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			Dearest Babes,

			May there be fire in your hearts 
and wind at your backs 
Alla Nostra!

		

	
		
			
				I have no idea where this will lead us, 
but I have a definite feeling it will be 
a place both wonderful and strange.

				—Special Agent Dale Cooper, 
Twin Peaks

			

		

	
		
			Fire Everything

			 

			Cue Link Wray’s “Fire and Brimstone.”

			There was the road, and then, in an instant, there was not.

			Asphalt to air rearrangement, a seamless transition, with the exception of a few large thuds early on. I have often wished that I could have replayed this metamorphosis in slow motion, to have seen the exact moment when my face went from soft and supple to rigid with fear and, ultimately, smashed. To have seen all of us who were on this tour bus suspended in air, floating like amateur astronauts, untrained in the art of antigravity exploration and unbraced for impact.

			It’s safe to say that my face looked like many other faces at the turn of the twenty-first century: my eyebrows were tweezed so thin that they made Greta Garbo look like Groucho Marx, the lids beneath caked in shimmery shades of white and brown shadow. It is safe to say that my tongue ring was visible if I was screaming, and that my Monroe piercing, and the box-dyed jet black hair that I had cut myself with a tiny pair of scissors meant for snipping thread, made it clear that I was flying off a cliff in the early aughts.

			On December 3, 2006, I was twenty-two years old. My parents had known me for twenty-two years, and at that point neither of them liked me very much, and the feeling was mutual. My father and I had not spoken in over a year, a chilly quietness originating from me missing a visit to his house where he had planned to tell me he had cancer. I had canceled because there was a storm that dropped three feet of snow on our town and all of the roads were closed. At the time of the bus crash, I was still not aware that he had been diagnosed with multiple myeloma, or that he had had a stem cell transplant that nearly killed him. Upon hearing that I had narrowly escaped death, he would not call, instead sending a Get Well card from the drugstore simply signed —John. A card with no message sent in response to one’s child almost passing away tragically is cold, and signing it “John” in place of “Dad” is subzero. When it comes in the mail, I will make it soggy with my tears and then rip it up and throw it in the trash. John would hold a grudge like Kate Winslet at the end of Titanic, letting love sink to the silty, black ocean floor instead of just moving over a few inches.

			The time between the first thump, indicating to us that the bus had gone off the road, and when I regained consciousness is mostly lost. I will never know what shapes my face made, how many times my body somersaulted before landing, or how beautiful and macabre we must have all looked for those strange few seconds, entangled with each other in the liminal space of the thirty-nine-and-a-half-foot bus as it soared off the arid Southern Californian cliffside. The tape restarts at what I imagine to be seconds after the crash. My body hurt in the way a body tends to when it is in shock, which is not at all. This is the calm before the storm, the smell of the first raindrops. I don’t remember when I felt pain. It must have been in the UC San Diego Hospital between the stops and starts of the morphine drip. I try to remember feeling pain in those early moments, but to feel pain I think you have to believe you are hurt, which I wouldn’t comprehend until my mother, Bobbie, arrived the next day. That was when I knew it was safe to be broken because she would make sure I got put back together; she may not have liked me very much at twenty-two, but she loved me, and that was the glue.

			I lost time, I am not sure how much, but when I realized that I was still a part of the world, I was stuck underneath something, or rather someone, twice my size. I managed to slither out from under the man who was passed out on top of me, who thankfully also turned out to still be alive, with that elusive superhuman strength we hear of mothers using to lift cars when their child is trapped underneath. This strength is real. This strength is your will to live. It’s Uma smashing her fist through the casket in Kill Bill Volume 2 and pulling herself up through six feet of dirt for a breath of fresh air. It comes to us from a hidden spot deep within our animus, a powerful surge of adrenaline, divinity, or the third man even, depending on what texts you subscribe to, the voice that whispers into your soul: not yet.

			Beyond the twisted burning metal and the man on top of me, I was also stuck beneath something else. Something with an unquantifiable metric that required a different type of strength to move. I was trapped beneath the belief that I was inherently no good and not worth loving.

