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chapter one


‘so you all think I’m a whore!’


Thirty-three students of all ages, shapes, and sizes had shown up for my mother’s beginner class on how to strip. ‘And you all wanna be whores too!’ An ex-stripper who goes by the name Coco Winters, my mom was well of aware of the irony. She’d always been considered a slut, and now it was fashionable to be a slut. Women flocked to her classes so they could learn from a professional.


It was my job to start the Madonna CD when she did her demo and sell the products when class was over. Feathery fans, hot pink boas, plastic pearl necklaces, vibrators, autographed copies of her self-published book How to Strip for Your Lover.


I really did not want to be there.


But her assistant Sunny was on vacation in Greece, and when Coco asked me to fill in for July, I couldn’t say no. Then Sunny kept extending her vacation, and now it was almost September. As I stood in back watching, I couldn’t help but feel foolish. The good little daughter – helping her mom sell vibrators.


I was feeling especially sensitive about it because that day, I’d moved back in with her. Yes, moved back in with my mom. Hired a ‘Man with Van named Stan’ and driven from One Hundred and Fifteenth Street to Forty-eighth Street with all my stuff. Boom. There I was. Twenty-five years old. Back in my childhood bedroom.


‘So,’ Stan had asked me, ‘you’re shacking up with your mom?’ We were speeding down Broadway catching one yellow light after another. ‘I hope you get along.’


‘We do okay.’ Coco and I had our problems, but nothing I couldn’t handle. At least I wouldn’t have to pay rent.


‘I’d live on the streets before moving in with my mom,’ Stan had said. ‘But she’s uptight.’


‘My mom is the opposite of uptight.’ Familiar stores slipped past. ‘Which does present its own problems.’


At the huge intersection across from Lincoln Center, we stopped for a red light. That’s when my bureau, which was stacked on top of my other stuff, slid forward and bumped me in the back of my head. Not hard, but it was disconcerting. I turned around and pushed it back. The light changed. Stan sped up only to brake quickly for another red light, so I leaned forward to make sure I didn’t get hit again. ‘You sure this stuff is packed in okay?’


‘It’s fine. Everything is under control.’


I had no reason to believe him, seeing as he didn’t appear to be under control. Unshaven, greasy hair, red-rimmed eyes. It didn’t take a degree in physics to figure if he slammed on his brakes, the bureau would shoot forward and smash into perhaps both our skulls. I could’ve gotten out of the van, wounded his pride, and let him get decapitated by himself. But maybe he’d decide to ride off with all my belongings, and I’d never be able to track him down. Not that it would’ve been the worst thing. My most valuable possession was my set of knives. I was particularly fond of my eight-inch Global chef’s knife. It was Japanese-made – cheaper but more user-friendly than the heavy, high-carbon, hard-to-sharpen Henckels and Wusthofs. It had become like a natural extension of my right hand. Most exciting of all, it had a spiffy stainless steel handle.


I get excited by stainless steel the way most women get excited about diamonds. Its solid silver shine makes me feel so secure. I love the way every time you wipe it down it looks all new again.


I checked to make sure my knives were okay. Yes. There they were, right behind me, wrapped inside a thick piece of blue canvas that rolled up like a pirouette cookie. I could just grab them and get out, couldn’t I?


But no, I wanted to be polite. So I sat there and silently pleaded with the powers that be to allow me to make my sixty-seven-block journey without a spinal cord injury.


‘So may I ask why you’re moving?’ Stan asked. ‘I like to hear people’s stories. Usually it means they’re going through a major change for the better – or worse. Sounds like you’re on the downhill side.’ He chuckled. ‘Am I right?’


I’d gotten his name off a flier stapled to a telephone pole, but I still felt the need to defend myself. ‘My roommate’s boyfriend is moving in. She has the lease, so I have to go. And I’m about to start at a culinary school that’s just a few blocks from my mom, so it made sense to move back in with her. After graduation, I’ll get a job somewhere and move on. It’s just temporary.’


There was something reassuring about making a ‘pit stop’ in the apartment I grew up in before getting back out in the race. Even if Coco did drive me crazy, it was a familiar kind of crazy, and there was something comforting in that.


‘That’s cool. Those cooking schools are expensive, aren’t they?’


