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“Fresh, witty, and utterly romantic, this is the deliciously offbeat modern reimagining of When Harry Met Sally I never knew I needed. Kate Goldbeck is an absolute star!”

—ALI HAZELWOOD, New York Times bestselling author of The Love Hypothesis

“This is a romance sung in perfect pitch! A spectacular debut!”

—CHRISTINA LAUREN, New York Times bestselling author of The Unhoneymooners

“You, Again reads like a romcom classic in the making. I’ve never read anything like it. This book is raw and sexy and radically vulnerable, and I’m already desperately missing Ari and Josh.”

—RACHEL LYNN SOLOMON, New York Times bestselling author of Weather Girl and The Ex Talk

“You, Again is a knockout. Ari and Josh are my favorite type of couple—funny, flawed, and complicated, with prickly exteriors hiding tender hearts. I’ll be first in line for anything Kate Goldbeck writes from now on.”

—AVA WILDER, author of How to Fake It in Hollywood and Will They or Won’t They

“Equal parts a studied homage and decisively modern, Kate Goldbeck debuts with a master class in banter. This is a luxurious contemporary romance to savor. Every character is as sexy as they are gloriously messy.”
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“You, Again is one of those special, singular books you wish you could read for the first time again and again. It’s funny and sharp, crackling with wit and chemistry, a clever homage to all the best parts of romantic comedies while making them feel new.”

—ALICIA THOMPSON, bestselling author of Love in the Time of Serial Killers

“Not your average romantic comedy. Ari and Josh’s love story is raw, chaotic, unconventional, very funny, and very sexy. An edgy, modern, slow-burn love story, with nipple piercings.”

—GEORGIA CLARK, author of It Had to Be You

“The humor is sharp, the dialogue is equal parts poignant and fun, and the romance will make you giddy.”

—TARAH DEWITT, author of Funny Feelings

“Kate Goldbeck is a genius. I laughed. I cried. I fell in love with her characters and her descriptions of New York and the food … This story has nuts and a big fat beating heart and I will be reading it over and over.”

—ERICKA WALLER, author of Dog Days


www.penguin.co.uk





Kate Goldbeck



YOU, AGAIN

[image: Penguin Random House]



IN MEMORY OF LAURA MEYERS.

IT’S ALL A PROCESS.




[image: 2014]



1

“EXCUSE ME, SIR?” ARI STANDS HER GROUND, FEET SHOULDER-WIDTH apart, on the sidewalk in front of the Brooklyn Museum. “I know that someone who waited ten minutes for a six-dollar cold brew has the time to stop and talk to me about protecting the second-largest bobcat habitat in New Jersey.”

Always best to start with a provocation. None of that “do you have a moment?” crap. No pedestrian in this city has “a moment” for a canvasser.

The tall man in sunglasses, expensive jeans, and a dark sweater—slightly hunched from the weight of a large backpack—slows down, not quite to a full stop. He glances at her neon vest and binder, realizing his mistake a half-second too late.

“I’m on a fucking call!” he snaps, angling his body to route around her.

It’s fine. Ari is used to people faking calls to avoid engaging with her. She takes a step to the right, blocking his path again. She needs one more donation to make quota, so Tall Sweater Nightmare Man can give her twenty seconds to make the case for the bobcats.

“Can I have a sip?” She reaches toward his cold brew cup with a minimalist Blue Bottle logo. “I’ve had a super long day out here.” This trick—passed down from Gabe, her coworker-with-benefits—works about twenty percent of the time, which is a phenomenal success rate in the business of pestering strangers for (no) fun and (little) profit.

“Un-fucking-believable!” He lifts the cup out of her reach and jaywalks across Eastern Parkway, turning his head to look back at her and scowl.

Or maybe to ensure she’s not following him.

When Gabe told their improv class about the “lucrative opportunities” with ProActivate, he’d assured them that they’d become accustomed to constant brush-offs, the lack of eye contact, the utter rejection. “It’s good practice for comedy,” he’d said. “And it pays better.”

Everything pays better than comedy.

But at least onstage you can flop in front of dozens of people at once. Ten efficient minutes of agony. On the street, it’s like extending your hand every thirty seconds and getting one of those extra-painful envelope paper cuts in return.

Something, something … the definition of insanity.

Ostensibly, Ari moved to New York to pursue comedy. When she met Gabe, one of the charismatic leaders of the sketch comedy theater where Ari had planted her flag four months ago, he’d spun tales of casting agents frequenting open mics and late-night encounters with Daily Show writers. He’d become a hero and a crush.

What Gabe neglected to mention is that most of those encounters occurred while he worked the register at the noodle place down the block from the studio.

On the drizzly walk home, she keeps an eye out for one last chance to make her donation quota. The woman with the promotional umbrella, letting her Yorkie pee on a flower bed? The stocky man with a gingery beard and thick-frame glasses, waiting in the doorway of a bar on Washington Avenue? But neither feels likely. Resigned, Ari turns to head toward home.

When she responded to Natalie’s posting on Craigslist, looking for someone to sublet the “cozy” second bedroom in her “Prospect Heights–adjacent” apartment, Ari quickly discovered it was actually a twenty-five-minute walk from Prospect Heights. “The room is technically considered a closet,” Nat had explained when Ari came to look at it, “but there’s already a lofted twin bed in there and a desk would totally fit.”

The desk didn’t fit. But living with Natalie was definitely preferable to Ari’s last living situation, which was a futon in a friend’s cousin’s living room.

Especially tonight. Natalie spent the weekend in the Hamptons and she won’t be back until late. The apartment will be luxuriously empty: the perfect opportunity for Ari to use her noisiest vibrator.

That was the plan, anyway.

“Guess who met quota standing outside Whole Paycheck?” Gabe is leaning against the front door to her building, under the awning, just out of the rain. He has the classic good looks of an Eddie Bauer catalog model or someone who poses for stock photos, with his wavy-but-coiffed hair and twinkling brown eyes. “Like shooting fish in a barrel. How’d you do?”

Gabe pushes off the brick wall, his neon ProActivate vest tucked into the back pocket of his jeans. He’s always a big hit with the leashes-and-strollers crowd.

“One short,” Ari replies, fishing her keys out of her pocket.

“Bummer.” He holds up a Blu-ray of Inception. “Wanna finish it?”

It’s a flimsy pretense. They’ve been “watching” Inception for the last three weeks, in fourteen-minute increments. Last time, they’d paused after a particularly horny round of “Fuck, Marry, Kill.” (Ari: Hardy, Watanabe, Gordon-Levitt. Gabe: Cotillard, Murphy, DiCaprio.)

