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PRELUDE: THE CRAVING
I could embellish the story and write that I was just pulling a pair of crusty French baguettes out of the oven the fall afternoon of the momentous phone call. I like that image. But then how could you trust me? The unadorned truth is that I was more likely mashing an excess of Hellmann’s mayonnaise and a jot of Dijon mustard into some canned tuna (I won’t pretend I made my own mayonnaise, either). It was Clay Felker, asking me to be the restaurant critic for his infant New York magazine, just launched a few months earlier, in April 1968, and already provoking major buzz.
Me as a restaurant critic. I was taken by surprise . . . and, for a rare moment, didn’t know quite what to say. (I almost always have something to say, even if I haven’t a clue what I’m talking about. Not an admirable habit but apparently incurable.) Of course I planned to write for New York. It was new and brash, with an impressive stable of contributing editors that included Tom Wolfe, Jimmy Breslin, Gloria Steinem, Peter Maas, Harold Clurman, Barbara Goldsmith, Nicholas Pileggi, Jill Krementz, Albert Goldman, and Dick Schaap. There was no magazine anywhere like it. It was the talk of the town.
“I’d love to write for you,” I told Clay. “Once you start paying reasonable fees.” I was earning major money freelancing for Ladies’ Home Journal, McCall’s, and Cosmopolitan. “How the World’s Great Beauties Stay Beautiful,” “How America Lives: The Woman with Seven Houses” (Marylou Whitney, of course . . . how America lives indeed). The word was that everyone at New York, star writers and unknowns alike, would be paid the same puny three hundred dollars an article till the magazine began to make money.
Eventually, I thought, I might want to write about food and restaurants, or almost anything. I’d written a long, juicy play-by-play for Clay Felker on Henri Soulé reopening La Côte Basque a few years earlier, when New York was the Sunday magazine of the ill-fated Herald Tribune. It was full of dish, like Soulé’s despair when fate gave Pat Nixon a luscious-looking fillet of striped bass that had apparently gasped its last breath in a gasoline wake. So, clearly that’s where Clay’s inspiration was coming from.
But to be the restaurant critic . . . in direct competition with the Great God Craig Claiborne. How reckless of Clay to nominate me as a candidate to brandish my fork in that world.
“What would you tell people my credentials are?” I asked.
“Well, aren’t you a food person?”
James Beard was a food person. Julia Child, my friend Paula Wolfert. I’m not normally one to sell myself short, but this would be serious exposure. I was just someone who followed Craig Claiborne’s trail in search of gastronomic epiphany. I was a cook. I’d taken a cooking class and learned to make pasta from scratch. “Well, I’ve eaten around,” I conceded. “But I can’t afford to write more than two or three times a year for a three-hundred-dollar fee.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said Clay. “Dozens of people are begging to be New York’s restaurant critic so they can charge all their meals to us.”
Blinding lightbulbs exploded. Suddenly, it was all so clear. I could order from the right side of the menu instead of from the left as I’d always done (the dutiful daughter, the compassionate date, the penny-pinching wife). So I said “Yes” quickly, before my doubts could erode his confidence.
“We have to do it like Craig Claiborne does at the Times,” I said. “Anonymously. I’ll have to eat a minimum of three times before judging a restaurant—with friends—like he does. And pay the check.”
“Of course,” said Clay. “Of course.”
My husband, then an editor at the New York Times, was thrilled for me—and for our budget. Don Forst and I were a folie à deux of passionate foodies. We’d been saving our money to eat in all the great restaurants, skipping dessert, sharing an appetizer, braving the haughty maître d’s and the withering sommeliers as we thriftily ordered half a bottle of wine. We’d taken a ridiculously circuitous detour to France from Italy to be buttered up and become deliciously sloshed at the fabled La Pyramide—the Michelin three-star sacred to the late, great Fernand Point—because Don’s best friend said it was worth any detour. What did I know? I’d read Blue Trout and Black Truffles, by Joseph Wechsberg, and found myself inhabited by exotic cravings. And we’d gone back to France the next year, having died and then risen to heaven in a small two-star inn off the autoroute near Lyon, where a chef named Alain Chapel was cooking his heart out to win that third Michelin boutonniere. I’d bravely ordered the famous gâteau de foies blonds, the gossamer blond livers, and the challenging calf’s ear. Indeed, now that I thought about it from the perspective of Clay’s vision, my whole life had been leading up to this unforeseen, unimaginable moment.
