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In Europe then we thought of wine as something as healthy and normal as food and also as a great giver of happiness and well-being and delight. Drinking wine was not a snobbism nor a sign of sophistication nor a cult; it was as natural as eating and to me as necessary, and I would not have thought of eating a meal without drinking either wine or cider or beer.


—Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast


Things had reduced themselves to a tragicomic scenario; on the one hand, the man identifying the woman as an angel, on the other, the angel identifying love as something only a little short of pathology.


—Alain de Botton, Essays in Love


THIS BOOK WAS LARGELY INSPIRED BY AND WRITTEN ON PERAMANGK Country. I pay respect to the Traditional Owners and ongoing custodians of this land, and to their Elders, past and present.















Preface



2018


IN WINEMAKING, A SUPPOSEDLY SIMPLE TASK IS GENERALLY AN EXCELLENT opportunity to make a fool of oneself.


A soft wind rippled through the warm March afternoon. Overhead, a pair of black cockatoos squawked loudly, careening over the valley behind the winery. Shuffling around in my newly purchased waterproof Rossi boots, made in South Australia, I rearranged my stance as I prepared to transfer the juice from a barrel to a vat full of spent grape skins. We were making piquette, a low-alcohol wine, traditionally served to vineyard workers in France, derived from already pressed grapes topped up with fresh juice and water.


Maybe like this? I held the hose in one hand, my legs wide apart. Wildman always did it so quickly, I hardly had a chance to observe him. And I hadn’t witnessed this technique in France, when I’d had my stint picking grapes at Domaine Mosse last year. Most wineries would simply use a mechanical pump to transfer fresh juice or finished wine from one vessel to another. Nearly every winery in the world would do it that way. But here at Lucy Margaux, we did things differently. Pumps, for whatever reason, were against Wildman’s ideology. Too aggressive on the wine, he said, succinct as always in his explanations.


Leaning down, I placed my lips over the hose opening and inhaled; my chest tightened. Wasn’t siphoning a basic survival skill? Shouldn’t I have learned it in Girl Scouts, back in Virginia, instead of making s’mores all those years? Squatting to lower the hose to allow the juice to flow into the bucket, I glimpsed the pale liquid filling the part around the barrel opening. It was coming! I lowered and sucked, lowered and sucked, trying to copy the maneuver I’d seen Wildman do with complete fluency.


“Heeeeeuuuuuuuuuh!” I inhaled with all the lung capacity I possessed, trying to work with gravity. Gravity, what did I know about gravity, anyway? I, who only took physics in university because it was a required course. Who wrote a final paper about snowboarding because I knew it would just pass me. But surely I could do this task—couldn’t I?


As a freelance journalist who had spent years writing about wine, I thought I had an idea of how it was made. Countless press trips and tasting seminars had given me a strong sense of the basics: pick grapes, destem or not, jump on them or ferment “carbonically,” macerate grapes or press directly, do punchdowns, transfer free-run juice into barrels or tanks, press the grapes again and again and again. But my two-week experience in France the previous year had shown me the reality of this work—I saw how much logistical coordination, technical prowess, and intuitive knowledge of fermentation went into making a stable, drinkable wine. Especially given that these were natural wines—free of any corrective additives and free of or very low in preservatives—there was no room for error.


Now, I had somehow waded back into the natural winemaking trenches, and the stakes were different. That was partly because of my intimacy with the winemaker, and partly because I was making five barrels of my own wine, plus a small batch of pétillant-naturel, a rustic sparkling wine made without any added yeasts or sugar (a.k.a. “pét-nat”). This was not an internship. This was, quite suddenly and surprisingly, my life. Nothing I’d experienced in my eight years of living in New York as an academic, writer, or wine salesperson could have prepared me for making natural wine in Australia.


I threw down the hose and marched into the winery with an air of exasperation. Wildman was directing the interns in sniffing the ferments, looking for potential problems. “Look for Samboy chips,” said Wildman. “That’s volatile acidity.”


“Uh, what are those—Samboy chips?” Sev, who was originally from France and managed one of my favorite Manhattan wine bars, the Ten Bells, asked Wildman what we were all wondering.


“Vinegar chips. I’ll buy you a pack so you know the smell,” Wildman replied, standing in the center of the massive shed, while the others hovered over red plastic tubs of fermenting grapes, which we had picked that week. “And look for banana and nail polish, that’s ethyl acetate. And reduction—match sticks.”


Wildman walked purposefully toward one vat, where Raphael stood wearing a concerned expression. Raph, who was staying with us for a month from London, where he’d established himself as one of the city’s best sommeliers, said he wasn’t sure if the grapes smelled all right. Never mind my siphoning task, Wildman needed to be absolutely sure that every batch of fermenting grapes smelled good. Without the option of correcting the wines using something purchased from an oenological warehouse, nothing was more important than ensuring healthy ferments.


Since the Lucy Margaux winery was a sulfur-free zone—the extreme form of natural winemaking—we had to take utmost care to protect each vessel of fermenting wine, or else it could be ruined overnight. This would mean thousands of dollars lost and countless hours of work wasted—not just the picking but the careful pruning and cultivating that the growers, from whom Wildman purchased the grapes, had done throughout the year. Sulfur additions are the most controversial topic in the realm of natural winemaking; the mere mention of sulfur can provoke eye-rolling, sneers, and snide remarks or even insults from both sides of the argument—some people believe sulfur is necessary and prefer it be added, while others completely vilify the preservative.


But making wine without adding sulfur can be very tricky. Through our sniffing strategy, we were desperately trying to avoid potential faults such as “volatile acidity” and “mouse,” both of which could render the wine faulty and essentially undrinkable.


