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Having a husband who loves cooking is a blessing as well as a
hardship. The upside is not having to do any meal planning (I still
remember how much my mother hated to think about what to tell
her cook to prepare different dishes every day), plus not having to
cook three times a day (I just have to show up at the table when he
calls to tell me that meals are ready). The downside is that I have
to ‘tolerate’ endless and seemingly unnecessary shopping trips in
search of some odd ingredient. To find this cannot-live-without
item, we often end up Vvisiting several specialty stores, or just plain
markets, no matter how distant from each other. But this is where
serendipity sometimes strikes. For example, on one shopping crawl
I met a darling man whom my husband Richard calls my ‘flirty
Polish boyfriend.’

That happened many years ago when we lived in a suburb of
New York, called Westchester County. Richard was in ‘urgent’
need (it’s always urgent) of slab bacon. Asking around, we
learned that we could get it in Polish butcher shops in the East Vil -
lage. In those days, the East Village was not a place tourists or
diners visited; those on the street were mainly local residents. It
was a highly mixed ethnic neighborhood, but gentrifying and
filling up with a variety of new immigrants to replace the Poles
who had lived there for decades. “Ethnic is good, and it makes for
an interesting place to visit,” Richard declared, Off we went there
by a train and a subway.

Walking through the rather quiet East Village, we spotted a
Polish butcher shop. As we walked into it, an old man (old enough
to be my father, anyway) greeted us with a charming smile. He
was slight, had thin white hair, wore a white apron, and had a
pair of dark rimmed eye glasses. When Richard asked him about
slab bacon, the Polish butcher, twinkles in his eyes, practically
levitating, led Richard to the meat case to show the wonderful
things on offer. “Look at dis! What you dink abut det?” He said in
his heavily accented English, pointing to one tray of meat after
another, We got carried away and bought several kinds of meat, A
lot of meat, far more than I thought we could ever use, “Never
mind,” Richard assured me with excitement in his voice, “This is
exactly what I needed. Really great stuff here.” While chatting up
Richard, the butcher kept glancing at me, obviously ‘flirting.” I
was amused and Richard thought it all hilarious.

The old man asked if I had ever tasted ‘babka.” What the heck
is babka? I wondered. Seeing my head shaking, he led me over to
a rack full of very large bread-cake loaves, which he said tasted
like Panettone. I must have been under his spell, too, since I
bought one of those huge loaves with no idea whether it was any
good. As we were, finally, heading for the door, our Polish butch-
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My Polish Boyfriend

Sawon Hong, Ph. D
(UN Retiree, Former UNICEF Regional Advisor on Child Protection)

er asked me to wait. Then, he rushed over and took a photo hang-
ing on the wall of the store. It was a picture of him. “I want you
have dis to remember me!” He signed it with a flourish and gave it
to me saying, “Promise me det you come back.” Feeling a bit
overwhelmed, I simply nodded. We had his photo framed and kept
it in our New York kitchen until we left for India.

‘We never forgot that lovely man and decided to visit him during
a recent visit to New York, The East Village has changed tremen-
dously: so many, mainly ethnic, restaurants-Indian, Japanese,
and Korean-lined the busy streets. The area also offered a
mix of low budget and somewhat upscale stores. No
sign of anything Polish and no butcher shop!
We became disoriented and began to despair.
We asked several people on street if they
knew where the Polish butcher shop was:
none had any idea what we were talking
about. As we were nearly ready to con-
cede defeat, we spotted a tiny Polish
deli across the street, Ah hah! Surely
they would know about our Polish
butcher shop. We went in to ask.

“We came here years ago to an excellent
butcher shop, run by a charming old man.”

20124 - B-4i5

“He is dead.” The middle-aged shopkeeper, behind the glass
case and cash machine, knew immediately whom we were referring
to.

Shocked, Richard and I responded simultaneously, “Oh, no!
When did that happen?”

“Happened about two years ago. He was visiting his daughter in
Arizona and had a heart attack, He died there,”

“What about the butcher shop?”

“He closed it a few years before. His children had insisted that
he retire and enjoy life. He had lots of money. But then, he didn’t
live long enough to enjoy it. He was a good man. His wife used to
come here every day after he closed his store,”

We were dumbfounded. We were sad that we wouldn’t see him
again, I was almost angry at him: I came back as you asked me,
and you are not here!! “Where, then, people buy meat around
here?” Richard was still interested in meat shopping.

“Here! T sell good meat.” The man proudly gestured toward a
pitifully small selection of meat. Seeing what he had, I thought,
this is so unlike my old Polish friend’ s shop: his was at least four
times bigger and offered every cut imaginable, To be fair, as small
as this deli store was, it seemed to have at least small amount of
almost everything that a Polish housewife needs for her cooking.
Browsing the shelves I found all sorts of cans, jars, and boxes of
Polish wonders, such as grated celery root, beets prepared in ten
different ways, and pickles of all kinds. Moreover, there was a s-
tack of Polish-language newspapers at the entrance. Every one of
the stream of women shoppers of all ages appeared to be ethnic
Polish.

“How long you have been here?” 1 asked the friendly shopkeep-
er, who had only a slight, indistinguishable accent.