Where should I start? I wondered. What restaurant would I celebrate or riddle with ridicule first? Would anyone trust me? What horrible arrows of innuendo were my betters going to shoot behind my back? I could almost hear Craig’s soft drawl of derision: “I took her to lunch once and now she thinks she’s a restaurant critic.”
In the days before professional gossipists multiplied like gerbils, Women’s Wear Daily’s “Eye” saw all and spilled all. Publisher John Fair-child’s irreverent focus on social X rays—designers on dawn disco patrol, working-class beauties who married up, and their hangouts—had transformed the Fairchild family’s dowdy little garment-business rag. He skewered the designers who displeased him, put slashing black lines through anyone he deemed a fashion victim, and documented the in and out of Manhattan dining mercilessly.
Having grown up in a fashion world—Daddy would sometimes take me to New York on buying trips for his women’s specialty shop, Nat Greene’s, on Livernois and Seven Mile Road in Detroit—I was already spoiled at thirteen, with half a dozen dresses by the great American original Claire McCardell hanging in my closet. I was tall. Skirts were long. And only the more expensive, more generously cut dresses were long enough for me.
Thus in 1957, I was already obsessed with fashion when I arrived in New York, having quit my wire-service job for the promise of a one-week tryout on the city desk at the New York Post (a job I got). I read WWD religiously so I could decide which Yves Saint Laurent or Givenchy designs to look for when authorized $69.95 copies arrived at Ohrbach’s, the late, lamented discount temple on Thirty-fourth Street.
Maybe I didn’t have the nerve to leap on the scene, criticizing veteran French chefs and fabled restaurateurs. But I was a reporter after all. I could write the who, where, what, and why. And I knew the sociology of Manhattan dining because I read Women’s Wear. It was my bible, my Almanach de Gotha. John Fairchild’s “Eye” was my muse. I owed everything I knew about what I thought of as “Toot New York” to Women’s Wear. I certainly knew enough not to wear my brown knit faux Saint Laurent pantsuit to La Côte Basque, because Madame Henriette Spalter, the late Henri Soulé’s ex-cashier/mistress, who now ran the place, considered the new mode unforgivably déclassé. Lynda Bird Johnson Robb had been required to strip off her taboo pants and eat lunch at La Côte Basque in her tunic.
I never dreamed I’d ever get close to dishing with WWD’s deliciously bitchy Fairchild at his favorite frog pond, La Grenouille. But thanks to his all-seeing “Eye,” I knew that William Paley had been fussing over every tiny detail of the Ground Floor, the new restaurant in Black Rock, his Eero Saarinen-designed CBS Building on Sixth Avenue. That sounded just right for a soft landing at New York magazine that fall of 1968.
It was a year of drama and upheaval. Columbia University was an armed camp just two miles north of where I hung my navy blue linen “Givenchy.” The city was deeply divided, the Establishment press aghast and disapproving of the student sit-ins at Columbia. “Are we the Establishment?” I asked Don, who was often exasperated with the rulings of his bosses at the Times. How embarrassing. The mantra was “Never trust anyone over thirty.” Of course I had to lie and silently subtract a few years so I could echo the rallying cry. There was mayhem at the Democratic National Convention, terrifying images of cops beating back the crowds, starving babies in Biafra. And I would be nervously focused on what famous faces were planted in Mr. Paley’s custom-order chairs. That was my mission. At times, the reality of the staring eyes and distended bellies of the hungry did pepper my view of our town’s budding gourmand excess with guilt. Yet everything I wrote would be feeding the fever of foodism, ultimately turning on susceptible taste buds to what would become a contagion, a cultural delirium.
After all, this was the mind-bending sixties, a time of unbridled experimentation and flaunting the rules. Not that I was inclined to be that thoughtful. I was too nervous. No one could have predicted how obsessed with food Americans would become. Certainly not me. All I knew was that this first critique, my exposure to the magazine’s demanding and savvy readership, would be a challenge. I knew I could so easily sound naïve and get laughed off the masthead.
I invited a friend to join me for lunch and went off to teach myself how to be a restaurant critic. I tried to think of it as just another journalistic assignment. It didn’t occur to me, as it does now, that I was a not-quite-innocent Alice tumbling down that rabbit hole. That in this upside-down world of the sixties (which didn’t really end till sometime in the mid-seventies), I would stumble into an astonishing new world as a person I scarcely recognized and never planned to be.