As of five years earlier, I had never heard of natural wine, this strange category of alcoholic beverage, when I took a job that changed my life. I was in my late twenties, recovering from an intense period as an academic, looking for love despite a persistent incapability to value myself, and generally lost. All I knew was that I wanted to be a writer. And that I could continue surviving in New York by waiting tables. Then a particular rosé pét-nat from France set off a wild woman inside me who, though I didn’t know it at the time, was dying for a new existence. And I got one, but not at all in the way I expected.















— One —



Shift Drinks


2013–2014


“Excuse me?” The tone suggested an apartment in Chelsea, career in advertising, perfectly touched-up highlights, maybe three-inch Louboutins if I looked under the table. I stopped in my tracks, instinctively adjusting my apron, and turned my head of unwashed hair toward the woman.


“Could I have some ketchup with my burger, please? Thanks so much.” She smiled calmly, and I managed to mask my grimace. This was the fifteenth time on my brunch shift that I’d been sent to traverse the busy front dining room, then walk past the second dining area and into the kitchen, all to pick up a single ramekin of ketchup and deliver it to a table.


It was to be expected that brunch diners, especially those having a burger, would request ketchup. Our burger, however, came with a side of aioli, and “we” (the kitchen) strongly preferred that guests enjoy it with that mayonnaise-based topping—the European way. The restaurant stood proudly in a former textile factory converted to the very first boutique hotel in Brooklyn. To the remarks whispered in the grungy streets of Williamsburg, the surrounding neighborhood, that we were too snobby for our own good, we nodded in silent agreement. Indeed, most of our guests were posh Manhattanites. During my training week, I had somehow been allowed to wait on Diane Keaton herself, who had batted her eyes at me, crossed her pantsuited legs, and asked for “Cabernet on ice.” I nearly tripped over my own feet while showing her a bottle from Southern France, a blend that contained Cabernet Sauvignon, which she refused to taste, waving a hand and insisting, “Oh, I’m sure it’s fine.” A Reynard waiter would have normally sneered—“Cabernet on ice” was not how we did wine. But Diane could have ordered a Long Island iced tea, and we would have obliged.


Reynard was an anomaly in that there was no Prosecco served at brunch—mimosas were prepared with organic French Crémant, made in the elaborate double-fermentation style of Champagne. This was considered more natural, and therefore superior to the Charmat method that most Proseccos endure, where sugar, yeast, and mostly dry wine are mixed together in a tank to produce bubbles. The wine list was strictly French vin nature, sourced via four or five small import companies who visited their producers regularly and therefore could vouch for their farming and vinification approaches. Our by-the-glass selection never included Merlot and only occasionally Chardonnay, but it often featured Gamay, Cabernet Franc, and the oddity known as “Muscadet”—a mineral-tasting white wine made of the Melon de Bourgogne grape, from vineyards along France’s Atlantic coast. We abstained from oaky, rich wine, such as one would find in certain Bordeaux châteaux or around Napa Valley. It was no accident that the varieties and producers of the Loire Valley were prominent at Reynard—the wine director, Lee Campbell, had previously been a sales rep for Louis/Dressner Selections, one of the original New York natural wine importers with a portfolio steeped in Loire Valley wines.


As I grabbed the ketchup, I cast a quick glance toward the line cooks. Reynard had installed an “open kitchen,” a novelty when the restaurant opened in 2013, which meant that back- and front-of-house could easily interact and cooks didn’t feel like they were held in cages, away from guests. It was meant to be more civilized and democratic—with the bonus that it promoted a fantastic level of flirtation between line cooks and servers, me included.


I caught Chet’s eye—he was the one cook who set my heart aflutter—and he winked. In response, my cheeks reddened almost as much as his, which were warm from the grill he’d been standing over, flipping and poaching eggs all day. This little ritual had been going on for several weeks, and we often got “in trouble” with the managers for chatting and giggling when I stopped in the kitchen to pick up dishes. Our adolescent interactions got me through the long shifts. I sometimes began work as early as 6 a.m. if my shift included breakfast as well as lunch or brunch. That morning, before leaving my apartment in Bed-Stuy, I’d swiped on some red lipstick to go with my tousled bed head, frumpy sweater, and leggings. Now I felt that this small burst of color had done the trick.


I delivered the ketchup to the woman eating the burger, cleared some plates, and went over to the bar to run a credit card. There, the red-headed bartender, Jarrett, who when he wasn’t slinging mimosas and glasses of Cabernet Franc worked as a comedian, sidled over and nudged my elbow. I looked down: he was holding a shot of something brown. I inhaled the strong, medicinal fragrance of Fernet-Branca. He had one for himself in the other hand, and we quickly clinked our glasses and threw them back before anyone nearby could notice. It was a normal part of weekend brunch. Without those shots, we floor staff might have finally lost our shit at some table that made too many annoying requests.


Finally, it was time for me to toss my apron into the bin and have a seat at the bar for my shift drinks—plural. Thanks to the generosity of the owner, pioneering farm-to-table restaurateur Andrew Tarlow, we were permitted two on-the-house drinks after work at Reynard.


“What’ll it be?” Jarrett smiled at me. He was in a much better mood than I was—our shifts were the same length, but he earned probably $200 more than me.


“Obviously, I’ll have the ‘Pièges à Filles,’” I told him brightly. Jarrett began pouring the bubbly, pink liquid—whose name translated, literally, as “girl trap”—into a wine glass while I watched eagerly. I had recently discovered this concoction. A bit of internet research had told me it was made in the Loire Valley from the red grape Gamay, by a pair of négociant winemakers—meaning they purchased grapes rather than growing them. Oddly, this duo made exclusively pétillant-naturel, or pét-nat for short.


