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Do what you love. If you love it, you’ll be really good at it.

—Jeffrey Garten





1965, Jeffrey at Balch Hill



Prologue

“No, I’m not doing it, I’m not climbing that hill.”
My words, on a chilly fall day in 1965: a memory that’s so vivid to me even today. There’s

no recipe for writing a memoir, but the best part of being the author of your own story is that you
can look back on your life and find the moments that really made a difference. One of my big
moments happened at Balch Hill, in Hanover, New Hampshire, of all places.

I was visiting my boyfriend, Jeffrey Garten, a brilliant and very cute sophomore at
Dartmouth. I was a high school senior, and while we had been dating for several months, we
were still figuring out our relationship. Something was a little off that day, because I’d arrived on
campus dressed in party clothes, ready for a social weekend, but he was in the mood for an
outdoor trek at a nature preserve.

He gave me a pair of his blue jeans to wear (which seemed way too intimate to my
seventeen-year-old self), and we drove to what seemed like the steepest hill I’d ever seen. Hill,
ha! It looked more like a mountain to me! After we’d been hiking for a while, I realized that I’d
had enough, and I said so. Something you need to know about me: there wasn’t much room for
disagreement in my childhood. My parents had more of a “my way or the highway” approach to
child-rearing, and any attempts at noncompliance were met with pretty serious anger. Even
questioning what they expected me to wear, or when to do my homework, was totally
unacceptable.

Yet here I was, saying no to Jeffrey when I really wanted him to like me. While I stood there
stubbornly, he said, “Just keep moving!” He even tried to get behind me and push me up the hill,
which made me laugh, but I didn’t move one inch.

Then it occurred to me that there was something in between doing it and not doing it. What
if I kept moving, but I did it my way? Instead of huffing and puffing straight up the trail, I
walked back and forth, back and forth, across the path, barely making it any higher up the hill.

I was afraid to look at him. He’s going to be really mad, I thought. It’s over. That’s what I
expected, given my experiences at home. But when I finally got up the nerve to look back, I saw
that Jeffrey was doubled over…laughing! He thought it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. In
fact, he thought I was really clever!

In that moment I learned two things. Lesson one: There would be many Balch Hills in my
future; there always are. Challenges, disappointments, heartbreaks, problems that hit like a ton of



bricks, days when I didn’t want to get out of bed. The solution is rarely obvious, and it’s never a
straight line up and over the hill.

Lesson two: For all those Balch Hill moments, I wanted Jeffrey by my side, laughing,
understanding, and encouraging me to find my own way. I felt safe, accepted, and appreciated.
Better still, he had a great sense of humor. And he just was so adorable.

Three years later, I married him.
I can’t wait to tell you my story.



1967, Jeffrey’s fraternity house



1978, The original Barefoot Contessa



Over the Wall

“There has to be something more fun than this,” I said to myself, probably for the millionth time,
as I sat at my desk drafting nuclear energy policy at the White House. I should have been
thinking about enriched uranium, but more often than not, I was looking for distractions. I was
most likely planning a weekend dinner party and wondering which ingredient would make the
flavor of my chocolate cake POP (it’s coffee, by the way).

My ongoing frustration was that nothing ever happened in government, and even if it did, it
took a really long time. Working in the Office of Management and Budget was exciting in the
beginning because the issue papers I worked on went directly to the president—first Ford, then
Carter. But after four years of shuffling what seemed like very important papers and pulling
numerous all-nighters, I realized that despite my working on multibillion-dollar federal budgets,
nothing ever seemed to get done. And when it did get done, somehow the next year, it got
undone.

