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A serving
of irresistii:ie
lasagna verde
with ham and
mushrooms; the
steps are shorvn
;it th€ botton'r
of the page.
(The recipe is
cn page 'l98.)
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The cozy inrerior is completely d"ffief Uu Dodi, the wallJsponged a pale yellow. tables and
stools laminated with flowers and photographs and old Italian adages: LIFE IS roo sHoRr FoR BAD
ryINE. AT THE TABLE you FoRGI\aE E\TRvoNE, EVEN youR RELATI\BS. Now rvildl1' popular, Nonna
Tata took nine months to open. "Like a baby," she says to me in her strong exacting Italian
accent. Of course, I had to go and see it. Dodi is one of my oldest and closest friends. I am who
I am because of her. She is who she is because of me. We met, as I like to say, when I was 16 and
she was 17. 'Yes, I am a year older," she admits with a ro11 of her eyes when I tel1 our story. A
Rotary Club exchange put us together.
Dodi and I have longbelieved our friendship was fated. TWo other girls were slated for the
exchange in the summer of 1980, but tragedies intersected their lives and luck fell to us. I thought
I was going to Venice but ended up not far from Milan in Varese, an industrial town famous for
socks and shoes, in the foothills of the Alps. She thought she was coming to the home of a small
American family in Princeton, New Jersey Apparently I wrote on the application that I had just
two brothers. I don't remember this lie, but she loves to remind me. In truth I have no brothers,
but I do have four sisters and nine stepsiblings, many of whom filled the beach house we had in
Bay Head, where Dodi was brought when she arrived. She called her mother to say, "I don't know
where I am, but I am certain I am not in Princeton, because it is not on the ocean and I am."
I can still remember picking her up at the airport. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever
seen, with long curling hair, an elegant nose, a supple figure, big brown eyes. She wore checked
capris that I later learned she had made herself, tennis shoes and a sweatshirt with Snoopy on it.
She had the ability to make even Snoopy chic. At the house, she unpacked a large green leather
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A bowl of
heart- and
body-warming
bread end

cab[:age soup,
one of Trctti's
many recipes
(see page
198) based
on the ltalian
cooking of her
mother and
grandnrother.
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gol-lcr.4 Scenes

from Troiti's
resteLira nt,
Nofina Tata.

suitcase-all her clothes were neatly folded and ironed,
shoes were in bags, her pretty little underpants and her
bras were in silk envelopes designed especially for this use.
She had nothing to do with anything I had experienced
before in life. Initially I thought she was shy because she
shut her door and slept for about two days. But when
she awoke she took charge, putting me in one of her tiny
bikinis and taking me to the beach, where she began
teaching me Italian.
When I returned with her to Italy, the renovation of
me continued. She cut my long straggly hair into layers,
taught me to wear mascara, threw away my Chinese flats
and Indian-print skirts, and gave me her castoffs from last
year, turning me into an Italian teenager. Most important,
she taught me how to eat. Her mother, Mirella, was always
cooking. She made pasta ofall sizes and shapes and colors,
dyeing the dough with spinach and beets. She strained
potatoes and ricotta, making gr-rocchi and glocchetti alla
Romana. And she made involtinL-lasagna noodles rolled
with b6chamel, very thinly sliced prosciutto cotto and a

rxe back

Mirella roasted; he caught trout, which she grilled with
lemon and olive oil and a touch of fresh rosemary. Food was
prepared and served with reverence.
Dodi was always making desserts: chocolate saiume, a
frozen ro11 of chocolate with plain cookies crumbled up
in it so that when you sliced it, the cookie bits looked like
salami fat; spumoni; chocolate mousse; marmalade tarts
and almond cakes.
In her garden she would host parties for all her friends,
cooking enormous feasts. But the memory I love best is of
Dodi picking an apricot from a tree in the garden ofher
grandmother Nonna Tata, splitting it open and popping half
into my mouth. I realized I had never really understood
what fresh food meant. I loved Italy. I loved food. I loved
Dodi. I gained l0 pounds that summer.
When I visited Dodi's restaurant in Fort Worth, it was
as if I'd gone back in time 25 years, the food carrying me
to Mirella's kitchen, where drying pasta dangled over a
broomstick and the fragrance of saffron and pancetta filled
the air. Watching the food leave Dodi's kitchen, the plates

