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Letter from the Editor
Whenever I start to talk about my family, I always 
need props. Preferably a few glasses, a spoon, maybe 
a potholder and a few toothpicks. Not because they 
represent the character of those in my family, but because 
we are all so different and I need some visual aids. I’m 
visual through and through.
 
I need these props, these table-top representations, 
because I have three moms, a dad,  four siblings (two 
being half-siblings and two being step). My nieces and 
nephews are about the same ages as my half siblings, 
and all four of my grandparents are still very much a part 
of my life. I count myself a lucky man to have such a big 
(and, strange) family.

And in my non-familial life, I have an even bigger family. 
Not to sound hoaky or cheesy, but my chosen family is 
just as big, as strange, as god damn wonderful as any 
around. From my best friends to new friends to new 
best friends, I can’t be thankful enough for the love and 
support I get from each of those who surround me.

Now, with all that sappy stuff aside, I also thoroughly 
believe that each person in my chosen or given family 
has influenced how I look at, and cook food. Steak? I’ll 
always think of my dad marinating steaks for 24 hours 
when I used to go see him every-other weekend. Chicken  
 

and Dumplings? My mom’s wife (aka my Mom aka Nance) 
would make the best Chicken and dumplings from scratch. 
She also always had a cup full of gorgeous chopsticks 
by the stove, as I do today.  Anything vegan -- I almost 
have to call my childhood best friend in LA anytime I 
eat something vegan (see: vegan Ricotta... what is that 
even). And when it comes to plating or atmosphere in a 
restaurant or hospitality -- I’m on the horn ASAP with 
Sarah to just digest what in the fresh hell that bartender 
did to make that old fashioned so …. Poorly. Natural ass 
wine? Nicolle, you know you’re getting a text bout it.

So when we were thinking about this issue, in my 
brainstorm of ideas as to what we might write about 
when it comes to “Family style,” I immediately flew off 
into what is family and how does your chosen or given 
family inform your thoughts on food and what recipe will 
you always remember because of your Dad.

From chosen to given, large or small, a sense of 
community informs how and possibly why we cook what 
we cook & eat what we eat. In our 13th issue, Counter 
Service Explores what it means to eat/drink/cook/share 
with/for/around family.. 

—JH
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We take submissions of any kind, really.  Counter Service is a 
platform where we like to talk about what happens around 
the table and the edges of the food world. That doesn’t mean 
you have to talk about food, but most likely it will come 
up in your submission at some point. We look for fiction, 
nonfiction, personal essays, poetry, playlists, photography, 
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Each issue does revolve around a central theme, but largely 
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our website for the latest issue.
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Family-style meals can imply a range of 
situations. From a casual weeknight dinner with 
our actual family to a multi-course banquet 
with strangers.

At our restaurant, where we host wedding parties 
nearly every other weekend during the summer 
months, we serve exclusively family-style meals. 
Big platters of beautiful and colorful food are 
doled out onto long wooden tables, without 
too much fuss or pomp. It’s my favorite type of 
dining, and that’s speaking both as a guest and 
as a host.

The reasons for family-style preference as a host 
(and in my particular case, a business owner) 
naturally have a tendency towards the practical: 
not having to plate 100 individual meals but 
around 30 platters means fewer people are 
needed in the kitchen and in service, therefore 
lower costs. More importantly, it means less 
waste. With individually-plated meals, chances 
are Grandma won’t finish her entire portion of 
entrecote. Sister will inevitably be on a post-baby 
diet and will forgo her pile of mashed potatoes. 
The yogi dude in the corner -- who no one seems 
to know -- will be no doubt on a strict raw vegan 
diet after returning from his silent retreat in Bali. 
When guests are allowed to serve themselves 
this problem magically dissipates. After 
observing over time how some tables would 
inhale a leg of lamb in minutes while others 
barely touch it, we started a simple strategy. 
After everyone has settled in and feasted for a 
spell, we ask the restrained guests at Table X 

politely if they wouldn’t mind if we serve some of 
their untouched oyster platter to the neighboring 
Table Z. They always heartily agree.  Typically, 
there is just enough food (which necessarily 
includes leftovers, and brings us to the Family 
Meal, a separate but not unrelated topic.)

Aside from the purely pragmatic, family-style 
implies an atmospheric shift (away from a staid 
and  service-heavy traditional banquet) to a 
more free-wheeling, even bacchanal celebration. 
Better than alcohol, the action involved in 
passing and negotiating platters functions as a 
social lubricant, moving the meal from the arena 
of just eating to that of dining and, ultimately – 
hopefully – enjoyment of the company of others. 
For along with the passing and the serving 
comes the discussing. When we share food from 
a single platter, we also share conversation 
about what it is, how it’s cooked or what herbs 
might be in the sauce. We immediately have a 
topic to unite us, no matter if there is little else 
we have in common outside of this table. We will 
inevitably be forced to verbalize our likes and 
dislikes: why we can’t stomach oysters or why 
we love coriander. With a desire for a second 
helping of a certain side dish, intimacy is shared 
and a little bit of ourselves is explained. A façade 
breaks down.

And so, with this newly broken facade, allow me 
to suggest a few simple Dos and Don’ts to help 
you navigate your way through your next Family 
Style meal.

1 Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.
That is, quietly assess how many persons around you the platter should serve and then portion yourself 
accordingly. Trust that your dining companions will do the same.
Should that trust be taken advantage of at any point during the course of the meal…

2 Do take the opportunity to call the perpetrator an asshole, 
and do it in front of everyone.

3 Do feel free to lick your own plate.

4 Don’t take the same liberty to lick the serving platter.  
That’s gross.

5 Don’t mention to the mother-of-the-bride the morning after 
the wedding that,  why no, you hadn’t had the chance to try 
the maple-glazed roasted carrots, for there weren’t enough 
for everyone’s hearty appetites at the table and perhaps she 
and the father-of-the-bride might have been better off going 
for the venue’s premium meal package.