			When I spun off the edge of the canyon, I had been moving through the world in a chaotic gyration of indifference and a quiet desperation to belong. My parents had driven me over that particular cliff long ago, and while clawing my way up from it would take decades, it would begin in this moment, with the same snap of determination to survive. Not consciously, not an epiphany or a chat with God, more like a death or an earthquake that demands you grow around a new gash in your foundation. I was emotionally detached from my family, and myself, as I hung frozen in the sliver between life and death, facing the tribunal, waiting for the verdict. If I’d had the chance to act as my own counsel, I would have argued that despite my apathy toward my life at that exact moment, I did want my parents to know me for another twenty-two years, or at least ten, or until they liked me again. Until I knew how to truly like myself. Until I smelled New York City again on a freezing cold day, or felt prickling on my feet from stepping into a hot bubble bath. I fastened a strong grip around my life and pulled my way to safety, for the chance to fall a thousand more times. Not yet.

			

			• • •

			I found myself in this burning bus because I had gone on tour to sell merchandise for my dear friend Jeffrey Haynes (aka the rapper Mr. Lif), as he embarked on a national and world tour with Boots Riley and The Coup, as a twenty-two-year-old’s interpretation of finding herself, a first real attempt at adultness. I adored Jeffrey. I thought he was the kindest, most interesting person I had ever met, and although much of my hyperbolic thinking as a young woman turned out to be incorrect, this was an astute and wholeheartedly true opinion. He was and is a gentle, wonderfully nerdy, hilarious person who taught me to love the films of Charles Bronson, the perils of capitalism, and the value of living a life guided by feeding one’s inherent creativity. I could have never known as an eighteen-year-old kid that the night we met at The Cop Shop in Smithtown, Long Island, would hold perhaps the most life-altering interactions of my life thus far, but these fateful chapters are so often written in invisible ink. I loved and admired Jeffrey so much that when he asked me to come along on the tour, I quit my job as a display artist at Urban Outfitters immediately, never for a second imagining a world where I did not return. It may have been considered rebellion had anyone cared that I was going in the first place.

			At the time of the accident, I had been on the tour for about five days, and I was attempting to ward off the impending melancholia with beer and cigarette smoke. On the flight to San Francisco to meet up with Jeffrey and the twelve others on the tour, I had taken a Xanax and drank three Bloody Marys, and when I got up with my giant winter coat still on to prowl the plane for a fourth, I was escorted back to my seat, belted in, and warned to stay put until everyone else was off of the aircraft. I left my driver’s license on the plane, in the seatback pocket next to the paper bag used for emergency vomiting, and had been desperately trying to have another one mailed to me in one of the many cities we were meant to be stopping in. My license would end up being mailed to Austin, Texas, where it would remain forever, as I was not going to make it to Austin, Texas, on this trip and have never been there since. Perhaps this was the source of my melancholy those first few days. Or maybe my brain was aware my soul had plans to break up with my body soon. Or it was the loneliness I felt. I missed my mother. I missed the cobalt blue water glasses in her kitchen cabinet, and the birthmark between her eyebrows. I missed how our hearts used to beat to the same rhythm before our relationship became a broken record. But every time she called to check in, I was standoffish, giving her only the bare minimum, even though what I really wanted to say was Come get me.

			We had started the night at the House of Blues in San Diego, and Jeffrey and the tour manager had gotten into an argument about whether we should drive the six hours to Phoenix. Jeffrey said that he thought the bus driver looked tired, and suggested we stay parked and make the trip in the morning. The tour manager wanted to stay on schedule, so here we were, six of us watching Anchorman in the front of the tour bus, laughing and drinking beer, the other six listening to the recently released Clipse record Hell Hath No Fury. I had bought the DVD a week before we left, at the Tower Records in Union Square for ten dollars, which is even stronger affirmation that this was 2006 than the over-tweezed eyebrows.

			There was a thud, and then another, and that quick and terrible feeling that electrifies you for a split second when you realize something awful and unstoppable is about to make head-on contact with your life. The DVD stopped, which stands out as the first sign something was wrong. Like the lights going out with the crack of a thunder clap. Change has happened.

			I am the girl who peed in her pants at school in eighth grade from laughing too hard and had to walk around all day in damp jeans because my mother refused to pick me up, and now I am the girl flying off a cliff in a tour bus, almost certainly peeing again, but it will all be too bloody for anyone to notice. This is happening to every version of me that I have ever been, and none of us are ready for it, but that doesn’t matter because chaos and gravity are not sentimental. There is nothing one can hold on to as a mortal being when the earth has plans to shake you loose. This is freedom, however unwelcome it may be.

			I was weightless at this moment, moving from one piece to many, healthy to injured. A terrible but important lesson that we are no more meaningful to the universe than branches being snapped off a tree in a storm. But I did not wish to be a branch, I wished to be a living person, and so I tried to hold on to anything that I could wrap my bloody fingers around. Specifically, a Red Stripe bottle, which exploded in my right hand like a firecracker, shearing all of the skin off and rendering it from this point on my bad hand.