I was familiar with Gamay from another wine we served by the glass, made by Olivier Cousin. According to a fellow server named Trevor, who was quite an authority on French wine, this Olivier Cousin had been heavily fined by the French authorities for the seemingly mundane act of writing the grape variety on his bottle labels. Clearly, these so-called natural winemakers were subversive. That was interesting to me, but more exciting was the way the wines tasted. Olivier Cousin’s Gamay met my palate like salty earth with a thread of citric acidity. It reminded me of eating vegetables straight from my mother’s garden throughout childhood—rustic, fresh, dusted with soil. Earlier I had managed to sneak a glass of this Gamay to Chet, the line cook, who would be dishing up eggs for at least another hour. It was part of our flirtation—I risked my job for his winks.


Exhausted from the busy morning, I was content to sit alone at the bar, sipping pét-nat. This wine style had become my new obsession ever since I’d started working at Reynard. The soft, fruity character of the “Pièges à Filles” was contrasted by its carbonated punchiness. Within minutes, I’d downed half a glass. It didn’t have that sappy aftertaste I’d found in cheap sparkling wine. It was elegant, pretty, and aromatic, and it looked fantastic, too, with its cloudy haze.


A few weeks after starting the job at Reynard, I had taken a staff wine class with the wine director. With authority and calm enthusiasm, Lee explained how pét-nat was made through one single fermentation, which finished in bottle, resulting in trapped carbonation, as opposed to the Champagne method, which involved two fermentations. Furthermore, Lee had emphasized that these natural wines, whether still or sparkling, were unfiltered. Something called lees, a byproduct of fermentation, were responsible for that cloudiness. To me, the lees and the lack of filtration added a comforting texture—the wine felt nourishing, almost enough to quell my grumbling stomach.


I didn’t want to waste precious wages on ordering food. Our staff meal, many hours earlier, had been tasty and robust—unlike previous restaurants where I’d worked in my early twenties, Reynard actually believed in providing nutrition to its workers. I was fairly happy in this job. It allowed me plenty of time to work on the novel I’d begun and attend fiction writing workshops in Manhattan. I also had a job as a nanny four afternoons per week. I wrote mostly late at night. My social life, then, was limited to my shift drinks after work.


“Hey, can I sit here?” To my surprise, there was Chet. He’d changed out of his whites and was now wearing an old IZOD Lacoste collared T-shirt and baggy jeans with sneakers.


“You’re off early,” I replied.


Chet shrugged and pulled himself onto a stool. There was that heat rising in my cheeks. Why did Chet’s presence instill excitement in me? He’d never attended university, flipped eggs and made salads for about $12.50 per hour, and never said anything particularly romantic to me beyond, maybe, “You look nice today.” Plus, he’d mentioned that he was very much married, although his wife lived back in North Carolina, where he’d recently moved from. And yet I felt very drawn to Chet’s aloofness, his boyish good looks—ginger-tinted hair, green eyes, wry smile.


We made awkward small talk at the bar, complaining about various moments of that day’s brunch—the many requests there had been for plain scrambled eggs, a dish that was somehow not on the menu—while I drank another glass of the same “Pièges à Filles,” loosening up with each sip. Chet drank beer.


“You doing anything later?” The question came out of me impulsively. I saw Jarrett the bartender raise an eyebrow. I didn’t mind him eavesdropping on our vaguely clandestine, budding romance—what did I have to hide? Chet sipped his drink, pondering my question. Had I been too forward?


“I mean, I’m sure you’re working,” I added hastily.


“Actually, I’m free.” His tone was nonchalant. So was the way he then took out his phone and handed it to me to punch in my number.


As I was finishing, a hand rested on my shoulder. “Hooooo, and what are we drinking today,” a voice boomed. It was Trevor—a waiter considered very senior at Reynard, as he’d helped open the restaurant and had previously worked for one year in some natural wine bar in France. He was on a first-name basis with some of the winemakers on our list.


Trevor’s body language indicated that he was talking specifically to me, not Chet. Like most, if not all, restaurants, there were social divisions at Reynard—front-of-house didn’t mix easily with the kitchen. Chet took the hint and began chatting with the sous chef, who’d sidled up near him at the bar.


“I’m having my usual,” I told Trevor, gesturing to the glass. “Les Capriades.”


“They really are masters of the form,” said Trevor dramatically, pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. “They age their wines for months before disgorging them, which makes them really elegant. Well, I was thinking about ordering a bottle of something nice. Care to join me?”


I agreed, and Trevor sat down. We were joined by a few other servers, and perused the wine list together.


“Oooh, let’s do Matassa,” someone said. It was decided that the perfect wine for this afternoon in midautumn would be something from a South African man named Tom Lubbe, who was making wine from old bush-trained vineyards in the Roussillon, a warm region in Southern France, with his label Matassa. As Jarrett opened a fresh bottle, I glimpsed the back label—this was a Louis/Dressner import, indicating that it was a somewhat well-established winery. Slowly, I was getting to know each importer’s portfolio.


The wine was poured out—it was the color of a radiant sunset. This was a “skin-contact,” or “orange,” wine—made with white grapes macerated extensively on their skins before pressing. I held the glass to my nose and inhaled: kumquats, fresh and stewed peaches, all mingled in my nostrils. We clinked glasses, ordered some fries to share, and drank gleefully. My earlier days in New York had been trying for me as I’d worked my way through graduate school, juggled various part-time jobs while learning to do journalism, and battled loneliness and anxiety. I hadn’t left all of that baggage behind me. But I had found an interesting community at Reynard, and now, as I savored this skin-contact French wine, you couldn’t find a more carefree twenty-eight-year-old woman.