“Natalie’s out,” Ari says, forcing her key into the lock. “I was planning on—”

“Perfect.” He holds the door open. “I have a date in Boerum Hill later.”

When they get in the apartment, Gabe pulls off his shirt before Ari gets the disc in Natalie’s Blu-ray player.

It’s convenient, this thing with Gabe. He’s easygoing, open to trying new stuff. Proficient at undoing her bra with one hand. They both want sex and to not be boyfriend-girlfriend in equal amounts. He’s the first man Ari’s been with who doesn’t take it as a huge personal failing if she introduces a vibrator into the equation.

And after dealing with face-to-face rejection all day, it’s nice to be wanted.

At 1:06:47 into the movie and two pairs of underwear on the floor, the intercom buzzes in three shrill bursts.

“Did you order takeout?” Gabe asks, breathing hard. He flops back onto the sofa. “A sandwich actually sounds amazing right now.”

“How would I have done that?” Ari sits up. “With my third hand?” Two more buzzes trill through the apartment, followed by one sustained buzz.

Ari rolls off the sagging couch and stumbles to the intercom. She punches the TALK button: “Yeah?”

The response is a garbled mix of static, a low voice, “food,” and “Natalie.”

“Buzzer’s broken,” she says. “I’ll come down.” Ari tugs her tank top over her head. “Natalie orders these macrobiotic meals,” she tells Gabe, who’s already back on his phone. “Must be the delivery guy.” She picks his boxers up off the rug, scanning the floor. “Crap. Where did my underwear go?”

“Underwear is overrated.” Gabe heaves himself off the couch. “I’m gonna jump in the shower.”

Ari pulls on his boxers, shoves her feet into her sneakers, and jogs down the stairs to grab the meals from the delivery guy.

When she reaches the ground floor, she sees a hulking shadow through the window at the top of the heavy door at the entryway. But as she begins to open the door, the shadow takes on a familiar shape.

Tall Sweater Nightmare Man is standing under her awning, holding a reusable shopping bag of produce that looks like an eighteenth-century Dutch still life.

He’s pale and lanky—mid-twenties?—with dark hair and a longish face that’s oddly proportioned.

But not in a bad way.

His eyes move back and forth across the slice of her face that’s visible between the frame and the door.

Ari clears her throat. “Can I help you?”

He looks confused, but doesn’t answer.

“Are you here to tell me about your Lord and savior Jesus Christ?”

“I’m Jewish.” He peeks over her shoulder. “Are you Natalie’s roommate?”

He smells like expensive botanical aftershave.

“Maybe,” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Are these her glutenfree paleo meals?”

“This is olive oil–poached cod with mussels, orange, and chorizo,” he says, shifting his weight impatiently. “Did Natalie not mention I was coming?”

As if on cue, Ari’s phone chirps multiple times.


NAT [image: ] : need huuuuge favor.

I got my days mixed up.

Josh is supposed to make me dinner tonight

NAT [image: ] : the chef.

he’s already on his way with all these groceries.

I’m on the earlier Jitney but still running so late

could you let him in? [image: ] [image: ]



Shit.

This is typical Natalie bullshit, and she gets away with it because she has luminous skin and this amazing laugh and Ari has a crush on her in a way that’s completely different from her occasional horny Gabe feelings. Namely, an inability to say “no.”

“Wait, who are you?” Ari holds the phone screen to her chest, shielding it from his view.

“I’m Josh. Natalie’s boyfriend.” He doesn’t phrase it in the form of a question. It’s just a statement. A fact.

Ari spits back a fact of her own: “Nat doesn’t have a boyfriend.”
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“YES, SHE DOES,” HE SAYS WITH THE CONFIDENCE OF SOMEONE WHO BELIEVES it to be true. Basically. “Me.”

It’s nearly imperceptible, but the roommate’s brow wrinkles at the word boyfriend. Josh prides himself on noticing the details other people miss.

According to his schedule, in eight minutes Natalie should be sipping a glass of Sancerre, watching him supreme oranges with his Shun Dual Core Kiritsuke knife.

Instead, he’s staring at a pink-haired stranger in men’s underwear and a faded Obama HOPE T-shirt with the sleeves cut off.

“Nat’s not here. She’s running late,” she says, not opening the door any farther. “I can put the food in the fridge. There’s a bar down the block where you could hang out till she gets home.”

Seconds of wasted time tick away in his brain, growing louder. Standing in the hallway, holding one hundred and seventy dollars’ worth of high-end perishable groceries, he considers abandoning the plan. Calling an Uber. Rescheduling for another evening when all the elements of the concept can come together seamlessly.

But that would be failure.

“Absolutely not,” he says. “This requires thirty minutes of prep plus fifty minutes cooking time. I need to get started now. And it’s raining.”

Tonight, after the mousse au citron, Josh Kestenberg and Natalie Ferrer-Hodges will transition from the confusing messiness of casually dating–question mark to full-fledged relationship–period.

Exclamation point.

No, period. More tasteful.

“If I do you this favor and let you in—”

“‘Favor’?”

“—then you’re going to atone for your rudeness earlier today and help me make my quota.” The corner of her mouth tugs into the tiniest possible grin but her eyes are not smiling. A little dimple forms on the left side of her cheek. “I’ll need a forty-dollar donation. I take credit cards.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” It’s not often that Josh feels three steps behind.

“Glad you finally asked! With the support of wildlife lovers like you, the Nature Conservancy is establishing ‘Bobcat Alley,’ a protected greenbelt where native wild felines can roam and—”

“That was you?” Josh sets the grocery bag down on the stoop.

“Un-fucking-believable, right?” There’s a full Cheshire cat grin on her face now. Nothing coy about it.

“You’re extorting me?” He steps forward, towering over her. “Is this some kind of scam you pull?”

“Yes, I pretend to live in apartments all over Brooklyn in order to guilt my roommate’s angry trust-fund dates into making recurring charitable donations.” Recurring? Fantastic, he’ll be on a mailing list for the rest of his life. “Do you want to hear the talking points about the bobcats?”

“No.”

“Thank you for helping to build a future where bobcats thrive,” she recites by rote. She opens the door wider, letting him follow her into the building’s vestibule. “This is like the cold open of a Law & Order episode, letting a strange man into my apartment. You could tie me up with an extension cord and steal our laptops or something. But now you’ll be the last name on my donor log, so if I go missing, you’ll be the first suspect.” She stops for a breath at the foot of the stairs. “I’m Ari.”

“Josh Kestenberg.” His hand twitches in an automatic handshake response but he curbs the instinct. “I have a lot of prep to do, so you’ll have to tie yourself up with the extension cord.”