			We were on Route 8 in El Centro, California, the same strip of road where a very famous movie star I would rendezvous with six years later at the bar of my restaurant Brucie will tell me he filmed a blockbuster about the Iraq war. My response will be to make googly eyes at him and say, What are the odds? The odds are quite slim, and yet, this coincidence will not result in a steamy love affair, and eventual marriage, as I had expected.

			This was not how I had wished to experience the desert for the first time. I had pictured something with a slightly more spiritual, less gory texture to it. Four years earlier, on a class trip to San Diego, I had been desert adjacent, spending a week in a youth hostel alongside twentysomethings dropping acid and having sex in their bunk beds. One day we took a drive about thirty minutes out of town to observe some nature. It was dry and brown, but lacked the haunted expansiveness of the real desert. I flicked the butt of my Marlboro Light into some bramble, which would have most certainly started a forest fire had a local not jumped into the thorny tangle and retrieved it. He screamed in my face, telling me that I had no idea how fucking stupid and careless I was, and he was correct. I had to assume that this was Mother Nature’s way of seeking her revenge upon me, and who could blame her?

			

			
				
				…
			

			Today, December 3, my own mother is visiting her mother, my grandma Violet, in Boca Raton for her birthday. Violet, who lived through the Holocaust, while I won’t make it out of this stupid trip to California. She is eighty-six to my twenty-two, and had the bus driver closed his eyes to sleep for fifteen seconds instead of ten, I may have stayed twenty-two forever. I would have never seen Violet again. She would have never been at the friends and family party for Brucie where I shook up a bottle of champagne and sprayed it into the crowd to kick things off, accidentally soaking her with the majority of the contents. I wouldn’t have felt the thin, soft, spotted skin on her hands when I held them for the last time before she passed in 2012. I would not have the soul-satisfying career that I have now. I would not have smoked a blunt of chronic with Flava Flav, cooked for Parker Posey, or been violently electrocuted by a walk-in freezer. My mother would have had photos of me around the house with seven-day candles burning beneath them that would make her wince to look at. That was my daughter, she would have had to say. Was. Is. Was. Is. The seconds, the decisions, the micro universes between she is and she was, between alchemy and elegy, between dead and chef, are so liquidy, I’ve still not figured out how to keep them from slipping through the space between my fingers.

			It has been scientifically proven that our brains reference collected memories from our lives before we die, thousands of profound moments condensed into one phrenetic epilogue. Why particular memories make the edit, I do not know, but I believe that they must be the ones that are so impossibly tender they can be filleted with a feather.

			I do not recall a slideshow, but if I had, I’d have seen myself at age seven with Violet at the pool at her condo in Boca, sunburned nose, goggle marks, and pruney fingers. Showering off the chlorine in her elegant gray and white bathroom, under a stream of water so powerful it felt sharp. Getting lost in her walk-in closet, trying on her high heels and Chanel dresses. I’d have seen us later that day having cocktail hour, her drinking a scotch and soda, my mother tanned and perfect, standing on the balcony looking at the sun setting over the manatee-rich Intracoastal Waterway. Me shoveling shrimp cocktail and peanuts into my mouth with the voracity of someone who has been lost at sea for six months. I’d have seen my mother’s dark eyes illuminated in the moonlight as I snuck under the covers with her on the mattress she had propped against the open sliding glass balcony door of Violet’s apartment, listening to the silence and the crashing waves.

			I’d have seen my father sitting on a bench in the Smith Haven Mall, waiting for me while I bought my biweekly Troll Doll from Spencer Gifts, smirking under his orange mustache. I’d see him awake in the middle of the night watching Star Trek reruns and eating puffed Cheetos, in the cottage he rented when my parents first split. I’d see his pea soup and his chocolate chip cookies, and my mother’s chicken strudel and chocolate mousse pie and the fabulous corn pudding with sharp cheddar cheese that she makes for Thanksgiving.

			I’d see the tomatoes in my grandfather’s garden, and his giant, rock-hard belly and ears the size of a baby elephant’s. And Violet’s sweet and sour meatballs, the sauce made from jarred marinara and a can of jellied cranberries, and a turkey sandwich with American cheese, lettuce, tomato, and extra mustard and mayo from the Northport Deli. And nectarines, corn on the cob, juicy lobsters, and green mint chip ice cream in the summertime after a long day bobbing in the surf at Robert Moses beach.

