



[image: image]







	
		
			[image: image]

	


		Vintage Attraction

		

		Charles Blackstone

		[image: 92051.png]

	
		
			For Alpana Singh and Haruki Murakami

		

	
		
			Hitch your agony to a star.

			—Saul Bellow, Herzog

			But the way it works, you get what you get and the rest you have to do yourself.

			—Philip Roth, Zuckerman Unbound
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			Prologue

			 

			Saturday, March 20

			On the El ride to the airport, Izzy wouldn’t even look at me. How had things gotten so crazy between us? It was as though Chicago’s celebrity sommelier and I, her husband of almost five weeks, were complete strangers. She sat across the train car, reading her book, checking e-mail. Any job leads? When her BlackBerry rang, I feared it was Pacer Rosengrant, Izzy’s sommelier protégé and ex-boyfriend, calling. I wanted to believe that nothing was going on between them again, but part of me couldn’t. I’d found him in our bed one recent morning. The other master candidates had gone home after the blind tasting Izzy conducted. He spent the night. She slept on the couch—ostensibly. Pacer Rosengrant’s return to town, coming almost as quickly as Izzy’s and my falling in love, buying an apartment together, and eloping, almost decanted us. It might have even already done damage we were incapable of fleeing. Yet here Izzy and I were, going to Greece for ten days.

			“Who was that?”

			“Peter,” she said, in that urgent, annoyed—and annoying—way few people aside from my parents and student loan creditors ever pronounced my given name.

			“What?”

			“Don’t you think now that we’re separated you kind of have no right to know who I’m on the phone with?”

			I didn’t answer, and instead tried a new tactic. “Are you hungry?” I asked.

			Izzy looked at the paper bag in my lap and nodded. “I can’t stop smelling that guy’s fries.”

			I passed her our lunch. She inspected the three peanut butter and banana sandwiches I’d made before we left and selected one. She threw the bag back over the aisle. I barely managed to catch it.

			“Why are we taking this trip, again?” I asked.

			There was a throng at the terminal so dense I was certain that by the time we’d get checked in, we’d miss our flight. Never mind making it through security. Not going wouldn’t have been an entirely terrible scenario. At least to me.

			“Psst.”

			This sort of impasse had been plaguing us since the night we met. “Don’t look,” I whispered, but it was too late. Izzy began to turn her head.

			A TSA agent, seated on a bar stool at an opening in between the Retracta-Belt stanchions, said, “You’re that girl, ain’t ya?” Izzy smiled. The agent waved his hand. “Come this way.”

			He led us to a corner of the maze and unabashedly released a lock on one side of the barrier. It sprang a length of prohibitive cloth and freed a space for Izzy and me to enter. We now were advanced on the line by a good fifteen minutes’ worth of passengers waiting for tickets.

			“I love your show. As soon as you recommend a wine, my wife runs right out to buy it.”

			“Thank you”—she looked at his silver tag—“Malcolm. That’s sweet.”

			He emitted a hearty, rumbling laugh. “Now, that’s where I draw the line. When you had that one time that pink wine—I forget what it’s called—I was like, ‘Baby, you’re drinking that one yourself.’ I may be willing to try a lot of things, but pink wine? Uh-uh. If I want something sweet, I’ll eat a cupcake.”

			“Rosé,” she said. “And, actually, that kind is dry, so I think you’d like it.”

			“Not sweet?”

			“Give it a try.”

			“Okay, okay. If Isabelle Conway says it’s good, you know what? I’m gonna try it.”

			“I appreciate that, Malcolm.”

			“Have a good trip, Miss Conway. Be sure to drink a lot of wine.”

			Malcolm reminded me, in a distant way, of myself, five months ago. It was then that I, sleep deprived and love starved, and nothing more to her than a fan, wrote an e-mail to Izzy. The subject line was “An impassioned plea (I think) for attention.” So, I’m sort of just guessing that this is your address, I’d typed last fall, and also that even if this were your address, that you check this account, given the fact that there have probably been at least 35,214 people who at one point tried reaching you this way. Okay, it’s more like hoping—reckless optimism perhaps—but my cause is a worthy one: you have to get your Vintage Attraction producers to cast me. I think I’m perfect for the part. I’m skeptical, curious, ready to learn, like restaurants and wine bars, have an eclectic cellar in my kitchen (two bottles, of dubious French provenance, stowed above the stove). I’m also quite charming, contentious, and always hungry for a good debate. I’ve been catching up on reruns, and let’s face it, in the last season or two, most of the guests have been kind of dogmatic and a little overdramatic. A logician would have a field day with the rabbi who answered charges of “mediocre pairing” with a stammered, “But that’s what we serve at shiva!” Bring me in to shake things up a bit. Please. I want to help the sommelier with the, er, mostellier make good TV. Truthfully, I’m just interested in meeting you and figured this whole trying-to-get-on-the-show thing (and, with any luck, this e-mail) might make for a good entree, no pun intended. I signed off, Yours in Champagne, Peter Hapworth, Conceptualist, Teacher, Chicagoan, Swashbuckler, Eater, Drinker, Butcher, Baker, Candlestick Maker. She replied, eight minutes later. My goodness! This is definitely one passionate plea to get on the show. I don’t actually pick the guests but I will forward your note directly to the producer. I’m thrilled that you enjoy Vintage Attraction and appreciate your enthusiasm in trying to get on. Your e-mail really made me laugh, and that’s always a good thing. Plus if you really are a butcher, that’s even better. I don’t think we have ever had a butcher on before. I never made it as far as an audition, but ended up with something even better: a date with the host several hours later. We’d spent few nights apart since.

			The airline ticket agent at the counter also recognized Izzy. He printed our coach-fare boarding cards, stapled luggage claim coupons to the envelopes, and snuck us into the first-class security lane, which again bought us some extra time.

			Once we’d put our shoes and jackets back on and reclaimed our messenger bags, Izzy said, “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

			“It pays to be you sometimes, I guess.”

			“Sometimes.”

			We wandered the dark international terminal. It was a bazaar of languages, smells, and food-court stalls. Duty-free shops for cartons of cigarettes and gallon jugs of vodka lined the path to the gates. Snacks were available in vending machines. A few umbrella-covered carts served a small selection of bottled beer, wine, and spirits. I had no cash in my pocket, but found an operator with a sign announcing that he accepted a spectrum of transatlantic credit cards.

			“Want to get a drink?”

			“Sure.”

			People had been telling me about the show for a long time, about how much they not only enjoyed it but also actually learned something about wine in the process. Before I moved to Humboldt Park, though, I’d never actually seen it. I conflated Izzy’s with another program that featured a popular lilt-voiced, panic-eyed Chicago restaurateur who’d become notorious with recipes he was rumored to have stolen at a parrila while on vacation in Buenos Aires. From a sound-stage set built to look like his home kitchen, he broadcasted alongside an overacting dancer he’d imported from the Palermo’s nightly tango show. With the porteña in a one-shoulder ballroom dress, the chef, costumed in a campy coat and toque, now rather sanctimoniously, and lucratively, shared the Argentine dishes with a national audience. “His” famous menu was available for consumption across the country by way of an eponymously-branded frozen foods line, featured in heavy advertising rotation. Their show put me in mind of a strung-up hyperbolic duo on The Muppet Show making empanadas. Izzy’s would change my life.

