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         Guess What 

         At the beginning of a December fifty-seven harvests prior to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ projected start date for the era of total global soil infertility, Julia got the job at Cascine.

         She called the closest person she had in her life, who was her mother, to deliver the news by voice.

         ‘I can’t believe it.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘You’ll be—’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘It’s such a step up.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Such a step forward.’ Her mother laughed, then kept laughing. ‘Imagine that.’

         The low-fidelity audio of her mother’s laughter bade Julia to laugh as well. Their laughs were identical in cadence and dissimilar in pitch. Julia raised her non-smartphone-wielding hand to her head. ‘I’m imagining.’

         Late November 

         Throughout her three unpaid trial shifts, Julia had received orientative and procedural supervision from Lena, the sous-chef whose position the former would, after having successfully demonstrated her utility to the latter, eventually be hired to inherit.

         ‘Mind your elbows.’ ‘Cut against the grain.’ ‘Sumac lives in the storeroom, not on the sideboard.’ ‘Next time, bring your own knife roll.’

         Of the many formed and as-yet-unformed thoughts Julia had about Lena, the majority were dedicated to either comparing or deliberately attempting not to draw comparisons between their common and contrasting qualities. Lena was approximately Julia’s goal weight and sported the kind of pixie cut that made women of lesser confidence ideate over cutting their own hair short. She could not have been any more than five years older than Julia, but the extent of her culinary proficiency suggested decades of experience separating them. Each time Julia left Cascine following a trial shift, she felt inadequate in some new way and certain it had been her last.

         After what would in fact prove to be Julia’s final trial shift, she and Lena exited the restaurant together into an unobtrusively warm front of glossy rain, leaving Ellery, the kitchen’s head chef, to finish locking up by himself.

         Outside, as they walked, Lena announced that she intended to endorse Julia to Ellery for the sous position. Julia thanked her so much, said oh my god oh my god she couldn’t believe it, asked what were Lena’s plans and where was she headed, and – although she’d been referring more to the short-term when she’d asked those questions – responded encouragingly when Lena replied, ‘Somewhere good, Berlin, I have a connection out there.’ Looking down, Lena performed an incisive task on her smartphone and added, in a modulated tone that made what she said sound like a sideways way of saying something else, ‘Yeah, I’ve just been here too long, I think.’

         If she ever cut her hair as short as Lena’s, Julia knew, she’d only want it long again after. She understood that all she really wanted was a change.

         Because she was nice, Julia waited kerbside with Lena beneath the coldening rain, long enough for Ellery to catch up with and call goodnight to them both from his collapsible bike, its wheels raising a light spray as they planed the cycle lane’s slicked surface. Shortly thereafter, Lena took her place among the city’s Uber ridership and Julia never saw her again.

         The Imitator 

         Julia spent her first days at Cascine imitating what little she’d known of Lena’s presence there: emulating her easy familiarity with the chefs de cuisine; acting out the memory of her command over utensils.

         In those earliest shifts, Julia felt – or felt as though she felt – the rest of the restaurant’s mostly male staff mentally adding and subtracting competency and attractiveness points to and from their fluctuating impressions of her, tallying up opinions relating to her appearance and character which, once formed, would be hard for her to ever improve upon.

         At her previous restaurant of employ – the latest in a series of incorporated dining ventures executively co-managed by a celebrity chef known, in the industry, for the emotionally toxic atmospheres of his kitchens and increasingly, on the industry’s outside, for his strongly worded online free-speech punditry and resultant new-media fan base of neoconservatives – Julia had earned a reputation as an easy mark; a line chef overeager about the job and therefore manipulable into assuming responsibilities occasionally beneath, but more often than not well above, her pay grade.

         She had been waiting to become the next version of herself at a new job for a long time, long months. She had to be careful, now she was here, not to fall back into old-Julia behaviours: not to reveal her true nature as a crier, pleaser and worrier; not to do or say the kinds of things the person she was pretending to be wouldn’t say or do. Not to let others’ views of her warp her view of herself. Not to be vulnerable in the places she had been before.

