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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of creative nonfiction. While the events are true, they may not be entirely factual. They reflect the author’s recollections of experiences over time, and these memories can be flawed. Additionally, some names and identifying details have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some conversations have been reconstructed.







PROLOGUE

On June 29, 2020, three months into the pandemic and three days before the July 4th holiday weekend was set to begin, freelance food and wine writer Tammie Teclemariam, then best known for exposing the Bon Appétit editor-in-chief’s 2004 brownface on Twitter, posted a thread that drew my attention. The 21-tweet post discussed a person whom I had known in a past life, Peter Meehan, the New York Times darling who had gone on to become the editor of the Los Angeles Times food section.

I first met Meehan in 2008, while I was working as the beverage director for David Chang. At the time, Meehan and Chang had been collaborating on Momofuku: A Cookbook, the 304-page New York Times–bestselling cookbook that would help launch both men into the stratosphere and set them up to take on a second literary project together, the now-defunct magazine Lucky Peach. The allegations against Meehan, unfolding on social media, were not entirely surprising, based on what I had personally experienced during my time at Momofuku. Teclemariam wrote of Meehan’s inflated $300,000 salary, as well as reports that he sexually harassed, belittled, berated, and physically intimidated members of his staff.

“Peter Meehan has no boundaries in the workplace,” she concluded. “He is unfit for real journalism.”

Reading this thread sent me into an accidental tailspin. I had long since left my restaurant life behind me. I was the mother of two young children—by now just over one and three, both still in diapers—and my life was quaintly suburban. I wrote lush articles about the Hamptons’ food scene for local newspapers and magazines, and national lifestyle pieces about Champagne and real estate and far-flung travel, and I thought very little about the restaurant that I had worked at 12 years earlier, when I was rounding the corner on the end of my 20s.

But something about seeing Meehan’s name—first on Twitter, and then, later, in a series of news articles that chronicled the saga, which ended with him stepping down—brought me back to a place that I had not visited in a very long time. Meehan, a man who had been married with a young child when I met him, had always been a bit of an unsavory character, a little wormy. I was glad he was being held accountable for his actions but perplexed by what accountability for Meehan meant in the broader context of the food community. Meehan was, after all, an acolyte of my former boss, David Chang, a man whom I had seen treat people terribly. I had experienced Chang’s legendary wrath firsthand, and I had even tried to write about it before, but no one had been interested in that story.

Over the course of three days, I sat at my kitchen table, watching my kids through the glass sliders as they played with my husband outside. I was consumed with something that I had to get out of me, a story I couldn’t keep in any longer. When I was done, I had the bones of something, the shell of a story that would become something even bigger, a story about me, and about restaurants, and about harm.

But my life in restaurants did not begin with David Chang, and it did not end with him, either. When I was finished writing 6,000 words about the Wild West of restaurant life in 2008, I realized that I had a lot more to say—both about the things that were harmful in restaurant life and also about the things that kept drawing me back, a moth to a flame. This book is the answer to some of the questions that I found in myself when I opened the door to a story in July of 2020.

Restaurants had helped me reinvent my own past. I moved to Massachusetts in 1988, my mother’s home state, after living in New York for my entire life. In Massachusetts, I lived in a house that was marked by unrest: a stepfather who was, by turns, loving and abusive, ill-tempered and caring—when and if he chose to be. When my mother and stepfather split up in 1998, the year I graduated high school, I had already had a youthful lifetime full of toxicity, of looking at love through a stained-glass window. When you’re taught, early on, that, in order to be loved, you have to put up with being harmed, you seek out the world’s least comfortable scenarios. In restaurants I wasn’t a victim; I was tough and resilient, and that made me desirable.

Keeping the truth of your emotions on the inside, of course, is not a test of strength or willpower, though; it’s merely a test of your own delusion. Eventually, it just became part of my own narrative of restaurant trauma. Over time, that trauma buried itself in me so completely that I forgot the bad things about Momofuku and remembered it, instead, as a jovial, fun place to work. I did not recognize my restaurant trauma as trauma when I was going through it. It took listening to the experiences of others and understanding their stories to feel a light turn on in myself, and to recognize, in retrospect, how damaging the environments that surrounded me had been, and, moreover, how pervasive trauma can be when it is not taken seriously.

Trauma buries itself in us. A newspaper article, or a familiar name from a long time ago, could appear on a computer screen and remind us of something forceful and terrible, dragging us backward. Years later, I would hear a name and sit up in the darkness, astounded by the things I remembered. That doesn’t seem right, I would think. How did any of us find that acceptable? It brought me back into a swollen, blackened worst part of myself, when work tortured me and I tortured myself in kind, running countless miles to escape something, suffering nine stress fractures in just as many years, in places like my tibia and hip bones, subsisting on 900 calories some days but still running 15 miles, sometimes before work. We were all in danger, torturing ourselves in silence. Maybe I wasn’t the worst kind of addict. I wasn’t doing hard drugs, and I could walk away from alcohol. But I was abusing my body in one way or another just the same, restricting calories, pounding out miles until my bones literally broke, trying to feel something on the road, over and over and over again. Restaurants are filled with people like me.