‘Yep.’ When I’d first looked into it, I couldn’t believe how expensive. The one that seemed to have the best program for me (and wasn’t even the most expensive) was ten thousand dollars per semester. They had a scholarship that knocked off some of that, but still. Coco was on a budget, and I didn’t want to ask my father for help, so it wasn’t clear how I’d be able to pull it off. My parents had been divorced since I was a baby. Coco had always been too proud to take alimony, and, other than college, I’d never asked for anything beyond my child support. But I gritted my teeth and asked, and he said yes, even though I could tell he wasn’t thrilled to finance my decision to get a ‘degree’ (certificate) that would only help me get a ‘substandard’ (crummy-paying low-status) job.


‘That’s something I’ve thought of doing too,’ Stan said.


It seemed like everyone (other than my dad) wanted to go to cooking school when they heard I was going. Even Coco. I could still hear her voice in my head when I told her. That’s not fair. I want to go too! When I told her I was thinking of specializing in pastry, she was even more jealous. Desserts, she liked to say, are ‘sex on a plate.’ In my opinion, sex was ‘dessert in bed.’


When we were ten blocks from my building, I called my boyfriend, Ian, on my cell. He was supposed to be stationed in front of my building.


‘I didn’t forget,’ he said.


‘So you’re there?’


‘On my way. I got stuck downtown.’


‘How long will you be?’


‘A half hour?’


‘We need you there now!’


‘Start without me. I’ll get there as fast as I can.’


I hung up on him and tried not to be angry. No one wants to help you move, right? That’s why you pay a complete stranger to do it. Still, I knew it wasn’t just that. Our relationship was dying a slow death, and neither of us was able to put an end to it.


I called my mom to see if she was around, but just got her voice mail. I didn’t leave a message. ‘My boyfriend is late,’ I confessed to Stan, ‘we’ll have to start without him.’


‘One of us has to stay in the van or I’ll get towed.’


‘We can take turns taking things up.’


I could tell he was annoyed. And really, twenty dollars an hour did not seem like enough to compensate him for having to do this. We pulled in front of my building. Coco had inherited the apartment on the third floor from my grandma, who got it at an insider’s price in the seventies when the building went co-op. Even though it was just a crummy old tenement on a noisy street in midtown, that was too good a deal to pass up. The totally central location made it convenient to everything.


There was no legal parking on the street. If a cop came by, we’d get a ticket. ‘Let’s do this fast,’ Stan said. The apartment was in one of four walk-ups that had managed to escape being torn down for office buildings. At the eastern end of the block there were huge, modern high-rises. Rockefeller Center was right around the corner. But as you headed west towards Eighth Avenue, the street became more run-down, with lots of small businesses catering to the people who flooded the area on weekdays. On my block alone there was a theater, a parking garage, a nail salon, a Duane Reade Pharmacy, a tarot card reader, a pawn shop, and a guy who sold ties and baseball caps against the side of a building under an awning. Plus almost every variety of food: Chinese, Indian, an Irish bar, a small grocery. On the ground floor of my building was a deli where they made fresh bagels. The street was totally congested with traffic, and police cruised the area like crazy.


We propped the back door open, loaded up, dodged through the never-ending pedestrian parade, and got everything we could up the front stoop stairs. I stayed in the van (feeling guilty) while Stan took it all up. Then we had to deal with the bureau. It was too bulky for him to take by himself, so we both had to carry it up, and it was heavy, even with the drawers out. Then we ran down to see if his van was still there. Thank god it was. No ticket. We’d done it!


I thanked Stan profusely and gave him three twenties plus a ten-dollar tip. He wished me luck and drove away. That’s when Ian sauntered up the street in his baggy green khakis and navy blue T-shirt. Tall, tan, wiry, and slightly grungy-looking with his unshaven face and spiky, short dirty-blond hair. Looking at him still had the power to make me go soft inside.


‘I’m here! How can I help?’


‘Your timing is amazing.’


Ian’s reason for being late: He was at Tower Records on East Fourth Street. ‘I was listening to some tracks and lost track of time. Sorry!’


We went up to the apartment, a small two-bedroom with one hallway running the length of the apartment. The kitchen faced the street. A big blue sign for hot bagels was right outside the two front windows. Then there was the living room, my room, then the bathroom, then Coco’s room in the back. The place was run-down and cramped and a perpetual mess. Home sweet home.


My room was unchanged from when I’d left for college. Same collection of stuffed Tweety Birds lined up on a shelf, a poster of Alanis Morissette, and my worn-out old braided blue rug on the floor. One thing I’d always loved about growing up there was how all that life and activity was going on right outside, while inside, in my quiet windowless room, I had my own cozy, safe and serene little world.