         The Apartment 

         After her first full week of non-trial shifts, Julia returned home to be airily ‘Oh, hey’-ed by Margot – her landlord, flatmate, and older sister’s closest friend – who was lying in her ritual night-time position on the living-room sofa; her attention split-screened between her smartphone’s various feeds and an episode of prestige television streaming on her laptop.

         The living room was moodlit in accordance with Margot’s preferred rotary dimmer setting, thirty degrees clockwise from exact midway, as demarcated by a Sharpied dot on the white plastic casing of the wall’s light switch.

         ‘How’s it going?’ Julia replied.

         Margot leant awkwardly over to pause her show. ‘Oh, good. I’m just tired. How about— How’s things with you?’

         ‘Also good. Also tired. But good-tired. From the new job.’

         ‘Oh yeah. How’s it all—?’

         ‘Good so far. Very good so far.’

         Usually if she arrived back in the evening and saw, from the hallway, the telltale Margot-signalling band of light running beneath the living-room door, Julia would head immediately to bed. She and Margot had not yet worked out a natural, non-strained way to communicate with one another; their relationship was probably permanently contaminated by the monthly standing-order payments Julia transferred to her for rent.

         ‘Better than the old place?’

         ‘Oh god, like, about a zillion times better,’ Julia said, the act of speech becoming increasingly wearying for her to perform.

         ‘That’s good. I’ll have to stop by and try it sometime.’

         ‘You must.’

         ‘I will.’

         ‘Cool. Well, goodnight.’

         Margot reverted her attention to her devices. ‘Goodnight.’

         Winter Menu

         Aside from maybe occasionally feeling left out of certain in-jokes and references whose origins predated her tenure there, Julia slotted quickly into place in the restaurant’s small culture. The staff members who usually made those in-jokes were Ellery and Nathan, Cascine’s fore- and second-most senior chefs respectively, whom Julia liked and who also seemed to like her back.

         How the kitchen’s chain of operations went was: Ellery and Nathan oversaw the hot section, while Julia and one or maybe two members of a high-turnover workforce of junior cooks alternated between the cold and prep lines. Occasionally she’d cover the plancha or assist on sauté, other times she’d work the pass and triage the incoming checks. (Ellery would always be the one to micromanage the presentations of the outgoing plates to which those checks corresponded – a responsibility he took pride in never delegating.)

         When Ellery spoke to her directly or gave her pointers, she made sure to active-listen, nodding and saying things like, ‘Okay, Chef,’ or ‘Got it, Chef,’ which was overserious, probably; she should learn to relax around him. (On the occasions that it happened, her face flushed at hearing its wearer’s name spoken in praise – Ellery looking at her with one eye closed, sighting her down the straight of his fork, ‘Perfect texture, Julia,’ having tasted her first-attempt youvetsi lamb stew.) Mainly, she just tried to work hard and keep her head down. To be seen simply as a safe pair of hands.

         Rules 

         Ellery had a lot of rules, which he took pleasure in recounting larghetto and with irony, as if quoting from a list he’d long ago asked Julia to commit to memory and that she’d failed him in since having forgotten: no smartphones in the kitchen; no haircuts before a shift; no unironed T-shirts; black plastic utility clogs only; stick to your station (or its variant: disturb the mise, disturb the peace); no smartphones in the kitchen; if you’re walking behind someone, say so; sanitise, sanitise, sanitise; did he mention no smartphones in the kitchen.

         However annoyingly they were dictated, the rules at least prompted rare moments of collective discussion among the working chefs (Julia, who had never once taken her smartphone into the kitchen, suspected Ellery of deploying the rules primarily as icebreakers to shatter the extended silences that sometimes set in during peak labour hours); Nathan usually responding by citing instances of Ellery’s violation of his own rules’ basic precepts in objection; Ellery, in turn, responding to Nathan’s responses by gesturing as though jacking off a thickly girthed, invisible dick – a routine that reliably, if a little forcedly, did make Julia laugh, and which she increasingly felt the two of them performed solely for that reason.

