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Dedication

This book is for my parents, who gave me a wide-enough berth to take the leaps and make the mistakes; and for my son, who is the best reason to keep doing both.
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Introduction

I graduated from college in 1996 and moved to New York with three things: a vague ambition to be a published writer, a yawning desire for validation, and a love of feeding others. My parents had taught me to keep my head down and do my work, accept what’s offered, show up early, be polite, become indispensable. Beyond all that, I didn’t have much of a plan for the rest of my life.

I learned to cook at a professional level, so that I’d have something to write about, and a practical skill with which to earn a living. I had the good fortune to stumble into the food world at a time when cooking and eating became an increasingly respectable and well-documented form of mainstream entertainment. Thanks to even more good luck and timing, I had the benefit of two superstar mentors.

The first was the chef, restaurateur, and TV host Mario Batali, for whom I worked as an assistant for nearly four years. He already had a high profile, but was still at the beginning of a wildly successful expansion of his business empire. Working with Mario was exhilarating and educational, and it opened up a world of opportunities for me.

The second was chef-turned-author-turned-TV-host Anthony Bourdain, who was nearing the apex of some high-altitude professional mountaintops when he hired me, a new mother burned out on corporate media, as his assistant. The job got bigger and more rewarding in the nine years I worked with Tony (the only name by which he ever referred to himself), until his death by suicide in 2018.

In different ways, my two mentors, Mario and Tony, built their careers and reputations on the glamorous appeal of wild excess, and for a long time, this gave me a plausible excuse to live the same way, in order to be successful, get attention, and fill myself up with everything that the world had to offer.

Under the cover of “creating experiences” and “having a good time,” but really to blunt my big feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and ennui, I became a self-destructive binge drinker and chronic pot smoker, dabbling in pills and cocaine. There were a few unambiguous alcoholics in my family, sure, but I didn’t see myself that way; it took me a very long time to recognize the pathology in my own behavior. I almost always had a job, and when I occasionally fucked something up, I never considered my addictions to be a factor, and only rarely admitted to myself that they were addictions at all. I’d succeeded at becoming a published writer, and along the way I became a wife and mother. I was never arrested (because I was lucky), never crashed a car (because I stopped driving), or fell down a staircase (because I lived in a ground-floor apartment).

Every time I drank or got high, I was trying to re-create the experience of chugging my first wine cooler and inhaling my first bong hit, during which my brain and body were flooded with a sense of relief and escape, weightlessness, a soft and sparkling departure from my overwhelming adolescent concerns: social and academic pressure, boredom, body shame. Everything was funny, and nothing much mattered. My life wasn’t particularly bad—it was an ordinary teen life—but these readily available substances felt like a seductive shortcut to happiness. As is the case for many addicts, my emotional growth hit a wall at about age twenty-one; in sobriety, I am now catching up, and growing up.

In his review of a book about the life and death of Tony Bourdain, New York Times critic Dwight Garner wrote, “Most human beings have more desires than opportunities in life. Those whom the gods will destroy are provided with desire and opportunity in equal measure.”

This is my story of being a (relatively) high-functioning addict in a world of irresistible temptation, led by a desire to emulate the charismatic men who guided my career. I kept it together until several successive implosions—careers, marriages, reputations, lives—showed me that I am in control of almost nothing beyond how I choose to care for (and feed) myself and others.





Chapter 1

Hayseed

“You look like a complete fucking hayseed,” said the man conducting the job interview. “What’s your story?”

My story is fuck you, I thought, then forced a polite little laugh and said, “I guess my story is that I just graduated from college, and I want to be a writer.”

It was 1996: the Unabomber was in custody, the US economy was unstoppable, and all the girls were dancing to the AOL dial-up modem sound, wearing WonderBras and clear acetate pumps. I didn’t think I was a hayseed until this man said it, but then it felt painfully true.

Sitting in this man’s office, I was unaware of the actual, visible seeds in my hair, picked up earlier that day on the sprawling campus of Brooklyn Botanic Garden (BBG), where I was an intern. I wore an ill-fitting navy-blue pantsuit, which constituted the entirety of my job interview wardrobe. Each morning, while I raked and mulched and mowed and weeded outdoors, the suit’s synthetic fabric greedily absorbed all the complicated scents inside the BBG employee locker room.

In college, I had tried to obscure my small-town roots with various gestures of world-weariness (reading Anaïs Nin, smoking unfiltered cigarettes, getting diagnosed with mild clinical depression), but here in midtown Manhattan, the man across the desk saw me for who I was: a shy, soft-bodied twenty-two-year-old with a limited skill set. He may not have seen that I loved getting drunk and high and watching cable television, that I wanted a creatively fulfilling career and to be passionately loved (or at least lavishly validated), and had no idea what to do about it.

After multiple fruitless interviews like this one, during which there were typing tests to fail, and unanswerable questions about my strengths, weaknesses, and proficiency with Lotus 1-2-3 and Excel, I got offered a receptionist job at a financial recruiting firm, whatever that meant. They told me that the “opportunity” was contingent on my “joining a gym,” which I realized was code for losing weight, so I passed. I didn’t yet understand why I had to be thinner (which is to say, more attractive) to answer phones and open mail in an office full of men.

I then had two promising interviews for a household cook job, first with an agency rep and then with the employer, who then hired someone with more experience. It was all quietly excruciating, especially having to go back to BBG each morning and weed-whack along Flatbush Avenue, while people drove by, occasionally throwing full diapers or almost-empty drink cans out their car windows.

I was living in an illegal basement apartment in deep south Brooklyn, beneath my landlord’s own sprawling Victorian house, which he shared with his wife, their two teenagers, and a golden retriever named Billy, who was friendly and sweet, but also a loud and unpredictable nighttime barker. The best thing about the apartment was the rent, which was $350 a month. The bathroom was spacious and well lit, with pleasing pink tiles, and a pink toilet and sink, which I liked very much. The worst thing about it was everything else, especially that it was presently my home, inhabited by me.

The apartment was only marginally apartment-like, with weak fluorescent lighting mounted into a drop ceiling, held up by unpainted cinder-block walls. The spiders were bold and numerous; the mice were timid but made their numbers known by their copious leavings. It was, as befits a basement, dark and damp, even during the hottest and driest summer afternoons. On move-in day, my older sister drove me and my stuff down from our parents’ house upstate, and within ten minutes of our arrival, she had an allergy attack so intense that she could barely breathe. She left, wheezing heavily, while most of my stuff was still stacked in the driveway.