6 Don’t, above all, choose to be vegetarian only after deciding 
that the platter of white truffle pasta looks waaaaay better 
than the baked chicken you’re supposed to be eating. Basi-
cally everyone who has organized this meal will hate you.

7 Do feel free to pass gas, surreptitiously or otherwise.
(This will largely depend on just what kind of family you have, but as a rule of thumb, go for it. What’s 
family for?)



10 11

ISSUE #13 — FAM
ILY STYLE

FAMILY STYLE GUIDELINESFAMILY STYLE GUIDELINES

8 Do not order earl grey with milk and honey (tea bag on the 
side) during the main course. If you don’t drink alcohol, fine, 
but that’s the kind of thing that will put you on any service 
staff’s hit list for the night.

9 Do ask those around you if you may take the last bite on the 
platter.
Better, offer it to someone you know won’t want it, so that you appear the chivalrous one when they 
demur and you can serve yourself, guilt-free.

10 Do, oh definitely do, sing along with the dinner music. 
Everyone loves live musical accompaniment. 
Should you be fortunate enough to be seated at the bridal table, whether by fluke or not…

11 Don’t serve yourself before the bride, groom, mother of the 
bride, father of the bride, grandmother of the bride, great 
aunt of the groom, sister of the groom, sister of the groom’s 
unborn child… wait, what are you doing at this table again?

12 Do covertly unearth political views of the diners to your di-
rect left and right before sitting down.
A presumed stance or off-the-cuff remark could lead to a very uncomfortable couple of hours trapped 
beside bill o’reilly’s spokesperson.

13 Don’t grab food from shared platters with your fingers.
Sure, it’s been groped, fluffed and felt up by half the kitchen staff. But let’s all be nice and pretend. Table 
manners!
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I came home late last night, hungry.

The fridge was nearly empty, the process of 
getting ready to leave for longer being close 
to done. First the yogurt, then the cheese, 
then the last peppers and lemons disappeared 
until there wasn’t much left but those eternal 
fridge things. The Dijon, the Lillet, a jar of 
pickles. But there was some leftover takeout 
still – not much, but at nearly midnight, 
you don’t need much. Because probably you 
shouldn’t even be eating at all.

I dumped it into a skillet – the small, heavy 
copper one my mother gave me; it had been 
a wedding gift – hers, not mine. Without 
thinking much, muscle memory guiding my 
bone-tired hunger, I reached for a spoon from 
the thrifted red vase in which I keep all my 
most-used kitchen utensils. The first one I 
grasped had once been my grandmother’s. I’d 

found it a few years ago in my grandfather’s 
cutlery drawer, nestled between the dulling 
knives and corkscrews – and it had made me 
laugh.

It’s not much use as a spoon. All that’s left of it 
now is the wood worn smooth, and what was 
once a cupped head looks like a flat, wilted 
leaf torn from a three-leaf clover. The handle 
has been polished by palm sweat and bent, 
warped from the heat of a pan. I have nothing 
of my grandmother’s except my name, and 
that too is shared with my other grandmother. 
But now I have this spoon.

It was probably once longer, and straighter, 
and more useful to use. And yet, this is how a 
wooden spoon should be – well worn, paced, 
serving until it disappears piece by piece 
into the dishes it stirs, and these hereditary 
splinters connect us.

Inheritance
by Lyz Pfister
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I have been working in restaurants since I was 15 years old.
For a long time, restaurants were a way to make money while 
I was a student – a way to be independent while also doing 
something I found stimulating and exciting. From the get-
go this industry just clicked with me – being a server was 
easy in my small town: it came naturally.  I had a good time 
connecting with people, and got to be around great food 
while doing it. There has been an ongoing family joke that my 
father and I would eventually open a restaurant together: he 
would handle the food (because he is a star in the kitchen) 
and I would manage the front of the house (well, because I 
like putting on a show!). Even though I dreamt about this plan 
and how engaging and amazing it would be, it was always a 
‘retirement’ plan, something to do after I’d worked in a ‘real’ 
job for a while. I never seriously thought about working in 
restaurants as a career until after I’d graduated from college 
and had been in the workforce for a solid two years.
I grew up in a household where food was always central and 
yet also the catalyst to something greater.
 
At various stages in their lives, my parents have lived in 
extremely rustic environments – in a teepee in the Northern 
California woods // in a tiny Somali Bantu village in the Jubba 
River Valley – and I think because of that, their understanding 
and relationship to food is one of reverence and purity. I 
never ate Lunchables or fast food, but rather fruit leather and 
homemade mac and cheese (started with a roux).

Growing up in central Maine it became ritual to pick apples in 
the fall, gather fresh blueberries from the barrens in august, 
lobster in summer, and tap for maple syrup on Maine Maple 
Sunday in the dead cold of winter.
This was life.

My father came from a restaurant family in Cucuta, Colombia, 
and he and my mother found a mutual love for food that wove 
its way into our day-to-day family rhythm. Only in retrospect 
have I realized how lucky I was to grow up in a house where 
not only was there always enough food for me to eat, but it 
was good...really good. 
Any meal we shared was made with care and love and 
precision. Better yet, since leaving home, I realized that my 
parents cook restaurant quality food.  Both of them have 
full-time jobs that are not at all related to food, and yet 
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they always took the time and energy to craft 
outstanding food for pleasure.  Having now tried 
to recreate some of my old favorites, I have faced 
a rude awakening when they continually fall short. 
It’s only increased my reverence and awe for my 
parents  - I owe them my palate and fiendish love 
for everything delicious.

More than just quality of product, however, was 
the sense of ritual that accompanied food, and 
that our meals helped create. We always sat down 
to dinner together - every meal held meaning 
for us to join as a family, without distraction of 
TV or phones. Then, of course, there were the 
special occasions. My parents taught me how to 
host... how to really throw a party. Christmas, 
Thanksgiving, any holiday… or not even a holiday!

My mother started hosting solstice parties – I 
think simply because she wanted another excuse 
to get people together.