         Rota 

         Given that she’d only recently been hired, Julia felt uncomfortable about requesting annual leave from the restaurant. This was a problem, because back when she’d first accepted the job, her mother had FaceTimed specifically to ask her to please, please book some time off so they could spend a couple of weeks at home together over the Christmas period – which Julia, knowing how lonely her mother sometimes got, had sworn she’d definitely do, fully in the knowledge, even as she’d made it, that she would not fulfil her promise.

         Historically, the main way Julia dealt with conflicts in her life was to endlessly defer making any real decision or committing to any specific course of action, preferring instead to allow fate to autopilot her toward its natural-seeming, predestined outcomes without risking incurring any accidental negative consequences as a result of her own personal interference.

         But out of sheer accumulated guilt for having raised her mother’s hopes unduly, a week and a half before Christmas, Julia eventually did ask Ellery about taking some unexpected short-term holiday, to which he replied that he honestly wouldn’t normally do this, that he was ordinarily mostly pretty lax about these things, but with the last days of December and first days of January tending to be so busy, he couldn’t allow her to take any more days off than the few she’d already been auto-assigned on the restaurant’s Google Sheets rota.

         ‘Is that going to be okay?’ he said, reframing as a question what had moments before been a series of clear declarations. And Julia, internalising shame, responded: ‘Yeah totally, no worries, no definitely. Completely cool and fine.’

         Stephanie 

         One late-afternoon communal lunch break, Julia was trying to talk to Stephanie, Cascine’s head waiter, about her life and the things in it. Stephanie was putting little to no effort into the conversation and asking an unequal number of return-questions, acting cool and aloof in a way that forced the counterposition of tryhard oversharer onto Julia. The interaction had begun to feel – for them both – like a kind of test.

         ‘And so, have you been here a long time?’

         ‘Since I finished my PhD. About eight months.’

         ‘Wow. And, were you studying around here before that, or?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘That’s amazing,’ Julia said, then felt the words that’s amazing expanding in dead air. ‘Same here, I studied geography.’

         ‘Oh right.’

         ‘Yeah, MA not PhD. Human geography. I did four years. My dissertation was about how, gradually, soil—’

         ‘And now you’re a chef.’

         ‘Yeah. Actually, it’s a funny story—’

         ‘I’ll bet.’

         Nightcap 

         After clearing the board and sending out the night’s last cover, usually sometime around ten, Julia would seat herself on one of the tall swivel stools lining Cascine’s semicircular bar area and call in the next day’s wholesale order to its stockist’s overnight voicemail service.

         According to custom, Stephanie or whoever else was tending bar that night would pour Julia a post-service glass of house wine or mix her a cocktail using a low-markup spirit – a gesture of hospitality that was extended to every member of staff working the closing shift. Julia, a known lightweight whose sleep quality could be diminished by the imbibing of just half a beer, never wanted to drink after a service, but wanted even less to exclude herself from a collective workplace ritual by not drinking, and so accepted the offer with thanks every time.

         Julia believed no one had noticed that she only ever mimed drinking in these situations (raising and lowering her glass to and from her lips without taking a proper sip), until, after observing this ruse for several nights running, Stephanie called her out on it.

         ‘Hey, if you’re just going to pretend to drink your drink like always, the least you can do is give it to Nathan.’

         ‘What?’ Julia said, eyes aimed downward; her defensive reflex always to feign misunderstanding.

         ‘What what?’ Stephanie said, signalling to Julia’s G&T. ‘If you don’t like the drinks I make for you, just give them to someone else.’

         Gingerbread 

         ‘Well, how’s business?’

         ‘Oh, I’m just doing this and that. The house is empty, but soon it’ll have you in it! For a whole two weeks!’

         ‘Right. About that, Ma.’

         ‘Oh, what, Jewel?’ her mother said, disappointment-inflecting her vowels.

         After they’d finished talking, Julia continued with the task she’d been performing prior to her mother’s call. She impressed the cutter into the biscuit dough, and cut out the shape of a man.