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THE FRIED EGG AND I

ELVIS PRESLEY WAS COMING TO TOWN TO DO TWO SHOWS AT OLYMPIA Stadium. At twenty-one, I was one of the hormone-raging millions with a crush on Elvis—the young, beautiful, seemingly unspoiled Elvis. He was the bad-boy Adonis of high school, who drove the principal (or in his case, Ed Sullivan) wild with the swivel and grind that made nymphets squeal. And I was not immune. No New York newspaper would hire me fresh from college in 1956—I had applied everywhere and sent countless résumés—so I was languishing at home in Detroit, Michigan, the most junior staffer at United Press International. I wrote a letter to Colonel Parker, asking if I could spend the day with Elvis and write about it for the powerful wire service, UPI. I got back a mimeographed invitation to Presley’s official press conference. I was insulted and frustrated but not discouraged. The bureau chief said I could cover Elvis anyway, as long as it was on my day off.
I wore a simple body-skimming black shantung dress (my most slenderizing) with white stitching along the neck and cap sleeves, shiny black patent-leather pumps, and little white kid gloves. I knew Olympia Stadium from childhood, from Barnum & Bailey circus days, from falling in love with hockey and Gordie Howe in my uncle’s Red Wing hockey seats, from seeing Sonja Henie—so doll-like—and thinking I could skate, too, if I weren’t quite so tall and clumsy, but would anyone ever be able to lift me?
I arrived backstage early to study security and find its most vulnerable link. Lamar was his name. He was in charge of guarding the door and a pair of twenty-four-karat-gold pants with a sequined stripe, which he carried in a padlocked garment bag. Not for nothing had I spent all those double-bill Saturdays in the movies. I had Ida Lupino and Joan Crawford down pat. I could do Bette Davis eyes. I squared my shoulders, channeling Roz Russell in The Front Page, and flirted with the chubby guardian. From his rolling drawl, I figured he must be one of Elvis’s Memphis mafia.
“Do you sing, too?” I asked, tickling his tweed elbow. Lamar was examining my ring finger through the white leather and seemed cheered to confirm that I was not married.
At that moment, a slim figure in a red suede cloth jacket was slipped into the room by a phalanx of uniformed security guards. Elvis curled his lip, smiled, and flicked back his shiny black cowlick with a toss of his head, then seated himself on the edge of a table, sizing up the gathering with an “I’m all yours” wink. He was looking right at me. I felt weak, and I blushed all over. The massed journalists—two police reporters, one yawning rewrite man, a drama critic, and a farm-news columnist (few newspapers had pop-music columnists at the time)—struggled to meet the challenge. I was too feverish to speak. I just stood there, pulse pounding, mesmerized, wondering if my heart could survive it. Then, after gamely responding to their lame and predictable queries, too quickly Elvis was gone.
Lamar took my hand. “If you want to stand close by, you can watch the show from the nearest aisle and slip back here before the crush at the end. Then you can go to the hotel with us to hang out and have a Coke between shows,” he offered.
I stood on the rise of the aisle, trying for a journalist’s cool, part of me observing the hysteria, part of me trembling and aching to jump up and down, too. I watched the fans, mostly teenage girls with bobbing ponytails, leaping out of the seats, reaching out to him, screaming and weeping, tearing at their hair as he curled a lip or a hip, collapsing in petit mal seizures. His handlers had to carry Elvis offstage midway through the last song to get him out alive before the mob realized that it was over and charged after their idol.
Lamar grabbed my hand—still sheathed in its little white glove—and the bag containing the twenty-four-karat-gold pants and tucked me into a limo with an assortment of silent young louts, the full Memphis crew. We pulled out of the underground bay.
“But where is Elvis?” I cried.
“He’s behind us in a taxi,” Lamar promised.
At the Book-Cadillac Hotel, there were coagula of fans waiting to catch a glimpse of Elvis. As we piled out of the limo, they surged toward us and then drew back with shrugs of disappointment and rejection.
Upstairs in a twenty-fourth-floor suite, the Memphis cronies sipped their cola—in those days, Coke was something that came in a bottle with a waistline. They divvied up the comics from the Sunday papers. Lamar seemed resigned to my indifference, as if maybe he’d been through this drill before. Nobody looked at me. I was too familiar, an offering for the King.
