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PROLOGUE

THE RESTAURANT

Metro Bis is a sixty-four-seat bistro in Simsbury, Connecticut, twenty miles west of Hartford. I’ve owned the place with my chef husband for the last three years. Metro Bis is small, loud, and classically decorated with a wooden floor, a long banquette that runs down the right-hand side of the room, and French lace curtains on the windows to the left. There is a service bar in the entryway with a large antique window hanging from the ceiling that acts as a wineglass holder. The twenty linen-covered tables are divided into three rows that run the length of the room. The tables along the windows have wooden school chairs. The tables in the middle and on the banquette have chairs with rounded dark green arms.

At the end of the dining room, an enormous hutch partially blocks the view of the kitchen, eliminating the need for doors. All the diners can see is the dessert station, straight back on the right of the hutch, and the upper bodies of the chefs on the left of the hutch. This large piece of furniture hides the plating line that separates the pickup and dishwashing area from the stove, grill, Fry-O-Lator, salad station, and chefs on the other side.

My husband and I are the second owners of Metro Bis, having purchased the restaurant on August 12, 1998. The name came from the previous owners, who had operated another place, called Metro Kitchen, in a nearby town. They opened Metro Bis (Bis means “again” or “encore” in French) and closed Metro Kitchen five years before we purchased the restaurant. They used the Paris Metro as a theme because one of the ex-owners’ family had helped to modernize and refurbish the subway system. We still have a set of old wooden train doors by the computer, and the four lanterns along the ceiling are from a Metro station.

For this reason, we kept the name even when we changed the cuisine from upscale French to American bistro. The menu features bistro fare with an Asian influence and a couple of delicate upscale items. There’s steak, salmon, pasta, foie gras, spring rolls, caviar, and leg of lamb at dinner. Lunch includes some of the same with a mix of sandwiches and salads. Each month Metro Bis creates a five-course wine dinner with dishes not usually found on the menu. We are open six days a week, serving lunch and dinner every day but Sunday.

Most of the staff at Metro Bis have been working with us for over a year. Our longest and most trusted employee is Jerry, the general manager. Customers find him strikingly attractive, cordial, and firmly in command of the dining room. The waitstaff think Jerry is rigid, demanding, and private. I think he’s hysterical. Jerry has an unbelievable sense of humor. He’s also very set in his ways. There is no gray (other than in his hair) in Jerry’s life; there is only black and white, right and wrong. He has an endearing sensitive side that only comes out around children. He’s like an older brother to me and a great friend. Jerry would catch a burning tree that was about to fall on me if I couldn’t save myself, but he would never admit that he had done it. He’s committed to the restaurant business and is always challenging himself to learn more. His next goal is to pass the master sommelier exam. My husband, Jerry, and I met while working in another Connecticut restaurant, where we also met Al, our first sous-chef. Al recently moved on in his career and was replaced by Norman.

My chef husband and I also operate a tiny takeout store in the same shopping complex where the restaurant is located. Metro Express features wraps, soups, salads, and microwavable entrées. There’s also a kids’ menu, a catering menu, and a picnic-basket menu for events, like the outdoor concert series that takes place behind the building each summer. We also do a complete meal to go for each of the major holidays. Valentine’s Day, Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s are busy holidays for Metro Express. In between these events, the staff is busy with the two-thousand-person mailing list and the bottling of our salad dressing. We produce fifteen gallons a week of Prosperi balsamic, tomato ginger, and Caesar dressings. We run between the office, storage room, Metro Express, and Metro Bis all day long.

THE CHEF

My husband, Christopher Prosperi, and I have been married for three years but have known each other for eight. We met at a restaurant in Connecticut where he was a chef and I was an ice cream scooper. Chris’s whole family is in the restaurant business, including his European-born parents. He grew up in Forest Hills, New York, and moved to Connecticut while in high school. Chris is good-humored and he’s messy. Most of his friends call him scatterbrained and think of him as the artistic type. I married him because he’s so even-tempered, we have common goals, and we rarely disagree. He’s as committed as you would expect anyone who worked with you fourteen hours a day to be, and he’s exceptionally creative. If that burning tree I mentioned earlier were about to fall on me, Chris wouldn’t notice until someone called him from the hospital. Then he would rush to my side with flowers, pillows, and food. Chris would care for me around the clock until he needed to check on the restaurant. Then he would go back to work. Chris is committed to his profession and he loves food, but he doesn’t take it too seriously.