         Days 

         The part she liked most about working was also the part she was best at: tightening the outlet of her concentration around a specific object or task so that nothing else entered her attentional field; deep monotasking to the point of pure immersion in the deed – or set of deeds – at hand. Hours passed easily, like minutes, this way, her body all but detached from the experience of time; cooking faster than she could think, acting on gut feeling and motor skill without room for hesitation; her focus centred on, say, skimming a surface foam of whey from a Pyrex jug of clarifying butter, trimming a foreleg of Iberian ham into perfect featherweight slices.

         Not really, but: sometimes she imagined the restaurant as a machine she stepped inside that processed the formless material of her days into units of consistent shape and texture.

         Not really, but: sometimes she literally thanked actual God she’d gotten out of her previous job when she had.

         Perspective 

         Because he’d seen her looking at it a couple of times, Nathan felt obliged to explain his forearm tattoo to Julia. It was a line-art inking of a see-through geometric cube, drawn in such a way as to accommodate two possible interpretations of the shape’s exact position in space, depending on which of the cube’s square faces the viewer imagined was its frontal one; an optical illusion, he authoritatively informed her, that represented ‘perspective’.

         The Clementine 

         Julia, Ellery and Nathan were locking up the restaurant together.

         Julia disposed of the mixed recycling and general waste, then stood outside, getting air. She flexed open and closed her hands just to feel them, gloveless in the winter night. Recently, the cold weather had been making her sad in a seasonal-affective way. After she’d had enough air she went back inside.

         Ellery was leaning next to the doorway, paring the rind from a clementine using both his thumbnails while Nathan was setting an overnight alarm in the back office.

         As Julia passed him, Ellery raised the clementine to occupy her visual field more fully. ‘Want?’ he said.

         ‘Sure,’ she said.

         He tore the fruit into halves, and handed her the larger hemisphere.

         Size Eight 

         ‘Thanks, Ma,’ Julia said. ‘I love it.’ She looked at the gift, and then down at herself. She wondered whether the thing she wanted to say would dampen her mother’s festive mood. ‘I do worry, lately, that I’ve maybe put on some winter weight.’

         Without pause, her mother concurred: ‘You’re a lot bigger than you once were.’

         Julia let her hands, and the Peter-Pan-collar dress that occupied them, sink into the sheet of deluxe glassine tissue paper from which she had extracted the gift. ‘Great, Ma.’

         Her mother’s face drew into a hangdog expression. ‘Don’t be upset with me on Christmas. You know I didn’t mean that mean.’

         Difficulty 

         Owen – a junior chef de cuisine whom Julia had already had to reprimand twice on separate days for failing to rotate older stock to the fronts of the fridges after being directly asked to do so – was having difficulty gelatinising-without-burning the white roux that would act as both base and thickening agent for that evening’s béchamel sauce.

         ‘Watch me do this closely,’ Julia said, taking over Owen’s position behind the burner and commandeering his equipment, ‘because I’m only going to do it once.’

         She dialled down the heat using the range’s frontal console to prevent any rendered fat from burning against the inside of the cast-iron pan containing Owen’s rouxin-progress; ‘You have to keep up the momentum, or else it’ll caramelise,’ she narrated, demonstrating the best way to exert a consistent level of torque over the whisk in one’s hand; ‘it’s fiddly, but keep your elbow nice and steady,’ all movement originating from the wrist’s axis of rotation; stirring in a circular, clockwise motion, ‘like so,’ in volutions of gradually expanding-then-contracting circumference; chunks of flour beginning to solubilise and assimilate into the custard-viscosity fluid.

         After further reducing the heat, she rested the whisk against the rim of the pan, then continued motioning her hand in the air, as if still stirring. ‘Y’see?’

         ‘I see.’

         Before she returned to her own duties, she hesitated near Owen for a moment longer, granting him an extended opportunity to thank her, which he didn’t take.

