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			1

			THE FIRST TASTE OF DEFIANCE

			When people find out I’m a food writer, they immediately want to know what my first food memory is. It’s like the pissing contest of the culinary world—whose first gastronomical imprint is the best. I’ve read enough culinary memoirs to know that’s where the seeds of someone’s entire relationship with food supposedly begin. There is nary a cooking competition where the chefs are not required to create an entire menu around that memory.

			These recollections are always so lyrical—the sizzle of sofrito, the brine of an oyster, the scent of cookies fresh from the oven. Memory, distilled into flavor and scent. The taste and feeling become locked into the electrical wiring of our brains, more so than first kisses. First kisses can be absolute disasters, too clammy or taste of Cheez-Its, affronts to the senses, but the first food memories, my God. Ask anyone in the food world—the answer is always poetry.

			I’ve concluded that someone must be lying.

			The first thing you remember eating is soufflé? Not your own coagulated snot, not a dusty jelly bean you found on the floor, not your older brother’s farts? Was every chef and food writer in the world born a fully formed adult with a standing reservation at Balthazar? As a kid, I distinctly remember drinking water from a vase that had recently been relieved of flowers. I remember desperately licking Fun Dip off a plastic tablecloth, the granules spilled from the packet, mixed with grains of salt and pepper that were scattered on the table from an earlier meal. I did not care. I know that I ate the paper wrappers that clung to the outside of peanut butter cups, with some sort of hazy understanding that it was dark chocolate around milk (the logic behind this confounds me, because it requires the absence and presence of intellect all at once).

			If you want poetry, I can lie to you. I can tell you about my mother diligently stuffing cannelloni and making béchamel from scratch, back when that was the sort of thing she did. I can tell you about all the rustic southern Italian dishes my grandmother tried to get me to eat, meals that I often rejected handily.

			If you want to know my actual first food memory, it’s this:

			The setting is the early 1980s, a time that looks more like the 1970s, really; there are bell-bottoms and big hair, though it could be that my family is just stuck behind the fashion. The carpet is a burnished red, the upholstery of the couch quilted and iridescent gold in the rare Seattle sunlight. It feels like velvet, and when I run my chubby hand along it one way, it is smooth and shiny; the other way, it bristles up like a cowlick. Picture me, a toddler. I have a baby mullet, the hair you see on professional European soccer players, a receding hairline, and a sort of wispy tail hanging off the back of my enormous head. (It is easy to envision me, working through the last few seasons on a premier team, nursing a knee injury, wondering if my supermodel ex-wife still loves me.)

			I am dressed, without fail, either like a rodeo clown or in the long underwear of a cartoon prospector, snap buttons that go up the inside of one leg and down the other. They are cold and I will squirm as my mother attempts to button me into them, and once she does, I am free to roam the house like a cat, which is more or less how I am regarded. Make sure she doesn’t get outside. Don’t let her climb on the furniture. Did someone feed her?

			My family has just arrived in America. My mother is the last to immigrate. She leaves my father and Europe all at once, claiming that she is coming to America only because she doesn’t want to have another baby on the U.S. Army base outside Munich, where my brother was born. He is three when he arrives in America, wide-eyed and confused. He leaves behind my father, the only home he has ever known, and a beloved red biplane that my father built him, with his name—EDWARD—in black block letters painted across the top.

			After I am born, my mother tells my father that she is not going back to Germany, where my father is stationed and will live for the rest of his life. My brother does not get the red biplane back. He is softly haunted by the loss of a home and a life he remembers before this one, but for me there is nothing else. There is only the chaos, the noise, the people all around buzzing like a hive of bees. This is all there has ever been. I get lost in it.

			The sink in the downstairs bathroom is not high. It is so short that even my petite mother has to bend down to use it. And this is how I score my triumph. In a blissful, unsupervised moment, I grabbed the tube on the counter.

			It was not the first time I had reached for it; I remember that desire, unfulfilled, just a feeling, really, unattached to words. I often managed to get my fists—shaped like tiny round dinner rolls, dimpled at the knuckles—around the tube. My mother would whisk it away, after I’d completed the complicated task of grasping it. I was too young to articulate my want. I don’t even remember crying; I just remember the ease of her lifting it from my hands, the long curtain of her honey blond waves brushing against me.

			But she is not there to thwart my plans this time. After all, what trouble could a toddler possibly get into, unattended, in a bathroom in 1982? (It’s a miracle my generation survived at all.) I have concluded the cap must have already been off, because I don’t think I had the motor skills at that age to remove it myself. I squeeze the container, and creamy mint deliciousness oozes forth. I press my finger to the edge and deliver it to my mouth, or maybe I just squeeze the tube directly into my open, waiting maw. But there it is: my first food memory. Mint toothpaste, served straight from the tube.