We would open our home to friends, family, 
neighbors, anyone who was willing to come. 
It was always an EVENT. From marinated pork 
tenderloin that had to be trussed and grilled, to 
homemade votive holders to line the driveway, to 
a lavender-infused martini because ‘I read about it 
and wanted to try it’, my parents crafted the most 
beautiful, warm, communal moments – whether 
it was 5 people or 50. From a young age I was 
part of the action. Whether it was making all the 
pies for Thanksgiving, helming the paella pan for 
Christmas Eve or taking a stab at throwing my own 
party (I’m a September baby so I held an annual 

birthday/end of summer reunion party in the 
backyard) I got bitten by the ‘hosting’ bug early. 

That being said, I remember various moments 
of imperfection. People never arrive when you 
wanted them to.  My cake didn’t quite set in the 
middle. Maybe no one noticed (or commented on) 
the hand-cut paper flowers we made, inspired 
by the most recent Martha Stewart Living 
catalogue. When these twists and turns started 
to accumulate, so did my frustrations and I never 
handled them well. As a perfectionist, it was 
extremely difficult for me to have a vision and 
be able to roll with the punches when the reality 
of the night veered off in another direction. I 
remember there was one party in particular that 
sent me into an emotional tailspin so much so 
that my mother had to pull me aside. She, in the 

most soothing but stern way possible, told me a 
story about a party she was throwing when I was 
first born and my parents were living in Arizona. It 
was a small affair, but being the perfectionist that 
she is (seems to run in the family), she had been 
working all day cooking and cleaning and setting. 
When her friends arrived she was still manically 
in the kitchen doing some task she felt had to be 
accomplished - although now she couldn’t even 
remember what it was! 

After about half an hour of this, during which time 
she had barely greeted, let alone socialized with 
her friends, one guest cautiously approached her 
in the kitchen.

“We can just leave, you know. You seem really 
stressed out and maybe now isn’t a good time. 
We can always do dinner another day.”

Even though her manic behavior had been 
BECAUSE she wanted to host this dinner party 
and make everyone happy, all she was doing 
was sending major stress waves over everyone. 
It was like a light clicked on and ever since she 
has totally shifted her approach to hosting. Now, 
yeah the roast might need another half hour, 
but at least we’ve got martinis and a Celia Cruz 
album on. 

This story has become a guiding light for me 
when it comes to rag-tag NYE dinner/dance 
parties in my Bushwick living room or setting 
a table for someone about to order a $1,500 
bottle of wine. Problems always arise out of left 

field (and right field too, when you’re unlucky), 
and while attention to detail and an aim for 
perfection are always the goal, what my mom 
taught me is that flexibility is always more 
important. What I find so hilarious about this 
lesson is that she is still a perfectionist (more 
than I am!), and the type of person who spends 
most of her time worrying about EVERYTHING. 
And yet, somehow, with parties (which most 
people find to be one of the more stressful 
endeavors they could undertake) she breezes 
right along like it’s old hat. Which, I suppose it is! 
Such a wondrous thing to behold - being able to 
roll with whatever may happen and greet it with 
a smile, while still making sure everything else is 
happening the way it is supposed to. 

This might be the central tenant to my industry, 
but, I got it from my momma!

“My mother started hosting solstice 
parties – I think simply because 
she wanted another excuse to get 
people together.”
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It began in childhood: a stubborn sense that dolls who 
were not played with felt sad, forlorn, neglected, and so I 
did my best to spread my attention, even to the ones whose 
hair I didn’t enjoy combing; the madame Alexander dolls 
who’d been roughed up by small hands before mine and 
were missing eyelashes; the ones who didn’t speak to me. 
I was rife with dolls, mostly those from the 1950s from 
my mother’s youth, girls with curls of real human hair and 
petite leggy ladies with names like Maude, Margie, Shirley 
and Annette.
There were favorites, sure, but I tried to give them all a 
sense of purpose, of being appreciated, enough at least so 
that they wouldn’t quarrel amongst themselves. When I was 
five, I begged my Mother, Santa, whoever was listening, 
for a Teddy Ruxpin—the talking bear I’d seen advertised on 
television, and someone—my grandmother, I think—heard 
me. The bear was there beneath the tree in his flimsy 
box behind cellophane on Christmas morning. He was a 
broken record, that lip-syncing bear, and he was officially 
and actually broken by boxing day. No DD batteries could 
resurrect him. And so it was quickly clear to me that the old 
dolls were superior. Sure, I’d pulled a leg a little too far out 
of a socket to see how they worked, to understand wherein 
their flexibility came, and found that they had joints, an 
anatomy of carefully threaded rubber bands and hooks 
linking their extremities to their torsos, heads that could 

roll at the neck, and, of course, the eyes that opened when 
they sat up and fluttered shut as they lay supine. 

Perhaps this bounty of old things in my youth is what later 
made me prefer old things to wear. As a teenager, i scoured 
the stale-smelling aisles of antique boutique on lower 
Broadway, looking for that perfect pair of Levi’s, the ones 
faded just right that flattened but cupped my bum and 
flared in the ideal spot below the knee. I found them—that 
perfect pair with the orange tag, but still keep a watchful 
eye for their equal.

The scavenger urge is strong in me, to find objects that 
have history—clothes from other eras that were better 
made than those designed today, garbs that tell a story. 
How could i wear a 1970s vintage white fur with the 
name “Josephine Costanza” sewed into the lining in hot 
pink thread and not imagine the bay ridge lady having an 
affair with the Carroll gardens plumber who wooed her 
with the waiting white coat in a box in the backseat of his 
cadillac on their way into the city to catch a show? I can see 
her long iridescent pink fingernails sliding into the silver 
silk-lined pocket to get her matching lipstick while he put 
money in the meter and came around to her side to get her 
door. Josephine whispers this secret history to me as i pull 
the collar up close to my ears on a cold December evening.