         I Feel Like Today Has Been Really Short 

         Owen was prone to making jejune observations relating to the day’s perceived length or long-windedly recapping things he’d seen online in ways that Julia inwardly could not stand but outwardly always felt it her duty to respond to with equivalently lightweight phrases such as, ‘Oh yeah, that is weird,’ so he didn’t feel ignored. The cumulative effect of all her niceness was that she liked him a lot less than any of her other colleagues.

         Mornings 

         Her routine was to wake in the dawn’s faint, rose-coloured light, purchase a flat white and an icing-sugar-dusted cinnamon bun from the third-wave coffee shop near her apartment where the baristas remembered her order but never her name and with whom she sometimes exchanged reassuringly formal remarks about the weather, and to interchange, outside, from roadside pavement to green-space footpath, taking the scenic route through the common-land park that lay before Cascine, maybe pausing to witness the dispersal and regrouping of a helix of migratory starlings or else a chevron of Canada geese before exiting the park alongside a private nursery school whose front gate would, on weekdays, already at that early hour be flanked by its first rotation-duty detail of nightstick-armed guards, all the while systematically consuming the comestibles she held, one in each hand, as concomitantly as she could in a carefully synchronised, probably ugly-to-look-at bite/sip/bite/sip rhythm she’d devised to occupy her mouth with as much of the two simultaneous tastes as possible, believing, as she did, that each individual foodstuff was best enjoyed in concert with the other – the background milkiness of the coffee intensifying the sweetness of the cinnamon bun; every additional chew of the pastry’s leavened crust inciting further demand for the coffee’s dampening effect – repeating the alternating bite/sip process until both nutriments were depleted and she was left, sated, with a fully compostable cinnamon-bun-perspiration-blotted napkin in one hand and an empty, only semi-biodegradable coffee cup in the other.

         Julia Doesn’t Smoke 

         Nathan headed outside to smoke and asked Julia if she wanted to join, waving, in her direction, an olive-green pack of debranded cigarettes.

         Julia stood absorbing the offer for a moment and pictured becoming a smoker: taking breaks; borrowing lighters; administering to herself an addiction for the sake of being able to satisfy it – perhaps to yield further satis-factional dividends down the line by eventually quitting. She smiled weakly at Nathan and said, ‘I’m fine.’

         Ellery Says 

         Ellery says taste is the body’s slowest sense. Most times you’ll have swallowed your whole mouthful by the time you capture an impression of its flavour, only to be returned, a moment later, back to the feeling of never having tasted anything at all.

         Survivor’s Guilt 

         During the lull before the dinner rush, they were talking about a friend of Ellery’s who’d died a year ago to the day. He had been thirty-three.

         ‘How’d he die? I always have to know when they die young.’ She felt ashamed to have sounded so enthused. ‘Sorry.’

         ‘That’s okay. He hung himself.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘With a bungee cord. At his parents’ house.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         Ellery would someday describe to Julia a strong yet difficult-to-exactly-name feeling he sometimes felt – an emotion that stalked him from the past and occasionally caught up with him in the present if he stayed too still or thought the wrong sequence of memories. ‘I think his dad found him. He had a bad drug problem and he couldn’t figure it out, so. I guess at a certain point he just knew his life wasn’t going to get any better – like he might have better days ahead of him, but no real good ones. That’s opiates for you. So.’

         Julia Overhears Ellery Talking to Stephanie About His Brain 

         ‘When you’re basically an addict for a decade like I was – when you do so much drugs over so long a period of a time – your brain literally physically rewires to accommodate all the extra stimulus and all the, like, surplus dopamine you’re crowding it with. But what that means is, when you have withdrawals, your brain isn’t just running dry, there’s actually physically more dry for your brain to run than with most other people’s brains? Because of how many extra, like, dopamine receptors your reward system or whatever has grown to keep up with all the excess, like, gratification you’ve been inputting it with? So eventually, all those extra receptors you’ve been depending on to have a good time have to die off. And when that happens – well, basically – you’d pretty much rather die yourself.’

         Ellery Breathes 

         Working in such close proximity to Ellery, the nose-breathing became a problem. The dog-whistle-pitch, circular in-and-out sound; loud enough, given the kitchen’s limited square footage, to remain audible no matter which of its workstations you stood behind; the dissonant noise at irreconcilable odds with every other noise you heard.