Back in my room in Bed-Stuy, freshly showered, I dressed for the evening. Chet had suggested a dive bar on Grand Street, where posh North Williamsburg met the seedier South Williamsburg. I threw on jeans, a ratty turtleneck sweater, and an old vintage leather jacket. I’d mostly sobered up from the afternoon drinking, but since it was chilly out, I opted to spend five dollars round trip on a metro ride rather than ride a bicycle.


I cast a glance at my laptop, sitting forlornly on the desk, which faced out the window to a new wine shop that had opened on our block. Bed-Vyne Wine was stirring up excitement, as it was one of the first places in the neighborhood where you could actually walk in and discuss your bottle selection with someone, rather than shoving money into the opening of a bulletproof glass covering and choosing between a Chilean Carménère and an Argentine Malbec. The fact that such a groundbreaking wine shop existed literally outside my bedroom door felt like more than an accident. It seemed to me that suddenly, a drink I’d once hardly noticed beyond selecting a boxed Merlot at Trader Joe’s, was now a subject of great interest wherever I went.


It was dusk, and I could see people milling around in the shop, readying themselves for, I imagined, a cozy evening at home, perhaps cooking for friends or ordering in pizza while watching a movie. Through the glass, I spied Clara, the shop manager, talking excitedly to a customer about a bottle of wine. We’d chatted once or twice when I’d gone in to buy some Italian reds off the “$15 and under” shelf. She had mentioned that she was starting a weekly wine-tasting group. I envied Clara’s position—to be knowledgeable, authoritative, about an entire array of wine bottles. To be able to sell them, confidently.


I headed out for the half-mile walk to the subway.


Chet was sipping Scotch at the bar. I ordered a Maker’s Mark, neat. All around us, people in torn denim and puffy jackets, tattooed and pierced, drank beer or whiskey while awaiting their turn at the pool table.


Over the years, my life had become a complete question mark. I moved to New York to pursue graduate studies in cultural anthropology and had done well in the master’s program, but not quite well enough to get into a funded PhD program. I wound up demoralized and in serious amounts of debt. Writing had become a passion for me, but living off it had proved nearly impossible. I had been working on a novel, my first attempt was poorly thought out, and I now tried to explain its plot to Chet. He nodded, seeming interested. He mentioned a book he was reading, and I sighed with relief. We could talk about books! From that point on, the booze flowed freely. At one point he excused himself and went to the bathroom.


When he came back sniffing, I could hardly restrain myself. “I would like some,” I said without hesitation, smiling raptly. Chet returned the grin and slipped the baggie into the palm of my hand.


In the bathroom, which was adorned with chipped black wall paint and foggy mirrors, I used my house key to ingest small bumps and immediately felt the rush. I wasn’t a cokehead; I’d only tried it a few times in my life. But that night I wanted to be bad. I wanted to punish myself for my failures—for screwing up my career and my finances. I wanted Chet, a married, relatively unpromising man.


Many puffs of white clouds and slugs of whiskey later, Chet and I went back to his place and managed some sort of unremarkable sexual encounter. Then we slept. At 8:30 a.m. the next day, I walked through the streets of Williamsburg and dragged myself into Reynard. I clocked in and began setting the dining room for brunch, wearing the same clothes I’d been out in, reeking of cigarette smoke and booze, and pretending not to notice the managers staring at me disapprovingly. Feeling sedated by the previous night’s acts of self-disrespect, I served bowls of granola and plates of eggs Benedict, ferried ramekins of ketchup, and poured glasses of my newly beloved pét-nat to the wealthy and successful class of society, which I was sure I’d never join.


Within weeks, for that display of slovenliness and other minor but repeated offenses, management asked me to take my leave of their precious establishment.


When my job at Reynard ended, I sank into a deep depression related to my unemployed state, general lack of direction, and financial strife. After a few months and many therapy sessions, I managed to print out my résumé and hop on my bike, pedaling again toward Williamsburg. But this time, I was headed to a wine shop just down the street from Reynard called Uva Wines. In the window, there were rows of empty bottles, placed as boasts: we drank this culty wine! For several years now, this shop located only two blocks from the busy Bedford Avenue subway stop had been one of Brooklyn’s only sources for natural wine. I was determined to keep going on this path, even if I didn’t know where it would lead me. I was hired almost immediately, and although I’d requested part-time work so I could continue to write my novel, I was started on six days a week.


As spring met the early days of summer, I quickly became used to riding my bike up to Williamsburg, then the demanding hours of standing in the shop, restocking bottles at the start and end of shifts, fending off questions from customers who knew more than me. But I was determined to learn, and whenever there was downtime, I researched every detail of every wine, read importer websites, and asked questions of my colleagues. I wouldn’t let myself end this job in disgrace, as I had at Reynard.


Every Friday, it was the same routine: from 6 p.m. onward, when the first rush came into the shop—the after-work crowd—we were slammed. These were the creative professionals who had been living in this neighborhood for years—before it had become this circus of fashion models, visiting Europeans, and hipsters who lived off trust funds, and before upscale places like Reynard had opened down the street. These people, with their sophisticated palates, had long patronized Uva and loved to discover the natural wines we had in stock.


I ran around the shop excitedly, catering to each of these well-spending customers individually. If they were up for something new, I educated them on Partida Creus, the newly hot natural winemaking duo from Catalunya, brought in by upstart importer Alvaro de la Viña. Their bottles were graced cryptically with only block-letter initials. “The letters reference the heritage grape varieties the winemakers, who are an Italian couple with a background in architecture, rescue from abandoned vineyards. This one is made from Sumoll, a red grape, which was primarily grown for big, corporate Cava makers,” I explained, selling a bottle nearly every time I told the story. I loved telling customers about how natural winemakers were iconoclasts, rebels, and rule breakers.