“A few years. I am from Israel. I married to a Polish woman

who owns this store.”
While I automatically assumed that she must be a
Polish Jew, Richard wondered later how a
Jewish man ended up marrying a Pole, given
alleged anti-Semitism of Poles during the

Hitler days.

We bought a small package of smoked
ham and were about to leave when
Richard asked the Israeli man, “Where
can we find really good babka around
here?”

“Look right there in the window. I have
them, Two kinds, one with cheese
and regular. Take a look.”
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Knowing how much I loved

babka, Richard insisted
that we buy a loaf. Although I was
dying to have one, they were
alarmingly large. 1 weakly
protested that I wouldn’t be able to
finish an entire loaf before we left
New York. At Richard’s urging, I
happily complied. Since we didn’t
know the difference between the
one with cheese and one without,
we asked one of the shoppers for
advice. At her recommendation, we
chose one without cheese.

As we were paying for the bab-
ka, the shopkeeper cut off a big
chuck of warm sausage from a tray
fresh from the oven, and offered
me a taste. “It’s the best sausage
you have ever tasted,” he assured
me. Although it didn’t look appe-
tizing, I accepted it, just to be civ-
il. What a surprise! It was
500000000 delicious! T insisted that
Richard taste it also. He loved it,
too, and asked for one large piece
to add to our package. Since we
were tourists and didn’t plan to do
any cooking, we acted out of sheer
compulsion. As the shopkeeper
wrapped up our purchases, he gave
me the rest of the sausage, a big
piece, saying: “Please enjoy it on
your way home. You will come
back for this.” He is damn right. I
will have to go back for that
sausage!! 1 said myself. Not only
was the sausage great, the babka
was heavenly. I polished off the
whole lot in two days, all by my-
self.

As nice as the Israeli storekeeper
was, and as delectable as his meat
and babka were, he’ll never take
the place in my heart occupied by
‘my’ Polish friend, who gave me

his autographed photo so many
years ago. Walking away from the
East Village, already munching on
babka and finishing the last bits of
sausage, 1 felt acute feelings of
loss. It's strange to feel such loss
for a person whom I hardly knew.
The soft, golden afternoon light on
that winter’s day made me feel
even more melancholy, I whis-
pered, Goodbye my dear,
charming, flirty friend.

I, then, realized that I no longer
had his photo. Last summer when
we were preparing to sell our
house, we had to relentlessly dis-
card anything which would not fit
into our new scaled-down, simpler
life. For over a week, I went
through all the old photos and al-
bums, and, with steely resolve,
threw away most of them. I re-
member putting his photo in the
‘to-dispose’ box with guilt feel-
ings. Had I known that he had
gone, I would have kept it. How
shortsighted I was. Now, I only
have my intangible memory of him,
which might fade away with age.

On the way back to the apart-
ment where we were staying, we
noticed an art installation of a huge
pink rose high up on the New
Museum of Contemporary Art
building, which is a stunning piece
of architecture, all silver and tippy
boxes. The rose was made by the
German sculptor Isa Genzken and is
called “Rose I1.” That one pink
rose reflected on the silvery walls
of the Museum by the afternoon sun
brightened my heart, It was as if
my Polish friend was sending me a
rose! I waved to him, mouthing
Thank you, my friend. I will not
forget you.  Sawon January 2012
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My Dear Santa Clause, Happy Christmas and Happy New
year! I like to have school bag, sweet, biscuit, Jacket, shoes and
pants. Please send me. Thank you and God bless you.

Loving Child, Rom Lama (Nepal)

I love you Santa, I want ice-cream,
Brian (Papua New Guinea)
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“Merry christmas! Happy new year!”
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SN =SSR

Spices & Beyond (=), Café at Fair Lakes

Hl2s

28] (FARESRD),

20114 6 | 2011 72 | 2011 83 | 2011 9 2011 10| 2011 11| 2011 128 &4

B 7,753 6,147 3,174 9,979 8,096 6,248 | 25240 | $66,637
Y23 938 1,297 294 1,074 3,366 1,153 1,655 | $9,777
HEToel=x2t 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 $700
chziel & 120 120 120 $360
FXOF2IE 270 120 150 60 120 120 $840
sEde 60 60 60 120 60 $360
==Y 500 $500
HHEARSIER 2 415 250 340 245 590 245 285 | $2370
MESFsEH 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 $700
Y CHEsP7IEXR|IIE 60 180 60 120 120 180 $720
HUFEX 2 850 1,090 230 320 1,780 180 1580 |  $6,030
g 40 40 30 $110
HMZSRATIO| 250 130 50 250 70 110 50 $910
HHA| oI5 X2t 120 120 60 60 $360
HASe 180 240 240 300 660 120 $1,740
EEEALRIS 2 570 690 210 1,050 210 210 750 | $3,690
sz 620 560 680 560 680 560 680 | $4,340
SE A2 229 120 240 240 900 $1,500
S0 500 40 300 $840
AMEREAL 2,120 17,940 | $20,060
aelER=s

£l 200 200 $400
Aol iAta] 0 $90
e 90 $90
k=t PN (o], 2,000

ofFor=2 200 100 100 100 100 $600
IOt 7L 1,020 90 150 5,470 420 $7,150
EefE oA 200 200 $400
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Family Owned and Operated Since 1957
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