Oh dear heaven. I stopped breathing. Elvis. He stood in the door, smaller than life—small in life, I mean, pompadoured hair slick. He sized up the room and astutely realized I was the only female in it. He slunk directly toward me, slender in shiny black faille trousers and a sheer blue short-sleeved eyelet organdy shirt, till one leg was brushing my thigh.
“And who are you?”
I babbled something about press and UPI and Colonel Parker.
He didn’t seem to be listening. Silently, he took my hand—yes, still gloved—and led me to a bedroom. I was thinking, Oh my God . . . this is Elvis. . . . I am going to do it with Elvis. I am not going to be coy. I will not make him talk me into it. He didn’t ask. I didn’t answer. He closed the door, dropped his pants, and lay on the bed—very pale, soft, young—watching me take off my clothes and, yes, at last, my little white gloves. All the way up on the twenty-fourth floor, I could hear the girls chanting on the street below: “We want Elvis. We want Elvis.”
And look who has him, I was thinking. As . . . it . . . happened. In a feverish heat. Skin on skin. I think it was good. I don’t remember the essential details. It was certainly good enough. I know the reality of it was thrilling beyond anything I might have imagined.
“I need to sleep now,” he said when it was over.
I grabbed my clothes and fled into the bathroom to dress. As I picked up my purse, wondering if a good-bye kiss would be appropriate, Elvis opened his eyes, blinked, as if he wasn’t sure for a moment what I was doing there.
He twitched a shoulder toward the phone. “Would you mind calling room service and ordering me a fried egg sandwich?” The fried egg sandwich—that part I remember. I can’t remember how big It was, how long the sex lasted, or even who was on top (probably me). But I have never forgotten the fried egg sandwich.
Yes, the totemic fried egg sandwich. At that moment, it might have been clear I was born to be a restaurant critic. I just didn’t know it yet.
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A PEANUT BUTTER KID IN A VELVEETA WASTELAND
I AM CERTAIN I WAS BORN HUNGRY. I COULD NEVER GET ENOUGH ATTENTION, enough love, or enough peanut butter. I was the focus of my parents’ adoration for only three years before my sister, Margie, butted into our lives.
“Your mother is bringing home a little monkey from the hospital,” my grandmother said, which was her way of observing that my sister, unlike blue-eyed, platinum-ringleted princess me, was golden-skinned, with shaggy black hair and big brown eyes. A monkey? I took that literally. The three of us were fine. I didn’t need a sister and I didn’t need a monkey. I feel I can remember fierce anger even as an infant when my mother left me out on the porch, zipped up in a baby bunting (because fresh air was supposed to be good for babies). I screamed, she said, and kicked, desperate to get a foot free, and to this day I sleep with one foot outside the covers no matter how cold it is.
There is a photograph of me that says it all, a flaxen-haired toddler pushing a doll buggy with such force and fierce determination, I wonder if my mother wasn’t terrified.
My mom asked my dad to shower me with his attention so I wouldn’t be jealous of my little sister, Margie. That was the beginning of Daddy’s girl. A Daddy’s girl stands on Daddy’s shoes and dances to Frank Sinatra on the record player. A Daddy’s girl is precocious and flirtatious. A Daddy’s girl goes to his office on Saturdays and pastes up ads like Daddy does. At the age of seven, I wrote some little stories based on family gossip, and my father pasted them into a tabloid page called “Chit Chat of This and That” and had it printed. I charged a nickel each for tear sheets that I passed out at the next holiday dinner, when a long table and all its extensions stretched across Grandma’s dining room into the living room to accommodate all the aunts and uncles (half of whom were not speaking to the other half, at least half the time), with a bridge table at the end for the youngest cousins. A Daddy’s girl can do anything, and whatever she does in life, she will be a star. At least that’s the message I got from my dad. Always. I was gifted, brilliant. I would excel in whatever field I chose to exercise my multiple talents—art, writing, theater, film. This may sound like your typical pathological narcissism, and maybe it was. But I would swear it wasn’t really anything my ego dreamed up; it was the message I got from him.
Some of my close friends grew up in dysfunctional families, or so they say. The stories they tell are shocking and hard for me to imagine. One of my most intimate friends insists I must be in denial, making it up that my family was not dysfunctional, too. But the truth is, for better or worse, my family was fully functional. My father, Nathaniel Robert, known as Nate and later Nat, a Clark Gable type with a mustache but not the dimples, worked in advertising in that early decade. I thought he was handsome and, later, so did my teenage friends and most of the women in his orbit when he moved into the retail fashion world. His professional scene in the forties was nothing like the hypercreative ad world of the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. He had a one-man office and bound volumes with numbers and drawings that he cut out and pasted into layouts that would become newspaper ads for supermarkets. My mother, Saralee, shopped, kept Daddy sane, took his side on every issue, thawed and overcooked dinner, and played mah-jongg with the girls. Two crack. Three bam. I did my homework to the click of the Bakelite tiles.
