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one



AUTHENTIC ITALIAN BLOODLINES


“You goin’ to see my boyfriend at 101 Clark Street?” Rosie called out.


I flashed her a smile as I scooted fast out the door of our office, glancing back just long enough to catch a glimpse of her frosted bangs and kohl-rimmed eyes peeking over the stack of papers and overstuffed manila folders on her desk. Rosie was the office manager at Heights and Boerum Council, and she knew damn well who I was going to see because she listened in on ninety-nine percent of the calls I made to our frail, elderly clients. All the old men were her boyfriends.


“Tell him Rosie’s askin’ why he don’t come in to see me no more.”


Mr. Stein was my last client of the day, and the sooner I got to his apartment, the sooner I could leave and get back to the office. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to visit him—I liked my job as a social worker looking after Brooklyn’s homebound seniors, most of whom were past ninety and in varying states of decline. The folks who, on the rare occasion they were able to venture out of their apartments, made their way down the sidewalk slowly pushing a mini shopping cart that doubled as a walker, just a few inches at a time. Their belabored state made it hard to look away: rail-thin arms and legs, backs that rounded over like the hook of a coat hanger, each breath forced and shallow. Their bony wrists and hands were covered in veins—thick and protruding ones, like mountain ranges on a globe. I never used to be squeamish about these things, but since I discovered a few mountain-clusters on my own shins and behind my knees, the sight of them bothered me.


Most of my clients were teetering on the edge of being forced into an assisted living facility, which would mean in exchange for forking over their entire monthly income, they’d live in a tiny, dressed-up hospital room with a total stranger for a roommate. It was my job to see that they had what they needed to keep hanging on at home. Often it wasn’t much: grab bars in the shower, a pantry stocked with food that hadn’t spoiled, one of those Life Alert bracelets. Maybe a home attendant who came a few times a week to help them bathe and, perhaps most importantly, scour their place for any seemingly harmless everyday objects that could suddenly turn into life-threatening hazards the minute mobility went out the window.


One particular danger was throw rugs, which most of my clients had strewn all over their floors, even though it was common knowledge among the over-eighty set that throw rugs were a one-way ticket to a broken hip, wrist, femur, or some lethal combination of the three. I also watched for any signs of cognitive impairment. The lone shoe on the bottom shelf of the fridge next to yesterday’s half-eaten meatloaf in the Meals on Wheels tin was not a random mistake. It meant someone probably had a mild stroke within the past few days.


Mr. Stein usually came by the office once a week. He flirted with Rosie and stocked up on tickets for the Heights and Boerum Council senior shuttle bus. Sometimes he attended the Tai Chi for Seniors class held every Friday in the conference room. But a few days prior, we’d received a call from his longtime doctor asking if we’d dispatch one of our social workers to his patient’s apartment. Apparently, Mr. Stein was a no-show for his last two appointments. Rosie was quick to chime in that it had been at least a month since he’d come to the office.


Most social workers were stuck working out of a dingy, windowless church basement on the worst corner of an already run-down neighborhood, but thankfully, Heights and Boerum Council was perched three flights up in a clean and bright building with decent-sized windows overlooking Montague Street—the main drag of Brooklyn Heights, one of the oldest old-money neighborhoods in New York City. The catchment area only stretched as far as the adjacent Cobble Hill and Boerum Hill, and aside from a few sketchy pockets that bordered the Gowanus Canal, it consisted of quiet, tree-lined residential streets with rows of well-kept brownstones worth about five million dollars apiece. Boerum Hill had made headlines recently when Michelle Williams and Heath Ledger bought a townhouse over on Dean Street.


Celebrities choosing to settle down here didn’t surprise me at all. I walked these streets every day—all day—and most of the area was as precious as a Norman Rockwell painting. In fact, I usually set out early for a home visit just so I could wander up and down for a while before surrendering to whichever client I was seeing. I got lost in the details: old-fashioned wrought-iron gas lanterns, ornate brass door handles, matching flower boxes hanging from every windowsill, wide limestone staircases with thick, curved banisters stretching from the street up to the parlor floor. The drapes were often left wide open in the homes along the less-trafficked, more moneyed streets near the promenade, set so close to the road that you could see clear inside and admire the eleven-foot ceilings, dangling crystal chandeliers, grand pianos, and works of art on the walls. I always feared the owners would catch me staring or realize that I’d walked by their home four times in ten minutes, but I couldn’t help it.