			Vintage Attraction’s premise wasn’t terrifically revolutionary: each week, three everyday Chicagoans—salesmen and computer consultants and kindergarten teachers and marketing specialists who’d never met each other—gathered around a table to drink and talk extemporaneously about all things wine, as though good friends whose cocktail hour bantering wasn’t being recorded by two television cameras. Between their recommendations of favorite varietals and reviews of the bottle lists and menus at area restaurants and wine bars, Isabelle Conway revealed her unique perspective. Herein lay the real reason for the show’s popularity. She was the sommelier with whom everyone in the city that liked wine—pretty much the entire city—most wanted to sit at a candlelit bistro table or on the living room couch and chat over a bottle or two. And for good reason: Izzy let her empaneled enthusiasts (and, by extension, the viewers at home) in on secrets of the trade. She introduced her audience to alternative selections and exciting unexplored wine regions. She debunked the perpetuated myths. She offered advice on practical domestic matters, such as storage, serving techniques, and wine and food pairings for dinner parties. And she managed to do it all in a way that made everyday people feel smarter about wine, smarter about life. The guests were modestly engaging, their anecdotes sometimes amusing, and the issues they came to the table to raise were largely germane. But they were ultimately mise-en-scène. As numerous magazine articles and blog posts concurred, it was the host who was the true television rarity. With her vast knowledge—exalted for years by industry and consumers alike—and inimitable unscripted personality by which she conveyed that knowledge, Isabelle Conway was what made the show uniquely compelling.

			The first time I saw Vintage Attraction, shortly after discovering I was getting cable, I was struck. Izzy was answering in medium-shot a complex question about how it is white wine can be made from red grapes, and somehow it felt like she was talking directly to me. Absurd as it was to think, I was suddenly overtaken by the notion that she and I could know each other. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know why. It just seemed possible. She was a conceptualist just like I was, but her ideas were more than just fancies, bound to the province of dreams. She was taking it somewhere, doing something with what she dreamt. Isabelle Conway wasn’t just pouring wine into people’s glasses. She poured wine into consciousness, into the world.

			She was also very beautiful, and I’d been frustratingly single. Part of it was my exacting standards, as esoteric as they were unrealistic. On Craigslist, I posted Casual Encounters ads that sought “someone who knows the difference between Shiraz and Merlot, because I don’t; someone who knows the difference between metaphor and metonymy, because I do.” My Nerve.com profile called for, in the words of Liz Phair, an “average everyday sane psycho supergoddess.” Who else besides Izzy would ever come close?

			So I resolved to meet her. I’d use my charm and intellect and figure out a way to draw Isabelle Conway from my screen and into my life. For research, I programmed the VCR to catch all the reruns, which, fortunately for me, aired often. At the end of an episode, I’d turn off the TV, but found it hard not to think about her. And that’s how I got the idea to apply to be a guest on the show. The scene played as vividly in my head as if I were watching a film: we’d meet on the set, I’d tell 150,000 cable-access viewers where I liked to have a glass of wine after a long day at work, or when my parents and sister came to town, and I’d make Izzy laugh throughout the taping. With so many vagaries and uncertainties, how do regular people make sense out of any of it? How’s a guy supposed to get a drink in this town? Then I’d ask her out and we’d fall in love. That was my dream. Instead, she invited me to a wine tasting.

			That October afternoon, something else I never imagined also began: my vinification. My experiences with grapes up to that point had been few, yet indelible: I could still taste the syrupy kiddush cup I’d hefted at the bar mitzvah that declaimed me an Upper West Side man. In college, after leaving New York for Chicago, there was kiwi-lemon Mad Dog 20/20, procured from Cornell Liquors with a fake ID I’d laminated with an iron, smuggled into the Reg, and drunk in the reserve stacks. It was with the help of jug Burgundy that I was able to fortify my way through not one but two grad degrees in English, back on the East Coast. In the years since returning to the blustery city to teach at UIC, I’d attended liquor store demos, but those late-afternoon gatherings of timid customers were always too awkward to enjoy or to learn anything. Between the pedantic store employees masquerading as winery advocates and the small samples, I always walked away with a sharp headache instead of the dull buzz I’d sought. What was worse, everyone feared sounding unsophisticated by voicing disapproval of the Wine Spectator pronouncements the “connoisseurs” recycled. Even I hear people talk about wine sometimes and wonder what the hell they’re referring to, Izzy confided in our e-mail thread. “Ah, yes, it’s a dainty little thing. Perfect balance, good legs, and a strong will to survive.” It’s all pretty silly. Over and over that day, and for many days afterward, I told myself, You can’t fuck this up.

			On the flight to Munich, Izzy watched movies—Atonement, Michael Clayton, National Treasure—while I sketched concepts in my Rhodia. I flitted from idea to idea like a teenaged slacker poet with combination skin and attention deficit. I knew I should focus if I really expected anyone to take me seriously as a restaurant conceptualist, but I couldn’t help it. For the first time in months, everything around seemed to inspire me. The babbling high school orchestra that flooded the dozen rows in front of us, their ingratiating chaperones, myriad backpacks and iPods and plastic accordion folders. The meticulous, austere flight crew. The militaristic aluminum meal containers and tiny bullets of Coke and Coke Light. There’s a restaurant in this somewhere, I thought, again and again as we crossed the Atlantic Ocean. No matter how good a concept I’d come up with, though, I’d never be able to do much beyond describing it in a notebook without Izzy. I’d once told her, I need to have you in my life to be whole, to be anything. It couldn’t have been truer now.

			It was six thirty in the morning when we landed for our connecting plane stopover. A gray, snowy, yet bright European day was just starting to render itself tangible. We found some seats near our next departure gate and Izzy put her head in my lap and fell asleep. My body couldn’t decide if it was rested or tired. It was hard to reconcile this feeling like I was in two places simultaneously—both here in the morning of a Friday in Germany, bleary, but more or less present, and there, ready for bed back on a Thursday night in Chicago. And it definitely didn’t feel like my birthday. Somewhere on the planet I was still thirty-seven, even though here I was thirty-eight.

			The Aegean Airlines ride from Munich was far shorter in duration, the ATR 72 jet less grand. We descended the airstairs and walked into a deliriously balmy Thessaloniki afternoon. Inside the terminal, we pushed our bags through customs and got our passports hastily inspected and stamped. Then we met George. George was the trip’s coordinator from the Greek Wine Council, and our tour guide. He led us to a sputtering, rusty blue taxi. Our driver smoked cigarettes as leisurely as he sped the seventeen kilometers on A25. While I stared at the sprawl of wild shrubs and renegade trees, the interspersing tan, rectangular industrial buildings, and the aging but fuel-efficient cars that we passed, George gave some introductory remarks about the island. Thessaloniki, known for its culture, home to museums, universities, and of course, numerous delicious restaurants, was in the northernmost part of the country, three hundred kilometers from Athens at the opposite end down south.

			My wife, across the ramshackle taxi’s warm vinyl backseat, ignored me and talked about wine with George, who sat in front. Then, with her eyes trained on the landscape ahead, she reached for my hand.

			As much as it felt like the contrary, the evidence I’d amassed against her really wasn’t proof of anything at all. I could hear my mother’s defensive lawyering: Maybe the young man merely had too much to drink and passed out. It’s possible, Peter. It was true; I’d need more than a sole shirtless sommelier in our bed to convince a jury. But life wasn’t a courtroom. My heart, the venal partisan jurist that it was, could hand down a conviction on the basis of a lot less. Here in Greece I’d learn the answer to a lately persistent question: Was what Izzy and I had together also just as much as my heart needed to acquit?

			In vino, veritas.

			Even though I was pretty much the last person anyone would have expected to end up the guest of an international government touring wineries five thousand miles away from home, let alone married to someone famous, I still loved Izzy. When did you first fall in love with me? she’d memorably asked. When I first saw you, I said. It must have been later, she said, like on our first real date, when I had my hair down. Then, too, I said. Also the first time I heard you laugh. This Grecian expedition would have to be about undoing what she’d done, what we’d done. It was our only chance.

		

	
		
			Vino

			1

			The Metropolitan Club members and their guests—men in chalk- and pinstriped suits and women beneath coruscating black and gold—mingled around charcoal-jacketed waiters bearing trays of drinks and amphitheatrically arrayed cocktail shrimp that they circulated in step with the rhythm of a combo’s Miles Davis and Benny Goodman renditions. Meanwhile, I, in my campus regalia consisting of a blue button-down shirt and jeans, ersatz Princeton Club tangelo-colored tie, and a well-worn but adequately presentable blazer, stood in a narrow space between a round table and an expanse of Sears Tower windows overlooking the lesser skyscrapers and the city sixty-seven floors below. I sipped a glass of Champagne and waited for Isabelle Conway, someone I’d never met but had seen many times on television, to arrive.

