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The summer Jeannie’s dad got transferred. That’s the first time I tasted mangoes with sticky rice. 

Bananas stewed in coconut milk. And spring rolls with fresh coriander. It was 1962, and I was 14 

years old. After that, nothing at my house ever tasted the same. 

 

Jeannie’s dad had been stationed at Ellsworth for three years. He was a navigator who made 

major below the zone, so I wasn’t surprised when he was reassigned to Offut to work with SAC. 

That’s Strategic Air Command. It’s in Nebraska, which frankly made getting extended in South 

Dakota seem not so bad. 

 

Still, the timing was crummy. I mean, it was the beginning of summer and me and Jeannie had 

all kinds of plans. School was out and the pool in town was open – the one with the new diving 

boards. We both had babysitting gigs with NCO families, and we were gonna save up so we 

could see Jeannie’s favorite singer in concert - Danny Peppermint and the Jumping Jacks. He 

was coming to the Majestic in Rapid City for a special, one-night-only performance.  

 

Our moms would be busy with all kinds of summer socials and bridge parties with the Officers’ 

Wives Club, so we could go to each other’s houses and watch The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis 

on TV and drink Cokes in the afternoons. I was reading about Dobie Gillis, and a bunch of other 

dreamy movie stars in my 16 Magazine when Mom came in my room and announced that I was 

coming with her on one of her Officers’ Wives Club visits.  

 

 “There are four new airmen and their families who just moved into Rushmore Heights and Mrs. 

Patterson phoned to say she couldn’t make it because Tommy’s in bed with the chicken pox.” 
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Only Tommy Patterson would be dumb enough to get the chicken box during summer vacation.  

 

“I’ve got welcome packets, pies and meatloaf to deliver and I need some help carrying 

everything,” she continued, right through my slumped shoulders and my audible sighs and my 

inaudibly eyes rolling way back into my head. 

 

Tommy Patterson was not just dumb, he was taking me away from 16 Magazine and some very 

important information about Bobby Rydell. He was also ruining my day. 

 

So Mom tied a silk scarf under her chin and checked her lipstick in the hall mirror, and we 

loaded up the Buick with casseroles covered with aluminum foil. I balanced dishes in my lap, 

between my sandals in the footwell of the front seat, and held a lattice-topped peach pie in each 

hand. Lattice-topped pie was my mother’s specialty. She said we should never judge other 

people by their abilities with pastry, but she was pretty sure everyone else did.  

 

The first couple of stops were fine. As I looked around each tiny, identical unit of base housing, 

mostly I was glad we didn’t live in Rushmore Heights. The only thing separating the white walls 

from the white linoleum, white appliances, and tan carpeting was wads of old newspaper and 

packing boxes. The new family would usher us in and I’d try to smile while Mom was doing her 

Officer’s Wife’s duty. The conversation was always the same. 

 



4 

 

“Welcome to Ellsworth. Oh no trouble. Where were you stationed last? Uh huh. What’s your 

husband’s career field? Oh wonderful. You know, there are some cute new linens over at the BX. 

I can take you shopping if your household goods don’t arrive soon.” 

 

And if they weren’t enlisted families, then “You must join us for dinner at the O Club some 

time.” 

 

Miller. Saunders. Callandro. The last stop was the Bukowski family, who were coming stateside 

after a couple of tours remote. Mom knocked on the door while I held the last pie, the familiar 

smell of warm peaches wafting up through the criss-crossed crust. 

 

But when Mrs. Bukowksi opened the door, I saw my mother’s lipsticked mouth open a little 

wider than normal. “Hello.” She started, and Mrs. Bukowski put her hands together at her chin 

and bowed. Far from the round Polish woman with arms like sausages we were expecting, Mrs. 

Bukowski was wrapped in a blue silk sarong with green embroidery that looked like a shimmery 

peacock feather. Her black hair was pulled back in a bun and gold earrings fell from her lobes 

toward her brown shoulders. Suddenly I was really glad Tommy Patterson was stuck in bed with 

red welts. 

 

Mom talked a little louder and a little slower than normal while Mrs. Bukowski nodded and 

smiled. I stared at the golden Buddha statues on the bookcases and end tables, that didn’t look at 

all like the souvenirs other GIs brought back.  
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 “You’ll need to put this in the fridge.” Mom held out the meatloaf like she was Miles Standish 

with a peace offering for the Indians at Plymouth. “The refrigerator.” She pointed to the kitchen. 