I shut the door and began to unpack. Ian stretched out on my childhood bed, a twin, and neither of us spoke of the fact that I was moving in with my mom instead of, say, my boyfriend, who had his own one-bedroom in Washington Heights. I’d suggested the possibility, but he’d nixed it. He was a musician, that’s where he worked, he needed the place to himself . . . His instrument? A computer. He was obsessed with mastering this program where he composed on his PC and could ‘play’ all the instruments himself. I’d been prepared to give him his space. I wouldn’t be demanding. After all, I’d be busy with school. The idea was incredibly attractive to me. Without actually being newlyweds, we could pretend to be newlyweds. Play house. Be there for each other at the end of the day. Didn’t that sound fun?


Evidently not.


Still. He was so damn cute. Maybe there was hope. Maybe he would come to appreciate me. I stretched out next to him on the narrow mattress. I wanted to rest my cheek on the soft T-shirt of his chest. Wrap my legs around his legs. But I was feeling insecure. Wishing he would touch me first. ‘I wish my mom didn’t have a class tonight.’


‘Can I come?’


‘No.’ I’d let him come once before. Always regretted it.


‘What’s the big deal?’


‘I just don’t enjoy watching you watching my mother take her clothes off.’


‘Don’t you think it’s kind of funny . . . how different you are from Coco?’


He was referring to my modesty. In the beginning of our relationship, I’d made sure to get into bed before all my clothes were off and wanted the lights out by the time I was naked. I was better now. Could actually, for example, make it across the room naked in front of him. Still, I had to pretend to both of us that I felt casual letting him see me ‘in all my glory.’


‘You wish I would do a striptease?’


‘That would be fun.’


‘Forget it.’


‘Why?’


‘If only I could be more like my mother, then we’d all be happy.’


‘No one expects that.’


‘You do.’


He chuckled. ‘You are not by any stretch of the imagination like your mother.’


The front door of the apartment opened and closed. Had to be her. ‘Hello!’ she yelled, coming straight back to my room. I sat up. ‘Knock, knock! Can I come in?’


Coco opened the door without waiting. I was just getting off the bed.


‘Whoops! Sorry. You two aren’t having sex already, are you?’


I gritted my teeth and went to set up my bureau. If she knew how infrequently we were doing it these days, she’d be sadly disappointed. ‘Hi, Mom.’


Mom. Forty-three years old. Tall and gorgeous. Long, thick auburn hair with flaming red highlights. Pale, milky skin lightly salted with freckles. Luscious lips, big green eyes. I was a slightly plainer or should I say understated version of her. Not very pleasant to witness Ian enjoying my mother’s ultratight burgundy stretch top with implants spilling out all over.


‘Hi, Coco, how are you?’


‘Great! So how’s it going here? The move went okay?’ She lifted a foot and unstrapped a hot pink sequined T-strap sandal.


‘Yes.’ I pushed my bureau up against the wall.


‘Ginger’s a little annoyed. I was supposed to help, but I was too late,’ Ian said.


Coco removed her other sandal. ‘As long as she’s mad at you and not me.’


‘She’s not mad,’ I said, sliding an empty drawer back into the bureau.


‘Okay. Well then, come ’ere!’


She opened her arms to me. I went to her.


‘Welcome home!’ She gave me a big hug and our breasts collided. ‘Mwah!’ She gave me a big, sloppy kiss on the forehead. I caught a whiff of her Chanel.


‘Thanks, Mom.’


It did feel good to hear her say that. I was aware that she might not be completely thrilled to have her space invaded.


‘So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you two alone. Gotta get ready for class.’ She hooked both sandals on the crook of an index finger. Ian checked out her toned, bare legs as she left the room.


I closed the door behind her and went to the closet. It seemed smaller than I remembered. Good thing I didn’t have many clothes. Some of my old games were still in there. Life. Risk. Sorry. Trouble.


Ian sighed. ‘I can see how it must be hard.’


‘What.’ I knew what he was going to say, but I had to hear him say it, like cream calls out to be whipped.


‘To compete with your mom.’


‘Because she’s so sexy.’ I zipped open my suitcase. ‘And I’m not?’


He sat up. Put his feet on the floor. Sighed. ‘Look, maybe I should go.’


I pressed my lips together. Removed a stack of T-shirts from the suitcase. I had to get over this fast. Of course he didn’t prefer my mother. Of course he loved me just the way I was, even if he didn’t want to live with me.


