, large organic eggs
1 tablespoon brown sugar
2 teaspoons fish sauce
A couple good pinches pepper

Cut a cardboard egg carton to fit inside a large pot. Set aside. 
Add ½ inch water to the pot, cover, and bring to a gentle bubble.

Meanwhile, using a large clean needle or safety pin, care-
fully make a 1-inch hole in the top of an egg. Flick shell frag-
ments out, away from the egg so that they do not fall inside. 
Shake the egg over a large bowl to release the insides. Repeat 
with remaining eggs.

Rinse the empty shells in hot water, then stand them in 
the cardboard egg carton. 

Prepare the filling:
Whisk the eggs with all ingredients, and funnel into the 
eggshells. There will be some egg leftover. They expand while 
steaming so leave ¼ inch of space at the top of each egg. (If any 
eggs do bubble over, the foamy egg easily scrapes off the shell.) 

Right before placing the carton of filled eggs directly into 
the pot of water, turn the heat to a notch or so above the lowest 
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setting. Cover and steam gently for about 35 minutes without 
lifting the lid, or until the eggs are cooked through. The water 
shouldn’t bubble or they’ll boil over, but there should be enough 
heat and steam in the pot to gently cook them. 

At this point the eggs can be refrigerated overnight if desired. 
Although they can be served straight from the pot, it’s 

more fun to finish them the Cambodian way: Thread onto pre-
soaked bamboo skewers and grill until hot. Serve as is, letting 
guests delight in peeling their own eggs. 

Makes 6

Ava is busy learning to walk and talk. Shortly after she takes her 
first steps that autumn, I take her to the park to stretch her legs.

 But we don’t stay long. “Papa will be home soon,” I remind her, 
“and we’re going to eat a special meal tonight, from Chile.” 

She giggles and chants, “Chile, Chile, Chile.”
At that very moment, 33 Chilean miners are trapped 2,300 feet 

under the earth. They’d been there for nearly two months. 
Half a world away, at the edge of the playground, I have no idea 

if they will survive. What I do know is that, as I hold my daughter 
close, the miners’ families and friends are certainly hugging each 
other as well, clinging to fraying hope with circles under their eyes. 
Two months is such a long time to be in darkness. 

I don’t tell Ava about the miners. Instead, I try to make Chile real for 
her. I tell her about how the Chilean people like to eat much later than we 
do, between 9 p.m. and midnight, when the moon is already high in the 
sky and she’s been asleep for hours. Later, I show her pictures of the moun-
tains, and of Chilean children with their shiny, midnight-colored hair. 

}

Keith, Ava, and I sit down to eat pastel de choclo. The chicken casse-
role is a minefield of sliced olives, raisins, and chunked hard-boiled 
egg—all tucked beneath an unassuming blanket of pureed sweet 
corn. I dig right in. The milky corn slides over my tongue, charming 
me. Then the mouthful suddenly explodes, turning at once briny and 
sulfurous. There’s an aftershock of paprika, cumin, and cinnamon. 
As my lone fork clinks on my plate, I become aware of the stubborn 
silence around me. 

Keith loathes olives and hard-boiled eggs. He stares at the cas-
serole with a look of panic. I take a deep breath, put down my fork, 
and reach toward Ava’s high chair, pointing at her plate. “The corn 
makes the chicken taste almost sweet!” 

I pull a piece of chicken from beneath the squishy mass of corn 
and chopped egg and present it to Ava. Tentatively, she picks it up and 
slowly chews. A moment later, she goes back for more. Keith watches 
her, his plate still untouched. 

“Eat it!” I mouth, catching his eye.
He extracts some of the chicken, avoiding the olives and eggs. 

Dutifully, and not without regret, he picks up a microscopic piece of 
egg, eats it, and downs a half glass of water. 

For dessert we pour homemade dulce de leche all over heart-shaped 
alfajores, soft orange zest–infused cookies. I make them heart shaped 
on purpose, as a gesture toward the trapped miners. Keith spreads 
his alfajores with extra spoonfuls of dulce de leche. Ava licks her lips. 

As I watch my little family finally eat with gusto, I feel solidarity 
with Chile—a friendship of sorts. Later I tuck Ava into bed and crack 
the office window, grateful for the fresh air. 

Keith retires behind his laptop and I behind mine. I’m supposed 
to be transcribing the Chilean experience for my readers, but I’m dis-
tracted by the news. Never before has any civilization lived with as much 
connection to communities outside of their tribes, villages, or towns. 
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Burnt Chicken

“They did, Mom. They loved me and Michael.” I’d never been 
able to say those words before. But I know it was true—and it was a 
gift she needed to hear.

“It’s about time you realized that,” she chides, but her face relaxes 
in relief. She runs to her room and returns a moment later with a 
hatbox. “Remember the dolls you played with as a little girl?”

“The ones we found on the curb, that you helped me sew clothes for?”
She slides the hatbox across the table. “I brought them for Ava 

to play with.”
The dolls are tucked in a bed of tiny clothes, a rainbow from 

the fifties and sixties. They have faux fur collars and trim cocktail 
dresses; a nurse hat looks more like wings. I trace my fingers along 
the clothes, recalling the moment Mom pulled up to the curb where 
the box of dolls had been abandoned outside a mansion. I remember 
her triumphant whoop and how, at the sound, I’d shrunk into my 
seat to avoid being seen by the “rich people.” 

“You kept them all this time?” 
She nods. “I washed and ironed the clothes—put some tissue in 

the sleeves and bodices. But the dolls are still wearing the last outfit 
you put on them when you were ten.”

I stare at the one I named Tammy. For the last 25 years, she’d been 
wrapped in a cranberry-and-white peasant skirt I’d fashioned from 
an old lace doily at Mom’s kitchen table. Her top was a knotted hand-
kerchief, over which she wore a wedding veil backward as an apron. 

“Pretty,” Ava says, and dances the doll across the table, the plastic 
feet clacking on the wood.

As I watch Ava play with this old treasure, I realize that every 
time Mom has surprised me with something from the past, she was 
telling me, in her own way, that she loved me. 

Perhaps it’s time for me to tell Mom that I understand—and that 
I love her, too. 

Chicken Paprika

Nestled in its pale, freckled sauce, chicken paprika is not much 
to look at (even when browned properly). A bit of parsley or 
pureeing the onions into the sauce helps, but I am always too 
hungry to bother. Still, the sauce marries well to buttered noodles 
in true Hungarian comfort. Leftovers are excellent rolled up in 
Overnight Crepes (page 21), then coated with the sauce, covered, 
and reheated in a warm oven. 

2 pounds bone-in chicken legs and thighs, skin on
1 or 2 glugs of vegetable oil
1 large onion
2 tablespoons paprika (try half-sharp for kick)
1 cup chicken broth
Salt

Finishing touches:
1½ cups sour cream

In a large skillet over high heat, brown the chicken in oil, 5 
to 10 minutes a side. Do not crowd, working in batches as 
necessary. Set the chicken on a plate, cover, and set aside. 
Pour off all but a tablespoon of the fat. Peel, chop, and cook 
the onions in this tablespoon of fat until completely soft and 
golden. Sprinkle on the paprika and cook a minute, until 
fragrant. Pour in the chicken stock, and return the chicken 
to the pan. Season with salt.

Let simmer, covered, for about 45 minutes, or until the 
chicken is falling off the bone. While it’s cooking, imagine lying 
in a field of Hungarian poppies as clouds dance across the sky. 

When 45 minutes are up, turn off the burner and remove 
the chicken to a serving platter or bowl. Whisk the sour cream 
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into the cooking liquid to make a pale pink sauce. Check the 
seasonings, and add more salt if necessary. Pour the sauce over 
the chicken. Serve over buttered noodles.

Enough for 4

My brother Tim comes to visit for Ava’s second birthday. 
Between his new job in Florida and the breakneck pace of the blog, 
we haven’t seen each other in almost two years. The week coincides 
with cooking India. 

I whip together three easy recipes: homemade chai, seasoned 
with cinnamon sticks, peppercorns, and coriander; saag paneer, 
a spinach curry served with homemade cheese; and kulfi pops, 
an ice cream of sorts flavored with pistachios and cardamom. My 
selections are a one-dimensional interpretation of India, but I have 
a second birthday party to plan, and these seem a fun way to inte-
grate the two projects. 

My readers are upset, and have no hesitations about telling me 
so. They think I cheated India. They tell me I should have made 
something more complex, something that more finely represents 
the great cuisine of this enormous country. Brian, who’s been 
reading since Afghanistan, asks if I’ve considered recipes from the 
south, which are relatively unknown in the United States. “There 
is Chettinad-style food from Tamil Nadu, Kerala cuisine, which 
is itself incredibly diverse, and the fabled biryanis of Hyderabad,” 
he writes.

He’s not alone. My readers are well traveled and knowledgeable. 
Some, like Laura Kelley of The Silk Road Gourmet, have devoted their 
work to understanding the food of a specific region. Their intimate 
knowledge of the cuisine adds richness to the blog and reminds me 
that I really am just a mom—curious, yes, but no expert. 

But no amount of curiosity matters if I’m too busy to enjoy my 
family. I proceed as planned.

On cooking day, Ava takes great delight in flipping on the 
blender, whipping the kulfi into a pale green froth that displays the 
pistachios and whipped cream inside. There’s also condensed milk, 
evaporated milk, and two slices of bread (this last, I’m told, for chew). 

The mixture glugs when divided between two bowls. To the first, 
Ava adds a few pinches of cardamom, and to the second, several dew 
drops of rose water and enough red food coloring to make it flush. 
Uncle Tim pours the kulfi into plastic shot glasses from the party 
supply store. A press of plastic wrap helps keep inserted Popsicle 
sticks upright. Tim makes a show of having giggly Ava “help” carry 
the tray to the freezer. 

Then we make masala chai. It is a simple concoction: spices and 
tea simmered together, then strained. Even as I stir the pot, the spices 
unfurl, their warm bouquet hanging heavy in the kitchen. Eventually this 
garden of ginger, cardamom, cinnamon, and fennel overruns the house. 

Later, at Ava’s birthday party, I smile to see her and her friends 
run around with the miniature pops and tumblers of iced chai, stirred 
together with long cinnamon sticks. Even in the heat of midsummer, 
India keeps us cool.

}

The morning Tim leaves, we have breakfast at an outdoor café. I 
tell him what my readers are saying, and apologize for making such 
simple recipes. I explain that I’m trying to celebrate my daughter, give 
her a normal birthday party, and have time to smile along the way, 
have time to visit with him.

“Don’t give it a second thought! I loved it. Anyway, you have to 
prioritize family. It can’t always be go, go, go.” He pauses. “You know, 
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When the festivities were over, if I complained about my new fate 
as “Sasha” or, later, “Alexandra,” Mom would look me straight in the 
eye. “Don’t you know?” she’d say with all the certitude of a weather-
man, “You need a name for every stage of your life. Butterflies don’t 
go by ‘caterpillar’ forever. And they certainly don’t go by ‘pupa’ one 
second longer than they have to. You, my dear, are no longer a pupa.” 

Immediately all sorts of questions about butterflies would occur 
to me, and I’d completely forget about the name change. 

}

A name alone cannot keep a heritage alive. Mom shuttled Michael 
and me across town every month to the home of our closest living 
Italian relative, Great Aunt Fina. She’d boil hefty pots of her famous 
potatoes and spaghetti, tossing the classic Genovese combination 
with red sauce while Michael and I played with her rotary phone or 
ran through her parsley beds. 

Mom also brought us to visit the Italian relatives on the fringes 
of our family tree—ones who wore gold coronos (squiggly horn pen-
dants), white patent leather shoes, and pompadours. I never really 
knew where the bloodlines ran together, but I lapped up the culture 
eagerly. Nothing was done quietly; there was even drama when 
washing the dishes. I’d ask Michael: “Are they all mad—or crazy?” 

Mom, who couldn’t understand the Italian cacophony, would 
hear us whispering, and offer, “Isn’t it great?! I could listen to them 
all day.”

One of our favorite excursions was to Cousin Alfred’s place. 
When we’d ask how we were related to him, Mom would always say, 
“Who cares? He’s family.” 

Alfred always wore a bow tie. He was impossibly old, with mem-
ories from the late 1800s when the ice cream scoop, cotton candy, 

and stop sign were invented. Tall and lanky, Alfred bent slightly when 
he walked, as though he were perpetually rolling out dough. But his 
voice didn’t shake, nor did his hands. Mom said cooking kept him 
young, and she might be right: Alfred lived 104 years. 

His signature dish was meat sauce and ravioli. But we knew better 
than to ask him how it was done. “Waddya mean, how’s it done?” he’d 
say, clucking his teeth. “Watch, watch. That’s the only way to learn 
anything.” Alfred’s sauce started weeks before he ever picked up a 
spoon, when he mail-ordered dried porcinis from Italy. The actual 
cooking took two days: one day to brown, stir, and bubble, and one 
day to rest. As the wild mushrooms, hamburger, and sweet sausage 
mingled with the onion and a crush of tomatoes, we all trekked down 
to the large plank table in his cellar to watch him make the pasta. 

After rolling the dough into two thin sheets, Alfred spread one 
with pork and spinach filling, and then topped it with the other. He 
used a special rolling pin with a raised grid to crimp dozens of ravioli 
in one pass. Even though I was just four years old, Alfred let Michael 
and I drive the ravioli cutter through one of the crimp marks the pin 
had left behind. 

The ravioli was an even more involved recipe than the sauce, 
taking upwards of three days. But Alfred prepped the filling and 
dough before our arrival, leaving us to delight in the magic at the 
end of the journey. 

Cousin Alfred’s Meat Sauce

“Meat sauce” doesn’t do this recipe justice. It’s filled with nearly 
a dozen sweet Italian sausages, the umami of dried porcinis, and 
the best tomatoes Italy has to offer. There’s a richness that comes 
from using first-press olive oil and sweet, sweet onion (while any 
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onions will certainly do, Alfred specified Bermuda because their 
natural sugar helps balance the sauce). 

Although I have a tendency to add garlic to my sauces, in 
traditional Italian cooking either onion or garlic is used—never 
both. Alfred pureed the tomatoes with a food mill and ground 
the meat with a meat grinder. His sauce was an exercise in love, 
a taste of the Old World. Here is my modernized version, which 
relies heavily on a wooden spoon and pre-ground meat. But I like 
to think the flavors remain as hearty as he intended. Although it 
might seem ambitious to make a gallon of sauce, Alfred taught 
me to freeze leftovers in 2-cup, freezer-safe containers for future 
meals; not only is it handy, but it saves effort in the end.

• 1 ounce dried mushrooms (porcinis, if available)
• 2 sweet Bermuda onions, chopped 
• ½ cup olive oil
• 1 pound lean ground beef 
• Three 28-ounce cans San Marzano whole peeled tomatoes 
• Two 6-ounce cans tomato paste 
• 2 generous pinches nutmeg 
• Generous pinch allspice or cloves 
• Salt and pepper
• 10 sweet Italian sausages 

Soak the dried mushrooms in one cup recently boiled water. 
Cover and set aside.

In a large Dutch oven or heavy-duty pot over medium- 
high heat, fry the onions in olive oil until soft, sweet, and 
golden brown. Add the beef and continue browning. 

Next, pile on the canned tomatoes and their juices, the 
tomato paste, nutmeg, and allspice or cloves, salt, and pepper. 
Finally, chop the mushrooms and add them and their cup of 
liquid to the pot. Give everything a stir and bring to a simmer. 

Top with raw sausages—just plunk them in whole (Alfred 
said so). Cover and keep the mixture at a gentle bubble for 
about 4 hours.

Remove the sausages and, when cool enough to handle, 
slice into half-moons. With a wooden spoon, break up the 
tomato chunks, if there are any, and stir the sausage back into 
the sauce.

At this point Alfred covered the sauce and left it on the 
counter overnight. Times have changed, so I must recommend 
refrigerating the sauce for 8 hours—more if you have the time. 
During this rest, the flavors will mingle and deepen. 

Though the sauce keeps for about a week in the fridge, I 
like to freeze it in 2-cup portions so I can enjoy the bounty 
over several meals. Frozen, it will last at least 6 months.

It is simply wonderful on top of hearty pasta, like spa-
ghetti or rigatoni, with a liberal heaping of freshly grated 
Parmesan. Alfred liked it best over ravioli. I find it delightful 
in lasagna, too, though Alfred never did this himself. 

Makes about 1 gallon
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and decide to fill it with strips of paper—one for every year of her life—
each listing a different reason why I love her—except that there’d have 
to be dozens upon dozens. It’s a lot of love notes to think of on my own. 

I decide that dividing the project up by four would be a lot eas-
ier. With Connor, Tim, and Grace, we’d each have just 17 and a half 
reasons to contribute. 

Tim loves the idea and asks when “it’s due.” Connor, my brother 
of few words, asks how long the notes have to be, and says he’ll enlist 
his kids’ help. Grace has a harder time. Raised without a mother at 
her side in a house full of boys, she still feels uneasy about her rela-
tionship with Mom. But after a sincere heart-to-heart, she takes the 
most artistic approach of all, using photos and doodles to enhance 
her sentiments. We decide to put a picture of the four of us in the 
frame to commemorate the celebration.

