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Grilled Cheese

here is no shortage of paeans to

New York diner culture. Sliding into
a slightly sticky faux leather booth, nursing
a hot cup of coffee, poring over an end-
less menu. A good diner does not surprise
but rather delights you with the comfort of
familiarity. Diners dot the memories of my
Long Island upbringing, and although I live
within walking distance of a 24-hour diner
in Brooklyn, these reliable, unpretentious
establishments are an increasingly rare op-
tion in the City. The closing of Astoria’s
Neptune Diner, long a fixture in the neigh-
borhood, is the latest in a steadily growing
list of diner closings.

Many will be quick to point out that
New York is in the midst of a diner and
luncheonette renaissance with the resurrec-
tion of old-school lunch counters like S&P,
which opened in the former space of Eisen-
berg’s Sandwich Shop, a beloved luncheon-
ette dating back to 1929. The tuna melt at
S&P is flawless; the rye bread is crispy, and
the tuna salad is in perfect union with the
melted American cheese. And then there’s
Golden Diner, which serves up comforting
classics infused with inspiration from cui-
sines across Southeast Asia, China, and Ja-
pan. Tourists and locals alike can be found
queuing up under the rumble of the Man-
hattan Bridge for a bite of their impossibly
decadent honey butter pancakes or their
chicken katsu club sandwich. I am grate-
ful for these contemporary odes to classic
diner culture. They are often delicious and
provide a strong argument for the enduring
appeal of restaurants that can dish up per-
fect grilled sandwiches, omelets, and even
the bubbly delight of that bizarre New
York invention, the egg cream. They are
not quite the diners of my muddled mem-

ories, though—cavernous rooms accented
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Diner by The Sea. Courtesy of the author.

with mirrors and neon lights, so that they
seemed unending and always held the
promise of an empty booth to slide into.
Yes, measuring the City’s new crop of
diners and luncheonettes against my nos-

talgia is an impossible task, especially con-

sidering that the strip malls and roomy

parking lots of Nassau County are much
more conducive to supporting the palatial
diners of my youth. Still, I can celebrate the
diners that bring me back to the suburbs in
search of that unique, much-imitated-but-
never-replicated third space, the Long Is-

land diner. (Jersey residents can and should



The Landmark Diner. Photo courtesy of the Landmark Diner.

hold their own diners as sacred, but I can-
not claim to know their specific diner cul-
ture idiom). The following are a few deli-
cious snapshots of eating grilled cheese at

diners with dear friends and family.

I. Greenvale Diner on Glen
Cove Road, October 2015,
1:30 a.m.

Swiftly shepherded to the left side of
the restaurant with the rest of the post-
Rumors Nightclub crowd, my friends and
I squeezed around a four-top table and
chowed down on cheese fries while ex-
changing evening anecdotes. The fluores-
cent-accented diner was nearly full at this
hour, the room a clearly demarcated divide
of older couples and my high school peers
at various levels of inebriation, savoring a

cup of soup or a greasy sandwich ideal for

alcohol absorption. Those noisy meals are
a colorful stain on my high school experi-
ence, the taste of independence, and the
thrill of a crispy fry coated with American

cheese.

Il. Diner By The Sea on E.
Park Ave, July 2016, 5 p.m.
After a sunny day on the beach at Point
Lookout, I shuffled into a booth with some
friends at Diner By The Sea, an establish-
ment known for its comically colorful milk-
shakes. We split a few shakes; our sandy,
sweaty beach bodies sticking to the leather
booth, as we inhaled the sugary unicorn
beverages. This was the last time I opted
for anything other than a Marvel Pistachio
cone after a beach day (there is no better
South Shore summer treat than the famed

soft serve from the Lido Beach outpost),

but I am comforted by the idea of Diner
By The Sea, an oasis of over-the-top des-
sert drinks and classic diner fare at the edge

of my favorite stretch of sand.

I1l. Landmark Diner on
Northern Boulevard,
December 2018, 11 p.m.

It felt so nice to peel off my winter lay-
ers, sink into the leather booth, and enjoy
a pleasant staring contest with my mom.
Too tired for proper conversation, I was
content to soak up the familiar vibes:
the smell of coffee and feta, the gravelly
voices of the waitstaff, the frisbee-sized
cookies in the counter display case. We
arrived straight from LaGuardia’s Marine
Air Terminal, and as we ordered, the layer
of Chicago chill that clung to my body on
the flight home from college finally began
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Greenvale Townhouse Restaurant (aka The Greenvale Diner). Courtesy of the author.

to thaw. I settled on a grilled cheese, while
my mom stuck to her favorite “Athenian
Eggs,” a dish of eggs poached in a tangy
tomato sauce with a dusting of crumbled
feta. I dipped my fries into her scalding hot

dish and sighed with contentment.

IV. Greenvale Diner on
Glen Cove Road, May 2021,
8 p.m.

It was weird at first, tentatively taking off
our masks to dig into sandwiches and fries.
After a year of huddling around backyard
fires to enjoy takeout, the sensation of eat-
ing something hot and cutting it with a bite
of cool coleslaw in a dining room pulsing
with that distinctly loud Long Island buzz
was overwhelming. The nasally 47 howayoo
greetings and the jingling of jewelry barely
masking the gasps and eager questions of
piping hot, meaty gossip.

I spent much of the pandemic lockdown

in what felt like an endless loop of walking
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around my neighborhood listening to
music that reminded me of being sur-
rounded by friends and strangers. In the
kitchen, I fermented and stewed elabo-
rate dishes for my immediate family to
add something new and challenging to
our domestic monotony. But I missed
cating grilled cheese at the Greenvale
Diner. During those long, lonely months
at home, I would dream about it. Fereos,
the tall Greek man with the bushy white
hair who ushers everyone in and out, was
a particularly haunting vision.

So it was fitting that my first meal back
dining with the public was in the place

of my hungry reveries. My friends and I

laughed as we passed phones around the
table, sharing old photos and videos of
those messy high school meals. Savoring
my sandwich of crisp, buttery bread and
gooey cheese, it was nice to remember and
to feel it all again. 97
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