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        “A lucious, heartbreaking story of self-discovery through the relentless pursuit of desire. I couldn’t get enough of this devastating and extremely sexy book.” —Carmen Maria Machado, author of In the Dream House

   Milk Fed

        A Novel by the Author of The Pisces

        Melissa Broder

    

    A Most-Anticipated Selection by Vogue *Refinery29 *Vulture * BuzzFeed *Harper’s Bazaar *O, The Oprah Magazine *The Millions * Literary Hub *The Rumpus *Publishers Weekly, and more

    “A revelation . . . one of the strangest and sexiest novels of the year: a ­harrowing, exhilarating, and frankly obscene exploration of all the ways we endeavor to make ourselves disappear—and the untold liberty that comes when our appetites are freed at last.”

    —Leah Greenblatt, Entertainment Weekly

    “Bravely questions the particularly female lionization of thin and ­loathing of fat, landing on fresh explanations . . . deliciously droll . . . a celebration of bodily liberation.”

    —Lucinda Rosenfeld, The New York Times

    “Profoundly sexy . . . Milk Fed gathers strands of faith, hunger, queerness, lust, and loneliness and braids them into a fully risen challah of human ­ex­perience.”

    —Emma Specter, Vogue

    “A sensuous and delightfully delirious tale . . . Filled with an unadult­erated filthiness that would make Philip Roth blush, Broder’s latest is a devour-­it-in-one-sitting wonder.”

    —O, The Oprah Magazine

    “An erotic, singular experience that could only come from Broder’s ­fascinating mind . . . this book is sensual, brimming with tension and food and fantasies.”

    —Isaac Fitzgerald, Today

    “Anything by Melissa Broder is an immediate must-read. . . . A ­precise blend of desire, discomfort, spirituality, and existential ache makes Broder’s ­depiction of the human experience so canny.”

    —Ariana Rebollini, BuzzFeed

    “A delicious new novel that ravishes with sex and food . . . Broder has a rare ability to ground her fantasy in reality without undermining her imagin­ative vision, making it feel personal and raw and relatable. . . . With humanity, ­sardonic wit, and erotic scenes so potent that the heat of my blushing face made my NYC apartment radiator’s seem tepid, Milk-Fed vividly evokes the lives of each woman, so that we’re fully invested in them.”

    —Kera Bolonik, The Boston Globe

    “A delectable exploration of physical and emotional hunger . . . combines ­Broder’s singular style with adventures of the calorie- and climax-filled kind, sumptuous fillings surrounded by perfectly baked plot.”

    —Bethanne Patrick, The Washington Post

    “Captivating . . . delicious and depraved . . . a ruthless, laugh-out-loud ­examination of life under the tyranny of diet culture. . . . You will eat this up, run to buy a copy for a friend, and realize with a sigh that every one of your friends needs this book in her life.”

    —Glamour

    “Brutally funny, poetic, and at times, totally bizarre . . . Broder writes with the kind of unfiltered honesty that lives deep inside of us”

    —Gina Vaynshteyn, Apartment Therapy

    “Hilarious, lush, and sorrowful . . . the short, tart, candid chapters are like snacks, and the reader cannot help but reach for another until it is gone. . . . This work is unafraid of vulnerability, and appetite, and loss.”

    —Jackie Thomas-Kennedy, Minneapolis Star Tribune

    “Outstanding . . . a bold and luscious story of desire in all its forms—for food, for sex, for belonging . . . Rarely has the fraught intersection of pleasure, ­appetite, and diet culture been written about so deliciously.”

    —Esquire

    “Few writers so innately understand or better capture the endless, palpable hunger that so many people carry around with them . . . for food, for sex, for love, for compassion, for understanding, and it is this kind of ravenous ­appetite that Broder explores in her exultant new novel. . . . Riotously funny and ­perfectly profane.”

    —Refinery29

    “Compelling and intoxicating . . . in Milk Fed, desire and reality collide.”

    —Bust

    “This poignant exploration of desire, religion, and daughterhood is hard to resist.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Bold, wry, and delightfully dirty . . . Broder is a formidable writer. She ­captures all the sticky sweetness, the pleasurable tensions between yearning and ­satiation.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “Spell-caster Broder guides readers through this seriously tender tale of ­transformation with seamless humor and staggering smarts: it contains multi­tudes. An empathic, enrapturing, unputdownable novel of faith, sex, love, and nurture.”