}

“Mom! You’ll never believe this.” I squeal into the phone a few 
months later. I’ve finished all the I, J, and K countries—and now we’re 
well into the L’s. “I just got off the phone with Rick Steves, host of 
his own show on NPR. He interviewed me about my stove top travel 
concept—which he loved. They’re going to air our conversation all 
over the country in January!” 

Mom oohs and aahs, and I smile, grateful for the distraction. 
We’re only a couple of months from her surprise party; it’s getting 
harder to keep my mouth shut.

“He got really excited about the Guinness Chocolate Cake With 
Baileys Buttercream.” 

The cake had gone viral that summer. It isn’t fussy, or prim. But 
the Irish stout and the Baileys give it a certain swagger, helped by the 
striking contrast between the dark chocolate crumb and pure white 

frosting. There’s festivity to each bite, and although many might 
have reserved the cake for Saint Patrick’s Day, I’d made it for Keith’s 
birthday. Once our plates were clean, we almost felt like we’d had a 
swashbuckling time on the Emerald Isle.

“Sounds like the perfect celebration,” Mom says. 
“Who doesn’t love a good party?” I ask, bursting to share our 

secret. Perhaps in anticipation of her surprise, I include Global Table 
desserts at all our family celebrations over the next months. When 
Keith’s son Ryan starts his own budding family, we celebrate the new 
baby boy with Latvian “birthday cake,” bread studded with plump 
raisins, bitter orange peel, and delicate saffron threads. 

Dark Chocolate Guinness Cake With 
Baileys Buttercream

Jet-black, ultra-moist cake topped with pure white frosting 
makes this Irish confection resemble a real pint of Guinness. 
Although beer and cake might sound like a bad night at a frat 
party, the Guinness actually works to deepen the chocolate fla-
vor, much like espresso—even as the alcohol cooks off. It’s a very 
easy batter, with no egg separating or careful folding. Sometimes 
an easy cake is just the thing. 

For the cake:
12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) butter, plus more for cake pans
1 cup Guinness Extra Stout
1 tablespoon vanilla extract
¾ cup unsweetened cocoa
1½ cups sugar
1¼ cups all-purpose flour
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1 teaspoon baking soda
2 large eggs

For the buttercream:
¾ pound (3 sticks) unsalted butter, softened
1 pound powdered sugar, sifted
2 to 4 tablespoons Baileys Irish Cream

For the cake:
Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a small saucepan, heat the butter 
until just melted, then whisk together with Guinness, vanilla 
extract, and cocoa. While the Guinness mixture is cooling, 
grease and line the bottoms of two 8-inch cake pans with 
rounds of parchment paper. Whisk together the sugar, flour, 
and baking soda in a large bowl. Pour the Guinness mixture 
onto the dry ingredients, and then whisk in the 2 eggs. When 
the batter is shiny and smooth, pour it into the two prepared 
cake pans. Lick the whisk when no one is looking. Bake for 30 to 
35 minutes, or until a skewer comes out clean. Cool completely.

For the buttercream:
In a stand mixer, whip the softened butter until fluffy. Add the 
powdered sugar on low speed, then increase to medium-high, 
and drizzle in just enough Baileys to get the buttercream loose 
and fluffy. The key to making whiter frosting is to whip it 5 to 
10 minutes, scraping occasionally.

To assemble the cake: 
Run a knife around the edge of the cake pan to loosen and 
turn out cakes. Level the layers with a serrated knife, if needed. 
Spread about a third of the buttercream on the bottom cake 
layer. Top with the second layer. Wiggle them around until 
they line up just right.

Thinly spread another third of the frosting mixture over 
the top and sides of the cake to make a crumb coat. This will 
seal in the crumbs so chocolate flecks don’t ruin the white 
frosting. Refrigerate to set—about 30 minutes or overnight 
if desired. 

Once the crumb coat is firm to the touch, add the final 
third of the frosting to the cake—top first, then sides. Spread 
it around evenly. Slice and serve with an extra cold pint  
of Guinness.

Enough for 8 to 10

When the NPR interview airs, thousands of visitors flock to the 
website, crashing my server many times over. Some read to remem-
ber travels past; others come to dream about trips they’ll never take. 

Mom calls to check in. 
“It’s incredible,” I say, “People from everywhere are finding the site.”
“Oh, yeah?” Mom replies dryly.
“Aren’t you the least bit excited? Where’s the enthusiasm you had 

the other day?”
“I just don’t want you to get hung up on all that . . . attention.” 
“It has nothing to do with that, Mom. People from tiny countries 

finding the site—Nauru, Tuvalu, the Ivory Coast—are just happy 
to have their recipes brought to light. And there’s more!” I exclaim. 
“Right here in Tulsa, a woman who runs a program where kids garden 
and cook their harvests has asked me to speak.”

Josie’s Global Gardens classroom is literally a garden: 2-by-6s 
hammered together for raised beds, with an oven fashioned from 
straw and mud that cranks out perfect, brown-bottomed pizzas. I 
come prepared to teach the children about food in Japan. But the 
dozen eighth graders guide me under the wind-battered pergola 
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Fire-Roasted Fish | Fihunu Mas

Spice-encrusted whole fish is often cooked beachside in the 
Maldives, over live flame. The deep brown crust can be quite the 
scorcher depending how many chilies are used. The spice paste I 
offer draws from the best local recipes, using garlic, cumin, curry 
leaves (available in Indian grocers), black peppercorns, and hot 
chili peppers (I use habaneros, instead of more traditional dried 
red chilies). Although Maldivians might grind the paste by hand, 
I make quick work of it with a food processor.

Any large, meaty fish holds up well to this spice paste. Locals 
like a bright-eyed, whole red snapper, grouper, or tuna. When 
cooked with the skin on, bones in, the end result is impossibly 
moist. Whatever the choice, I save time by having the fishmonger 
prep the fish for cooking. They can remove the scales, guts, and gills. 

The traditional way to cook a whole fish is to thread a rod 
through it and grill over an open fire. For home cooks, I suggest 
roasting the fish in an oven. For those who prefer to grill: As I 
learned the hard way, the skin can easily stick. To avoid this, preheat 
the grill on high and carefully rub the grill grates five times with a 
folded paper towel dipped in vegetable oil. Then pop on the fish, shut 
the lid, and reduce the temperature to medium, flipping only once. 

Makes enough spice paste to cover one large whole fish, or 
several small. Allow one pound a person. Tip: If no whole fish 
are available, try the paste on a side of salmon. Though not 
traditional, the flavor is divine.

A large, whole fish like snapper, grouper, or tuna, ready to 
cook—about 5 pounds—or a couple small whole fish (1½ 
to 2 pounds each), ready to cook

Spice paste (makes about ⅔ cup):
Half a medium onion, quartered

4 cloves garlic
5 curry leaves
2 teaspoons black peppercorns, lightly cracked
2 teaspoons ground cumin
2 teaspoons salt
2 teaspoons chili powder (or to taste)
Habanero pepper (to taste)
A touch of vegetable oil

Finishing touches:
1 lime, sliced in half-moons

Add the onion, garlic, cumin, curry leaves, black peppercorns, 
and salt to the food processor. Spoon in the chili powder and 
hunks of habanero to taste (for a less incendiary rub, omit the 
habanero). Puree into a thick paste, scraping the sides once 
or twice with a spatula. 

To prepare the fish, rinse and dry it. Cut diagonal slits 
along both sides of the body—about every 2 inches—to ensure 
even cooking. Wearing gloves to protect the hands from the 
spice, spread the paste all over, being sure to rub it into the 
crevices and belly cavity. Let rest this way for a good half hour.

Preheat the oven to 375°F. 
Roast the whole fish on a lightly oiled rack over a foil-lined 

baking sheet until the crust is deeply browned, the flesh flakes 
easily, and a food thermometer placed into the thickest part 
of the fish reaches 135° to 140°F. 

Cooking times will depend on the size and type of fish 
used; the general guideline for a whole fish is 8 to 12 minutes 
per inch thickness of fish (take measurements from the gir-
thy middle). The weight and number of fish will also impact 
things: A 5-pound snapper might take 45 to 55 minutes, 
whereas two 1½-pound fish might take 35 to 40 minutes. 
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When in doubt, insert a knife and gently try to flake the flesh 
at its thickest section, down near the bone. 

Finishing touches: Serve the whole fish at the dinner table. Lift 
the upper fillet off of the bone by cutting along the backbone 
and sides, then slide a spatula between the fillet and the rib 
cage to lift the top fillet off. For the bottom fillet, do not flip 
the fish; simply lift off the backbone from the tail end to reveal 
the fillet below. Be mindful of any bones, but enjoy the spicy 
skin. Serve with rice and a squeeze of lime.

chapter 28

One Family 

Once back in Tulsa, I miss my family more than ever. But 
in the summer I find unexpected solace in Mongolia. It 
is impossible to feel sorry for myself after reading about 

Mongolian nomads. 
Between the constant moving (about five times a year with 

the changing seasons) and the Gobi’s brutal winters (especially 
in the mountainous north and on the dry, grassy steppes, where 
temperatures can plummet to minus 40°F), Mongolians have to be 
tough. Even their homes—tents made of wood and felt called gers 
or yurts—are portable. Since little can grow in their country’s harsh 
conditions, they rely on meat—30 percent of the population breeds 
livestock. With a lifestyle constantly on the go, the food has to fit 
in when it can. 

But the nomads are never truly homeless. Never alone. For start-
ers, the hospitality is extensive; anyone who turns up at a nomad’s tent 
will be invited for a meal and even an overnight stay. When something 

h
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German Tree Cake |  
Baumtorte/Baumkuchen

This is the kind of cake that pulls family together around the 
stove, incites gasps when sliced, and tastes like escape. The 
stacked almond cake looks like the rings of an ancient tree, 
whose secrets hide under chocolate and crushed almond bark. 
Golden apricot jam drips like sap.

There’s no denying it—this cake is a lot of work. German 
bakeries resort to a rotating spit to “paint on” nearly two dozen 
layers. Mom knew the best way to tackle it is over two days: one 
for baking, another for decorating. While the layers broil, I set 
a timer and make a game of cleaning in bursts. By the time the 
last layer browns, the kitchen sparkles.

For the batter:
14 ounces almond paste (a tightly packed 1⅓ cups)
6 tablespoons half-and-half
12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) unsalted butter, softened, plus 

more for cake pan
1 cup sugar 
10 large eggs, separated (put the whites in a large bowl)
1½ teaspoons vanilla extract 
1 cup cake flour 
¾ cup cornstarch 
¼ teaspoon salt 

For assembly:
Apricot jam (about a 10-ounce jar)
Slivered almonds (1 cup or so, coarsely ground)

For the chocolate glaze:

6 tablespoons butter 
1 tablespoon dark rum 
1½ teaspoons vanilla extract 
2 tablespoons light corn syrup 
6 ounces semisweet chocolate chips (1 cup)

Grease and line a 9-inch springform pan with a round of 
parchment paper.

For the batter:
In the bowl of a standing mixer fitted with the paddle attach-
ment, beat the almond paste with half-and-half, one table-
spoon at a time. Start the mixer on low, then increase to 
medium until smooth. Beat in the softened butter until the 
mixture is fluffy, then beat in the sugar. Scrape the bowl as 
needed. Incorporate the egg yolks—one at a time—and the 
vanilla extract. (At this point, I dab a little vanilla extract on 
my wrists, just like mom.)

In a medium bowl, whisk together the cake flour, corn-
starch, and salt. Beat it into the batter in thirds on lowest speed, 
scraping the bowl as needed. Finally, use a hand mixer to beat 
the egg whites in a large bowl until they form medium peaks. 
Fold the egg whites into the batter in thirds, until it looks like 
an almond paste cloud.

To bake the cake:
Preheat the broiler for a few minutes.

To make the layers, use a ⅓ cup measuring spoon to scoop 
a heaping mound of batter into the prepared springform pan. 
Use a pastry brush to spread the batter all over the bottom of 
the pan, right up to the edges. Place under the broiler and cook 
until browned. The key is to get the batter deeply browned so 
that the layers show when the cake is sliced; this takes about 
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a minute per layer for me. As the cake gets taller (and closer 
to the broiler), the layers cook quicker so adjust accordingly.

Every few layers, brush on 1 tablespoon of apricot jam 
(save half the jar for later). Continue in this way until all the 
batter is used up. Let the cake cool to room temperature in the 
pan, then wrap in plastic and refrigerate overnight.

To decorate the cake:
For the glaze, melt the butter, rum, vanilla extract, and corn 
syrup together in a small pot. Simmer for one minute, then 
remove from heat and add the chocolate. Cover and let sit a 
few minutes. Meanwhile, run a knife around the edge of the 
cake and release from the springform pan. Spread top and 
sides with remaining apricot jam to seal the crumbs.

Whisk the chocolate glaze until smooth and glossy. Work-
ing over a cooling rack set over a baking pan, pour the glaze 
on top of the cake and spread evenly over the sides. Decorate 
with ground almonds by pressing a palmful onto the sides of 
the cake. Alternatively, sprinkle them over the entire cake.

Chill to set the glaze. Serve slices with hot tea or coffee. A 
bit of whipped cream is a nice touch.

Enough for 10 to 12

chapter 5

Fallen Branches

Michael and I might have plodded along rela-
tively unscathed through childhood; certainly Mom’s 
inventiveness kept things upbeat. But my mother 

tends not to hold her tongue when convention defies her notion 
of logic. And she will not sit silently on the sidelines, despite  
the repercussions.

Mom made a point to question even the most conventional 
wisdom. Gingerbread cookies weren’t just for the winter; in July and 
August, she’d make them into ice cream sandwiches that we’d enjoy 
after a run through a spraying fire hydrant.  

She insisted that no child of hers was going to wear a seat belt. 
“If we’re in an accident, we need to be free to jump out of the car 
to protect ourselves. An uncle of mine did that, and lived. The 
person wearing a seat belt didn’t. I won’t have you living with a 
false sense of security,” she declared. If Mom got a parking ticket 
for taking the only open spot by our apartment, thereby blocking a 

h
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The next day at school I rushed to my friends, thrilled with the pros-
pect of cooking again. “Who wants to start a cooking club? We can 
all take turns hosting at our houses. I can go first!” I wanted to make 
sure I’d be able to get my night in before Patricia returned.

That Saturday, Annie came to the house with a basket of lettuce, 
tomato, red onion, feta cheese, and olives. A soft baguette was tucked 
under her arm, still warm from the bakery. We paraded solemnly into 
Patricia’s long dark kitchen. 

“It feels so weird being in here,” I confided.
“I wouldn’t worry about it. Can’t let a perfectly good kitchen go 

to waste!” she said, flipping on the light switch.
We hunted through the cabinets, rummaging until we uncovered 

a green stoneware mixing bowl. Carefully I added some flour, four 
eggs, and a sprinkling of water to make homemade pasta. But the 
dough was a stiff knot, ravines cracking through the surface even as 
we tried to knead it together. I remembered how Mom used to say 
Grammie made hers with the strength of a hundred Italian sailors. 

“I don’t know, maybe we should rest our arms for a minute,” I said. 
Annie threw a damp cloth over the dough and we ran down to 

the liquor store. Ignoring the shop owner’s recommendations for a 
crisp white wine, we filled our arms with sangria mix. Back at the 
house, we poured it into a pitcher along with sliced oranges, limes, 
and lemons.

Twenty minutes later, I poked the mound of dough with my 
finger and was surprised to find that it dimpled softly. I cupped my 
hands around it and squeezed. The craggy surface yielded, mashing 
together smoothly. Annie and I laughed. Maybe what appeared to be 
strength was in truth a question of knowing when to work the dough 
and when to let it rest. 

}

Pierre came in to see what we were doing. I handed him a half-glass 
of sangria and shooed him out of the kitchen.

“We’re fine. Thank you,” I said, smiling. 
“OK!” he said, cheerfully.
“Really—thank you.” Suddenly tears were in my eyes, “I don’t 

think you’ll ever realize what this means to me.” 
One by one the girls arrived. While Annie greeted them, I made 

the Alfredo sauce a second time, whisking whole milk and Parmesan 
into the pale roux until a velvety white sauce formed. This time there 
were no lumps. I ladled it over the hot pasta. 

The seven of us sat around the dining table, candles lit, wine-
glasses filled with scarlet-washed fruit. We were only 17 and 18, but 
we felt like grown-ups. We were so engrossed in conversation that 
we didn’t even finish the sangria. 

Our cooking club continued at everyone’s house, one each week. 
We ate Turkish food at Yonca’s house and Irish stew at Maeve’s house. 
Annie decided nothing would be better than to host a chocolate 
feast. It was one of my happiest high school experiences: building 
friendship while sharing the joy of communal dining and creation.

Homemade Pasta Dough

Homemade pasta has a mild, toothsome quality that dried pasta 
cannot match. Even after a good boil, the slippery noodles seem 
thirsty, soaking up the sauces and broths in which they swim. I, 
for one, believe all chicken noodle soups should contain such love. 