			Above the din of banter and languorously jazzy instrumental, I could hear Izzy’s and my final e-mail exchange of the afternoon parrying and riposting in my ears. All this talk about wine is making me thirsty. Might you be interested in having a drink with me tonight? I asked. Two hours and fifty-nine minutes later, her reply: Tonight I will be hosting a tasting. It sounds much fancier than it really is, but we can hang out there if you like. I could use the entertainment. I’ll be there at 6. This invitation is all based on the assumption that you are not a psycho killer stalker with unmarked graves in your backyard. It was now five fifty-seven.

			Before long, I felt a presence inhabit an empty space to my left. The new arrival accepted, in a familiar-sounding voice, the glass a waiter offered her. With numb fingertips and a pounding heart, I took this cue to turn.

			Isabelle Conway was even more remarkable in person than TV depicted. Her eyes were the color of coffee beans and lacked the vapidity attending those belonging to the sort of girl I typically flirted with. Her long hair was wound into a shimmery bittersweet chocolate–colored updo.

			“Well, hello there,” I said, in my best impersonation of the opening gambit of a tuxedoed Humphrey Bogart sort of character.

			She cracked up.

			I smiled.

			“Peter,” she said  a little hesitantly. “You keep making me laugh.”

			A commotion of inquiry brought on by others of the evening’s attendees who crowded in behind us made off with her notice. While they questioned her, I waited patiently. I couldn’t help staring, recording her for posterity. She was tall yet stately, with precise shoulders that managed to appear expansive without detracting from the minimalist ethos of her proportions. She was also elaborately made up and costumed. Her face had a sheen of healthy, indolent tan, an ochre cosmetic applied to her symmetrical nose, square chin, and provocatively elevated cheekbones almost imperceptibly, as though she’d spent a long day reclining in a beach chair on an island sand. It was the hue women of my grandmother’s generation spent the summers of their youth striving to achieve. The garnet on her lips turned her mouth into that of an RKO Radio Pictures actress’s: sturdy yet delicate, alternately brash and elegant. Her outfit was a uniform belonging to a rarefied profession. It consisted of a suit top that looked like a jacket, with gold buttons running down the tautly tailored front. The long sleeves that clung to her arms concluded in identical buttons. Below was a square black skirt and matching lacquered heels.

			Finally she was able to break away from her interrogators and return to me. This time when our gazes connected, they remained. “Sorry about that, Peter. Want to start over?” She extended a small hand.

			“Hapworth,” I returned. “Call me Hapworth.”

			“Have you been here long?” she asked me. “Traffic was crazy and I couldn’t get an express bus.”

			“You took the bus here?”

			A large chef I’d watched entering the room now stood making imperious throat-clearing sounds behind Izzy. The chef’s coat he wore was larger than any garment that I’d ever beheld this close, as though fashioned out of an entire tablecloth. It had a bleached starkness that gave the impression of having never been used in actual service.

			She turned, and the chef looked at Izzy importunately. Distress telegraphed his face. “Sommelier,” he said in a putatively genuine French accent. “Maybe it’s time you talk to the people?” His tinted English sounded to me like the halting, self-contradictory production of an unrehearsed impressionist, whose lack of forethought reduced his channeling to that of a porcine cartoon character’s.

			“Do you smell that?” Izzy asked then. “The perfume?”

			I sniffed the air. “I don’t think so.”

			She inhaled a measure of staccato eighth notes. “It’s Estée Lauder.”

			An older woman turned around. “How did you know?”

			“Her nose has a photographic memory,” a man interjected.

			Izzy shrugged. “You work in fine dining long enough, and eventually you’ll smell everything.”

			When the chef stepped back a few feet, I followed. Immediately others descended and took our places in order to commandeer Izzy’s attention.

			“She is, after all, why they paid extra for this VIP reception,” he said.

			“I would have guessed for these gigantic shrimp,” I teased.

			“I am Dominique,” the chef said then. He reached over a meaty paw. “Isabelle’s business partner.”

			“Chef Dominique, of course,” I said. “My parents took me to Bistro Dominique once for my birthday. Seven or eight years ago, I think?” I gave my name, which he seemed to dimly receive, as though he’d already known who I was. “My mother says your food is better than anything in New York.”

			“Well, certainly,” the chef said. “We have won many, many awards.”

			“It really is quite a thrill to meet you.” I gestured across. “And her.”

			“Yes, yes,” he replied. “Sommelier is really quite something, isn’t she?”

			More VIPs clambered over to her. It was an opportunity for me to watch Izzy, study her in wide-angle. It appeared she knew some of them, restaurant regulars. I listened to her instantly recall precise details of the wines she’d poured and they’d drunk at dinners in the distant past. How the hell did she do that? She periodically met my gaze as the growing crowd put more space between us. Somehow, her focus obliquely, yet squarely, was me. I didn’t mind being banished.

			Upon a waiter’s approach, Chef Dominique reached up a glass of Champagne in each hand. One he gave me. We toasted. I’d lost count of how many glasses I’d already had. I never recalled enjoying effervescent wine this much before. I usually found it impenetrably tart. Tonight it tasted sweeter somehow.

			“I think that dinner was the last time I had Champagne,” I said. I stared at my glass, turning it in my hand by the stem.

			“It’s cava,” the chef said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Spanish.”

			A gong clang signaled the cocktail reception was coming to an end. The chef excused himself, leaving me to drink more cava and watch Izzy and survey the proceedings. The servers pulled apart the curtains of a partition, which revealed a new quadrant. At the front of the expanded room, situated upon a dais, two chairs sat on either side of a small, low coffee table. Behind was a warm-colored backdrop. Facing the cozy and gently lit (spotlights notwithstanding) living room set, long tables with place settings had been arranged on the floor. On each plate were little canapés that reminded me of hors d’oeuvres my mother and father served at cocktail parties in our apartment on Riverside Drive when I was growing up. Around the plates stood six glasses of different wines: three whites on the left, three reds off to the right, each filled a couple of inches up from the bottom. Beside the place settings was an empty plastic cup, and between each pair were a black plastic bucket, a carafe of water, and a basket containing crackers. There didn’t seem to be assigned seats, so I chose a setup in a middle row, to the right of the aisle, on what would turn out to be Izzy’s side of the stage.

			Izzy hadn’t taken the chair that was obviously set aside for her across from Chef Dominique’s, and instead stood in front of the darkened podium adjacent. She smiled and thanked the applauding crowd into stillness. “Okay, so I’m going to introduce you to the six basic styles of wines and some foods you can pair with them. We’ll start with the whites: light whites, sweet whites, and heavy whites.”

			A few in the group stared ahead. Others nodded tentatively but agreeably.

			“What are we supposed to eat this with?” a geriatric shouted, much more powerfully than one might have expected on the basis of his frangible physiognomy.

			Izzy said into the microphone, “Could we please have some forks? Thank you.”

			Without delay, several servers began to orbit the room with baskets of cutlery. They distributed a handful to the guests seated on the aisles, with the implicit instruction to take a fork and pass the rest down.

			“I’d like for you to pick up the glass of wine all the way on your left and tell me what you smell.” The noses went in and out. Some shrugged. Others mumbled uncertain descriptors to those seated closest—“cat piss,” I was pretty sure I heard one doyenne declare—but nobody ventured to offer a noun or an adjective to the entire group.

			“Kind of hard to say, right?” Izzy said. “Let me show you why.”