    —Booklist (starred review)

    “A scrumptious novel . . . Broder’s funny, semisweet writing will leave you ­ravenous for more.”

    —The Week

    “Only Melissa Broder could dig into our obsessions, the ways our parents have ruined us, and blossoming queer love with such a bold panache.”

    —Lit Hub

    “A Freudian fable of sorts, one that is hilarious, self-deprecating, and full of Broder’s signature profligate brilliance. This visceral and transporting portrait of self-denial and its twin, excess, sheds light on the psychology underpinning the American obsession with weight. Daring, chaotic, and pleasingly heretical, Milk Fed is the work of a total pro.”

    —Emma Levy, Shelf Awareness

    “Milk Fed hits that sweet spot where pleasure and tension intersect, where the sumptuous exploration of sexuality and spirit meets the rigidities of culture and society. Strange and surreal, Broder’s writing is a marvel of wit, heart, and thoughtful curiosity about the body and mind and how these things can overflow their boundaries to become utterly new.”

    —Alexandra Kleeman, author of You Too Could Have a Body Like Mine

    “Sin as self-discovery, appetite as insight, transgression as transformation, Milk Fed is at once hilarious and heartbreaking; watching Broder’s characters try to love themselves might just make you love yourself . . . or at least hate yourself a little less.”

    —Shalom Auslander, author of Mother for Dinner

    “Smart, funny, sexy, and hard to put down. In this fast-moving, deeply compelling novel, Melissa Broder combines an unexpected (and very hot) love story with a sharp-edged examination of body image, religion, and cultural identity.”

    —Tom Perrotta, author of Mrs. Fletcher
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To Nicholas




My mother gave birth to twins: myself and fear.

—Thomas Hobbes





CHAPTER 1

It didn’t matter where I lived—Mid-City, Mid-Wilshire, or Miracle Mile. It didn’t matter where I worked; one Hollywood bullshit factory was equal to any other. All that mattered was what I ate, when I ate, and how I ate it.

Every day at 7:30, my alarm went off. I’d remove the night-soaked piece of nicotine gum from my mouth, put it on the nightstand, and replace it with a fresh piece. I’d begun smoking at sixteen and was never without a cigarette. But when I started working at the talent management office, I was no longer able to smoke all day. I switched over to nicotine gum, which provided me with a way to “chew my cigarettes” and always be indulging. Now I was never without a piece of the gum. It helped me skillfully restrict my food intake, providing both a distraction for my mouth and a speedy suppressant for my appetite. I bought the gum on eBay, stale and discounted, so that I could afford it. At market prices I would have had a $300-a-week habit.

After popping a fresh piece, I’d get in the shower and drink a little water from the spigot, letting it mix with the coating from the gum. I preferred the coated varieties, Fruit Chill or Mint Blast, and did not count the coating in my daily caloric intake. Some days I worried how many calories the coating was adding. After the shower, I popped another piece of gum. Two more followed as I drove to work, heat blasting. This procession of gum was Breakfast One.

Between Breakfast One and Breakfast Two there was a stretch. Sometimes my blood sugar dropped so low that I’d feel dizzy and panicked. It was still worth it to postpone Breakfast Two, my first real food of the day, until 10:30 or 11. The later I started eating, the more food I could hoard for the back half of the day. Better to suffer now and have something to anticipate than to leave a big chunk of my day’s food in the rearview mirror. That was a worse kind of suffering.

If I made it to 11 with no food, I felt very good, almost holy. If I ate at 10:30 I felt bad, slovenly, though any negative feelings quickly gave way to the rapture of consuming Breakfast Two. The meal consisted of an 8-ounce container of 0% fat Greek yogurt with two packets of Splenda mixed in, as well as a diet chocolate muffin top that could only be purchased at Gelson’s supermarket. I was so emotionally dependent on these muffin tops that I feared what would happen in the event of a shortage. I bought six boxes at a time and stored them in my freezer.