Frequently I am asked how Chris and I can work together all day and still have a relationship. I hardly ever see Chris during the day. The most I ever see him is while he is sleeping at night. My typical day consists of shuttling from the restaurant to the office to our takeout store and back again, with a trip to the post office, the bank, and storage in between. Chris travels a bit as well, but we’re hardly ever in the same place at the same time. Most of his day is spent in the kitchen, and most of mine is spent in the office. As we run past each other, conversation is limited to the tasks at hand:

“I just booked us for Sunday the twenty-fifth for dinner.

“How many orders of bread do you have going out of Express this weekend?”

“Have you had time to make udon noodles yet?”

“Did you see that e-mail?”

“What do you think we should do about the line cook?”

“I made you a dentist appointment for next Tuesday.”

At the end of the day when we are back at home, all we talk about is work. We plan how we might take over the world, what connections need to be made, what gossip has been heard, what to do about troubled employees, and what we should spend money on.

But we do have some serious gaps in communication, as the staff can attest to. Chris and I drive everyone insane. Half the time they don’t know when we are coming and going. Chris will tell the sous-chef that there is a charity event we are attending on Wednesday. The sous-chef will adjust the schedule, but then I’ll come upstairs and tell him the event is on Thursday. Sometimes we only remember at the last possible second that there is another place we need to be.

Chris also has an interesting theory of information transmitting. We might go to a friend’s house, where I find out that her mother died suddenly in a car accident. I’m in shock, I feel bad, and I didn’t bring the obligatory card or flowers. The friend looks at me disbelievingly and says, “I talked to Chris about it three days ago. Didn’t he tell you?”

In the car on the way home I might say, “Why didn’t you tell me that Sarah’s mother died last week?”

“You didn’t ask.”

Chris is also infamous for transferring a call from my father to the office and saying, “This is your dad. He called you earlier today and wanted you to call him back.”

It’s almost as if he can remember only ten pieces of information at a time. When new data enters his brain, an old piece is left behind regardless of its importance.

I’m not sure how we work together, but we do. It’s probably a combination of not seeing each other and our inability to communicate. We’re on the same ship, trying to reach the same destination, and it would be foolish to argue about where we are headed. There isn’t enough time for petty disagreements, for grudges, for blame. We work well together because there is little competition between us. Each of us knows our strengths and weaknesses. What one lacks, the other makes up for. I can cook only two things from scratch without a recipe: meat loaf, which I don’t eat, and macaroni and cheese, which I don’t have to make because we serve it at Express. Chris isn’t capable of organizing the business and paying the bills. He’s great at solving conflicts. He has good networking skills. I do the marketing. I write Metro Mail, the restaurant’s newsletter. I plot. I plan. I come up with new ways to make money. If the two of us can’t do a job, we find someone else who can. Somehow it all works out in the end.

THE WIFE

I grew up in a tiny town in Connecticut as the daughter of a divorce lawyer and a housewife. I have a younger brother and sister, Jared and Devin. My mother had been a middle-school English teacher who insisted on sending me to private school when she realized that I couldn’t spell or memorize my multiplication tables. I got my first restaurant job during my senior year of high school after being bored to death answering the phones in my father’s office. I just couldn’t sit still that long. Throughout my college career, I kept on working in restaurants for extra spending money, and I loved it. Higher education seemed like a waste of time, despite my desire to secure an English degree and certification to teach secondary school, so I finished in three years.

The best part about college was meeting my roommate, Kate. She has a lot of the same thoughts as I do, but she is much more quiet about them, which keeps her out of trouble. Kate understands me better than anyone else. We like to go on adventures together, and she is one of the few people I travel well with. Kate would see that burning tree about to fall and point it out to me way before I was in any danger. Then we would talk about what we should do with the tree. Is it more important to put the fire out, or prevent it from falling over? I would decide it was best to leave it alone after Kate suggested as much, but I’d probably find her stuck underneath it a couple minutes later, unable to follow her own advice. Kate has known me for as long as Chris has, and she even lived with us in our three-room apartment for four months when she moved to the East Coast from California. She loves to eat in restaurants, but she’d never work in one.