			I’d see burning hot pizza rolls and raw cookie dough from the package being devoured at middle school sleepovers on the ivy green couch in my living room with my then best friends Jen and Madi, taking shots of Sprite, pretending to be drunk, watching Faces of Death between the cracks in our fingers and talking about our crushes. I was in love with Rob Drost, who had a lightweight blond mushroom cut and was often wearing a worn-out Offspring T-shirt. He would pass away when we were in our early twenties, but I still have the notes that Jen and Madi and I would write: Zahra Drost encased in a heart. I’d see Vinny, Eric, Ryan, Leonardo DiCaprio, Brad Pitt, Christian Bale, and all the other men I’d ever loved and had to let go of.

			I’d have seen my cousin Rory and me as little kids, catching fireflies in a big glass jar and watching them twinkle in tandem with the stars overhead in the soupy July night air. I’d see myself crouched in a bush with my high school best friend Vanessa, hiding from the police after starting a wild party at a classmate’s family’s new home that they hadn’t yet moved into.

			I’d see the first cigarette that I smoked at age eight, and the first line of cocaine I did at sixteen, and all my other trysts with self-destruction. My dreadlocks and blue eye shadow in high school. The girls I shoved at parties, trying to act tough so no one would find out how weak I really was. The money I stole from my mother to buy pot and cheap, tacky clothing at Forever 21. I’d have seen real shame, the kind that makes you swallow your eyeballs. Shame of being fat, ugly, having sweat stains, being bad at kissing, being weird, having breasts before anyone took me to buy a bra. I’d see my mother helping me cut up all my clothing so I could look like Tank Girl, and getting sent home from school because of it. The kid with broke, lefty parents on a we feel bad for you scholarship, wearing knee-high baseball socks over purple fishnets and an old Army helmet to her blue-blood Republican private school, what could go wrong?

			I’d see my dad dressed as Uncle Fester, and me as Wednesday Addams on Halloween in 1993, and as a leprechaun in 1998, and Pippi Longstocking before I knew how to read. The Humpty Dumpty costume my mother made me out of Hula-Hoops and a white bedsheet for the fourth-grade production of Alice in Wonderland. Learning to ride a bike. Breaking my clavicle. Seeing Pulp Fiction in the theater when I was ten. At Nassau Coliseum for my first concert, Dire Straits, and at Bowery Ballroom for the last Company Flow show. Having sex for the first time in my childhood bedroom in the tenth grade.

			I’d see my mother making me chicken soup when I was sick, and us pretending to be crabs together at the beach, me clinging to her, loving her so honestly and purely, wanting to be as close to her as possible. I would see our fights that got so out of control when I was in high school that the cops would come, and her face when I spit in it and screamed I hate you, and then the morning after how I tried to pretend like we hadn’t fucked it all up beyond repair. I’d see her teeth, crooked in the exact same way mine are, when she threw her head back to laugh.

			And then I would see flames, and think to myself, I don’t want to feel myself explode. I don’t want to watch myself catch on fire and burn to death. Not with these eyebrows.

			The problem with our lives flashing before us is that we only see the bygone. I could not see that I would one day be a chef, and then a writer. I couldn’t see that I would open my own restaurant at twenty-six, all by myself with no experience, or that it would be such a massive success and breath-grabbing gut punch all at once. That it would bankrupt me and also provide me with a stage to be charming, engaging, celebrated, hated and mean, inappropriate and electro charged. I couldn’t see what all of that would come to mean to me, the shame I would feel or the ways in which I would try to change how I moved through the world because of it. I didn’t know what professional success would feel like, that it was even an option in my lifetime, or what it felt like to be drenched in sewer water from falling in the grease trap, to skin a pig’s face in one unbroken sheet to make porchetta di testa, to see my name in the paper. To realize that none of these things mattered nearly as much as becoming fluent in kindness and patience.

			I couldn’t see the searingly painful losses, some so bad that I would sob to my mother how I wish I had died in the bus accident. I couldn’t see that loss can be the key to learning to love yourself. That, like eggs, we are meant to break in order to be truly functional. I couldn’t see what it would be like to fall in love with someone who lived in Italy and never really get over it. I didn’t know about pandemics or how much water could leak from my face after my dad died. I didn’t know that I could really do anything at all, like cook or be loved, and though I still wrestle with these truths from time to time, I am accepting them more and more with the daily setting of the sun.