The muffin top was 100 calories, and the yogurt was 90 calories: a perfect one-two punch of creaminess and sweetness, a symphony of flavor that couldn’t hurt me. My fondest time of the day was that instant I first put my spoon into the yogurt, just after having sprinkled half a Splenda packet on top. In that moment, there was so much left to eat, the muffin top not even touched, only a promise of chocolate. Afterward, I always wished I’d eaten more slowly, so I could still have something left to look forward to. The end of Breakfast Two was a sad time.

I ate Breakfast Two seated at my desk, directly across from another assistant named Andrew, who enjoyed NPR, natural peanut butter, and obscure Scandinavian films for the sake of their obscurity. Andrew’s head was one size too small for his gangly body. He had pinched nostrils, poised for disapproval, and he styled his hair in an ornate, indie-rocker shag that sat on his tiny head like a fright wig of cool. I knew he judged my use of chemical sweeteners, so I built a blockade with file folders, Ikea cacti, and a battalion of coffee mugs at the front of my desk to block his prying eyes. I at least deserved some privacy to fully enjoy my ritual.

Lunch was even trickier. At least two days a week, I was forced to join my boss—Brett Ofer—for lunch with clients, agents, and other industry people. I didn’t like eating with others. Lunch was the crown jewel of the day, and I preferred to savor it solo, not waste it on foods I hadn’t chosen. Ofer always made us go to the same restaurant, Last Crush, which shared a parking garage with our office. He insisted we get a bunch of small plates and split everything, “family style,” as though sharing a meatball made our clients feel like brethren. Who wanted Ofer as a relative? He acted like family was a good thing.

At Last Crush, I was forced to contend with macaroni and cheese, sliders, veal meatballs. Even the vegetables were tainted by interloping fats: Brussels sprouts choked with butter, mushrooms fried in bread crumbs, cauliflower lost to a shiny glaze. The arugula salad that I requested as my contribution to the smorgasbord was but a slippery cadaver: death by oil, goodbye.

On these outings, I would eat tiny portions of three of the dishes, assigning 100 calories to each portion and then adding an extra 100 to the total for anything I’d missed. While the algebraic formula was imperfect, it allowed me some illusion of control. But Ofer was always trying to haze me into eating more.

“Who wants the last slider? Rachel, I know youuu’re thinking about it,” he taunted, before breaking into chant. “Do it! Do it! Do it!”

Ofer was an eternal frat brother. He believed in loyalty, community—not because we had any real connection as individuals, but because we were part of the same something. As he extolled the virtues of our “collaborative office culture,” his bald head gleaming, a fleck of veal meatball on his lower lip, I imagined him delivering the same spiel to the Alpha Epsilon Pi pledges two decades prior.

“Do you know how lucky you are? You could be working at Management180, where nobody shares a goddamn lead on anything! You could be in Delta Upsilon, drinking your brother’s piss!”

Ofer had started in the mailroom at Gersh and worked his way up to agent. Nine years later, he’d left the cutthroat agency world to open a talent management company—The Crew—which made him think he had a soul. Worse yet, his wife had just given birth to twin daughters and he now identified as a “feminist.” Ofer was acquiring a perfunctory knowledge of social justice, as dictated by thinkpieces on diversity, inclusion, and equal pay in the Hollywood Reporter. He made constant references to his “privilege,” also our privilege to be working there. It bothered him that I didn’t feel lucky to be part of the family. Talent management was not my dream, and this hurt him.

When I wasn’t forced to go to Last Crush with Ofer and the clients, I was on my own for lunch. These were the good days. First, I would go to Subway, where they listed the calories for everything online. I would get a chopped salad with double turkey, lettuce, tomato, banana peppers, pickles, and olives. It was a magic salad, packing explosive flavor into a modest caloric total of 160. Most of the time, my sandwich artist was a cute USC kid who piled his dreadlocks on top of his head to give him four inches of extra height. He always asked if I wanted “sauce,” the word for dressing at Subway, and I always told him no. Thankfully, he never questioned my choice. But sometimes he failed to incorporate the abundance of lettuce that gave the Subway salad its crucial bulk.