While I was completing my degree, I was working full-time as a waitress and was living with Chris. Still, I felt I should have a “legitimate” career because my parents had paid so much for private education, so I began my master’s degree in marriage and family therapy. (Very handy, it turns out, in the restaurant business.) I finished all of my course-work and was about to begin my yearlong internship when I married my chef and opened a restaurant. There’s nothing too extraordinary about this except that I’m a vegetarian, I don’t drink, and I look like I’m twelve (on a good day).

A RESTAURANT is often compared to a theater. The audience/diners never see behind the curtain. They don’t know that our line cook was smoking out back and a waiter was late because he had a fight with his wife. More important, they don’t know me, but they think they do. I want to tell people that the restaurant business isn’t a glorious romantic experience. It’s a lot of really hard work filled with curveballs they would never expect. I’m tired of people in the dining room telling me that they want to run a small inn with six rooms and serve breakfast when they retire. I’m tired of high-school students thinking that they will go to culinary school and become famous TV chefs a year after graduation. Mostly I’m tired of people sighing as they look at me and say, “The restaurant business is so hard. The hours are so long. You must really love what you do.”

I do love what I do, but not for the reasons they think I should. I don’t love waiting on people. It isn’t like hosting a dinner party every night. I love what I do because it is a challenge. Being on the floor is like wearing a mask. People think that I am the gracious hostess of the year, but I’m not. I’m just a person like everyone else, working my ass off to make a living.

I’m pretty anal retentive. I notice everything. Nothing, nothing, nothing is ever good enough for me. I see every chip in the paint, every grain of sand in the entryway, and every stray hair in the bathroom. Chris can’t find the knife that he’s holding in his hand, but I notice that the bread baskets need to be cleaned, and the shelf where he stores too many dry products is separating from the wall. Chris won’t notice it until it hits the floor during a slow afternoon. This bothersome drive for perfection leaves me frustrated and unfulfilled. Everything must be bigger, better, cleaner, faster.

I don’t have time to wonder why or how I was pulled into this business. The romance has long disappeared, my body aches, and all I can think about is getting everything ready in time for lunch. Perhaps it is the stress, the drive, the energy involved in pulling off service so smoothly that makes it so no one can tell that we cleaned the lettuce as we plated it or that we tripped over the refrigeration man’s toolbox as he fixed the ailing walk-in during an emergency call. Or it could be the challenge of serving a public who raves over your scallop dish but complains that some of the baby greens are red. Maybe it’s the unpredictability of it all: twenty-three people for lunch today and ninety-six tomorrow; the case of wine dropped on the way to storage; the corn that never made it to the kitchen in time for dinner. Why is such instability, organized chaos, and insanity craved by so many people in this business and, more particularly, why me?

At no other time in my life have I felt more challenged, confident, overwhelmed, and consequently more alive than I do working in this business. Every day I am forced to learn something new about food, service, marketing, finances, and, most important, myself. I understand my limitations and find ways to work with others to accomplish my goals. I cherish my strengths and use them every moment of my day because I am more creative, resourceful, responsible, and flexible than I could ever be while sitting behind a desk. And I love it. This constant education and stimulation gives me the energy to keep on going when one of the floor staff doesn’t show up on a holiday or someone in the kitchen knocks over a five-gallon bucket of chicken stock.

When I drag myself back to bed at the end of the day, I have time to think about all of the things that didn’t get done and everything that I wish I had time for. There is so much that I want to learn, to experience, to eat. How can a sixteen-hour-day go by so quickly? Wasn’t I supposed to discuss my food costing with the accountant, make seasonal menu changes, and call the newspaper to put in another help-wanted add? It would be nice to take a culinary tour of the world, publish a cookbook, and make guest appearances on the Food Network, but I would settle for a more organized restaurant that allowed me the time to scrutinize daily sales, promote the business while outside the building, and plan my next expansion project.

But these things take time that I don’t have yet. For now I joyfully struggle knowing that I am exactly where I belong: in a demanding yet fulfilling profession that strives to make something as simple as sustaining life into an extraordinary experience.

HER LOVER

What kind of person do you think I am?
I’m only kidding. It’s not that kind of book.





INTRODUCTION

[image: ]he first time I encountered Christopher Prosperi, I was working in an ice cream shop in New Milford, Connecticut, during my holiday break in college. Chris was working across the street as a chef in an upscale bistro owned by the same guy who owned the ice cream shop. Because December and January are slow months in the ice cream business, the restaurant would send someone over with prep work from the kitchen.