We also had two refrigerators full of expensive bottles, ranging from top-notch artisan Burgundy to Grower Champagne to aged Barolo. Once the first rush had passed and the store manager had left for the night, we went to the fridges to discuss what our splurge bottle would be for the evening. Buying the wine at its imported price, and being able to “taste” it on the job, was definitely one of the perks of working at Uva.


J.P., a guitarist who had fallen in love with wine while touring in Europe, made a case for his bottle: “2010, now that was a stellar vintage for Burgundy, and it should be just coming into the window of drinkability.” It was a weekend night in June, and a streak of coolness in the air was inspiring thirst for something really special. J.P. ran one hand over his gel-slicked hair, getting excited about the prospects of a high-class Pinot Noir from a particular estate in Vosne-Romanée. He read about all of these elite, expensive wines on a website called Burghound, and expounded upon their graces to the rest of the Uva staff during each shift as he swirled a glass.


I eyed the classical French lettering on the label. It meant almost nothing to me, but I was definitely curious.


“Yeah, mate, that’s a good one, but have you ever dug into one of these?” Charlie, a blond party boy from the English countryside, was fondling a wine whose label featured only a painting of a woman, and the words “Le Pergole Torte,” along with the vintage, 2004. This was an Italian “unicorn wine” whose cost would have been in the hundreds of dollars. But we didn’t really mind the price—we were consumed by thirst for these highly coveted bottles, to which we nobodies improbably had access.


I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, thinking carefully about what to say to my two colleagues, both of whom had wine knowledge above and beyond mine, although I was quickly catching up. “I’m in the mood for white—what about this?” I’d pointed to a bottle of Didier Dagueneau’s cult Sauvignon Blanc, which by reading about I knew to be rare and a benchmark of high-end, collectable French wine.


My choice prevailed, and the Dagueneau was opened. J.P. poured it into a decanter, then filled our glasses. We swirled and hovered our noses over the moving liquid—the wine was powerfully aromatic. It reminded me of a dank cave. A dusty cave, somewhat rotten mold on its walls. The scent was not right. When I looked at J.P. and Charlie, I could see they were not enjoying the wine, either.


“It’s corked,” said Charlie flatly. My shoulders sunk with disappointment. We each poured our glass, laden with the taint known as TCA, which happens randomly and indiscriminately to wine corks at an alarming rate of up to 10 percent, back into the bottle. Our collective mood darkened momentarily.


J.P. went to the fridge, not the fancy one but the one where we kept everyday-drinking wines, rummaged around, and popped open a very different Sauvignon Blanc—this one was from the Loire Valley vigneron Thierry Puzelat, whose wines I knew from my tenure at the restaurant. My colleagues seemed unimpressed as they sculled the savory white wine, at least a hundred dollars cheaper than the first one we’d opened (which, being corked, we could return to the distributor without expense), but I was actually thrilled. It was partly that I’d avoided spending my entire night’s earnings on a fancy bottle, but the fact was, despite my growing affection for expensive cult wines, simple and humble natural wine was what I truly loved. Whenever Uva’s owner brought us out and poured twenty-year-old Burgundy and Barolo for us to blind taste, I gave my best guess at the year and the producer, trying not to seem as clueless as I felt. But ultimately, a basic French glou-glou, with its searing acidity and wild, foresty characteristics that reminded me of the camping trips of my childhood, was more my style.


I finished my first glass and felt it energizing me as I approached a customer, who was browsing the fridge. “What kind of wine are you looking for tonight?” With any luck, I’d upsell him from his go-to cheap bottle to something more singular, made from organic grapes with the faintest touch of a winemaker’s hand, and potentially, forever change his palate.


As summer neared its end, I had finished my novel manuscript and was going strong at Uva, working five days a week. One night, out drinking with the shop owner, I’d accurately blind-guessed the vintage of a Chablis as 2009. I had been diligently tasting and reading while at work, and on my nights off, I attended biweekly tasting groups hosted by Clara, who ran the wine shop across from my bedroom, at her home not far from mine in Bed-Stuy. 


I’d become one of the best salespeople at Uva. I knew the crus (appellation-classified hills) of Burgundy and Beaujolais by heart and could even recite the biographies of a few esteemed producers. I could effortlessly guide the rare wine connoisseurs over to the fridge to select an aged Nebbiolo or vintage Grower Champagne.


Naturally, since I was no longer desperate for intellectual stimulation, I’d found a new distraction: J.P. We’d become close over the months, as our shifts frequently overlapped, sharing jokes about annoying customers and engaging in long debates about the meaning of “terroir.” Toward the end of August, it was announced that J.P. was going to be promoted to manager with buying privileges, and he was in a good mood about this, although he questioned to me in private whether it spelled the end of his music career. 


At least once a week, J.P. and I went out drinking together after work. Occasionally, over our late-night glasses of Gamay and Pinot, he would spill his guts to me about troubles at home. He was in a long-term, live-in relationship, and earlier that summer, J.P. had met a cute French girl and they’d slept together several times. It had enthralled him and made him feel terrible at once.


“So, we’ve decided to break up,” J.P. confessed to me one night post-shift, at August’s end. I listened, swirling my glass, which contained Nero d’Avola from Vino di Anna, a Sicilian winery run by an Australian woman (Anna) who reportedly pressed the wine in a traditional concrete structure called a palmento. We had brought the bottle into a local bar, where they let us BYO as long as we poured some for the bartenders. The wine tasted like ripe strawberries laced with fragrant, burning incense. 


“I just wish I could be with someone like you,” continued J.P., “who I can talk about wine with.” He blurted it out in a way that simultaneously seemed impulsive yet very targeted and intentional. I nodded and drank my wine as if I’d hardly noticed the comment.