The Secret  
Life of Spoons
by Tarajia Morrell
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It’s the same now with the kitchen and its utilitarian 
treasures. A yellow enamel pot; a wood handled paring 
knife; a beat up ladle and colander that proudly boast 
‘Made in France,’ which makes me wonder whether my 
mother’s suitcase wasn’t filled with culinary equipment 
when she flew back in her Sunday best from Charles de 
Gaulle on TWA. Pale blue Ming Toi china that my folks 
registered for when they married. Sterling silver fish forks 
tucked into their felt bed with a chamois blanket; forks that 
must be counted after a party before the garbage can be 
taken out, lest a piece be thrown away.

I use it; I play with it, as it were, as I did my childhood dolls, 
wanting it to see light, to be handled, to feel its purpose. 
These inanimate vestiges, these heirlooms, the bric-a-
brac that carries secret histories make everything—even 
a lonely bowl of soup—have context, ceremony. It makes 
me a better cook to play with these old pieces, to try to 
make food as good as the ladies in whose wake I drift, the 
women who collected, who polished, who presented. It 
makes my mind travel when I mandolin the turnips, when 
I lay the table. It brings me joy to touch and to use these 
talismans that are precious and meaningful only to me, but 
so too does it make me falter sometimes to think of the 
lips that won’t sip from my old filmy glasses, the phantom 
bellies that can’t be satiated by my clumsy cooking; the 
voices that led Grace who are now just wraiths. I’m grateful 
for the tristesse even as it makes me waver, as it tugs at 
my lower lip, as it coaxes a tear that lands in the tetrazinni, 
a tear that I pretend is from onions if someone sees it 
slipping down my cheek. The nostalgia of objects, the 
sentimentality, reminds me to try new recipes, to season 
well, to serve with care, to savor even as I gobble it all up.
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Growing up, Mom’s cookies were always in hot demand.
A fresh batch had barely been removed from the oven before 
friends started stopping by, offering all kinds of favors in a 
desperate bid to snag some dough for their freezer. At high 
school I continued the tradition, gathering my sister and 
friends in our kitchen to put our newest twist on the Toll 
House recipe.

For me, like most Americans, homemade cookies evoke deeply 
personal memories. To many, it’s our first experience creating 
in the kitchen; the first time we mix ingredients, the first time 
we realize cooking is creating. Even if it isn’t part of your 
cultural makeup you’ll discover them soon enough, come to 
know them as the ultimate fix, nothing scores a bull’s-eye 
quicker than a hot batch of homemade cookies.

These days I share my richest cookie experiences with my 
husband. Growing up in Australia, he wasn’t brought up on 
a tradition of homemade cookies. I always keep a tub of 
homemade dough in the fridge – ready to go. I mean, Game 
of Thrones is great, but it goes to a whole new level when 
accompanied by Chocolate Chip cookies, hot out of the oven!

That’s not to say we don’t share them with friends. Whether 
we’re hosting a dinner at home or away on a long weekend, 

friends know I’ll be bringing a batch of dough. I still get a kick 
out of seeing a room full of faces light up when I enter with 
a freshly baked batch, after a great meal and a few bottle of 
wine they’re the perfect way close out a night, something 
about them have always brought people together, brought 
forward childhood stories -- they are celebration of life.

Throughout the years I have played with and expanded on the 
original recipe (don’t tell mom), experimenting with various 
spices, nuts and flour to vary the flavor. Baking is a respite 
for me, a creative outlet away from the office that is both 
meditative and relaxing.

At times I’ve thought about going public with my homemade 
cookie dough, and a few years back we even created a label 
with the idea of starting a small cottage business. But then 
we began to worry that we might take the joy out it, that a 
happy little routine would become more about the bottom 
line than savoring the flavors, so that in the end we decided 
to stay at the recipe-testing phase – a batch is in the oven 
now…. This time with five spice replacing the cinnamon.

Happy Little Routine
by Amy Shapiro Morris
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PINCH & FOLD

Marta was making khinkali in her 
grandmother’s hot and sticky little 
kitchen. Kneading, cutting and rolling 
the dough to make dozens of the 
dumplings, the salty smell of hacked 
meat sticking to her skin. Filling the 
little pockets, the steaming, liquid fat 
from the meat leaking through and 
burning her fingers.

“Pinch and fold, Marta, pinch and fold!” 
her grandmother shrieked, twisting the 
skin on Marta’s arm as if to demonstrate. 
Marta flinched from her grandmother’s 
touch and took a deep breath. If there 
was anything she hated less than 
cooking with her grandmother, she 
didn’t know what it was.

Like the woman herself, her 
grandmother’s food was unimaginative 
and flat, harsh and joyless, loveless. 
Every Saturday they brought baskets of 
khinkali to the market to be sold, and 
every Saturday they brought baskets 
of them back home – no one but the 
desperately hungry and those with little 
coin would buy them.

Marta thought about her friends’ 
grandmothers, so fat and jolly, their 
faces lined with the creases of well-
worn smiles, their arms full of hugs. 
They cooked sweet things filled with 
love, gozinaki and pelamushi, kaklucha 
and korkoti, things filled with sugar 
that stuck to your lips, with sticky, 
sweet syrup that clung to your fingers. 

Marta’s grandmother was only full of 
spite and everything she cooked had 
the same bitter bite. Her frame was thin 
and her skin ran rough with the deepest 
crevices, where hate ran like rivers. Her 
hands were quick to slap and beat, her 
tongue to scald with unkind words, her 
fingers to pinch. Pinch and fold. Pinch 
and fold. Until the bruises blossomed 
like flowers on Marta’s pale skin.

Marta would feel the twist of her 
grandmother’s fingers or her hair being 
yanked or the sting of the switch on the 
backs of her thighs if she dared to add 
a touch of spice, or if the meat wasn’t 
cooked all the way through until it was 
as tough as the sole on a boot, or if she 
took her eye off a boiling pot.

“Generously, Marta, fold generously,” 
said her grandmother, rapping Marta 
on her knuckles with a wooden spoon.