			Izzy’s brief technical but intimate primer in the basics of wine tasting began with how to swirl. The introduction of oxygen to the glass was what really brought wine to life. Swirling aerated the wine, Izzy told the room, and drove its quiescent particles into motion, so that you could smell (and taste) them. This was a smaller-scale version of what took place when one decanted a bottle. I struggled with the maneuver. Holding the glass a few inches into the air, I couldn’t coax its contents into as smooth a typhoon as I saw Izzy make from the stage. My wine sloshed up only one side of the glass. I tried with my opposing hand and almost capsized. I was glad that I wasn’t sitting in Izzy’s line of vision. Many of the club members were also having difficulty transposing what they saw into actions of their own, and so Izzy offered an alternative method: planting the stem of the glass on the smooth surface to propel from a steady base. While we practiced, Izzy said, “You’ve actually already tasted the first wine on the program.”

			Some in the audience looked at each other with exaggerated expressions of astonishment, inhibitions clearly relaxed by the effects of consuming several glasses of said first wine.

			Here Chef Dominique rose from his chair and lurched downstage. He moved in an unsteady manner, but in doing so managed to release himself from the background sequestration in which he’d somehow ended up. “The cava,” he offered. This was his first contribution to the presentation.

			Izzy nodded. “We’d usually pair this sparkling wine with a gougère—a cheese puff. Spanish cava’s perfect for everything from hors d’oeuvres at your grand receptions to simple light-bites when you gather some friends in your living room. Oysters are also a good choice. The cava’s tartness balances the saltiness of the oysters.”

			“We had shrimp,” a rotund woman with a gravelly voice blurted out.

			“Yes,” Izzy said, undeterred. “Well, there’s another rule of entertaining, which actually contradicts what I’ve just said. If you don’t have shrimp, your guests won’t be happy. And if you don’t have happy guests, there’s no sense in continuing the party, wine or not. Ladies and gentlemen, if you take away nothing else from tonight, remember this: shrimp trumps all.”

			Cackles and guffaws and high-pitched trills of laughter burst out around the room. The sound escalated counterclockwise, like a choreographed fireworks detonation.

			“Okay, now pick up that glass of wine all the way on your left and give it a swirl before you smell it.” We went for the glasses. “A little citrusy, a little grassy, freshly cut herbs, maybe? This part’s tricky, because we’re not even really smelling grapefruit or tomato leaf. It’s just how our brain decodes the compounds in the wine that aerating sweeps up. The brain can only translate what’s going on in the glass by comparing it to something we’ve already been exposed to and logged in our scent memory banks.”

			It made sense, I thought, and sounded easy enough. I lifted my glass again to see if I could decode any of its compounds. It just smelled tangy.

			“Go ahead and take a sip—don’t just swallow it right away; I want you to really wash it around your mouth, like it’s Listerine—and tell me what you taste.”

			Back to the glasses. “It’s lemony,” someone behind me went.

			“Yes,” Izzy exclaimed. “And the food we have for you to try alongside is a cucumber canapé topped with smoked salmon, black caviar, and crème fraîche. This wine has a high acidity, so we like to pair it with dishes you’d squeeze lemon juice on, like salmon. Think of the wine as you would a condiment.”

			Words of delight and amazement came forth from the audience. It could just have been the booze talking, but out of this small measure of demystification, something was definitely starting to cohere. I took a bite of the canapé.

			Izzy said to the room, “I have another question for you. What is the consistency of this wine? If you had to compare it to, let’s say, milk, would this wine have the texture of whole milk? Two percent? Or would you say it most closely resembled nonfat?”

			I took a sip. Whole milk?

			“Nonfat milk, right?” Izzy said. There were nods and faint articulations of agreement. “Does anybody want to guess what the wine is?” Silence. “This light-bodied white is Sauvignon Blanc, from New Zealand.”

			Another canapé was next described, this time by Chef Dominique. “Here we have a tartare of beets. The beets are tossed with, eh . . . olive oil, balsamic vinegar, fresh basil, salt, and pepper. This we serve to you on a point of toast.”

			Izzy, holding her tartare, gently added a detail he’d omitted, “Yes, and Chef, a schmear of goat cheese on the top.”

			Along with the scarce Semites in the room, I chuckled.

			“The wine in your corresponding glass is a Pinot Gris from Alsace, actually one of my favorite wines,” she continued. I almost finished the tiny, elegant tartare before remembering to introduce some of it to the Pinot Gris. “You’ll notice this very noble wine has sweetness, but, just to make sure you don’t typecast it as a wine lacking in seriousness, there is an earthy quality here.”

			I concentrated, with what little of my allotment remained, to pick up the flavors. The fruits eluded, but I could taste something sweet. I returned to Izzy mid-analysis: “ . . . peach, apricot, and honey, combined with the wine’s residual sugar left over after fermentation, all of these play with the sweetness and earthiness of the beets. The goat cheese provides refreshing acidity.” Honey, I thought. Honey. What was the texture like? This wine had a more substantial weight than nonfat milk, like honey. Was I actually getting this?

			As Izzy went on to tell everyone, you could ascertain many things about how a wine would taste before it even reached nose or palate, just by assessing the color of the juice. The Pinot Gris’s brownish-gold tint resembled honey. Izzy next introduced a California Chardonnay. The Chardonnay’s intense, dark-yellow tone was dramatic. “Reminds you of pineapples and guava and ripe peaches,” Izzy said. Those juicy tropical fruits were precisely the flavors of this style. A sip revealed it was definitely heavier than the Sauvignon Blanc. This Chardonnay also had a characteristic texture, or “mouth feel,” caused by a process during the winemaking, or vinification, called malolactic fermentation. Oh, did I love this terminology! Malolactic fermentation brought about the creaminess of the wine. “It tastes like butter, right?” Izzy asked the audience. “Here, too, there’s complexity; the minerality gives that slight soil taste. This all plays off of the richness and earthiness of the mushrooms in the quenelle, which were sautéed in butter, garlic, and fresh thyme.”

			And it was very good.

			“Okay,” she said. “I know most of us are more familiar with red wines, so I’m sure you’re raring to go with these.”

			A few happy hecklers, whose ties had become loosened and whose suit jackets now hung on the shoulders of their chairs, hooted. I straightened my spine and cleared my throat warningly to compensate—and offer symbolic rebuke—for the gentlemen’s lack of comportment.

			“Just as we saw a progression of weights and differing concentrations of fruit and balancing acidity among the whites that we tasted, this group’s corresponding categories are light reds, spicy reds, and heavy reds.”

			I suspected I was one of few in the room who continued to watch Izzy intently, as everyone else had become so engrossed in personal tasting experiments. Some had even gone ahead of the group and begun the next sequence of wines, trying the Oregonian Pinot Noir and an Austrian-style Zweigelt, which had been cellared on Canada’s Niagara Peninsula. It was a shame many ignored the duck pâté and roast beef–wrapped asparagus spear pairings on the plates. At least most were aerating and inhaling the scent compounds in their glasses before gulping.

			But before long, I, too, found my mind wandering. Was I a little more inebriated than I realized? The contents of my brain were swimming in a sea of new denotations and sense-memories, tastes, smells, honey, earth, acid. I felt smarter for having undertaken this. I had to will myself to stay present, to fight the desire to just stare at Izzy, with whom I decided I was now unredeemably smitten. There were more wines to be evaluated. I took a restorative breath.

			An unclaimed item loomed on the plates, like the solipsistic party guest who’d been yammering to his host for so long he’d failed to realize that everyone else had gone home. This was a chocolate dessert. “Lava cake,” Chef Dominique called out, from his new seat in the audience, fork in hand.

			“Zinfandel and chocolate,” Izzy said to her smiling, serotonin-and-knowledge-and-alcohol-imbued admirers. “You can’t do much better than that when it comes to dessert pairings.” I had only recently learned from a supermarket stocker that this heavy red was a legitimate grape variety, not stigmatized and repudiated like the notorious “white” version, a favorite of many an undergrad comp student. Those who’d begun working at their cakes had chocolate molten streaming out and down the sides. I brought my fork into the center of my cake and only found more cake. Nothing erupted.