The only good thing about having a low threshold for boredom is that I’ve always been
willing to take crazy risks just to get out of that miserable state. In my bureaucratic job, I was
just part of a larger process, but I wanted to be the process—to do my own thing, either in real
estate or in the food business, and, for better or for worse, to make my own decisions and
mistakes, risking my own money. I also need immediate feedback, and there was nothing
immediate about government work. The issues I was working on involved $50 billion budgets
and $25 billion construction projects; I knew I’d be so much happier if they involved only $25,
but my $25. I distinctly remember thinking, If I were asked to be the head of OMB, would I want
it? And if not, what was I even working toward? I also knew that my success there would depend
on a man choosing me to be the head of the organization, and in 1978, that would never happen.
I needed to find an alternate track where my success would be measured by my own business
skill and nobody could stand in my way.

I didn’t whine—no one wants to hear someone complain about working in the White House!
—but I was withering a little more each day. Jeffrey, who knew all too well how unhappy I was,
encouraged me to find a passion and follow it. “Pick something you love to do,” he urged. “If
you love it, you’ll be really good at it. And don’t worry about whether you make money. Just do
it!”

I was sitting in my office, exhausted, and it was only ten a.m. I had the whole day in front of
me, so I decided to catch up on The New York Times instead of working. There it was—in the



Sunday, April 2, 1978, Business Opportunities section, where they advertised everything from
dry cleaners in the Bronx to a coffee shop with an apartment upstairs, or the hottest new food fad
in the seventies: a frozen yogurt store (though it was hard to predict if frozen yogurt had a
future).

I had never even seen that section of the paper before. As I studied the tiny print, I spotted an
ad for a specialty food store called Barefoot Contessa, for sale in a place I’d never been:
Westhampton Beach, New York—all the way at the end of Long Island. The ads were written in
a shorthand that was difficult to decipher, and the word opportunity seemed like quite an
overstatement. To this day, it’s hard for me to imagine why this ad spoke to me, but I’m so glad
it did, because it changed the entire trajectory of my life. This was the ad:

Honestly, it sounded like a prediction you might find in a fortune cookie, especially the
“gross over six figures” part. And cheese shoppe? Who would answer that ad?

That night, I went home and told Jeffrey that I really needed a new profession, and that’s
when he reminded me that I should think about doing what I love. “Funny you should mention it!
I just saw an ad for a specialty food store for sale in The New York Times.”

“Let’s go see it!” Jeffrey said cheerfully. Looking back, I imagine that he was probably just
humoring me. We lived in Washington, DC, and Jeffrey had an important job writing issue
papers and speeches for the secretary of state. How in the world could I work in Westhampton
Beach? But Jeffrey always had the most positive attitude—If this is what you want to do, we’ll
work it out. We got in the car the very next weekend and drove to Westhampton to see the store
and meet the owner, Diana Stratta.

On the way, I reminded myself that there was no reason on earth why this was a good idea.
Yes, I had taught myself how to cook and I loved being in the kitchen, but I’d never worked a
day in the food business. In fact, I’d never hired an employee, I’d never even set foot in the
Hamptons, and this certainly wasn’t its most welcoming time of year. Signs of spring were
everywhere in Washington, where the air was warm and the cherry blossoms were a week away
from their stunning peak moment. But Westhampton in early April was cold and cloudy, a sleepy
summer resort town reluctantly waking up from its long winter nap. By the time we parked in



front of Barefoot Contessa, the place we’d traveled more than five hours to see, I’d decided that
it was a crazy impulse and predicted we’d take a fast look, then turn around and drive home.

The shop, a white clapboard building on a corner in the center of the village’s Main Street,
was small—only four hundred square feet. It was so small that the stove didn’t fit in the tiny
kitchen in the back and was instead right there in the store. There was one employee who was
taking care of absolutely no customers (in fact, there seemed to be no one in the whole village),
but she was baking big chocolate chip cookies. Instantly, the scent triggered a rush of good
feelings, like endorphins on steroids, and my first thought was, I need to be here! I didn’t want to
write papers about enriched uranium; I wanted to bake cookies, not just because I liked them
(and I do!), but because I saw a completely different life from the one I was living. The food
business, this food business, would give me the freedom and creative outlet I craved. You bake
cookies, you sell cookies, and if the cookie doesn’t sell, you make something else that customers
will love and that WILL sell. It’s a business problem to solve, and it involved chocolate chip
cookies! How great is that?