“Arianna Sloane,” she adds, like she gets extra credit for also having a surname. “And don’t threaten me with a good time.” She gestures at the stairs. “You first. I don’t want you staring at my ass the entire way up to the third floor.”

Josh rolls his eyes and starts to haul the bags up the first flight. As he passes her, he smells cheap weed that reminds him of his whiny vegan classmates in his anthropology seminars at Stanford. Josh takes the stairs two at a time, hoping to get far enough ahead of her to make further interaction impossible, but she’s right behind him.

“If you’re a cook,” she says, “shouldn’t you be at work right now?”

“I’m a chef. I spent the last two years in Europe. I develop recipes.” He’d freelanced at Bon Appétit on two occasions, thank you very much. “I just got back to New York.”

“I don’t know if I’ve seen Nat consume anything other than paleo bowls and Huel shakes,” Ari says.

“She hasn’t tried my food yet.”

“How long have you two been ‘together’? I mean, you’re a cook—”

“Chef.”

“—and you’ve never made her a meal; don’t you think that’s a little weird?”

“No.” He picks up the pace, like he’s trying to out-climb the accusation. Is it weird? “We’ve been seeing each other for six weeks.”

“Does six weeks of dating mean a relationship? I hooked up with this guy, Nico, for three semesters and he was not my boyfriend. His name is still in my phone with three eggplant emojis, though.”

Josh doesn’t reply. She seems to be feeding off his answers, so it’s best to cut off her supply. He’s also feeling slightly winded.

“How is she labeled in your contacts?” she continues. “As ‘girlfriend’? Is there a heart emoji next to her name?”

“No.” Good fucking grief, this woman probably makes conversation with cab drivers and cashiers. “I don’t need cartoon symbols to jog my memory about our relationship.”

Why is it nearly impossible to meet interesting single women but so easy to attract people who have the uncanny ability to point out the small details that he’s been consciously burying in his own mind?

When they reach the third floor, Josh turns to face her.

“Natalie never mentioned me?” he asks. It slips out, needy. Embarrassing.

“Let me think.” Ari fumbles with her keys. “Are you the guy with the really nice bathroom with the dual shower heads?”

“No?” What guy with the—

“Oh! Were you Mr. September in last year’s Babes of Bushwick calendar?” She looks him up and down.

“I don’t know what—”

Ari forces the apartment door open with her hip.

Josh shakes off her disorienting questions; she’s clearly just trying to fuck with him. He takes a cautious step into the living room, avoiding a pile of shoes by the door. He’s always hosted Natalie at his apartment, where he doesn’t have to account for unknown variables: surfaces that haven’t been properly wiped or hostile-yet-chatty roommates.

Out of the corner of his eye, he sees a scrap of lacy trim peeking out from under the couch.

Ari seems to follow his gaze. “There they are.”

Before she can retrieve them, an interior door swings open. A shirtless man bursts out, surrounded by a cloud of steam, belting a show tune. “Bring him hooooome! Briiing him home!” He pauses his overwrought serenade and nods at Josh, friendly and completely unbothered by his presence. “Hey, man.”

Ari makes no attempt to introduce them.

“Do I get my boxers back?” the guy asks her. “Actually, never mind, I gotta run.” Humming the tune with heavy vibrato, he pulls a T-shirt over his head. “Call me in an hour in case I need a rescue?”

“’Kay,” she responds, barely looking up. She’s riffling through her Nature Conservancy binder. “Enjoy.”

Josh watches him leave without kissing Ari goodbye.

As soon as the door slams shut, Ari appears at Josh’s left side, holding out her donation binder and a ballpoint pen.

After he sets down his bags and prints his credit card number in neat block letters, Ari gestures grandly and announces, “This is the kitchen. Don’t burn the apartment down.”

Josh tilts his head, looking past her. “A fucking electric stove?”

Ari glances at the aging unit that doesn’t even have a vent hood. “What’s wrong with it?”

“There’s no heat control, no subtlety, no flame. It’s either scalding or lukewarm.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” She shrugs. “Pretend you’re on one of those cooking competition shows where you have to start your own fire.”

He narrows his eyes at her and begins digging in his backpack, removing his supplies. There’s barely enough room on the granite-patterned vinyl counter to organize the ingredients and the equipment he’s brought. When he looks up, he’s surprised to see Natalie’s roommate opening the magnet-covered refrigerator door. He’d assumed she would make herself scarce.

“I’m also making dinner,” Ari explains, bending at the waist to grab a box of MorningStar Farms veggie corn dogs out of the freezer drawer below.

“You have a little bit of an accent when you’re ranting about appliances,” she says, setting two corn dogs on a plate. “Did you grow up here?”

“Upper West Side.”

She looks thoughtful as she shuts the microwave door. “Maybe it’s the transplant in me, but I’ve always been jealous of the weird accent. I like it.”

He blinks, unsure how to take the—well, it’s not technically a compliment is it?

He removes a crisply folded list of timings from his bag and centers his maple cutting board over a clean white dish towel. With the space back under his control, he can channel his energy into transforming organic carrots into identical batonnets.

For a few minutes, they manage to ignore each other despite the tight confines. Once the carrots look as if they’ve been processed at a tiny lumber mill, Josh places a small kabocha squash on his cutting board and retrieves his cleaver. Overkill, perhaps, but the kabocha has extremely firm skin and he hadn’t wanted to risk struggling with it in front of Natalie. Plus, cleaving anything provides a nice amount of drama. He gives the squash a small thwack next to the vine, covers the spine of the cleaver with a towel, and forces it down through the flesh.

“You didn’t mention you were wielding a cleaver when you asked to enter my apartment,” Ari says, removing her dinner from the microwave and setting it on the counter. “Can I try it?”

He takes a breath, but not so deep as to inhale the aroma of corn dogs.

The automatic response is obviously no. He hadn’t planned on audience participation. But if he did hand her the cleaver, what could happen?

She could drop it. Dull the blade. Waste the squash by incompetently hacking away at it. He might need to demonstrate using a rocking motion. She would have to get close to him.

It’s a terrible idea.

To his own surprise Josh nods at the space in front of him. “Stand here. Grip the handle like—no, like this,” he says, moving her fingers.

“Are you always this bossy?” she mutters, setting the cleaver through the skin and pushing the blade down, leaning all her weight on it. “I mean, I’m not not into that.”

As a rule, Josh doesn’t let other cooks—let alone amateurs—touch his knives. He doesn’t want their grubby fingerprints on his equipment, selecting the tongs when a spoon is needed, sprinkling an unnecessary pinch of salt over his perfectly seasoned protein.