			The knowledge that we can be loved, and that we deserve it, and that it matters to live and breathe with this recognition, is crucial to being alive. I often wonder, as I inch closer to being someone who believes I am capable and deserving, how much pain and destruction is caused by not understanding that we are born tender beings worthy of being cherished. I didn’t know that I was born tender, or that one could get hurt this bad and live, and it’s a shame, because if we are lucky, we do live, and wouldn’t it be lovely and awful all at once to have that flash before our eyes? A little hope, a little perspective, a vision of true, honest, unbridled laughter? Sometimes a crisis is sadly the finale, but often it is the most pivotal scene. Scars are currency. Please girl open your eyes and live to see how that can be true. Like Nora Ephron’s mother told her, Everything is copy. Like my mother sang to me, Que será será. Whatever will be will be. The future’s not ours to see.

			

			• • •

			When I came to, I saw fire and smoke. I smelled gas. I felt the heat of dancing orange flames on my skin, like I was at the business end of a barbecue. I was staring at death and praying it would not come any closer. My brain ping-ponged between this isn’t happening and this is happening. To fully embrace the latter was to give up every ounce of control that I had ever had. I had been so reckless with my life because I hadn’t yet considered the value in it. But I wasn’t ready to say goodbye, I’d only just arrived, my coat and scarf were still on. I heard the panic in other people’s voices as they came to consciousness. Jeffrey grabbed my hand, which was essentially no longer functioning as such, just ripped skin and bones sticking out from a wrist attached to a scared child, and they pulled me up from the wreckage. The bus had miraculously landed with the door facing upward, making survival possible. Someone had managed to push the door open and we started to make our way out into the abyss of wherever we were.

			Where we were was in a ravine about forty feet below street level in El Centro. The majority of the stretch of Route 8 between San Diego and El Centro is flat on both sides. The spot where our bus driver fell asleep at the wheel is one of the only places where such an incident could have even occurred.

			El Centro is the largest city in the Imperial Valley of Southern California, and also the largest American city below sea level. El Centro is one hundred and thirteen miles from San Diego and roughly twenty miles from the US/Mexico border. El Centro has over three hundred and fifty days of sunshine and under three inches of rain annually. The 1940 El Centro Earthquake measured at a 6.9 on the Mercalli Intensity Scale. It was the strongest recorded earthquake to hit the Imperial Valley, and caused widespread damage to irrigation systems and killed nine people. Cher was born in El Centro in 1946.

			I was not aware that we were in El Centro, nor was I aware that Cher had been born there, and as someone who has watched Moonstruck once a week for the past ten years, I cannot help but feel as though this was kismet. If Cher could make it out of El Centro, so could I.

			I had not yet processed that the bus had crashed, or the severity of the injury to my hand, or that the fourth toe on my right foot had also been sliced nearly off, which would bother me for the rest of my life, the life that had not been ripped away from me, even though we had gone off basically the only cliff in El Centro. I did not realize that rattlesnakes were slithering beneath my feet as I jumped from the burning bus, or maybe they were not, but I picture thousands of them in the audience when I manage to picture it at all. Jeffrey grabbed me and helped me make it to the road where a group of us had assembled and were looking out at the burning heap of metal that we had just escaped from. I thought at that moment that we would fix the bus and continue the tour. I thought, This must be some kind of mistake. I thought, Is anyone still in there? I looked down at my hand and then at Jeffrey as he removed his sock and tied it tight around my wrist as a tourniquet.

			Hold it above your head, he instructed. You’re okay.

			We were in El Centro and also nowhere. It was just after four in the morning, but time had stopped, and by now it could have been five past four or eight p.m. the next day, or Christmas or a dream. It didn’t matter; we were dead or we weren’t, no way to tell at that point. Catastrophe freezes time, and upon reflection I can see how silly and trivial everything I have ever spent time worrying about has been. Some days I walk around in stillness, remembering the silence between life and death and how the only thing that I could have ever wanted was to just keep being a person. Coat me in amber. Preserve the thoughts in my brain and the air in my lungs.

			I wish that perspective, that recognition for the gift of simply existing, could always snap me from my sadness or agitations. I wish that I could report that each day since has felt like a gift, and that I used this precious second chance to right my wrongs, but the truth is there were times in the years that followed when I was cruel and careless. There were days, whole years even, when I forgot how lucky I was, and periods of deep selfishness and contempt for my good fortune. And there was, and is, and hopefully always will be, outrageous joy, laughter, and bouts of gratitude when I squeeze my hands together so tightly that my wrists could break from the pressure while thanking the cosmos for precious life.