Though most pasta recipes use semolina and omit water 
in favor of olive oil, mine is a good beginner recipe—easily 
workable. But it does need to rest. Twenty minutes in the 
beginning gives the water time to distribute evenly, smooth 
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out the gluten strands, and soften the mix. If the dough springs 
back during rolling, two things can be done to relax the gluten 
further: Occasionally lift and slap it down onto the table—or 
walk away for a few minutes. 

A note on salt: Mom taught me what her Grammie taught 
her—salt the water, not the dough. She says it keeps the dough 
from getting tough.

5 cups all-purpose flour 
4 large eggs
A little water

Add the flour to a large bowl or mound it onto a clean kitchen 
counter. Push one of the eggs into the center of the flour and 
swirl it around to make a crater. Crack the eggs into the crater 
and beat them into the flour. I like to use my fingertips, but a 
large fork works well, too. 

When the eggs are evenly distributed, stream in the water. 
I typically use a half cup, but on a dry day, ¾ cup may be 
necessary. Work the shaggy mass into a rough ball; the dough 
should be stiff and knotty looking, almost craggy. Cover with 
a damp cloth and let rest about 20 minutes. This will give the 
water time to distribute evenly through the flour, making 
smoother and more pliable dough. Knead for 5 minutes. 

From here, the dough can be rolled thinly and sliced with 
a pizza cutter to make fettuccine. Sheets of dough can also be 
filled to make several dozen ravioli. While rolling, remember 
to dust the pasta dough if needed, and slap it down once in a 
while to get the gluten to relax. 

Gently boil until tender, keeping in mind fresh pasta 
typically cooks twice as fast as dried. Bite to test doneness. If 
any white remains in the center, keep cooking. 

Makes 2¼ pounds

chapter 11

On Borrowed Time

When is she coming home?” I asked Pierre as I cut into 
the tender red skin of a newly harvested potato. 

In Patricia’s absence, spring had given way to sum-
mer. Our potato sprouts had cracked through the dirt and formed leafy 
plants. For weeks, Pierre and I had piled soil around each tender stem, 
hilling them for the best yield. When the leaves yellowed and dropped, 
we’d pulled the tiny potatoes from the dirt and boiled them with a touch 
of salt. I had no idea if  Patricia  had called with an update, or if she 
and Pierre were even talking. But I couldn’t take the silence any more. 

“I–I’m not sure,” Pierre said, staring at the mound of potatoes on 
his plate. Whenever I asked him about her, he stuttered, clearly heart-
broken. So I stifled my questions, and we continued our meal in silence. 

Another few months went by. I started my senior year of high 
school. The green leaves began to lose their vibrant hue, and just when 
the first few began to fall, Pierre announced that Patricia would be 
home that weekend.

h
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just one or two recipes, so I choose a half dozen for each country. 
Each Saturday I race to prepare the food before she wakes up, using 
the blender in the laundry room to protect her from the commotion. I 
cobble together the posts after she goes to bed for the night. With each 
country, I select increasingly exotic dishes, relishing excitement but 
especially the shock on Keith’s face when I present him with each meal. 

He heaves a great sigh, his lower lip blowing out into a pout when 
I offer up Albanian lamb roasted in a quagmire of yogurt and rice, 
called tava elbasani. He’s never had lamb before, and he hates plain 
yogurt. The meat emerges from the oven with a brown crust, each 
bite tenderized by the lengthy yogurt bath turned golden custard. 
Albanians are known for simple spicing, and one bite—filled with 
the citric warmth of paprika—says it all. But the revelation is lost on 
Keith. He cannot get past the homely presentation. 

Dessert fares no better. Rose water–flavored Turkish delight—a 
sugar- and starch-based confection now enjoyed worldwide, but 
especially in the former Ottoman Empire—should be blushing, 
translucent, like the glow of a window covered in frost. A dusting 
of powdered sugar only enhances the illusion. But mine clumps 
together, a miserable failure none of us can bring ourselves to enjoy. 
Keith pokes his with a knife, brow crinkled.

For Algeria, I go beyond adaptation to create my own recipe 
inspired by Clifford A. Wright’s A Mediterranean Feast. I take tradi-
tional ingredients Wright recommends—chickpeas, potatoes, onion, 
and wide sheets of pasta in a spiced tomato sauce—but assemble them 
in an Italian-style lasagna to catch Keith off guard. For kick I add the 
requisite cocktail of spices: cayenne, cumin, coriander, and harissa, 
a scorching North African spice blend made with chili peppers, gar-
lic, and oil. I spoon the warm mixture between lasagna sheets with 
ricotta, Gruyère, and mozzarella. Even before it goes in the oven, the 
cheese begins to melt. 

When I pop the browned “lasagna” on the table, Keith smiles. 
But when a chickpea rolls from his slice, he raises his eyebrow. Still, 
I urge him on. We sink our teeth into the spice, our tongues catching 
fire even as the ricotta cools us. Only then does it occur to me that 
the combination of layered pasta with potato is an echo of my family’s 
own Genovese spaghetti with hunks of boiled potatoes. 

Four bites in, Keith asks for seconds, and then begs me to make 
the lasagna again. But that would be too easy. Instead, I remake the 
less familiar Turkish delight to redeem myself, relieved that Algeria 
enjoys the tricky confection as much as Albania. I stir vigorously and 
get the lumps smooth. When Keith eats two pieces, his brow smooth, 
I consider it a triumph.

Hot Algerian Lasagna

This dish blends traditional Italian lasagna with chickpeas, 
potatoes, ground lamb, and a healthy dose of cayenne pepper. 
Although the recipe is an invention of my own, inspired by the 
work of Clifford A. Wright, Algeria does have strong connections 
to Italy—not the least of which is the Trans-Mediterranean 
pipeline, which runs from Algeria, through Tunisia, into Italy. 

Harissa and cayenne pepper provide the punch for this 
dish. Dried harissa mix can be found in the spice section of 
some supermarkets, whereas wet pastes are more often sold 
in Middle Eastern markets. A teaspoon of cayenne makes the 
lasagna mild—double this for good burn. Cayenne pepper’s 
heat is rated in “heat units.” This recipe was made with a 35,000 
cayenne, which is on the low end of the scale. With a 90,000 
cayenne, only ⅓ of the cayenne pepper will be needed for the 
same kick. Most spice companies include this information on 
their spices.
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For a more budget-friendly version, ground chicken or beef 
may be substituted though the result will be leaner, too.

For the filling:
A few glugs olive oil
1 medium onion, chopped
1 pound ground lamb
A couple cloves garlic, crushed
½ teaspoon ground cumin
¼ teaspoon ground caraway
1 tablespoon harissa, prepared
1 teaspoon cayenne pepper, or more to taste
Salt
1 heaping tablespoon tomato paste 
One 15-ounce can tomato puree or sauce, plus an 8-ounce 

can (2½ cups total)
One 15-ounce can chickpeas, rinsed and drained
2 medium Yukon gold potatoes, peeled and ½-inch diced 

(about 2 cups or 10 ounces diced) 
½ cup water, or as needed

For assembly:
15 ounces ricotta 
2 eggs
2 cups (½ pound) shredded Gruyère 
2 cups shredded mozzarella 
1 pound no-boil lasagna sheets 

In a large skillet over medium-high heat, sauté the onion in a 
couple glugs of olive oil until golden. Add the lamb, and brown 
for a good 5 to 10 minutes, breaking it into small chunks with 
a wooden spoon along the way. Reduce heat and stir in the 
garlic, cumin, caraway, harissa, cayenne, and salt. Cook for a 

few minutes, until fragrant. Add tomato paste, 15 ounces of 
puree, chickpeas, cubed potatoes, and ½ cup water. Increase 
heat to bring to a bubble. Cover and simmer until potatoes 
are just tender—about 15 to 20 minutes, adding extra water 
if needed. Check seasonings, adding more salt and cayenne 
if desired.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a small bowl, mix ricotta 
with eggs and 1 cup Gruyère cheese. Add salt to taste. 

To assemble lasagna: 
Spread a glug of olive oil and half the remaining tomato puree 
on the bottom of a 9 × 13-inch (3-quart) casserole. Next, add 
a layer of lasagna noodles, a quarter of the ricotta mixture, a 
quarter of the lamb mixture, and ⅓ cup mozzarella cheese. 
Repeat three times. Finally, end with a layer of noodles and 
remaining puree sprinkled with remaining Gruyère and 
mozzarella. Cover with aluminum foil, and bake 55 minutes. 
Remove foil, and bake 5 minutes further to brown. Let rest a 
good 30 minutes before slicing.

Enough for 8

The blogging and cooking adventure consumes me so deeply that 
I wonder if I’m taking too much time away from my family. If, by 
flailing headlong into some imagined, perfect future, I’m stretching 
Keith too far, perhaps testing his steadfastness—and by extension, 
his love for me. Is this culinary adventure adding to the joy of the 
moment—or circumventing it?

When I get to Angola, I happen across a five-volume collection 
called The World Cookbook for Students, an encyclopedia of world 
recipes. It’s like the global cookbook jackpot, with recipes for every 
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Afghanistan or Bust

I look long and hard at the beautiful display in front of us. For the 
most part, this is food I’d never heard of a week before. This is a real feast.

“No, I’m not,” I respond. “There are enough people talking about 
the bad things in that part of the world. It’s time for some good. The 
food is enough.” I surprise myself with the forcefulness of my answer.

That night, as I stand in front of the sink washing a stack of dirty 
dishes notably lacking any knives, I make a vow to be a voice for the 
good, the happy, and the downright silly. Food, I realize, is family, 
not just survival. It’s peace.

This, I decide, will be my goal for the next four years—to create 
a place of calm inside and outside of my heart. Before I go to bed, I 
move the remaining spices from the market into the spice jars. They 
don’t fill them all, but it’s a start. 

Kabeli Palau

The national dish of Afghanistan is a highly spiced basmati rice 
dish made with lamb, chicken, or beef, piled onto a large platter 
that everyone dips into with bits of noni Afghani (naan). The 
festive atmosphere this creates makes kabeli palau an important 
celebration dish, ubiquitous at weddings and festivals. The rice is 
colored—commonly with a touch of caramelized sugar, though 
many use browned onion and saffron with similar effect, as 
presented in Terri Willis’s Afghanistan, Enchantment of the 
World. The Afghan season theirs with char masala—here I’ve 
substituted more readily available garam masala. And although 
some like a few chopped tomatoes, I opted for the concentrated 
smack of tomato paste. A skyward platter brimming with spiced 
rice, tender chicken, and cardamom-laced carrots and golden 
raisins will feed a crowd in more ways than one.

1 pound basmati rice, rinsed
1 large onion, peeled and chopped
⅓ cup ghee
2 heaping tablespoons tomato paste
A couple large cloves of garlic 
2½ pounds bone-in chicken (legs, thighs), extra fat trimmed
1 tablespoon salt
1 tablespoon garam masala
1 good pinch saffron
¾ cup water

Finishing touches:
½ pound carrots (about 4 large), peeled and cut into match-

sticks (2 cups chopped)
1 teaspoon oil
1 teaspoon sugar
½ cup golden raisins
A good pinch cardamom
¼ cup slivered almonds 

Rinse the rice in cold water until clear. Soak for an hour, more 
if you have it. Meanwhile, in a large, heavy-bottom pot with 
tightly fitting lid (something like an oval Le Creuset), brown 
the onion in ghee. Use a slotted spoon to remove the onion. 
Puree it with tomato paste and garlic. A food processor will 
do nicely, but a blender will work, too (just add the water to 
make the job easier). Set aside.

Brown the chicken pieces in the same pot over medium- 
high heat. Patience is a virtue here: The browner the chicken, 
the better the flavor. This can take 5 to 8 minutes per side. 
Move the chicken to one side of the pot and add in the onion 
mixture, salt, garam masala, saffron. Let it toast a moment in 
the hot ghee, and, if it hasn’t already gone in, add the water. 



260

Life from Scratch

261

Stir the chicken back into the mixture, lower heat, cover, and 
let bubble very gently.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Meanwhile, prepare the gar-
nish. In a large skillet over medium heat, cook the carrots in 
oil with the sugar until glossy (but not cooked through). Add 
cardamom and raisins. Cook another minute until plumped. 
Set aside.

Bring a pot of salted water (at least 6 cups) to boil. Drain 
the rice and dump it into the boiling water. Boil 4 to 5 min-
utes—no more—until half cooked. Drain. 

Remove the chicken from the pot. Add the rice to the pot, 
stirring to coat with spiced broth. Put the chicken on top of 
the rice along with the carrot mixture. Cover and bake 30 to 
35 minutes.

Finishing touches: Setting the chicken and carrot mix-
ture aside, mound half the rice onto a large platter. Add the 
chicken, then bury with remaining rice. If a crust has formed 
on the bottom of the pot, be sure to scrape it up as well—some 
consider this the best part. Scatter the carrot mixture over the 
top, along with the almonds.

Serve immediately with a thick, doughy flatbread such as 
naan, preferably without silverware.

Enough for 6 to 8

chapter 23

World on a Plate

The first few countries go by like a Where’s Waldo of 
world cuisine. I spend hours looking for authentic, viable 
recipes, subsumed by the curiosities I uncover—the more 

unfamiliar, the better. At home I lie on the carpet next to Ava, flipping 
through cookbooks. At the library I scan the reference section with 
her on my hip, only leaving after we find a cookbook for me and a 
picture book for her. I research the foods of dozens of countries in 
one sitting—sometimes resorting to the help of a Peace Corps site, an 
expat blog, or a YouTube video for help. But there’s a silence around 
many, as if they don’t exist. 

The hunt is maddening and satisfying. It fills the cracks and 
crevices of motherhood, at once smoothing my nerves and stretching 
them to their limit.

Even at eight months, Ava is my little helper. When I show her 
my selections, she pats the cookbooks with her hand. She watches the 
cooking videos, hiccuping and cooing. I cannot bring myself to select 

h
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She laughs like a giddy schoolgirl: “This project, it’s not just helping 
your family.” She glances over to the front door and shakes her head. 
“It’s like you’re pulling in the whole world, Sash! No wonder you’re 
stressed. That’s a lot of responsibility.”

I wonder if she’s right. I wonder if, after Nick, the doorbell will 
continue to ring as we let in someone from Burkina Faso, then Burma, 
and so on, until the entire world is sitting around my dinner table. 
An enormous global table. No arguments. No food fights. Just people 
there to share a meal. What could I learn from them? What could we 
learn from each other? 

I think back to my rough-and-tumble childhood and try to 
imagine all the players of my own life coming together around such 
a table: It’s a motley crew, to be sure.

Mom’s flight is scheduled before I serve the Bulgarian feast, but I 
make her a glass of kompot anyway. The Eastern European Christmas 
drink is inky with currants, prunes, and scattered sparks of dried 
apricot. The fruit plumps agreeably when simmered in sugar water, 
clouding the pot with a brown plume of sticky syrup. 

I dig my spoon into my glass and lift one quivering prune to my lips.

Kompot

Kompot (also known as Oshav) is a glass of summertime for all 
seasons. In the winter, Bulgarian children enjoy kompot as part of 
the Christmas celebration. Most any dried fruit will make a lovely 
addition—especially apples, pears, and cherries. When serving, be 
sure to give everyone a few bits of fruit at the bottom of their glass!

10 cups water
1 cup sugar, or to taste

1 cup prunes
1 cup dried currants
1 cup dried apricots 

Add all ingredients to a large pot. Cover and bring to a bubble. 
Cook until the fruit is well plumped, about 15 minutes. Serve 
chilled with several lumps of fruit in each glass. Although a straw 
isn’t necessary, a long-handled spoon will be much appreciated.

Makes 3½ quarts

I never considered the question of taking a vacation when I 
decided to cook my way around the world. Then in August, my 
brother Connor invites us to spend a week with his family in Virginia. 
I cannot pack my suitcase with all the cooking paraphernalia I might 
need. Keith isn’t set up to edit a video on the road. 

“Why don’t we just take a week off,” Keith suggests. “Isn’t the blog 
about the journey, not the destination?”

But hundreds now click through my blog daily; I don’t want to 
disappoint our readers. Before we leave, I cram in cooking Cambodia 
with Burundi.

I need a few dried, brined limes for a sour chicken soup. I lay the 
heavy citrus on a scorching patch of driveway. On one 104-degree 
day, the side exposed to the sun fades from green to yellow, the once 
glossy skin withering into leathery hide. I flip the limes, and the next 
day they’re done. They should have taken one, maybe two weeks. 

While Keith packs our bags, I look into Cambodian grilled eggs, 
street food mentioned in Steven Raichlen’s Planet Barbecue. There’s 
just one problem: no recipe. I reach out to Karen Coates, the former 
Asia correspondent for Gourmet magazine and whose blog I follow. 
She contacts a Khmer friend who helps explain the dish. 
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Turns out, it’s no small trick. A dozen raw eggs must first be 
blown out of their shells into a large bowl. Whip in a few fingers of 
sugar (palm or brown for depth) and a pucker of fish sauce. Some 
suggest minced kefir lime leaves, but I don’t have time to scurry over 
to the Asian market; the empty shells must still be painstakingly 
refilled with the glop and then steamed. Once firm, the eggs (shell 
and all) are skewered with bamboo rods and grilled.