And yet … the way she’s touching something that belongs to him creates this strange, buzzy sensation on the back of his neck.

“I never learned to cook,” she says. She cuts the squash into an array of sizes and wedge shapes that Josh will have to trim in a few minutes. At least she manages not to chop off a fingertip. “I lived with my grandma, and her culinary skills began and ended with the microwave.” Ari rocks forward each time she presses the blade down and Josh is eighty percent certain that she’s not wearing a bra.

He clears his throat. “So you came to New York to work for a pyramid scheme that tricks college students into marketing scams disguised as do-gooder bullshit?”

“I came here to do comedy.” Josh makes a mental note not to ask a follow-up and risk being invited to a terrible open mic. “But I actually am an excellent canvasser. I’m very good at finding common ground with strangers.” She looks up from the cutting board. “Except for right now.”

He finds himself analyzing the details of her features. Round, flushed cheeks and a sharp chin, with a lower lip that’s significantly fuller than the upper. There’s some expression spreading over her face—confusion, if he’s being optimistic; kindling annoyance, if he’s honest. But he’s always been better at arguing than flirting.

Not that he wants to flirt with her.

After a beat, Ari sets down the cleaver and pushes the cutting board toward him. He feels himself exhale.

“Thanks for the lesson.” She wipes her hands on a towel and fills a water glass directly from the faucet. Josh makes a mental note to buy Natalie a filter pitcher. “But I guess it’s the least you could do after interrupting my evening.”

“I interrupted your evening?”

“Yes.” Ari tucks a bottle of yellow mustard under her arm and returns to the living room, plopping down on the couch. “I had big plans for my night alone.”

“But you weren’t really by yourself, were you?” He pauses. “If you want privacy you could … go to your room?”

“It’s sweltering in there. The window in my room is too small for an air conditioner.” She reaches for the remote. “Why should I have to go anywhere? This is my apartment.”

[image: ]

“ISN’T IT NATALIE’S APARTMENT?” JOSH GRABS THE HANDLE OF THE saucepan and shakes it around. “Technically?”

“I pay half the rent,” Ari says, seething at the TV, unpausing the movie from where she and Gabe left off, dipping a corn dog into a giant puddle of mustard.

A couple weeks ago, she had just started The Grand Budapest Hotel when Natalie got home from some underground supper club, wine-drunk but not quite sleepy. Ari pretended to pay attention to the art direction, while breathing in the subtle scent of the mysterious product that makes Natalie’s hair shiny and soft. She touched Ari’s thigh every time she laughed. If making someone laugh is the best feeling in the world, making someone laugh while they’re touching your thigh is like … the best feeling in the world plus a tiny hit of ecstasy. The arm touch was almost better than the orgasm Nat gave her ten minutes later.

Almost.

There have been two-and-a-half repeat performances of “movie night,” after which they each retreated to their separate rooms to sleep. Or, in Ari’s case, lie in her rickety lofted twin bed with a goofy smile on her face, staring at the remnants of some previous tenant’s glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. Perhaps she’d stumbled on the perfect sexual relationship: reasonably satisfying and free of emotional turmoil.

But she hadn’t met any of Natalie’s dates until now. Why has Nat automatically granted this guy “boyfriend” status, while Ari is an uncredited cameo? What makes him lovable (seriously, how?) and Ari merely fuckable?

The sound of a sharp blade against the wooden cutting board resumes behind her, in steady, exacting strikes, like a constant audio reminder of his presence in her space. His assumptions. His opinions.

“So you’ve never even cooked Natalie breakfast?”

“We go out,” he replies, over the chopping. “Why? Do you usually treat your dates to Red Bull and Pop-Tarts when they finally roll out of bed?”

She lets out something between a laugh and a snort. “I’m long gone by the time they wake up.”

There’s a slight hiccup to the rhythm of his knife strokes. “What do you mean? You just get up and leave?”

“I like to wake up in my own bed,” she explains, polishing off the second corn dog. “It’s simpler.”

“Ah.” He resumes his knife work with a dramatic eye roll. “A true romantic.”

“You think it’s romantic sharing a bed with a stranger?” Ari stands up and walks her plate to the sink. “Either you wake up in a weird place in the morning or you have to kick someone out of your apartment. Anyway, I don’t participate in the romance industrial complex.” She scrubs the dish with enough vigor to leave scratches. “It’s a distraction that keeps women dependent on men for validation.” Maybe that statement is troublingly heteronormative but Josh is probably troublingly heteronormative, too.

She watches Josh place a pat of butter in a large pot on the stove. Upon closer inspection, he has the type of face that photos get wrong: a prominent brow, weak chin, serious dark eyes, and a long nose. His profile could’ve been chiseled into marble twenty-five hundred years ago. Handsome from some angles, harsh from others. The sort of person you meet once in passing but remember five years later.

Ari doesn’t have that thing—that distinctive quality. People glance at her and decide there’s someone more interesting to her left. Even dying her hair an outrageous shade of pink didn’t help her stand out in this city. After attending just one festival in McCarren Park, she concluded that at least one fifth of all women in Brooklyn also have pink hair.

“Did you form these opinions based on life experience?” He fiddles with the knob on the dreaded electric stove, lowering the heat. “Or a handful of readings from Intro to Women’s Studies?”

“Are you always this condescending?”

“Are you always this naïve?” He’s still crouched down, at eye level with the stove top.

She reaches across him for a dish towel, blocking his access to the stove. “It’s ‘naïve’ to buy into the patriarchal myth of monogamy.”

“The patriarchal myth?” He grabs the towel from the hook on the lower cabinet door and thrusts it in her direction. “Move so I don’t scorch my Le Creuset on this fucking Maytag coil.”

“You genuinely believe the soulmate narrative peddled by Hallmark and those tacky Kay Jewelers commercials? Where a man surprises a woman with a little black ring box and it’s supposed to be some kind of huge life achievement?”

“Hallmark didn’t invent soulmates,” he says. “They just made it more marketable.” Josh places a cover on the pot of simmering water and turns to face her. “If you want to assign blame, take it up with Plato.”

Ari dries her hands on the towel, debating whether to take the bait. “Plato?”

“The Symposium? Aristophanes’s speech?”

“You’ll have to refresh my memory. I went to public school in Arizona.”

Josh reaches toward the counter and turns his neatly printed list to the blank side. “Plato says that the original humans were round creatures with four arms, four legs, and a head with a face on each side.” Ari watches his pen glide over the surface of the paper, producing a sketch resembling Violet Beauregarde turning into a blueberry in Willy Wonka’s factory. But this drawing has two heads, eight limbs, and a couple little scribbles above the legs.