Marta tensed for a second, then 
flicked her dark hair out of her eyes 
and resumed the task at hand: fill the 
thickened dough with meat, pinch 
and fold. Pinch and fold. Once the 
dumplings were formed – dozens and 
dozens of them engraved with Marta’s 
fingerprints, the ‘bellybuttons’ firmly 
twisted, the bellies heavy with meat – 
Marta dropped them one by one into a 
large pot of boiling water. Marta jerked 
backwards as the pot spit and roiled at 
her like a feral cat, the drops of water 
so sharp they were like cuts to her skin, 

but her grandmother nudged her back 
towards it with an impatient grunt.

As Marta flung the dumplings to their 
death, her grandmother watched her 
like a carrion crow waiting for its dinner 
to die. On the table behind her sat a 
bottle of homemade vodka and a shot 
glass, a pair of dirty reading glasses 
and a long, thin reed made of birch, the 
familiar sting of which Marta had felt 
often on her back.

The steam from the pot made Marta’s 
eyes waters, which is why she didn’t 
notice the meat bursting through 
the dumplings’ skins where she had 
rolled the dough too thin. It was only 
the searing burn across the backs of 
her legs, like fire tracing a cold finger 
across them, that brought her back to 
the here and now. She cried out in pain 
and surprise as the switch bit into her 
legs once more.

“Look what you’ve done, you stupid 
child!” her grandmother screeched, the 
switch quivering in her bony hand. She 
grabbed Marta by the back of her head 
and shoved her face so close to the 
pot that the steam curled her hair and 
her face filled with blood underneath 
her skin. Marta closed her eyes tightly 
and held her hands to the edge of the 
counter, feeling sure her grandmother 
was going to push her head in the 
boiling water.

›

Pinch & Fold
by Isha Ro
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What had she done? What would  
she do?
She would be found out, she would be 
taken away or made to hang for her crime.  
A curtain of black kept folding itself 
over her eyes but she shook her head, 
she had to stay sharp, she had to figure 
out what to do.

She turned her back on her 
grandmother’s body – to clear her head, 
to think things through – and her eyes 
landed on the khinkali. The dreaded, 
hated, tasteless dumplings that no one 
ever bought.

And they gave Marta an idea…
She turned to look at her grandmother’s 
body sprawled out on the kitchen floor. 
The old woman’s skin was mottled 
and saggy, true, but that would make 
it pliable. There was scarcely any meat 
on her old bones but Marta was skilled 

in stretching their fare to make it last 
longer. The bones she could bury in 
the cellar – what justice that would 
be! – and no one would question that 
the angry old woman had up and left 
her granddaughter, just like her own 
daughter had done when Marta was 
just a babe.

Marta squared her shoulders and picked 
up the sharpest carving knives from the 
block on top of the stove. She ran their 
blades against each other, once, twice, 
three times, the sharp sound of the steel 
sending shivers down her spine. She 
turned to her grandmother and, with 
the knives, she got to work.
--
The next day, Marta stood at a stall in 
the market, the last of her dumplings 
sold to the disappointed ahhhs of the 
market goers. Once word had spread 
that Marta’s dumplings melted on your 

tongue -- that the meat, so expertly 
seasoned, burst with flavor in your 
mouth and that the flavor was nothing 
like you had ever tasted before -- the 
demand for her khinkali had almost 
caused a riot in front of the stall.
“Will you be here next Saturday?” a 
woman asked. She had bought one 

dumpling and then had scrambled back 
into the scrum to buy half a dozen more.

“Yes,” said Marta, “and the Saturday 
after that!”

“Your khinkali are a marvel!” the woman 
said. “Tell me, what’s your secret?”

“Just pinch and fold,” said Marta, with a 
smile. “Pinch and fold. Generously.” 

“They’re ruined!” her grandmother 
yelled. “LOOK at them!”

Reluctantly, Marta opened her eyes and 
saw two dumplings, gutted, the meat 
leaking out like entrails into the water.

“Grandmother,” she whispered, so close 
to the water that she was afraid to speak 
and draw its attention. “Grandmother, 
only two, only two have been ruined. I 
can make two more.”

Marta’s grandmother drew her abruptly 
away from the water.

“Only two, is it?” her grandmother 
screeched. “Well. Then you will not mind 
only two lashes for your clumsiness.”

And with that she took the switch to 
Martha’s legs again. But the girl counted 
two, and then two more, and then two 
more as she tried, unsuccessfully, not to 
cry out in pain.

“You will make two more, but you will 
not do it with fresh dough and extra 
meat I do not have,” her grandmother 
said, retreating back to the table, back 
to her bottle.
Martha, already hazy from the pain on 
her legs, shook her head in confusion.
“I…I don’t understand?” she said.

Her grandmother rolled her eyes. “Take 
the ruined ones out of the pot and make 
them again!” she said.

Marta furrowed her brow in confusion 
and looked towards the pot roiling and 
boiling away. The escaped meat had 
disintegrated into little specks and the 
dough was now gummy, flying around 
the pot like a deranged bat.

“But… that’s…impossible,” she muttered 
almost to herself.

“Best get it done my child, or it’s the 
cellar for you tonight.”

Marta sucked in a breath. More than the 
pinching, the slapping, the yelling, the 
beating, more than anything else, she 
feared the cellar the most. Dank and 
dirty, filled with the smell of rot, her 
grandmother would stuff her in there 
amongst the rats and spiders, leaving 
her to tremble in fear at every scritch 
and scratch. The room was buried 
underneath the ramshackle house, 
so dark she couldn’t see her hands in 
front of her face. She would get no rug 
or blanket, freezing down there until 
she could barely unwrap herself from 
the tight little ball she sat in when her 
grandmother deigned to let her out.
Once, the old woman had passed out 

in an alcoholic stupor and left Marta 
there for three whole days. She’d 
had to eat the rotting cabbages and 
onions that had been thrown there and 
sprouted. Her greatest fear was that her 
grandmother would simply leave her 
there to die alone and afraid.

