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​Chapter 1. The First No
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The first time Natalie said no, nobody applauded.

Her phone buzzed back one word.

Mean.

She stared at it in the middle of a crowded Brooklyn wine bar, rain sliding down the windows, a stranger watching her from the counter, and another woman’s abandoned glass still marked with lipstick at table six.

Twenty minutes earlier, the woman at that table had been smiling too hard.

Natalie could tell how a date was going by the way a woman touched her wineglass. A tight grip meant she was holding something back. Tiny circles around the stem meant she was waiting for him to become the man he had sounded like over text.

Laughing before he finished speaking meant trouble.

Table six was in trouble.

The woman wore a cream sweater, gold hoops, and the careful expression of someone who had spent forty minutes making her hair look effortless. Her lipstick had faded where she had been biting her mouth.

The man across from her was explaining himself.

“I’m just really low drama,” he said, leaning back as though this were a professional qualification. “I like easy. You know?”

The woman nodded too quickly.

“Oh, same. I’m very easy.”

Natalie arrived with the wine at exactly the wrong moment.

The woman glanced up at her.

For half a second, they both knew.

Then the woman smiled harder.

Natalie poured.

“I don’t like when people make things complicated,” the man said.

“Of course,” Natalie replied.

Soft enough to protect the tip.

She set down the bottle. The woman raised her glass, and her hand trembled.

Natalie pretended not to see.

That was part of the job at Little Saint. Serve wine. Clear plates. Notice things nobody wanted noticed.

Outside, umbrellas moved through the rain along Dean Street. Inside, candles flickered over small round tables, making everyone look better than they deserved.

By nine, the bar was full.

A couple in the corner shared olives with unreasonable intensity. A birthday group near the door had become everyone else’s problem. Two finance guys in matching navy sweaters wanted to know whether the orange wine was “weird weird or good weird.”

Natalie crossed the room with a tray balanced on one hand.

Smile. Pour. Laugh once. Move on.

At 9:17, the door opened.

Cold air swept inside with a man in a charcoal coat. His dark hair was damp from the rain, and a silver ring circled his thumb.

He entered alone without looking as though he needed anyone to notice.

That was unusual enough to be suspicious.

He sat at the bar and placed his phone facedown.

“Red,” he said. “Something not too serious.”

“Wine or personality?”

He laughed before he could stop himself.

“Wine,” he said. “For now.”

She poured him a Tempranillo.

He watched her hand instead of examining the rest of her. It could have been manners. It could have been practice.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Natalie.”

“Pretty name.”

She slid the glass toward him.

“That’ll be sixteen.”

His smile faltered for half a beat, as though the line had usually earned him more.

Good.

He reached for the glass and caught the stem against the edge of a cocktail napkin. The napkin slid to the floor.

He looked down at it.

Natalie did too.

“Strong opening,” she said.

“I like to leave room for improvement.”

“At least you’re planning ahead.”

He bent, retrieved the napkin, and set it neatly beside his glass.

“I’m Rhys.”

“Congratulations.”

He laughed again, less confidently this time.

Natalie turned to wipe the counter.

“You always this hard to impress?” he asked.

“I’m working.”

“Right.”

He took a sip of wine.

“What time do you stop working?”

Not even ten minutes.

Natalie looked at him properly.

Clean jaw. Tired eyes. Expensive-looking coat. Handsome in a way that suggested missing information.

“Late.”

“Late late?”

“Brooklyn late.”

“I can work with that.”

“Careful. That almost sounded specific.”

Rhys opened his mouth, then closed it.

At table six, the woman laughed again.

Too bright.

The man across from her was looking at his phone now. The woman waited for him to put it down.

He did not.

Her shoulders dropped slightly.

Natalie looked away.

She knew that kind of waiting. The relief when a man finally looked up. The way one small piece of attention could make the rest of the evening feel less lonely than it was.

Her phone buzzed inside her apron.

She ignored it for seven seconds.

Then she checked.

Ted had sent a message.

Miss your face.

Natalie read it twice.

Ted remembered the smallest things about her. How she hated pulp in orange juice. Which side of the bed she slept on. The name of the terrible song she played while cleaning her apartment.

Once, after a double shift, he had arrived with dumplings and eaten them with her on the kitchen floor because she was too tired to find plates.

That was the trouble with Ted.

The crumbs had memories attached.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

There was no second message.

Natalie locked the phone.

Unlocked it.

Locked it again.

“Bad news?” Rhys asked.

She looked up.

“What?”

“You made a face.”

“I have a face.”

“It changed.”

Natalie slipped the phone back into her apron.

“Occupational hazard.”

“Having a face?”

“Reading people.”

He leaned slightly closer.

“What did you read about me?”

She should have said nothing.

Instead, honesty escaped.

“You like women better when they’re still a mystery.”

His expression shifted.

Only for a second.

Then he smiled.

“That’s a lot from one glass of wine.”

“Usually it takes half a bottle.”

He lifted the glass in salute.

“Fair.”

Something moved between them.

Interest, perhaps.

The inconvenient kind.

Her phone buzzed again.

Don’t be mean. I’m being cute.

Natalie’s stomach dropped.

She pictured Ted arriving after closing. Taking the stool at the end of the bar. Saying her name in the low voice he used when he wanted to make the rest of the room disappear.

She opened the message.

Typed:

You can’t keep texting me like this.

Deleted it.

Typed:

What do you want?

Deleted that too.

Then:

lol

She stared at the three letters.

That was the worst answer of all.

At table six, the woman stood abruptly.

“I’m going to the bathroom.”