Shortly after I moved in, there was a heavy rainstorm that sent rivulets of dirty water under the bolt-locked back door and into the nearby closet where I’d stacked my winter clothes and shoes and some books. Eventually, the puddles subsided, but, never having experienced a flood, I didn’t fully grasp that all of my shit had gotten wet and would soon be engulfed by mildew.

There was no separate means of egress to the basement; to get in or out, I had to pass through the family’s living room and front door. I tried to be discreet and polite with my comings and goings, even the one Sunday morning following an after-hours party at an East Village club called Save the Robots, where I discovered how much more vodka I could drink while on cocaine. My new jeans were wet with my own fresh pee, and I crept inside clutching a handbag into which I’d quietly vomited bile and peach-flavored Snapple on the train from Manhattan.

The landlord himself was neither discreet nor polite. One weekday morning as I exited up the stairs and through the living room to the front door, on my way to work, he was right there, a few feet from the basement door, naked except for his flip-flops, fastening a collar and leash around Billy the dog’s furry golden neck. I said nothing, didn’t make eye contact, just kept going, down the steps and onto the sidewalk, muttering, “Oh my god, oh my god,” over and over, until I got to the subway platform. Again, this was 1996; I didn’t have a cell phone, so it was just me, talking to myself about having seen my landlord’s flaccid dick bobbling weakly in the morning light.

I wondered if he’d had a robe close at hand as I waited for the train. I thought about his long balls and his droopy little boobs as I raked up cut grass. I thought, again, just briefly, about his wrinkly dick during my lunch break, when I took a stack of quarters to the employee payphone and called my answering machine, to see if my recent manic resume-faxing would yield any new interviews or offers.

There were no messages, which made me feel like a bit of a failure. I didn’t yet understand that, while I was lonely and broke, insecure and underemployed and without a clear vision of what success might look like, I was actually doing OK. I was alive, and I had a bachelor’s degree. I had seen an unwanted dick in an unexpected place, so now I had that story to tell. I had an apartment and a job, such as they were. I had my friend and classmate Alejandro, who lived in Manhattan and already knew, from his adventures in the after-hours scene, how to get and, crucially, share, cocaine. And I already knew that, when drug-sick and still drunk on the train, it was best to vomit into your handbag, if you had the option.

Objectively, I understood that twenty-two was the correct age to eat shit at a poverty-wage job that I hated, while living in a wet hole in the ground. Still, I resentfully compared myself to those friends whom I knew to not be eating shit. They were comfortably, even happily, living with their parents for the summer or longer, maybe traveling in Europe or spending a month at the Cape. Some worked meaningless jobs, if they absolutely had to, while studying for the MCAT, GRE, LSAT, or GMAT, with full use of their parents’ spare Volvos and Subarus. Others were interning in labs or law firms or non-profits. They had vision, these friends; they had ambition, a path, and came from slightly higher socioeconomic backgrounds than mine. My family was solidly middle class: my dad a pharmaceutical chemist who roto-tilled our garden and snowplowed our driveway; my mom a registered nurse who clipped coupons and colored her own hair.

I didn’t want to go to grad school, and I didn’t want to live in a rural suburb of Syracuse with my parents. Anyway, they were selling the house, because the company was closing my dad’s lab and transferring him to New Jersey.

I had moved to New York City, where I figured I had the best shot at an interesting life that would take an as-yet-undetermined shape.

In the meantime, BBG was paying me $7 an hour for the thirty-hour-a-week internship, which would run through the end of the year. I worked from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m., with a thirty-minute lunch break. That summer, New York’s brutal heat felt incompatible with BBG’s mandatory uniform: long pants and a heavy-duty cotton shirt. Some days, I worked closely with one of the master gardeners, performing delicate maintenance on the rose bushes, which could be tedious, but was largely solitary and quiet, which I liked. Other days, I ran a push mower up and down the steep hills of the Japanese garden, or pitched straw in an expanse of open field, or picked up broken glass and empty chip bags along the park’s perimeter. I was invited to take as many courses as I liked, for no tuition. I took zero courses.

Working at a big botanic garden would have been a great opportunity for someone who planned to make a career in horticulture. For me, it was the thin thread of economic security that gave me the courage to move to New York, and one in a series of “cool” jobs that I’d hoped would make me attractive to dudes who drove Saabs and smoked weed, which is to say, the only kinds of dudes I thought I liked. I’d worked on farms, was a clerk at Collegetown Video, interned with a non-profit called Green Guerillas, and now, Brooklyn Botanic Garden. None of this work had had an appreciable impact on my anemic sex life. Rich hippie boys tended to like girls who didn’t need to work at all, and now that I’d graduated, I lost contact with those boys, anyway. It was time to find an indoor job.

After several more sweaty late-afternoon interviews, I was hired as a receptionist for a public relations firm that promoted the interests and images of such clients as the Delaware Deli Meat Council and the Southeast Rutabaga Farmers Association. I quit the BBG internship and moved into a tiny, shabby two-bedroom apartment in Manhattan’s East Village with the aforementioned Alejandro, who was working at a white-shoe insurance firm. We outfitted our living room with a cow-printed couch and a dressmaker’s mannequin, both from a nearby thrift store. The day I vacated the Brooklyn apartment, I wrote a note to the landlord and placed it next to a neat collection of mouse turds by the kitchen sink. It said: “I saw you naked with your dog. This apartment floods and has rodents. Best regards.”

In my new job, I sat at a desk facing the door, answering phones, receiving the occasional visitor, opening mail, and organizing and filing things. This was not difficult work, and I still managed to get plenty of it wrong. I couldn’t master the intricacies of the interoffice phone transfer system, and had no gift for dressing myself in work-appropriate clothing.

A senior partner, Barbara, made this point quite plain one afternoon. She called me into her office, glanced in frank disgust at my chunky clogs, and said, “You need to dress neater.”

I was wearing a loose, shapeless red sundress with big yellow flowers on it, and I suddenly, sickeningly realized that my ratty beige bra straps were wholly visible. “There’s a Gap two blocks from here,” she said. “Go get yourself some cute separates.”

I did not want to buy or wear a tailored top in a fun print. I had no desire for a kicky shift or a slim pencil skirt. These clothes were uncomfortable and expensive and ugly and made me feel bad about my soft, undisciplined body. Feminine shoes hurt my feet. Barbara had made a reasonable, if blunt, request that I stop dressing like I was headed out on Phish tour, but standing in her office while she weighed and measured me with her eyes, I was mortified and angry. She was a monster, I thought, for daring to hold me to a standard, and the standard itself was monstrous, prioritizing aesthetic conformity over my personal comfort.