‘I should let you unpack.’


I put the T-shirts in a drawer. I was being overly sensitive. And really, this apartment was much closer to the school, so it would’ve been ridiculous to move in with him all the way uptown.


He stood up. ‘I’m gonna get going.’


And really. What was the big deal? Why not do a striptease? Where do you think you’re going? Sit back down on that bed, honey, and I’ll show you what I’ve got.


‘See you later,’ I said.


‘Bye.’


He left without touching me. I closed the door behind him.


At least he wasn’t there to see Coco when she emerged from her bedroom all done up for class. She was wearing tight red short-shorts that zipped all the way down the front and a tight, low-cut leopard-skin top. With ‘her face on,’ she looked about ten years younger.


‘How’s the unpacking going?’


‘Done.’


‘Great. That was easy.’


We stood next to each other in front of the hallway mirror. I redid my ponytail while she fluffed out her long, thick hair.


‘It almost feels like I never left.’


She frowned into the mirror. ‘Except now I have more wrinkles.’


‘Are you kidding? You look great.’


‘But it takes a helluva lot more work. Ready?’


I considered putting lipstick on, and decided not to bother. I didn’t look as glorious as she did, but at least youth was on my side. ‘Let’s go.’


She slipped on her red stilettos. I put on my white sneakers. We both grabbed a handle on each side of a trunk filled with sex toys and striptease accessories, and lugged it out the door.




chapter two


‘okay, ladies, the first thing you need to do is get rid of that pubic hair!’ She paced back and forth in the front of the room. The wall behind her was all mirror. The students sat cross-legged on the floor in three crowded rows ready to get up and try out her moves. I stood in the back watching everyone else watching her.


‘Get rid of it! Men don’t like a furry bush! They have a hard enough time knowing where to go down there – why confuse him with a jungle he’s gonna get lost in? He’ll need a machete to find your clit!’


The women laughed. I took a moment to straighten out the ‘table of wares.’ I liked to line up the vibrators in descending height, like a row of soldiers standing at attention. I had my own personal favorite. The Hello Kitty Vibrator. Forty dollars. Battery-operated. Gentle stimulation. Totally cute. It was pink, and the kitty sitting on top nestled against a little brown plastic teddy bear.


Maybe I was becoming a little too personally attached to my own. But when Ian and I did get around to having sex, I tended to take a backseat when it came to my own pleasure. Please him – take care of myself later. Just seemed easier that way. Even when we were in the middle of sex, I didn’t particularly like being on display.


Coco loved having people admire her body. She was slim but curvy in all the right places. Small waist. Born a B, like me, but got the implants when she was twenty-five. Yeah. She was the fantasy. I suppose I could’ve been that too. I did resemble her. We were both tall, five-nine, same frame, and I inherited at least some of her good looks. But that fantasy thing takes so much effort! The makeup, the accessories, the dieting, the exercise regime . . . Coco worked out every day at the gym. She was toned, and had great thighs and rippling calf muscles. I had more cellulite than she did! I hated the gym. That smell. Sweat mixed with wheatgrass juice. It made me want to vomit.


She went on about the necessity of getting a Brazilian wax. Yeah, right, the more pain and suffering you go through the more you’re ready to present yourself to the man – that was the not-subliminal message. I refused to shave my pubic hair. I hated shaving my upper thighs. It always itched like crazy the next day and got little red marks. Who needed that? In college, I went one year without shaving my legs. That was great. My college boyfriend said hairy legs are sexy. Not that I needed him to give me permission. Well, maybe I did. Because after we broke up, I started shaving my legs again. Anyway, hair just shows we’re animals, right? Why pretend otherwise? Isn’t animalness sexy?


‘And,’ my mother said, ‘very important . . .’ She strutted across the room in her six-inch stilettos. ‘The fuck-me pumps.’ Coco loves the pumps. ‘You can tell I’m a stripper,’ she said proudly, ‘because I can dance in these things.’ Big deal. Good for her. To me, no man was worth being uncomfortable for. My favorite shoes? Currently, lime green Nikes with orange trim dressed up with purple laces.


I just could not understand why men wanted women to be uncomfortable. Wouldn’t they really show they care by pleading with their dates not to wear those crippling shoes? Here, honey, I want you to wear these moccasins tonight. You’ll feel so much better.