         Sometimes Julia found herself hours deep into visualising the anatomical structure of Ellery’s inner nose; became borderline obsessed with trying to mentally map the size and shape of his septum and sinuses – airways likely eroded by a decade-plus of intranasal drug abuse.

         Other times, she might, as a game, try to match the metre of her own nose-breathing to his, or let herself get so annoyed by the sound as to be able to extract a kind of inverse gratification from it.

         The depth and therefore volume of his tidal respirations, Julia noticed, increased the longer he stayed engaged in any single given task. In time, she learned to accommodate the annoyance.

         The Celebrity 

         Some evening, a recognisably famous television presenter/fashion designer/model/author came for dinner at Cascine. She was wearing a sandstone-coloured cap of the same workwear brand as Ellery’s favourite winter jacket, Stephanie reported, and was seated at table three in the company of a non-famous but above-averagely attractive male.

         Ellery, Nathan and Owen all took long glances at the celebrity, one by one authenticating the validity of Steph-anie’s surveillance, sharing in the contact high of being proximal to someone of such stardom. Nathan remarked on how jarringly accustomed he felt to seeing the celebrity’s face – said something to the effect that having been exposed to her likeness for so long and across so wide an array of media made the experience of seeing her in real life feel comparable to déjà vu. Owen bashfully agreed, silently recalling a time when, years ago – in the spirit of experimentation – he’d masturbated to pictures of the celebrity’s feet.

         Julia, who in working the pass that evening was afforded the best view of the front-of-house in the entire rest of the house, felt proud of herself for not looking at the celebrity, and doubly proud of herself for not drawing attention to the fact that she hadn’t looked at the celebrity.

         Though she would never have said it aloud, and would especially not say it now, she had always felt a special connection to the celebrity – had in fact for years harboured the belief that they were similar in some private and profound way, their personalities linked by a deep commonality of essence.

         When the celebrity’s main course was ready to be served – a hissingly hot pork sisig served Pinoy-style beneath a raw egg – Julia took extra care to ensure the meal’s presentation was beautiful. Deftly, she rubbed the inside of her mouth with the tip of her forefinger and, using that finger as a kind of swab, introduced trace quantities of her salivary DNA into the celebrity’s meal.

         For the next hour, Julia felt the celebrity’s presence haunting the vague, colourless margins of her thoughts and vision.

         Late in the evening, unable to help it any longer, she convinced herself that pointedly ignoring the celebrity was basically equally as rude as looking right at her. So she looked.

         Ellery’s Name 

         Julia remembered the first time, just under two months ago, she’d heard Ellery’s name out loud – ‘Rhymes with celery’ – how alien it’d sounded before repeat usage patterned it into something familiar, supplanting whatever thought had previously occupied the name’s space in her mind, becoming a word that sometimes just occurred to her out of the blue.

         Ellery’s Body 

         Ellery was six-foot-something: tall enough that he had to hunch in a way he sometimes complained about to use the kitchen’s stainless-steel work surfaces; broad enough that his physical volume appreciably diminished the available space of most rooms he entered; possessor of square shoulders, a cereal-coloured crew cut that connected with some same-coloured, carefully kempt facial hair, and the all-purpose confidence of a man accustomed to being well liked.

         Age-, looks- and personality-wise, Ellery was not the type of guy Julia would usually be into – was perhaps even the type of guy she’d normally actively avoid – but a reduced sample size of other men in her life (given that most of her nights and weekends were spent in the kitchen) had occasioned a kind of selection bias that weighted his presence with perhaps otherwise unmerited statistical significance. Although she herself didn’t find Ellery especially attractive, Julia could imagine finding him attractive if she simultaneously imagined being a slightly older and more confident type of woman – someone Lena-like – which from time to time she did find herself imagining.