There was always a maid. When the big freezer first arrived on the domestic scene—a huge white coffin in the basement that would revolutionize a housewife’s world—it seemed like Mom loved it more than she loved any of us. Our dinners were almost incidental. She cooked to feed the freezer, lovingly labeling and dating containers of pea soup and chili, goodies that got carried home from parties but were never eaten, and later the top tier of her daughters’ wedding cakes. I think the loving couple was supposed to thaw the thing and share it at some appropriate wedding anniversary. But one by one, my mother’s children tortured her by divorcing—yes, even my brother, Jim (who arrived a few weeks after Pearl Harbor). Perhaps we all had exaggerated romantic expectations. I’m not sure what Saralee did with these sweet iceberg hunks, if she was ever able to bring herself to the finalty of tossing them in the garbage.
Saralee and Nat were very lovey-dovey. I see them when young, Daddy hugging her from behind as she stands at the sink . . . laughing because we are watching. She turns her lips toward him and they kiss. It was a wonderful way to grow up—not quite Leave It to Beaver, but definitely not A Long Day’s Journey into Night. So I am not sure if anyone in my family is to blame for the fact that my Rorschach test made my first psychotherapist so nervous.
Unlike many of the legendary food-world greats, I did not grow up in a country kitchen steamy with the fragrant smells of muffins and pies just out of the oven or glorious stews simmering on a back burner. My grandma’s cook did not sneak me cookies or spoil me with last summer’s peach conserve piled on freshly baked bread. My grandmother’s cook was my grandmother. Jam was Smucker’s. My aunt Eve did cook—she was famous for her chocolate cake and her caramelized baked ham draped with rings of pineapple and maraschino cherries (we didn’t know red dye number four was toxic, but she didn’t do ham that often, so nobody died). I never got to watch her cook. Cooking wasn’t on my agenda. I didn’t see my future self finding intellectual fulfillment confined to the kitchen with a can of Crisco and a flour sifter. But then, neither did Julia, I am sure, or Martha. My vision was pretty much formed by Hollywood career gals like Rosalind Russell and Kate Hepburn.
Indeed, I was born on the frozen steppes of a vast culinary wasteland. Saralee was never at her best in the kitchen. She made macaroni and cheese from the recipe on the box. It became my template for great macaroni and cheese. True, her layered Jell-O molds were much appreciated at weddings and showers and her pea soup was world-class (amazing, considering she did it without a ham bone and without an onion). Mom cooked meat until carbonized because that’s the way Daddy liked it. There was one lone cookbook in our kitchen, The Settlement Cookbook, violated and bruised, rudely grease-stained, its spine long ago broken.
There was a certain aura of terror and paranoia about food in our house, disguised, of course, as innocent fussiness, as in “The guy’s a finicky eater.” No garlic ever darkened our kitchen because Daddy had an aversion to garlic, which, for some reason, he was unable to detect in its unbridled abundance at his favorite Italian restaurant, Lalli’s. This is not something my mother would have called to his attention—he had a temper when provoked, and I remember my mother as dedicated to smoothing ruffled feathers and rearranging reality to protect Daddy from blowing his stack.
So I didn’t grow up primed and stuffed from birth to emerge a passionate foodie. Still, it must have been in my DNA. Deprivation and hunger unleashed it. In a family of finicky eaters, I was the only adventurer. On the maid’s days off—Thursdays and Sundays—when we ate out, often at the Atlantic Garden, Mom ordered egg foo yung, sauce on the side, while Dad and my sister, Margie, got breaded veal cutlet. I begged Mom to taste my fabulous wor shu oop, but she begged off, as if breaded duck were some alien Chinese conspiracy that might prove to be a by-product of opium. My affection for chicken livers and my cracking the bones of fried frog’s legs with my teeth were considered adolescent affectations . . . or a sadistic plot to make my sister lose her appetite.