To solve the problem of being a shabbily dressed working woman in a hostile world, I started layering a sweater over my flimsy dresses, which hid my armpits and bra straps, and I put my interview suit into heavy rotation. I drank every day after work with Alejandro, who also hated his job, to which he wore a full-on suit and tie, shiny shoes, black socks. Alejandro didn’t much enjoy weed, but he would occasionally smoke it with me, and we both smoked Gauloise cigarettes in bars, on the street, in the apartment, all the time. We went out almost every night of the week, often to parties thrown by Alejandro’s friends at gay clubs. One night, we saw Celia Cruz perform at S.O.B.’s, and I danced salsa, clunkily, in my hiking boots.

I longed for an ally at the office, someone to shit-talk with, but my only age peer was a newly minted junior account executive who’d just been promoted out of my job. She politely held me at several arms’ lengths, which in retrospect was probably professional and wise, but still I was lonely at work.

One morning, Laura the copywriter, a tall, slim woman in her thirties who dressed really well and seemed altogether way too fucking cool and smart for the job, and who was also marginally kinder to me than the others, stopped by my desk and asked me how it was going. I immediately got sweaty; the attention of anyone in any position of authority, which was everyone, made me nervous and inarticulate. Her casual kindness meant too much to me, after weeks of feeling like a wart on the bottom of a foot.

Laura asked me what my goals were, and I told her that I’d like to be a writer, maybe a food writer. I liked cooking, and I had started reading M.F.K. Fisher’s The Art of Eating. She smiled warmly at me.

“Great,” she said. “I actually need some headline ideas for this syndicated recipe feature.” I had no idea what syndicated meant. “Would you like to give it a try?” I would!

She handed me the text, and I got to work. Just before I left to eat my homemade hummus sandwich on a bench in Madison Square Park, I printed out and handed Laura my list of draft headlines for the feature, which was written around a recipe for pork chops drizzled with blueberry sauce. I had made us of the phrases “jazzed-up” and “cheap meats” and “berry good” and “deep dark and delicious,” and as she scanned them, she was like, “Hmmm,” her perfect eyebrows forming a kind of frown, and then she kept her office door closed for the rest of the afternoon.

That evening, I returned home to a message on the answering machine, from a woman at the agency handling the private cook job that I’d really wanted. “It didn’t work out with the candidate they hired, and the Smith family would like to offer you the job.”

The next morning, I went to the PR office, typed up a brief letter of resignation (“Thanks for the opportunity, but I am not cut out for this environment. I quit, effective immediately.”), made several copies, left one on everyone’s desk, and was home drinking sensible, breakfast-sized Popov vodka shots and doing bong hits on the cow-printed couch by 10:30 a.m.





Chapter 2

Fat-Free Reddi-wip

I was utterly awed the first few dozen times I entered the Smiths’ home, where I would work as their private cook for the next two years. They lived in a massive penthouse apartment that topped a thirty-two-story building on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, close to the park. The cathedral-ceilinged lobby was outfitted in dark wood and white marble and highly polished brass. A team of florists changed out the gigantic arrangements of orchids and lilies and roses every few days. A rotating cast of two guys, always two and always guys, stood in wait behind a high, wide reception desk, while a third guy opened the doors, hailed taxis, and/or simply stood outside the building, looking tough and immaculate, wearing a navy suit and white motherfucking gloves.

The apartment itself (4-bed, 3.5-bath!) was open and airy, with white walls and gray slate floors and mind-boggling views of the city from every room. There were two big caramel-colored leather couches, many large abstract paintings, and lots of little cacti grouped along the capacious windowsills. A giant television could be made to disappear into a custom cabinet, by remote control.

Mr. Smith was a finance guy with a large head and a mild god complex, and Mrs. Smith was a sweet, sheltered younger woman, an aspiring children’s book author who was in thrall to her husband’s fortune and intellect. She once asked me to verify that it was winter in California when it was summer in New York, which led to a tough conversation about the equator versus the Mississippi River.

Mr. and Mrs. Smith had a baby boy, Sam, with whom they maintained a distant but unfailingly cordial relationship. Sam had his own staff: a full-time nanny who worked banker’s hours, plus two nighttime and weekend nannies, all three of whom lived rent-free in Smith-owned apartments on lower floors of the building. The full-time nanny’s name, by coincidence, was also Sam, short for Samantha. To avoid confusing the baby, everyone called her Pepper.

I started the job with the cooking skills I’d picked up in the kitchen of Von Cramm Hall, a hippie-ish cooperative house located just off the Cornell campus. For a few hundred dollars a semester, I got seven vegetarian meals per week, and was part of a team that prepared dinner for the whole house membership, about forty students, each Tuesday night. My mother never had the patience or time to teach me to cook as a kid, beyond warming up canned soup or boiling water for boxed mac and cheese. It was in the Von Cramm kitchen, standing at the stainless steel prep table as the afternoon light filtered in through a grimy west-facing window, with someone’s Pearl Jam / Bikini Kill / Paul Simon / Pixies mix tape playing in a portable cassette player, that a friendly, nerdy redheaded senior named Steve showed me how to line up four peeled carrots on my cutting board and rock the big chef’s knife across them all at once, an efficiency that blew my mind. He taught me to tuck my left thumb across my palm, to keep from cutting myself as I held the vegetables steady, and demonstrated a technique for dunking sandy spinach leaves in a huge bowl full of cold water. This was the beginning of my kitchen education. Compost buckets, fruit flies, peanut butter as the base of a savory sauce: these were all things I saw for the first time at Von Cramm.

I supplemented these practical kitchen lessons with an intense personal study of my one cookbook, Sundays at Moosewood Restaurant, a collection of recipes and techniques collated from weekly “Ethnic Nights” (ahem) at the famous vegetarian Moosewood Restaurant, in Ithaca, which was about a mile from campus but an ocean away from my tight student budget. Sundays taught me how to press tofu, bake a decent focaccia, roast vegetables, and thicken sauces with a slurry of cornstarch and water, which still feels, to me, like a magic trick.

I stayed in Ithaca in the summers between school years, picking herbs and vegetables on a small organic farm on the weekdays, and on weekends, working with David, a restaurateur who vended falafel at music and community festivals. At first, I was a bad employee, just stuffing the salad and falafel balls and tahini sauce and pickles into a pita in any order, as fast as I could, especially if a line had formed in front of the tent. David noticed my carelessness and pulled me aside.