         As if too frequent contemplation of the desires of others had rewired those of her own, within three weeks of first having had this thought, Julia found herself unable to think about much other than if Ellery ever thought about fucking her. It wasn’t like there was a lot else to think about in the enforced intimacy of the very cramped, very temperate space in which they both performed their very physically demanding jobs; wilfully or not, the thought must, at some point, have crossed his mind.

         But only on an evening in late January – watching Ellery bed a collar steak in toasted farro while she imagined his hands all over her – did she pause mid-fantasy to realise the full extent of the unplanned crush that she’d developed on him.

         Ellery’s Lightness of Touch 

         Cascine had opened five years earlier to positive reviews praising its concise, focused menu of small plates; obeyance of the natural patterns of seasonal produce cultivation; and absence of overt allegiance to any existing culinary genre, which succeeded in constituting a culinary genre all of its own.

         Only one review Julia could find online made mention of Ellery by name. Multiple nights, before and after getting the job, she’d reread the review’s few freely available paragraphs down to where it’d been paywalled off mid-sentence.

         The section to which her thoughts most often returned, though, was the mystifying standfirst that ran atop the webpage in semibold-weight text: ‘Cascine exudes an effortless atmospheric lightness, informed by its head chef’s own lightness of touch.’

         Ellery’s Daughter 

         On an afternoon in early February, Ellery entered the kitchen texting, artificial keystroke sounds issuing from his touchscreen device.

         ‘I know I’m breaking my own rule,’ he said, not looking up from his smartphone, ‘but this is boring-logistical-family stuff, so it’s allowed.’ The device chimed and he murmured, but unmistakably did pronounce, the words: ‘My daughter.’

         Julia, determined not to overly involve herself in the personal-life conversations that sometimes occurred in the kitchen, couldn’t believe that nobody was asking any follow-up questions concerning Ellery’s never-before-mentioned daughter.

         Three shifts later, after the night’s final cover and in a painstakingly offhand tone affected to downplay the seventy-two hours she’d spent circulating the question in her head, she asked him: ‘I’m sure you didn’t, but did you say the other day you had a daughter?’

         Ellery looked up from the prep sheet he was prepping longhand for the following morning. ‘Did I what?’

         ‘I said I’m sure you didn’t’ – she wished she’d started a shorter version of her question for its second time around – ‘but did you say the other day you had a daughter?’

         ‘Yeah,’ Ellery said, in a factual, non-revelatory tone. He held up his obsolescent-model smartphone and activated its side button, tapping the picture of the late-teenaged girl that constituted its lock-screen – the screen’s glass cracked enough for an inch-sized swatch of its underlying pixels to be permanently glitched out, distorting the girl’s neck and upper torso into bluish fractals. ‘That’s her.’

         Julia’s Confidence 

         A side-effect of finding Ellery newly attractive was that her inhibitions were heightened in his presence. She experienced difficulty concentrating when they worked alongside one another – worrying about the jut of her nose as seen in profile, or, worse, when he stood behind her, the imagined sight of her own broad shoulders as viewed from the reverse.

         One evening, when Nathan re-enacted the same physical comedy he did almost every closing shift with the bin bags, Julia, aware of being looked at by Ellery – and while pretending not to notice that she was the object of his gaze – found herself self-consciously unable to remember the sound of her normal laugh, and so faked an alarmingly loud, theatrical laugh in its place.

         Afterward, embarrassed, and not wanting her face to lapse back into its default unattractive resting cast, she contorted her expression into a knowing half-smile that she hoped looked appealing to men in general and to Ellery in particular. She held the smile for as long as she remained conscious of her face.

         The Celibate 

         Pretty celibate this whole past year, actually. With only a wall separating her from Margot and only a global-cellular-network connection separating Margot from her older sister (and not to mention with Margot having already complained several times, albeit in a passive-aggressive, roundabout way, about Julia’s noisemaking when she came home late from work), Julia had been too sound- and space-conscious to bring any boys back to the apartment since moving in.

         Except, actually, for the dispiriting night in maybe the previous March when Margot had been away staying with family and Julia had had over a nice enough, very affectionate guy she’d met at a bar.
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