‘If you think you’re going to feel embarrassed,’ my mother continued, ‘remember to keep it simple. You don’t really have to do much. Take it slow. And pick out music that makes you feel sexy, not him. You’re the one that’s got to feel it. This is a performance. An act. And – very important – always keep eye contact with him. Keeps him involved. Because men have very short attention spans, and he’s gonna be ready to fuck you long before the dance is over.’


Some of the women giggled with a mixture of amusement and discomfort. The blunt language was part of her act – an act that often spilled over into her ‘real life.’


‘Every once in a while, lick your lips. Don’t do it all exaggerated.’ She flicked her tongue like a lizard having an epileptic fit. ‘Do it like you’re saying Ummmm. Like you’re imagining his cock in your mouth, and how that really turns you on. Believe me, that’ll turn him on.’ A pair of gorgeous twins in the front row exchanged amused glances. They had matching skinny model figures, olive skin, and identical dark shoulder-length hair. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were planning on doing a lesbian act for some rich man.


‘Very important,’ Coco was saying as she touched herself all over, ‘don’t be afraid to touch yourself. Use your hands to draw attention to your tits, your hips, your pussy . . . As you do a few moves . . . take something off. Do a few more moves, and take something else off . . .’


Even if I did manage to get my body to look as good as hers, I knew I could never be as good a sex object. Because I didn’t have her grace as a dancer. She just had it. And I didn’t. Ever. I couldn’t move like she moved, all smooth and feline and feminine. I didn’t even need to try it to know that those moves – they were not in me. And yes. I was jealous of that. I wished I had it. But I didn’t.


As a matter of fact, I felt like an oaf whenever I felt anyone looking, really looking at my body. Naked? Forget it. Suddenly there were a million things wrong with me, and I just wanted to disappear. Ridiculous, considering I was the daughter of a woman who loved to be naked. Even more ridiculous considering I had a feminist point of view on the whole thing. I’d read my Naomi Wolf. I knew all about how society makes women feel like they should be skinny, perfect, airbrushed ideals, and I knew I should’ve known better than to inflict those impossible standards on myself. But no matter how many small-press books written by angry feminists I read, I still felt like there was something intrinsically wrong with me. And it really pissed me off.


When I was in high school, I thought my modesty problems would go once I moved away to college. I figured I was overwhelmed by my mother. Too worried that I couldn’t measure up. Everything would work out once I put some distance between us.


I applied to schools as far away from New York as possible. Got into UC Santa Cruz, the University of Michigan, even Reed, where I really wanted to go. Oregon just sounded so wonderfully idyllic. But none of those schools offered me any money. Coco was barely making ends meet. I didn’t want to ask my dad for help. So when SUNY at Binghamton, my total backup school, offered me a full scholarship, I took it. Not as far away as I wanted, but far away enough, I hoped.


‘I like to use the fan,’ my mom said, taking out a big red feathery fan. ‘It feels good. Fan yourself. Fan him. Hide your pussy with it. Bend over and put it up behind your ass. Throw it and catch it. Simple stuff you all can do, right?’


I could see the women thinking Yes. I can do that. I’m gonna buy a fan! We got the fans wholesale for fifty cents each and charged seven dollars.


In college, I did have that one really good relationship with the guy who didn’t mind my hairy legs. We dated for a couple years, and it was with him that I had my first non-self-induced orgasm. I wasn’t comfortable getting naked around him, but we had a routine where he’d undress me when we were already in bed, so I managed to skirt the issue. I loved how he would take off each article of clothing as we got more and more aroused.


But we gradually grew away from each other and moved on. Maybe the routine was getting a little stale. A year after moving back to the city, I met Ian. He was dating a friend from high school at the time. He broke up with her and started going out with me. Now she and I weren’t speaking. Sometimes I wished I’d stayed friends with her and dumped him.


Coco got the women to stand up and follow her lead. I observed one chunky woman in a purple T-shirt and gray sweatpants swiveling her hips. From my rearview angle, I could see the flab on her back bulging up out of her bra. Her thighs were flabby, varicose veins sprayed down the back of her knees, and she had cankles. Her hair looked like it was cut by a blender. Why did she think she wanted to do a striptease? There was no way she’d be able to pull it off. I cringed imagining her husband sitting there watching with a fake smile on his face wondering when he could get out of the room to watch Howard Stern.


‘Move those hips, ladies! You look like you have rigor mortis!’


On the other hand, I took my hat off to her. That woman wanted to affirm to herself that she was sexy no matter how much she departed from the ideal, no matter how many bikinied twenty-year-olds her husband saw in a typical television-watching day. By god, more power to her. I could learn something from her. Right?