But every few blocks, tucked between these manicured beauties, I stumbled upon an eyesore covered in dead vines, with dirty windows. The number on the crumbling façade was usually the one I was looking for. I never knew what I might find once inside: decades of unchecked hoarding, signs of elder abuse or severe neglect, other evidence of longtime dysfunction made worse by the ravages of dementia. I once walked into a massive brownstone overlooking the promenade and found the floor of the ground level missing. It had caved into the basement years earlier, leaving a gaping hole in the middle of my client’s home. She never had the money to replace it but instead worked out a system of holding on to the wall and other semistationary objects as she made her way along the four-foot ledge of wood paneling left around the perimeter. Like a fool, I set out after her, turning back only after the tamped-down layer of newspapers and magazines lining her narrow path began to slide beneath my feet. She wasn’t my only client who was property-rich and cash-poor.


I wanted to get back to the office quickly to have five minutes to freshen up in the bathroom and swing by Hot Bagels & Deli, which sold bagels with butter for $1.09, before trekking off to job number two in the Village: moonlighting as a hostess and reservationist at Babbo, one of New York City’s busiest restaurants. I didn’t know I’d be hostessing when I left my apartment in the morning; I only agreed to cover the shift about an hour before my visit to Mr. Stein, when George, the maître d’, called and asked me to come in, so I wasn’t wearing my most comfortable hostess shoes. I had on dumpy, cream-colored pumps with soles like flimsy cardboard, and after a full day of running around Brooklyn, it felt like someone had taken a mallet to the balls of my feet. The skin on the back of my right heel was already red and tender—it would break soon, but far be it from me to pass up earning an extra seventy bucks.


“I’m going up to see Mr. Stein,” I announced to the doorman at 101 Clark as I breezed past him and into the elevator.


He looked up from his newspaper and said, “I haven’t seen that one come down in a long, long time.”


That was never something you wanted to hear as you were about to enter an elderly stranger’s home for the first time.


When I reached the eighteenth floor, the door to apartment 18F was ajar. Many clients propped open their front doors when they knew someone was coming. Much more terrifying than the potential of being robbed was the very real threat of falling and breaking a hip as they rushed to answer in what was considered a reasonable amount of time. Breaking a hip was no joke. At best, it meant a three-month stint in some Medicaid-funded hellhole rehab center, probably the one way out past the last stop on the L train with the low ceilings, fluorescent lighting, and shit-brown carpeting so matted that it looked wet. At worst, a broken hip meant never coming home.


I leaned in close to peer through the crack in the door, and the smell hit me hard. This was a Tiger Balm visit, and I did not come prepared.


Tiger Balm, a potent ointment used by athletes to relieve sore muscles, was so chock-full of camphor and menthol that if you put even the smallest dab of it under your nose, it was all you’d smell for hours. It was similar to the stuff used by morticians when working on cadavers, and I hoped to God by New York City sanitation workers. A single swipe on your Cupid’s bow was like being forced to breathe with your nose stuck inside a jar of Vicks VapoRub, and there were times in life when it was the preferred state, like at Mr. Stein’s home. Except I didn’t bring any.


Dumbass, Kim. I should have known better but was too concerned with showing up to job number two semi-fed and somewhat put together. I missed all the obvious clues. He sounded all right over the phone, but what had I expected him to say? It wasn’t like a man old enough to be my grandfather was going to tell the chipper, twenty-six-year-old social worker who called him up out of the blue, “Sure, you can come over—but enter at your own risk! The place smells like urine, the laundry hasn’t been done in months, and the pile of rancid garbage bags stacked up in the kitchen is now covered with a smattering of baby roaches. I can barely get out of this wheelchair, which makes transferring to the toilet nearly impossible, so I’ve taken to relieving myself into a mop bucket filled with kitty litter, and I don’t remember the last time I was able to climb into the tub for a bath. I haven’t the strength to so much as crack a window, so I’m at a loss as to how all the flies got in, but sure, little girl, come on over!”


I was still standing in the doorway when I spotted Mr. Stein sitting in his wheelchair toward the back of the dark apartment, patiently waiting for me. Between my first inhale and my first look into his stoic blue eyes, I knew there would be no time for that bagel or for brushing my teeth, my hair, tapping some concealer under my eyes, even dashing to CVS to spray my clothes with Febreze.


It was early fall 2005. This was not what I imagined doing when I came to New York. I moved from Clifton Park five years earlier, in 2000, to get a master’s in social work. I never stopped to think about what job I might land, or how much I’d be paid. I just wanted to get to the big city, and continuing with school made for the cleanest exit from the upstate suburbs. The deal I made with my parents was that after graduation, I’d stay for one year to get that “living and working in New York City” experience to pad my résumé. But I knew before I even arrived that I was never going back.


