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For my sons, Dante, Luka, and Mateo.

You are everything.
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1. Silence


There’s no such thing as quiet in August on the North Fork of Long Island. The air vibrates with the humid thrum of summer, the shouts of kids’ laughing calls from the pool, the chirp of crickets in the sycamores. The insects’ sound reminds me of tickets spitting from a kitchen printer during a busy dinner service. I’m happy they’re not. Tiki, my flat-coated retriever, nudges a stick against my legs, hoping I’ll take the bait and throw. I’d like to, but there is work to do, as there always is when the sun is out. We have a kitchen garden, you see. A big one. Its demands, which change by the day, run me during these summer months, and to ignore them spells calamity. When my wife, Lori, and I bought the house in 2002, this garden was just a stretch of parched and patchy grass, too shadeless and sunny for play. I procrastinated for ten years before I got busy laying a dozen raised beds and filling them with vegetables and flowers for pollinators. Now, it’s my passion. Weeds are poking up—a new crop since I went after them this morning. Eight or so varieties of tomatoes hang wantonly for picking. Blackberries grow to the size of a human thumb, taunting me to get busy, even though I know I’ll be pricked. And as I pick, plans form: Maybe a quick dice of this zucchini, tossed with the tuna we caught on the boat yesterday. These deep-purple eggplants will work with raisins and capers for caponata. The tomatoes need very little—sliced, they’ll lay out nicely with the hand-pulled mozzarella I buy at Lombardi’s. And on from there.

The cycle whereby a seed becomes a plant and then ultimately a food has been magical to me since I watched it up close in my grandpa Mike’s driveway in early childhood. Grandpa had plants in five-gallon buckets growing against the red brick of our four-family home in Elizabeth, New Jersey. With a Marlboro hanging from his mouth (it never fell), he’d use his worker’s fingers to gently coax a single tendril from the dirt. Mere weeks later, he’d be cutting back leaves. Why chop away so much? He explained that removing the excess would allow the precious energy and nutrients from sun and soil to be driven into the fruit. My first taste of agriscience.
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My parents, with my grandparents, at their wedding in 1960


At the height of the season, my grandfather’s buckets ran amok with tomato plants, pepper bushes, and ropy zucchini vines. Here was Nature! But it’s the tomatoes I remember best, if only because they were a staple food for us. Grandpa picked them, Grandma canned them, and we ate them in everything, all year long. There aren’t too many things in the world that reward hard work, patience, and care as consistently or exuberantly as a tomato plant.

When I was a kid, my mother’s father was a daily presence in my life, informing much of what I knew of men and manhood. He was a straight shooter, a cause-and-effect guy well suited to the reliable output of driveway gardening. He was strict and old guard; legend was he’d refused to let my mother and her sister out of the house as teenagers. She met my father in high school and—because that’s how it worked in those days—they got married as soon as he left the service. (With a father like hers, there was no playing the field.) But my dad wasn’t home much, so even after she married, Grandpa stayed a primary figure in my mother’s life, and therefore in my brothers’ and mine, too. He and my grandmother lived more or less next door, and our lives were woven together in a way that seems hard to imagine today. Grandpa would shuttle us around, since my mom didn’t drive, and wait with a newspaper behind the wheel until it was time to drive us back home. It was he who took me out for bluefish or crabs at dawn in Barnegat Bay, sparking my lifelong romance with fishing. My grandmother, Esther, was loving and warm—on her good days. The rest of the time she seemed off her rocker—the clinical term then for what we now call bipolar—baking cakes with frantic energy or retreating into bleak stretches of dark inertia. My grandfather patiently weathered her storms, ate the cake, or quietly took over cooking duties when she was too low to get out of bed. Grandpa was square, but he was also creative and inventive. He kept tanks of bright tropical fish in the basement, next to his workshop. I’d spend hours down there with him, helping him repair anything and everything by the glow of those aquariums. Nothing was unsalvageable, not a television set on the fritz, not a lamp with wiring gone wrong. Nothing—and no one, it seemed—wasn’t worth the work.

My father’s father, Felix Colicchio, died when I was four, and my father was in a permanent state of feud with his mother, Olga, so I didn’t know them as well. Felix and Olga had both been born in Vallata, a devout and earthquake-prone town in Italy’s Campania, and had immigrated, separately, to the States, my grandfather in 1903 and my grandmother soon after. They met and married in Elizabeth and had five kids. My father was the youngest. I don’t remember hearing much about my father’s childhood, but we all knew that life for Felix and Olga and their children was hardscrabble. As a kid, my dad owned a single tiny toy truck, which he cherished his whole life. He and his siblings grew up hungry and fast.