			This substance will never be a secret ingredient on Iron Chef. Decades from now, the culinary experts on Top Chef will not be asked to create a menu around a tube of Aquafresh. This is because toothpaste is not food. It is a health and beauty product. It is designed to be spit out.

			In the coming years, manufacturers will realize the untapped market that children present, the willingness of parents to spend endless resources to preserve their progeny’s teeth. Toothpaste will be available in banana, in bubble gum, in electric-blue raspberry. A veritable thirty-one flavors of dentifrice in saturated Lisa Frank hues. But these options do not exist in my world. There is only the chalky paste of the standard mint-flavored Crest, bracingly cool and astringent. What kind of desperation leads a toddler to eat toothpaste? How has my brief life gone so astray? I am starved for anything that has even the suggestion of sweetness, because it is entirely absent from my young existence. No one in my family bakes. No one makes cakes or cookies or serves dessert. There is the occasional dusty breath mint found at the bottom of my aunt’s purse, which I will pop into my mouth, bits of foil still clinging to it. But toothpaste is the closest I can get to dessert, akin to minty frosting. And eating it is forbidden, which means I want it all the more.

			Also, I like mint.

			Years later, standard toothpaste instructions state that children under the age of six should be given only a pea-sized amount and supervised to minimize swallowing. Does the tube say this in 1982? It seems improbable, and it also wouldn’t have mattered: At this point in my personal history, I am extremely illiterate. I doubt it would have made a difference, anyway. These are the early years of Reagan’s first term, and supposedly the Russians may destroy us at any moment; I live my toddler life to the fullest. I walk, bravely, unsteadily, ingesting toothpaste as I go. The downstairs is where we live, and my aunt Pia—my mother’s oldest sister—lives upstairs. That is where everyone congregates to scream at one another. I stumble up the steps; I have less balance than usual. My hands are now preoccupied with delivering toothpaste into my face and cannot steady me, and my head is breathtakingly large. There is wood paneling on the walls, and I walk through the simulated forest that is late 1970s American home decor.

			I manage to make it all the way up the stairs, toothpaste still in hand, neck unbroken, toward sounds of my family having dinner. The scraping of cutlery against dishware, the eternal litigation of age-old family quarrels, the barking laughter, set against my uncle’s records. A delicate blend of hostility and affection screamed in two languages, intermingled with the music of Dr. Hook and the Medicine Show, it calls to me like the sea does a sailor. This is all I want—to eat the food of my questionable toddler choosing surrounded by my people. This is all I will ever want. The door at the top of the stairs is closed, which is an insurmountable problem for me. I cannot reach the handle, and besides, my hands are covered in toothpaste.

			But miraculously, the door opens. My mother is there. I don’t remember how she looks, really, or even grasp the concept of what a mother is. I just know that she is mine. I fill in the gaps in my memory with photos from this time—my Italian mother, large green eyes and masses of blond hair, full lips. A small space between her two front teeth. She will be small and beautiful for always. By the time I am thirteen, I will be taller than her. But that is years away. Now she looms over me, bends down, plucks the tube from my hands.

			It’s too late, of course. I’ve already savored it. The sweet taste of defiance.

			Everything in the world would subsequently fall into two categories:

			
					
					The things my mother wanted me to eat

				

					
					Random shit I would shove into my mouth with frenzied abandon

				

			

			The Venn diagram of these two items would rarely, if ever, overlap.

			But I’d already realized, at a very young age, that there were few things in life I could control. Bedtimes and baths were inevitable. There were few battlefields of independence and self-determination left. Clothes were a great place to wage a war, and occasionally, when I was left unattended with a pair of scissors, my own hair presented an excellent canvas for personal expression. But perhaps the greatest of all of these was food. This was where I fought with the fervor of a tiny Valkyrie with freshly butchered bangs.

			No one, I’d decided, would tell me what I would eat. Not even those stiff-collared jerks at Poison Control.

			My eating habits were unpredictable and chaotic. Most of the time I simply refused food. My mother would beg and cajole me and go through a list of menu items, and I would decline all of them. I was a nightmarish combination of an iron will and a complete disinterest in my own survival. When I was three or four years old, I got a feverish stomach infection that resulted in my body immediately rejecting whatever liquids you tried to put into me. The doctor told my mother she needed to get me to drink or I’d end up hospitalized for dehydration. Sorry? You want me to drink liquid? The same substance you keep demanding I also bathe in? The stuff that inexplicably flows into the toilet after it flushes? I had to put a stop to things before they got further out of hand.