“Whose child is she?” my mother would ask. “Frog, crab. Next it will be snails.” She’d read that the French ate snails. Mom had a good point there. I couldn’t possibly be the child of these parents. I liked to imagine I was the illegitimate child of royalty, left on their bourgeois doorstep, except that, if you discounted my blue eyes and blond hair, I did look a lot like a mix of the two of them.
At camp, my first time away from home, when I was seven, I was tall, so my folks put me in a bunk with the eight-year-olds. I hated every minute. Being hopelessly unathletic, the only activities I was willing to sign up for were art and raiding the icebox. Each cabin took turns hijacking the fridge. We carried flashlights and tiptoed, but even at seven, I was suspicious. Surely someone knew what we were up to. That giant tub of peanut butter on a low shelf and the saltines alongside seemed too obvious. You’d think I might have gotten cozy in a camp with such large jars of peanut butter. But no. Every time my parents called, I cried, begging them to take me home. Finally, unable to stand the pitiful sobs and my litany of trauma, they drove up and took me home. I am sure this is why I never learned to play well with others. All my life, people have assumed I am an only child. No, I am not an only child. I just act as if I were the only child. I am left-handed. That’s enough to overcome.
Midway through my sophomore year in the College of Architecture and Design at the University of Michigan—I’d skipped three times in grade school and arrived at sixteen—I was paralyzed by the despair of unrequited love for an ambivalent upperclassman I’d found at the Michigan Daily and by the discovery that my precocious artistic talent as a child was utterly inadequate for a career in design. I was in the wrong college. I was in the wrong body. I was in the wrong century. Voluptuous had not been fashionable for years.
I needed to change my major and stop eating dormitory food, but I was anxious about admitting defeat. I would be entering the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts, three semesters late, after everyone else had already waded through the Great Books and my only hope of catching up were Classic Comics. I don’t think Classic Comics did Aristophanes or Dostoyevsky. The Count of Monte Cristo, yes. This educational gap may have affected my writing. It certainly has affected my abilty to do crossword puzzles. Somehow, I managed to convince my parents a year in Paris would cure my romantic malaise (about which I was convincingly vague). I am sure neither I nor they had any idea what a year in Paris could mean for a seventeen-year-old girl on her own. It was 1952. No one we knew had been to Paris. One of my aunts knew a woman who knew a woman who would rent me a room in her Right Bank apartment. That sounded safe enough to Nat and Saralee.
Freed from the Velveeta cocoon, I leaped into the richness of a world I could not have imagined. Who wouldn’t be impressed by the vast range of mysterious vegetables unknown in Detroit, a whole universe of cheese and unheard-of innards. Even on my allowance, I could afford boeuf à la mode, juicy navarin of lamb, couscous, and sweetbreads smothered in cream in the little mom-and-pop bistros in the student quarter. (I quickly found my way to the Left Bank when madame with the room to let asked me to move out because I took too many baths and was such a pig that I’d used her precious perfumed soap to wash my bobby socks.)
Every morning, I ran down five flights from my ancient studio with its warped wooden floor on the rue Dauphine to collect my breakfast in the markets of the rue de Buci—a crusty baguette, a bottle of milk, and, every morning, one hundred grams of a different cheese. Great dining was hardly primary on my list of desired sensory awakenings when I fled Detroit, but my innocent palate was ripe for seduction. One morning, I woke up covered with red spots. I accused my landlady of harboring bedbugs. She accused my curly-haired Algerian boyfriend of something worse. No, no, not my adorable Albert. He might have been an incurable male chauvinist, but he was scrupulously clean, even though it cost twenty-five cents to take a bath.
“You have an allergy to le Petit Suisse,” the doctor said, blaming my favorite cream cheese. I wanted to have faith in his prescription, a powder to be dissolved in red wine and sipped slowly twice a day, since it was so un-Detroit, so French. My first gastrointestinal disease. My first alcohol-based cure. What could Detroit possibly offer me after moments like these?
Abandoning Paris for a month in Italy, I was offered a haven in Rome by the regal Principessa Katya, who had seemed amused by my energy when we met a week earlier on the beach in Positano. At first, she seemed rather indifferent to the kitchen and left me to make do nutritionally on my own.