“What’s that?” she asks, pointing at the scribble on the left.

He glances down at the paper. “Genitalia.”

“Oh.” She squints at the drawing. “Yikes.”
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“IT’S AN ABSTRACT REPRESENTATION,” JOSH INSISTS, DARKENING A FEW of the lines with his pen. “They could have any combination of … parts.”

“How progressive. This is not where I envisioned this story going.”

“You really haven’t heard this before? My dad always told me it was the inspiration for the black-and-white cookie.”

“Those shrink-wrapped things they sell at bodegas?” She shrugs. “Never had one.”

Josh jerks his head up. “But you live in New York. It’s basic cultural literacy.”

“I moved here four months ago!”

He takes a clearing breath. “One of my jobs at my dad’s deli was to ice the black-and-white cookies. No one else would make sure the lines were straight. It relaxed me.”

“Did you at least get to eat the imperfect ones?”

“God, no. They’re too sweet. Like spooning sugar directly into your mouth.” He grimaces, remembering the sickly sweet smell of fondant and royal icing.

“Your dad owns a deli?” Ari glances at his perfect mise en place. “Did he teach you to cook?”

“My dad taught me the fine art of assembling corned beef sandwiches and scooping cole slaw.” The sum total of his father’s culinary training had taken place at the deli, working his way from busboy, to prep cook, to grill man, to cutter. His father had never cooked in another restaurant. He’d barely cooked in his own apartment, aside from opening cans of soup. “He’s not a chef. That’s a title you earn in a real kitchen. Not Brodsky’s.”

There’s a glint of recognition in her eye. “Wait, your dad owns Brodsky’s?”

“That you’ve heard of?”

“I mean, it’s famous, right? It has a blue neon sign?”

Josh’s dad, Danny, inherited Brodsky’s deli in 1977 from his uncle with the tacit understanding that Danny was to be a custodian of a forty-year tradition. The name “Brodsky’s” doesn’t get mentioned without modifiers like “an institution,” “a classic,” “seen in such films as …” There’s not a single person in the East Village, downtown Manhattan, or possibly the tri-state area who wants a thing about Brodsky’s to change.

Except Josh.

He and his dad had butted heads since Josh was tall enough to use the stove.

As a child, Josh would spend hours in Brodsky’s, begging to do odd jobs, while his father grilled frankfurters or mixed up enormous batches of pickling solution. He soaked up every bit of his dad’s arcane knowledge—“moisture is the enemy of a good latke”—and studied the correct ratio of yolks to whites in a good egg salad. Then, one day, Danny decided Josh was old enough for the most important kitchen tools: knives and heat.

The element of danger unlocked something. Josh began cooking for himself—experimenting with new techniques, mastering challenging recipes, asking for Modernist Cuisine for his sixteenth birthday. When his little sister, Briar, refused to eat chopped liver, Josh made vegetable spring rolls for her school lunches. (It was a great way to practice his knife work.)

He was bursting with ideas—specifically, ideas for “improving” classic Brodsky’s dishes. Couldn’t they add caramelized leeks to the potato kugel? Some paprika in the egg salad?

His father’s response was the same every time: He’d point at the weathered, hand-painted sign that had served as Brodsky’s slogan since the 1950s: The Food You Remember.

“Food you wish you could forget,” teenage Josh had muttered.

And for several years, he tried to do just that. Instead of afternoons spent at the deli, Josh doubled down on academic extracurriculars. He became a star Mathlete, joined Model U.N. and the debate team. There was little reason for father and son to have more than a passing conversation on the rare occasions that they found each other in the same place at the same time.

But three years into his economics degree at Stanford, Josh splurged on a meal at the French Laundry. Some dormant passion reignited that evening when he dipped his spoon into an impossibly silky egg custard. The subtle elegance of the presentation in a precisely cut eggshell, with one pin-straight chive blade providing a burst of sharp flavor. It wasn’t just food; it was a sensory experience, offering a completely different set of possibilities than his dad’s salty corned beef hash.

When Josh announced his plan to drop out of Stanford to attend the Culinary Institute of America, Danny shook his head in that specific disappointed way that only fathers can. “You want to pay thousands of dollars so someone else can teach you how to dice an onion?” he’d muttered.

Josh’s mother, Abby, agreed to foot the bill, with the tacit understanding that Josh would one day apply his knowledge by taking over the deli. But Josh had no desire to be the heir to a fading pastrami empire: He had much more ambitious plans. After completing the program, he left for Europe to work in some of the world’s greatest kitchens.

Josh and his dad haven’t spoken since his return to the city. Abby acts as their go-between.

“The two-sided humans were so physically powerful,” he continues, “that they became a threat to the gods. So Zeus sliced them down the middle.” He draws a violent slash through the center of the circular body. “Now they’re all running around on two legs, confused and distraught, trying to reconnect with their other half.”

Ari leans forward, dropping her elbow onto a few square inches of empty real estate on the counter. “The soulmate?”

“Exactly.” He nods once, throwing the towel over his shoulder.
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FOR ONE SECOND, IN THE EXCITEMENT ABOUT AGREEING ON SOMETHING, Ari sees a glimmer of why Natalie finds him attractive. His voice is so much more pleasant when he’s telling a story instead of arguing. And there’s something annoyingly hot about men with towels on their shoulders and rolled up sleeves.

“That’s pretty dark,” she says, staring at the ink slash. “No wonder Hallmark rebooted this concept as a Candace Cameron Bure rom-com.”

Josh’s expression darkens. He stands up straighter, making her feel shorter than five feet five. “Your soulmate gives you the greatest possible sense of belonging,” he says with genuine conviction. “They heal your existential wound. It’s the basis of modern love.”

Her brief flicker of interest in him must have been ninety percent towel-on-shoulder related. “You honestly think there’s one person somewhere on this planet who can fulfill every single need you’ll ever have?”

“Yes. And eventually you’ll get sick of searching for your underwear at two in the morning!” His accent is poking through again. “You’ll start looking for the person who won’t bore you. Who makes sacrifices for you even when you don’t deserve it. Who you want to hold all night until your arm falls asleep. Who’s required by law to bring you matzo ball soup when you get a cold. No one with an eggplant emoji next to their name is ever going to care about you that way.” Ari stares at him, mouth open, slightly alarmed by the volume of his impromptu monologue. He focuses his gaze on a chip in the laminate countertop and clears his throat softly. “What?”

“You’re completely delusional.”