			My mother tried to bribe me with full-strength apple juice, not the vaguely apple-tasting diluted variety I was normally fed.

			I turned up my nose.

			I am fairly certain that in a moment of desperation she offered me Coca-Cola. Here, my determination almost wavered. But I knew she had other motives, and so I held strong, with the sort of impenetrable resolve of someone who literally did not know the meaning of the word “compromise.”

			She threatened me with hospitalization.

			Again, I refused.

			The next day, I was hospitalized.

			I spent two days in the pediatric wing being treated for extreme dehydration. I had an IV and a nurse who fed me juice (which I drank only because she had pink streaks in her hair and multiple piercings, and this assigned her a legitimacy other adults, with their stupid human-colored hair, lacked). But my point had been made.

			I wanted autonomy, even if it killed me. And my mother was constantly telling me it would. She was convinced I was going to be stolen the second I set foot outside, that there was a bustling black market for demonic four-year-olds in early 1980s Seattle. So I was allowed to exist in the confines of our home, and occasionally the yard (though even in these controlled spaces my mother would sometimes burst through a door, wide-eyed and out of breath, screaming my name. Because if I played alone too quietly for too long, I was obviously dead). This was not a treatment my brother or my cousins received. I am the first girl in my mother’s family to be born since her. There are seven male grandchildren who come before me. There will not be another girl until my cousin Valeria is born, but that is six long years and an entire continent away. For now, there is only me, and my mother made it very clear that kidnappers were not interested in the boys. They wanted me, for some unfathomable reason.

			So I conquered the one domain that was left to me: food. I stole raw potatoes as my mother was cutting them up to roast, popping them into my mouth and demanding more, this time with salt. The wedges would crunch between my teeth, some savory, starchy cousin to the apple. (My mother stared at me, mouth agape, the first time I did this. I was barely two years old. Apparently, my father, whom I scarcely knew, had a penchant for doing the same thing.) I ate pasta, but only with butter and salt, and not the Neapolitan ragu my grandmother spent all of Sunday cooking in a massive pot.

			But offer me a plate of tripe dripping in a bright red tomato sauce? I would down an entire plate of it, the honeycomb lining of a cow’s stomach catching the sugo. I wouldn’t touch hot dogs, but I consumed pig’s feet and boiled cow’s tongue with all the restraint of an underfed hyena, delighting in my cousins’ and brother’s horror. There was no logic to it save for this: If it caused someone to raise their eyebrows in a measure of alarm or admiration or exasperation, I would eat it.

			On more than one occasion I shoved random berries, torn off a plant, into my mouth (perhaps my mother’s fears were not entirely unfounded). I remember the interrogation that followed, the attempts to get me to open my mouth and spit out whatever poison was inside. I remember a vague mention of going to the hospital, and me shouting an emphatic “NO” loud enough to shake the windows. I don’t remember if they succeeded in making me throw up, but in any case it’s irrelevant: I, stubbornly, survived.

			“I think you were just trying to experience the world by tasting it,” my mother told me once. Which is a rather beautiful retelling of history.

			The truth was this: I was trying to defy everyone by eating what was not to be eaten. They, in turn, were simply trying to keep me alive.

			“Eat, eat, eat,” is the mantra of any Italian family. And eventually, I did. As a teenager I got more independence (my mother was just exhausted by having spent the previous fifteen years in a state of chronic panic over me) and less combative in my eating habits. The food, by then, was less abundant, and I was hungrier than I’d ever been. My mother worked, my grandmother was older, my aunt lived elsewhere. There was no one to cook for me, and so I made things for myself—frozen pizzas or Hot Pockets or meals that consisted entirely of microwave popcorn and ice cream. There was even fast food when it was financially possible.

			Slowly, the message from my younger years had started to morph. “Eat, eat, eat” still echoed from my childhood, but now there was an addendum, something specific that applied to me now that I was a woman: “But don’t get fat.”

			I hadn’t anticipated that part of it. It felt like a cruel betrayal, some weird monkey’s paw kind of curse. I was finally eager to do what everyone had been asking of me for years (I would have killed for that slow-cooked, rich red sauce of my grandmother’s), but now I was being told doing precisely that was undesirable. I had always been thin through childhood and alarmingly so through my adolescence, but toward the end of high school I filled out. I was round-faced, with a posterior notable enough that a girl who hated me went around with my prom photo ridiculing the size of it. (We didn’t even go to the same school.)