The concept reminds me of Mom’s Jell-O eggs. But unlike hers, 
which we propped up in an egg carton to fill and set, these eggs need 
to be steamed upright before grilling. Some Cambodians steam them 
for eight hours. Finding the right vessel proves to be difficult, and I 
spill several batches until I discover the sides of a collapsible steamer 
basket can be lifted and closed around the eggs, then tied. 

But the eggs boil over, coating the steamer in what looks like foam 
insulation. In our haste to head east, I leave the mess in the sink. It is only 
when I’m lounging on the beach with my family that I realize I could have 
probably just steamed them in the cardboard carton they came in. Back 
home, I tackle the dishes and consider trying again. But the breakneck 
pace of the blog demands I move onto another country, another meal.

Cambodian Grilled Eggs

Despite the challenges I had with this recipe early on, I couldn’t 
get the brown sugar and fish sauce delight out of my mind. I’ve 
since made dozens of batches to streamline the process. I’m glad 
I took the time; with a little planning this popular Cambodian 
street food will be a showstopper at any barbecue. While I kept 
the core of the process—steamed, seasoned eggs, served skew-
ered, from a warm grill—I learned three key things: Although 
some cracking is normal, thin eggshells crack excessively while 

steaming—opt instead for sturdier organic eggs; instead of blow-
ing out the eggs, create a larger hole so the liquid simply shakes 
out (this will also reduce cracking); and to avoid stress the first 
time making them (and allow for backup), steam the eggs one 
day ahead. Before serving, just reheat them on the grill. 

After mastering the basics, play with the flavors: A few 
splashes of soy sauce or sprinkles of minced kefir lime leaves, 
chives, or hot chilies make lovely additions. For a hassle-free 
option, this egg mixture would make wonderful scrambled eggs 
for a Cambodian-inspired brunch. 

6 whole, large organic eggs
1 tablespoon brown sugar
2 teaspoons fish sauce
A couple good pinches pepper

Cut a cardboard egg carton to fit inside a large pot. Set aside. 
Add ½ inch water to the pot, cover, and bring to a gentle bubble.

Meanwhile, using a large clean needle or safety pin, care-
fully make a 1-inch hole in the top of an egg. Flick shell frag-
ments out, away from the egg so that they do not fall inside. 
Shake the egg over a large bowl to release the insides. Repeat 
with remaining eggs.

Rinse the empty shells in hot water, then stand them in 
the cardboard egg carton. 

Prepare the filling:
Whisk the eggs with all ingredients, and funnel into the 
eggshells. There will be some egg leftover. They expand while 
steaming so leave ¼ inch of space at the top of each egg. (If any 
eggs do bubble over, the foamy egg easily scrapes off the shell.) 

Right before placing the carton of filled eggs directly into 
the pot of water, turn the heat to a notch or so above the lowest 
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setting. Cover and steam gently for about 35 minutes without 
lifting the lid, or until the eggs are cooked through. The water 
shouldn’t bubble or they’ll boil over, but there should be enough 
heat and steam in the pot to gently cook them. 

At this point the eggs can be refrigerated overnight if desired. 
Although they can be served straight from the pot, it’s 

more fun to finish them the Cambodian way: Thread onto pre-
soaked bamboo skewers and grill until hot. Serve as is, letting 
guests delight in peeling their own eggs. 

Makes 6

Ava is busy learning to walk and talk. Shortly after she takes her 
first steps that autumn, I take her to the park to stretch her legs.

 But we don’t stay long. “Papa will be home soon,” I remind her, 
“and we’re going to eat a special meal tonight, from Chile.” 

She giggles and chants, “Chile, Chile, Chile.”
At that very moment, 33 Chilean miners are trapped 2,300 feet 

under the earth. They’d been there for nearly two months. 
Half a world away, at the edge of the playground, I have no idea 

if they will survive. What I do know is that, as I hold my daughter 
close, the miners’ families and friends are certainly hugging each 
other as well, clinging to fraying hope with circles under their eyes. 
Two months is such a long time to be in darkness. 

I don’t tell Ava about the miners. Instead, I try to make Chile real for 
her. I tell her about how the Chilean people like to eat much later than we 
do, between 9 p.m. and midnight, when the moon is already high in the 
sky and she’s been asleep for hours. Later, I show her pictures of the moun-
tains, and of Chilean children with their shiny, midnight-colored hair. 

}

Keith, Ava, and I sit down to eat pastel de choclo. The chicken casse-
role is a minefield of sliced olives, raisins, and chunked hard-boiled 
egg—all tucked beneath an unassuming blanket of pureed sweet 
corn. I dig right in. The milky corn slides over my tongue, charming 
me. Then the mouthful suddenly explodes, turning at once briny and 
sulfurous. There’s an aftershock of paprika, cumin, and cinnamon. 
As my lone fork clinks on my plate, I become aware of the stubborn 
silence around me. 

Keith loathes olives and hard-boiled eggs. He stares at the cas-
serole with a look of panic. I take a deep breath, put down my fork, 
and reach toward Ava’s high chair, pointing at her plate. “The corn 
makes the chicken taste almost sweet!” 

I pull a piece of chicken from beneath the squishy mass of corn 
and chopped egg and present it to Ava. Tentatively, she picks it up and 
slowly chews. A moment later, she goes back for more. Keith watches 
her, his plate still untouched. 

“Eat it!” I mouth, catching his eye.
He extracts some of the chicken, avoiding the olives and eggs. 

Dutifully, and not without regret, he picks up a microscopic piece of 
egg, eats it, and downs a half glass of water. 

For dessert we pour homemade dulce de leche all over heart-shaped 
alfajores, soft orange zest–infused cookies. I make them heart shaped 
on purpose, as a gesture toward the trapped miners. Keith spreads 
his alfajores with extra spoonfuls of dulce de leche. Ava licks her lips. 

As I watch my little family finally eat with gusto, I feel solidarity 
with Chile—a friendship of sorts. Later I tuck Ava into bed and crack 
the office window, grateful for the fresh air. 

Keith retires behind his laptop and I behind mine. I’m supposed 
to be transcribing the Chilean experience for my readers, but I’m dis-
tracted by the news. Never before has any civilization lived with as much 
connection to communities outside of their tribes, villages, or towns. 
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I was supposed to visit you and Michael three weeks before he died. 
I should have been there when he was in the hospital. I didn’t know 
it was going to be the end. Stupid.” 

He shakes his head, as though willing the image away. “Work 
never matters as much as family. I learned that the hard way.” 

“You could have never known. None of us knew,” I said. “I’ve 
spent most of my adult life trying not to run away from the past. 
We’ve all coped the best we could in a no-win situation.”

“But look at you now! You’ve got a great kid and husband . . .”
“But you want to hear the ugly truth?” I lower my voice. “Some-

times I wonder if I deserve them. Sometimes it doesn’t feel real—like 
I could blink and it could all just disappear.” 

Neither of us speaks. 
Finally, Tim clears his throat. “We can’t let the past get in the way 

so much.” He suggests we plan our next visit right then. 
As we talk, we realize that we’ve never given Mom a surprise 

party, that popular ritual that’s so common in big, warm families who 
celebrate with supermarket cake, hot dogs, and not enough salad. Her 
birthday is coming up in February, six months away.

We decide to throw Mom a surprise party at Tim’s home in Flor-
ida. He will send her tickets for a Christmas present, inviting her to 
visit him that February for her birthday. As far as she knows, she’s 
just coming to see Tim for a quiet, sun-drenched weekend. 

Masala Chai

With coffee shops on every corner, I sometimes forget how easy 
it is to make my own spiced tea. Although I greatly dislike the 
cloying sweetness of premixes, this recipe can be adjusted to 
personal tastes. In India, there are regional variations, but one 

thing is certain: “Chai” means “tea,” making the expression “chai 
tea” redundant. “Masala Chai,” which means “spiced tea,” is the 
proper nomenclature. I took Mark Bittman’s advice in The Best 
Recipes in the World and kept this spice blend simple (this way 
the drink stays in regular rotation); for a change of pace, try 
adding nutmeg, clove, or star anise to the pot. 

6 cups prepared black tea, tea leaves removed

Spice blend:
10 cardamom pods, lightly cracked
1 teaspoon fennel seeds
10 black peppercorns
1 or 2 cinnamon sticks 
1 large knuckle unpeeled fresh ginger, sliced in 3 or 4 coins

Finishing touches:
Up to ¼ cup sugar
Up to 1 cup milk

Tumble the prepared black tea and spices into a medium pot. 
Bring to a bubble, cover, and cook 10 to 15 minutes, or to 
desired strength. Remove from heat. Stream in some sugar 
and milk (my preference is a touch of sugar and all the milk). 
Strain. The spices have done their work—lay them to rest in 
the garden. Serve steaming hot in the winter or ice cold in 
the summer.

Makes a good 1½ quarts

In the months leading up to the trip, I spend days mulling what kind of 
gift to give Mom. One day I dig up an old wooden picture-frame box 
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and decide to fill it with strips of paper—one for every year of her life—
each listing a different reason why I love her—except that there’d have 
to be dozens upon dozens. It’s a lot of love notes to think of on my own. 

I decide that dividing the project up by four would be a lot eas-
ier. With Connor, Tim, and Grace, we’d each have just 17 and a half 
reasons to contribute. 

Tim loves the idea and asks when “it’s due.” Connor, my brother 
of few words, asks how long the notes have to be, and says he’ll enlist 
his kids’ help. Grace has a harder time. Raised without a mother at 
her side in a house full of boys, she still feels uneasy about her rela-
tionship with Mom. But after a sincere heart-to-heart, she takes the 
most artistic approach of all, using photos and doodles to enhance 
her sentiments. We decide to put a picture of the four of us in the 
frame to commemorate the celebration.

}

“Mom! You’ll never believe this.” I squeal into the phone a few 
months later. I’ve finished all the I, J, and K countries—and now we’re 
well into the L’s. “I just got off the phone with Rick Steves, host of 
his own show on NPR. He interviewed me about my stove top travel 
concept—which he loved. They’re going to air our conversation all 
over the country in January!” 

Mom oohs and aahs, and I smile, grateful for the distraction. 
We’re only a couple of months from her surprise party; it’s getting 
harder to keep my mouth shut.

“He got really excited about the Guinness Chocolate Cake With 
Baileys Buttercream.” 

The cake had gone viral that summer. It isn’t fussy, or prim. But 
the Irish stout and the Baileys give it a certain swagger, helped by the 
striking contrast between the dark chocolate crumb and pure white 

frosting. There’s festivity to each bite, and although many might 
have reserved the cake for Saint Patrick’s Day, I’d made it for Keith’s 
birthday. Once our plates were clean, we almost felt like we’d had a 
swashbuckling time on the Emerald Isle.

“Sounds like the perfect celebration,” Mom says. 
“Who doesn’t love a good party?” I ask, bursting to share our 

secret. Perhaps in anticipation of her surprise, I include Global Table 
desserts at all our family celebrations over the next months. When 
Keith’s son Ryan starts his own budding family, we celebrate the new 
baby boy with Latvian “birthday cake,” bread studded with plump 
raisins, bitter orange peel, and delicate saffron threads. 

Dark Chocolate Guinness Cake With 
Baileys Buttercream

Jet-black, ultra-moist cake topped with pure white frosting 
makes this Irish confection resemble a real pint of Guinness. 
Although beer and cake might sound like a bad night at a frat 
party, the Guinness actually works to deepen the chocolate fla-
vor, much like espresso—even as the alcohol cooks off. It’s a very 
easy batter, with no egg separating or careful folding. Sometimes 
an easy cake is just the thing. 

For the cake:
12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) butter, plus more for cake pans
1 cup Guinness Extra Stout
1 tablespoon vanilla extract
¾ cup unsweetened cocoa
1½ cups sugar
1¼ cups all-purpose flour
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1 teaspoon baking soda
2 large eggs

For the buttercream:
¾ pound (3 sticks) unsalted butter, softened
1 pound powdered sugar, sifted
2 to 4 tablespoons Baileys Irish Cream

For the cake:
Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a small saucepan, heat the butter 
until just melted, then whisk together with Guinness, vanilla 
extract, and cocoa. While the Guinness mixture is cooling, 
grease and line the bottoms of two 8-inch cake pans with 
rounds of parchment paper. Whisk together the sugar, flour, 
and baking soda in a large bowl. Pour the Guinness mixture 
onto the dry ingredients, and then whisk in the 2 eggs. When 
the batter is shiny and smooth, pour it into the two prepared 
cake pans. Lick the whisk when no one is looking. Bake for 30 to 
35 minutes, or until a skewer comes out clean. Cool completely.

For the buttercream:
In a stand mixer, whip the softened butter until fluffy. Add the 
powdered sugar on low speed, then increase to medium-high, 
and drizzle in just enough Baileys to get the buttercream loose 
and fluffy. The key to making whiter frosting is to whip it 5 to 
10 minutes, scraping occasionally.

To assemble the cake: 
Run a knife around the edge of the cake pan to loosen and 
turn out cakes. Level the layers with a serrated knife, if needed. 
Spread about a third of the buttercream on the bottom cake 
layer. Top with the second layer. Wiggle them around until 
they line up just right.

Thinly spread another third of the frosting mixture over 
the top and sides of the cake to make a crumb coat. This will 
seal in the crumbs so chocolate flecks don’t ruin the white 
frosting. Refrigerate to set—about 30 minutes or overnight 
if desired. 

Once the crumb coat is firm to the touch, add the final 
third of the frosting to the cake—top first, then sides. Spread 
it around evenly. Slice and serve with an extra cold pint  
of Guinness.

Enough for 8 to 10

When the NPR interview airs, thousands of visitors flock to the 
website, crashing my server many times over. Some read to remem-
ber travels past; others come to dream about trips they’ll never take. 

Mom calls to check in. 
“It’s incredible,” I say, “People from everywhere are finding the site.”
“Oh, yeah?” Mom replies dryly.
“Aren’t you the least bit excited? Where’s the enthusiasm you had 

the other day?”
“I just don’t want you to get hung up on all that . . . attention.” 
“It has nothing to do with that, Mom. People from tiny countries 

finding the site—Nauru, Tuvalu, the Ivory Coast—are just happy 
to have their recipes brought to light. And there’s more!” I exclaim. 
“Right here in Tulsa, a woman who runs a program where kids garden 
and cook their harvests has asked me to speak.”

Josie’s Global Gardens classroom is literally a garden: 2-by-6s 
hammered together for raised beds, with an oven fashioned from 
straw and mud that cranks out perfect, brown-bottomed pizzas. I 
come prepared to teach the children about food in Japan. But the 
dozen eighth graders guide me under the wind-battered pergola 
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from the lemon juice made the inside of my mouth sour and my 
teeth hurt.

Mom looked at me, waiting. I took off my hat, smiling weakly 
while chewing, wondering what on earth to say. 

Finally, I managed, “Wow, Mom—it’s good.” She beamed. I looked 
away, unable to keep the lie out of my eyes. I continued to eat. Slow. 
Deliberate. Dutiful. Eventually I scraped the juices off the plate. And 
truth be told, the pie wasn’t bad; it just wasn’t what I remembered. 

Had the CIA ruined me, with its professionally perfect desserts? 
Was I expecting too much of my mother? Or had my memory been 
nothing more than wishful thinking?

Mom took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. “It’s pretty good, 
considering . . .”

I emptied my plate. Mom beamed and cut into the pie again, 
sliding a new, larger piece in front of me. 

I ate the second slice, too.

Mom’s Apple Pie With a Twist

I’ve updated Mom’s recipe, so I can remember the past with 
feet planted firmly toward the future. Though Mom likes to 
add several Granny Smiths, I prefer my pie granny-free, on the 
sweeter side. I use Pink Lady apples, though many varieties will 
do, as long as they are firm. To catch the spiced apple drippings, 
I sprinkle steel-cut oatmeal on the bottom crust. Mom doesn’t 
thicken her juices, but I like some cornstarch for body. Either 
way is delicious. But there’s plenty to keep from Mom’s recipe, 
too—the bewitching “sin” of cinnamon perfuming the fruit, the 
touch of brown sugar, and the spirit of the thing—a dessert that 
gets made, in the face of—and perhaps because of—all odds.

For the pie dough:
3 cups all-purpose flour 
1 teaspoon salt 
2 teaspoons sugar
½ pound (2 sticks) cold butter, cubed
A little ice water

For the apple filling:
4 pounds firm baking apples, such as Pink Lady
The zest and juice of 1 lemon
⅓ cup brown sugar, packed 
⅓ cup white sugar
1 teaspoon cinnamon 
½ teaspoon nutmeg 
3 tablespoons cornstarch (optional, for thickening)
¼ cup steel-cut oatmeal (any kind that’s “ready in 5 minutes”)

Finishing touches:
1 egg white, beaten with 1 teaspoon water
1 teaspoon sugar

Make the pie dough by whisking together the flour, salt, and 
sugar, and then cutting in the butter with a pastry cutter (Mom 
used two knives held like an “X” and drawn across each other). 
When the butter is mostly pea-sized, switch to a large fork and 
drizzle on the ice water, tossing until a shaggy dough forms 
(6 to 10 tablespoons usually does the trick). Press the dough 
together and form two disks, one a little larger than the other. 
Wrap in plastic wrap, and refrigerate for about an hour.