Occasionally, I had another sandwich artist, a ginger-haired teen with Invisalign. This guy made a mean salad, the lettuce really flowed, but he was far too interested in connecting with me as a person. The moment I walked in the door, he would call out, “Hey! Double turkey!” and I’d be like, “Hi, thanks, no photos.” I didn’t have to tell him that I wanted no sauce, because he always remembered, muttering, “No sauce, no sauce.” But every few salads, he felt the need to interrogate me, asking, “Yo, why you don’t use the sauce? It’s free!” to which I would say “I just don’t like it.” “Too spicy? Too wet?” he’d ask. “Just salt and pepper, please,” I’d say.

I always ate the salad at one of the little outdoor patio tables outside Subway, though that wasn’t ideal. On the one hand, there was no way I was going to eat inside the restaurant with the sandwich artists watching me. But when I ate outdoors, I became prey for any of the passersby, including people from my office.

It wasn’t that eating a Subway salad was inherently shameful. But I liked my food rituals to be protected—fully differentiated from my work life as much as possible. This was mine and mine alone. It was not to be shared. So I ate outside facing a stucco wall. I ate hungrily and greedily, sometimes shoving forkfuls of the turkey-pickle-pepper mixture in my mouth, other times seeking out a single ingredient, like just one olive on my fork.

The triumph of my lunch was that it contained two courses: the grand salad and then frozen yogurt. I loved food that came in multiple parts, prolonging the experience. If I could be infinitely eating, I would be. I had to restrict my intake, or I’d never not be putting something in my mouth.

Subway was flanked by two frozen yogurt shops, Yogurt World and Yo!Good. At Yogurt World you got to serve yourself. No one manhandled your yogurt or toppings, and checkout was even automated. The grace was zero social interaction. At Yo!Good, you had to order through a server, but their yogurt made it worth it. Yo!Good had banana, caramel, and cake-batter flavors that were fat free, sugar-free, low-carb, and just 45 calories for a half cup. This meant that I could get a 16-ounce serving for 180 calories. At Yogurt World, the lowest-calorie yogurts were 120 calories for 4 ounces. I had to get the kids’ size to rival Yo!Good’s numbers. So I sacrificed privacy for mathematic soundness and quantity.

I was grateful that the counter boy at Yo!Good had little interest in talking to me. He was an Orthodox Jewish boy who looked to be about nineteen or twenty. He was very quiet, polite, and wore a blue yarmulke and curly peyos. His gentleness made me feel sad—also, the way he pronounced the word yogurt as yuh-gort. I felt like I could cry between the two syllables. There was an innocence there, an earnest desire to please the customer, a recognition of yogurt as a substance of great import, a calculated precision with the yogurt machine that felt like care. You didn’t find that kind of focus in food service every day. He also possessed a contained isolation, never handing me the yogurt cup directly, always placing it on the countertop in front of me, pointing to the counter to receive my money, no hand-to-hand, our worlds not to touch. It was as though he were a ghost from a lost time. Or maybe it was just a time lost to me.




CHAPTER 2

The Reform synagogue I’d attended growing up in Short Hills, New Jersey, was way more Chanel bag Jew than Torah Jew. I felt most Jewish when my grandparents, also Reform but deeply obsessed with Jewish food, would drive me to New York and take me on a tour of all the old culinary haunts of our tribe. My grandparents were considered medically obese. They’d both developed diabetes as a result of their weight, but food remained something to be celebrated. There were delicious warm buttered onion rolls and creamed herring at the kosher dairy restaurants, cabbage borscht and hot pastrami sandwiches at Second Avenue Deli. There were black-and-white cookies from William Greenberg Desserts, pints and quarts of pickles—sour, half sour, and sweet—from Guss’ on Essex Street.

When I got back from New York, my mother would ask for a full report of all I had eaten. “Do you want to be a chubby or do you want boys to like you?” she’d say.

My grandparents were only a brief respite from the universe. My mother was what the universe was really about. My mother the sun, my mother the rules, my mother, god herself! My mother the high priestess of food, the religion of our household: abstain, abstain, abstain! My mother with her archaic ideas about dieting: melon and cottage cheese, tuna and carrot sticks, melba toast. My mother the judge storming into the dressing room at the children’s clothing shop, me age six, her whispering, “Look at Amy Dickstein in that dress. Now look at you.” It was a whisper that implanted itself in me, a whisper that stuck.