			As I grew older, my mother’s dietary views became clear and they reflected a sort of schism with reality afforded by being naturally thin. She had never been on a diet; she ate whatever she wanted and was always, consistently, a size 4. She was convinced that the only reason people got fat was that they ate dessert, and she conveniently has never had a sweet tooth. “You need to stop eating sweets,” she told me, like a soothsayer portending some sort of horrible fate. She refused to accept that perhaps we had different body types, that the Punnett square had left me with a distinct selection of genes different from her own. And more important, she refused to accept that fatness was something people could not control. She was of a generation raised to believe that it was a moral failing, something that could and should be overcome. The one time I asked her to let out a dress, she adamantly refused.

			“We don’t let dresses out,” she told me. “That dress is big enough.”

			It had not yet occurred to me that the awful things said to us by our parents were awful things that were once said to them. They had been subject to this same thinking, been forced to adhere to these same rules. This had been going on for years and years, stretching back generations, starting with some single judgmental asshole who decided that bodies should only look one particular way. (Should I ever find out who he was, I will dig up his corpse and desecrate it.)

			In the coming years I’d be inundated with an impossible-to-reconcile duality, a dynamic that would replay itself over and over. There would be books and columns with names like “Hungry Bitch” and “Skinny Shrew” telling me how to replace things I wanted to eat with things I did not in order to be dissatisfied and thin. Fashion magazines would advise me to skip orange juice with breakfast and instead opt for a mimosa, to cut down on sugar. Because who cares if you are drunk at 9:00 a.m. if you’ve saved ninety calories?

			I didn’t want to eat when food was around, and now that it wasn’t, I wanted to eat, but I shouldn’t anyway, because food could make me—gasp—fat. In my twenties, a series of diets emerged, all of them remarkably confusing in nature, and I knew about them only through societal osmosis. Carbs were bad but bacon was somehow fine, and now we were told to drink clear alcohols with no mixers in them, because mimosas were too sugary, so let’s just have vodka with breakfast. The same magazines that said diet desserts were an overly processed sham that didn’t actually help you lose weight were literally advertising those exact desserts.

			I’d be lying if I said I was able to ignore all of it, that the words never reached my ears, that I spent all my decades on earth loving the body I was in, unequivocally. That I didn’t break down in tears when my uncle came up behind me at the dinner table and asked me, teasingly, if I was “stuffing my face again.” There were days when my blood would boil with pure rage at all of it. The doubts and castigations roared in the background while I was simply trying to go about my life, eating lunch, having sex, buying jeans. But I adamantly refused to direct any of that rage at myself, because that was precisely where everyone—television, magazines, occasionally my family—told me it belonged. Defiance kicked in again, and when every source was telling me to count calories and worry about getting fat, I blithely ignored all of it and ate. I always ate. I tried to be healthy, and I tried to eat vegetables, because they’re good for you and they aid in pooping, but I never counted a carb or denied myself dessert. The best rebellion I could ever come up with was endeavoring to love myself and hurling every piece of dietary advice out the window with the zeal of someone tossing out a cheating lover’s belongings.

			And I think, honestly, the toothpaste was to blame. The lesson it taught me was too formative, hit me too early, before the world could teach me to hate food, or myself. I could barely walk, but there I was, eating something I shouldn’t have been (something that wasn’t even technically food) and enjoying the hell out of it. I was taking full possession of my tiny, sticky, mint-fragranced body. I was reaching out and tasting the world and still demanding to be loved.

		

	
		
		
			2

			FOR THE SEAFOOD LOVER IN ME

			I have developed a somewhat unfortunate habit. If my husband, Rand, is driving and we happen upon a Red Lobster, I will scream, with the urgency of someone who has been stabbed with something very sharp, for him to stop.

			“Absolutely not,” he will reply cheerfully.

			We have been together for more than twenty years. After such a stretch of time, you learn to read your partner’s expressions and the secrets hidden in their sighs. You also learn to ignore any casual fine-dining-related screaming. The latter is an important component in the success of any marriage.

			There is no Red Lobster close to us. We live in Seattle, and the nearest one to our home is either thirteen miles north or twenty-seven miles south of us. To encounter one is a rare thing, like finding a truffle in dirt. Red Lobster, it should be noted, offers a truffle lobster mac and cheese on its seasonal Lobsterfest menu. A dinner-sized portion contains 1,460 calories and proudly exceeds the recommended daily intake of sodium and cholesterol. With every bite you are laughing at mortality itself. To eat it is to believe, for a moment, that you will live forever. This is simply part of the excellent value proposition Red Lobster offers. My husband does not realize this. And so, as the restaurant and the strip mall it resides in grow smaller in our rearview mirror, I explain it to him again.

			“I need endless shrimp for $19.99.”

			“No you do not. No one needs endless shrimp.”

			“Orcas do,” I say. This is obviously a winning argument.

			“You are not an orca,” he replies, and keeps on driving.