Social work didn’t require a Mensa membership, but it wasn’t easy. Nothing about standing up for a forty-five-minute visit to avoid the bedbugs that had infiltrated every porous surface of a client’s apartment was easy. Especially when trying to maintain my composure, not insult my client, particularly when their dignity might be hanging on by a thread. It called for a fair amount of empathy, a bona fide backbone, a strong stomach, and the patience of a saint. I wasn’t exactly locking myself into a rigorous intellectual commitment, just an emotional one, and more pressingly, a financial one. I might not have been good at math—I borrowed forty thousand dollars at 6.25 percent interest to attend one of the most expensive schools in the country, to earn a degree for a job that paid thirty-five thousand dollars a year—but getting a good read on people and helping them maneuver out of whatever mess they’d gotten into came natural to me. I was good at helping people figure out their shit, usually with enough time to stop them from getting evicted, having their gas and electricity shut off, or breaking a leg after tripping on a goddamn throw rug, only to be found two days later by their doorman, lying on their kitchen floor, dehydrated and half-conscious.


I’d always felt a pull toward people in haphazard states. When faced with someone in trouble I often found myself operating on autopilot doing what others couldn’t do, wouldn’t do, or were smart enough to avoid in the first place. I’d been like that for as long as I could remember. When I was five, I’d watched from the curb as the older kids in the neighborhood raced their bikes down the steepest hill in our development. One kid lost control as he flew down the hill—his pedals began to spin wildly, forcing his legs out spread-eagle—and I witnessed at eye level as his front wheel split a small bird in two. Shrieks, giggles, and eeeewwws erupted as the kids fanned out from the kill zone, but I went over to it. I could barely bring myself to look at the mess of rusty-red guts and feathers, but I didn’t want the little guy to be alone. Who knows how long I would have stayed crouched down beside him had not my older sister, Kelly, stormed over and yanked me up off the pavement.


People in need never failed to pick up on this emotional radar. Even complete strangers seemed to have zero qualms about pouring their hearts out to me, unsolicited. A Vedic astrologer once told me, “Perhaps others find it easy to confide in you because you are so secretive with regards to yourself.” I could get anyone to divulge their deepest fears and most guarded secrets as though asking them for the time, but nobody—nobody knew anything about me.


On the nights I covered the hostess shift, I needed to get to Babbo by 5:30 p.m. at the latest. We opened to the public at 5:00 p.m., and thirty minutes of running the door solo was all George had patience for. Every night, even on the most frigid and miserable Monday in January, a line of would-be diners formed outside as early as 4:15 p.m. and quickly stretched down the block. Ice storms, the blackout of 2003—didn’t matter—they were out there. When George asked me to hostess on a weeknight, he was desperate. And I always said yes because I was desperate.


However, I couldn’t leave Heights and Boerum Council before 5:00 p.m., and social workers were not to leave directly from a client’s home—the workday had to end at headquarters and not a minute before five. This was a direct result of a yearslong silent feud between Barbara, the executive director, and Rosie, because Rosie snuck out of the office every day at 4:55 p.m. Some days it was more like 4:50 p.m. Every so often, early in the morning before Barbara arrived, Rosie slipped off her tiny canvas boat shoes and climbed onto the couch in the lobby, stretching her five-foot-nothing frame up the wall, pulling down the clock, and turning the hands forward five minutes. So this left me just thirty-five minutes to ride nine stops on the R train from Court Street to West 8th Street in the Village, speed-walk across Washington Square Park, and pull back the two heavy wooden doors of 110 Waverly Place, where the sea of densely packed bodies clogged up the entryway to Babbo.


Tonight was no different. I yanked open the second door and managed to plant my right foot down on the restaurant floor while checking my phone. It was 5:31 p.m., but it would be 5:34 p.m. before I was able to squeeze my way through the clusterfuck space we affectionately referred to as “the pickle”—a narrow strip running the length of our ten-seat bar from the front door to the maître d’s podium, where George was guarding the entrance to the dining room and waiting for me. The look on his face told me that he knew I wouldn’t make it over until 5:34 p.m., too. His bare head and dark-suited shoulders formed a little mound atop the podium. His big blue eyes protruded a bit, and he kept them halfway closed as he watched guests make their awkward way toward him. This was his poker face when working the door. It was only when you got him talking about something he truly loved like his pugs, Roxanne and Oberon, or the theater, that you’d see his eyes all the way open.


“Thought you said you could get here by 5:15, Kim?”


“You know I can’t get here before 5:30 on a weeknight, George.”