“People know my falafel from last year and the year before that,” he said, “and they expect it to be the same every time. This is why it goes in an order: salad, falafel, salad, tahini, pickles, hot sauce.” David was talking about consistency and nostalgia and pleasure, and at the time I resented the correction, but he’d planted a seed.

During the school year, I loved feeding homemade spinach lasagna and black bean soup and endless broccoli stir-fries to my hungry college friends. Cooking for others rescued me from the fear that I might not be much good at anything. At Cornell, I was a small fish in an exceptionally large and self-important pond, and I often felt unremarkable, even invisible. Every aspect of undergrad life felt like a competition: grueling exams graded on a curve; limited seats in coveted classes; and a scarcity of nice, good-looking boys among the pimply engineering wonks and aggressive future sex offenders of the Greek system.

I wasn’t a standout student, not an athlete, wasn’t especially popular or pretty, my family wasn’t rich, and I didn’t know what I wanted to do for a living, but I could cook well enough, and the validation was just enough to feed my hungry little ego.

The Smiths hired me without a cooking tryout; it was really my Cornell degree that qualified me for a place in their domestic retinue. Their half dozen executive assistants and household employees were all Ivy Leaguers. Pepper (née Sam, the nanny) had just completed a literary arts MFA at Brown. The household manager, Keith, was getting a PhD in philosophy at Columbia, and the overnight and weekend nannies were all Columbia nursing students.

The French cook whom I was hired to replace had been an outlier. She had no college degree, only a wealth of experience and an unwavering Gallic hauteur about butter that cost her the job, because, despite the Smiths’ clear instructions, she was unwilling to serve food that tasted . . . how do you say? . . . like flavorless shit. Mr. and Mrs. Smith had caught her sneaking fat into the purportedly fat-free dishes that they believed would keep them from ever developing cancer, looking old, or dying. After two warnings, she was fired, giving me the chance to feed them the flavorless immortality they demanded.

I was thrilled to cater to their preferences, because I could do it while wearing a zip-front hoodie, loose jeans, and sneakers. Steaming vegetables and broiling chicken breasts didn’t take up much space in my head, so, when not feeling skull-fractured by a gin hangover or the muddying effect of an occasional morning joint, I spent my mental energy ruminating on the short stories I’d started writing for my continuing-ed fiction course at NYU.

Because making dinner and the occasional lunch for two adults wasn’t really a full-time job, I also did some light housekeeping and general-assistant stuff. Lina, an older woman from Guatemala, came three times a week to deep-clean, but every day I did Mr. and Mrs. Smith’s laundry, changed their sheets, and emptied the trash in their bathrooms and bedroom. I kept the racks in their library stocked with the latest issues of business, finance, tech, and science magazines and several daily newspapers. I kept the supply closets stocked according to an extremely detailed eighty-five-page household manual that I was responsible for updating and distributing to the staff. I ensured that there were always twelve pairs of black Wolford stockings at the ready in Mrs. Smith’s closet, and, in the pantry, eight bottles of organic fat-free tomato sauce, in two rows of four, labels facing front, just like the murderous husband demanded of Julia Roberts in the 1990 domestic violence/big hats thriller Sleeping with the Enemy.

One Saturday afternoon, when the Smiths were in California for a long weekend, I brought Alejandro up to see the place. I expected him to be impressed, but he wasn’t. “They’ve got really boring taste for people with so much money,” he said.

I felt personally diminished, slapped right across the face, by his low opinion of the apartment. This joint was far and away the nicest place that I had ever been allowed into. If something was clearly expensive, I thought that meant it was clearly good. Perhaps I was just a rube, like the excitable American man I’d once overheard on approach to the palace of Versailles, urging his kids to hunt for arrowheads. “A place this fancy, you know there’s gonna be arrowheads!”

I’d been acquainted with a handful of rich kids at college, but save for the obvious tells (late-model BMWs, breaks spent in Gstaad, Clarins beauty products in the dorm shower), those kids were indistinguishable from the merely well-off. Cooking for Mr. and Mrs. Smith was my first hands-on experience with real wealth: the apartment, the gloriously clean and expensive food shops where I bought their food, the studio apartment they’d bought and converted into a home gym with all the right equipment. The Smiths paid me well, nearly twice what I’d made at the PR firm, with good health insurance right away, and three weeks’ vacation. I was allowed to buy whatever groceries I liked to assemble my own lunch and given a lot of freedom to just do my job, without much management or supervision. I felt very lucky.

The Smiths and I had a pleasant-enough relationship, communicating mainly by email and engaging in small talk when we happened to encounter each other, but the more time I spent in their home, the more baffling and alien I found the whole enterprise of keeping them fed and cared for.

Mr. Smith was laser-focused on squeezing all chaos out of, and exerting complete control over, every aspect of daily living, from complex financial dealings, to the likelihood of terminal illness, to the correct height of a stack of towels in a linen closet (five). He tuned the machine of their domestic lives for maximum efficiency, like a hungry, dead-eyed mash-up of B. F. Skinner and Henry Ford, employing a large staff to enable his neurotic pursuit of frictionless perfection.

My job was about managing minutiae: things like assuring the optimal placement of their bedside garbage cans (so that they could successfully drop a tissue into one without visual confirmation that it was perpendicular to the pillow), and cutting their apples and raw broccoli florets into extremely specific bite-sized pieces, which I then put into open-top plastic bags (not Ziplocs, the opening and reclosing of which was deemed to be an egregious waste of time).

One evening, I arrived home after work to a series of increasingly frantic answering machine messages from Mrs. Smith, who’d wanted to make herself a (fat-free) yogurt smoothie, but, alas, she could not find the measuring cups, because they were not in the first drawer she opened. I spent the better part of the next day drawing a map of each of the cupboards, cabinets, and drawers, and indexing which items they contained.

Working for the Smiths became a powerful form of social currency. The stories about them were so grandiose and silly, and it was fun and easy to judge and feel superior to people with tons of money and maybe not enough humility and common sense for my tastes.

I spent many weekends on Long Island with my good friend Johanna, a college classmate, and her lefty-academic parents in their big, comfortable house full of dogs and books and food and visitors and art from their world travels. In Johanna’s house, if you were smart and interesting, you were welcome to stay as long as you liked, smoke weed in the basement or on the back porch, join in and sing while someone played the old upright piano. Around the table or at the nearby beach with Johanna’s family, I shared the weirdest stories of the Smiths’ excesses, playing up the absurdity for laughs, and repeating on demand the greatest hits, which included the time they tried to sue the federal government over a can of whipped cream.