			If any of us had been in our bunks in the middle section of the bus at three forty-five a.m., we would have been trapped when we crashed. But instead, eleven of us had managed to make our way to the road and escape death or critical injury. Two of us were missing: the driver, who was still in the same seat he had been sitting in when he drove us off the edge of our previous lives, and the man who had ended up on top of me. I would later learn that he had broken his leg when jumping out of the bus and rolled underneath it.

			Everyone I’ve ever talked to who has traveled the stretch of Route 8 between California and Arizona has noted how you could drive for miles and miles and never see another car. In the wee hours of the morning of December 3, 2006, there happened to be two semi tractor trailers driving by, both of which came to an abrupt halt, their drivers climbing into the ravine after we told them that our friend fell under the bus. Both our friend and the bus driver were rescued before the bus burned to a twisted metal shell. We all lived.

			A woman driving by stopped to take me and a few others who seemed to be in the worst shape to the local hospital. I destroyed her car with my blood. I cannot tell you how much time I have spent trying to find out who she was so I could thank her and pay her for the damage I caused by spraying blood all over her car like an extra in The Wild Bunch.

			When we arrived at the hospital, I walked through the door of the ER and up to reception covered from head to toe in blood, my right hand held high above my head as though I had a question, sticky red liquid rushing over the soaked sock and into my hair. The receptionist looked at me and said, What seems to be the problem?

			The problem, Madam, is that my hand is coming off. The problem is that I am supposed to be traveling across the country on tour with my cool musician friend, being the absolute envy of everyone I know, finding myself, and coming home in two months to start my life as a famous painter and move in with some hot guy I met on the road, but my right hand is now steak tartare and I look like Carrie fucking White. I am drenched in my own blood, and other people’s blood, and maybe I am also dying from internal injuries. This trip was meant to have been directed by Cameron Crowe, but it appears that he has been replaced by David Lynch. The problem is I can’t tell what is real anymore. The problem is this was not part of my plan. The problem is plans in general, and how they so often refuse to be reliable. The problem is I am really just not done yet. I haven’t sorted things out with my mother, and I want to, so badly, even though I would rather chew glass than admit it right now, but really I love her and I cannot die before we fix it. I have not figured out how to feel truly beautiful, and I want to. I haven’t gotten to the part where everything not making sense actually makes sense. But really the problem is that I feel like I deserve to live, that I am supposed to, that the universe is watching out for me. The problem is that I thought I was a young woman with a long life ahead of her, and time to turn things around, but I have just been made aware that I am a tree branch, and all I want is to have roots. The problem is I hadn’t died, and now I would have to justify my survival for the rest of my life to anyone who asks me my name. I’m Zahra. I’m a chef because I got into an accident and got a settlement out of it. I know I don’t deserve any of this, I’m just lucky.

			

			• • •

			Five years later I will look at my father seated at the bar of the restaurant I would open with the settlement money from this cataclysmic sojourn. I will watch him laugh and eat meatballs swimming in a pool of thick, tangy red sauce, and be his effortlessly charming self with the staff and patrons seated next to him. That’s my girl, he will say to the couple to his right, pointing at me working garde manger. I will think of the Get Well card and the smashing of metal into boulders and the box-dyed hair and feel happy these flies were no longer in our collective ointment, and also unclear how we had ever managed to get them out. In another five years he will be dead from cancer. I will be angry at him for dying. But this moment at the bar has stillness to it, two ticks of pause, a breath out. His giant freckled hands gripping the copper bar as he enjoys the chuckle erupting from his belly and hissing through his nostrils.

			If I one day do get the chance to scan through superlative moments of my life before I die, I hope I would see this one. And I hope I would see the bus barreling down that cliff, wheels popping off like hot corn, see myself careening toward a completely different story, a blessed second chance, a magical new existence and very complicated life, all right there in the palm of my chopped-up hand. Not yet.

		

	
		
			Extra Sauce

			 

			Extra sauce is how I like my pizza and also how I fall in love. If there is extra sauce, food will taste better and last longer. It will have more flavor, more texture, more squish, and more meaning. Extra sauce is messy, and messy is exciting, wild and free. Wild and free is how you evade death, for now, and how you manage to not feel it when it finally finds you. So by that math, extra sauce is survival.