I was softly plump, like a dumpling, and short. She feared the shortness would lead to more weight gain, that it would make the weight show. She saw future pain, frightened that I would grow up to be like her parents, whose obesity had caused her shame, or her fat cousin Wendy, who was unhappy. I wondered, if I could go back and rescue myself from that dressing room, would I do it? I probably wouldn’t. I thought that soft little girl was disgusting too.

The more my mother restricted my food intake, the more I binged in secret. She didn’t understand why I was expanding, that I was stealing candy from convenience stores, eating other kids’ lunches in the coatroom. She eyed me from across a birthday party as I chewed a bite of cake. She threatened to ask my teachers what I was eating if I gained more weight. Once a month I was weighed on a scale at the YMCA. She didn’t yell in public, but in the car I would cry in the back seat.

At sixteen I began restricting my food intake for myself. I developed an arsenal of tricks: Diet Coke, cigarettes, fake-sweetened everything, meal delay, steamed vegetables, never eating with others. My grandparents and I took our trip to New York, but the restaurants that were once my temples had become a threat. I fended off cheese blintzes, knishes, and schnecken, replaced cherry hamantaschen with Dr. Brown’s diet soda. I slurped around matzo balls, set boundaries with bagels, found safety in pickles—so low-calorie, baruch hashem.

For years I couldn’t be thin enough. Then, in an instant, I was too thin. If I had 20 pounds to lose, I lost 45. I wanted to stay there forever. I pared my food back further: spinach, broccoli, steamed chicken. I called it my Spartan regimen. I felt high on my sacrifice.

But I was freezing all the time. I lived in the bathtub. A downy fur grew on my body. My period stopped. At night I dreamt of wild buffets. My hip bones chafed against the bed. At school there were whispers. My mother said nothing.

One night, I was shivering so badly I got scared I would die.

“I have to tell you something,” I said to my mother. “I think I have an eating disorder, anorexia maybe.”

“Anorexics are much skinnier than you,” she said. “They look like concentration camp victims. They have to be hospitalized. You aren’t anorexic.”

“I haven’t gotten my period in months.”

This troubled her. My fertility was important; she wanted grandchildren one day. She sent me to a nutritionist, who helped me increase my daily calorie intake. We did it slowly, methodically, with charts and lists that reduced every food to its serving size and caloric value.

I went from freezing to just cold. The shaking stopped. The fur disappeared. I could sleep on my stomach. The whispers got quiet. I bled again. But I remained engrossed in calories. The constant mathematics in my head never went away.




CHAPTER 3

As I waited in line at Yo!Good, I plotted the concoctions I would create if I ever found myself magically immune to calories. I envisioned red velvet yogurt dripping in caramel, freckled with slivers of Snickers. I buried a dulce de leche yogurt in marshmallow sauce, then poured a stream of crumbled Oreos over its sweet head. On a Dutch chocolate planet lived every species of gummy: bear, worm, fish, penguin, dino, and peach ring. It snowed Reese’s Pieces and chocolate sprinkles on a cake-batter-flavored mountain.

They had everything: strawberries in syrup, cookie dough balls, and tiny white chocolate nonpareils in a rainbow of pastel shades. They had hot fudge, warm caramel, and a butterscotch sauce that hardened at the moment of impact. They had a diet version of the hot fudge that made me consider, What if? What if I just had a drizzle? But the nebulous calorie count of a drizzle posed too many variables. I feared that if I tried the sauce once, I’d never eat my yogurt without it again. I didn’t trust myself to taste the fudge and let go.

Thankfully, the Orthodox boy didn’t say, “No topping?” the way the Subway sandwich artist always said, “No sauce?” I watched him closely as he pumped the yogurt, inspecting to make sure that he didn’t go over the top (that airspace was calorically uncountable). When he reached the top, I called out, “Stop!”

He stopped right away, brought the cup to the register, and pleasantly issued the total for the yuh-gort. Other than in his politeness, he showed no recognition that I was a regular customer. I was thankful for that.

I consumed the first three-quarters of the cup at the back corner table inside Yo!Good facing two walls. I was always cold, but I preferred to eat inside the chilly yogurt parlor than outside at the sunny tables, because they were popular. I had a specific style and rhythm with which I liked to eat the yogurt, and I didn’t want anyone watching me. First, I licked around the sides of the cup to get the melty parts. Then, I put spoonful after spoonful of the cooler stuff in my mouth and squeegeed it back and forth between my teeth to liquify it.