Except . . . she looked ridiculous!


Except . . . she was having fun! They all were!


Maybe I was really just the slowest learner. Taking her class over and over again. Never passing.


Coco would certainly tell me to loosen up. Sometimes she called me a tightass. I hated it when she said that. Who wants your mother calling you a tightass?


Was I a tightass?


I looked at my watch. I wanted to get home. Home to my cozy twin bed and a good night’s sleep.


‘Another thing I love are the beads,’ Coco went on, taking out a long string of pink plastic pearls, twenty-five cents wholesale, five dollars for our customers. ‘Just like you can get at the Halloween Store if you want to be a flapper. They come in all sorts of fun colors. And the boa. Very important to have the accessories.’ Two dollars wholesale, fourteen dollars for them. She wrapped it around her arms and shoulder and gave everyone her Playboy pinup pose. ‘It gives you something to work with,’ she said, taking it and pulling it through her legs, then snapping it at a woman in the front row. Everyone was mesmerized. It’s no wonder she loved this.


How many of those women actually did go through with doing a striptease for their guys?


‘And start out in something sexy, okay? Don’t start in a pair of jeans. Please. And do not, under any circumstances, laugh or giggle while you strip. You’ve gotta make him forget it’s you.’


Forget it’s you? Why? Because you’re not good enough?


‘If you laugh and get all self-conscious,’ she concluded, ‘you’ll ruin it.’


After leading the women through a routine, Coco ended the class with a little performance. The women were really curious. Most likely, many of them had never been in a club. This was their first chance to see what got the men so excited.


I put on the Madonna CD. ‘Open Your Heart.’ The song that has the video where she’s working in a peep show. I loved it before I got sick of it from hearing it so many times. Coco got quiet, and very serious, as she did the moves.


Bump. Grind. Undo shirt. Fling it to the side. Squat. Get down on knees. Gyrate hips. Lean all the way back. Open legs. A few pelvis pumps. Bring crotch up. A few more pelvis pumps. Then she was on her stomach doing a little pinup pose with her knee bent, foot up in the air. Submissive. Then on her knees like a dog. Crawl. Lick lips. Roll her head back and forth. Flounce her hair. No one in the room made a sound. Finally, she sat with her legs apart in a wide V and tucked the spandex cups of her black lace bra down under her breasts. They were gigantic, of course. Even though they were done in her twenties, they still looked like new. Her face was full of confidence. Power. Down to business. It was a look that scared me. I know you want me, it said. And the men certainly did want her. Do you dare? There was nothing for me in that look. No room for me.


A woman in the back row whispered to the woman next to her, ‘How old is she?’


I wanted to tell her my mom was forty-three. I couldn’t help but feel proud of that. With her makeup on, she could easily pass for early thirties.


She finished off with a backward somersault into the splits. Just a final little move to make everyone in the room feel inadequate.


Or was it just me?


I turned off the music. She put her cups back up. ‘And that, ladies, is the deal. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to do it justice. If you want more detailed instruction, come back for my advanced class. It meets here same time next week. I have fliers . . .’


Everyone applauded.


She put her top back on and gave them her closing spiel. ‘You have to give ’em what they want or they’re gonna find it somewhere else. With someone like me. Because we’re out there ready for ’em. And if they have money, they’re gonna spend it. And who’d you rather have them spending money on? Us? Or you? You, that’s right! So make it fun!’


Like she was going to solve their relationship problems. Like she’d ever been seriously involved with anyone. Even my father, Ben, had been fleeting. She was a senior in high school. Her one and only marriage. It didn’t last past my first birthday. They never even lived together. Other than a monthly check, the only thing I got out of that was his last name, Levine. Coco was not into monogamy or commitment. To her, marriage was a financial arrangement, nothing more, and since she was perfectly able to support herself, why bother?


Class was ending. The women gathered around her, competing for her attention, asking questions as if she knew the secrets of the universe. Soon enough they would migrate over to check out the stuff on the table. One woman around my age was approaching. She had a pixie haircut, flat chest, good legs.


‘That was fun,’ she said. I wondered if she had a boyfriend and if she would do a striptease for him that night. Her eyes swept over the vibrators, but I could tell. Even if she was curious, she was too embarrassed to buy one right at that moment. ‘That Coco. She is so cool.’


I nodded and tried to look pleasant.


She took a pink boa and wrapped it around her neck. ‘How much?’