I knew, when I was at Momofuku, that this was as bad as a restaurant could get, that the language and the abuse and the treatment of staff was not normal—even though I fought to normalize it in my head. “Where would you even go from there?” a friend asked me once, when I talked about quitting or getting fired (who even knows which), and I had no real answer. But the truth is, there was no answer. To leave Momofuku was to admit failure, to concede that the game was mostly over, that I wasn’t cut out for the brutality of restaurant work.

I had acknowledged, however grimly, that restaurants were unhealthy. That realization had come in stages of my emotional development in earlier places, most acutely at BLT Prime, where I worked from 2005 to 2007. But at Momofuku, I finally understood that it wasn’t sustainable. That I hung on was only a matter of survival; I had nowhere else to go. In my final months and weeks at that restaurant, I believe I knew, with some certainty, that my time was coming to an end. I was waiting, maybe, for someone to make a choice that I could not.

My time in restaurants was more than the snapshot proffered by one essay. I was, at the start, a woman naive to the charms of the restaurant world, who then became enamored of it. I became enamored of toxic culture, became a part of toxic culture, immersed by my work and unable to leave it because I felt there was nothing else out there for me. Restaurant work was fun, and magnetic, and addictive. Eventually, broken by the industry, I left, at what was probably the nadir of my personal and professional life, a time marked by both introspection and pain. And finally, I arrived at the conclusion that I could achieve success in a place that was not a restaurant, an emotional breakthrough that came with the distance of being away from restaurants, and a long-learned clarity that often only comes once we have the necessary distance from the relationships that both draw us and harm us. This book is the culmination of that journey, and the recitation of that story: a love affair, some of it unrequited. I made it out. I made it through.

It’s necessary for me to point out, as I begin this book, that what I experienced in my decade of work in restaurants was through the prism of privilege. I am a white, cishet woman who grew up with financial safety nets, and when jobs evaporated—as they often did—I had support systems that could help me. My circumstances are not the same circumstances faced by the majority of restaurant workers, and I recognize my inherent advantages in telling my story. And although the experience of being a woman in my line of work was specific—particularly during the time I came up in restaurants—being a white woman and being a woman of color are not the same experience, and to omit this from the discussion would be to overlook the true depths of industry abuse. But I hope that my position as a person of privilege can help to open pathways to talking about the broader issues that plague the restaurant industry. My story is only one story. It’s one story of many stories.

I also need to acknowledge that the stories in this book are true and the people in this book are real; some of them may not wish to be written about. Such is the consequence of my true and honest work. One note that I want to address here, in the prologue, is in reference to Fred Dexheimer, whom I worked under from 2005 to 2007. Fred was a mentor to me, and he became one of the youngest Master Sommeliers through the Court of Master Sommeliers when he passed the exam in 2007. In 2021, following an October 2020 accusation made public by the New York Times, Dexheimer had his membership revoked by the Court after an investigation concluded that he had been credibly accused of sexual harassment. During my time working for Fred, I never saw him sexually harass other women, nor was I the victim of any sexual harassment perpetrated by him. Fred’s mentorship, in fact, was instrumental to my career, and I still count him as a friend and colleague. But it is necessary for me to acknowledge this reporting as I attempt to reconcile how people exist in restaurants. I am not here to diminish the stories told by others.

I also don’t want to discount that many people make their careers in restaurants, and restaurant work is good, honest work. Restaurants are just one example of toxic workplace cultures that can both foster community and make extrication difficult. Restaurants are a good source of income, and they offer the promise of relative freedom. For me, the deeper I entrenched myself in restaurant life, the less free I became, and much of my diminished freedom lay at the hands of the people who employed me.

Finally, it has become necessary for me to address my relationship with my alma mater, Columbia University, a school that shaped me both as a person and as a journalist. Throughout this work, you will note references to Columbia. I am proud of the work I achieved as an undergraduate, and doubly proud of my ongoing relationship to the Columbia Spectator, where I worked for four years as a student journalist, and where I believe some of the country’s finest reporting currently resides. As I put this book to bed, however, I bear witness to critical abuses from my university, which jeopardize free speech and which fail to recognize the humanitarian crisis currently unraveling in Gaza. I will not soon forget that my university perpetrated irreparable harm against students, when they had the opportunity to make things better, both at home and abroad.

Each chapter of this book ends with an original recipe, which is thematically linked to the chapter. I have chosen to include recipes because they are, to me, another mode of creative expression. Can a dessert be bittersweet? Can an entrée inspire nostalgia? I believe that food has the limitless capacity to inspire both emotion and conversation; if I didn’t, I probably wouldn’t have much of a career in the food writing world. It is my belief that my recipes, another part of my art, also have a place in this book.

This journey, of how I transformed myself from an Ivy League kid to a sommelier to persona non grata to suburban mom pecking away at the computer, is what I lay before you. I am still the cellar rat. She is still inside of me, not quite buried and bruised—but healing.
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