Marta looked again at the pot, her 
wooden spoon in hand, without the 
faintest idea of how she was to put the 
dumplings back together again, how 
she was even to get them out of the 
raging water. She stared and she stared, 
and saw only her fate in the water, a 
trembling, quivering life spent waiting 
for her grandmother to die. But how 
long would that take? How much longer 
could she live like this? Then finally, as 
she heard her grandmother swallowing 
down the drink behind her, she found 
the answer in the raging water.
Without a word, she grabbed the pot 
and turned and doused the old woman 
from head to toe.

Her grandmother screamed and 
thrashed and rolled, but the water 
bit her skin and chomped at her brain 
and stabbed through her lungs until 
she was still. Marta stood above her 
grandmother, shocked and exhilarated, 
horrified and elated, trembling.

“She’d had to eat the  
rotting cabbages and onions  
that had been thrown there  
and sprouted.”
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New Year, 
Old Tradition
by Billy Barlow
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NEW YEAR, OLD TRADITION

Southerners have an inherent yen for food.

Family gatherings are always centered around the meal, and part of the ritual is the 
weeks of planning that take place prior to the big event. “Is Marianne making the 
deviled eggs?” “Is Sharon making her broccoli cheddar casserole?” “Did Cliff pick 
up any pusharatas?” “You know how much daddy loves coconut cake.” The answers 
are always yes because we have the same meals at the same holidays every year, 
and it never feels stale. These events aren’t the time for experimentation, only 
the usual suspects need apply. Every year we have the same thing, and every year 
we applaud each other that the macaroni, the roast beef, the gravy, and basically 
everything else we had was the best that had ever been made in the thirty or 
forty years that we’ve been doing this.

When my grandmother passed away in November, my family took solace in our 
memories of her and the legacy of recipes, some oral, some written, that were 
passed on to us. Thanksgiving will never be complete without her sweet potato 
pie, Christmas Eve cannot be merry without her seafood gumbo, and woe to the 
soul that does not have peas, cabbage, or collards and cornbread for New Year’s. 
My cousins and I made an unspoken pact that these recipes would henceforth be 
passed down to our children and kept alive at the holidays as our lives move on. 
The New Year’s tradition was always extra-special because she and my grandfather 
grew the peas, greens, and dent corn we used for many, many years. It was a humble 
meal that reminded us to be grateful for the fruits of the past and inspired us to 
be hopeful for what was to come. To miss this meal was akin to committing one of 
the seven deadly sins.

After living in New York City for twelve years, this is my home now; however, there 
are times at the holidays that I long to feel connected to my family in Mississippi. 
Usually this feeling can only be satisfied with a skillet of crusty cornbread, a bubbling 
pot of black-eyed peas, and greens, smokey and salty from country ham or bacon. 
This year I’ll feel grateful for the recipes and gift of cooking that my grandmother 
passed along, and I know that when I dip my cornbread in the potlikker on New 
Year’s Day that I’ll be connected in spirit with my family 1200 miles away.
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Magnums  
and Punches
by Zoë Laird
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Casserole
by Sarah Boisjoli
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I was born in Montreal but moved to the southwest United 
States when I was five.

My mother married a military brat who’d grown up as an 
only child in Texas with his eccentric mother so that’s where 
we went. They had a tex-mex wedding and to this day I still 
feel like nachos with chili con carne are totally reasonable 
wedding food. We grew chiles in our backyard and I loved to 
pick the habaneros and jalapeños from their plants and see 
how much heat I could take. Sometimes on Sundays, we’d 
drive just outside of our Austin suburb to a trailer that sold 
barbecue. We’d load up on brisket and beef ribs, cole slaw 
and pecan pies. My mom, who is a painter, kept a studio in 
Austin and one of our favorite restaurants was just around the 
corner. The Korea House was where I first had sushi (one of 
the owners was Japanese and the other Korean) and Korean 
barbecue. I loved to pop salmon roe between my teeth 
and compete with my sister over who could eat the most 
wasabi without crying. I was probably six years old at the 
time. When we’d fly back up to Montreal over the summers 
to see my dad we couldn’t get to a poutine and a meal at the 
old school rotisserie joint, Laurier BBQ, fast enough. We’d 
share a “poitrine” (chicken breast) and a “hot chicken” (chicken 
sandwich covered in chicken gravy and peas) which I am told 
is delicious only to French Canadians and is actually quite 
disgusting to anyone else. We’d visit my French grandmother 
in NDG and she’d feed us croissants and nutella and St. Viateur 
bagels, all of which were hard or impossible to come by in 
Austin, Texas at the time. We’d watch reverently as she would 
expertly prepare fish in her French oval fish kettle decorated 
in blue and red and orange enamel that I still covet today. 
We left Texas and moved on to New Mexico where barbecue 
and tex-mex culture was replaced with chile culture: green 
or red or Christmas? In New Mexico I had my first pozole and 
the burritos from Felipe’s on Airport Road are still the best 
in the world and worthy of a special trip.

Eventually my mother and the Texan got divorced and a little 
while later she got remarried this time to a North-easterner 
from Trumansburg, New York. His grandmother, Grandma 
Martha was the matriarch who had come to that area of 

upstate New York and founded Perry City (the town just over 
from Trumansburg) with her husband and a couple of other 
relatives. His mother was the town historian and one of the 
many Daughter’s of the Revolution. His father was a farmer 
and a freemason. He had a bunch of siblings and literally 
hundreds of first, second and third cousins, uncles, aunts 
and then some relatives that I think got grandfathered in 
somehow but weren’t actually related.  They were farmers 
and truck drivers and bluegrass musicians. Hearing about 
them felt like reading about George Washington cutting down 
the apple tree or Paul Revere on his midnight ride: deeply, 
unabashedly and purely American. I’d never been a part of 
such a big family and I’d never really been indoctrinated into 
American culture. Texas was unofficially its own country after 
all. We still lived on the other side of the country in the 
Southwest, then on to Southern California, then to Florida and 
back to the Southwest so get togethers with the American-
As-Apple-Pie (which I think is actually super French btw) were 
somewhat infrequent, so I remained a bit of an alien to their 
traditions and way of life (a fact reinforced by my green card 
and visits to INS.)