			“Americans consumed over seven hundred million gallons of wine last year,” Izzy told the room. “That’s, like, the equivalent of almost four billion bottles. And yet wine is the one beverage, the one beverage out there, that requires a special tool to open. A special tool that only one out of every three kitchens has. I say, ‘Corkscrew that!’ Wine isn’t supposed to be about points and scores. And I don’t really think it should be about collecting and aging. Nine out of every ten bottles are drunk within six days of purchase. I can tell you you’ll enjoy that Silver Oak you’ve been saving a lot more in your glass tomorrow night than you will keeping it buried away in your cellar for millennia. Wine’s not a big mystery. It’s a journey. You’ve begun a journey tonight. It began here. But tonight is not where it ends.”

			While we applauded, the houselights returned. Izzy stepped down from the dais to meet the growing multitude accumulating to confer with her. The chef followed behind. I stood on the periphery, back along the bank of windows. When the room had emptied out, Izzy came over to me. “I hope that wasn’t too boring,” she said.

			“No,” I replied. “Not at all. In fact, I thought it was quite fascinating.”

			Chef Dominique appeared with his and Izzy’s coats. He handed me hers, and I helped her into it. “Well, Peter Hapworth. You must be hungry. Why don’t you join us?”

			“Really?” I looked at Izzy. “I mean, you know, if it’s all right. I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

			“Don’t be silly,” she said. She leaned toward my ear. “We can get a drink later, too.”

			“So, we go, then,” Chef said.

			“Wollensky’s?” she asked.

			I couldn’t tell if Izzy had directed the question to me or to Chef Dominique, but I replied anyway. “Sounds good to me.”

			We trudged in the cold along Wacker, across the bridge, to Smith & Wollensky, which sat in Marina City and overlooked the river. I followed Izzy down the stairs to the grill below the expensive steakhouse, and revolved inside.

			The place was packed. People with domestic beer bottles and mixed drinks were double-parked at the bar, watching the White Sox game from one or both of the screens. They talked, laughed, ordered more cocktails from the bartenders who never seemed to stop moving, and occasionally cheered on the baseball players. All the tables thrummed with conversations and the clinking of silver and glassware. I watched a fraternity of similarly sized and shaped servers, smiling tightly, emerge from the kitchen with a slam and a creak of the swinging door. They ported to the martini-sodden an endless parade of charred steaks and tall burgers beside heaps of fries and salads and plates of mashed potatoes and creamed spinach. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten in a restaurant that wasn’t a campus food stand.

			A manager quickly came over and greeted us. “Miss Conway, Chef, step up, step up. Right this way. Sorry to keep you waiting. We just finished setting your favorite table.”

			As much as I tried to pretend this was just a typical Friday night, it was still surreal. I was out, on a chaperoned date of sorts, with a celebrity. First dates were strange enough. The goal always was to pretend like the sudden juxtaposition of two strangers was the most ordinary, comfortable pairing in the world. But when your first date was with someone who was on television, and when there was another man at the table alongside you to oversee the proceedings and make sure you weren’t a psycho stalker, there was little mistaking the situation for an everyday occurrence. Still, I enjoyed being here with Izzy and Chef Dominique. Somehow we made an effortless trio—then, anyway.

			Izzy scanned her menu and selected a burger. “Rare,” she said, after the waiter inquired how she wanted it cooked. When it was my turn, I asked for the same. I figured the unusually low degree of doneness and choice of Swiss cheese instead of my cafeteria customary American would win me culinary sophistication points with Izzy and also with the chef.

			“When did you first become interested in wine?” I asked. “It’s not exactly something you can major in at college.”

			“When I was six,” Izzy said.

			Chef Dominique laughed. “Tell him, tell him,” he said.

			“I grew up in Carbondale, Illinois,” Izzy began. “Three hundred and thirty three miles south of the city, population twenty-five thousand. And the people who raised me weren’t wine drinkers. They knew one beverage for all occasions: beer. Football games, summer barbeques, weddings, wakes, birthday parties, Saturday nights, Monday nights, Tuesday nights. Beer, beer, beer. Classy, right? But at parties, our neighbor Shirley refused to partake. Absolutely refused. She said ladies only drank wine. My dad—my foster dad—Ernie ran a liquor store, so he’d always have something for her. This wasn’t sophisticated wine, by any means. We’re probably talking Bartles & Jaymes.”

			“I think that’s how a lot of us first got to know alcohol,” I said. The chef squinted at me.

			“So, anyway, there was this one Super Bowl Sunday and Ernie had brought home these peach-flavored wine coolers. And I remember looking at the bottles and thinking this sounded like the most delicious drink I’d ever heard of. I snuck one out of the six-pack in the refrigerator, went off to my room, and had a sip. Well, as you can imagine, I didn’t find the peach pie I was expecting, but instead discovered something that tasted . . . pretty unpalatable. Still, though, I couldn’t get it out of my head that the label said ‘peach.’ Who’d drink this and taste that? And what was wrong with me that I couldn’t? I didn’t pick up wine again for quite a few years, but I guess you could say the curiosity always stuck with me.

			“I’ve worked in restaurants since I was sixteen. It’s, like, the only world that’s ever made sense to me. So, after I got waitressing down, I started attending staff trainings about wine. I memorized the lists and could recite all the descriptors better than anyone, but it took me forever to figure out how the other servers were getting all these peaches and apples and blueberries they said they were tasting. I was thinking very literally and just didn’t understand it at all. I was like, ‘Do they put peaches and bananas and blueberries in the wine?’”

			I smiled and nodded, miming my sympathy for the uninitiated, but was aware as I did that until a few hours ago, I might have asked the same question. I hadn’t even realized—before tonight—there’d been a gap in my comprehension, that wine was supposed to taste like anything other than, well, wine.

			“And then one day it just clicked,” she said.

			“Just like that?”

			“Just like that.”

			Rallying to rejoin the discussion, Chef Dominique recited, in ascending order, the awards he and Bistro Dominique had won. The list referenced professional organizations, publications, and associations (some of which were now defunct). I’d never heard of many of them, but nodded after each as though I had. The last culinary distinction had been conferred four years prior. I got the feeling he was trying to downplay the enological accolades that Izzy had brought more recently.

			As Izzy and the chef regaled each other and me with their stories, I periodically looked at those who sat around us. I sensed they were watching our table in return. I wondered how many of the patrons at the bar, waiters, and valet parkers huddled by the door had already seen the Vintage Attraction season premiere, which, Chef Dominique had reminded me as we walked, aired tonight. It might even have been played here before the baseball game tyrannized the screens. A woman peered in our direction, silently gasped, and threw her lips and cupped hands to her friend’s ear. Was she whispering, “Oh my god, that’s her! That’s the girl from TV!”? It certainly appeared so. Were these people who recognized Izzy also sizing me up, speculating about who I was, what connection I had to a famous sommelier and her accomplished chef, what had brought me to sit at their table like this? These were the very same concerns that, if I allowed myself to sober up, would have perplexed me, too.

			I was full after half a burger. I usually ate like an ascetic and subsisted on monastery fare devoid of garnishes and seasoning, bowls of oatmeal or condensed soups, peanut butter sandwiches on dry whole wheat. My former student and occasional paramour Talia, a vegan, occasionally made me Trader Joe’s boxed organic mac and soy cheddar, which I’d become oddly fond of (both the product and the gesture). This sudden shift to brioche and ground beef and mayo and ketchup and lettuce and real cheese was an embarrassment of richness. On an adjunct instructor’s salary, it made sense to eat out as seldom as possible, but I wasn’t about to pass up the invitation tonight. When the check came, I didn’t want to seem like I couldn’t afford a share.

			I dug out my moldering billfold and reached a gold American Express, largely unfamiliar to me, despite its bearing my name. My parents had opened the account for me when I graduated from the University of Chicago. They hadn’t cancelled it and had been quietly paying the bills ever since. I only allowed myself to accrue charges in truly dire emergencies befitting a consummate bachelor of arts, like a foundering Craigslist Casual Encounter, or dining with a television celebrity. “We have the same card. It’s a sign,” Izzy said. She randomly followed with, “Do you speak Spanish?”