I knew I should be wary. This job felt like the only thing I had going, and sleeping with the manager could lead to problems. And yet I was so attracted to him—for his wine knowledge, his height, and the way he placed an arm just briefly around my waist and squeezed lightly, whenever I remarked intelligently on wine during our tastings at the shop. Being young and lonely, I blocked out any voice within that may have informed me that his attitude and actions, as my colleague, were questionable at best.


“I have an idea,” he said. “Why don’t we go back to the shop and get one more bottle, then go meet Charlie? He’s DJing a party for some people who work for David Chang, and I’m sure he can get us in.”


As we walked the four blocks toward Uva, the warm breeze felt comforting on my bare skin—I’d changed after work into a loose spaghetti-strap dress. I noticed J.P., who was a full foot taller than me, glancing down at my body, especially my chest. I thought about what he had just told me, about his relationship ending. In the Brooklyn summertime, rational thinking could easily be buried under the sway of tantalizing desire.


J.P. unlocked the security gate and raised it halfway so we could step inside the shop. We turned on just one light so we could maneuver down the creaky, old stairway to the cellar.


The cellar at Uva was a treasure trove. There were dust-laden bottles from the ’70s hidden amongst the stacks, some forgotten entirely. We began poking around in the open cases of wine, which sat haphazardly on shelves, sharing our findings from different parts of the cellar:


“Are you in the mood for Beaujolais?”


“Maybe. Have you tried anything red from Austria?”


“Love a good Zweigelt. You know, I wouldn’t mind a white Burgundy.”


“Ooooh, that does sound good. But when was the last time we drank Chenin?”


Then, we stopped—our meanderings had brought us face to face. I shivered and felt goosebumps rise on my arms. J.P. leaned down and kissed me, and I returned the affection, reaching my arms up around his neck. He paused and mumbled something, a kind of apology. Probably, “We shouldn’t, but…” But of course, we did.


J.P. ran his hands up and down my body, then without taking his lips off mine, he lifted me up and placed me back down on a stack of boxes. They swayed under me, but he held me firmly. Soon, his pants were at his ankles and my underwear was on the floor. After all those weeks of flirting, it felt like the sweetest release. Every bottle of Burgundy we’d consumed together had been an aphrodisiac—the floral notes of Pinot Noir had warmed my blood, and J.P.’s impressive knowledge had charged my groin with desire. Apparently, he’d felt the same way.


He’d flipped me onto my stomach, and was struggling to make it work, when suddenly we heard a massive crash a few steps away. We stopped and gasped—three or four cases of wine had toppled, and there was broken glass and wine everywhere. It was pink, upon closer inspection.


“Oh, thank god,” sighed J.P. “It’s only the Château Peyrassol.” Midpriced rosé. We laughed, cleaned up the mess, and got ourselves out of that cellar as quickly as possible.


Soon, my shifts at Uva became unbearable. I was sure that J.P. had leaked the story of our intimacy to our colleagues—even the stock boy smirked broadly one night when J.P. was pouring me a glass of Chablis. As J.P. assumed his role as manager and became a decision maker in the shop, our conversations at work became stilted and awkward. I thought of our affair as something I’d gone into willingly and only held the faintest notion that there was any wrongness, including on his part as my now-superior, in what had happened.


I began to focus on figuring out next steps in my new trajectory of a career in wine. At some point, I would need to work someplace other than Uva. The hourly rate wasn’t enough despite a fifty-cent raise the previous manager had granted me, the work was intense, and J.P. was getting on my nerves. I’d been writing for a website called Food Republic with moderate success, profiling winemakers and offering 101-level explainers about wine regions or types. It paid almost nothing but was incredibly satisfying.


One morning in early September, as I sat at my desk reviewing my novel, wondering whether it had enough merit to bother sending around to agents, an email came: my editor at Food Republic wanted to know if I was able to accept a press trip in the next few weeks, to Burgundy. Was I available? I wrote back more quickly than I’d ever replied to an email. Then I rode my bike to Williamsburg, flying along the streets, elated. I was going back to France! I’d only been once, as a university student, visiting a friend who was doing a year abroad in Paris—and I’d held onto a strong desire to return. Now I was going as a journalist—and it was paid for. A dream!


By 6 p.m., the entire journey had been confirmed. I could not contain myself.


I bragged to J.P. and anyone who would listen about the upcoming trip. Then I realized I needed to ask for time off. It was granted to me with a slight eye roll.


That trip to Burgundy, followed by one week in Paris, gave me a taste of the wine writing life and ensured that I would do anything to make it work for me.


We visited prominent estates whose moldy bottles of greatly expensive wine had been stacked in cellars for many generations. But it was during a few days in Paris that my love for the country and its natural wine scene was confirmed. Arriving on a train from Chablis, I crashed on an acquaintance’s couch and proceeded to get violently ill from the vast quantities of foie gras and raw-milk cheese I’d consumed over the past week. After downing many bottles of the French sparkling water Badoit, I managed to step out into the sunny September weather and explore the Marais, with its overpriced fashion boutiques and charming cafés.


Paris seemed more welcoming than it had when I was a twenty-year-old college student with baby fat clinging to her hips and a closet full of blown-glass bongs. Back then, I’d hardly managed to pronounce bonjour. The locals were not impressed. In New York, as an anthropology graduate student, I had finally taken courses in French, as part of my research on Senegalese postcolonialism. Now, thanks to my nascent linguistic skills, Paris showed a friendlier face. 