When 3 visit*r1 *odi's restalirant in Fort \&arth. the f**d

t* h*r m*t3:er's kit*?:en. ia'i:ere drr.ing

Delsta rlangled Gver a

cfti:rieLtr

brel*rnstick snd the iragraircetcT saffron ind pancetta fi}}ed the *ir.

little Parmesan, then cut into one-inch pillows and

baked

with a splash of cream. I had never tasted risotto; hers
was crealny, with saffron and pancetta and porcini. I had

no idea that rice could be like that. I had not appreciated
cheese, did not like grilled cheese sandwiches. Mirella's
grilled cheese was made withmozzarella. Thick bread
slices were split and filled with cheese, dipped in milk,
then egg, and fried in clarified butter so they had just a
little bit of crisp when they dissolved in your mouth. She
made polenta, the mixer stirring it rhythmically for an
hour; she served it with milk as a first course ,withbrasato
(beef stew) as a second. Dodi's father shot pheasant, which

return empty, the lines outside her door-I understood that
her customers were having the experience I'd had without
even leaving their own town. Dodi waltzingbetween the
tables, checking to be sure her customers were happy, was
like Dodi in her garden with her friends.
After those first visits, we continued our exchange of
cultures, adopting each other's lives. We fell in love with
boys from each other's countries; Dodi learned to hitchhike
and became entrepreneurial. We sold handmade pasta
at her local flea market, hoping to support more trips
together. In America she felt she could be anyone. Her life
belonged to her and not to a tradition that stretched back

't95

I worked alongside
her, and I confess I
have never worked
so

hard in my life.

I prepped salads,
antipasti, desserts.

I sliced bread for
crostini. I even
baked a recipe of
my own for almond
cake, which she

put on the menu:
Torta Marta. We
made lasagna verde

together (some of
our favorite recipes
begin on page r98). I
waited on tables. But
what I loved most
about being there
was obseruingDodi's
style.

"I don't like to
so many years. I, on the other hand,
loved the tradition, the stability of
a happy family; on her street lived
aunts and uncles and cousins and
grandparents from both sides. Over
the years, Dodi and I traveled around
Europe; she taught me to ski; we
vacationed in gorgeous spots on the
Mediterranean. But then we grew
up. Life got in our way. As I struggled
to become awriter in NewYork,
Dodi struggled to be a good housewife
in Varese. We fell out of touch. I
wondered if she would be lost to the
past, swallowed by the momentum
of time.
Then in f990, I received a call. She
was leaving her husband. Could she
stay with me? I hadn't heard from
her in a good four years. All I had to
offer her was half my double bed.
She moved right into it and never

returned to ltaly. From this beginning
it took 14 years of working a job she
was not passionate about-as the
Dallas-based regional manager of
Versace-and of fighting for her green
card, and finally falling in love with
the right man, before she was in a
position to open her own six-table
restaLrrant (she sets up more tables
outside if it doesn't rain).
For close to one week this past year,
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follow instructions,"
she declared. "When I do, I get
bored." The recipes are in her head:

pinch ofthis, a handful ofthat,
a bit of wine for good measure, a
combination of ingredients that she
feels will please her palate. Her menu
is constantly changing especially at
the last minute. She breaks all the
rules, as a fellow restaurant owner
noted to her-"and you're getting
away with it," he added. She takes
only cash. She does not have a liquor
license, but she'll offer her customers
a glass of wine if they've forgotten to
bring their own. She doesn't answer
the messages on her machine. "They
rvill call back," she says practically,
with every syllable enunciated in her
a

lovely, rich Italian accent.
Breaking the rules has serwed her
well. The place is regularly packed,
which makes her customers quite
creative. A pickup truck once dropped
its tailgate (this is Texas, after all),
and a couple asked to be served
right there, legs dangling. A party
of 12 brought their own tables and
chairs. Less intrepid patrons wait at
MacHenry's, a bar two doors down.
Sometimes they'll ask for food to be
brought there, and it is.
Nonna Tata has been dead a good
11

years, but Dodi is certain that her

restaurant is thriving because her
grandmother prayed so much for
her when she was alive that she must
still be doing so in heaven.
Tata grew up in Genoa, a town
whose people are often characterized
by frugality. But her generation came
by it honestly. Tata's youth straddled
two wars. In fact, the poverty in
Italy as a whole gave birth to a type
of cuisine known as cucina poveracuisine ofthe peasants, the country
people. Tata passed on this tradition
to her daughter Mirella, whom Dodi
describes as a genius at reimagining
leftovers. "She would come up
with the most spectacular names:
carne alla Villeroi, leftover pork
roast that was breaded and layered