			“French,” I said. “I took French, through college, not that I have much to show for it now. I started in third grade. I had to choose between French and German, and my father thought French would be much handier in restaurants.”

			Chef Dominique seemed to find this very amusing, possibly even trenchant. “You can say that again,” he said.

			Izzy said, of the chef, “He’s from Alsace, which was, at one point, part of Germany. We’ve never actually been able to get him to tell us when he was born, but depending on the occupation”—she put her hand on his shoulder—“Chef, you could be German and serving even more sauerkraut at the bistro.”

			“Nous disons ‘choucroute,’ Sommelier. Choucroute. I’m no Sherman.”

			“We can Pinot Gris to disagree.”

			“That’s good,” I told Izzy. “Did you just come up with that?”

			A large woman, moving sideways and wearing what appeared to be a running suit underneath an unzipped fur coat, came over to the table. “Excuse me,” she said, “I hate to bother you while you’re having dinner, but you’re Isabelle Conway.”

			Izzy, gradually looking up from her unfinished burger, and Chef Dominique both nodded. The chef grinned proudly.

			“My name is Nancy Podolsky.” She and Izzy shook hands. To Chef Dominique she turned and said, “Nancy Podolsky,” and they touched palms. I thought it was funny that she kept repeating her full name. “Yes, honey,” she said to the ceiling. It was then I noticed she had a Bluetooth headset affixed to her ear. “I’ll make sure they have barbeque sauce, and horseradish sauce for the fries, which I shouldn’t be having anyway, and can you just wait a second? I’m standing, yes, I’m standing right in front of her.” She lowered her head, setting her sights back on Izzy, whose building exasperation subtly revealed itself only in the rigidity of her mouth. “Can you say something to your biggest fan?”

			“How, um . . .”

			Did this Nancy Podolsky woman really expect Izzy to put her diseased earpiece into—

			“Here, wait.” She slapped a button on the headset, and the device screeched. The noise startled several of those at the table adjacent, but Nancy Podolsky was, it seemed, steeled to the terrible sounds. “Okay, Byron, can you hear me? It’s on speaker. Yes, honey, please. I hear him. Can you hear her, honey? Okay, it’s okay.”

			Izzy tried to put in, “I think you have to—”

			“Just say something,” she barked at Izzy. Her bald haughtiness was surprising. Chef Dominique straightened his back.

			Izzy took her napkin from her lap and began to fold it into rectangles and then squares. “Hi there,” she said, in the theatrical voice that she used when speaking from the dais at the club tonight.

			Nancy Podolsky ripped the Bluetooth out of her ear. It started emitting a series of unrelentingly high-pitched error tones. “Disconnected,” she huffed.

			“Well, I’m sure—”

			“Okay, okay, how about this. How about a photo?” She drew her cell phone out of her coat pocket.

			Izzy rose and asked me to take the picture of them standing in a narrow space that had opened in front of the bar. Amid the mortifying stares of those both chary and intrigued dining around us, I agreed, feigning cheerfulness. “How do I—”

			“Just press the button that looks like a camera. And then hold down the round button in the middle when it looks good.”

			Chef Dominique sighed. I was the only one to turn in his direction. He took the cocktail straw he’d transferred to his water glass and blew air through it.

			“Are you her publicist?” Nancy Podolsky then asked me.

			As Izzy’s wine got warm and burger cold, I snapped the digital shutter a couple of arbitrary times and returned the phone. Nancy shook her head, as though displeased, after assessing my shots. “Not the best lighting, but I guess it will do.” It wasn’t my fault she was trying to use a shitty camera phone for a photo shoot in a basement restaurant.

			I suggested a retake, but Chef Dominique shook his head. “She wants a picture with Sommelier, she should pay for it.”

			“Excuse me, ma’am?” a waiter interjected, too quietly to be effective, before sidestepping away.

			Nancy Podolsky bleated, “I know, I know. How about an autograph?”

			“Sure, but I don’t have—” Izzy looked at Chef Dominique for assistance. The only thing he offered was thinly veiled scorn.

			“Here, in my purse. Here,” Nancy said.

			She produced a ballpoint pen, and Izzy grabbed one of the unused cocktail napkins on our table. The woman received the autograph Izzy handed her, as though a subpoena.

			“That’s great, honey, but, I don’t know, could you maybe write something funny? Something about wine. Ooh, I know. I know. How about ‘I’m drinking Champagne and you’re not’? That would be so terrific.”

			“Except she’s not drinking Champagne,” Chef Dominique growled.

			Izzy’s eyes begged him not to make this even more unpleasant than it had to be, but Chef Dominique, it was quite obvious, really wanted to tear into this woman for some reason. “I think you’ve wasted enough of her time,” Chef Dominique said then. “How about you just get the hell out of here?”

			Izzy appeared horrified. “Look, if you want me to—”

			The manager shouldered in, handling ameliorating take-away packages. With an affected flourish, Nancy Podolsky snatched the brown and white paper bags from him and stomped off.

			“The mediocracy drives me crazy,” Chef Dominique said to the manager, who smiled wanly and turned away. Mediocrity? The chef took a sip of water, and blotted his forehead with a corner of his napkin. After a moment, he excused himself to find the manager and speak to him.

			“Sorry about Chef,” Izzy said once we were alone. “He shouldn’t have done that.”

			“Does that kind of thing happen a lot?” I gestured in the direction of the balled-up napkin, on top of which leaned the cocktail straw, as though a child had been recently sitting with us. The chef hadn’t even bothered to push in his chair before he left. “People coming to the table like that?”

			She shrugged and fastened a lock of hair behind her ear. “Dominique’s just drunk and being overly sensitive. He doesn’t usually mind if fans bother me, as long as they make an appropriately big deal out of him first. I just wish he’d think about my reputation before getting hysterical.”

			“You didn’t even get to finish your burger.”

			“You know what? I’ve had enough of Dominique for one night, if not one life. You want to get a drink somewhere else? Just the two of us?”

			“Yeah. Let’s.”

			Izzy and I said polite but fraught good nights to the chef in front of Marina City, and she hailed a taxi. It was only a dozen or so blocks to the bar Izzy suggested, and we probably could have walked, yet I didn’t object. I was happy to follow along, enjoying the ride, literally and figuratively, wherever it took us.

			We chose an open table at Bijan’s by the window. Almost simultaneous to our ascent, a harried-looking Teutonic cocktail waitress presented us with menus. Izzy excused herself to the ladies’. Once she was out of the room, I illuminated my Timex with Indiglo and took an inconspicuous glance at my wrist under the table. Tempus fugit—it was already after one in the morning. I was surprised at this late hour I was still conscious. I’d subbed an eight o’clock for Berkal, my grad student officemate; taught my own classes; drank wine through the tasting and vodka at dinner; and hadn’t even once needed to mask a yawn behind a gulp of water or dissembling smile. But for most of the evening, I’d largely only needed to be responsible for a third of the conversational momentum. There was no falling asleep at the table now. Izzy and I, here, were officially on a date.

			Since deciding I needed to be on her television show in order to win her heart, I’d learned, via Google, about Izzy. I knew she was thirty-two. She had, intrepidly, moved from Southern Illinois to the city to take a job working the fine-dining floor at Bistro Dominique, a position that came with a starting salary four or five times what I picked up at UIC, even after all these semesters of parsing flawed introductory clauses and indicting generalities. Within a few years she’d seen her picture on the covers of Wine Spectator and Cellar Temperature, been profiled in a Times feature on rising young enological talent across the country, and received a James Beard Foundation Outstanding Wine Service award years ahead of many of her significantly older and more experienced colleagues on the shortlist. All of this had brought Isabelle Conway unparalleled acclaim, and made her the object of food and drink bloggers’ relentless, gossipy scrutiny. She’d want to know things about me, too. What would I share about myself?