Before leaving Paris, I rallied my stomach for one proper meal at a place called Saturne, which was reputed to have an “all-natural wine” list. The tasting menu was a whirlwind of flavors and textures, and the wines, ranging from Jean-François Ganevat’s estate Chardonnay to Frank Cornelissen’s volatile Mount Etna red, were beautiful enough that I almost forgot the aristocratic notes of Pinot Noir I’d encountered in Burgundy. These were not glou-glou wines; they were richly textured, complexly flavored, entirely naturally made wines.


On the plane back to New York, I revisited all the moments of gustatory ecstasy of the past fourteen days. The cellars of Burgundy had been wonderful, but it was the grit and utter coolness of Paris and its natural wine scene where I felt more at home. I knew then that I would continue to write about artisanal and conventional wines, as needed for my career development. But natural wine, made with only grapes, had taken hold of my heart and soul. I wondered when I would have another chance to return to Paris, where every neighborhood on the bohemian Right Bank had its own collection of gorgeously outfitted natural wine bars, shops, and restaurants. And I swore to myself that one day, I would figure out how to get back to France, to live and write.















— Two —



A Way Out


2017


A wintry March morning wasn’t the ideal time to take a leisurely bike ride through Brooklyn, but the chilly weather was triggering my coupling instinct. A surge of hopefulness fueled me as well, coaxing a naive optimism to overrule my own sensibilities and the reality of past experiences. I would brave the winds.


Before leaving the apartment, I bundled up in a coat and scarf. Then, impulsively, I undid the scarf and ducked into the bathroom, where I smudged brightening cream under my eyes, put on blush and mascara, and applied a shimmery lip gloss that belonged to my roommate. I blinked in the mirror at this slightly improved version of myself.


Out on the street, the expressway roared above me. I mounted my ancient cruiser and rode past my laundromat, a bakery, and the coffee shop where I liked to write. Briefly, I considered a looming deadline that would bring me to the coffee shop later that day—a monthly column I’d been writing for the national food website Eater that looked at a different wine variety each installment. But as I turned down Metropolitan Avenue toward Evan’s apartment, my thoughts focused intensely on him.


Several weeks had passed since our encounter in France. My text messages had gone unanswered, and I hesitated to send more for fear of seeming desperate. A casual visit seemed like the best option. “Hey Evan, I was just at a café nearby and thought of you,” I pictured myself saying. He’d invite me in for a coffee. We’d remember the passion of that late night. It would be rekindled. Maybe later, we’d head out for a bottle of wine to bring back to his place, where we’d cook dinner.


Pedaling along the dingy pavement, I relived the thrill of that wine-soaked evening back in Angers. I’d felt high on life, having made it to the famous “salons de Loire,” the annual tastings in France’s vineyard-dotted Northwest where the best natural winemakers in the world showed their recent vintages. 


Of the multiple natural wine–focused “salons” (tastings where the growers pour their own wines) taking place over the first weekend in February, the most famous and iconic is la Dive Bouteille, affectionately known as “la Dive.” I’d wanted to attend la Dive ever since hearing it mentioned in reverent tones at Uva. As my writing career had grown, I’d traveled several times in Europe, the US, and even South Africa via standard press trips for general wine writers, which were always sponsored by official regional boards and showcased a wide range of producers. That sponsorship meant they were all expenses paid but also that they generally didn’t allow visits to winemakers in the “natural” realm, as these individuals and families nearly always worked outside of appellation systems, subsisting on an alternate market. 


Finally, in part because of this Eater column I’d been writing, a casual acquaintance named Phil had reached out. Did I want to join him and another sales associate from Jenny & François, the natural wine importing company, on their annual trip to la Dive and the other salons? It was a thrilling offer. J&F was well connected in the Loire Valley, which, I knew from previous travels, was home to a rustic and eclectic culture of natural winemaking. For nearly a decade, Jenny Lefcourt of J&F been importing wines by radical, anti-establishment natural winemakers, individuals and families who refused to conform to appellation standards such as adding yeasts, chaptalizing—meaning dousing a wine with sugar so it would have more booze—or otherwise altering the process.


These producers did not have tasting rooms where young employees served cheese plates for road-tripping tourists; they did not make wine in châteaux of the bygone aristocratic era. They lived rather simply, working with their hands, and honoring (or, in tough years when hail hit the vineyards, suffering from) the whims of nature as well as the traditions of previous generations. They made wine as their grandparents did, before the vineyard owners in France began to pump their soils full of chemicals, eager to increase production (and encouraged by the government to do so) after the devastations of World Wars I and II.


“Will you be at la Dive? I’m going with the J&F crew,” I had said to Evan at our weekly French class on Tuesday nights. His response was enthusiastic. Of course, he would be at the salons. He’d see me there. Couldn’t wait. 


It’s difficult to explain, if you’re not already obsessed with natural wine, why it’s so exciting to spend hours on your feet in a poorly lit, unheated, limestone cave dug into a hill, wearing a full coat and hat and jostling with attractive, slightly standoffish Europeans with your glass outstretched.


But if you’ve caught the bug and desire nothing more than to meet the makers of these potions, to try speaking your best French so you can finally ask when they started using amphora, or if they’ll ever bottle that single-vineyard Pinot again, then these two or three days of epic, exhausting tastings will be the highlight of your winter, or maybe your year.


Now over twenty years into its existence, la Dive has evolved from a gathering of a few dozen scarcely known producers in the town of Saumur, in the heart of Cabernet Franc country, to an international, multiple-day affair attended by importers and sommeliers from as far as Moscow and Tokyo and California. It has grown so much that not only are there French winemakers pouring in those romantically lit caves, there are also Milan Nestarec from the Czech Republic; Arianna Occhipinti from Sicily; and Le Coste, north of Rome. There are even “off” tastings held at alternative locations, as la Dive itself is unable to accommodate the new generations of natural winemakers. 