As you may well know, the 1990s were a simpler, arguably much stupider time in our ongoing American dietary nightmare. These were the days of the ThighMaster, of zero-fat blue cheese dressing, and SPAM Lite, days in which certain low-fat potato chip bags carried a mandatory FDA warning about “abdominal cramping and loose stools.”

One afternoon, on my daily grocery run to Agata & Valentina, I added a can of fat-free Reddi-wip to my cart, thinking that the Smiths might enjoy a modest dab of it on their antioxidant-rich bowls of blueberries. The next morning, while stripping their bed of its Frette sheets and pillowcases, I saw the whipped cream can in the wastebasket, next to Mr. Smith’s side of the bed. That day, I bought two cans, and the next morning, there was an empty can in each of the two bedside baskets. For several weeks, with zero discussion, this went on: two cans, every day, and six on Fridays, to get them through the weekends.

And then, an email from Mrs. Smith: “Have you changed the way you’ve been cooking for us? We have both gained some weight recently, and we can’t figure out why, as we continue to eat fat-free and work out.”

Uh-oh.

I replied: “No, I haven’t changed the no-fat lunches and dinners. Has anything else at all changed, anywhere, in your day-to-day?”

Later that day, I got a rare email from Mr. Smith:

“Please discontinue stocking the fat-free whipped cream that we’ve recently enjoyed.”

Seinfeld fans may recall an episode in which Jerry, Elaine, and George indulge in enormous quantities of fat-free frozen yogurt, believing that they can do so without consequence. When they do start to get fat (or, really, “fat,”), they have a sample analyzed by a food lab, and, guess what? There was fat in the frozen yogurt.

Like life imitating a TV show about neurotic weirdos, the Smiths had me find a lab that would test the fat-free Reddi-wip. The lab report showed that, because it contained trace amounts of milk and cream, fat-free Reddi-wip was only fat-free per serving, which was 2 tablespoons. When sucking down nearly five cups of the stuff, which is the entire 185-calorie can, the Smiths were consuming 35 grams of dietary fat, and 37 grams of sugar, not exactly gluttony, but enough to add a few pounds to a meticulously lean human frame, if applied consistently.

Eating too much fat-free whipped cream was an honest mistake, made by hungry people in the aforementioned very-stupid-about-food 1990s. The average man would’ve probably laughed it off. The well-above-average Mr. Smith briefly rallied a team of attorneys to begin the process of suing the FDA for “misleading labeling practices.” When his anger eventually cooled and he calculated how much of his time this particular windmill tilt would consume, he backed off the lawsuit, and the Smiths resumed the practice of eating unadorned blueberries, like former heroin addicts making do with methadone.

As ridiculous and delusional as their money made them, the Smiths could also be kind and generous. A few days before my twenty-third birthday, Mrs. Smith wandered into the kitchen while I was whisking together a marinade (fat-free yogurt, vinegar, coriander, cumin, cardamom, cloves, ground chilis, turmeric, salt, and black pepper) for some planks of extra-firm tofu. She asked, politely but not without genuine interest, if I had any big plans for the weekend.

“Well, it’s my birthday on Sunday,” I began. “My parents just moved to New Jersey, and my mom might come spend the day with me in New York, but she’s not sure she actually can do it.”

Mrs. Smith looked at me quizzically. I was suddenly self-conscious but realized that I had no choice but to continue. “She, um, has multiple sclerosis? And it’s hard for her to walk,” I said. I then started to cry, mortifying the shit out of us both.

“I’m sorry,” I said, laughing with embarrassment and dabbing at my eyes with a full-sized, heavy-duty Bounty paper towel, an extravagantly wasteful gesture that my mother would never have tolerated.

She had been diagnosed with MS in 1965, at age nineteen, and the disease lurked quietly within her for almost three decades before becoming ever more apparent and invasive, like a thicket of opportunistic knotweed slowly choking out a stream.

Mrs. Smith said something about how that must be so hard, and she was sorry to hear it, and I shouldn’t apologize. She left the kitchen without whatever it was she’d come for. Later, as I was almost out the door, she found me again, and said that she and Mr. Smith would like to offer me use of their car service on my birthday, to pick my mom up at home, drive us around the city for whatever we had planned, and return her to their new home in the outskirts of Princeton.

To be ferried around in a sleek black town car by a near-silent man in a dark suit seemed almost too much for my mother, who had probably ridden in a taxi fewer than five times in her life. She was awestruck and grateful, to the point of discomfort. I found myself annoyed by the way she made herself small, adopting the posture and timidity of a country mouse in the city, which is what she was. In her own comfort zone, my mother could be quick, funny, observant, irreverent, especially after a few drinks. She loved pranks, gag gifts, puns; she had a favorite T-shirt, purchased for a dollar at a rummage sale, that said DON’T TOUCH MY TUTS,” with ancient Egyptian iconography, strategically placed. Whenever I taught her some piece of filthy slang, she’d pretend to be shocked, asking, “Where do you hear this stuff?,” but she’d also be laughing, and I could tell that she was proud of me.

Now, in the back of the car, cowed by wealth and hobbled by her illness, she was hesitant and fragile.

“You should never leave this job,” she said, arranging her feet precisely on the clear plastic mat that protected the pristine gray carpeting. “They’re so good to you.”

She reminded me of me, walking into the Smiths’ apartment for the first time, thinking that it would never get any better for me. Did my mother really think that this was my mountaintop, making criminally simple food for rich neurotics, while occasionally catching some crumbs, intermittently flung, from the edge of their table? It was a comfortable existence, but I was already chafing at its limitations. I knew that I needed to engage in something more challenging than steamed cauliflower and Snackwells if I wanted to enjoy any success that was truly my own.

Shortly after that outing, while eating a goat cheese and arugula sandwich from Citarella (fourteen 1998 US dollars) on a lunch break, I paged through a copy of New York magazine that was bound for the Smiths’ recycling bin. I’d been drawn to a story about what it was like to be a chef, a career in which a person could, according to this article, earn up to $85,000 annually. From all the details in the piece, I cherry-picked only that impressive number, pinned it in my mind to a vision of a professional kitchen where the work would be creative, fun, and easy, and decided to quit my job and go to cooking school.





Chapter 3

Don’t Freak Out

Three months later, in early June 1998, I started my training at the French Culinary Institute. I was in a class of about twenty-five students, led on that first day by a chef-instructor named Pascal.

“I’m gonna give you some advice,” he said, “for the kitchen, and for your life, which is gonna be the kitchen. OK? Here it is: It’s hard work. It’s a hard life. Don’t freak out. Freakin’ out is not gonna help.”