When I was eighteen, I moved to New York City.

Despite it being situated far away from my Southwestern 
comfort zone, the city’s diversity made me feel more at home 
than I had felt anywhere else I’d ever lived. That year my 
parents decided to come up and join my step-dad’s family for 
Thanksgiving. I would take the train to Albany and they’d pick 
me up and we’d have a veritable All-American Thanksgiving 
with the family. I was skeptical but game. Although we 
were kind of cultural mutts, Frenchies who descended from 
a Native American tribe and who preferred enchiladas to 
cheeseburgers, we’d always celebrated Thanksgiving. Aside 
from our immediate family, we mostly flew solo: a small table 
of four to six of us having some food together and laughing 
about the semi-irony of the occasion being celebrated by 
First Nation Canadians (there were a lot of “you’re welcomes” 
getting thrown around at the table). Admittedly, we were 
mostly winging it food wise and always throwing green 
chile where it didn’t belong (a practice I continue today with 

soups, pancakes, coffee, ice cream etc etc etc). One year in 
New Mexico Thanksgiving dinner was a big pot of turkey 
pozole, a year in Florida there were crab legs, several years 
were dedicated to my mother’s fascination with spaghetti 
squash ice cream. Over time we incorporated more and more 
traditional staples: fresh cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes, 
stuffing, even turkeys without green chile. One year my 
step-dad requested pearl onions in some kind of white sauce 
with peas and cranberry sauce from a can and since then my 
mother has skeptically obliged and they’ve been a fixture on 
the table despite him being the only partaker. I assumed this 
epic upstate family Thanksgiving dinner would be similar, 
probably more onions in sauce, but similar. 

I was wrong.
 
We got to some second-cousin’s-thrice-removed’s home deep 
in the woods and everything appeared quite normal at first. 
Frying ones turkey was all the rage that year so that didn’t 
freak me out. No green chile but I could hang. We walked in 
through the living room (to avoid the high-pitched squawking 
genetic to the female members of the Dickson clan taking 
place in the kitchen) and got comfortable with some French 
onion dip and Ruffles while we waited to get called in for 
dinner. Still no red flags. After all, the dip was French y’all. 
Conversation was dominated by the usual football rivalries 
and barely restrained anticipation of the annual Thanksgiving 
rendition of the Rhinestone Cowboy. What was happening in 
the kitchen remained a complete mystery. 

When dinner was announced I don’t think either my mother or 
I were prepared for the actual stampede that took place. The 
fifteen or so people peacefully convened in the living room in 
seconds became closer to forty or fifty. Kids I didn’t even know 
were in attendance jostled and fought for their places in line. 
Someone knocked Grandma Martha’s ubiquitous Southern 
Comfort Manhattan to the ground eliciting a rare curse from 
the victim. The hollers and screeches of excitement were 
bordering on deafening. This kind of reaction, I thought, 
meant the food must be amazing. My hungry and sleep 
deprived mind conjured images of perfectly whipped piles of 

mashed potatoes, jewel-toned fresh cranberry sauce catching 
the light. beautifully caramelized Brussel’s sprouts all to 
accompany a golden, crispy skinned turkey. 

I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking. What greeted me 
was not the Martha Stewart worthy spread I’d hoped for. 
Instead, a seemingly endless assortment of casseroles that 
all looked more or less the same. If there was a turkey, I 
couldn’t identify it.
 
I’d spent the majority of my life in the US and had thus 
far successfully avoided “the casserole” even during such 
American traditions as Thanksgiving. I didn’t get it, on a 
fundamental level. I was wholly uninitiated, unprepared 
and freaked the fuck out. I looked in panic at my mother.  
We shuffled down the line, mostly forced on our way by the 
angry mob forming in lieu of our having been totally stalled 
out, scooping one nondescript or unidentifiable spoonful of 
casserole onto our plates after the other. She’d nudge me and 
point discreetly at a thing with a question in her eyes “What 
the fuck is that?”. No clue. I thought I identified one with what 
looked like fried onions on top correctly; surely this must 
be the infamous Green Been Casserole. I dipped the serving 
spoon in with momentary confidence, and came up with a 
spoon of grey matter. The operative word in Green Bean 
being “green” I thought. Quite apparently not. I’d amassed 
five maybe six (how could one be sure really?) scoops of 
casserole and went to go for a seventh. This one, whatever it 
was, fought back. The serving spoon went in, and never came 
back out. It was reddish in color, beets maybe? I’d never find 
out. Sitting down and actually eating the casseroles didn’t 
seem to help much in terms of identifying what was what. 
Colors didn’t confirm flavors didn’t confirm textures. What 
kind of witchcraft was this exactly? I left hungry and more 
then ready to head back to the city where almost everything 
I ate from hot dogs at Papaya Dogs to oysters at Balthazar 
had form at the very least, and flavor more often then not. I 
left that dinner with more questions than answers paramount 
among them being: 

America, what the fuck is in your casseroles?
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I’ll find any excuse to make dumplings.

I really don’t know what it is about them, 
maybe because they’re a cousin to the 
ravioli, but something about these meat 
filled purses really speak to me. Since 
moving to NYC, my dumpling consumption 
has probably gone up about 140%. 
Chinatown isn’t a far ride and I can get 
15 of these bad boys, pan-fried, for $3.75. 
Not to mention the gift I bear, given from 
god himself, to stuff unruly and grotesque 
amounts of dumplings down my gullet all 
at once, thanks dude. I get lost in a trance 
watching the old Asian grandmothers stuff 
and fold these things; I can sit there all 
day. Hundreds and thousands of hours put 
into this art makes these ladies masters 
of their craft. Now I have not spent my 
childhood in a dumpling house (if only) so 
I cannot make these guys by the armload. 
My solution? Host a dinner party; call up 
your friends tell ‘em bring the sake, find 
someone’s living room or rooftop, and have 
everyone pitch in. 

We’ll start our party prep by making some 
fillings. I love the traditional pork and chive 
but we’ll also do a shrimp and chicken.