Josh’s phone vibrates across the kitchen counter.
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NATALIE: hey! So sorry.

Gonna be later than i thought

Just getting to manhattan
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The voice in Josh’s head unleashes a burst of creative expletives. The cod is already poaching. The orange sauce vierge will be gelatinous in thirty minutes. By the time Natalie arrives, he’ll be a sweaty mess.

Sometimes in his therapy sessions, Josh’s emotions overtake his ability to answer questions like “what are you experiencing right now?” He can’t take a clearing breath or do a fucking leaves-on-the-stream exercise. At this point, his therapist will inevitably advise him to “anchor.” The idea is to focus on your physical surroundings: things you can touch, hear, smell. Forcing himself to be still and concentrate on the minutiae around him doesn’t exactly come easily.

Except in the kitchen.

In no other place are all the senses so tightly interwoven. There’s nothing but the present in the overpowering scent of rosemary or the gentle gurgle of water coming to a slow boil. The knife sliding easily through the flesh of a perfectly ripe pear.

So it’s lucky that he finds himself in front of a cutting board, holding a plump heirloom tomato for the panzanella when Natalie’s text comes through.

What’s the alternative? Packing up his two hundred dollars’ worth of half-prepped produce, his cutting board, and Le Creuset and leaving the apartment in a huff?

He’s fucking trapped in this sweltering apartment.

“Something wrong?” Ari asks.

“No.” He rubs his forehead. Anchor. “She’s running late.”

Ari raises her eyebrows and nods slowly. “This is exactly the scenario I never have to deal with.” She turns away from him and opens the freezer, grabbing an ice cube tray. “If you weren’t so preoccupied with locking down a relationship you could just shrug it off and do something else with your evening instead of spiraling about it.”

“I’m not spiraling,” he insists, even as he feels his pulse quicken.

Ari grabs each end of the tray and violently twists until the cubes detach from their molds. “Sure, you’re not.”

Quit talking to her. Let it go. Don’t let her bait you. Anchor.

“How would you understand anything about a real relationship when you’re obviously incapable of forming a connection with someone other than the briefest possible sexual encounter?” he utters in one unbroken, comma-less string of words.

Ari narrows her eyes—almost pleased to have set him off.

“I’m not ‘incapable’ of anything,” she says, dropping the ice in her water glass. “I’m honest with people about what I expect. They can’t hurt me and I can’t disappoint them. We both get what we want.”

“If what you want is to fuck someone you don’t care about, roll over, put your clothes on, and see yourself out, you’re set for life.”

“Usually, we pretend to watch a movie first, but what difference does it make if I put my clothes back on ten minutes later or eight hours later?” She tilts her head back and takes four enormous gulps of water, as if the effort of the argument requires rehydration. The glass lands on the counter with a thunk. “We could have the hottest, most inconsequential hypothetical sex of your life and then—”

“We could?”

“Hypothetically.” She huffs out an exhale. “I’d quietly collect my panties and steal away into the night without waking you up.”

“Assuming you can locate them.” He notices a spot of mustard on the side of her mouth. It gives him a zing of schadenfreude.

“I always send a thank you text the next day.” She pauses. “Unless you went down on me for three minutes with zero enthusiasm but also expected a messy blow job thirty seconds later.”

It’s not often that Josh is rendered speechless. Which is to say that his train of thought shifts to the length of Ari’s shorts. Their intense little sparring contest. Handing her his knife.

There’s something there—a frisson of excitement. Somewhere in between extorting him for charity and her description of their hypothetical one-night stand, Josh must have decided—begrudgingly—that she’s pretty. Even if she does have pink hair that’s starting to wash out. She’s obnoxious and wrong about everything, but this is the most invigorating encounter he’s had with anyone in—well, his social life hasn’t been very robust lately.

“You’re missing out on the exciting part.” He sets down his knife. “Don’t you ever have those conversations with people, when you’re lying in bed after the first time you …” He trails off, like it’s risky to use certain words in front of her. “And you’re both vulnerable and nervous and hopeful because this could be a night you’ll reminisce about years later? They tell you things you couldn’t have known about them? The walls come down, and you start to understand who they really are?”

Ari squints at him, as if she’s trying to see a color that doesn’t exist yet.

“Have you spent ten minutes on a dating app?” Her voice is distinctive—maybe a hint of a rasp from shouting at strangers all day. “I don’t want to see who these people really are.”

Josh exhales a breath that clears nothing. He angles the cutting board over a salad bowl, watching the chunks of heirloom tomato slide slowly into the bowl.

Ari leans forward over the corner of the counter in a way that’s both confrontational and an unexpected turn-on. “You just happen to be the only man on Earth who’s not interested in completely meaningless, consequence-free sex?”

He isn’t totally sure whether that’s an accusation or an invitation.

“There’s no such thing,” Josh says finally. “You’re leaving before the other person has a chance to point out the consequences.” Ari raises an eyebrow, turns, and walks back into the living room. “At the very least, you’re missing out on morning sex,” he says, following her. “And still-awake-at-three-A.M. sex. And learning what someone’s brunch order is—”

“You mean the awkward get-to-know-you breakfast?”

“If you knew me before we slept together, breakfast wouldn’t be awkward!”

“Please.” She positions herself in front of the air conditioner and lets the cool air from the A/C blow up under the hem of her tank top. “It’s nothing but obligation and weak mimosas.”

“Congratulations. You’ve figured out how to avoid any shred of intimacy that you could possibly share with another human being.” The shallots and fennel on the stove sizzle too loudly, just on the edge of burning, but he can’t force himself to drop the argument. “I guarantee you that the best sexual experience of your life won’t be with a stranger.”

“You’re right!” she says, taking a step toward him. “It’ll probably be hate sex with someone I despise.”

It’s Josh’s turn to say something—hurl an insult or a self-righteous declaration. But instead, his mind replays that last sentence, the exchange hanging dangerously in the air between them.

“Or maybe not.” Ari shrugs. “You know who is pretty high up on that list?”

“Who?” He tries to sound nonchalant, but fears it comes off pathetically earnest.

Ari doesn’t blink. “Your girlfriend.”

The high decibel scream of the fire alarm on the ceiling drowns out Josh’s response.
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HE LOOKS LIKE HE’S TRYING TO KEEP HIS BALANCE DURING AN EARTHQUAKE.

Ari grabs the broom from against the wall, stands on a rickety folding chair, and pokes at the screaming alarm until it stops assaulting their ears.

“Natalie?” Josh looks simultaneously appalled and confused. “What about your—your boyfriend?”

“My what?”