I threw my jacket and bag in the empty coat closet, then stood inside it for a moment to catch my breath before taking my place beside George. He rummaged around in the podium’s top drawer and after a few seconds pulled out a small, crinkly bag of Swedish Fish. The night almost always went better if George was kept happy, so we hostesses and coat checkers began bringing him treats. He was partial to the Dove chocolates with the inspirational messages printed inside the foil wrapper, but Swedish Fish were by far his favorite. Without taking his eyes off the door, he slid his hand toward me and dropped a single fish into my open palm.


Babbo was no ordinary restaurant and in general was not for the faint of heart. It wasn’t much to look at from the outside. All that set it apart from the other carriage houses lining the south side of Waverly Place was its pale yellow paint and the black and red iron lettering screwed into the facade above the ground-floor windows. It was the sort of spot easily missed. The building sits on the northwest corner of Washington Square Park, just down the street from NYU, and I must have schlepped past it fifty times, lugging my backpack stuffed with a copy of Ego Psychology and Social Work Practice, the DSM-IV pocket guide, and dirty coffee cups before a classmate pointed it out as the place where she’d just found part-time work as a hostess.


“The chef there—the one with the red ponytail—is famous. He has his own show on the Food Network. The restaurant pays eleven dollars an hour and Gwyneth Paltrow had dinner there with Luke Wilson last week,” she boasted. “They still need to hire one more person.”


I’d never heard of the Food Network, but I certainly knew who Gwyneth Paltrow and Luke Wilson were. And $11.00 an hour was a big step up from the $6.90 I made cataloging microfiche at the Bobst Library as part of my university’s work study program, so I walked into Babbo the next day with my résumé.


I met with the day manager, Brad. He had long, wavy hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore a tie-dyed T-shirt. He looked out of place sitting among the tables draped in white linen, as fast-moving waiters wearing ties set the tables with candles and silverware. He asked me if I wanted “an espresso or cappuccino.” I didn’t drink either but said cappuccino to come off as sophisticated. Then he left to go make my cappuccino himself. He was treating me more like a guest than someone on a job interview. In the forty-five minutes that we spoke, he didn’t once bring up the job I was applying for—part-time reservationist and hostess. He talked only of the owners: Mario Batali—the chef with the TV show—and Joe Bastianich, who handled the restaurant’s wine program and whose family owned two vineyards in Italy. Brad made a point of telling me twice that both men were Italian, and when I asked him when they came to the United States, he clarified that he meant “authentic Italian bloodlines,” as though they were racehorses. He spoke of them, and the restaurant itself, with a kind of over-the-top reverence. All I’d thought about before I walked in was the money, but as Brad continued, I found myself wondering, Where the hell am I? But it was drawing me in.


I had a stint waiting tables at the Denny’s in Clifton Park until my parents made me quit—I made the mistake of telling them that a few of the managers were known for trying to sleep with the servers—but Babbo was not Denny’s. It wasn’t exactly Tavern on the Green or The Russian Tea Room either. Brad said Ruth Reichel of the New York Times gave them a three-star review shortly after Babbo opened in 1998. I nodded and pretended that I knew who Ruth was and understood why the review was important. I sat up a little straighter and self-consciously ran my hands through my hair. Working at Babbo was starting to seem much more serious than I imagined, but I was already hooked on the idea of $11.00 an hour and getting to see what Gwyneth Paltrow wore in person.


“Nobody cooks like Mario. Nobody does what we do. Everyone wants to eat here. We don’t serve things like chicken parm—that’s not Italian.”


I wanted to come across as educated and worldly, so I told him, “I’m going to be a therapist eventually. I’m getting my master’s degree across the street and might attend the Gestalt Center for Psychotherapy after.”


Brad nodded, shrugged. He said, “I’m really a masseur, but I injured my hand, so now I’m here.”
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There was a Maximum Occupancy sign hanging on the wall next to the coat closet, but nobody cared what it said because it was of zero importance to everyone in the room. More people were lined up outside than could actually fit in the pickle. For the rest of the night, fresh bodies foisted themselves inside every few minutes, like a club—one in, one out. To maneuver through the only way in and out of the restaurant, people were forced to press up against complete strangers, sliding past random chests, breasts, shoulders, hips, the warm protruding bellies on the sweaty guys in suits who rushed down from Midtown to be first in line for a walk-in table. Everyone got close enough to smell what was typically detected only in more intimate scenarios—shampoo, deodorant, freshly applied lipstick, whether it was Altoids they were sucking on or Tic Tacs. The guests smelled pretty good; like fabric softener and Cool Mint Listerine. It was Babbo, after all. Most folks made a real effort.