I was often sent the dreaded case of basil or spinach to pick—dishwashers were too skilled and their time too valuable for that task. If you’ve ever plucked the leaves off an entire case of basil, then you know that the aroma is overwhelming, that it’ll make your hands reek for at least three days, and that it doesn’t really go with ice cream. One day I asked for something different. Something more challenging. Maybe I would get to use a peeler or a knife.

Instead I received black olives. These were not the black olives that I was used to, however. They didn’t have those entertaining holes used by children as a place to stick their fingers. They didn’t even come in a can. No, these were Kalamata olives and they arrived in a five-gallon bucket. Pits included. It would be my job to remove the pits.

Chris actually demonstrated the squeezing procedure necessary for pitting. Then he carefully separated the pit from the flesh in each hand and looked at me very intently.

“This is the pit,” he said slowly. “And this is the part that we keep.”

He held up each piece so that there would be no confusion. I fought back the urge to say, “Bite me,” and got to work. He wandered back across the street to the kitchen while I spent the day pitting the olives. And I do mean the whole day. It took me a full five hours to pit those five gallons of olives. I’ll never forget that stubborn flesh forced between my thumb and index finger, the squeezing and squishing that eventually yielded the unwanted pit.

When I had finished my task, I called the restaurant to tell them I was done. One of the staff came to retrieve my olives. I handed her a bucket of all the pits I had squeezed from the olives—I had carefully saved each one—and asked her to make sure that they reached Chris before the flesh. She came back almost immediately to say that when he received them, he looked at her, wondered for a minute if I had really kept the wrong part, looked back at the pits, realized that I was messing with him, called me a smart-ass, and threw them away. I knew I was in love. Well, maybe not quite yet.
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ASSEMBLING THE TROOPS

[image: ]oday I am only half awake when I feel Chris kiss my cheek. “I love you,” he whispers. Then he takes five steps into the living room, picks up the phone, and speaks in his usual megaphone voice. “HELLO, IS CHAD THERE? CHAD, I FORGOT TO ORDER FISH LAST NIGHT. IS IT TOO LATE? GOOD. I NEED A MEDIUM SALMON AND A BOX OF 21 / 25s. AND SEND ME FIFTEEN POUNDS OF WHATEVER YOU HAVE THAT’S GOOD. THANKS, MAN. I’LL TALK TO YOU LATER TODAY.” Then he clomps down the stairs in his navy blue rubber clogs and slams the front door. Fully awake, I open my eyes just enough to read the red digital clock. Seven thirty-one. The time glows even after I squeeze my eyes shut and roll over to the cool side of the pillow. As I quickly drift back to sleep, I know that it won’t be for long. I vaguely remember a work-related nightmare that I have been fighting all night. Something about a line of people at the door and no chairs anywhere in the restaurant to seat them. At 7:54 I roll back toward the clock. I’m pretty sure that I went to bed at two, and I’m positive that I need to go to the bathroom. I slowly push my legs off the side of the warm bed, sit up, and eventually end up on the couch with a glass of orange juice, flipping between Headline News, the Travel Channel, the Weather Channel, and, of course, the Food Network. When I am finally awake enough to function, I jump in the shower, pull an outfit off of the floor, and head for the car.

As I walk across the front yard, I am accosted by my next-door neighbor. She has a concern about the maintenance of the building we share. I don’t spend much time at home, and I can’t be bothered with shoveling, raking, mowing, and garbage removal. (The landlord finally gave us our own garbage pail so that we would be responsible for taking it to the street rather than allowing it to overflow in the backyard.) As my neighbor prattles on about one such issue (I’m not really listening), I attempt, politely, to get into my car. Then she stops midsentence and asks, “Don’t you own your own business? With your boyfriend?”

“My husband.”

“Then you must understand what I’m talking about. I own my own hairdressing business.”

I manage a sympathetic smile until she says, “Oh, but I’m sure it’s easier for you because you own it with your husband.”

I get in my car and drive away.

The ride to Metro Bis is just under twenty minutes. I constantly flip between radio stations, trying to find music. Chris likes to listen to the news in his car, but his stereo has been broken for six months. I don’t know why I bother to change the channels; I’m not really listening, anyway. I’m thinking about the two caterings that are going out of Metro Express, the tomato ginger salad dressing that needs to be repacked because it separated, the twenty-seven dinner reservations, and the new guy who needs to fill out paperwork today. When I pull into the parking lot, I have a good idea of what I’m going to do first. By the time I get from the bar to the office, my plans have evaporated.