Elizabeth is an industrial town nestled into northern New Jersey’s historic manufacturing belt. It’s best known for its shipping container port (one of the eastern seaboard’s largest), the titanic Singer Sewing Machine plant (where Grandpa Felix worked), and (as Lori reminds me) for having produced that totem of young-adult fiction, Judy Blume, who went to school with my mom. Rumor was that Elizabeth had once been lovely, but by the 1970s there were few parks and green spaces, unless you counted the thatch of trees by the Elizabeth River that also grew old tires and retired refrigerators. Maybe that’s why almost every Italian family I knew had a grandparent like mine, patiently coaxing vegetables and plants from small backyard patches of concrete, following the rhythms of their home country. Is that what has me out weeding in the mornings? Is it in my DNA?
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Grandpa Mike and me on Barnegat Bay


I knew little of Elizabeth’s history, but I could have easily rattled off its neighborhood ecology: The Poles lived in Frog Hollow, the Jews in Elmora. Italians largely lived in Peterstown, Black folks lived in the Port, and the professional class stuck to Westminster. My neighborhood, though, was a sort of non-neighborhood neighborhood right in the middle that didn’t have a name. Our nearest neighbors were the Kauchauks, Wards, Donnegans, Slavinskys, and Jonokos, all second- or third-generation immigrant families like mine with a tenuous hold on the middle class. Despite the ethnic diversity, the kids on our block were more alike than not: Our fathers all held blue-collar jobs. Our mothers took care of the home. Everyone was intertwined with grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who doubled as our best friends and occasional enemies. Around dinnertime, the smells of pierogies, galumpkis, and boiled beef wafted out of houses, signaling to us kids that we’d need to wrap up our ball games in the street and head indoors. We’d trudge past our fathers who were sitting with a can of PBR watching the local news, kiss our mothers who hadn’t sat down once all day, and take our places at the table. My own mother still wouldn’t sit, hovering between stove and table as we ate. Today that bugs me, but back then that’s simply how it was.

Another thing that simply was was my silent, brooding father, for whom I’m named. He kept to himself at home. He wasn’t disinterested, exactly—it’s just that my brothers and I, along with everything else within the walls of our two-bedroom apartment, were the province of my mother, and he left it to her.

For a time my father owned a barbershop, and then he worked as a correctional officer at the Union County jail. He was an occasional bookie and always a gambler, two other things I grew up taking for granted. It was only later that I became aware of the disruption and anxiety my dad’s gambling caused my mother, or understood its pathology as an addiction. Back then, as far as I knew, this was yet another thing that men simply did. My father was passionate about local politics—a blood sport in North Jersey—and was an active and proud union member, even serving as head of the Policemen’s Benevolent Association Union for a time. He could be funny and charismatic when he felt like it, with a biting wit. I always thought that if things had turned out differently for him, if a few of those bad bets had gone the other way, he could have made a great politician. Instead, he spent most of his adult life working an uninspiring job that offered him “twenty and out,” i.e., a pension after twenty years of grim service. He may have been an officer of the jail, but he was also doing time.

My father avidly watched college football on Saturdays and pro on Sundays and Mondays, with an intensity I came to understand had less to do with the games and more to do with the cash he’d staked on their outcome. If I wanted to spend time with him, I watched, too. Father-son heart-to-hearts weren’t his style, which was fine, because they weren’t mine, either. I don’t remember him ever saying that he loved me, but I never questioned that he did. He showed up at every basketball game. He even coached my baseball team, though I wasn’t very good. He was up each morning at dawn to drive me to swim practice in his Cadillac Seville. Silent as he was, I knew that was love.

We never made conversation on those early-morning drives. He didn’t ask about me or share his thoughts. It could be awkward, even oppressive, at times, but it nonetheless felt as normal to me as the cigarette smoke swirling between us, or riding shotgun without a seatbelt, or any of the countless things that would be alien to my own boys today. This was simply how I understood my father—and, by extension, men—to be. Quiet, sometimes simmering, occasionally volatile, but saving the best of themselves for a bigger, more consequential world to which we aspired but weren’t yet invited.

Today I wonder what my father would have shared if I had known what to ask. Would he have told me how stifling it was to grow up dirt poor in the 1940s, on the same square blocks he’d always known, with few prospects and no clear path out? Would he have shared stories of being stationed in Germany in the mid-1950s, meeting people from all over for the first time in his life? Did that give him thoughts of seeing the world?