Too late, Pascal. I was kind of freaking out a little bit, in a running sweat, my sockless feet cooked to sizzling in the kitchen clogs I’d worn for the long walk from my apartment to the school.

We were a class of assorted ages, sizes and affects, all of us bound up in the required uniform: chef coat, checked pants, an apron with long strings, and a claustrophobic neckerchief, each item made from a waxy blend of polyester and burlap. I had recently, impulsively, gone off my antidepressant meds, just snipped away the pharmaceutical safety net and let it drift to the ground, for no good reason that I can now recall.

In the white noise of the kitchen exhaust fans, I could hear a roller-coaster train ascending—that slow, sickening chain clatter, the turning wheel, metal on metal: twenty-five thousand dollars in non-refundable, bank-financed tuition for an education that I suddenly maybe didn’t want. Cooking professionally was going to be a difficult and physically challenging job, and I was soft and weak and starting at the bottom, and it would be a long time before I’d be any good at it.

“Come get a toque,” said Chef Pascal, pointing to a pile of paper rectangles on the steel table in front of him. “Wrap around your head, and fix with only two staples, no more, just two.” He was a craggily handsome French man with a modest, dignified pot belly, and he wore the whole chef drag, too, only with a much taller toque.

Pascal next made us introduce ourselves, say where we were from, and why we had enrolled in culinary school. The first to speak was Liz, a flossy-looking Connecticut housewife, with shiny silver hair and big diamond stud earrings, who was thinking about opening a bakery, now that her kids were in college. (Liz dropped out before the end of the week, presumably forgoing her entire tuition.) Next was Manuel, a slight, soft-spoken man with wire-framed glasses who had just moved to New York from Mexico, leaving behind the Roman Catholic priesthood to become a cook.

Mike, a shiny-faced white guy wearing a Rolex, who said he’d been a “highly successful criminal defense attorney for twenty years,” was “ready to finally follow my passion for food and wine, wherever it leads me.”

A handful young men had self-sorted into one corner, looking fresh out of high school or perhaps a year of college, their unruined bodies at beautiful, arrogant ease. Chip, from Macon, Georgia, said, “Ah intend to kick everyone’s ass, and graduate at the top.” Nervous laughter all around.

Next up: Dimitri, from Astoria, Queens: “I’m gonna graduate at the top of this class, after I kick everyone’s ass.” Jesus fuck. Chef Pascal frowned and held up his hands, palms out.

“Eyyy, guys, enough, guys. There is no ‘top the class,’” he said. “We are not at ’arvard, OK? Don’t freak out. Everybody’s gonna do well, everybody’s gonna get a job. There are sousands of restaurants in New York.”

It was almost my turn. Why had I enrolled in culinary school? Because I had gotten bored of alphabetizing quinoa varieties for the mega-rich. Don’t freak out. I closed my eyes, inhaled, didn’t die, exhaled. God, I was being so stupid.

I said, “I’m Laurie, and I live here in Manhattan. I’ve been working as a private cook, but I don’t have any training, and I want to learn how to actually cook.”

Our formal culinary education started with a lesson on how to wash our hands, pull our hair back from our faces, remove and stash our earrings, rings, watches, and bracelets, and never again wear them into the kitchen. Pascal had us place wet paper towels under our cutting boards, so they wouldn’t slip. We opened and examined the contents of our brand-new utility boxes, bright red and nubbly, which contained all the tools we’d need in the next six months of school. We learned how to hold, sharpen, and use our knives, how to properly peel and slice onions and garlic, saving the skins and trimmed bits for stock. We learned how to cut carrots into julienne, jardiniere, brunoise, macedoine, paysanne, and lozenge, using actual rulers to check the sizes. We learned the absurd and difficult art of tourné, shaping little seven-sided footballs from potatoes and turnips. We learned to crack eggs against the table, not the edge of the bowl, and to swipe out every bit of white inside the shell with two fingers.

Don’t freak out. It didn’t always work, but I did try not to freak out when I burned a roux or underseasoned my haricots verts, broke an emulsion, chopped an onion into pieces that were too large or too small or not uniform enough, cut off a sliver of fingertip and nail, or burned my forearm and the back of my hands in an angry cloud of steam. I was such a thin-skinned little baby, and I took correction and instruction as a personal referendum on what a complete idiot I was, how unsuited for this hard, hot kitchen life.

What was I so afraid of? It was just work, and I had already done plenty of work in my life, but much of it had been of the “sitting in a library or lecture hall” variety. Even my physical work experience—farming and gardening, hauling boxes for a moving company, chalking and postering on campus, trash-picking and weeding in Brooklyn, cooking for the Smiths—had been largely solitary and self-directed, no one yelling at me, no struggle for space, minimal physical danger.

Cooking professionally meant cooperating with and depending on others, and in culinary school, “others” included jacked-up eighteen-year-olds and arrogant middle-aged lawyers who liked to brag about their wine collections and their sports cars.

I had this fantasy of professional cooking, rooted in my time at the college co-op kitchen, as a nonstop party to which you were always invited, with music you chose, and plenty of time to stop for bong hits and to use the bathroom. In reality, I learned that you might cook for a decade before you were allowed to choose the music, if you were lucky enough to work in a kitchen that allowed music. There would be no instant feedback, no warm, validating stroke of the ego; you would never see most of the people who ate your food, and, anyway, most of those people were happy to believe that you didn’t exist, unless you were Wolfgang Puck or Paul Prudhomme.

Cooking professionally required the unlearning of all my amateur kitchen habits, surrendering to authority, and following a fixed system of rules while wearing a uniform. Cooking professionally demanded deference, stamina, precision, and humility. The kitchen rewarded the athlete’s team-player mindset; I had quit running track in seventh grade, after two practices made it obvious how much slower I was than the other girls.

I began to have intrusive thoughts about butchering a human body. We practiced for speed on stacks of cheap and versatile chickens, breaking them down into their parts: pop the legs out from their sockets, run your knife through the loose skin and wiggle it in next to the ball joint (and do not lose ze fucking oyster); carve out the wishbone with a paring knife, hack off the wing tips, crack the sternum with the heel of your hand, separate the muscle from the rib cage, hack up what remains for stock. Repeat, repeat, repeat, stacking the parts in separate hotel pans, using your knife to scrape up detached globules of yellow fat from the scratched surface of the white plastic cutting boards, which always smelled faintly of bleach.