“You’re wearing his underwear.” He glances down at Gabe’s boxers before averting his eyes again.

“Gabe?” Ari drops the broom against the wall. “He’s just a friend.”

Josh dismisses her statement with a judgmental pfft. His device buzzes.

“Natalie’s in a cab,” he reads. “She’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

Maybe it’s the mention of a ticking clock that triggers the panic. The search for the exit. For the first time all evening, it occurs to Ari what might happen if she’s still in the apartment when Natalie returns.

She would have to watch them greet each other with a kiss—the start of a romantic (albeit slightly burnt) dinner. Josh would smugly observe Natalie asking Ari if she could leave the apartment.

Better to get out of here while it’s still a choice and not a humiliation.

Ari rushes into her room and pulls on a pair of jeans she’d left on the floor. She gathers her earbuds, phone charger, and water bottle and drops them in her tote bag.

“You’re leaving?” Josh asks when she brushes past him, heading for the door.

“Yeah.” She pauses in front of the door. “Why? Were you hoping for a threesome?”

He looks bewildered for a moment and then his eyes sweep over her face, giving Ari that weird tingly sensation down her scalp—like he’s invading her personal space with his gaze. “Were you? Because two minutes ago, you were describing our hypothetical sex life.”

“And forty minutes ago, you were staring at my ass.”

“I wasn’t,” he insists, more indignantly than Ari would like. He tilts his head down, making his height advantage more obvious. “I know why you’re like this.”

It’s like he can see through things: Intro to Women’s Studies talking points, her anxious adjustments of Gabe’s boxer shorts on her hips, the false bravado of someone feeling the sting of yet another potential rejection after a day full of them.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she insists, feeling behind her back for the door handle.

“You’re so afraid of rejection, you have to latch on to some cultural studies bullshit to support your behavior.” His accent is poking through. “It doesn’t make you some brave badass. If you had any confidence in your … connection with Natalie, you’d wait for her to show up and let her decide who’s more important to her.”

“If Natalie wants to be your ‘girlfriend,’” she says, letting the frustration and anger she’s been pushing down all day rise up to the surface, “then why does she ask me to go down on her after she’s been out to dinner with you?”

Josh stares at her, twisting his mouth. “If I had to guess?” Ari has enough experience with volcanic men to know that he’s churning up a response designed to inflict damage. “She likes the convenience.”

Ari wills herself not to show any trace of hurt. “I can hear everything she likes,” she says slowly—really twisting the knife. “Even with her thighs covering my ears.”

Josh’s face is red. There’s a blood vessel bulging from his temple.

Ari pulls at the door handle, hoping for a quick exit before he can muster a response. She has no idea where she’s going, just the unstoppable desire to flee. Better to be the one who walks away than the person who gets left behind.

As she throws the door open, he adds, “You forgot your panties.”

“Sorry, I can’t hear you.” Ari holds her phone up to her ear. “I’m on a fucking call.”
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2

ARI STANDS OUTSIDE THE RESTAURANT, JUGGLING HER PHONE, A VAPE pen, and an enormous street-meat skewer with two hands. Not surprising that her roommate, Radhya, isn’t picking up, since dinner service at Scodella is still going. Radhya is somewhere in the kitchen, perfectly roasting and grilling expensive cuts of “carefully sourced” pork or things like squab, which is really just fancy chicken. Rad can press the pad of her index finger to a steak and tell exactly how done it is.


Wed, Sep 13, 10:12 P.M.

ARI: HUGE NEWS [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

gonna stop by, can you take a break?



Without them tacitly acknowledging best friendship, Ari and Radhya had become each other’s emergency contacts over the summer, when Radhya kicked her husband out of her apartment and began the search for a roommate who wouldn’t mind sleeping in the middle room of a railroad apartment. Enter Ari, who knew it wouldn’t be a problem because she would never bring anyone home to spend the night.

They’d spent most of July and August smoking weed on the couch and bingeing various Real Housewives franchises, while Radhya revealed all of the worst things about her ex (cheating with a hostess, putting ketchup on hot dogs, cheating with a different hostess). Listening to the world’s most depressing listicle every night only increased Ari’s confidence in her own approach to sex and dating. (More of the former, as little of the latter as possible, thank you.)

Radhya makes delicious grilled cheese sandwiches at two A.M. Ari provides the deliciously strong pot brownies that induce the grilled cheese cravings. Radhya appreciates friends who don’t judge her career choice, the men she hooks up with (often messily tangled with the career choice), or the amount of money she spends on cosmetics. Ari always asks before borrowing the cosmetics.

As friends, Radhya and Ari are a better couple than Radhya and her husband ever were.


ARI: loading dock? Or meet you at Milano’s?



Ari tucks her phone into her bra to better focus on consuming the lamb skewer. She’s ravenous. It’s the buzzed feeling under her skin: this strange, unstoppable effervescence, like a soda that never goes flat. Making people laugh—causing them to lose themselves for a few seconds and surrender—is the greatest feeling in the world. Yes, better than sex. Stand-up is a different kind of high than improv or, like, actual drugs. It feels better when it works and ten times worse when it doesn’t.

But tonight? Worked. Even though it was only one of Gabe’s open mics. Even though most of the crowd was wannabe comedy men who never laugh at anyone else’s material and run the gamut between shitting-themselves nervous and why-am-I-still-doing-open-mics cocky.

That didn’t matter tonight. Because five hours ago, she heard the fateful little ding from her phone. The email. Subject line: OFFER.

Real money in exchange for a script. She’s been reading the text of the message all evening, one little sentence fragment at a time, like she’s slowly savoring wine from a chalice.


KWPS (pronounced “quips”) will be the Netflix of comedy, but curated.

Only the coolest shit. No vowels necessary.



It’s a game-changing career development. A tangible thing to add to her anemic list of professional accomplishments. She’s a professional nanny for a family on Sixty-eighth and Park. A professional cashier at a panini place at Rockefeller Center. A professional assistant at the LaughRiot theater on Fifty-third Street, where she answers phones, cleans up after classes, and pours weak, overpriced drinks at their makeshift bar before the shows.

Maybe after tonight, she could call herself a comedian and not feel a giant shameful wave of imposter syndrome engulf her internal organs.

Ari’s always felt slightly out of step with the intensity of the comedy “community” in New York. Most people love to talk about their “journey.” They won childhood talent shows or edited The Harvard Lampoon or personally encountered the ghost of Del Close. Ari fell into comedy after a hookup with the leader of her college’s improv team. The encounter was brief but the improv lasted four years. It was like rushing a tiny, nerdy frat.