Her date nodded without looking up.

As she passed the bar, her eyes were wet.

Natalie stepped aside.

The woman gave her a small, embarrassed smile.

Natalie returned it without asking a question.

A minute later, the woman came back. Her lipstick was fresh, but her eyes were worse.

She stopped beside Natalie.

“Could you bring the check to me?” she asked quietly.

“Separate?”

The woman looked toward the table.

“Yes.”

Natalie nodded.

The woman reached into her bag, then glanced down.

“My glove.”

A black leather glove lay beneath her chair.

“I’ll get it,” Natalie said.

She crossed the room, retrieved the glove, and carried it back with the check.

The woman paid without sitting down.

At the coat hooks, she pulled on her camel coat, tucked the glove into one pocket, and slipped the other onto her hand.

Then she left.

The bell over the door gave one bright sound.

Only then did her date look up.

He stared at the empty chair before checking his phone.

Natalie returned to the bar.

Rhys watched her set the signed receipt beside the register.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m deciding something.”

“About me?”

“No.”

He smiled, but this time there was uncertainty in it.

Natalie picked up his empty glass.

“Another?”

“Depends.”

“On?”

“Whether you’re still deciding.”

She looked at him, then at the phone beneath the counter.

Natalie had always treated other people’s discomfort like a small emergency.

She was very good at making things easier.

Her phone waited in her apron.

Ted’s message was still there.

Don’t be mean. I’m being cute.

Natalie typed one word.

No.

She stared at it.

Then she added a period.

Deleted the period.

Added:

I’m working.

Deleted that too.

Back to one word.

No.

Her thumb hovered.

She pressed send.

The message appeared on the screen, small and ordinary.

Nothing broke.

No music stopped. No glasses shattered. A man at table four asked for more bread.

Rhys lifted his eyebrows.

“Bad news?”

“No.”

She poured his second glass.

“This one’s more serious.”

Something in his attention sharpened.

Natalie noticed.

She also noticed that she liked being noticed.

Annoying.

Her phone buzzed.

She left it in her apron while she served another table, cleared two empty glasses, and stopped a birthday guest from setting a cocktail napkin on fire.

Then she checked.

Ted had replied with one word.

Mean.

Natalie read it once.

At table six, the abandoned wineglass still carried the woman’s lipstick.

Across the bar, Rhys was watching her over the rim of his glass.

Ted disliked the closed door.

Rhys seemed to enjoy knocking.

Neither reaction required an answer.

Natalie put the phone facedown.

“Enjoy the wine,” she told Rhys.

Then she walked away.

Nothing terrible happened.

Rhys smiled into his glass, which was a different kind of problem. 
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​Chapter 2. I Thought Being Easy Was Attractive
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By closing time, Ted had sent four messages and Natalie had answered none of them.

Rhys Calder was still sitting at the bar.

Even his full name sounded overdressed.

Natalie placed the check beside his empty wineglass.

“Whenever you’re ready.”

“I thought we established that I’m not.”

“That sounds expensive.”

He smiled and reached for the bill.

Natalie moved on to table four, where someone had twisted a napkin into a rope and left half a glass of wine they had spent ten minutes describing as life-changing.

The bar looked different once the crowd thinned. Messier, more honest. Chairs sat crooked beneath tables. Lipstick marked abandoned glasses. A birthday candle had melted into a small pink disaster near the window.

Tess stood at the service station eating olives directly from the garnish tray.

“Those are not staff snacks,” Natalie said.

“They became staff snacks when table nine sent back the cheese board.”

“Why?”

“They said it had too many cheeses.”

Natalie collected two empty glasses.

“That was the board.”

“I know.”

At the bar, Rhys pulled on his coat. He left cash beneath the check and slid the receipt toward the edge of the counter.

Natalie picked it up after he turned away.

The tip was too large.

Beneath it, in narrow handwriting, he had written:

If you ever stop deciding.

Then his number.

No smiley face. No apology. Not even a question mark.

Natalie read it twice, folded the receipt, then folded it again.

Tess appeared beside her.

“Absolutely not.”

“You don’t know what this is.”

“It’s a man’s handwriting after midnight. I know enough.”

“He left a good tip.”

“So do tourists and guilty people.”

“He seemed interesting.”

“No. He seemed interested. You’re adding personality because you’re tired and still wearing eyeliner.”

Natalie opened her mouth.

Then closed it.

Annoying.

Tess took another olive.

“Keep the number.”

Natalie looked at her.

“I thought you said absolutely not.”

“I changed my mind.”

“That took six seconds.”

“I’ve made worse decisions faster.”

Natalie glanced at the receipt.

Tess nodded toward it.

“Text him tomorrow. Nothing gets rid of one man faster than making a worse decision about another.”

“That may be the worst advice you’ve ever given me.”

“Top five.”

Behind them, a stool hit the floor.

Natalie turned.

Rhys stood beside it with one arm caught halfway inside his coat sleeve.

The remaining customers looked over.

He stared at the stool.

Then at Natalie.

“I meant to do that.”

She waited.

He held the expression for almost two seconds.

Natalie laughed.

Not the sound she used for customers who explained wine to her. A real laugh, sudden enough to surprise her.

“Bold move,” she said. “Very controlled.”

“I like to keep things unpredictable.”

“You tripped over furniture.”

“I created a moment.”

Natalie crossed the room, lifted the stool, and set it upright.

“You created a hazard.”

Rhys watched her from a little too close.

“You always this kind to clumsy







































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THHAESND AT IRNE GRS EERREINERS






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