The people crammed in the pickle were willing to wait for two-plus hours—sometimes in four-inch stilettos—for a seat at the bar or for one of the few small tables kept for walk-ins. The walk-in tables weren’t very high off the ground, so eating a meal at one meant enduring random pocketbooks, asses, and plates of other people’s food intermittently lopped onto yours—a rare piece of real estate worth its weight in gold. The servers and back waiters ran plates and tall, wobbly flutes of expensive bubbly on trays in and out of the area all night.


Sometimes when stuck in place and waiting for the bodies to shift, I thought up possible escape routes should there be a fire, or more likely a stampede. My best bet would be to haul it down the staircase in front of the coat closet that led into the basement, push open the garbage hatch, and climb out into the street.


Something odd always happened about twenty minutes into working the hostess shift. Time had a way of passing strangely on the floor, as if it slowed down and sped up simultaneously until it was impossible to keep track. This happened even though we watched the clock obsessively: Are the 7:30s down? Who does the 9:00 six-top think they are, showing up thirty minutes early with an extra person? Where the hell is the 8:15 Ben Stiller four-top? I would forget myself—my worries, cares, whatever I was doing tomorrow, the fact that my feet were swelling up out of my shoes—I was nothing except for the task I was doing the very moment I was doing it: running a check from the bartender up the steep staircase to a server on the second floor; taping a little orange coat check ticket securely onto a guest’s shopping bag; helping Kate Hudson slip out of her ivory, floor-length coat; arguing with George.


At some point during the night, I remembered. It happened in an instant: the music stopped, and I snapped back into being myself again. And even if it was a rough night where nothing went according to plan and my feet were pounding, my T-zone looked like I swiped it with cooking oil, and I couldn’t shake the sense of being dirty—as one would after working a fifteen-hour day—I was always left with an overwhelming sense of feeling good. Like there was nowhere else I’d rather be.


I had done the two-job shuffle for more than four years. When Brad offered me the hostess job, I told him I only needed to work at Babbo for six months, until graduation, after which I’d get a “real job in social work.” Brad knew a naïve and ignorant NYU kid when he saw one, but instead of putting me in my place, he gave a hearty laugh and said, “You might want to keep a shift or two and make a little money on the side.”


Fast-forward, and I didn’t want to make a little money on the side, I needed to. Badly. I often still came up short at the end of the month. I’d panic and start calling my fellow hospitality workers, looking for shifts to pick up. I’d sit down and figure out what could be paid late—just like I did with my clients who lived off a ridiculously small amount of money, like $637 a month from social security. I’d think about how much free food I could get from Babbo before my next paycheck. Maybe it wasn’t the rib eye I was eating each night, but I made the most out of what was in the walk-in. Sometimes when I worked the evening phone shift down in the basement, the guys in the kitchen would send down the “mistake” plates, like when a new server fired the wrong dish and we ended up with a plate of beef cheek ravioli or braised octopus that no one ordered.


But I did stupid things, too, like heading to the bar at Balthazar after my last shift of the week and blowing sixty dollars on two glasses of wine and an appetizer, even if I had to put it on my Visa. It was hard watching guests do that sort of thing all night. Some nights it was all I wanted to do, even after working fifteen hours.


I had an ulterior motive for taking the shift after my visit with Mr. Stein. Craig Bierko, who played one of Sarah Jessica Parker’s boyfriends on Sex and the City, was on the reservation book, and I was off-my-rocker crazy about him. He always came in with Ryan Reynolds and Robert Sean Leonard, and the trio was hands-down the friendliest bunch of guys from the Hollywood crowd. They flirted with the hostesses and coat check girls incessantly, talking to us as though we were actually important, with absolutely no hint of douchebag entitlement. They always showed up happy, like they knew how lucky they were to live the way we all imagined they did as successful actors.


Craig always teased me about my sweater—I was usually wearing the same one when he came in, as I only had two good tops: beige, fitted cashmere with magenta flowers and a trail of tiny rhinestones running down the front. Craig, Ryan, and Robert insisted on carrying their drinks from the bar to their table so as not to burden me, totally unaware that nothing irritated Mario more than the sight of a guest carrying their own glass through the dining room. “Just take it from them,” he said to me once, all patience lost. So I began doing just that—pulling the cold, wet crystal right out of their hands before they had time to protest. I usually kept crushes close to the vest, but since there was no chance of anything actually happening with Craig, I didn’t feel compelled to hide it—so everyone knew that I adored him. Even George.