			Extra sauce is for sopping, dunking, and licking off your plate. Licking off your fingers. Licking in general. It is a tiny demand for freedom and hedonism. Abbondanza. Joie de vivre. Life has told you this is the amount of joy you get, and you say, That is simply not enough. Extra sauce is a craving and a need, an itch that is distracting until it is scratched. Extra sauce gets you into trouble sometimes. It can make you take chances that break your heart, but it can also mend the heart because it will go to the ends of the earth to find treatment. Extra sauce drips onto your white clothing and leaves a stain, and you should know by now not to wear white clothing, but you like white clothing, and extra sauce, and so the shirts continue to become soiled.

			Extra sauce is a pleasure. It is asking for pleasure or making it for yourself. Sometimes pleasure is hard to ask for. Sometimes it is hard to give it to yourself, but extra sauce says, God damn it you deserve pleasure, so you take it even when you feel deflated or embarrassed. Extra sauce is a shot of tequila, or five. It is chain smoking. It is devouring a good book in a day and a half. It is the music turned up so loud that you know you are permanently damaging your eardrums, but you don’t care because “Feels So Good #1” by Junior Kimbrough is meant to be played at an eleven. It’s rubbing your eyes too hard and too long, three bowls of cereal, falling in love, and singing Cole Porter standards in the shower. It is a ten-page love letter written furiously on nice stationery and sealed with a kiss. It is how I would headline a personal ad in the newspaper if I was single and looking for love in 1987.

			Extra sauce is a triathlon. A temper tantrum. A very large banquet with lobsters and ham and various petit fours. Pamela Anderson. Bootsy Collins. Bobby Short. Nicolas Cage and Anaïs Nin. Hard sex that leaves the sheets torn to shreds. Smeared makeup and claw marks. Heavy breathing and stars in your eyes. It is fucking instead of making love. Extra sauce is a meltdown that you didn’t want to happen but couldn’t stop. It is sucking giant shrimp heads dry, drinking wine from the bottle, and doing karaoke. A chip buffet. Anthony Bourdain. Liza. Divine. Jumping in the ocean at Robert Moses every New Year’s Day. Extra sauce is taking big swings, and being swung at in return. It’s revolution, vim and vigor, piss and vinegar, passion, zeal, rapture, and perhaps a concussion.

			Extra sauce is how my mother orders everything, chicken francese arriving at the table at our favorite local hometown Italian restaurant floating in a lagoon of lemon butter sauce. She dunks turkey, coleslaw, and Swiss wraps into small buckets of Russian dressing they give her as a side at the Woodbury Country Deli, and she hides a French fry in a Trojan horse of ketchup. When I am with my mother on Long Island, extra sauce is the expectation. It is our treaty, and if I decline to ask for more dressing or a side of marinara, I am abandoning her. When I ask for the spaghetti and meatballs at Sal D’s, our local Italian American favorite, she tells me, If you get it, I’d ask for extra sauce. It’s not a suggestion, it’s an order, and I comply because I share her affliction, or gift, depending on the circumstance.

			My entire existence has been extra sauce. Make it better, make it hurt less, make the bitterness indetectable beneath the thick coating of fervent delight. Become feral and tameless to eclipse the fear and shame. Extra sauce can mask even the driest, most bland chicken cutlet. Don’t be a bland chicken cutlet was in the subtext of all my mother’s suggestions to live with reckless abandon. Maybe I wanted to be a bland chicken cutlet, and maybe as a child I needed to be one, instead of going against every grain that suggested I just fit in. I was not a bland chicken cutlet when I kicked through the windshield of her car when I was seven, but had I been, maybe I would have been able to avoid dragging such painful and embarrassing memories around with me for decades like a sack of dirty laundry. I do want extra sauce on everything, all the time, always, but I have learned that what you want and what you need are often different entities. I want the moon, I need the earth. I want Kevin Costner in Bull Durham, I need Kevin Costner in The Bodyguard.

			When I ask for extra sauce on my spaghetti and meatballs at Sal D’s, I discover that Bobbie is right. Their sauce is delicious, and I am happy to have a surplus to sop up with bread. I ask for extra pecorino too, and I put a full foil-wrapped rectangle of butter on a chunk of seeded Italian bread, dunk it in the extra dressing that Bobbie asked for with our salad, and I am exactly where and who I want to be.

			For most of my life I have eaten nothing but the sauce, and it has been delicious, and it has given me terrible agita too. A giant bowl of sauce is not a fully balanced meal. Nowadays I try not to use extra sauce when expressing displeasure with another human being. I try to order an argument undressed to avoid overstimulation and unnecessary calories when I can. I do not wish to bring a confrontation to a Sal D’s level. I have learned that more tears and more struggle does not make love more real, it drowns the real thing, makes it forever out of reach.