			I accuse him of not loving me. This is a laughable charge, and we both know it. He adores me so completely that at least three of my in-laws have accused me of sexual witchcraft. But these are desperate times. He sighs, the air flowing out of him slowly, along with some of his resolve.

			“Do you really want to go? I will turn around.”

			“No,” I say. “It’s fine.” The concept of endless shrimp feels environmentally reckless. Perhaps living creatures should not be harvested from the sea in infinite quantities so that we may ingest them with all the restraint of a hungry, hungry Bacchus. We keep driving, this irreconcilable difference washing over us: He knows with all the fiber of his being that Red Lobster is a terrible restaurant. And I know with every fiber of my being that he is wrong.

			This knowledge has been instilled in me since childhood, perhaps the only thing I have retained from that time. I am no longer a Catholic, and I have abandoned virtually everything the Florida public school system taught me, which is for the best, since they insisted on teaching both perspectives of the Civil War (or the War of Northern Aggression, as more than one of my teachers insisted on calling it). The state song is a minstrel song, which we were taught to sing in a sort of racist patois. In health class, for reasons that made sense only to her, a teacher showed us the symbol for female—a circle with a cross underneath it—and told us that it was synonymous with abortion. In recent years, they’ve started pulling books from the shelves for containing words. By now, I assume they’ve replaced chemistry classes with mixology.

			My tan from those years, and even some of the scars on my knees and my heart, have faded. But I still love Red Lobster. It had people who were kind to me, and cheesy biscuits that were served warm, in a little basket. It taught me that life had more to offer. That’s a lesson that childhood doesn’t always impart. Especially if your childhood takes place in Florida.

			When I was halfway through second grade, my mother moved us to the central east coast of the state, in what is called the Space Coast. Presumably the name comes from the nearby Kennedy Space Center. Also, because the more apt “Little Congealed Balls of Petroleum Tar That Wash Up on the Beaches Thanks to Off-Shore Drilling Coast” was too wordy for the Florida board of tourism. Mom appeared to be selecting where we would live based on when it had been most recently featured on America’s Most Wanted. We ended up in Casselberry and later Indialantic, Florida, places that are notable only because of how many times they are mentioned on murderers’ Wikipedia pages.

			Florida is a terrible place to live. It’s not even a good place to visit. I spent seven years there, in a home without air-conditioning, hoping the thermostat would dip below ninety degrees and offer us a reprieve from the endless summer. My mother, still convinced that someone would make me the eventual namesake of a child-protective crime bill, insisted that I keep my window shut at night. It turned my tiny room into a sauna. I didn’t sleep for roughly half a decade, while my brain cooked inside my skull. This is probably why I now frequently spend a lengthy span of time looking for an object, only to find that it’s in my hand.

			This insomnia was exacerbated by the fact that my mother’s boyfriend had followed us to Florida from Seattle, and he had the unfortunate distinction of being the most abusive human being I’ve ever met. Fortunately for me, the Florida “educational system” spends a great deal of time on how to survive natural disasters (it permanently replaced biology sometime in the 1980s), and much of it was applicable to living with a man who was the human equivalent of a tornado. I learned the important lesson that my surroundings, even when they seemed peaceful, might hurl something large (a piece of furniture, a live cow) at me. I could identify coming storms, kept one eye on the sky in case it darkened, took cover when necessary. It became a kind of normal, the way most fucked-up things do when you’re a kid.

			At school, I had the sad realization that any child who starts out eating toothpaste, and heads immediately to offal the second her molars come in, is not destined for popularity. My mother’s assessment of the situation was incorrect: I was not teased because other children were jealous. I was teased because children are pack animals who know to weed out and destroy the weak and the slow and any creature that is too solitary or strange. They are not above cannibalism. Third graders are basically wolves with opposable thumbs.

			My classmates swirled around me like a homogeneous mass. They wore the same brand-name clothing and ate the same brand-name fruit snacks. Teachers would snip open their half-frozen Capri Suns at lunchtime. The girls would flip around on the monkey bars, the soles of their perfectly white Keds never touching the ground, long ponytails twirling around them.

			One of the ways of getting through a childhood that wasn’t perfect and was maybe, I don’t know, sort of shitty (sorry, Mom, but also, Jesus Christ) is by telling yourself there are small, tangible things that will put you on equal footing with your peers. My classmates had air-conditioning, and pools, and fathers who were disinclined to hurl things across rooms. I wanted these things, but I needed to be more pragmatic in my demands. Instead, I begged for granola bars with chocolate chips and Ecto Cooler juice boxes and Fruit Roll-Ups that I would peel slowly from the plastic. I thought these things would allow me to blend in seamlessly with my classmates. My childhood was as good as theirs because I had Lunchables just like they did. It was an elaborate lie, one that my mother began when she told me the unlikely story that she’d somehow walked into a closed door. One that I continued when we pretended I believed her.