Meanwhile, peel and cut the apples into ¼-inch-thick 
slices. Add to a large bowl and drizzle with the lemon juice 
and zest, then toss with the sugars, cinnamon, nutmeg,  
and cornstarch.
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Preheat the oven to 400°F. Roll out the larger disk until 
several inches wider than the pie dish—15 or 16 inches. I like 
to work between two floured sheets of parchment paper so I 
don’t have to worry about sticking. Alternatively, dust a clean 
work surface with a bit of flour. Place this first round of dough 
on the bottom of the pie dish, sprinkle with oatmeal, and fill 
with apple mixture, being sure to scrape in all the accumulated 
juices. Press with the palm to flatten the apples (this reduces 
the air pocket created by an all-butter crust). 

Roll out the second disk. Drape it across the apples and 
cut three vents in the center. Roll the top edge under the bot-
tom edge to seal and crimp with the knuckles. Brush all over 
with just enough egg white to lightly glaze the pie. Sprinkle 
with sugar. 

Bake for 30 minutes, then reduce the temperature to 
325°F and bake another 30 to 35 minutes, or until the crust 
browns agreeably. Let cool on a rack for 3 hours before slicing. 
This gives the pie time to set up, though only refrigeration will 
make the slices perfectly firm. Serve warm, with a scoop of 
vanilla ice cream or, as Mom likes, a dollop of yogurt.

Makes one 9- or 10-inch deep-dish pie; enough for 8 to 10

The next day Mom flew back to Boston, 1,587 impossible miles 
away. Back at the apartment, I settled into my rented love seat. I 
didn’t move all morning. I watched the gray laminate kitchen flicker 
in the fluorescents. I looked at the cabinets. A few of the doors gaped, 
revealing a tin of mint tea, a quart of coffee grounds, three cans of 
tuna, and five cases of Diet Pepsi. 

Finally, as the sun towered overhead, I cut into the last slice of 
pie and ate it slowly while thinking about the journey ahead. Four 
months in Tulsa. That’s when the real tears came. I thought they’d 

be about missing Greg, or being alone. But more than anything else, 
they were about that stupid pie. 

I’d been waiting to taste it for more than a decade. It wasn’t just 
a botched dessert. For the first time, that pie showed me who Mom 
really was, not who I wanted her to be. That pie was her. No matter 
how much I needed her to be the perfect mother, she could only be 
human. And though her choices had always been made with the best 
of intentions, the results spoke for themselves. 

As I washed the pie plate and put it back on the empty shelf, I 
told myself that I had to love her despite it all.

As often as I’d changed homes in a life buttressed by closed doors, 
Tulsa was my first foray into total solitude. For four months, I’d have 
no boyfriend to lean on, no family nearby to check in on me: I’d 
washed up manless, motherless, and friendless. I felt cornered by the 
loneliness, the disconnect, and the dissolution into anonymity. Yet I 
knew this self-induced isolation was exactly what I needed.

Those first days, I operated on strict autopilot. Once the apple 
pie and tuna fish were gone, I survived on gas station beef jerky and 
hourly jolts of coffee. I shuffled to and from my internship at Bama 
Pie Factory, filling the required eight hours each day, trying to come 
up with new product ideas for our fast-food clientele. White potions 
and powders lined our 30-by-30-foot kitchen lab, stretching from 
floor to ceiling. 

There was no natural light, though the shelves glowed brilliantly, 
windows on a chemical sunrise. Some of the potions were designed 
to make food last longer; others added flavor or enhanced dough 
elasticity. No concept was considered a success unless the scientists 
could find a way to integrate them into fast-food products (in the 
name of food safety and longevity, of course). 

I soon learned to pass on the fancy ingredients I’d so loved at 
the CIA. Instead of Gruyère, I experimented with processed cheese 
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Reunion and Remembrance 

“Are you moving in?” I asked.
“I think I might,” she grinned, and handed me a toasted square 

of cinnamon raisin bread topped with tomato sauce and two trans-
lucent slices of mozzarella. She swirled thick rivers of olive oil over 
the top of the cheese until it pooled over onto the plate, finishing 
it off with a generous dusting of hot paprika. We sat down at the 
kitchen table.

“Never brown the cheese,” she said, as she slid the plate toward 
me, “that’s a sign of a careless cook.” 

“What exactly is this?” I began, looking down at the curious, 
steaming concoction that was by now marooned in olive oil.

“Pizza.”
Mom watched intently as I pressed my knife through the cheese 

into the crispy bread and brought the glistening, oozing morsel to 
my mouth. The sweet raisins coupled with the cinnamon and hot 
paprika suddenly and unexpectedly brought me back to the kitchen 
in Jamaica Plain. There was no other taste in the world like this.

I was six years old again, swinging my feet under the kitchen 
table. Michael and I ate and chanted in equal measure: “Pizza. 
Pizza. Pizza.” 

“Wow,” I said, and took another, larger bite. I shut my eyes and 
settled into the memory, a smile tracing vaguely along my lips.

Mom’s Curious Cinnamon  
Raisin Pizza

Never one to let lack of ingredients stump creativity, Mom first 
made this “pizza” when we were out of regular sandwich bread. 
Whenever I tell someone about it, they inevitably scrunch up 
their nose. And yet, against all odds, the touch of sweet raisins 

and cinnamon delightfully punctuates paprika-topped pizza. 
The combination reminds me of some Middle Eastern and 
Central Asian cultures, which include cinnamon and raisins 
in their savory rice dishes.

2 slices cinnamon raisin bread 
2 generous spoonfuls marinara
2 slices mozzarella or provolone
1 or 2 glugs olive oil
A couple pinches hot paprika 

Toast two slices of cinnamon raisin bread under the broiler. 
Spread on a heaping spoonful of marinara, and top with a slice 
of mozzarella or provolone. Return to broiler until hot and 
bubbling. Mom would say not to brown the cheese, but I prefer 
the deep nuttiness that comes from an extra minute under the 
broiler. Drizzle with good quality olive oil, and dust with sharp 
paprika. Enjoy with a fork, a knife, and a triumphant smile.

Enough for 2

As I closed in on the last quarter of the pizza, Mom made an 
announcement. “Just so you know,” she said, “I got rid of all your 
bras while you were at work today.” 

I froze, mid-bite. “Are you serious? Why would you do that?”
“That room was a mess! I thought I’d get it shipshape. And then I 

find you’re wearing . . .” she scrunched her nose. “Push-up bras? You 
don’t need that junk! Does John make you wear them?”

Though John had bought a few for my birthday, I wasn’t about 
to admit it. “Mom! I’m not 12 anymore.” 

“No. You’re not. But I’m your mother. And I’m trying to figure 
out who you are.” She screwed up her eyes and looked at me steadily. 
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trash. The next day I donate my microwave and give a friend my 
bread machine.

When I tell Mom what happened, she groans. “Doctors are such 
idiots. I hope you fired him. Of course, it’s the cassava.”

“But the website says the cassava in the United States is supposed 
to be cyanide free. They treat it with some kind of . . . wash?” 

“Nonsense! Are you going to trust your body or what’s supposed 
to be?”

“Well, it sure would be easier if I knew what the hell I was doing,” 
I say. “What kind of mother am I, to risk my child’s life like that?”

“Yes, that’s scary,” she agrees. Then she brightens. “Maybe you 
should focus on recipes that are going to work for your family, Sash. 
That’s all. Don’t try so hard to be shocking. I’m sure Keith’s not a fan 
of all this fuss, anyway.”

Muamba de Galinha

This spicy Angolan chicken stew presents none of the difficulties 
of bâtons de manioc. It’s a homey chop-and-simmer, one-pot 
dinner. The unique red tint and bold flavor come from red palm 
oil, the oil of choice in West Africa. Expats say it tastes like home, 
but the carrot-colored paste (that sets up at room temperature, 
like butter) is certainly an acquired taste. Angolans use the oil 
with abandon—doubling the amount I used here would not be 
unheard of—but I find a restrained hand goes a long way. It is 
available in ethnic grocers, certain natural grocers, and online. 

Although this rendition makes my nose sniffle, feel free to 
add more chilies to taste. Angolans don’t hold back. The stew 
certainly can be served on its own, but it tastes great with boiled 
yucca, or served over rice.

Juice and zest of 1 lemon
4 large garlic cloves, crushed
A generous pinch of salt
1½ teaspoons chili powder
4 to 5 whole chicken legs
¼ to ⅓ cup red palm oil
2 large onions, chopped
3 tomatoes, quartered
1 habanero pepper, as desired 
1 cup water 
Salt and pepper
1 small pumpkin (about 1½ pounds), to make 1 pound cubed 
½ pound okra (fresh or frozen), sliced in rounds

Mix lemon juice, zest, crushed garlic, salt, and chili powder, 
and rub into the chicken. Cover and refrigerate for an hour 
or overnight. 

Heat a large pot or Dutch oven over medium-high heat. 
Add the oil, and brown the chicken, 5 to 10 minutes a side. 
Avoid crowding. Do this in several batches if needed. Next, 
cook the onions until soft and beginning to brown. Tip in the 
remaining marinade and tomatoes. Slit the habanero in half 
(or, for more fire, chop it), and toss into the mix. Splash in 
the water, and season with salt and pepper. Cover and cook 
at a gentle bubble for 30 to 45 minutes, or until the chicken 
is tender.

Meanwhile, peel, seed, and cut the pumpkin into 1.5-
inch cubes. Stir the pumpkin and sliced okra into the broth, 
cover, and continue bubbling until all ingredients are cooked 
through, a good 30 minutes. Adjust seasoning. Serve hot.

Enough for 4 to 6
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if he were channeling my every story—as though he were there with 
me and had been from the beginning.

Instead of telling me about his life, Keith brought me to see it 
with my own eyes. He was raised three hours away in Geronimo, 
Oklahoma, population 1,282. In all my travels, I’d never seen any-
thing like it. Downtown Geronimo is a glorified crossroads. This 
is the heart of the Bible Belt; an abundance of steeples inch ever 
skyward. The people are settled in their homes, in their bones, in 
their souls. They trust their land and their God. On Sundays, they 
raise their hands and shut their eyes, giving in with an abandon I 
can only marvel at. It is the middle of nowhere, but for these people 
it is everywhere.

Keith’s parents, Clint and Wanda, hugged me the moment they 
met me. Acceptance is the Geronimo way. For the last 35 years, 
the two have lived several miles out of town on a forgotten piece of 
farmland tucked between the Lawton prison and the old creek. Keith’s 
younger brother Daniel lives just on the other side of town. 

Wheat fields, emerald green in the winter and barren in the sum-
mer, line the quarter-mile drive that curves up to Clint and Wanda’s 
one-story brick house. They lease the land beyond their windows to 
farmers, never once sinking their teeth into bread made from that 
red soil. 

Eight plum trees grow crooked in the south winds that push 
across the land, stubborn survivors of heat, hail, and whirling-dervish 
wall clouds (those testy harbingers of tornadoes). But the trees haven’t 
fruited yet. There’s no fresh produce in sight, save for the remains of 
the tomato bed Wanda once shackled over the cracking clay. 

There’s a waiting in Geronimo, a settled acceptance that all 
things bear fruit with time. Baseball-size hail, howling tornadoes 
strong enough to flatten a town, and minor bouts of indigestion are 
waited out with equal patience. There’s no pining for anything more 

than the sun to rise, catfish to bite, dinner to be hot, and smiles to 
be quick and frequent.

Keith is the salt of this land.

Okie Catfish

I don’t like catfish, but I love the Martin family recipe. In 
Clint’s hands, the muddy fillets become mild, the crisp coating 
sweet. It’s not just that he catches the whiskered fish fresh from 
nearby lakes. It’s that, even before mooring his boat, Clint and 
Wanda rinse and pack the fresh-gutted flappers with salt and 
ice. Although I could add bells and whistles, there is something 
beautifully Oklahoman about the simplicity Clint’s recipe offers. 
The creole seasoning is a nod to Keith’s Louisiana-dwelling 
aunt—if this or the Jiffy Mix is unavailable, try the substitutes 
provided for an equally delicious meal.

1½ pounds catfish fillets
Salt

For the crust:
¾ cup flour
¾ cup Jiffy Mix (or substitute ½ cup yellow cornmeal, 3 table-

spoons sugar, and 1 tablespoon baking powder)
Enough Tony’s Creole spice blend to make the flour blush 

(about 2 teaspoons) (or substitute ½ teaspoon cayenne 
pepper, ½ teaspoon black pepper, ½ teaspoon garlic salt, 
and ½ teaspoon chili powder)

Vegetable oil, for frying

Cut the fish into 2-inch-wide sections. Sprinkle both sides 
with salt. Refrigerate overnight (no more than 24 hours). The 
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next day, whisk together the flour, Jiffy Mix, and creole spice. 
Rinse the salt from the fillets, and dredge their wet flesh with 
the flour mixture. Deep-fry at 350°F until golden brown, turn-
ing once after 3 to 4 minutes and cooking for 6 to 8 minutes 
total. Drain on paper towels and eat immediately.

Enough for 4

There’s something mandatory about experiencing a buffet in 
Oklahoma. Aside from the depressing chain restaurants, of which 
there is no shortage, every small town seems to have at least one 
quiet gem. Although I wasn’t specifically seeking one, I did find it in 
Talihina, a town of a thousand in the hills of southeast Oklahoma, 
150 miles from Tulsa. 

Keith and I planned the motorcycle ride with a dozen other 
members of Tulsa Sportbike Riders. We’d been dating almost a year; 
it was our first getaway since I began my new, laid-back job as a 
marketing coordinator for the Girl Scouts. The group would stay 
two nights at Queen Wilhelmina, a lodge founded in 1898 and once 
dubbed “Castle in the Sky.” Keith reserved the King’s Suite, assuring 
me with a wink that we’d have plenty of alone time. During the day, 
we’d rev along ribbons of cloud-capped roads, flanked by lush forest. 
At night, we’d sink into the lodge’s extensive buffet. As we packed, 
Keith described green bean casserole (topped with crunchy onion 
strings), biscuits cloaked in woolen sausage gravy, and a tender 
slump of roast beef or ham. I could almost hear the steam table 
hissing, beckoning. 

But the morning of the trip, I woke up with a pounding, clogged 
sweatiness between my temples. When I told Keith I didn’t think I’d 
be able to make the ride, his eyes darkened. 

“Do you think some medicine would help?”

Between his allergies, high blood pressure, and atrial fibrillation, 
he had a full medicine cabinet.

“I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “Are you upset about the room fees?”
“No, no.” He patted my leg. “You need to rest. I’m sure we can 

get our money back.”
While he retreated to the kitchen to make me a cup of tea, I 

dragged myself to the bathroom and splashed cool water on my 
face. I got dressed slowly, through bone-deep shivers, hoping to 
hide my misery. 

“I think I can make it, Keith. I just—”
“Great! I’ll get the bikes ready.” He grinned and squeezed 

me tight.
I winced, but when Keith looked at me again, I made it into 

a smile.
We zigzagged through the countryside for two and a half solid 

hours. The long line of motorcycles ahead shimmered and blurred. 
I lifted my visor, but still had trouble seeing. Even over the engine, I 
could hear my breathing, short and shallow.

When we arrived at the lodge mid-afternoon, I slumped over the 
bike, my head on the gas tank, helmet and all. My limbs continued 
to vibrate, as though the road was still moving beneath me. Finally 
I hauled myself off the bike, leaning on the metal frame for support. 
The next thing I knew, I was on the ground with the bike on top of 
my legs. Keith rushed forward.

“Are you OK? You forgot to put the kickstand up.” 
He half-carried me to our room; I had a 102.6-degree fever. He 

filled a champagne bucket with ice and sat by my side, holding my hand. 
As my eyes fluttered shut, I heard him whisper, “I’m so sorry, 

Sasha. This is not what I planned.”
I woke up a few hours later. My temperature had dropped to 

101.4°. After the afternoon’s inferno, the fever now felt like a cool 
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“He’s been married twice?” she asked, furrowing her brow. “You 
never told me that.” She paused, considering. “Well,” she tossed her 
hand dismissively, “those women obviously weren’t right for him. An 
ordinary girl can’t hold on to a guy like that.”

“What do you mean?” 
“Exactly what I said—he’s different. Put it this way: He’s not going 

to put up with a bunch of nonsense. He’s serious about you,” she said, 
drawing out the words slowly. “But you’re in for a ride if you think he’s 
going to embrace all that cooking you did at the CIA. That’s much too 
fussy for him.”

“I had no idea he was picky—”
“His son’s right. That’s what happens when you eat out all the 

time. It’s all so . . . sterile. No one has to order anything they don’t 
like.” She nodded toward the door, “You’ve got a real Mr. Picky on 
your hands. The question is: What are you going to do about it?”