“When you’re ready to serve it, bake it at 350 for 30 minutes. Do you want me to write that 

down?” As she said the words, her fingers wrote the instructions in the air on an imaginary 

notepad. Which was probably just as useful. 

 

Mrs. Bukowski smiled and nodded. I put the pie on the counter and said  “adios,” which was the 

only foreign way I knew how to say goodbye and seemed more appropriate than English.  

 

Mom didn’t invite Mrs. Bukowski to anything. She just handed over the meatloaf and looked 

wistfully at the casserole dish it was sitting in, thinking she’d surely never see it again. If Mrs. 

Bukowski didn’t understand about the fridge, she certainly wouldn’t know about returning dishes 

with a thank you note.  

 

We got back in the Buick and Mom didn’t say a word the whole way home. 

 

About a week later, I was in my room reading about the new Frankie Avalon movie in 16 

Magazine, when I heard someone knocking at the front door. When I got to the living room, I 

saw Mom ushering Mrs. Bukowski in, tears rolling down her brown cheeks and into the 

immaculately clean casserole dish in her hands.  She told us in small, broken words that her 

husband Sergeant Bukowski loved the meatloaf. He loved the pie. More than all the rice dishes 

she’d ever made for him. She wanted to be a good wife and make him happy. She wanted to 

learn how to cook American food. 
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Mom beamed. This was better than sending money to missionaries in Africa. This was an 

opportunity to spread the gospel of the American way and cream of mushroom soup, teaching a 

godless heathen that the good life was made of Velveeta and hamburger. So began the cooking 

lessons, once or twice a week. Mom started out small—spaghetti with sauce from Chef 

Boyardee. Tuna casserole with crushed up potato chips on top. Jello pudding and seven layer 

salad. Pancakes. Hot dogs. And chocolate chip cookies. They went to the commissary together so 

Mom could show Mrs. Bukowski what to buy and at the end of every lesson she put her folded 

hands to her chin and bowed.  

 

When she invited us over to her house for lunch one day, Mom figured Mrs. Bukowski was 

going to show off all she’d learned by treating us to a real American meal. But when we walked 

into the house in Rushmore Heights, there was no smell of pot roast and green beans. No 

macaroni and cheese bubbling in the oven. There was an intoxicating wave of spices I didn’t 

know the names of yet. Jasmine, galangal and kefir lime leaves. Lemon grass and red chilies and 

fish sauce. I thought Mom was going to faint.  

 

We sat on the floor in the living room as she brought out dish after dish. Pink shrimp bobbing in 

green curry sauce with thai basil leaves and bamboo shoots. Chicken skewers with peanut sauce. 

Cold bean thread noodles with ginger and tofu and red peppers. Mrs. Bukowski said she had just 

gotten a package from Thailand – full of ingredients she couldn’t find in the States and she 

wanted to show us what really good food was like.  
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Mom fidgeted all through lunch, shifting her knees and her high heels on the tan carpeted floor, 

but that was nothing compared to the twitching of her lips and her brow each time she lifted her 

fork to her mouth. As we left, Mrs. Bukowski gave us dessert - a carved wooden bowl full of 

sticky rice and mango, which I carried on my lap in the Buick. Mom said nothing all the way 

home.  

 

Back in our kitchen, Mom threw the gelatinous white paste flecked with orange fruit into the 

trash, and asked if I wanted a turkey sandwich. That was the end of the cooking lessons. Mom 

went back to her bridge club. I went back to my 16 Magazine. For dinner that night we had 

Swiss steak and mashed potatoes and peas from a can, and Mom seemed to be feeling better. 

 

The next day I walked over to Rushmore Heights, carrying the carved wooden bowl back to Mrs. 

Bukowski. I put my folded hands up to my chin and thanked her for the wonderful meal. I lied 

and told her the sticky rice was so good I ate it all. She smiled. 

 

For the rest of the summer I’d sneak out to visit her. She taught me about the 14 kinds of bananas 

they have in Thailand. And that every meal should be a balance of spicy, salty, sweet, and sour. 

She showed me how to mix curry spices – her family’s own secret recipe. We sat on the floor 

and ate cold rice paper spring rolls and slurped long noodles out of bowls with chopsticks. 

 

And as I walked home, I remembered the look on Mom’s face when she threw out the sticky 

rice, steamed carefully and simmered with coconut milk and sugar, not too hot or the milk would 

curdle, garnished with thin shimmering wedges of ripe mango.  
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After that, nothing at my house ever tasted the same. 
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