For the final quarter of the yogurt, I abandoned my method and headed outside with what remained in the cup. Those last five minutes in the sun felt like Eden, the end of Eden really, because the freezing office awaited. They kept it so deeply air-conditioned that I wore a puffer jacket at my desk. But in those last few moments of warmth, I communed with the dregs of the yogurt and imagined the sun was penetrating me—creating a force field that could live internally and heat me throughout the rest of the day. Then I reentered the office and puffered-up again.

The afternoon was mostly spent obsessing about my forthcoming snack: a chocolate chunk protein bar that contained 180 calories. On good days, I could delay the bar—a beacon of sweetness and hope to look forward to—until I left the office at 6 for the gym. On bad days, I opened the wrapper at my desk “just to sniff it,” and gobbled it up.

I was so enamored of that protein bar: its candy bar taste, the creaminess and powers of satiety it packed into its body. I’d recently been devastated when, in studying the wrapper, I discovered there had been a sneaky increase of 20 calories. When did this happen? How long had I been in the dark? Was there a change in recipe, or had they willfully been misleading everyone all along? It seemed a public apology was in order. Now I was in the process of healing: learning to trust the protein bar again.

I delayed the protein bar consumption by having “afternoon teatime” in the office kitchen. I liked drinking tea with Ana, the office manager, a busty woman in her midfifties who dressed in exquisite, low-cut silk blouses tucked into high-waisted pants that showed off her slender middle. Most women Ana’s age who worked in the entertainment industry were Botoxed within an inch of their lives. But Ana’s enhancements were elegant—subtle fillers, gentle relaxers—allowing for fine lines around her pretty mouth and big brown eyes, but no deep creases or folds: a feigned realness, rather than an outright fake.

“Shhhh,” said Ana, quieting me so we could hear Ofer on his phone down the hall. “Listen, it’s the sound of movies getting stupider.”

“I know. Is there anything worse than entertainment?”

Ana’s ex-husband produced a hit trilogy of vampire movies in the early 2000s: Night’s Sundry, Enigma’s Descent, and Wicked Shroud. During the postproduction of Enigma’s Descent, he’d left her and their nine-year-old son for a special-effects makeup artist. Now, Ana saw it as an insult that she had to work in the industry for a living. She only remained in Los Angeles because her son and his girlfriend lived in Highland Park.

“I’m older than you, so I get to hate everything more,” she said. “Wait, tell me you aren’t drinking the house Lipton. Please, take my Harney & Sons, I beg of you.”

I was pleased that Ana wanted to give me the good stuff. I actually loved Lipton, plus one teaspoon of creamer and four Splenda, like a “milkshake.” But I craved any nurturing I could get from her. It wasn’t so much that she was kind to me. She just hated everyone else more. We had become an “us” because our coworkers were such a “them.” Still, I really liked being an “us.” I wondered if she talked shit behind my back the way she did about everyone else.

“At least you don’t eat the slop they leave around here,” said Ana. “The other assistants are playing it a little too fast and loose with the pastries. That Kayla, especially, is looking one cheese Danish over the line.”

I hoped I was far, far under the line. People said that Ana and I resembled each other. She looked more like me than my own mother did. We both had an abundance of coarse, wavy brown hair, olive skin that tanned easily in the sun, and dark brown eyes. My mother had fine black hair, gray eyes, and skin so fair it was translucent. But in their equation of thinness with goodness, my mother and Ana were so like-minded. My mother persuaded me to stay thin by insulting me. Ana did it by insulting everyone but me. This absence of rejection felt like an embrace.



    TWIZZLER ON THE ROOF

    A MILK FED RECIPE BOOK

    BY MELISSA BRODER


    LOW-SELF-ESTEEM SECRET SPLENDA PARFAIT

    Rachel, our Milk Fed protagonist, consumes two breakfasts daily. Breakfast One is a piece of nicotine gum chased with a swig of warm shower water. Breakfast Two is a 0% fat Greek yogurt with two packets of Splenda mixed in, plus a 100-calorie diet chocolate muffin top that is essentially a cocoa-painted sponge—but to Rachel is a delicacy. Breakfast Two must be kept secret, hidden behind a blockade of file folders, because Rachel’s nosy coworker judges her use of Splenda.