			There really wasn’t a lot to tell. These days, I mostly taught my English composition classes, languished in my office, and drove home in the Mustang I’d had since undergrad with a seemingly bottomless pile of papers to grade. I’d Foreman Grill some chicken I’d eat alongside microwaved frozen vegetables. A glass of warm Côtes du Rhône in hand, I’d watch the evening’s Vintage Attraction rerun, recasting the day’s failures with more fruitful outcomes, not in a classroom with my indifferent students but at a dinner table, with someone else, someone who’d get me, who’d inspire me—Sommelier Isabelle Conway.

			Following the waitress’s departure with our cocktail orders, Izzy asked, “So, what exactly is a conceptualist?”

			It took me a bemused second to recall that I had included “conceptualist” among my other occupations when I signed my first e-mail to her this afternoon. The eventual need to define the term for a date wasn’t a surprise. My Nerve.com girls, after a couple of dirty martinis and the opening statements, when things began to slow, frequently probed for clarity the vague occupation I’d listed on my profile. I’d produce my Rhodia, the pumpkin-colored pad in which I jotted my ideas, and share my favorite entries: I Have a Beef with You: civil procedure and steakhouse. For the Hitchcock fan who has a predilection for overly salty meats: Pork by Porkwest, where even the menu comes wrapped in bacon. Rawwwwr: hipster vegan, chic raw foods, screaming Howard Dean mascot. Sushi bar-meets-strip club: Pandora’s Bento Box. Nobody in recent romantic memory had received this with anything to suggest we might be kindred spirits. “So,” one of the sharper ones once asked, “‘if you have no intention of starting the business, what’s the point? What do you hope to achieve?” I had no answer.

			This time I left the notebook in my messenger bag. “Picture a tiny space,” I told Izzy. “Like a New York bar, something you’d find in the East Village, but really concealed, hidden to keep the tourists away. Maybe like only ten tables, mostly for two people, and a bar, but with only four or five seats. And all the tables have little tea-light candles, nothing bright anywhere, everything soft . . .”

			“Romantic,” she finished. “That sounds like a perfect place for wine.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “I actually came up with this one tonight, during the tasting. When you talked about the Zinfandel and the lava cake.”

			“Dimly lit, people sitting close to each other,” she prompted. “What kind of food?”

			“It’s a dessert place. Little pastries, petit fours, macarons, and hazelnut tarts.”

			“And port,” she added. “Do you have a name for it?”

			I beamed. “That’s pretty much how I always start.” Remembering the instant it came to me, a moment in which I was gazing up at Izzy’s electric performance, swirling my glass of Zinfandel offhandedly, almost finally, nearly, maneuvering with precision, brought a similar pulse. Her rapt eyes and mouth further swelled my heart. The captivated attention she paid made me feel as though she were one of the audience and I the one mesmerizing the room. “The naming is the best part,” I was able to tell her in a steady voice.

			“So, what is it called? The suspense is killing me.”

			“Monogamousse.”

			Delight and adrenaline coursed through my roughened romantic pipes, which had, until tonight, lain dry for months. Izzy began to smile, really smile, not just widening her mouth out of courtesy. Whereas my Internet dates might have privately dismissed me as being entirely frivolous, a half-wit, I had finally found someone who’d receive a performance like this and might just think I was a genius. And an e-mail had brought us together.

			“Not bad,” she said. “So many restaurants today seem to have everything but a brilliant concept behind them.”

			It was all I could do not to get up and throw my arms around her. I wanted to kiss her.

			“Wine could definitely work there.”

			“How?”

			“Dessert wine is very sexy,” she said. “I could see a delicious tawny port pairing quite nicely with that beautiful hazelnut tart. A couple of small glasses of port—and you’d only need to serve a little bit, in keeping with the diminutive charm of things—and tarts? It would be love at first bite.”

			“That’s not a bad slogan,” I said.

			“Yes, it is,” she said.

			“You’re really good at this,” I said, “and you’ve gotten me thinking. Not just about Monogamousse.” I pushed my drink aside, clearing a narrow space between us, and laid my hand on top of hers. I pressed with the assurance that only this much booze could instill. She looked down at what I was doing, but didn’t comment, as though I’d made no more serious of an overture than to reach for a packet of Splenda. Then she flipped her palm to touch mine. With our fingers interlaced, I stared seriously into her eyes. “How come there’s never a pen around when you find yourself sitting across the table from a wellspring of inspiration?”

			She looked away. “I’ve always wanted to be somebody’s muse,” she said.

			I paid the check. Outside at the intersection, we waited for the light to change so we could cross the street and hail a southbound taxi. It was freezing out here. I moved my toes and heels and clenched my calves to keep warm. Bouncing around amplified my buzz. We held hands now. When we became still for a moment, I leaned forward to kiss her. She pulled away.

			“Wait,” she said.

			The wind suddenly turned much colder.

			“You can’t kiss me here.”

			“Why not?”

			“Look.” She turned around, to the pornographically illuminated White Hen Pantry behind us. “It’s a convenience store. That’s not very romantic. That’s not the kind of place where you want to say your first kiss happened. Right?”

			Vodka sloshed around in my stomach, climbed up my veins, and spilled into my head. I felt myself leaning and pitched forward faster than my eyes could refocus. For a moment I couldn’t see anything, only smell her coat. I aligned my hips and stood straight once again. The light for westbound traffic on Erie had changed to green, and we crossed the street.

			“What about here?” I asked. We stood before a brick building with an out-of-business restaurant on its ground floor. I moved in once more.

			She raised a hand to my chest. This was now a bit acted out by a comedy duo. “Look at the address.”

			We raised our heads in unison. 666 North State.

			“You can’t kiss me in front of six-six-six,” she said. “That definitely doesn’t bode well.”

			“I’m out of ideas,” I said. I looked up the street for taxis. A few came, but they had darkened roof lights and didn’t slow down. My teeth began to chatter from standing still, and I jammed my hands into my jeans pockets.

			“You remind me of Woody Allen. Has anyone ever told you that before?”

			I laughed. “I mostly get Jeff Goldblum, because of the hair. I prefer to think of myself as a young Dustin Hoffman, with glasses. Or Yale, Woody’s best friend in Manhattan, though I guess—”

			She tilted her head, as though appraising me. “I love Annie Hall,” she said. “It’s, like, the most romantic movie.”

			“I have it at my apartment,” I said. “On DVD. If—”

			“If?”

			“If you wanted to, you know, come over and see it.”

			“Okay, tell you what,” she said. “If we get in the cab and NPR is on, we’ll go to your place.”

			“Okay.”

			“And you can kiss me.”

			“It’s a deal.”

			I flagged down a dusty white for-hire taxi with a faded purple logo on its rear door. It lurched over to the curb so quickly that I thought it might end up plowing us down. Izzy slid in, and I followed. Idling there, we listened to the radio. Wordless African music, rhythmic with tribal-sounding drums, played. She frowned an apology.

			I realized something. “Wait a minute,” I said. “This is NPR. They have music at night. It’s World Beat.”

			“Nice try,” she said.

			“It is NPR. I swear.” I leaned forward to address the driver through the opening in the bulletproof partition. “Is this NPR?” I asked.

			“NPR?”

			“Ninety-one point five. WBEZ? The radio station?”

			“Ninety-one point five, yes, yes,” the driver said with a Caribbean lilt that complemented the instrumental.

			I grinned. “I told you so.”

			I slurred my cross streets in Humboldt Park to the driver. Izzy held up her hands for a moment in capitulation before opening her arms to receive me.

			And then I kissed her.

			We reached a corner market that sold cheap brewed Cafe Bustelo in miniature foam cups and the three-story brick building to which it was Siametically attached. I’d been subletting a one-bedroom on the ground floor from an associate professor on a research sabbatical. It was my first residence since my parents’ with central air, cable (illegal basic), and an in-sink disposal. I opened the door and let us inside. I began leading a brief walk around the open areas of the apartment. Izzy paused in front of the kitchen counter piled with books. At the coffee table in the living room flooded with DVDs, she picked up Annie Hall and smiled. We passed my cluttered desk in the back alcove between the bedroom and bathroom. “I have to show you my cellar,” I said. I directed Izzy again to the kitchen, where we’d begun, and opened a cabinet high above the range. I couldn’t see into it, but knew for what I reached. I took out the two dusty bottles of French wine Talia had left behind at the beginning of the summer.