Even the guests who weren’t famous but were somehow different from me, I found intriguing. Trim, older European men in perfectly tailored suits who bore no hint of a middle-aged waist and sat with their legs fully crossed. Brazilian families with little ones under the age of six, dining on a 10:30 p.m. table; the children always ordered straight off the menu. You could spot the super-wealthy native New Yorkers dead-on. They looked like they belonged on a film set: done up, but with a subtlety to their put-togetherness that was evidence of a certain kind of lifestyle, one that required long-term maintenance. Their skin was poreless. Their fit, toned bodies were sculpted to near perfection. Every hair in place. Their black clothes didn’t look like my black clothes—when they wore black, the pigment was so rich, it looked like ink that hadn’t dried. These people ate at restaurants like Babbo for no particular reason. Just dinner on a Tuesday. The men showed up in Ascot Chang dress shirts, the women in Chanel tweed and pearl earrings the size of Ping-Pong balls. The women might be in their fifties but had thirty-something faces and chiseled, size-two bodies. I’d never seen anything like them before. People like that didn’t exist where I came from.


Not that I came from nothing. Clifton Park was a middle-class suburb—a bedroom community in upstate New York between Albany and Saratoga. It was my parents’ idea of a great place to live, and they were quite content, puttering all over town in their matching red Volvos. They went to the Shop ’n Save, where my sister Kelly bagged groceries all through high school and college, or Boscov’s, a discount department store where my mom was on a first-name basis with the saleswomen. She popped in every few days looking for deals on socks, underwear, bath towels, reduced-price Jones of New York knitwear, Nautica pajama sets, Tommy Hilfiger golf shirts for my dad—he loved them so much, he often spontaneously pointed to the logo across the chest and announced, “It’s Tommy Hilfiger,” as if from the ready-to-wear collection and not the bargain-basement staples produced for the masses. My mom’s motivation for buying up all these items so cheaply was to justify spending eighty-five dollars on her favorite Lancôme night cream. I once pointed out that if she added up all the money spent on the socks, shirts, and pajamas, it would cost the same as if she sprang for the really good stuff, which I’d recently learned was Crème de la Mer from a salesgirl at Saks with skin like a newborn’s, but she didn’t hop onboard with my logic.


“Don’t you take out that kind of money to go to New York,” my mother said.


But that was precisely what I did.
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I worked the day phone shift on Saturdays in addition to picking up hostess and evening reservation work, and there were worse places to be on a Saturday morning than Babbo. Though considered small by restaurant standards, when you were in Babbo’s open, three-story space, you got a sense of what a grand old home it had probably once been. There was a six-foot-wide steep center staircase anchoring the room and separating the kitchen in the back from the first-floor dining room and the pickle. The second-floor dining room had a massive skylight, so in the morning we kept the lights off and let the sunlight pour down the staircase as though it were a big tree trunk. Mario and Joe wanted to keep the lights off to save on the electricity bill, but I’d have kept them off regardless. The rays picked up all the tiny dust particles in the air, adding to the twinkling effect of the space.


I rented the smallest of three bedrooms in a walk-up in East Midtown that might or might not have mice and came complete with a neighbor who thought it perfectly fine to operate his woodworking business on the landing between our units, his buzz saw whirling not two feet from my front door. So the mornings at Babbo were a bit of luxury. Outside, Greenwich Village hummed, but inside I sat in relative quiet. All I heard was the faint clanging of pots, the pulse of the dishwasher’s hose, and some muffled Spanish from the guys in the kitchen at my back. The guests had all been gone for hours, but a bit of their energy remained, like embers left over from the raging wildfire of excitement and desperation just seven hours earlier.


One Saturday morning, Mario scared the ever-living shit out of me. He’d been lying on the banquette by the windows, out cold, still in his chef whites. I mistook his broad back for the daily delivery from White Plains Linen. There was nothing more terrifying than being alone in that calm, quiet space and suddenly seeing what you thought was a stack of freshly laundered white tablecloths and napkins rise up like a ghost and walk out of the restaurant without saying a word.


On Saturdays, I tried to come in around 9:00 a.m., an hour before we opened the phone lines, to grab a grapefruit from the walk-in, put on a pot of coffee, spray down the phones with Lysol, and get a plate of whatever the overnight porters prepared for their version of family meal. Family meal was when the entire staff sat down and ate together before the start of service, and it usually flowed into the pre-service meeting where George gave everyone the scoop on who was coming in that night. The overnight porters broke for a meal in the early morning, right around the time I arrived.