‘Fourteen dollars.’


She handed me her money. I took it with a smile.




chapter three


with six years’ experience working in restaurants, I knew more than most of the others in the new batch of students at the New York School of Culinary Arts. Still. That first day, standing around the butcher-block tables as Jean Paul passed out the silly white paper chef hats, I felt like an imposter.


When I began college, I thought I was going to become a lawyer. My father is an estate lawyer and my stepmother used to practice environmental law. I was going to do something intelligent and respectable too. I was determined not to make my mother’s mistakes. I was going to save all the poor women working in the sex industry from being exploited and abused.


I did great in my ethics class and was a whiz at my volunteer job at the Broome County Battered Women’s Hotline. But I could barely stay awake during ‘Introduction to the Legal Process.’ Constitutional law? Dry as flour. I switched to anthropology. Maybe not useful in any practical sense, but at least it wasn’t a struggle to keep my eyes open.


At the time, I was a waitress at a place near campus called JD’s Luncheonette. I liked working where people went to relax and have a good time – just like my mom. Except being nice to abusive people and relying on tips felt like underpaid prostitution. What I really wanted to do was work with the food.


So I asked the owners if they’d ever let me cook. But it was family-owned, three sons divvied up the shifts, they just didn’t need me. A few months later a job opened up at a crepe restaurant in town. The owners, a couple from Ukraine, weren’t comfortable with the fact that I lacked experience and was female. But I’d been there a few times as a customer, and I told them how much I really loved crepes, which was true, and really wanted to learn how to make them. They took a chance.


I loved that job. There was something so satisfying about pouring the batter out on the grill, spreading it out into a beautiful large circle, smelling that wonderful combination of cooking eggs and flour, flipping it at just the right moment of light golden brown, then filling it up with bits of ham, grated cheese, chunks of spinach or sautéed mushrooms. But the very best part was folding it up like a little gift, putting that dollop of sour cream on top with a sprig of parsley. And the dessert crepes were so beautiful! I was really generous with the strawberries and the whipped cream. The grill was out front, so I could actually see peoples’ faces light up when the waitress served their food. Then to see the plate come back scraped clean . . . what could be more satisfying? I was only earning ten dollars an hour, but I was happy.


The place folded after I was there about two years. That happens. Restaurants come and go all the time. The profit margin is very thin, especially if you don’t sell liquor, and people get tired of the same old menu and décor. It’s almost expected that, like a beautiful woman, a restaurant’s power to attract customers is only a fleeting thing. The closing coincided pretty much with my graduation, so when the owners told me they knew someone in the city who was looking for a prep cook, I took the bus in for an interview. Before I knew it, I had a job at Chantal.


Back to Manhattan I moved. After a major search using roommates.com, I found a psychology major at City College who let me move into her small two-bedroom. My portion of the rent was a thousand dollars a month – not bad for the neighborhood, but a hefty chunk of my paycheck.


The Upper West Side has never been known for its ‘cuisine,’ and Chantal was not anything spectacular. I assisted Carlos, the garde manger chef, basically prepping the cold appetizers on the menu. I got very fast at chopping parsley, peeling carrots, and tearing lettuce. I’d heard that the guy who did the job before me was an illegal alien from Mexico who spoke no English and went on to get a better job – delivering dry cleaning – but I was determined to learn everything I could and move up in the hierarchy there.


I found I really didn’t like working with cold things. Turnips, carrots . . . very standoffish, those foods. I was attracted to warm, cuddly ingredients like butter, cream, and flour. I started to hang out a lot with the pastry chef, trying to pick up what I could. He was a middle-aged ex–real estate agent who’d given up his Volvo to study at Le Cordon Bleu, and it was from him that I got the idea of going to a cooking school.


So here I was, at the New York School of Culinary Arts, standing with my new classmates around six butcher-block tables shoved together in the middle of a huge, fully equipped kitchen. My uniform – black-and-white houndstooth pants and white cotton double-breasted jacket – was brand-new. I’d worn jeans and a baseball cap at Chantal, so it felt like I was dressing up for Halloween. Coco would’ve hated it except as a costume to be flung in someone’s face. But I liked it. The black-and-whiteness. The way it made us all look the same. Except the hat. The hat was just silly. Not that I had any right to complain. I knew going into it about the hat.


‘Now we will go around the room,’ Chef Jean Paul said in his thick French accent, ‘and introduce ourselves.’ He was tall, about six-three, in his fifties, with pale skin, a round face, and thinning, sandy brown hair.