In that moment she gave herself away. I grinned, despite myself. 
She really, really liked him. 

Orange & Herb Roasted Chicken

I’ve seen many fussy ways of making roast chicken. For me, the 
only requirement is the crackle and hiss—a refrain heard as 
much in my mother’s kitchen as Patricia’s. If the orange is partic-
ularly juicy, it’ll gurgle through much of the cooking process—a 
comforting sound any time of year. 

A couple generous sprigs fresh thyme 
A generous sprig fresh rosemary
2 tablespoons butter, melted
½ teaspoon paprika, heaping, plus more for sprinkling

1 teaspoon salt
1 orange
One pasture-roaming chicken, 4 to 4½ pounds, giblets 

removed
A couple garlic cloves, bruised but not peeled
A few drops vegetable oil

Preheat the oven to 400°F.
Tear off most of the green matter from the thyme and 

rosemary, mince, and add to a small bowl (reserve the woody 
stems). Stir in the melted butter, a teaspoon of salt, a half 
teaspoon paprika, and the grated zest of the orange. Slice the 
orange in half, and set aside. 

Rinse and dry the chicken. Sprinkle the cavity with salt 
and paprika, toss in the woody stems, the garlic cloves, and 
one of the orange halves (pressing it in the hand to crack it 
open). Truss the bird, and rub the butter and herb mixture 
all over the outside. Roast on a lightly oiled V-rack until the 
breast meat registers 175°F (1 hour for a 4-pound bird; add 
another 5 minutes for a 4½-pound bird). For well-done dark 
meat, cook an extra 10 minutes or so—until the thigh registers 
180°F. Let rest 15 minutes before carving.

Enough for 4 to 6
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Every morning after breakfast, Mom would take out her old 
Singer and begin her freelance work as a seamstress, hemming the 
wool trousers and silk skirts of lawyers and bourgeois homemakers 
while Michael and I played at her feet. She found the work from ads 
tacked to billboards around town. When things were slow, she made 
our dress clothes too, converting a 25-cent pair of XXL pants from 
the thrift store into a Christmas dress for me or a blazer for Michael. 
With the scraps she made my doll’s clothes. My job was to collect the 
fabric from the linoleum floor and thread the needle.

Through the years, Mom approached food the same way she 
approached sewing: Not a scrap should be wasted. “Beggars can’t be 
choosers,” she’d always say, promising to ship our leftovers to China 
if we didn’t eat up. So we choked down what we were given: heaping 
mounds of spinach tossed with nutmeg and green onion, fried liver, 
rice-stuffed cabbage rolls, corn chowder, and the dreaded block of 
“welfare cheese,” as long as my forearm and as thick as my thigh. The 
processed bites tasted like wax, but Mom said we needed the calcium. 

Mom practiced what she preached. When our molasses sand-
wiches were flanked by slices of suspiciously fuzzy bread, she would 
shrug off our complaints, saying a little mold never hurt anyone. If 
we had browning bananas, she’d whip up a batch of her Hungarian 
crepes—a recipe she learned from her father—and let Michael and I 
roll them up together with some yogurt and maple syrup. The result, 
endlessly drippy and sweet, was one of our favorite childhood treats—
one that made us believe that our lives were as ordinary as any other.

Overnight Crepes

Even though she’s half Hungarian, Mom calls these thin pan-
cakes crepes instead of “palacsinta.” And perhaps they are crepes; 

The final sleeping arrangements soon became clear: Mom in 
the bread-box bedroom on the other side of the kitchen, Michael 
and I each against our own wall in the living room. Since he was 
half a head taller, he got a huge, twin-size mattress, while I slept on 
a smaller bed cobbled together out of reclaimed two-by-fours. Mom 
sewed curtains for the windows and then another, from an old lace 
tablecloth, to drape along the posts that rose up at regular intervals 
across the length of my bed. She called it my castle. 

In the morning, we’d shuffle into the kitchen to pick out our 
clothes for the day. The room felt enormous, despite the meager floor 
plan, lack of counter space, and awkward, freestanding stove. But the 
deeper we explored the space, the more the room offered. It was not 
just for cooking and eating; it was also a closet, Mom’s sewing room, 
and with nowhere else to convene, our living room.

Since our beds took up most of the actual living room, the kitchen 
was the only place to put our dresser. Never one to let a perfectly good 
surface go to waste, Mom found a piece of scrap laminate and placed it 
on top to create a makeshift prep area. She screwed hooks into the side 
to hang her cast-iron pans and bolted an old, hand-cranked mill to the 
edge, showing us how to grind our own flour. Shaking clouds of flour out 
of my socks became an inevitable part of our morning routine, despite 
Mom’s constant reminders that I should close my drawers all the way. 

As time went by, Mom added more and more inventive details to 
our new home. One day while exploring the Bunker Hill Monument, 
she found an old railroad tie. Impervious to the stares and whispers 
of strangers, she lugged it home in the trunk of her car and bolted 
the enormous timber to the wall above the dresser. Here she stored 
a jumble of brown glass spice jars. “Spices do better when kept in the 
dark,” she explained. “It keeps them potent.” The finishing touch was 
a few silvery branches of eucalyptus suspended from the railroad tie. 
They filled the air with their honeyed, woodsy scent.
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until the top of the crepe changes from shiny to dull, then flip. 
Cook a few more seconds, or until done. The first one is always 
a mess. Eat it, and carry on with the rest. Store cooked crepes 
in a warm oven until they are all cooked. 

Finishing touch: Roll each crepe with desired fillings. 

Makes 8 crepes

Though she could easily have plunked Michael and me down in 
front of a TV as she worked, Mom felt that this particular appliance 
should be used with caution. If we complained of boredom, she’d sit 
us down to write letters, design our own paper dolls, or read from 
her extensive children’s book collection, which included Leo Tolstoy’s 
Fables for Children. She kept “the boob tube” in her bedroom closet. 
No matter how many seams she had to stitch, she’d only bring out 
the two-dial black-and-white set once a week, for what she called 
“educational shows,” like Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, Leave It to 
Beaver, or Julia Child reruns. Sometimes Michael got to watch an 
old Western or a cop show called CHiPs. 

Though I’m not sure how it qualified as educational, I was allowed 
to watch The Addams Family, starring apparent witches, a disembod-
ied hand, and a big ball of walking, talking hair in sunglasses. Part of 
the fascination was that strangers liked to tell me I looked eerily like 
Wednesday Addams, the small black-haired girl with too-big eyes 
and straight-lipped face. Like her, my quiet stares seemed to unsettle 
the adults around me. 

But it went deeper than that: These oddball TV characters made 
sense to me. Like Mom, they found the habits of conventional society 
ridiculous, and were genuinely surprised when neighbors abhorred 
their eccentric lifestyle. These misfits stood their ground, triumphing 
over their neighbors’ judgment and criticism. 

most palacsinta are prepared with carbonated water to lighten 
the batter. Mom omits this trick, instead relying on an overnight 
rest to make a silkier batter. Like magic, all the lumps are gone 
in the morning. 

Still, like any good Hungarian, Mom makes an art of 
rolling up the crepes with a wide range of sweet and savory fill-
ings.  Her simplest preparations are smeared with apricot jam, 
sprinkled with crushed walnuts, and stacked under a dusting 
of powdered sugar. Sometimes, they’re rolled around leftover 
chicken paprika and reheated in a warm oven. My favorite is a 
Hungarian-American hybrid: sliced fruit (whatever is on hand), 
a spoon of yogurt, and a drizzling of maple syrup. Speaking of 
syrup—traditionalists will say to keep the batter fluid; it should 
pour like cold maple syrup. Thin as needed with extra milk.

• 2 large eggs 
• 1 cup milk 
• 1 cup flour 
• 1½ teaspoons almond or vanilla extract 
• Pinch of salt
• Butter, for cooking

Finishing touches: 
Seasonal fruit (bananas, pears, apples, peaches, berries), apricot 

jam, maple syrup, yogurt, powdered sugar

In a medium bowl, whisk together the eggs, milk, flour, 
extract, and salt. Cover and refrigerate overnight. 

In the morning, whisk the batter smooth. Preheat a 
10-inch nonstick skillet over medium heat with a little butter. 
When it sizzles, ladle in ¼ cup batter. I lift the pan a few inches 
and slowly twist my wrist until the batter spreads evenly over 
the surface to fill the entire pan. Return to the burner and cook 
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béchamel-layered lasagna. Sometimes Patricia made more exotic 
fare, too, like stewed rabbit or braised endives, and she wasn’t above 
adding several tendrils of bitter frisée to her salads. But it was her 
hefty ratatouilles that I couldn’t get enough of. Each bite was at once 
sweet and savory, nutritious and indulgent. Even seconds weren’t 
enough; I always took thirds. 

Ratatouille

The key to ratatouille is the layering of flavor. A proper French 
cook browns each ingredient until the skin darkens agreeably, 
tasting of fire, garlic, and salty olive oil. Most popular in the 
south of France, around Nice, ratatouille actually means “to toss 
food together.” In this recipe, as with so many, don’t get hung 
up on cooking times. Just cook until the food is sweet and the 
appetite whets—an hour or so from start to finish.

3 tablespoons olive oil, plus ¼ cup
1 large onion, chopped
1 red pepper, cut in 1-inch pieces
1 yellow pepper, cut in 1-inch pieces
1 teaspoon fresh thyme, chopped 
Generous pinch fresh rosemary needles, chopped
6 cloves garlic, sliced
4 Roma tomatoes, chopped
1 pound zucchini, sliced into half-moons
1 smallish eggplant (1 to 1½ pounds), cubed
Salt and pepper

Heat a large Dutch oven or pot over medium heat. Add 
3 tablespoons olive oil. Cook onions until deep golden and 

the home smells sweet. Add the peppers and continue cooking 
until softened. Add herbs, garlic, and tomatoes. Reduce heat 
and let bubble gently. 

In a large skillet over medium-high heat, fry eggplant in 
remaining oil. Stir into the onion mixture when brown. Do 
the same for the zucchini. Once everything is in the large 
pot, season with salt and pepper, cover and bubble 15 more 
minutes, until all the ingredients are tender. Serve hot or room 
temperature with crusty bread.

Enough for 4

Though she was American, Patricia’s cooking style showed an 
in-depth knowledge of French cookery that she absorbed from 
Pierre’s family. In many ways she reminded me of Julia Child, both 
in what she made and how removed she seemed from the rest of us. 
It was as though a screen separated her world from ours. Whenever 
I’d wander into the kitchen to see what she was up to, she ushered me 
back out with a cheery refrain: “The kitchen’s no place for a child! Go 
find something fun to do!” 

I heard from Toni that Patricia’s mother had died after falling off 
the roof of their tenement when Patricia was still in high school. So 
Patricia cared for her little brother and kept house to help her father. 
Other than the certificate course she took with my mother at Boston’s 
Museum of Fine Arts, Patricia didn’t go on to higher education. In 
the 1980s, even as women flooded the workforce, looking down on 
those who stayed home with their children, Patricia resolved that her 
job would be the cooking and cleaning, so that we kids could focus 
on our studies and get an education. Though her daughters would 
go on to have careers in medicine, linguistics, and neuroscience, 
none cook much. 
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infinity at my fingertips. But where those voyages were bandages 
for a broken heart, these new journeys will launch me toward the 
uncharted life I crave. They must.

That March, we sip bittersweet grapefruit sparklers from Antigua 
and Barbuda. Even the summery glow of our curried chicken salad 
sandwiches and the heat from our jalapeño-studded mango and 
avocado salad do nothing to take the chill from the air.

“Did you know ‘Antigua and Barbuda’ is actually made of more 
than two islands? Behold Redonda.” I pull up a photo on my laptop.

“It looks like The Little Prince’s planet,” Keith laughs. At less than 
a square mile, the barren spine of rock looks oddly out of scale. 

“There are 82,000 people in the country, with Redonda con-
tributing exactly zero. There’s no fresh water. Heck, it’s more cliff 
than anything,” I add “But get this—there are four kings who claim 
Redonda as their own.” 

A daydream is born: We sit in oversize thrones on that bald rock 
while sipping tumblers of the pink grapefruit drink. We finish our 
meal warm.

With Tulsa under an icing of snow, we imagine heating our 
hands over the crackling campfire kitchen of the famous Argen-
tine chef Francis Mallmann. As we bite into our smaller rendition 
of the enormous pumpkins he roasts beneath embers, we can 
almost smell the same charred crust of the oven-roasted acorn 
squash, and see Patagonia’s yellowed grasslands through the eyes 
of a gaucho, a South American cowboy.

For Australia, we’re stockmen journeying into the heart of the 
great down under. We tear into kangaroo kebabs (purchased frozen 
four miles away, at Harvard Meats), palmfuls of damper bread (pre-
tending we’ve cooked the baking soda mixture in ash), along with 
beet- and fried egg-topped Aussie burgers. When our motorcycle 
buddies contribute to the potluck, the backyard becomes the outback. 

On my face, I feel the orange glow of Uluru—that enormous sand-
stone rock that burns at sunset above the brush.

These daydreams give the weekly feasts dimension. We are no 
longer just eating like tourists; our imaginations now reside in a dif-
ferent country every week. “It’s better than TV,” I tell Keith. I ask if he 
thinks I should include our daydreams in my weekly posts. 

“Absolutely!” he says, “You can be your readers’ tour guide.” 
But our fantasies feel private, like the fairy tales Toni, Michael, 

and I reworked once upon a time in Atlanta—too silly to share beyond 
our small circle. 

I hold back.

Roasted Acorn Squash With  
Arugula & Chèvre

This unusual salad is adapted from Francis Mallmann. To stream-
line the recipe for home cooks, I swap his campfire-roasted pump-
kin for a more manageable oven-roasted acorn squash (a grill 
works well here, too). One half makes the perfect portion size, 
enough for a light meal, or as an impressive starter in a larger feast. 

I suggest letting guests assemble their own hot salad at 
the table. Provide a shallow bowl to hold the squash and 2 
small spoons per person so that they can smash the ingredients 
together themselves. Oregano-mint dressing pulls together the 
peppery arugula and tang of goat cheese, making this hot salad 
an unforgettable experience worthy of regular rotation.

2 acorn squash
1 glug of olive oil
Salt and pepper
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Everyone likes to tell new parents to make sure they carve out 
time for their relationship between diaper changes and all-night 
croup fests. But no one explains how to do it without child care. 
Whenever Keith and I discuss hiring a babysitter, I always say the 
same thing: “No way am I leaving my baby alone with some stranger. 
She’s not even a year old. She can’t tell us if something goes wrong.” 

When I ask Mom what she did as a single mother when she needed 
a little downtime, she tells me there was no time to date, and she didn’t 
have friends. But Tim remembers that when Michael was nine and I 
was seven, she’d put us to bed and then take Tim, Grace, and Connor 
across the street to the park to blow off some steam, saying of Michael 
and me, “Don’t worry, they’re good sleepers. They’ll be fine.” 

We must have been, because I have no memory of waking to an 
empty apartment. Perhaps I’d be more willing to leave Ava with a 
babysitter if she had a sibling closer to her age, a guardian of sorts, to 
watch over her the way Michael had watched over me. For the time 
being, Keith and I remain homebound; our romance will have to be 
kindled within these walls. 

Austria turns out to be the perfect catalyst. Austrian romance is 
epitomized by the Sacher torte, a bittersweet chocolate cake layered 
with apricot jam, enrobed in a shiny chocolate glaze. One of the world’s 
first chocolate desserts, it was invented in 1832 for Prince Metternich 
by a 16-year-old chef ’s assistant. The Hotel Sacher claims to be the 
point of origin, but could only claim this credential after a seven-year 
lawsuit in a tooth-and-nail litigation that captivated the entire country. 

While researching, I learn from Chef Schorner, an instructor at 
the Culinary Institute of America, that “chocolate is everywhere now, 
a common thing. But if you go back 200 years, people who made 
something with chocolate created romance. Today, we have nostalgia 
for that simple time. Sacher torte represents a way of life without 
Google or Twitter, when people sat next to each other and simply 

For the vinaigrette:
1 handful fresh mint leaves, finely chopped (about 2 tablespoons)
1 handful fresh oregano leaves, finely chopped (about 2 

tablespoons)
¼ cup red wine vinegar
½ cup olive oil
1 teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon pepper

Finishing touches:
1 small bunch (2½ ounces) baby arugula
8 ounces aged goat cheese, like bûcheron

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Cut the squash in half and remove 
any seeds and strings. Brush the cut ends liberally with olive 
oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Roast for 45 minutes 
to an hour, or until browned and a fork pierces the flesh with 
no resistance. Meanwhile, whisk together ingredients for the 
vinaigrette in a small bowl. 

Finishing touches:
Transfer the roasted pumpkin to serving plates. While still 
steaming, fill the cavities with baby arugula and crum-
bles of goat cheese. Spoon on vinaigrette to taste, and toss, 
being sure to scrape the warm squash flesh into the greens.  
Eat immediately.