			As I age, I hope to become a better cook, and a better person. There is a benediction to restraint, and I have come to learn that sometimes less truly can be more. Simple, classic, chic, effortless. Clean lines. Very French. But I am not French, I am Italian, a quarter at least, but that quarter wants extra sauce, and that quarter leaves with it all over her white shirt, always. That quarter laughs loudly until she cries, and nothing in this world, not a million dollars or your name in the paper or a new car from Oprah, feels as good as laughing until you cry. That quarter has been known to drink five negronis like she was John Wayne’s Italian cousin, and order one of everything. That quarter falls in love very fast and very hard and gets hurt very easily and very bad and very often. That quarter wears see-through clothing, and bright red lipstick, and eats with her hands.

			I am scared of ordinary, but I am practicing becoming friendly with it, because ordinary can be stable. Hop in the canoe instead of the speedboat. I will learn to drink a cocktail in more than two sips, and take five seconds before I react to something unfavorable. And I will also try to eat slower, because it is ideal for digestion, but when I do, it will always be with extra sauce. Because it is okay to want more from our lives. To ask for it, yearn for it and pursue it, all of it. The key is to determine whether what we desire must be sought after or already exists within us.

		

	
		
			My Favorite Marinara

			 

			I have made oceans of marinara sauce in my life, and I have loved all of them, even the ones I have accidentally burned because I totally forgot they were cooking and went on to doing something else. I have come around to thinking of this sauce as my favorite, both for its rich, bright flavor, and how wildly simple it is to prepare. No more sweating over the stovetop for you sweet folks, this sauce comes together in the oven, and is finished with uncooked crushed tomatoes. Not only does this reduce stress, but the addition of uncooked crushed tomatoes (try and use the best-quality ones you can get your hands on) adds a tangy freshness to this absolute delight of a sauce!

			Makes about 2 quarts sauce

			
				½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

				1 large onion, halved and thinly sliced (about 1½ cups)

				6 to 8 whole garlic cloves

				2 tablespoons kosher salt

				1 (28-ounce) can whole peeled San Marzano tomatoes

				1 tablespoon granulated sugar

				½ teaspoon crushed red pepper

				1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes

			

			Preheat the oven to 375ºF.

			In a medium to large skillet, combine the olive oil, onion, garlic, and 1 tablespoon of the salt and cook over medium heat for 5 to 7 minutes, until the onions become soft and translucent. Transfer the mixture to a medium baking dish (8 x 10 inches or similar). Add the can of whole peeled tomatoes, the sugar, crushed red pepper, and remaining 1 tablespoon salt. Make sure that you have at least 1 inch of space between the tomato-onion mixture and the top of the baking dish to avoid spillover in the oven. Bake for 30 minutes, or until the onions and garlic are super soft and the tomatoes are slightly charred on top.

			With a hand mixer, or a fork if you don’t have a hand mixer, pulse or smash the sauce. I like some big chunks in there, but if you prefer a smoother texture, you can blend it thoroughly.

			Mix in the can of crushed tomatoes, season to taste with more salt, sugar, and red pepper, if desired, and bada bing, bada boom—you’ve got your new favorite marinara!

		

	
		
			Chicken Francese

			 

			Most people who know me think that I am very Italian. Like, when you’re here, you’re family Italian. Like gabagool, mortadel, oh madone, Dante’s Inferno Italian. Like I just might know where Jimmy Hoffa is buried, or have a direct line to the ghost of Mother Cabrini Italian. While I do have a tattoo that reads TAKE IT EASY, I do not have a big family that gathers for Sunday dinner, or a dozen uncles who are not blood relations. Like America’s sweetheart Robert De Niro, I am only one quarter Italian. While only twenty-five percent of my body is made of pasta fazool, it would be the quarter where my heart and my stomach are.

			My grandfather John Tangorra Sr. was a first-generation Italian American whose parents hailed from Bari, Italy. He returned from the Korean War as a decorated fighter pilot. He was highly volatile and occasionally scary and abusive. If a family member wanted something to cry about, he would offer generously to give it to them. He was also a great storyteller, and a phenomenal and heartfelt cook. As a young father, he drove an oil truck back and forth from Long Island to the Bronx each day, and made spaghetti vongole with hand-dug clams and listened to Mario Lanza 45s by night. In his second act, he became a door-to-door Electrolux salesman. My uncle Steven tells a story of how Grandpa John once took him on his sales route through a
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