But he didn’t talk, and he didn’t invite me to, either. If he had, I imagine I would have told him about facing off against the nuns at St. Mary’s who had had it already with me, the class clown. How they hit me for my smart mouth and inability to sit still, until the day I grabbed the ruler out of a Sister’s hands and dared her to try it again (she didn’t). I might have told him about how much I loved being out on the water at dawn with Grandpa Mike raking for clams. How I needed that calm, because three hormonal boys in one small bedroom was loud and chaotic and being the shortest kid in the class meant being ready to show you could fight at any moment, plus having the nuns on my case . . . Frankly, it was all kind of exhausting.

Then again, I don’t know if I would have articulated any of that, even if he’d asked. These were simply the conditions of life, unremarkable. As was the constant scrapping with my brothers—Mike, fourteen months older than me, and Phil, four years younger. Mike had inches and twenty pounds on me, but I was fast and stealthy (as all younger brothers must be). Phil was young enough to go crying to our mom, but he rarely did, which earned him a few points. My mother would beg us to stop—she was losing her mind with the jousting, the tackling, the noise. She’d shout, “Wait until your father comes home!” and we’d laugh at her, though a small part of us feared the day it was more than just an empty threat.
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From left to right, my brothers Phil, Mike, and me
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My brothers Phil, Mike, and me, with our grandparents


If we were being particularly awful, my mother would force us to come along on her errands—a special circle of hell for a preteen boy. I can remember being compelled to sit at my cousin Patty’s beauty salon once while my mother had her weekly appointment. I picked up a magazine from the stack by the hair dryers, bored before I even opened it. Under it was one I hadn’t seen before, called Cuisine. Up to this point, I enjoyed helping out in the kitchen—mixing the Sunday meatballs, sometimes helping Grandma with her cakes—so it caught my eye.

On the cover was a portrait of an elderly Black woman and something about Cajun cooking, which I’d never heard of. This was long before Paul Prudhomme and K-Paul’s Louisiana Kitchen, and the cuisine was still unknown to most of the country. I flipped to the article and was immediately drawn in. The author traced the origins of this exotic-sounding cuisine—jambalaya, gumbo, boudin, andouille—that had been brought to Louisiana in the eighteenth century by French Acadians expelled from Canada and then synthesized with the West African cooking traditions of the region’s enslaved population. The article described how the cuisine was further developed and refined by Black women working as domestics and cooks in the white homes of New Orleans, evolving into what became known as Creole cooking. This was the first time that I’d considered how food—what we ate—carries with it stories that could serve as a window into history, a subject I loved. American history sure wasn’t taught that way at St. Mary’s.

The article had a recipe at the end, accompanied by a full-page color photograph of a roasted eggplant, cut in half and hollowed out, stuffed with a roasted mixture of eggplant, rice, zucchini, onions, peppers, and shrimp. The dish was called Eggplant Pirogue, which sounded altogether like something else to me, but what did I care? Here was something actionable, something to do. “I can make this,” I thought. With her fresh perm looking (to my eyes) exactly as it had when we walked in, my mother signaled she was ready to go. I asked my cousin Patty if I could take the magazine home with me and she agreed.

I went home and followed the recipe the best I could, serving it up to my family that night. It was the first meal I’d ever cooked, and it was a success, though a limited one. Unfortunately, the Eggplant Pirogue was just an appetizer—I would have had to read it all the way through to the end to know that. (Recipes were then, and still are, almost impossible for me to read from beginning to end.) When everyone finished their plates and looked up for more, I had to tell them we were all out. My mother, as she always did, saved me, ducking into our kitchen to make her go-to cavatelli with broccoli. But my dad weighed in in a way that he rarely did: with praise. “Not bad, Tom.” That made an impression.