What would it be like to detach my own femur from its hip socket, slice through the tendons, and flop the fatty thigh muscle onto a cutting board? I’d pinch and knead at the joints of my hand, feeling around for the place a knife would go in, to make neat separations. I could, in theory, gently bubble a stock from my own cartilaginous fingers and feet. Which would be a more tender roast: my chubby buttocks or my modest breasts? While I had no desire to injure myself or anyone else, at least not in such an overt way, and was repulsed by the idea of consuming human flesh, cannibalistic butchery fully occupied my mind, sometimes running in the background while I cooked or read or watched TV or drank on the couch while trying to fall asleep.

Was there another path for me after graduation, one that would sidestep the presumed misery of the restaurant kitchen? Shortly after completing Level I, the first of four units of study, I went to ask this question of the dean of students, a retired French chef named Marc.

“Maybe you want to be a private cook, or a caterer, or a writer for a food magazine,” said Chef Marc, “but they will not take you seriously if you don’t cook in a restaurant. When I began to work, I had a pain in my heart, much like you do now. But one day, you’ll see, it’s not there anymore.” It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but it was an answer.

Despite all my self-doubt, school wasn’t entirely without its rewards. I did well on the frequent written exams, thanks to my dusty book smarts, and though I never tired of shoving hot bread, profiteroles, spoonfuls of crème Chantilly, and fried potatoes into my maw, I actually lost weight, because I was on my feet all day, and too tired to eat much at night.

It was a revelation to learn how many delicious things a person could make from a handful of humble commodity ingredients, using only basic technique and proper seasoning. Onions, flour, potatoes, leeks, eggs, milk, salt, pepper, a metric fuck-ton of butter, and sometimes stocks, or heavy cream, cheese, or sugar: these were the building blocks for such new (to me) wonders as pâte à choux, pommes Anna, pommes boulangère, gratin dauphinois, crème anglaise, potage parmentier, and soupe à l’oignon gratinée. Every day, we learned to prepare something deceptively simple, and this, I recognized, was powerful knowledge, whether or not I’d ever make these things as a professional cook.

One morning, there was a new student in the classroom. He had long brown hair, neatly pulled back into a ponytail, and big, dark eyes. I chose the work station next to him and introduced myself. He was Adam, a nighttime student, making up a class he had missed, which was the highly anticipated lobster class. I could tell from our brief chat that he was smart, and he spoke with an intoxicating outer-borough accent.

“I’m interning at Mario Batali’s new restaurant, Babbo,” he said. “He has another restaurant, called Pó. This guy’s incredible; he’s on the Food Network, and he cooks with a map of Italy. You ask him a simple question in the kitchen, and he can give you, like, an encyclopedic rundown about the history of tortellini, or, like, the entire curing process for ten different kinds of salami.”

I’d heard of Pó, but the chef’s name, and the name of his new place, didn’t ring any bells for me. I didn’t have cable TV service, and could only afford to eat out at Meat Deli, an Avenue C bodega with a fantastic $2 burger. Adam was cute; it would have been nice to have him in class for more than a day.

Adam told me about his direct supervisor at his internship, a daytime sous-chef whom everyone called the Hammer. “First day, this guy tried to run me off. He made me brunoise a case of portobello stems, and after I did that, he threw them in the trash while making direct eye contact with me,” said Adam, laughing, and I laughed, too. “Then he told me to get him a bucket of steam, so I held a hotel pan under the milk foamer on the espresso machine and captured some steam under plastic wrap. After that, he stopped fucking with me.” I kept laughing. I loved this story, and I hated it.

We were joined at the work table by Laura, who was born and raised in Manhattan by parents with significant cultural and financial capital. Laura was sharp and talented, and she also had a kind of blithe, rich-kid confidence that hurt my feelings by virtue of its existence. It wasn’t personal, and it wasn’t her fault—I was automatically resentful and jealous of anyone who presented as happy, well-adjusted and/or financially solvent—but I was always so nervous around her, talking too much, making dumb mistakes.

Chef Pascal walked around plopping down wet, blackish lobsters on the stainless steel tables, one between every two students. When everyone had their beast, he demonstrated the humane dispatch technique, driving his knife down vertically into the animal’s head, tip-first.

Apprehensive about my first kill, and particularly hung over that morning, I carelessly severed the lobster’s head from its body with a clean horizontal cut. To my shame and horror, the now-headless lobster skittered around the station, primitive nerve impulses interminably activated by my brutal fuck-up.

“You cut it the wrong way!” Laura yelled, laughing, then stepped back to let others observe my mistake. No matter how many more times I bisected the animal, each resultant part continued to spasm. Chef Pascal came by and said, simply, “C’est la catastrophe.”





Chapter 4

Inflammation and Swelling

I woke with my usual hangover and a straight line of hives, tender and pink, along the inside of my right forearm. It was 6:30 a.m. on a Monday, mid-September, the halfway point of my formal culinary education.

I walked to school along Houston Street, shored up with coffee and Advil to blunt the pain in my head. The hives became darker and maddeningly itchy as the school day wore on. I spent the morning whisking a huge batch of aioli, peeling and julienning a case of celery root, then dropping and retrieving green beans and spinach leaves out of heavily salted boiling water, shocking them in a big ice bath. I fantasized about running the large-holed cheese grater over my skin.

That evening, I sat at my little kitchen table, studying the recipes in the course book, any two of which we’d be required to prepare, from memory, on an upcoming practical exam—terrine d’aubergine et poivrons rouges “arc-en-ciel” (a “rainbow” terrine of nightshades and peppers); moules gratinées à aïoli (mussels broiled under a thick blanket of mayonnaise and fucking whipped cream); linzer torte, or the dreaded crêpes soufflé: one must prepare for any eventuality.

Later, I slouched on my little cow-printed couch, sipping Popov out of a coffee mug and reading a borrowed paperback copy of Jennifer Belle’s Going Down, a novel in which a newly destitute college student turns to sex work and the unhelpful counsel of a near-deaf therapist. I envied Belle’s skill, her sharp voice, and her success; I’d read somewhere that Madonna was going to make a movie based on the book.

How did she, or anyone, find the time, the quiet, the space, the confidence, the knowledge, to really write anything that someone else might find worth publishing? Since starting culinary school, I’d stopped taking writing classes. I now spent my free time drinking at home while re-watching my VHS tapes of Party Girl and old Ab Fab episodes, or sometimes in the cheapest East Village bars, taking dirty little key bumps when they were offered.

By the time I went to bed that night, the hives had faded to a gentle blush. Good, I thought, that’s done, but by the next morning, there was a new crop of them, behind my left knee, and the day after that, I found a straight line of them in the space between my right eyebrow and my ear.