    Like any good obsessive food ritualist, Rachel then repeats this indulgence again at night, using a variation of the recipe: a pint of low-cal diet ice cream, half a cup of Special K Red Berries cereal, and of course, more Splenda. This she consumes under the covers in bed, alone, which is way better than any kind of public eating.

    INGREDIENTS

    	•	1 part dairy base: 1 cup nonfat yogurt or 1 pint light ice cream (Halo Top is tastier than its lower-calorie cousin, Arctic Zero, but depends how much you hate yourself)

    	•	1 part carb: A diet muffin top (VitaTops if you’re blessed to find them, otherwise Veggies Made Great are passable) or cereal or crumbled rice cakes

    	•	Splenda packets

    DIRECTIONS:

    If you’re doing the yogurt version, open the yogurt. If you’re doing the light ice cream version, open the pint and microwave it for 20 seconds until nice ’n soft. Then put the carb part into the dairy part and mush it around. Add Splenda to taste.

    SERVING SUGGESTION:

    Like all weird food rituals, the parfait is best prepared and enjoyed alone. And remember: low self-esteem is better than no self-esteem.

    STORAGE:

    Just eat it out of the container and finish it. Thanks.

    YIELDS:

    The judgment of others. Artificial sweeteners are very yesteryear—everyone uses stevia now because they don’t want to die. Only the real punks among us still use artificial sweeteners. The author still uses artificial sweeteners. Her favorite is Equal.

    

    MYSTIC PU PU PLATTER OF DIVINE LIGHT

    Rachel and our other protagonist, the gloriously zaftig Miriam, have their first real hangout at the Golden Dragon: a fictional kitschy-­kosher neon American Chinese restaurant in the Fairfax district of Los Angeles. The Golden Dragon, which possesses beatific powers, is inspired by the now-defunct Yee’s Village in Somerville, Massachusetts, as well as the close relationship between American Jews and American Chinese restaurants, and the author’s own, private longing to eat eternal scallion pancakes.

    At the Golden Dragon, Rachel has a spiritual experience involving the flame of the pu pu platter: an anxiety-inducing but ultimately transcendent vision that is part ego death, part egg roll.

    It may be noted that the pu pu platter, a round tray of assorted American Chinese appetizers, possesses the qualities of variety and abundance. It may also be noted that the Shekinah—the holy flame or light—is considered, in Kabbalism, to be the embodiment of the divine feminine.

    INGREDIENTS:

    	•	1 dimly lit American Chinese or Tiki-style Polynesian restaurant

    	•	1 pu pu platter with flame

    —OR—

    	•	Your kitchen

    	•	A big plate with a candle in the middle

    	•	Microwaveable bags of frozen appetizers, like dumplings, mini egg rolls, wontons. Don’t be afraid to go full bar mitzvah and throw in some other shit like pigs in a blanket and mozzarella sticks. You could even do fondue. The point is that there is fire.

    DIRECTIONS:

    Eat the food. Stare at the flame. Maybe something cool will happen.

    STORAGE:

    It’s not easy to integrate big, epiphanic experiences into our daily lives. The author has found that it’s usually the smaller, deliberate changes that provide more lasting impact. Still, who doesn’t love a peak experience? Good luck!

    YIELDS:

    Hopefully, a better life for you and humanity.

    

    APHRODISIAC TWIZZLERS À LA MIRIAM

    On their multiple excursions to classic movies in a darkened LA theater, Rachel and Miriam hit the Twizzlers—and they hit them hard. As the tension between the two women grows, so too does their consumption of Twizzlers: served up in a king-size bag, room temperature, and always with a heaping side of Peanut M&Ms.

    INGREDIENTS:

    	•	Twizzlers (please see “Understanding Ingredients”)

    UNDERSTANDING INGREDIENTS:

    The author is personally more aroused by Red Vines than Twizzlers. But Twizzlers are a frequent offering at movie theaters and, as Miriam notes, they’re kosher. So for the sake of narrative accuracy, Twizzlers are “the chosen” candy of Milk Fed.

    DIRECTIONS:

    Eat the Twizzlers? You can also bite off both ends of a Twizzler and use it as a drinking straw, but that doesn’t happen in this book.