Enough for 4

Each country becomes a palpable moment in time, guiding 
our days just like Ava’s development. Just as we learned to eat with 
our hands as Ava learned to crawl, we also learn the Austrian art of 
romance when she drops down to one nap. 
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We’re both quiet. Somewhere in the shadows, the cicadas and 
crickets are in a humming, clicking frenzy. Fireflies puncture the 
darkness. I stare into the light, but soon I’m distracted, thinking about 
how to describe all this for the blog. I release my breath slowly and 
linger in that space so rarely visited, between yesterday and tomorrow, 
for once truly present. 

We sit together for hours. At the end of the night we slip to the 
bedroom and once again consume each other like new lovers. When 
the passion we tended so carefully before parenthood rises up in me, 
I find it older, wiser, as resonant as a well-aged violin.

Over the next days, the warmth of Keith’s touch stays with me, 
as a hot cup of cocoa leaves the table beneath it warm. 

Sacher Torte

For romance to reach its full potential, the very notion of per-
fection must be tossed aside. Like the bitter note in chocolate, 
struggles draw out love’s sweetness in a more sophisticated, less 
cloying way. When we come back together after challenges, we 
reveal what we—and our relationships—are made of. In the 
Sacher torte, one of the world’s first chocolate cakes, dark choc-
olate is combined with a moderate amount of sugar to make the 
perfect bittersweet blend. 

For the cake:
12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) unsalted butter, softened, plus 

more for cake pan
1 cup confectioner’s sugar, sifted
A good pinch salt
8 large eggs, separated (reserve the whites in a large bowl)

A good 1½ teaspoons vanilla extract
7 ounces dark chocolate, melted
½ cup sugar
1⅛ cups cake flour, lightly whisked to remove lumps

Finishing touches:
Apricot jam (one 9- or 10-ounce jar)
¾ cup heavy cream
3 tablespoons light corn syrup
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 cup (6 ounces) semisweet chocolate chips

For the cake:
Preheat oven to 350°F. Grease and line a 10-inch springform 
pan with a round of parchment paper. 

In the bowl of a standing mixer fitted with a whisk 
attachment, cream softened butter at medium speed until 
light and fluffy, gradually incorporating confectioner’s sugar 
and salt, scraping as needed. Incorporate egg yolks, one at a 
time, and then splash in the vanilla extract, scraping again. 
Whisk melted chocolate into butter mixture, taking care that 
it is warm, not hot. Scrape.

In a large bowl, beat egg whites on high speed with a hand 
beater. Gradually add the sugar and beat until medium peaks 
form. Fold both the cake flour and the egg white mixture into 
the butter mixture, alternating in thirds—starting with the 
cake flour and ending with the egg white mixture.

Pour into a prepared springform pan, and bake 30 to 35 
minutes or until the cake springs back when pressed with a 
finger and an inserted toothpick comes out clean.

Let cool completely. Slice in half, making two evenly sized 
discs. Warm the jam in a small saucepan, to spread easier and 
soak into the cake better. Working on top of a cooling rack set 
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over a sheet pan, spread the bottom disk with half the jam. 
Top with the second disk, and cover the top and sides of the 
cake with the rest of the jam to seal in the crumbs.

Finishing touches: In a small pot, heat the heavy cream, 
corn syrup, and vanilla until the first few bubbles break the 
surface. Remove from the heat, add the chocolate, and whisk 
until smooth and glossy. Cool about 10 minutes to thicken 
the glaze and ease its application. Pour over top of the cake 
and spread over the sides. Refrigerate to set glaze. Serve cool, 
but not cold.

Enough for 12 to 14

chapter 25

The World Close By

You look stressed,” Mom declares, glancing at my sweats 
and low ponytail. 

We’re on our way home from the airport. She’s here 
for Ava’s first birthday party—her first visit since the blog began six 
months earlier. 

“Things are different now. With the blog there’s a lot to do, and 
not a lot of time to do it in,” I muse. “Keith’s videos add a whole other 
element. He’s up every Sunday night until 2, 3, 4 a.m.” 

“But that’s worth it,” Mom interrupts. 
“It’s all worth it,” I snap, but I wonder if I’m saying it for her benefit 

or mine. Ever since Austria, 15 countries and four months earlier, 
Keith and I have redoubled our efforts. There’s been some media 
attention—mostly local TV—and I feel increasingly in the spotlight, 
with a heightened need to “perform.”

As soon as we get home, Mom shoos me away. “If there’s that 
much to do, make good use of my time here—get caught up!”  

h
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“This is enough,” I tell her, gesturing between us, softening. “This 
is good.”

}

There’s a Samoan proverb that says, “O le fogava a̔ e tasi”: We are one 
family. I cannot help but wonder if Mom knew the quote when she 
sent us to live with the Dumonts.

After Toni leaves, I call Mom and ask her.
“Of course!” she chides, “Those people help each other—they 

know you can’t raise a child alone. Look—if a teen gets in trouble, the 
whole village has a meeting. Family, friends, neighbors. That’s what 
Margaret Mead’s research was all about—that was the main point of 
my trip. I wanted to see firsthand what I’d studied in psychology class.”

Understanding came like a thunderclap. Mom had used the 
wisdom of the islands to circumnavigate her tough parental choices.

That night, I write a post about Samoa and talk about Mom’s time 
there: how she was a free spirit, dropping everything and exploring 
in an era when few women would have dreamed of traveling single, 
pregnant, and with a toddler.

Grace sends me a message, asking how I can always paint such 
a rosy picture of Mom.

“We were the ones she escaped from when she went halfway 
around the world,” she said. “We were her ‘drop everything.’ Sometimes 
you seem to forget about all her children when talking about her.”

But even as I read her words, I do the math: The divorce was years 
before Mom’s trip to Samoa. For the first time, I wonder if Grace grew 
up feeling like I took her mother away from her. Horrified, I want 
to apologize, tell her I was insensitive—not just about the blog post, 
but for never realizing how hard it must have been for her to see me 
living with Mom, even for those ten short years. 

I read on.
“I don’t know if you understand how important you and Michael 

were to me, Tim, and Connor . . . we loved you and yearned for a 
relationship with you. We never ever forgot about you . . . ever! We 
did what we could to stay connected. I constantly missed you both, 
I sooooo wanted my sister!”

In her words, I see my own heart reflected. 
Slowly and carefully, I write: “I couldn’t have made it without 

you—truly! About Mom—I’m so sorry. We have different experi-
ences, different memories, so of course we see her—and Samoa—dif-
ferently. I might paint a rosy picture—too rosy at times—but when it 
comes to parents, she’s all I have, Grace.”

“I only had my dad,” she replies, and I can feel her pain through 
the letters on my glowing screen. 

“I never had that choice,” I type back. “Sure, sometimes I wonder 
about Mom’s choices. I used to try to make her the parent I needed 
her to be, but she is who she is. She’s all I have.

“It hurts too much to be angry at anyone, let alone my own 
mother. And she is there for me now. Under it all, I know she operates 
out of love. I have to love her back, Grace. It’s not even a choice any 
more. It just is.”

Samoan Chocolate & Orange  
Coconut Rice Pudding

There’s nothing like chocolate for breakfast. This Samoan pud-
ding uses koko Samoa (the tower of cocoa nibs and chocolate 
for which this dessert is named), a few orange leaves from the 
canopy, and fresh-squeezed coconut milk. For those of us on 
the mainland, dark chocolate chips and grated orange peel get 
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across the spirit of things. As rich as this is, I find a small bowl 
does the trick. 

1 cup white rice (preferably medium-grain)
4 cups water
15 ounces coconut milk, fresh or canned
Zest of 1 orange (or 2 to 3 orange leaves)
¾ cup (4 ounces) dark chocolate chips
½ cup sugar, or to taste

Finishing touches:
A small pitcher of coconut milk (optional)

Add the rice, water, coconut milk, and orange zest to a 
medium pot. Bring to a simmer over high heat. Reduce 
heat, and maintain a gentle bubble (uncovered) for 20 to 25 
minutes, or until very thick. Stir occasionally. Remove from 
heat, and stir in the chocolate and as much sugar as you can 
stand. At first the chocolate will melt unevenly. Give it a few 
minutes—it’ll smooth out. Serve warm, with a drizzle of extra 
coconut milk if desired.

Enough for 8 to 10

Part Six

Feast of Nations

“A ripened fruit does not cling to the vine.” 
—Zimbabwean proverb
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Reunion and Remembrance 

of us holed up in the apartment around that old gas stove flanked by 
gallon jugs of apple cider vinegar and olive oil. 

Mom was up no later than 5 a.m. making breakfast. Scrambled 
eggs were her favorite. She ushered me from the table to demonstrate 
how to whisk the eggs with heavy cream until they were pale but not 
frothy, just as she’d learned from Mastering the Art of French Cooking. 
Then she’d cook them over a double boiler into soft, wet curds. The 
whole spectacle took 15 minutes. I wasn’t convinced the extra labor 
or dirty dishes were worth the trouble. 

Mom encouraged me to start a recipe journal. I picked out a heavy-
duty, spiral-bound sketch pad with a moss green cover and spent many 
hot afternoons at her worn kitchen table with glue and scissors. I filled 
the pages with recipes I loved and recipes I was curious about. When 
she clipped articles about the dangers of aspartame, the importance of 
salt, and how to make the best use of MSG, I added them.

Recipe by recipe, the food gradually became less Julia Child and 
more like that of my childhood. Like farmers in late August, we toiled 
with increasing intensity; from dawn until sunset, cooking was our 
only activity. In the morning Mom fried stacks of the homemade 
crepes I’d remembered so fondly, rolling them with plain yogurt, 
raspberry jam, and heaps of banana, strawberry, or pear. 

For lunch, we enjoyed room-temperature slices of torta di riso, 
the savory rice casserole enriched with rendered bacon and a sprin-
kling of parsley. For dinner, we’d pluck the petals from Grammie’s 
stuffed artichokes until we, too, were glutted.

When Mom prepped the artichokes, she didn’t snip off the 
prickly tips of the petals, nor did she bother to trim the stem. She 
just hacked off the tops, stuffed the crevices with an eggy slump of 
Parmesan, bread crumbs, and garlic, and then steamed them until the 
fresh green turned muddy. As we dipped the petals in melted butter 
and lemon juice, the thorns jabbed my fingertips. 

“Pricking our fingers,” Mom said, “is a small price to pay if it 
means we get to the heart sooner.” 

Stuffed Artichokes

Mom got this recipe from her mother, who surely got it from her 
mother. Mom never actually wrote it down, so this version is 
the result of fastidious note taking while watching her work. The 
stuffing can be heaped rather decadently onto two globe arti-
chokes, or spread more elegantly over four smaller artichokes. I 
prefer the former, as it makes a complete meal. 

Artichokes cook best when there’s room around them for 
the steam; a large oval pot (like an oblong Dutch oven) can 
hold two artichokes with room. In a pinch, multiple small pots 
can be used. 

2 to 4 artichokes

For the stuffing:
3 large eggs
¾ cup Italian bread crumbs
A handful parsley, coarsely chopped (¼ cup)
½ cup freshly grated Parmesan (heaping is best)
1 large clove garlic, crushed
½ teaspoon baking powder
¾ cup milk 
Salt and pepper

Finishing touches:
Paprika or parsley for color
Melted butter with a squeeze of fresh lemon juice for dipping



158

Life from Scratch

159

Reunion and Remembrance 

First, prepare the artichokes. Lay the artichokes on their side 
and use a sharp chef ’s knife to cut off the top 1½ inches. Trim 
the stems so they will stand up straight (and fit in the pot), and 
pluck off one layer of the outer petals (they’re tough). 

In a medium bowl, stir all the stuffing ingredients together. 
Pull the artichoke open slightly and spoon the filling on top 
and into the crevices behind the petals. Steam for 45 minutes 
to an hour, or until the petals are tender and pull easily from 
the artichoke (cooking time will increase dramatically if the 
artichokes are pressed up against each other when steaming). 
About halfway through cooking, check the level of water in 
the pot and replenish as necessary. Serve hot, garnished with a 
sprinkling of paprika or parsley.

To eat: Pluck off each petal, dip into melted butter and 
lemon juice. Use your bottom teeth to scrape the fleshy bit 
that connects to the artichoke base, and then discard the petal. 
When down to the petals as tiny as fairy wings, pull them away 
to reveal the hairy “choke.” Use a spoon to scrape it away and 
reveal the heart—the most tender and flavorful bit.

Enough for 2 to 4

“Did you cook like this even when I was in Europe?” I asked 
Mom on my last night in Jamaica Plain before I returned to Wesleyan. 

She shook her head and laughed.
“I weighed 89 pounds when you were in Europe. I lived off a 

Hostess CupCake a day.”
Her voice softened. “I didn’t have anyone to cook for. I wasn’t 

very hungry.”
“What did you do while I was gone?” The question felt brazen, 

but neither of us had made a move to talk about the past since our 
last blowup about the card. We were running out of time.

“Nothing.” she shrugged. Her arms tossed indifferently, but her 
eyes begged to be left alone. 

I waited. 
She sat back and shook her right hand in the air, more Italian 

than ever. “I woke up, did data entry at the Trial Court for eight hours 
straight, came home, slept. After two years I worked my way up to the 
clerk magistrate’s office. On the weekends I made pot holders from 
boiled sweaters—filled half a dozen crates with them. That was my 
life. You kids were gone. Michael was . . .” 

Her face crumpled slightly before she recovered: “Sasha, I just 
want to forget that part of my life. I feel like I was dead all those years.” 

“You must have had a boyfriend . . . something?”
“There was nothing!” She paused and then shook her head. “I 

didn’t talk to anyone after Michael died. Not Connor, Tim, or Grace—
no one. I don’t think I said his name for seven years. The whole thing 
just . . . blew me away.”

“You didn’t say his name for seven years?” I didn’t even try to 
mask the sarcasm. “I find that hard to believe.”

She stared at a stray crumb on the table. “Well, there was one 
person I talked to . . .” 

“Who?” 
She shook her head. “What is this, an interrogation? Come on, 

Sasha, this is our last night together for who knows how long. Can 
we just enjoy it without bringing up all that junk?”

I looked at her in disbelief. “I don’t even know why you bother. 
You say you want me to consider you family, and then you shut down 
like this? How am I supposed to trust you?”

She looked at me unblinking.
“OK, then answer me this—why did you give up Michael  

and me? There had to be another way—something else you could 
have done?”
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The Other Side of the Kitchen  

served us a four-course supper in Farquharson Hall. The arching, 
stain-glassed, frescoed walls revealed their former life as a chapel. 
We sat on the old chancel, 12 to a table, dotted around the draped 
tablecloths. Moving in somber procession, six crisp waiters delivered 
our food under silver domes, placing the plates before us in unison. 
Each dome reflected the vaulted, cloud-painted ceiling above us, 
more cathedral than mess hall. To this day, I cannot remember what 
we ate—only those shiny domes, the puff of steam when they were 
lifted, and the quiet adoration of the moment.

I worked my way through the prescribed course load, each class 
in three- to six-week blocks. Everyone, whether a seasoned chef or a 
rookie, started in the same place: “Introduction to Gastronomy.” No 
longer could I cut into a plate of food, bring it to my lips, and smile 
with simple discovery. Chef Rosenblum taught us concentrated, 
studious awareness; she awakened all of our senses. 

Blindfolds were de rigueur. One day we sampled ten kinds of 
lettuce until I found, with surprise, that I could distinguish romaine’s 
crunchy sweetness from iceberg’s watery bite, arugula’s peppered 
tendrils from the slightly bitter petals of baby spinach. 

It didn’t stop there. As future chefs, we needed to glance down at 
a cup of white liquid and know whether it was skim milk, whole milk, 
or cream. Recognizing the slight curve of thick cream or the flat lines 
of skim milk soon became second nature. We learned to sniff out the 
difference between oregano and marjoram, a skill that could save us 
on a busy day in a disheveled kitchen. We stood in the humid, chilled 
stockroom, feeling for the long green point of an Anaheim pepper 
or the rounded nub of a jalapeño. Proper identification would keep 
us from inadvertently overspicing a dish. 

Once our senses had been awakened, we were allowed into the 
kitchens. Each classroom released from under its door its own, sig-
nature scents: white wine and garlic, syrup and bacon, lemongrass 

and ginger. Behind those walls, I learned how to chiffonade basil, 
cut neat batons out of even the wonkiest potato, and make gallons 
of perfectly clear broth called “consommé” by removing impurities 
with a gelatinous web of egg whites. 

In breakfast cookery, our drill-sergeant chef taught us how to 
make a perfect French omelet, tidy as a neatly folded blanket. There 
was one catch: I had only 90 seconds to create and deliver the dish 
to him on the other side of the busy kitchen. We lost marks if the 
buttercup-colored blanket was soiled with any flecks of brown or, 
like a Victorian showing her ankle, was crass enough to reveal any 
filling. I never thought I’d be able to do it, but, as Mom likes to say, 
practice really does make perfect.

I did it in 75. 