I always start the workday by entering the front door of the restaurant. This is the first place customers see when entering; it’s where they get their first impression. As I fly through the door, I straighten the menus and replenish the business cards on the display table to the left. I pull the paperwork from yesterday’s sales. I check the reservations for tonight. We’re up to thirty-four people and lunch hasn’t even started. I answer the phone and take a reservation for Saturday. Jerry, our manager, greets me, smiling with a hearty and sarcastic “Good morning, Sunshine!” He asks when I’m going to put out the next Metro Mail and tells me that he has been bugging Chris all morning to finish the Mondavi wine dinner menu. As usual, Chris has been attached to the phone since nine A.M. I’ve been thinking about implanting a phone in his head. Before I can answer Jerry, the phone rings again. It’s the produce company trying to get an order from Chris. I already know where he is, though I haven’t seen him yet. I can hear him “chatting” at the top of his lungs not more than sixty feet from me, on the other phone in the back of the dining room. As I’m walking toward the kitchen, I tell Jerry that I will have a Metro Mail done by dinner tonight. I stop by table eight and glance at Chris. He’s always smiling, so I can’t tell if he’s happy to see me or just having a good conversation. I quickly realize he’s just gossiping, which is part of his morning routine. There is a whole network of underground restaurant information transmitted daily by salesmen with the dirt on job openings and sales figures. I tell Chris that the produce company is on line two. While he switches lines, I poke through the paperwork on table eight. All of our staff jokingly call the two-top closest to the kitchen Chris’s desk. I kicked him out of the restaurant’s real office. After the first three months of sharing it with him, he left a dirty crème brûlée dish underneath a stack of papers on the desk. I cleaned the ants, the dish, his papers, and Chris out of the office the next day. He eventually settled on table eight. It was originally a table for four until Jerry decided he couldn’t stand the mess either and took half of the “desk” away. Today there are a couple of phone messages for me and a fax for an upcoming March of Dimes event. I add them to the receipts from yesterday, roll my eyes at Chris, and head for the kitchen. He waves as I walk away, looking as though he’ll be on the phone for at least another twenty minutes.

Everyone in the kitchen looks pretty busy, but it’s very quiet. The caffeine won’t really kick in until the middle of lunch. The dishwasher already has a pile of dishes in the pot sink from the early-morning prep work that Chris must have done before he got on the phone. Instead of doing the dishes, he’s busy dumping out the Fry-O-Lator oil into a five-gallon bucket. We do it in the morning when the oil is cool. Chris once had a line cook who emptied the hot oil into a plastic bucket at the end of the night. As the pail melted, an ocean of oil was released over the kitchen, floating rafts of French fries and extra-crispy calamari. It was funny to everyone except the line cook, who spent the next two hours cleaning it up. Today the dishwasher still needs to degrease the Fry-O-Lator bay, refill it with fresh oil, and put the old oil in the grease Dumpster. (Cosmetic companies make lipstick and other products that I would never use from the recycled oil.) The lunch chef is setting up his station. Chris is still on the phone. I grab the invoices off the back bulletin board and head out the door.

Metro Bis is located in an old shopping center. We rent four spaces: the restaurant, office, storage, and Metro Express, the takeout store. In order to get to the office, I walk out the kitchen door, down a flight of stairs, past the Dumpster, and back into the building. It’s nice to get the chance to go outside unless it’s raining. I finally reach the office by ten-thirty and toss my pile of papers on the desk. I sit down, pick up the phone, and call Chris in the kitchen. He always seems to get off the phone right after I leave the kitchen.

“What’s the soup for Express?” I ask.

“Curried carrot and potato leek and Cheddar. Do we have anything on the fourteenth?”

I roll my chair to the right and look up at the three months of calendar pages on the wall.

“Not yet,” I reply.

“Good. I just booked my cooking class that day. The grocery store called. They need a delivery today.”

“What do they need?”

“I think they wanted ten Caesar, ten balsamics, and four tomato gingers, but I’m not positive.”

“Check and let me know. Is there anything else?”