			“Are these any good?” I asked.

			She ran her fingers over one label. The clearing didn’t render the text any more comprehensible than it was before. “Oh, sure,” she said, “if you like Two Buck Chuck.”

			“You know, after tonight, I think I’m ready to move on to . . . to bigger and better reds,” I said.

			“I think you are, too,” she said. “So, how about the rest of the tour?”

			“I think you may have seen everything.”

			“Not quite everything.”

			We fell into my bed and were greeted by a fusillade of high-, medium-, and low-pitched squeaks and screeches. Izzy cracked up. I, susceptible to late-hour giddiness, emitted several gleeful measures of chromatic, staccato eighth notes.

			In the morning, we went to brunch at a spot in Bucktown I knew was trendy. We had to stand on a long queue and order at the counter. Izzy wanted muesli and fruit. The occasion seemed to merit a splurge, so I chose the peanut butter and banana pancakes. I paid for everything and we found a small table by the wall. Izzy sat with her back to the room. I picked up our flatware and napkins from a service bar and brought over mugs of coffee. I went back up for a small cup of each dairy and nondairy complement they offered, since I didn’t know what she liked. It turned out she took Splenda and nonfat milk, just as I did.

			“You know, I don’t remember the last time I . . . went out with someone who wasn’t in the restaurant business,” she said while we waited for our food.

			I had consciously avoided asking about her romantic life last night. My Google research hadn’t unearthed anyone to whom she was linked. What would I have done if she hadn’t been single? “Oh yeah?” I asked.

			“My last boyfriend was a sommelier at the bistro. Pacer Rosengrant.”

			“Is it awkward working with . . . an ex?”

			“Actually,” she said, “he’s not—I mean, he’s not at the restaurant anymore. I’ve heard he went to Las Vegas to work with this master the Palazzo owns who he convinced to mentor him.” She spoke as though informing herself for the first time, sounding a new idea out loud. “I haven’t really had time for dating since.”

			“You haven’t missed much.”

			“We’re supposed to ask each other more questions, right? Like about brothers and sisters and things?”

			“It’s a popular approach. Okay, so how many siblings do you have?”

			“None,” she said. “My mother was sometimes a waitress but mostly a drunk and a drug addict and was always getting arrested. Dealing, prostitution. The DCFS took me when I was, like, one.”

			“She never got cleaned up?”

			“She died of an overdose.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” she said. “The truth is, I don’t really remember her at all. It’s weird talking about this with someone who knows me from TV. That you were an abandoned kid from a tiny town and tossed from foster home to foster home isn’t really what your big-city fans want to hear about at their window tables. Not really the kind of thing that gets them in the mood to spend two hundred dollars on a bottle of wine.”

			“Weird, as in weird-talking-about-this-bad?”

			“Weird-kind-of-nice, actually.”

			It was nice that she felt she could confide in me, but also somewhat bewildering that she’d share this much, this soon. I’d had dates who’d armored themselves in candor, in order to remain at a safe distance. But if Izzy didn’t genuinely like me, if I was nothing more than a fan with whom she’d gotten a little carried away, what was she still doing with me? She could have easily gotten out of my bed and called a taxi instead of sleeping over, or before I drove us to Milk & Honey. I got the sense that there was another meaning to all of this, something yet to be assessed in magazine advice columns. By staying with me, by revealing the unpleasant parts of her past, Izzy was doing quite the opposite of trying to pull away. She was gauging my capacity to love her.

			“I have an older sister,” I said. “She’s a criminal lawyer, in New York. Just like my mom.”

			“And your father? A professor?”

			“He’s a Freudian psychologist. Semi-retired. Which is kind of Freudian, I guess.”

			“Are you close?”

			“Not really,” I said. “They come to Chicago to visit once a year and stay in a hotel. We speak on the phone occasionally. My mother prefers e-mail. I kind of have always thought of myself as an orphan with parents. I think they never really forgave me for leaving New York and not coming back. Or for getting an MFA in fiction.” I coughed. “I have another question for you.”

			“Okay, go.”

			“What’s it like being on TV?”

			She slowly shook her head. “I don’t know whether all of this has helped my wine career, or just turned grocery shopping without a baseball hat into a major ordeal.”

			“Chef Dominique mentioned that it was his idea to start Vintage Attraction.”

			“He’s always looking for ways to publicize the bistro when covers are down. We began as kind of this low-budget informercial. I expected it would run at two a.m. a few times, nobody would see it, and that would be that. Then people started writing, calling, e-mailing, demanding more . . . Before long, we had a show for real, sponsors, advertisers, and at the restaurant, reservations filling weeks and weeks on the books. He was a television producer, and I became Chicago’s sommelier Isabelle Conway.”

			“That’s crazy.”

			“The wine world is a freak show,” Izzy told me then. “I think that has a lot to do with the draw. Customers think sommeliers’ lives are so glamorous, but the truth is, we’re utterly contemptible. Standing behind the accolades and expensive vintages is a lot of unhappiness. Affairs, failed marriages, failed Court exams, abortions, lawsuits, debts, fraud charges, corked bottles . . .”

			“A few semesters ago, an adjunct in my department got fired for charging booze to the reading series account at Liquor Mart. The alias he used was Kazuo Ishiguro.”

			Her face lit up. “Remains of the Day is my favorite novel. I mean, I couldn’t explain all the metaphors, but I liked how the words stuck with you.”

			“They’re pretty much the only thing that’s ever stuck with me.”

			“I’m kind of jealous of your students,” she said. “I used to dream about going to college. I took a few classes back when I was waiting tables at the Cattle Company, but it got to be too much.”

			“I can teach you everything you need to know about literature,” I said.

			“Really?” she asked.

			“No, not really.”

			She laughed and then took a charming tone of put-on disappointment. “And to think, I was going to offer you wine lessons in trade.”

			“I doubt I could learn everything there is to know about wine.”

			“I think I could show you enough to be dangerous.”

			A waitress called our number. I tottered back from the counter with our food on a perilously packed tray.

			“Hey, I have another question,” Izzy said, before we began eating.

			“Okay.”

			“How come you’ve never tried to pitch a restaurant for real?”

			When we were finished, I drove her home. She directed me to her building, and I parked the Mustang in an alley behind it. We said our good-byes. Then I leaned in to kiss her. Off and on since we’d gotten up this morning, I’d feared that what I thought had begun last night and was still going on between us had been entirely of my own drunken invention. With our lips colliding—for the first time in sober daylight—something nebulous calcified. This kiss made the concept of us as a couple real somehow.

			The sunlit sky faded quickly after I returned to the sublet. I scribbled some perfunctory comments on flimsy essay pages I’d neglected while Izzy and I were at brunch. By the time I finished, the abbreviated day had leapt into deep evening. An important hour was near. I microwaved a frozen plastic bowl purporting to contain lamb vindaloo and sat down in front of the television. From the moment Vintage Attraction came on, I was mesmerized by the likeness of the girl who, that morning, had lain in my bed. I was now seeing the program through different eyes, eyes theretofore not mine. I witnessed Izzy holding court on her set as the well-regarded famous host of the show, just as I always had, but now she also was someone real, someone whose phone number lay on my kitchen counter. At an amateurishly shot and edited commercial for a sketchy liquor store downtown on Chicago Avenue, I got the paper and held her handwriting close to my eyes. She’d been here. She’d written it. And she had my phone number, too.

			A fitful, insomniac night of nonsleep followed. Groggy the next day, I read the Times, pretending it was a Sunday like all those in my life that had preceded it. I wanted to call Izzy, but it was still too early. She may have liked me, but I couldn’t risk startling her at eleven the morning after we last saw each other. Waiting, however wrenching, would prove, in some small but significant way, that I hadn’t completely lost my mind. Yet.
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