The sense of absolute trust and camaraderie hooked her. The performances were an even bigger rush: Though she never got much attention growing up in her grandma’s home, here were a hundred of her peers, hanging on her every word.

As a gainfully employed adult, Radhya is the closest thing Ari has to a proud parent. In fairness, Grandma Pauline never asked to be responsible for another child at age forty-eight when Ari’s mom realized she “just couldn’t do this anymore” and took off with a Phish Head. Over the years, her mom would reappear occasionally, sticking around just long enough to get Ari’s hopes up, before disappearing in the middle of the night without waking her up to say goodbye.

Radhya, on the other hand, has never let her down.


RADHYA: Come inside.

Hot bartender working tonight. He’ll hook you up

ARI: the aussie?

RADHYA: kiwi—he sounds exactly like the hotter Conchord
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“RADHYA!” JOSH SHOUTS. “PUT YOUR FUCKING PHONE AWAY. HOW LONG on the steak?”

“One minute.”

“One minute, Chef,” he corrects. “Watch the timing on that duck. Table Five is a contributor at Eater. I don’t want duck juices running all over her plate while it’s being carved tableside.” Even though it’s just past ten, the ticket printer is still whirring to life occasionally, spitting out the last of the night’s dessert orders.

Josh tweezes a single curry leaf over a piece of poached halibut: The cut of fish is perfectly diamond-shaped, covered with glistening half-moon slices of zucchini “scales,” floating on a shallow pool of turmeric fumet. He’d sketched the dish in his notebook last week and here it is: soigné, immaculate, willed into existence. The kind of thing his father would shake his head at—“What do you need to show off for?” Well, if they were on speaking terms, that’s what he’d say. While Briar and Abby had been to the restaurant to eat several times, Danny refused to step foot anywhere near Josh’s kitchen (“But I’m sure he would love it!” Abby would try to insist). Josh didn’t care; it was better this way.

“The oven’s been uneven,” Radhya says, sliding a lavenderhoney-glazed bird into the oven. “I’m leaving the duck in for ten minutes before I turn it.”

“Eight minutes. It’s my recipe. I don’t want the risotto congealing into a disgusting, gummy mess on the pass because you’re overcooking the duck.” He pauses. “And it’s ‘eight minutes, Chef.’”

She shakes her head. Radhya can sear the fuck out of a scallop or expertly reproduce dishes he vaguely recognizes from Le Bernardin or Red Rooster. She’s maddeningly correct about everything, like the amount of time it’ll take to turn twenty artichokes (thirty-five minutes) or the exact number of salt grains to sprinkle on each heirloom tomato slice (seven). But lately, she’s been sloppy. Forgetful. Distracted. Which are the worst qualities in a line cook. Even Danny was at least consistent.

Josh even thought he’d heard her sniffling in the walk-in last week, but when she reappeared at her station, her makeup was immaculate as usual.

A back waiter comes to collect the halibut and steak, balancing the plates expertly along his forearm. “There’s a girl at the bar asking for Radhya,” he says. “Says her name is ‘Twattie’?”

There’s a brief round of tittering from the other line cooks, who have a long-running joke about Radhya being gay, for no reason other than that she’s a woman chef, seems to be a soccer fan, and has nicknames for everyone. Josh is pretty sure she mentioned a husband at one point.

“Radhya’s busy babysitting this duck for the next eight minutes,” he snaps.

“Ten.”

“‘Ten,’ Chef.” When he started on the line at Scodella, Radhya outranked him. But as he endeared himself to their boss and was quickly promoted to sous chef, he’d heard the vague, displeased mutterings from the back-of-house staff about the circumstances of his swift rise in the kitchen hierarchy. The line cooks didn’t seem to care about Josh’s experiences staging in Denmark and Barcelona, but they certainly recognized the name Kestenberg. He still hasn’t quite managed to check Radhya’s occasional, subtle insubordination. It’s probably resentment. Spite. Jealousy.

“I’m checking on the dining room,” Josh says, untying his apron. It’s a convenient excuse to escape the sweat and heat of the kitchen. And to spy on Table Five’s first course.

Josh stops in his boss’s empty office first to clean up a bit. He examines his reflection, appraising. He’s never been able to let go of this habit of quickly cataloging the flaws in his appearance. The long nose that dominates his entire fucking face? Check. Bags under his eyes from thirty years of insomnia? Check. Nothing in his teeth from tasting dozens of spoonfuls of underseasoned red quinoa? Check—not that he’s planning to showcase a slightly crooked open-mouth smile in the dining room. He’s pretty sure less than half a dozen people on Earth have ever seen it.

He pulls out his phone. No text from Sophie. Again.

Things had felt precarious since last Sunday. As Sophie left his apartment, he’d spontaneously dropped an “I love you” into their standard goodbye as she walked to the elevator. She paused and turned her head. In that moment, Josh managed to convince himself that she would jog back to his door and embrace him with tears in her eyes. Naturally, sex in his small foyer would follow (against the wall, perhaps?), along with a full confession of feelings, and possibly the planning of a weekend trip to Rhinebeck.

What she’d actually said, with a smile that could best be described as pleasant, was, “That’s so nice.”

Then she’d stepped on the elevator.

He’s been analyzing that specific intonation of “so nice” for four days. He’s always struggled with that sort of ambiguity. “Nice” is positive; it’s also not “I love you, too,” which, as far as Josh is concerned, is the only response you want to that question. There’s an art to navigating the space between dating and relationship and he’d fucked it up by rushing the climactic declaration. Now this incident is part of his brain’s repertoire before surrendering to the REM cycle.

He drops the phone in his pocket. Anchor.

The dining room offers a different sort of sonic chaos than the kitchen. The laughter of a few loud blowhards booming over the self-consciously-cool-but-unobtrusive jazz playlist that the owner favors. The tinkling of dessert spoons scraping against plates. Chairs being pushed back by guests who are starting to feel the effects of the second bottle of cab sav as they stand up to leave.

If ninety-eight percent of a service is spent sweating, yelling, calculating, cajoling, tweezing behind the swinging door of the kitchen, then touching tables is his victory lap. Of course, a glowing review from a food publication is an even better form of validation.

Stopping at Table Five, Josh convincingly pretends that he has no idea who the woman is, even though he’s careful to introduce himself with his full name. He politely inquires about their first course dishes. The baccalà fritto was “not too forward,” she says. The torchio was “interesting.”

It must be the least revealing conversation he’s had this week. Well, aside from that exchange with Sophie.

Josh excuses himself, but something stops him from returning to the kitchen—a loud shriek of laughter from the marbletop bar.
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