“Did you hear about Ryan yet? He got a ticket last night in New York. He was hanging out the window of a car after a Yankee game waving an Orioles T-shirt. What an idiot! Anyway, I’ll be right down to do specials.”

“Okay. Wait. What were those soups again?”

“Curried carrot potato—”

“Leek and Cheddar. Thanks. Bye.”

I call Express next.

“Do you have everything on the special sheet from yesterday?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Did the kitchen send you anything new?”

“Yeah, I got meat loaf, but I’m out of lasagne. Oh, and I need aprons and decaf.”

“All right. I’ll be down in a minute.”

I quickly make changes to the Express specials, start printing them, then listen to the phone messages on the answering machine. Reservations for next Tuesday and a question about catering. I scribble down the numbers and grab the special sheets from the printer, the aprons from the laundry bin, and the coffee from the cabinet. I keep the laundry in the office because the chefs would use fifty towels per person per day if I let them. At thirty cents each they can really add up. Coffee beans are also in the office because they tend to wander off when not locked up.

I walk left out of the office, down the hallway, back out of the building, and across the courtyard, where we have an outside dining area for Metro Express. I have a vague memory of what I was planning on doing today, but I can’t quite remember what it was. I can’t believe that Ryan didn’t get shot in New York last night. I pick up a napkin, throw it away, and check to see if the tables are clean under the table mats before going downstairs into Express.

“The courtyard looks good. I’ve got your specials, coffee, and aprons,” I say as I lay them on top of the deli case. “Do you need anything else?”

“I still need my soup, and there’s water on the floor by the phone.”

“Where’s it coming from?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you check the sump pump?”

“What?”

I examine the water on the floor and check on the pump. I run some water in the sink, flip on the breaker, and hear the pump kick in. Metro Express is now ready for service. The bread is on display, the coffee has been made, the cookies have been baked, and I am on my way back to the office. I spot the dishwasher coming through the parking lot on his way to get fresh fry oil from storage as I’m crossing the courtyard.

When I get back to the office, Chris and Jerry have settled in. Chris is at the computer pecking out the lunch specials for Metro Bis with two fingers and Jerry is asking, “What do you think we should do?”

“About what?” I ask.

“The dishwasher,” Chris replies, and begins printing the special sheets.

“The person or the machine?” I ask, only half kidding.

“The machine,” says Jerry. “It’s been leaking, and we’re waiting for the guy to come fix it.”

“I was hoping he would come before lunch. We’re not going to be able to do any dishes,” Chris adds.

“It’s leaking that bad?” I really can’t afford to fix the dishwasher right now.

“It’s not that bad,” says Jerry. “Chicken Little is exaggerating again. We haven’t leaked into the downstairs yet, and we can probably do the dishes during lunch if we keep a bucket under the machine.”

As he finishes, the specials stop printing and they both get up to leave.

“Let me know what’s going on,” I request as they head out the door.

Chris yells from the hallway that the repairman should be in after lunch. I walk around to the other side of the desk as the phone rings. My father, our attorney, is on the other line.

“Did you get a chance to read the lease modification?” I ask.

“Yeah, everything looks fine with that. I’m calling to let you know that I got another letter from your linen company today.”

“Uh-huh. What did they have to say?”

“They wanted to let me know that they are working hard to maintain the standards that are laid out in your contract.”

I moan, “Why won’t they just end the contract?”

“I don’t think they want to, honey. Listen, we were thinking about coming for dinner tonight. Two at six o’clock?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. Well. I’ve got to go. Take it easy. Have a good day. I’ll see you later. Bye.”

I attribute his brisk phone manner to his having been a divorce attorney for twenty-five years. After I hang up, I check the e-mail. Four new messages. Two are junk, one is from a friend in Tennessee, and the other’s from the TV show that Chris taped last week. The host wants the recipes of the dishes. I’m just about to call Chris upstairs when the phone rings. It’s Express, and it’s busy.

I race back down the hall, outside, across the courtyard, and into the entryway of Express, where six people are crammed. I wait on the next three people and take a phone order. One wants a turkey wrap with bacon, bean sprouts, roasted red-pepper hummus, and romaine instead of spinach, the next wants the veggie wrap with no cheese and a baby-green salad, and the third is allergic to citrus and garlic. What can she eat? We settle on cranberry-stuffed chicken with whipped potatoes. After all the waiting customers have gotten their lunches, I make two pesto chicken wraps, one Caesar chicken wrap, and a spinach salad, and pack a pint of udon noodles for the phone order. I put away the bean sprouts, the chicken, and the lettuces and refill the udon noodle bowl from the supply underneath the deli case. I wipe down the counter and head back to the office.