with b6chamel. The most delicious
improvisation. But, of course, when
I'd ask her to make it again, she
could not."
Like her mother, Dodi invents
on the spot, using up extra food
cleverly. If she orders too much fish,
it is put into a vinegar marinade and
becomes pesce in carpione, a dish
she remembers adoring as a child.
Excess meat ends up in the ravioli.
"I see everl,thing as a possibility.
Even the cute little birds chirping
outside my window. I imagine what
they would taste like wrapped in
prosciutto," she says, pausing as she
considers the notion. "I don't think
they're ready for meto putuccellini
flittle birds] on the menu."
She points to the wall behind the
stove. 'You see this wall? What I
would like to do is tear it down and
push the restaurant out that way,
add maybe six to eight more tables,
not too many. I want to enclose a
patio with vines covering the wails."
She keeps going with her fantasy,
erecting a larger but still intimate
restaurant. I can see it. Standing in
the kitchen, her dark hair pulled
back with a bandanna, her capaciry
to dream and to reaiize her dreams is
clear. I see how her history and her
determination led her to the corner
of Magnolia and Sixth, and this is
exactly where she is meant to be.
MABTHA MCPHEE'S MOST BECENT NOVEL IS
L'AMEBICA.

2 e99s
,/t cup frozen

chopped spinach,
thawed and squeezed dry
Pinch of salt
teaspoon olive oil

l.

To assemble
In a mixer, using

the bread hook,

combine all ingredients until the
dough forms a ball, about 5 minutes.
Add water, if necessary, 1 tablespoon
at a time (up to 7+ cup).
2, Turn out dough onto a clean lightly
floured work surface, and roll by hand
for a few minutes, until smooth and
pliable. Cover the dough with plastic
wrap and let it rest for 30 minutes.
3. Using a pasta machine, roll the
dough into lasagna sheets. Cut the
sheets into approximately'lO-inch-long
pieces. Drop them into boiling water
for 2lo 3 minutes, remove, and lay
on a flat surface, with plastic wrap
between sheets.
Mushrooms

1 cup dried porcini mushrooms
(about I ounce)
2 tablespoons unsalted butter
2 tablespoons olive oil
1/z diced yellow onion

ZUPPA DI PANE E CAVOLO
Serves 8
This is even better made a day ahead.

1/z garlic clove, sliced

1 loaf dense rustic bread with
thick crust (about l2 ounces)
1 tablespoon olive oil, plus more
for brushing and serving

2

1 teaspoon granular chicken
bouillon
Pepper, to taste
1/c cug flat-leaf parsley, chopped
Truffle oil (optional)

garlic.cloves

t

l. Crumble the dried mushrooms with

Parmesan cheese

your hands, and soak in 1 cup warm

the bread, brush with oil, and
toast in the oven or run under the
1. Slice

broiler until golden brown. Turn and
brush the other side with oil, and toast.
Rub the garlic on both sides of the
bread and set aside.
2, Preheat the oven to 3OO". In a
wide 6- to B-quart Dutch oven, add
tablespoon olive oil; Iayer the onion,
cabbage and prosciutto, ending with
as many of the bread slices as you can
fit in one layer. Cover the layers with
chicken stock. Cover and transfer to
the oven; cocjk for 2 hours. Let the
soup cool, and then break up the
bread slices with a spoon. Refrigerate.
3. To serve, reheat and divide into
bowls. Top with grated Parmesan and
a swirl of olive oil.
1

LASAGNA VERDE WITH HAM
AND MUSHROOMS
Serves 6
Pasta dough
23/+ cups all-purpose flour
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7z pound thinly sliced ham,

chopped
cup grated Parmesan cheese,
plus more for sprinkling
1 tablespoon unsalted butter

3/t

the oven to 35O'. In an
ovenproof l3-by-9-inch dish, spread a
thin layer of the bechamel. Top with a
layer of lasagna sheets. Spread another
thin layer of b6chamel, then sprinkle
1/z cue of the mushroom mixture over
the sauce. Add a layer of ham, Sprinkle
with Parmesan. Repeat, ending with a
layer of bechamel on top.
2, Sprinkle lasagna with Parmesan, and
dot with the butter. Cover with a sheet
of parchment paper and another of
aluminum foil, or use a piece of
greased foil in place of parchment and
ungreased foil. Bake for 30 minutes.
Remove covers, and cook for another
15 minutes, or until golden brown on
top. Let stand for 20 to 30 minutes
before serving.
1. Preheat