			

			—

			Running away is a common motif in childhood. Packing bindle sticks, absconding to live with your best friend or possibly a circus, in order to escape your station and the powerlessness imposed on you by youth. For me, I dreamed of absconding to someplace isolated and cold, with lighthouses and icy waters and ramekins filled with melted butter. This fantasy was due, almost entirely, to the Red Lobster chain of restaurants.

			Stepping into a Red Lobster is to partake of dinner theater, an elaborate illusion that unfolds while you attempt to eat several species of crustaceans into near extinction. The interior is a pastiche of New England, with its deep blue walls, wooden wainscoting, and nautical-themed decor, designed by someone who quite possibly has never been on a boat. There are black-and-white photos of crew teams now long dead, signal flags hanging from the walls, brass shades on overhead lamps to evoke a galley kitchen. The exterior of nearly every restaurant has horizontal siding, evocative of a northeast coastal home. It’s all a fiction. The first Red Lobster was opened in Lakeland, Florida, in 1968 by William Darden, a restaurateur from Georgia. He had noticed that fish sold well at his other restaurants and decided to dedicate an entire establishment to the cuisine. There are now more than seven hundred locations worldwide. (In the continental United States, the only place where Red Lobster cannot be found is northern New England.)

			We did not go to restaurants often when I was young. This is still true among certain members of my family. I have an aunt and uncle who adamantly refuse to go out to eat. I cannot remember the last time my mother voluntarily set foot in a restaurant, though she will steer her car down a drive-thru from time to time. Usually the only time anyone can be tempted is if there is a promise of an all-you-can-eat buffet. They will spend money if they feel as if they were pulling something over on someone, a dynamic that requires unfettered access to crab legs. But when I was young, if there was reason to celebrate, or my mother’s boyfriend needed to smooth over some particularly notable rampage, we would go out to eat. Servers would stare at us when we arrived and smile. We looked like a little family. Here is the mother, here is the son, here is the daughter. Here is a vaguely father-shaped human being. No one needed to know that he called me a little bitch or that he referred to my brother with homophobic slurs. When you’re a kid, you want the adults in your life to love you and one another. When that seems impossible, you settle for the next-best thing: Cheddar Bay Biscuits.

			Sometimes during the summer, my mother’s brother would come from Italy to visit with his family. My uncle and his family would stay with my grandparents, all of them crammed into the guest bedroom. I dragged a suitcase over from our house within the first week of their arrival and would sleep on a twin bed crammed into my grandparents’ room. My uncle occasionally yelled, but it was Italian yelling, which usually had to do with soccer or politics that I didn’t understand, and people yelled back. It wasn’t angry; it was just loud, punctuated by laughter. Sometimes when we went out, people mistook me for their daughter. I never corrected them.

			We went to the beach almost every day. It was a fifteen-minute walk from my grandparents’ house under a scorching sun. We rarely wore sunblock. My cousin Marco and I dug up tiny clams from the beach, collecting them in a pile. My aunt had me carry them back in the bra of my bathing suit, which scandalized me. Later she would make us spaghetti alle vongole, garlicky, dotted with tiny rubbery bivalves that she swore were the same ones we’d dug up. Cooking any sort of seafood was rare in my family. My grandparents were from mountain villages outside Naples. The only fish they regularly ate were anchovies, which I hated with the enthusiasm you would expect from a child. But my aunt’s pasta was something altogether different. It tasted elegant. It was of the sea, but somehow Italian, and until that moment these seemed irreconcilable to me. I interrogated her about the clams, refusing to believe they were the ones we’d gathered. She would not admit her deception for another twenty years: They were from a can.

			There are currently five pasta entrées available at Red Lobster, four of which contain shellfish, and all of which conveniently exceed the recommended daily sodium intake for adult humans. They are entirely American inventions. My family did not eat grilled Cajun chicken linguini Alfredo in the old country.

			Spaghetti alle vongole does not appear on Red Lobster’s menu.

			Most of the time during these summer visits, we ate at my grandparents’ home. My aunt, my mother, my grandmother, and occasionally even my uncle would cook pastas and lasagnas and stewed meats over a hot stove on a stifling ninety-degree day. But at the end of each trip, we would go to Red Lobster as a finale. I don’t know how this tradition started. But once every summer, and sometimes twice if our whining was well placed enough, we would pile into our cars and eat (if the menu was to be believed) like admirals. It made their departure bittersweet—an odd thing to look forward to each year, something to take the sting out of having to return to my own home, of school starting again, of being too young to do anything about my unhappiness.