While I am unlocking the door, I can hear the intercom from the restaurant ringing. I race for the phone and knock a pile of cookbooks onto the floor.

“Where have you been?” demands Chris. “We need help up here. We’re getting spanked.”

As I run (they never call unless they really, really need help) past the office display window, I catch my reflection in the glass. I probably should have ironed my shirt this morning. It looks as if I pulled it off the floor of the backseat of my car. I also notice the wry smile. Who would have thought I would have ended up here?





KRAFT MAC AND CHEESE, BUTTERED NOODLES WITH HOT DOGS, AND MARSHMALLOW FLUFF VERSUS COQ AU VIN, SCHNITZEL WITH SPAETZLE, AND MARZIPAN

[image: ]y mother was shocked. “You are dating a chef? That’s such a waste. I should be the one dating a chef. At least I like food.” Clearly the irony had not been lost on her, and I couldn’t blame her for being surprised. I was the kind of kid whose friends’ parents used to call my mother when I was playing at their house. “Mary Jane, I can’t find anything to feed your daughter. What will this kid eat?” It actually wasn’t that hard to feed me. My favorite dishes were cheeseburgers and hot dogs with buttered noodles. In an emergency, I would also eat grilled cheese and popcorn.

When I was young my mother was a health-food nut, and she was determined to feed me a well-balanced diet. For an after-school snack I always got a glass of 1 percent milk and an apple. I still hate apples unless they’re baked with lots of sugar. After I complained about the apple for ten or fifteen minutes, she would give me a rice cake and the dreaded jar of all-natural peanut butter. I never really understood natural peanut butter. What was that liquid on the top? Why did it have to be mixed? The peanut butter at my friends’ houses never had to be mixed, and they got cookies as a snack after school. Hungry, I would slide the knife through the upper two inches of oil into the thick, hard peanut paste at the bottom. After several unsuccessful, thrusting attempts, I would usually give up and ask for the jelly. If the peanut butter jar was half empty, I might be more successful and manage to get a glob of runny nuts onto the Styrofoam cracker. I begged my mother to buy the real peanut butter I knew existed, but she wouldn’t give in.

She also stood firm on whole-wheat bread with crust. I hated the cardboardlike texture, with strange bumpy grains that begged to be picked out, and longed for those occasional trips to my grandmother’s house. Her bread was closer to white. I think it must have been light wheat, but, more important, she cut off the edges. My grandfather always gave me a hard time, but you could tell that he was happy to get the extra crust.

This obsession with bread peaked with my favorite field trip in elementary school. Other kids loved the Bronx Zoo, the circus, Mystic Aquarium, or the Snow White play at the Bushneil Theater in Hartford. My favorite trip was to the Wonder Bread factory. All of my classmates paraded single-file past all the machinery, conveyor belts, mixers, slicers, and ovens. The warm, moist, sweet air was intoxicating. At the end of the day, we each got a free loaf of precious bread to take home. I was so excited. I thought that that one little loaf would last forever, like the gobstopper candy in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. I would never have to eat that chunky brown bread ever again. Imagine my dismay when I accidentally sat on my immortal loaf on the bus ride home. Even when I burst into the house sobbing with my bag of mutilated bread, my mother refused to buy a new, pure white loaf. “It’s even forced with vitamins,” I whimpered.

At some point my mother must have given in. Maybe she was tired of the little white worms in our kitchen cabinets that lived off the organic grains, cereals, and flour that she bought. (I swear those worms found a way to move from house to house each time we did, and I still can’t even look at, much less eat, an English muffin without recalling the terror of tearing one open and watching the worms quickly choosing between the halves.) It could have been my relentless demands for Marshmallow Fluff and Froot Loops, but it was probably just the added pressure from my brother and sister. The chorus of the three of us singing the Coke theme song at the top of our lungs in the grocery store while we hid junk food in the bottom of the basket must have done her in.

My mother may have bought more “crap” (as she called it) than she wanted to, but she still managed to serve a meat-potato-vegetable family meal at the dinner table every day as I grew into early adolescence. I ate a ton of potatoes, did my best to
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