One day soon after, Dad came home from his job at the jail with a tall stack of books. “I found these in the library at work,” he said. “I thought you’d like them.” He plopped the books on the kitchen table: the austere black cover of The New York Times Cookbook by Craig Claiborne, the tattered beige Joy of Cooking by Irma S. Rombauer, La Technique by Jacques Pépin, with its black-and-white illustration of a lobster on the cover. The books must have been donated by a well-meaning Elizabeth housewife, though I wondered if she realized her intended beneficiaries didn’t cook their own food. I was flattered that my father had been thinking of me out there in his larger world (though now that I’m a father, I know that verbal output to one’s kid does not correlate to the real estate they take up in your head). Of the books, my favorite was Pépin’s La Technique because it was laid out like no other cookbook I’d ever seen: Each recipe was a series of thumbnail photos, walking the reader through the actions he described, which kept someone with the attention span of a gnat (me) engaged. Pépin’s words in the foreword resonated: “Techniques matter more than recipes,” he wrote. That made sense to me, and so did the instructions that came next: “Don’t treat this book as a cookbook,” he wrote, “treat it as an apprenticeship.” And so I did. I started by developing basic knife skills, practicing on celery, which was cheap and plentiful. Once I mastered a mirepoix, I followed Pépin’s instructions and learned how to make chicken stock, graduating from there to consommé, which was a good deal more involved, since it required clarifying the broth with egg whites. While my brothers were off doing homework, I was turning olives into rabbits and cream puffs into swans.

I’d be lying, though, if I said I swapped cooking for the usual teenage pursuits or thought of it as a career option. My brain simply didn’t go there. It was 1977. Girls and partying occupied the largest part of my frontal lobe. My brother Mike and I ran with a wild, feral pack of friends and older cousins who impressed us with their criminality. We blasted Bruce’s “Born to Run” (our anthem) over the car speakers, scored whatever we could get our hands on, and thought little about where it all would lead. Unlike my kids today, who live their lives with an expectation of college and an exciting future, at that age my friends and I were all id, chasing fun wherever it would present itself, consequences be damned. Maybe the lack of future planning was simply our adolescent brains, or maybe it was because subconsciously we all assumed adulthood was the end of the road, when we’d have to start down the plodding, soul-sucking road of our fathers—“twenty and out”—and so we’d better cram it all in now. I’m not sure, but I do know that it started to change one day—I must have been around sixteen—when my father casually remarked “Tom, you like food. Maybe you should become a chef. I think you’d be good at it.” He thought I’d be good at it.

It’s difficult to overstate the impact of those words. It seemed that my dad had been paying attention to my idiot shenanigans and thinking about my future, even if I wasn’t. And with this realization came another: that here was a man who had spent decades in a job he hated, who didn’t want me to do the same.

Now, to be clear, I don’t think my father (or anyone, yet) imagined the possibilities of what “chef” would come to mean in our culture. To him, a chef was a tradesperson, like a mechanic or a barber. But that’s beside the point: He wanted me to like what I did with my life, and maybe even feel pride in my work. I think you’d be good at it. That’s the power of a father’s words on a son’s developing psyche: As he articulated what he saw, I could suddenly see it, too.

Who knows what “chef” even meant to me at sixteen? The one restaurant my family went to was Spirito’s, an Italian joint kitty-corner to O’Brien’s Field in Peterstown. Hilariously, I didn’t even know it was a full-on restaurant for years, since we’d always gamely trooped into the bar behind my father, who’d grab a stool and leave us to entertain ourselves in a booth (I think I was in high school before I glimpsed the dining room). Spirito’s may have been humble (picture faux wood paneling and red Naugahyde seats), but that’s not to say that it wasn’t great. Since its opening in 1932, Spirito’s had been run by three generations of the same family and the menu was old-school and ironclad. Marinara, marsala, saltimbocca, stuffed quahogs. With all those options, though, our family’s order never wavered: a plate of antipasti, some Italian provolone (“Make sure it’s imported!” my dad would insist), and the veal cutlets with sauce. Never the veal parmigiana. Years later I took Lori there on one of our first dates and that’s what we ordered. Why mess with a good thing?

On the way to the men’s room at Spirito’s I could glimpse the kitchen—the first professional one I’d seen. There was nothing romantic or heroic about it. The light was hard and bright and fell on stainless-steel counters, a tile floor, and a few tired-looking guys who resembled merchant marines in their white pants and porters’ shirts. One old guy stood over a huge blackened stove, its eight burners each occupied by aluminum stockpots and sauté pans so beat up they looked like artifacts. Rounding out the space was a salamander (a long broiler), whose intense heat turned the air around it wavy and distorted, and a menacing deep fryer, roiling with oil. A middle-aged pizzaiolo stabbed his wooden peel into a blackened pizza oven, with a stack of empty pizza boxes waiting at his elbow. It was a far cry from the kitchens I would later work in or build myself, but mysterious and intimidatingly professional nonetheless.

Did I peek into the kitchen at Spirito’s after my father’s suggestion and view those old-timers differently in some way? Try to picture myself practiced and hardened like them one day? I don’t remember. I also don’t remember my father talking much further with me about it because, well, he’d said his piece, and now it was up to me.
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