One day, La Principessa came home bursting with exuberance and spilled a bag of walnuts on the counter. “Green walnuts,” she said. “It’s the season.” It seems that green walnuts were to her as the madeleine to Proust as peanut butter was to me. Peeling the pesky nuts was tedious, and I watched in horror as her silken white fingers stained purple and brown. She didn’t seem to care. Happily sautéing rice and bits of lamb for a nutty risotto, La Principessa (then in the throws of annulling a White Russian husband) salved the fears of impending poverty that consumed her. “Watch me. Learn,” she cried. “All it takes is a bit of rice and ten cents’ worth of lamb. . . . You need never go hungry.” How wonderful not to be a virgin in Rome. It was there I discovered cunnilingus. And, on a lesser plain, linguine. In Latin, they seemed to be related.
Back in Paris that fall, I dabbled in journalism, mostly using my Michigan Daily press card to get into couturier launches and fabulous publicity lunches. It was embarrassing trying to explain to my self-styled intellectual friends how Americans could be so naïve as to elect Dwight Eisenhower president or why the U.S. press was so tough on Charlie Chaplin, the genius of Limelight, or why we were determined to execute Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. None of these were my idea. From the perspective of Les Deux Magots, America seemed as boring as warm oatmeal. But I was homesick after almost a year away and decided to go home for Christmas in December 1952.
When the University of Michigan dropout dropped back in, that lamb risotto trick worked very well for me. With the dean of women’s permission, I lived off campus in Ann Arbor, in a basement flat with a small kitchen, and I could feed any number of friends for a dollar or two. That meant lamb bones, meaty but gristly, too. Still, I was quite popular to a wide range of suitors and loyal pals. No one else cooked. I guess I was quite a package on a basically conservative campus: free-range, no curfew, sensuous and choosy, but bedable. The bonny young Brit who slipped in the window at 2:00 AM, so eager for intimacy that he wore no underwear inside his rough corduroy pants, struck me as irresistibly gallant. I’m not sure how much his gift of chocolates figured in my warmth. They were imported. Sex and food, inextricably linked. (His charm served him well, because the next time we met, twenty-five years later, he was a member of Parliament.)
One evening just before my senior year, picnicking in front of a warming fire on a fluff of Greek flokati, all this vague gastronomic fumbling suddenly took on meaning over a casserole of baked ham layered with cheddar, green peppers, and canned tomato sauce. I’d gone off for a week in the autumn wilds on an island in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula with a married man. I seemed to have developed a weakness for married men, possibly because they had a weakness for me. Not to be flip. In fact, I was mad about this man who sat next to me on the rewrite desk at the Detroit Free Press during the summer break of 1954. He seemed to me vulnerable and needy. But maybe that was me, vulnerable and needy. Perhaps it was just transient lust. Stolen sex was incredibly hot.
About that Rorschach test: The therapist reported that he’d never tested a subject who’d found more sexual content than I in those standard ink blots. What did this mean? Who could predict? Obviously, I had potential yet to explore. The referring physician shaded the therapist’s report a bit to shield my parents. They were already concerned about my moping and unexplained tears, and probably about what Mom caught me doing one night in the dark on the carpet in the library, a scene that caused her to retreat silently back up the stairs in her nightgown. That’s how the therapist got summoned. I think I told him—or maybe he told me—married men were a pleasant procrastination, a way to avoid commitment while one was growing up and figuring out who one might become. Clearly, I was borderline sane, not so neurotic after all.
And this is the food part. My borrowed guy and I were off the radar that chilling early-fall day, far from reality in a borrowed cabin on an isolated wind-whipped lake. I’d brought four recipes clipped from Ladies’ Home Journal—pork chops baked in buttermilk, hamburger in a biscuit wrap, cherry crisp, and that revelatory baked ham casserole.
Time has mercifully misted the taste memories. But I do know that everything I cooked was brilliant and extravagantly appreciated. Another point in favor of married men. No matter how pitiful your effort, it’s more dazzling than Hers. This man who looked a little like a blond Dick Tracy . . . of course he broke my heart. He went back to Her, who didn’t know how to layer ham and cheddar and green peppers, much less stuff canned cherries into Bisquick dough. (It was long before America fell in love with eating, but I suspect he would have said good-bye to me anyway.)
On Drummond Island, love and food became inextricably linked for me. It became a mantra: A woman does well to be beautiful, mysterious, haunting, witty, rich, and exotic in bed . . . but it never hurts to cook good. As in finger-lickin’ good. I became a cook, graduating eventually from tuna casserole to Craig Claiborne’s coq au vin and Julia’s apple charlotte. This passion for cooking as well as eating would turn out to be a powerful edge for me when I went public as New York magazine’s amateur restaurant critic.
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