The Perfect Omelet

A too-brown omelet, Chef always said, was never the fault of 
the hot pan but a lazy cook. This recipe is for those brave souls 
who may already have a delicious omelet recipe in hand, but 
enjoy the challenge of speed. Though we used clarified butter 
at the CIA (because it doesn’t smoke at high temperatures), I’ve 
substituted more readily available ghee (look for it in the dairy 
case). A recipe like this, simple though it seems, takes several 
Saturday mornings to perfect. Once the basics are mastered, 
fillings such as fried mushrooms or peppers may be added.

A few tips from the trenches:
•  Have everything ready to go (eggs, ghee, filling, topping, 

plate, paper towel).
•  Keep the eggs moving or they’ll set too quickly. 
•  Julia Child was right: Flip the pan with conviction. Other-

wise the omelet might slide to the side or, worse, to the floor.
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The Other Side of the Kitchen  

•  The times indicated are mere suggestions—variations 
in burner intensity and pan thickness will affect how 
quickly the eggs cook. The shape of the eggs, whether 
they’re watery or fluffy, stiff or dry, is the best road map 
to a perfect omelet.

3 large eggs
1 good pinch salt
1 teaspoon ghee
Small handful of shredded cheese, like cheddar or Gruyère

Finishing touches:
A sprinkling of fresh, chopped parsley or chives

In a medium bowl, vigorously whisk the eggs with a pinch of 
salt. Add ghee to a 10-inch nonstick skillet and preheat over 
high heat for about 2 minutes. 

0:00 Pour in well-beaten eggs—they should cackle like a 
hungry chicken when they hit the pan. Immediately stir them, 
making quick, tight circles with a heatproof spatula—keep 
them moving—until creamy curds form.

0:36 Use the spatula to smooth across the top of the wet 
curds until they are flat and even. Sprinkle the cheese down 
the middle. At this point, any other precooked fillings may 
be added, such as sliced mushrooms or peppers. By now the 
eggs should be mostly set. Prepare to fold the omelet in thirds. 
Make the first fold by lifting one edge and bringing it to the 
center of the omelet. Flip onto a plate. 

1:15 To complete the fold, use a paper towel to tuck the 
final third under the omelet, toward the center. Enjoy this neat, 
rectangular roll with a happy sprinkle of parsley or chives.

Enough for 1 omelet

When Greg broke up with me, I’d been at the CIA for two 
months. Even after three years of dating, I knew it was for the best. 
But for the first time since I was 14, no boy was waiting in the wings to 
catch me. Instead of reveling in my newfound freedom, I staggered. 
One Friday after class, unasked and unannounced, I drove the 200 
miles to his front door. 

When I arrived, I waited for him to invite me in, but instead 
he came outside. We sat a few feet apart on the top step of the 
stoop. I didn’t say anything right away, though I’d rehearsed the 
entire drive.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” he finally said. His 
voice was flat. 

One enormous teardrop, then another, trembled at the corner of 
my eyes. Barely audible, I offered, “A hug would be nice.” 

Greg didn’t move. “I’m sorry—I really am, but I don’t know why 
you’re here.”

The concrete step felt hard and cold. The tears came faster. When 
I dropped my face into my hands, he didn’t seem to notice.

Then he gave me a gift, the single best thing to come out of our 
relationship: “Sasha, I understand that your life has been a struggle, 
believe me. But you have to work through that on your own.” 

He paused. “I never had time for my own problems when we 
were together. There was always something going on with you. You 
need to figure it out, Sasha—yourself.”

I caught my breath.
“Horrible things happened to you,” he went on carefully, look-

ing over at me for the first time. His green eyes softened. “But you 
have to learn to fix your own problems, and not put them so much 
on other people. Like that afternoon when you bumped into Patricia 
. . . there’s nothing I could have done to help. You have to decide to 
be strong without her. No one can create peace for you.”
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Reunion and Remembrance 

She slumped down into her chair again. “I had no choice, Sasha. 
The only way for you to have a normal life was to get you out of the 
Boston court system. Those social workers were like . . . vultures, 
circling our lives. They weren’t going to stop.” 

As she spoke, darkness crept into her eyes. Her face changed until 
suddenly her expression looked so familiar that it took my breath 
away. She looked exactly as she had the day she announced we were 
moving in with the Dumonts. 

If Mom really had no life except for work, it meant she’d spent 
the last decade living on nickels and dimes, scrimping and saving. A 
new realization hit me: Using some of her savings to get the loft in 
the North End was the same sort of lavish gift newly divorced parents 
get their kid. She couldn’t sustain it on her salary, so she’d used the 
awkward kitchen as an excuse to cancel the lease.

I wanted to reach across the table and clasp her hand. To say I 
understood. But there were too many questions left unanswered. 

“You know, Patricia and Pierre saved our lives, Sasha. They got 
you kids out of that mess.” She looked down and shook her head. 
“They did . . . what I couldn’t.”

We were silent a moment.
“But you didn’t even write, Mom. Not for years.”
She sat a little straighter. “You were never going to connect with 

the Dumonts if I kept butting in. I had to create some . . . space. You 
have no idea what I went through, losing you kids.”

}

The morning of my departure, I found a few blanket-stitched pot 
holders and a greeting card propped up on the bedside table. The 
lithograph on the front depicted a formal dining table spread with a 
white-and-green cloth and set for a formal tea. Five tidy place settings 

were set under five vases filled with irises and wild ferns. Curiously, 
there were only two chairs, both empty. 

Inside was the recipe for my grandmother’s torta di riso, carefully 
penned in blue, green, and purple ink. Mom’s handwriting was neat, 
legible, determined. It was a slip of paper, but to me it had all the 
trappings of a family heirloom. I pasted it in the book.

That was it. The summer was over.
Mom dropped me off at Wesleyan. Sophomore year was upon 

me. I felt a disappointment when the summer ended. I’d been able to 
spend time with Mom and had even answered a few questions, but 
they only seemed to complicate my understanding of my childhood. 
And I’d never mustered the courage to ask about my dad. 

Still, I did know a heck of a lot more about my culinary heritage 
and food in general. Those recipes—and even the restaurant outings 
before them—made the reunion bearable. Mom and I had shared 
a project, something to take the focus off the intensity of coming 
back together after so many years. Perhaps that had been Mom’s 
intent all along. 

As she still likes to say, “You can’t put the cart before the horse.” 

Torta di Riso

This is a simple recipe that makes use of leftover rice—both 
practical and economical. Mom made torta di riso often, 
taking chilled squares along for our frequent walks in Boston’s 
Blue Hills or drives up to Cape Cod, where we camped most 
summers. The traditional recipe uses salt pork, but I like the 
smoke and relative leanness of bacon. Sometimes I omit the 
meat altogether, opting instead for the clean taste of olive oil. 
As far as the parsley, anywhere from a sprinkling to a ¼ cup 
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chopped is delicious. Tip: ¾ cup of uncooked white rice will 
make just over 3 cups cooked.

6 slices bacon, chopped
1 tablespoon olive oil, plus more for baking dish
1 onion, chopped
3 cups leftover, refrigerated white rice
½ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese
6 eggs, lightly beaten
A little parsley, chopped
Salt and pepper

Preheat the oven to 400°F.
Sauté the bacon in olive oil over medium heat until the fat 

begins to render. Add the onion and lightly brown. Set aside 
to cool slightly. Meanwhile, add the cooked rice, Parmesan, 
eggs, chopped parsley, salt, and pepper to a large bowl. Stir 
together with the cooled onion mixture. Pour into a lightly 
oiled 2-quart baking dish (such as an 8 × 8-inch). Bake for 
about 35 minutes, or until golden brown on top. Cool 15 min-
utes before cutting into neat squares or diamonds.

Excellent served at room temperature or cold for a 
picnic lunch.

Enough for 6 to 8

chapter 14

Sizing Things Up

Less than a month into the school year, Mom took a job as 
a live-in baker for a small order of nuns in Newton, on the 
outskirts of Boston. They needed someone to make their daily 

batches of bread: sandwich loaves, baguettes, the occasional raisin 
loaf. When the abbess gave my mother the job, she also gave her the 
key to a small room on the fourth floor of the convent, barely bigger 
than the twin bed inside. The communal showers were down the hall. 

Mom moved in without hesitation, finally severing ties with our 
old apartment in Jamaica Plain. Looking back, I think she had kept 
that apartment on the off chance I would come looking for her. Now 
she was as ready as I was to get away from it. 

Knowing I would never again step foot inside those apartment 
walls, I put the past out of mind and turned my attention to school. 
That’s not to say Mom didn’t focus on me. The seven years of self- 
induced isolation since Michael’s death seemed to make her ravenous 
for my time. 

h
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Fallen Branches

Suddenly the cake tasted like foam and clung to the corners of 
my mouth. I swallowed hard. Even the cool glass of milk couldn’t 
wash the tightness away. I put down my fork and asked Mom when 
we could come home again, thinking that this was just another foster 
home drop-off. A few days? A week? A month? 

Mom said we couldn’t come home again: This time it was forever. 
Though Michael and I wouldn’t be adopted, per se, we also wouldn’t 
be foster kids. The Dumonts were to become our legal guardians. I 
looked over at Michael, sitting there blankly. I wanted him to say 
something, make Mom change her mind. But he didn’t move.

“What about saying goodbye to Connor, Tim, and Grace?” I 
asked. Mom reminded me that they were all the way in New Jersey. 
Michael and I would be leaving in a few days for Rhode Island, where 
the Dumonts had a large house. 

When I searched Mom’s quiet face, I saw that she spoke the 
truth: Michael and I were leaving for good. I can still remember the 
haunted look in her eyes, how her spirit slumped, even while she held 
her chin straight for the benefit of our questioning eyes. This wasn’t 
abandonment. This was defeat. 

But instead of taking us down with her, she thrust us bravely 
into the arms of two dear friends, hoping and praying our lives 
could be better. 

Winter Pound Cake

I went two decades without so much as a slice of pound cake. 
Too many memories were attached to those rich crumbs. But 
one chilly day in my 30s—months after the last worthwhile 
strawberry had been plucked—I decided to dust off an old 
recipe from Cook’s Illustrated and try to make the cake my 

own. Instead of fresh sliced strawberries on top—which even in 
summer often need tossing with sugar to coax out their natural 
sweetness—I folded featherlight, freeze-dried morsels into the 
batter. Frozen with summertime still clinging to their bloodred, 
dimpled skin, these berries pack in bold flavor without making 
the crumb sodden. 

With the added glow of lemon or orange zest and a cou-
ple splashes of cream, this cake is a comfort beside any frosty 
window. It’s true: A slice of pound cake does wonders to thaw 
the coldest of days. 

NOTE: Best baked in a shiny aluminum pan. If using a 
glass baking pan, drop oven temperature by 25 degrees, or the 
cake will not cook properly.

½ pound (2 sticks) unsalted butter, softened, plus more for 
loaf pan

Zest of a lemon or orange
1¼ cups granulated sugar
1½ teaspoons vanilla extract
4 large eggs, plus 1 yolk, at room temperature
3 tablespoons heavy cream
¼ teaspoon salt
1¾ cups all-purpose flour, lightly whisked to remove lumps
1 ounce freeze-dried strawberries, broken into ¼- to ½-inch 

morsels (a scant 1½ cups)

Preheat oven to 325°F. Grease a 5 × 9-inch loaf pan.
In the bowl of a standing mixer, cream the butter with 

the lemon or orange zest, then stream in the sugar, beating 
on medium speed until fluffy and white—a good 5 minutes. 

In a medium bowl with spout, whisk together the vanilla, 
eggs, yolk, cream, and salt. Dribble very slowly into the 
butter mixture so as to not curdle the mix, beating until just 
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combined. If it does curdle, a tablespoon of flour will restore 
the emulsion. Scrape as needed. 

Add the flour, a bit at a time, mixing on low to incorporate. 
Fold in the dried strawberries with a spatula. Spoon the batter 
into a prepared loaf pan, and smooth the top with a spatula. 
Bake on the center rack for about 70 minutes, or until a knife 
inserted into the center of the cake comes out with just a few 
crumbs on it. Cover with a foil tent if it seems to be browning 
too quickly. Let rest about 30 minutes, then run a butter knife 
around the edge and turn it onto a rack to continue cooling.

Serve at room temperature with whipped cream and hot 
tea. To store: Wrap in plastic, then foil. Keeps a handful of 
days—though I imagine it’ll be long gone before then.

Enough for 8 to 10

chapter 6

The New Order

I have no recollection of saying goodbye to Mom. I don’t know 
if they had to tear us out of her arms or if we obediently wheeled 
our canvas suitcases toward our new lives with only a sideways 

glance over our shoulders. Our first moments with the Dumonts in the 
spring of 1990 are almost as elusive. We met them in an office building, 
likely the Department of Social Services, where someone had set out 
a giant cheese pizza and a plastic clamshell of cupcakes from Stop & 
Shop. I couldn’t help but wonder what Mom would say about that. 

A tall crane of a woman in a white pantsuit took a group photo. 
She must have been the social worker. Patricia and Pierre flanked 
the edges with their three daughters, Lauren, Heather, and Antoi-
nette, sandwiched between them. The oldest, Lauren, was already 
grown and out of the house, working on her doctorate in Boston; 
Heather, 21, was wrapping up her senior year at Duke University; 
and Antoinette (or Toni as they called her), was 16 and the only one 
still living at home. 

h
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A True Global Table

oven to become equal parts cake, muffin, and bread. One fills my 
palm perfectly. 

 The texture is chewy and tight, but my Zimbabwean readers 
assure me that this is correct. Ava, now four, helps me drape the 
craggy domes with the traditional bubblegum-pink icing. Mouths 
watering, we relinquish the perky chikenduza to the spot by our plates 
where our water glasses might go.

I’d mistakenly thought we ought to have someone over when 
we cooked our last meal for Zimbabwe. From the beginning of the 
blog, I’d imagined a crowd for this meal, to celebrate with us. But 
we’d already had the big feast. As important as it is to free-fall into 
the jumble and chaos of community, there must be quiet moments, 
too, in the intimacy of family. 

The blushing tops of our chikenduza dry to a matte luster, tempt-
ing us even as we eat our squash. A whole meal of squash seems a 
curious thing, but there’s winter in the air, and their sugared warmth 
promises comfort.

We start with pumpkin dusted with cinnamon—a twist of my 
mother’s, too. Then there’s “gem,” squash stuffed with corn and cheese 
then roasted until crackling brown. I use more readily available acorn 
squash, split and seeded. After the flesh roasts for the better part of 
an hour, it takes on the flavor of roasted chestnuts—striking when 
paired with the sweet corn and salt of cheese. 

Finally, we spoon butternut squash smashed with peanut butter, 
called nhopi: a salty-sweet side dish, the peanut more whisper than 
shout, especially if coaxed smooth with an immersion blender—then 
it is velvet. 

When the last of the too-sweet icing is licked from our fingers, I 
hold Ava on my hip and we look at the world map, now covered with 
gemstones. They twinkle like 200 jeweled bindis, the South Asian 
mark of the sixth chakra, seat of concealed wisdom, balance. 

“Can we start cooking the world all over again, Mama?” Ava asks.
She knows no time before this adventure, no feast before eating 

the world. A rush of sentimentality overcomes me. I blink and when 
I open my eyes, I half-expect to find a seven-month-old baby nestled 
in my arms again. 

But time waits for no one. I look at her face and see the unrecog-
nizable future—hers and mine, too. Even as I cooked my way around 
this uncharted world, there were constant bridges to the past, begin-
ning with the apricots of Afghanistan and ending with Mom’s beloved 
cinnamon on pumpkin. Now I know my food is inextricably tied to 
the past. It always will be.

Though I may not have secured a new future, I’d secured some-
thing much better by filling those empty spice jars nearly four years 
ago. Cooking the world has opened my eyes to other ways of being, 
loving, and mothering. Most importantly, it has taught me to savor 
the present moment, sinking into the ephemeral like the ripe fruit 
that it is. There’s an ease about not knowing what will come next—an 
ease I never could have felt before.

Each bite is a flash of the past and the present. 
After Ava goes to bed and Keith retires for the night, I walk 

through the kitchen and pluck a crumb from the hard tile. I feel 
the sharp, dry edge against my scarred fingertips and an immense, 
immeasurable love washes over me. 

Zimbabwe Peanut Butter &  
Butternut Mash | Nhopi

The punch of salty peanut butter with sweet squash is a celebra-
tion of opposing forces—one I wish I might have encountered 
years ago. Though a spoon of this puree might not have altered 
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the rough-and-tumble course of my life, it surely helps confirm 
my long-held suspicions: There is much delight to be had in a 
spoon of the unconventional. 

1 hefty butternut squash
A good ¼ cup natural creamy peanut butter 
Salt or sugar

Finishing touches: 
A handful of crushed peanuts

Peel, cube, and steam butternut squash for about 30 minutes 
or until a fork sinks easily into the flesh. Next, mash the pea-
nut butter into the squash with a little salt or sugar. To get a 
silky smooth texture, use an immersion blender. If the mash 
remains stiff, thin with a little water. 

 Sprinkle with crushed peanuts and serve hot. Smile.

Enough for 2 to 4 as a side dish
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