There were twenty of us total. A plethora of pimply-faced boys who looked like they were just out of high school, or the army, or prison. A few middle-aged second careerers. Four women other than me – one very pretty blonde, one short brunette named Priscilla who I thought I could be friends with, and one who reminded me of the older ladies who used to work in my school cafeteria. Then there was the one cute guy. He had this clean-cut look with a strong jaw, short brown hair, surprising blue eyes, a rosy glow and, most important, he was taller than me and had a very nice build. When he introduced himself, he said he was from Iowa. Or was it Ohio? Some small town with a name like Grand Junction. He looked so solid, so reliable, so steadfast! His name was Tom Carpenter.


Then Tara introduced herself. The blonde. I really wanted to make friends with the other women in the class. We gals had to stick together! But Jean Paul fussed over her like she was an honored guest. ‘Miss Tara Glass is the daughter of Jonathan Glass, who owns L’Etoile.’ L’Etoile was one of the most successful restaurants going in Manhattan, and Jean Paul was obviously delighted to have her in our midst.


‘My father has owned restaurants since before I was born,’ she announced. ‘My dream is to own my own restaurant one day.’


‘Welcome,’ he said with a slight bow, ‘to our class.’


‘I’m honored to be here.’


How long had it taken her to bobby pin her hair so beguilingly under her hat?


When it was my turn, I only fleetingly referred to college, as if it had been a waste of time. In this world, brains were only of interest sautéed with a little butter. Desired attributes were brawn and stamina as demonstrated by the ability to function under pressure while drunk, stoned, cut, and burned, along with the facility to speak fluent Spanish with the immigrant dishwashers and prep cooks in virtually every establishment in the city. Classes in human evolution? Definitely not helpful. I mentioned the crepe restaurant in passing, and then made my job at Chantal sound more impressive than it really was.


After we’d gone around the room, Jean Paul went over the drill. ‘You will rotate back and forth between the main kitchen here with me, and the demonstration kitchen with Mr. Robert Kingsley, where you will have lectures on the history of cooking, restaurant management, and the difference between a Burgundy and a Bordeaux.’


My pulse revved at the mention of Robert Kingsley. He was a guest instructor this semester, somewhat of a celebrity in the foodie world, and one of the big reasons I’d picked the school.


‘Of the twenty students who begin,’ Jean Paul continued, ‘only ten will be chosen to move upstairs for the Master Class to have the privilege of cooking in the school restaurant.’


Three of those ten students would specialize in pastry. It would be up to Jean Paul to choose who made the cut. Nancy Riviere, one of the most highly regarded women pastry chefs in the world, was going to be visiting from Paris to teach. It would be so incredible to study with her.


Meanwhile, there was Jean Paul to contend with. I was hyperaware that I really needed him to decide I had that extra glimmer of talent to move me into the Master Class. He began our first lecture, or should I say rant, about mise en place, which is the French term for having all your ingredients ready before you cook. ‘You must prepare your station! You must be ready for the shit that is going to hit the fan! You must have your pots, pans, ladles, side towels, salt, pepper, parsley, oil, butter, wine, tomato concassé, chopped shallots . . . everything you need positioned around you, so that you know exactly where it all is the moment you need it. Why? Because! Once you start the service, and everyone sits down at the same time, and orders off a menu of ten or twenty or thirty different things that all must be ready together, there will be no time! So! We will now chop the mirepoix for our first stock!’


After we’d all settled at our respective cutting boards, I peeked at Tom Carpenter. He was chopping onions. His sweet, serious dash of a little mouth was set with determined concentration. His eyes were really watering, so you’d almost think he was truly upset. He paused to wipe his tears with the back of his hand. Chopped some more. Paused to wipe them again. Then looked around, self-conscious, and caught me spying. He shook his head at how ridiculous it was that his eyes were watering so much. I realized he was embarrassed. It wasn’t ‘manly’ to cry, even if it was just from onions. So I nodded my head and frowned with sympathy, trying to let him know that it was okay. He nodded and smiled. And I smiled. And I went back to peeling my carrots. And he went back to chopping his onions.


‘What is more important,’ Chef Jean Paul asked, ‘taste or presentation?’


It was the end of the day. We were all once again standing around the butcher-block tables. Everyone gaped at him, stumped and stupefied. I tried to blend into the bank of reach-in refrigerators behind me. But his finger was pointed at . . . moi.
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