1 pound white mushrooms, sliced
1/e cuP drY white wine

1 large yellow onion, thinly sliced
head savoy cabbage, roughly
sliced (about 1tla pounds)
2 slices prosciutto, chopped
12 cups chicken stock

gradually add the warm milk until it is
completely incorporated and the sauce
is smooth. Add salt, pepper and
nutmeg, to taste. Set aside.

water until they are rehydrated. Strain
mushrooms, reserve water. Strain the
water through a coffee filter to get rid

of debris,
2. ln a saut6 pan over low heat, heat
butter and olive oil. Add the onion and
garlic; cook until they begin to brown.
Add the white mushrooms, wine and
bouillon. Cook for 5 minutes.
3, Add the porcini, along with the
strained water, and pepper to the pan.
Cook 5 mlnutes. Add parsley, and
drizzle with truffle oil. Set aside.
B6chamel sauce
5 tablespoons unsalted butter
1/z cup all-purpose flour
4 cups warm milk
Salt and pepper, to taste
Pinch grated nutmeg

l.

In a saucepan over medium heat,
melt the butter. Add the flour, and
whisk slowly until the mixture is
smooth.
2, Continuing to whisk constantly,

PASTA DI DUE SALMONI
Serves 6 as a pasta course,
4 as a main course

4 tablespoons unsalted

butter

2 tablespoons olive oil
1 yellow onion, diced
i cup diced carrots
2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced
1/z cup dry white wine
11/z cups tomato sauce
1 tablespoon sugar
1/z cup heavy cream

1 pound fresh salmon, diced

7:

teaspoon cayenne

7n teaspoon paprika
/4 teaspoon ground ginger
Salt and pepper, to taste
Juice and zest of I small lemon
l/a cup flat-leaf parsley, chopped,
plus more for garnish
1/z gound smoked salmon, cut into
thin strips
1 pound spaghetti

l. ln a large saute

pan, heat butter
and olive oil. Add onion, and cook
until soft and golden, 5 to 7 minutes,
Add carrots and garlic; cook, stirring
constantly, for 2 minutes. Add wine,
and simmer until the carrots are
tender, about 5 minutes.
2. Add the tomato sauce and sugar;
simmer over very low heat for

-

THINK
YOU'RE CUT
OUTTO BE
MY(:O.HOST
2I
Well,log on to
whatsyou rmedstyle.com
and enter to win.

The prize?

A chance to co-hosC an
online cooking show with
me, Rocco Dispirito!

minutes. Stir in the cream.
3. Add the fresh salmon, and cook
for a few minutes. Add cayenne,
paprika, ginger, salt and pepper.
4. Stir in the lemon juice, zest, parsley
and smoked salmon. Turn off the heat.
5. Cook the spaghetti until al dente,
Drain, reservin g 1/z cup of the cooking
15

water. Foid the pasta into the sauce,
Add up to 1/2 cup of the cooking water
if the sauce seems too thick. Sprinkle
with parsley, and serve,

they form soft, shiny peaks.
3. In a mixer fitted with the paddle
attachment, mix butter with sugar
and ricotta until the mixture is fluffy.
Add egg yolks, almonds, lemon juice
and zest. Beat for I minute,
4. Wlth a spatula, fold in the egg
whites. Pour mixture into the tart pan,
and bake for 42 lo 45 minutes, until
the crust is golden brown. Cool before
serving.
Salsa al Limone

TORTA RICOTTAWITH
SALSA AL L|IyIONE
Serves 6 to 8

Torta

2 large eggs, room temperature
4 tablespoons butter, room

temperature
cup sugar
11/q cups ricotta
3/q cup finely ground almonds
Juice and zest of I lemon
2/z

6 tablespoons

unsalted

butter

tZ cup sugar
Juice (1/z cup) and zest of
3 lemons
1 teaspoon cornstarch

small pan over low heat,
combine butter, sugar and lemon
juice and zest. Cook until butter is
1. In a

melted.

2, Dilute the cornstarch with
tablespoon water; combine until
smooth, and pour into mixture,
whisking constantly, Bring to a
boil, and simmer for a couple of
minutes. Keep warm until ready to
serve with the tart. M
1

1.

Preheat the oven to 350". Place

a circle of parchment paper in the
botiom of a tart pan with a removable
bottom; grease the sides of the pan,
2, Separate eggs, Beat the whites until