Dumpling Party
by Matt Mancuso
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Chopped liver, « foie haché », is a dish I grew up eating in France, a classic 
recipe from the Ashkenazi Jewish repertoire. My dad likes to substitute 
the traditional schmaltz with oil, making this cholesterol bomb a little 
lighter. The port wine is also his addition, unsurprisingly. We eat it with 
pumpernickel bread, challah or matzah bread.

I like how weird, exotic but also delicious and comforting this dish is. As 
always with Eastern European Jewish cuisine, it is Poor Man’s feast, made 
of the cheapest and most unpopular ingredients. 

My dad, as most Ashkenazis after the Shoah, never wanted to hear about 
religion but he’s continued to cultivate his family culture and raised me 
in the love of Jewish food, music, and history. I moved to the US ten years 
ago and am always the one organizing the holiday dinners for my adopted 
NY family. We don’t pray, but each time, we revisit the holy tales and try 
to find learnings for the modern days, around a table full of traditional 
foods and wine. Those familial celebrations have definitely contributed to 
shape my vision of food, something that should be simple and generous, a 
medium for conversation and transmission without ever being pretentious 
or cerebral.

My Dad’s  
Chopped Liver

by Anna Polonsky
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MY DAD’S CHOPPED LIVER
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4:30pm = Family Meal
by Josh Hamlet 
with Sunny Lee and Morgan Schofield
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In the restaurant industry, 4:30pm (give or take a half 
hour), normally means it’s time for family meal. That 
time of day when everyone queues up, grabs a plate, and 
shuffles through a buffet-style line of hotel-pans filled 
with amazing or scary dishes the back of house (BOH) // 
cooks put together for the sustenance for the upcoming 
shift. See, bussers, dishwashers, cooks, servers, chefs, 
barbacks, hostesses, managers all need to eat just before 
taking care of those guests booked at 5:30, 6, 6:30, 7, etc 
in groups of 2-tops, 4-tops, and the occasional large party 
(pre-fixe only, please). How do we do this? What do we eat? 

Well, it’s not what you might think. 

Sometimes, when I was serving a table, a guest would look 
me up and down and be like “oh how do you stay so thin? 
If I were you I would eat this food all the time and be fat!” 

One: I go to a gym. Two: It’s just my genetics that I’m 
slender. Three: There’s no way in hell I’m eating that friend 
chicken and french toast and foie gras you just ordered 
day in and day out, unless that is, I’m a manager in some 
restaurants. Those dishes are for you. I get real deal.

For the most part, the staff of a restaurant eats what is 
called a family meal: something that a sous or cook puts 
together. Some days they are feeling INSPIRED and lay out 
a spread that I would literally slap my mom over. Some 
days, it was that beef that was just a DAY over serving 
to a customer (but, keep in mind that the Department of 
Health in New York City is SO STRICT on “expiration dates” 
that the “day over” date is legit like a week from actual 
expiration in your own home). NYC DOH is trying to keep 
is mad classy).

So, I reached out to two of my fave chefs to talk to me 
about their favorite or, more importantly, most memorable 
family meals.

Sunny Lee  
(Stone Barns, Eleven Madison Park, INSA)

Rigo redefined family meal for me.

He wrapped masa into fresh corn husks, and blended salsa 
verde as he would for his own beloved family in Puebla, 
Mexico. I remember the day he showed me his mother’s recipe 
for carnitas. He took a pork shoulder and seasoned it with a 
secretive blend of spices, which definitely included cumin. He 
fried it in pork fat, then deglazed with what must have been 
half a gallon of milk, Coca Cola, and four oranges, quartered 
and juiced. He threw the orange skins in with split garlic 
and onions.  Rigo braised this concoction for three hours, 
during which I watched him lovingly stir the pot every 15-20  

 
 
 
minutes. This 5’5” jolly Mexican man is reminiscent of every 
grandmother who has ever lived and cooked for her family.  
He cooks with the utmost love and care for the food and for 
the people he is cooking for.

And he makes the best damn carnitas.

Morgan Schofield  
(IL BUCO,ISA, OLMSTED)

Restaurant family meals can run the gamut between semi-
inedible fuel, and fantastic outlets for resourcefulness and 
creativity.  The meal is typically made from odds- and- ends 
and dubious foods just about to go in the garbage, so it can 
yield some strange mashups e.g. jalapeno, mashed potato, 
ground beef, pasta.  Under the right circumstance, it can be 
an ode to the great cuisines that have grown out of poverty 
and hardship: where a little meat had to go a long way, 
where flavor had to be coaxed from every scrap and wilting 
cabbage leaf, and where the meal was meant for a long day of  
hard work.  

One of the joys of working in NYC restaurants is rubbing 
shoulders with people from all over the world.  At one point 
I was the only American in a kitchen with co-workers from 
Haiti, Columbia, Peru, and West Africa.  The rotating burden 

of family meal would bring out some techniques from the 
old country, family specialties, and creative adaptations of 
national dishes.

One family meal that I think back on fondly came to be 
known as “Tiki chicken”;.  It was the highlight of our Sunday 
afternoon.  “Tiki Chicken”, not because it was Tiki in any way 
Polynesian, but because it was made by Habib “Tiki” Thiam.  
A native of Cote D’Ivoire, Habib would blend hot peppers, 
fresh tomato, onions, garlic, ginger and add it to a pot with 
coconut milk and chicken then boil it hard for an hour.  With a 
side of Uncle Ben’s rice and chopped chilies macerated in salt 
and lemon juice, it was everything a somewhat hungover line 
cook needed to get through a Sunday service.  It was also the 
only time that all the cooks and porters would gather around 
a 2 liter of Cola and enjoy a real family meal together.



Counter Service.
Until next time, you smoke shows, you.


	LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
	Family Style Guidelines
	inheritance

	Happy little routine
	The Secret Life of Spoons
	Pinch & Fold
	New Year,
Old Tradition
	Magnums 
and Punches
	Casserole
	Dumpling Party