			But for at least a moment, Florida’s casual dining helped create an illusion of something I thought was inaccessible to me. There was air-conditioning. There were tablecloths. There was the sound of clinking silverware in the distance and a tank of lobsters by the door. I didn’t mind when there was a wait, because there was nothing greater than the anticipation—knowing the feast that was ahead of me. That for at least ninety minutes, nothing could go wrong. That no plates would be thrown, no yelling would occur.

			I would sit on a bench near the door and stare at the tank of lobsters. Some had rubber bands around their claws, which my mother argued was a cruelty. If you were going to be boiled to death, she reasoned, you should be able to fight back. For some reason, her advocacy on behalf of doomed crustaceans made me irrationally angry. I had no understanding of allegory.

			Every meal at Red Lobster comes with a house salad, and we all opted to upgrade ours to a Caesar. The lettuce is covered in garlicky dressing so thick it threatens to wilt, a sprinkle of cheese like fine snow, crowned with a few golden-brown croutons. Sometimes it came with black olives. Caesar salad was first invented in Tijuana, Mexico, by an Italian immigrant named Caesar Cardini. At the age of eleven, I did not know this. I knew only that it cost seventy-five cents extra, but it was allowed, because it was deemed a good value.

			I almost always ordered the same thing: shrimp scampi and a fully loaded baked potato. The shrimp swam in a tiny ramekin of butter and garlic that was too hot to touch. Scampi is an Italian word, singular being scampo. It refers to a type of small lobster that is found throughout Europe. I ordered my baked potato loaded because it cost the same as a baked potato with merely butter.

			The visiting Italians marveled at the potato, now elevated to affordable lower-middle-class luxury with a dollop of melting sour cream, waxy slivers of yellow cheese, and a sprinkling of tiny green onions, thrown over the top like confetti. They had never seen anything like it. I wanted to impress them with this show of toppings. I wanted them to fall in love with America and with me. I wanted them to move to Florida so I would feel less alone. Also, perhaps they would adopt me. I hadn’t asked, but we all got along, and it seemed only reasonable that we move in that direction.

			“I’ve always wanted to go to Italy,” one server said to us after overhearing my family speak.

			“Yes, yes, it’s wonderful,” we all said, nodding, though I scarcely had any idea what I was talking about.

			The Cheddar Bay Biscuits—arguably the most famous item in the Reb Lobster oeuvre—came out hot in unlimited quantities. They arrived, safely nestled in a basket, like baby Moses upon the banks of the Nile, but with more garlic butter. My mother invariably tucked some in a napkin and smuggled them out of the restaurant in her purse. Later, removed from their natural environment and reheated in the oven, the biscuits’ magic would somehow be lost. But they existed as a reminder, a souvenir of our time there. For a moment, I could pretend I was in a restaurant, and that restaurant was pretending to be in New England.

			We never ordered dessert. Or soda. Or appetizers. These things, we were reminded, were “how they get you.” Restaurant chains were akin to grifters in my family. You needed to constantly have the upper hand. There were infinite add-ons, markups, and traps—ready to prey upon those who were less savvy about their money. This would not be me. I was going to be clever. Money meant I could afford trips to Italy, and Disney World, and shoes with little blue rubber labels on the back. When I begged my mother to leave her boyfriend, money was one of the reasons she said she couldn’t. I was going to have it in massive quantities.

			I did not mind that we were relegated to merely water and entrées and endless biscuits. I did not feel deprived. There was an abundance before me. Behold the bounty of the sea, dredged up from the depths of the oceans, battered and deep-fried or lounging in butter. My cousin ordered both tartar and cocktail sauce—foreign concoctions that he had never tried before—because there was no need to choose just one. We could have everything. For ninety minutes, we could even have air-conditioning.

			They never moved here, and in hindsight I do not blame them. They lived in Italy, and I expected them to leave that behind in favor of a state where toddlers were legally allowed to own firearms. Based merely on anecdotal observation, I am fairly certain the official state bird of Florida is a vulture that drowned in the neighbor’s pool. The state’s board of health recently declared Funyuns a vegetable. The punch lines come easily—a tight five about the state’s many shortcomings, masking the fact that all I ever wanted from it was to fit in, to belong, to have it love me back.