Standing in this adorable little place named after an Ava Gardner movie (it’s about being
elegant and earthy), surrounded by beautiful baked goods, gorgeous prepared salads, and ripe
exotic cheeses, I experienced a true “ruby slippers” moment. I felt as if I had clicked my heels
and finally come home. I enjoyed everything about cooking, from planning menus to shopping
for ingredients, from following a recipe in the most scientific way to making something up just
for fun. Most of all, I loved serving the delicious results to Jeffrey and my appreciative friends. It
was my favorite escape from my intellectual but totally uncreative job. What if the thing I love to
do for fun could actually be my work? I thought. I kept hearing Jeffrey say, “If you love it, you’ll
be really good at it.”

We spent the night at a local hotel that had the ambience of an insane asylum. The room was
white, the bed was white, there was not a single glint of metal or sharp object in sight—the
perfect setting for two lunatics who were discussing a move that was certifiably crazy.

I’d like to say that I bought Barefoot Contessa on the spot and boldly stepped into a brand-
new life, but it didn’t happen quite that way. Remember, I was only thirty and still a little
nervous about committing to a life-changing decision as important as this one. Diana was asking
$25,000 for the business, and Jeffrey and I discussed offering her $20,000, figuring it would give
me time to think about it while we negotiated the price.

But the universe had other plans for me, and they were big. On Monday morning, back from
Westhampton Beach, I was sitting at my desk, working on some nuclear energy budget and
sinking into my daily stupor, when the phone rang. It was Diana, who said simply, “Thank you
very much. I accept your offer.”

I remember sitting there stunned, thinking, Oh shit! I just bought a specialty food store!





What Goes in Early Goes in Deep

Thirty years old, not one minute of experience in the food business, walking—no, running—
away from a really good job in Washington, and leaving my beautiful home and all my friends
behind, and my husband (who would have to commute back and forth on weekends) on his own.
It sounded a little crazy, but I was out of my mind with excitement. I didn’t know if it would be
the best decision or the worst mistake I ever made.

My parents were horrified when I told them what I’d done. “You bought a food store?!” I
thought I was being entrepreneurial, but in their minds, I was moving down in life, going from
being a professional with a promising career in government to a shopkeeper, like my grandfather
who had opened a candy store when he arrived in this country from Russia.

Their reaction wasn’t surprising. We never saw eye to eye on anything I did. In fact, they
expected very little from me and generally registered strong disapproval of any decision I made
that was different from theirs. They were all about checking boxes and keeping up appearances,
while I always ran as far from the “box” as possible in order to make my own way.

Our disagreements began early.
For the first five years of my life, our family, including my older brother, Ken, lived in

Brooklyn, initially with my father’s parents in their two-story attached house on Avenue A. It
was remarkable that Morris and Bessie Rosenberg even had a house, because they were
immigrants who moved to America from Eastern Europe—Russia and Poland, respectively.
Despite the fact that they spoke only Yiddish when they arrived, they found jobs (Morris was a
dance instructor and Bessie worked in a clothing factory on the Lower East Side), saved their
money, and started their own businesses, including the candy store and a scrap metal company,
scrap metal being a euphemism for junkyard. Morris bought large metal objects like cars,
separated the parts, and sold the scrap metal by the pound.

The junkyard was located right next to the house, which was a huge bonus for everyone who
worked there because Bessie welcomed their employees into her kitchen. She was always
cooking, and like all good cooks, she was happiest when she was feeding people. Her steaming
pots were filled with traditional Jewish dishes that were probably overcooked and
underseasoned, but simple and delicious. Grandma Bessie, generous and good-humored, and
Grandpa Morris, perpetually reading his Yiddish newspaper, created a warm home filled with
relatives, friends, food, and love.