    STORAGE:

    Traditionally, Twizzlers are packaged in a plastic wrapper and may be stored in that wrapper when not in use.

    A NOTE ON KOSHER CANDY:

    According to the Internet: Skittles are kosher. Red Vines are kosher. M&Ms are kosher. Hershey Kisses are kosher. Jelly Bellies are kosher. Kit Kats are kosher. Twix bars are kosher. Ring Pops are kosher. Laffy Taffy is kosher. Pez are kosher. Reese’s Pieces are kosher. Milk Duds are Kosher. Starburst are not kosher. SweetTarts are not kosher. Circus Peanuts are not kosher. Haribo gummies are not kosher, although they do make a special line of kosher Goldbears, Peaches, and Happy-Colas, which are . . . kosher.

    

    RABBI JUDAH’S SAVORY NUTS FROM THE SKY

    Would it kill you to eat a cashew?

    Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel was a late-sixteenth-century rabbi who constructed a golem—an animated being made of inanimate matter—to defend the Jews of Prague from anti-Semitic attacks. In Milk Fed, the rabbi is an ally and guide who appears to Rachel in dreams and visions.

    In one dream, Rachel experiences Miriam as a kindly chipmunk who is continually showered with nuts from the heavens: peanuts, almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, cashews, and pistachios. When Rachel looks up, she sees that it’s Rabbi Judah tossing out the nuts from high atop a giant wooden elephant statue (Rachel’s therapist is obsessed with elephant décor, so the elephant gets in her dream).

    When Rabbi Judah peer pressures Rachel to have a pistachio, she discovers that the shell opens “like a tiny door” to a chartreuse realm of exquisite creaminess and saltiness. Beautiful things like this can happen when we let go of control (though it should be noted that surrendering control in a dream is often less challenging than letting go in real life).

    INGREDIENTS:

    	•	1 deceased spiritual leader—be it rabbi, high priestess, reverend, lama, mufti, or guru—with whom you feel connected

    	•	1 bed, or other place you enjoy sleeping

    	•	1 bowl of your favorite snack mix (mixed nuts are the time-­ honored snack, though the author enjoys creating a mix of dry cereals, like Golden Grahams, Cocoa Puffs, and Lucky Charms, which—in some cultures—is considered a blessed snack)

    DIRECTIONS:

    Dreams and visions are mysterious. Can we will a dream to happen? Lucid dreamers say yes. If you want to give it a go, place a bowl of your favorite snack mix on your nightstand and consume the snack in the dark before falling asleep. As you chew, imagine being held in the arms of your fave spiritual leader. If you don’t like any spiritual leaders, then imagine being held by an angel or simply by the ambrosial aura of god. If you’re an atheist, imagine being held by the void—but, like, a really loving void. Fall asleep eating. It’s fine. You’re not becoming a fundamentalist, you’re just doing this for one night, so you don’t need to brush your teeth.

    SERVING SUGGESTION:

    It’s actually okay to eat all your meals in bed.

    YIELDS:

    A celestial experience and/or just a nice snack.

    

    MOIST BLOCK OF CREAM CHEESE EATEN ALONE ON KITCHEN FLOOR IN REVELATORY EMOTIONAL CATHARSIS—A CLASSIC!

    If you’re going to experience a revelatory emotional catharsis, it’s best to do so while eating compulsively by yourself on the kitchen floor.

    For Rachel, this means consuming a large block of cream cheese with her hands.

    But there’s more than one way to do a cathartic food bender . . .

    INGREDIENTS:

    	•	Massive quantity of a soft food, one which would cause you great shame if someone were to bust you eating the whole thing alone on the kitchen floor with your hands. Peanut ­butter? Too safe. Mayonnaise? Closer. French onion dip? Nice. What’s important here, maybe even more important than the food itself, is the shame, because it is only through getting naked and alone with our shame that we can . . . ­something.

    	•	Shame

    DIRECTIONS:

    Your heart knows what to do.

    SERVING SUGGESTION:

    Go hard.

    STORAGE:

    Finish the whole thing.

    YIELDS:

    Technically serves a family of six to eight. But in the case of ­emotional crisis, it’s just one serving. All for you.
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