Most importantly, I locked the front door. Otherwise, people from the park came in and swiped a bottle of whatever was on the end of the bar. I suspected they were all MICA (mentally ill, chemically addicted), and because I was a mental health worker they didn’t scare me, but being the sole witness to their brazen thievery did. We had a saying in social work: “Never let the client get between you and the door,” but that was exactly the setup at Babbo. Someone could put a knife in me and be back in the park before Mario so much as rolled over.


Prospective guests also showed up before 10:00 a.m., and I wasn’t so sure some of them wouldn’t stab me either if I couldn’t give them a reservation. Some drove in from the suburbs of New Jersey or Connecticut, hoping to make a reservation for whatever date we were releasing that morning—always one month from that exact date. What kind of person would drive all the way into Manhattan from Jersey on a weekend just to make a dinner reservation? A smart one. Because that was what you had to do to get a table. Some of the more zealous folks resorted to banging on the windows. Everyone assumed that our lack of open tables was a publicity stunt and that we were intent on shutting out the average person, which was ridiculous—the more bodies we pumped in and out every night, the more money the front of the house made.


It took less than sixty seconds to book a single reservation. If I skipped the pleasantries and got right down to business, I was done in thirty-five seconds. That meant I could fill an entire night—down to every last 11:15 p.m. for two—in under forty minutes. By 10:40 a.m., less than an hour after letting them fly, all reservations for the corresponding night exactly one month out were gone. And for the next seven hours and twenty minutes of my shift, I went back to doing social work—more specifically, crisis intervention. Once, I got a call from a woman named Deborah, area code 201, who, when I told her we were already full that Christmas Eve, lost her shit completely and belted out, “Well, fuck you—FUCK OFF!”


I slammed down the phone fast on that one. Not out of anger, but because I didn’t want our pastry chef, Gina, to see how badly my hands were shaking. Gina had been sitting across from me on table twenty, quietly stewing while she pretended to tally up the receipts from her morning purchases at the Green Market.


“Fuck Mario and Joe,” she said, pouring me a glass of blood orange juice, which was off-limits to the staff. “Do they know the shit you put up with all day?”


She turned and headed into the kitchen before I could answer. Not that I wanted to, because getting into a Mario-and-Joe-bashing session with Gina took a certain amount of skill and effort if I wanted to come out alive. Tip the scales too far in alignment with her and I might ignite that dormant loyalty she still had for Mario, but scratch the surface too lightly with my grievances and I ran the risk of being branded a traitor to my fellow line workers. She told me once that she’d thought about going to law school before becoming a chef, and she would have made a great litigator.


I heard the swing of the kitchen door and Gina returned, carrying a plate piled high with scrambled eggs, buttered toast, half a roasted tomato, fried potatoes with green peppers and onions, sausage, and one of the flourless chocolate hazelnut cakes she was famous for, still nice and cold from the walk-in. On days when I’d been thoroughly raked over, Gina made me breakfast. She was the de facto mother of Babbo, and even looked the part of a caretaker—plump, with doe eyes that gave the false impression of being mild-mannered. Like any good Italian mother, she had a talent for sleuthing out everyone’s business. Gina was completely piped in to Babbo’s subterranean layer of gossip, half-truths, and surreptitious happenings. She always knew who was sleeping with whom, who was about to get fired, which server was skimming from the pooled cash tips, who was about to leave to work for rival restaurateur Danny Meyer, and she was absolutely convinced that one of our chefs sold drugs out of the second-floor apartment that Mario and Joe kept for out-of-town friends and employees who came over from the winery in Italy.


Gina was smarter than me, and for this reason it took us years to become friends. When I started at Babbo I was twenty-two, fresh from the suburbs and pretty ignorant of life outside of them. I had nothing remotely interesting to say to her. But she spent an hour of her Saturday sitting across from me, planning her menu and making grocery lists, and over the years she warmed to me. We bonded over crazy would-be guests who barged in yelling, “Your phone lines are broken! I’ve been calling for hours and I can’t get through!” as though I were a 911 operator. Our friendship had an uneven power dynamic, but because I was the baby in my family, her authority didn’t bother me. Back when I first started working at Babbo, she loathed my wide-eyed, optimistic view—of the restaurant, the city itself, the big show we all put on when celebrities came in. She’d been the pastry chef since the place had opened and was now disillusioned with the mystique of Babbo as a hangout for rock stars and Mario’s famous friends. We all saw through it to some degree, yet it didn’t stop us from falling for it every night. In what other scenario would you remember with laserlike accuracy the five or six arbitrary words that some stranger threw out to you as a formality—“Ooohh my God, everything was amazing! Loved, loved, loved it—we’ll be back! You guys are the best!” A kind word from the likes of Diane Keaton, Jake Gyllenhaal, or Elton John made even the most disinterested heart thump wildly. Their presence alone was disarming, but their individual attention, however fleeting, became crystallized in my brain—I clung to each memory as though God himself came down from heaven and shared the secrets of the universe with me. Even Gina had her favorites. She stuck around all night when the Black Crowes came in, just to visit with them after bringing out their dessert, whether they ordered any or not.