I’d never had allergies, so I guessed that maybe the hives were a physical manifestation of my uncertainty about the future. I didn’t want to spend the money or time to see a doctor, so I bought some generic Benadryl and a tube of hydrocortisone. The hives would go away, I hoped, when I got a job and stopped paying the rent with high-interest cash advances on my Visa card.

At school, we transitioned from the relative tranquility of the classrooms to the kitchen of the student-run Restaurant L’Ecole, where any member of the public could walk in and roll the dice on a modestly priced three-course meal. Your lunch might have begun with an expertly clarified and perfectly seasoned consommé, in which the exact right number of uniformly brunoised vegetables floated at tasteful intervals. On the other hand, you may have ended up with a wet pile of thickly julienned celeriac, drenched in broken mayonnaise, and coated with sandy, haphazardly chopped flat parsley leaves (and stems!). Your main course could have been a crisp golden skate wing grenobloise, punctuated with suprêmes of lemon and fried capers, or an unremarkable chicken breast with a tomato concassé, or a tragically overcooked omelet full of chewy, greasy nubs of half-rendered bacon. For dessert: perhaps a mini-croquembouche of flabby choux pastries, stuck together with gummy caramel, or a perhaps a flawless crisp strawberry napoleon! You can’t win if you don’t play.

We students rotated daily through the kitchen stations in fixed groups of three. I really lucked out with my partners: Chatty David, with whom I engaged in daily companionable shit-talk, and Quiet David, who was planning to take over his father-in-law’s kosher pizzeria in Brooklyn. Quiet David never tasted anything in the entire six months of school, and he gave me and Chatty David all the pastries, quiches, soups, and bread he made in class.

There were seldom more than thirty guests at any given lunch, and yet the daily pressure of getting our mise en place ready by noon often put us deep in the weeds.

“Ziss is nothing,” one of the chef-instructors would say, if he saw one of us looking stressed. “Wait til you get into the real world,” at which point I would have to take a deep breath and remember Chef Pascal’s entreaty not to freak out. We had left Pascal behind in the teaching kitchen and were now in the hands of a few different chefs.

There was one very old Swiss guy who oversaw the guest chef demos, receptions, and private parties hosted by the school. He would intuit which group of students was the most overwhelmed with the day’s prep, then shuffle over to that station with half of a hacked-over cured salmon fillet and a loaf of rye bread or a baguette swiped from the bread program.

“We have event tonight, wiss bankers,” he’d say. “Make pretty hors d’oeuvres.”

You’d then have to scavenge aioli or crème fraîche, dill or chives, a lemon, maybe some capers, from your fellow students’ stations, and do your best to fashion thin slices of fish into elegant rosettes on toast, with tasteful garnishes. He would come by again at some point to look at your work. There were two assessments: if he was pleased, he would silently nod and walk away with the tray. If he was displeased, he would jab a finger at individual hors d’oeuvres and hiss, “Zeez look like the asshole of the cat,” before popping one into his mouth. He’d still take the tray, and the hors d’oeuvres would be served, but you would go home in shame, knowing you’d wound the salmon a little too tightly.

Our daily supervising chef was Marvin, a rare American on a faculty full of Europeans. He looked like Barry Manilow’s sinewy and extremely disappointed-by-life younger brother, down to the curly mullet, and he took every opportunity, through word and deed, to cheerfully convey how thoroughly his spirit had been broken by the business of cooking. I was afraid of him, but I found his grim realism refreshing.

While the ancient French deans and Swiss-German senior instructors were on super-high alert the day that Julia Child came for lunch at L’Ecole, Marvin was demonstrably nonchalant, and this I appreciated. We were urged to do our very best work in the hopes that Julia would order something off our station, but I couldn’t get it up for her. I had never watched The French Chef on PBS and hadn’t read her books.

I knew who Julia Child was, but only because of Dan Aykroyd’s imitation on Saturday Night Live, which had (wrongly) cemented her in my mind as a signifier of the haughty country club élite that mustered my family’s middle-class defenses. Our food was not Julia’s food. My mother cooked ground-beef meatballs, surrounded by a jar of Ragú, in an electric frying pan, and Duncan Hines cakes covered in canned frosting. The only thing French that came out of her kitchen were hand-cut fries cooked in bubbling Crisco, in a countertop deep fryer. My mother loved chocolate-covered cherries and cheap white wine. I think she was lukewarm on the day-to-day grind of family dinner, but she enjoyed cooking for company. In the summer, she made pitchers of strawberry daiquiris, using berries from our garden, and something called frog eye salad, in which tiny balls of cooked acini de pepe pasta are suspended in a matrix of whipped cream, pineapple juice, mini marshmallows, and canned mandarin orange segments. In the fall, she baked Concord grape pies for the neighbors and fed codfish gravy with cornbread to my dad and his friends on opening day of deer hunting season. Every spring she made wild leek soup, long before I’d come to know them as “ramps.”

Julia Child, for her lunch at L’Ecole, ordered canard rôti with sauce à l’orange off the meat station. My team, on fish, was responsible for saumon en croûte with pike mousseline, a real dinosaur of a dish that only two customers ordered. At the end of service, Julia very briefly lurched through the swinging door between the dining room and the kitchen, burbled, “Merci beaucoup!” with a stiff wave, and retreated before the collective applause had even begun.

That day, a line of hives wound down my neck, from jawline to collarbone. I had an appointment after service with the school’s career counselor, Jennifer. She was just a few years older than me, and very kind. I told her the same thing that I’d told the dean of students, that I really didn’t think I was cut out to be a restaurant cook, and I asked for her advice on skipping that part and going straight to another type of job. “I’m so stressed out that I have hives,” I said with a dry little laugh. I wanted her to pull me onto her lap, spoon-feed me hot chocolate, and tell me that Gourmet had an opening that was perfect for a smart, sensitive young person like me, with a $95,000 starting salary, full benefits, no dress code, and a town car to and from the office every day.

Jennifer said, “No matter what you want to do, you’ve got to work as a restaurant cook first, for a minimum of six months, to establish credibility. No magazine or TV production or publishing house is going to hire you without any cooking experience, and anyway, it will be good for you to get over your fears.”

A few days later, she sent me on an interview for a garde-manger job at a not-quite-yet-opened restaurant on Second Avenue, about a ten-minute walk from my apartment.

“Don’t tell the chef that you want to be a writer,” Jennifer warned me.

The chef, who was also the owner, met me at
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