One of the salon weekend’s most treasured aspects was the opportunity to party in the company of international natural wine celebrities. La Dive Bouteille felt like the Met Gala, except there were no actual invites, the costume theme was clearly “hobo,” and the only paparazzi were Americans like me snapping photos of every cult bottle we drank and Instagramming them shamelessly.


At the end of each tasting day, the sommeliers, importers, aspiring winemakers, and journalists like me had no choice but to continue quenching our thirst, with more and more wine. My friends and I were exhausted, but we knew that if we went back to our hotel to sleep, we’d be missing out. Around 9 p.m., we found ourselves in the small city of Angers, on a particular street where two natural wine establishments faced each other. In the car-free zone between them, people stood in small circles, greeting each other with kisses and pouring from magnums, not minding the cool air.


Phil, who had been to the salons several times, was smart enough to book us a table at the bistro Chez Remy, famous for its deep cellar. It was gustatory hedonism at its finest, and though we knew we’d have heartburn (and a hangover) the next morning, we couldn’t hold back. Around midnight, we were on to the cheese course and giddy in that unique way wine can make you feel, when the man I was hoping to see walked in: Evan. It was easy to spot him—he was tall with a head of curly hair and puppy-dog eyes, and a smile that could make me weak in the ankles.


Evan and I had been flirting for months, all through the past autumn, during the French classes we both attended on weeknights in Brooklyn. We’d known each other for some time. He worked in Manhattan, at a wine store owned by his father, which had been an early champion of natural winemakers. Back in autumn, following a large public natural wine tasting, Evan threw a big party at his apartment where magnums of Beaujolais had been poured liberally. After that event, he let the word out that he found me attractive. It felt very promising.


As the nutty, rich Savagnin in my glass coursed through me, I watched Evan make his way around the bistro, greeting all the winemakers he knew, and I felt emboldened. This was the moment to make my move.


“Oh, hey, you!” I gave my most coquettish smile.


“Heyyyyyy.” His voice was low. Tired, sexy. Eyes scanned me up and down, a hand clasped my upper arm. We kissed on both cheeks.


I asked him what the day’s highlights were, and he babbled about wine for a few minutes. But I didn’t wait long—I went in for a kiss, and the connection was devastatingly hot. Within moments I settled up my bill and said good night to my dining companions and was walking back to my hotel with Evan.


Our intimacy that night felt exciting and strange all at once—there was something missing the whole time, but I couldn’t pinpoint it. I’d never really known trusting, committed love before, so I couldn’t be sure how to identify its absence. And maybe I was, to some extent, in denial—I didn’t want to see how much our interaction lacked real grounding. Evan did not stay the night, and I woke up remembering our affection almost as a dream.


All the next day, as I roamed the caves at la Dive on its second day, passing from barrel to barrel and seeking out the most exciting producers to taste with, I was filled with that tingly sensation of newly consummated attraction.


I felt that excitement again back in Brooklyn as my bike turned the corner, past the hair salon that served single-origin coffee to its clients, catching a brief glimpse of the wine bar, the Four Horsemen—I’d had to ban myself from that establishment after the previous tax year, when I went through receipts and realized how many hundreds of dollars I had spent on bottles within. I stopped pedaling in front of Evan’s loft. Why couldn’t he even bother to offer me a simple reply? Didn’t I deserve that? Perhaps he was sick. It was New York—you never knew what was going on in a person’s life.


I ran my fingers through my hair to relieve the helmet’s influence, nervous as if I were back in high school and I’d decided to ask my crush to prom. Evan and I had real chemistry, didn’t we? We’d flirted so much during French classes. Our connection that late night in France had been passionate, as I remembered it.


It had been about three years since I’d had a steady relationship. I really wanted this to become something.


I knocked. A woman opened the door, blinking as if I’d awoken her—I recognized her as Evan’s roommate from the party.


“Hi, I was just nearby and thought I’d see if Evan was around.” I was trying to play it cool. The woman’s face scrunched up in confusion. I felt my heart twist, preemptively.


“Oh!” She squinted at me with vague recognition. “Well, he doesn’t really stay here much anymore. He basically lives with his girlfriend now. Do you… need his cell number?” 


I stammered some kind of a reply and quickly buckled on my helmet with shaking hands. The word “girlfriend” reverberated in my head. I wished desperately I was headed anyplace but to the shitty apartment I called home. How would I manage to sit down and concentrate on writing about wine? I felt pathetic, recognizing that this was a pattern I had fallen into—it was hardly the first time I had pursued someone unavailable to me. Hadn’t I done the same thing with Chet? With J.P.? Why was I doing this to myself? Even if Evan had hidden the fact he was in a relationship, it was also true that he had not shown me genuine affection or any desire to be with me.


For whatever reason, perhaps simply because I needed something to blame, New York itself seemed at fault. Every time I tried to stand on my own in that city, to be comfortable and confident, it threw me another demeaning or low-paying job, another shitty yet overpriced apartment, and now, yet another heartbreak.


Work at the moment was not exactly booming with success: for months I had been waging an unnerving email battle with a large media company that refused to acknowledge the fact that they owed me for six months’ worth of writing. The total amount, around $2,300, surely wasn’t much to them. But I had hardly that equivalent in the bank. Rent was due. I wanted new shoes. I needed money to go out, because if I stayed in that cramped apartment and watched Netflix and cooked spaghetti for too many consecutive nights on end, I would get depressed.


Every week for the past year, I had cycled over to Bushwick and entered the home office of a young psychoanalyst of Lacanian persuasion who charged me fifty dollars to lie on his couch and work my way through childhood pain, generally culminating in one sentiment: “I’ve gotta get out of this place.” I was over New York. But I had no idea how to make the move.
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