Sometimes, I looked around at my colleagues’ faces when a celebrity walked through the door and began their Everest-like trek through the pickle. Some servers looked down at the floor. Others pretended to be absorbed in their work. These coworkers didn’t dare demean themselves with stares of unearned admiration, but they didn’t seem able to treat celebrities like regular guests either. It was almost as if these coworkers wanted to hide, avoiding the famous guests altogether. When it was over, the whole charade left me feeling a bit uneasy, similar to when I did something wrong as a kid but never got caught. Because the very thing that created unease was also what made being at Babbo so much fun. It was a lot easier to surrender to the excitement and accept the part I got to play, especially after a day spent helping clients like Mr. Stein. Being a part of this place—an insider—was what really kept me working there. I could have gotten a part-time job anywhere, and truth be told, I was not a good hostess. I was afraid of carrying trays. I didn’t even know the positions on the tables—“table fifty-one, position two,” one of my coworkers would say as they shoved a tray with a Negroni into my hand. I had no clue which guest was sitting in position two; I hovered the tray over their table and watched for someone’s eyes to pop.


I was allowed to work hostess shifts for two reasons: I was reliable, always willing to cover a shift when someone called out sick because I always needed the money; and I was decorative. Restaurants hired pretty hostesses. We had to look neat, put together, but we were never to overdress the guests—fat chance of that. When hostessing, I had to appear sweet and pleasing, even when an asshole guest well into his sixties grabbed my arm, hard, and pulled me in close as he spat out, “They don’t make you wait fifteen minutes for your table at the French Laundry, my dear.” Once, a well-known punk band came in, and some jackass at their table patted another hostess on the ass as she was trying to set down their drinks. They thought it was pretty funny until Nina, the floor manager, stopped by. Whatever she said to them did the trick because they behaved like they were in church the rest of the night. I always felt like a bit of a dolly, prancing guests through the floor to their table, looking back midway to ask, “Is this your first time here with us?” with a vacant smile, trying not to grunt as I pushed in the chairs of fully grown adults as far as they’d go, which was essential in keeping the pathway from the dining room to the kitchen and the bathrooms clear.


The servers, the back waiters, George, they could scan the dining room and collect all the clues left by inanimate objects like a stale plate of untouched chickpea bruschetta, a half-empty bottle of wine or a dessert plate wiped clean with a finger, and in five seconds they could tell you exactly how much longer a party would remain at their table. I could never do that. I didn’t notice these things.


I saw the four-top who berated George for giving away their table, even though they showed up thirty minutes late, wedged in place at the podium and unable to move away from him. They started to quiet. The color drained from their faces. Then there was a beat: a decision being made. Whether to mellow or hold fast to their self-righteous indignation. I saw Kate Winslet and Sam Mendes, relieved to be sitting upstairs and away from the prying eyes of those packed into the pickle. Beats me how they convinced George to put them up there—all celebrities were seated downstairs, no matter what, so everyone who came in had a chance to gawk at them. I saw the middle-aged tourists from the Midwest—no doubt big fans of Mario’s Food Network show Molto Mario. They likely planned their trip around whatever date they were able to nab a reservation. My coworkers and I poked fun at them a little—they showed up in T-shirts, shorts, and fanny packs, and yelped with delight at the sight of Mario’s red ponytail swinging in and out of the kitchen window. But their joy was contagious. I couldn’t help but feel good, even if they embodied everything that made me run from Clifton Park like it was on fire.


And then suddenly I saw no one. The last of the 11:15s were down. The pickle had emptied, save for our bar regular, Tall Paul, and the drunk couple still working their wine on positions one and two (I knew the bar seats). Jimmy Day, the bartender, was filling up a couple of plastic quart containers with beer for the guys in the kitchen. I scanned the dining room and slowly realized that Craig Bierko and his pretty blond girlfriend left hours ago. The only evidence of how I felt when I came through the door at 5:31 p.m. was when I got home after midnight and took off my clothes, pried my cream-colored shoes from my feet, and noticed all the blood on the inside of my right heel.
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