			After seven years in the Sunshine State, my family moved back to Seattle. My mother still had the same boyfriend, on and off and on again. When I was in college, he locked me out of her house because I’d cut my hair too short for his liking. I didn’t go home often, but instead stayed in the dorms, and later my own apartment. In the tiny kitchen of my studio, I learned to make Red Lobster’s Cheddar Bay Biscuits. They are easy to pull together—a basic buttermilk biscuit, with some added garlic powder and cheddar cheese. Making them in my home felt like a power I shouldn’t have had, a sort of magic too potent for mere mortals to wield. To have Red Lobster biscuits anytime you wanted—this was why the gods punished Prometheus. You can make them from scratch, but I’ve found that using a Bisquick mix works just as well. Add milk to the mix, per the instructions, then fold in cheddar cheese and garlic powder. The final step is to brush the freshly baked biscuits with melted butter and more garlic powder, as well as a sprinkling of salt. Parsley or chives can be added if you are inclined, but those are not strictly necessary. They take roughly twenty minutes to make, including baking time. (There is also a premade, frozen variant. I have not tried them. I am adamant there need to be more steps to decadence than just a properly preheated oven.)

			At this time in my life, it does not yet occur to me that the things I have always longed for are things I can make myself. That if I want cheesy garlic biscuits, I can bake them. That if I wish to have a loving family, I can create one. I still believe that these things are preordained and inaccessible to me, destined to happen only to the girls with shiny hair and perfect blue tags at the backs of their shoes. I still somehow think that if someone treats you badly, even if you are a child, it is because you deserve it. This is, apparently, easier to wrap my head around than the alternative.

			I am in my junior year of college. My dating life, until this point, has been the final scene from Fight Club where all the buildings collapse, minus the romantic hand holding. It usually ends with me wailing, “But I love you,” and them replying, “But I don’t love you,” and me more or less sobbing incoherently for what I am certain will be the rest of my life. I assume that this is just the nature of relationships, or at least the nature of relationships for me. When a boy I meet on a bus asks me to dinner, I am anxious, but agree to go. Because I am lonely. Just as, if not more important, I am hungry.

			This date takes me to an Italian restaurant. I order the spaghetti alle vongole, and when the waiter comes by, I speak with him in Italian. My date stares, mouth hanging half-open, in a sort of reverence. I cannot see myself clearly, the way none of us can when we are twenty-one and sad and think that maybe no one should love us at all. It is like looking at a painting too close up. And so when he wants to see me again, and again, and again, I am baffled at first. I am baffled for years.

			He turns out to be kind, and not inclined to yelling, and he does not run away in horror when he sees me tear connective tissue from bone like a raptor while eating. I assume he is just going to be a seasonal special, available for a limited time only. But his overwhelming popularity earns him a place on the permanent menu.

			What I am saying is this: Eater, I married him.

			He learns to make me spaghetti alle vongole, soaking the fresh clams in frigid water so they spit out all the sand. He takes me to Italy, and we eat fried anchovies in waterfront towns. To Portugal, where we eat giant platters of fish while staring at the sea. We sit in chilly restaurants in Boston and bite into lobster rolls in restaurants with tile-lined walls. We eat sushi from a 7-Eleven in Tokyo and marvel at how good it is.

			I often ask him why he loves me.

			“Because you are great,” he says.

			“WHY?? WHAT IS BROKEN ABOUT YOU THAT MAKES YOU THINK THAT?” I often scream back.

			He usually just shrugs and kisses me, and tells me I am his favorite person. It is still deeply confusing, but twenty years later I no longer think that it is a mistake or that he has me mixed up with someone else.

			One year, for my birthday, he surprises me with a dinner at Red Lobster. The gleam of the restaurant has faded, the way things do with time and perspective. After all, what use is an escape when you no longer have anything to escape from? But the air-conditioning is cool, and the salads are still included as part of the meal. I don’t remember the lettuce being iceberg, or this wilted. Or the croutons being slightly stale and…dusty? The biscuits are still excellent because they are filled with cheese and butter and salt (or, as they are known in Tampa, “nutrients”). But the meal, on the whole, is stunningly mediocre. And I do not care. I haven’t come to Red Lobster for the salad. I haven’t even come to Red Lobster for the lobster. I have come back because this is where I once dreamed of the life I wanted to have, one meal at a time. And now, when I compare it with the life that I do have, the luster of this restaurant is gone. It’s a bittersweet thing, to look back at your childhood dreams and know that you’ve exceeded them, that you were so desperately longing for not that much. I just wanted to feel safe and loved and to maybe eat an environmentally irresponsible quantity of fried crustaceans.

			There are no illusions left to maintain, and when people look at us, I hope they see the truth. Here is a woman, happy with who she is. Here is a man who is patient and kind and loves her so much that he will call her bluff and take her to casual fine dining seafood restaurants. Here is the woman’s purse. Inside are two Cheddar Bay Biscuits wrapped in a napkin. She has no idea how they got there.
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