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Probably one of the most private things in the world is an egg until it is broken.

—M.F.K. Fisher, How to Cook a Wolf








PART ONE // Valentine’s Day






CHAPTER ONE

We started the Radiant Regimen on Valentine’s Day. I’d decided to cook a nice dinner: leg of lamb and a salad with roasted acorn squash and walnuts in some lemony dressing.

“Why don’t you make that couscous my mom gave you?” David asked. He was keeping me company, trying to catch up on his endless work emails. We spoke to each other from across the kitchen island, the messy surface where we looked at our devices and scattered our junk mail and lost our keys and ate our meals. “All you have to do is boil it.”

“I know how to make couscous,” I told him. “But wheat is off-limits with the new program.”

Our apartment was filled with the meal’s woody aroma: clove and paprika and the roasting flesh of a small, tender animal’s hindquarters. Oven heat fogged David’s glasses when he looked up from his laptop screen. Woogie—our large, temperamental cat—perched on a stepstool between the small kitchen and the dining room, which we never used. Woogie observed us, always, as though watching a TV series he didn’t much like anymore but felt the need to see through to the finale. He was a very fluffy creature, with long, soft orange fur and walrus whiskers. His appearance was far less serious than his personality, a fact I always felt a little sad about on his behalf. We sometimes joked that he was cursed, an old Norse wizard trapped in a cat’s body. His ridiculous tail swooshed behind him with disinterest, pendulum-like, while he looked at me, his eyes almost closed, as though David and I were boring him to sleep.

Taking the big knife from the block, I leaned over the cutting board next to the stove and put my full strength into chopping a tough, misshapen squash.

“Remind me the rules for this di—” David stopped himself. “This program again? I forget.”

I wiped my hands with a dish towel before passing him the hardcover copy of Way to Glow!: Your Guide to Complete Wellness Through the Radiant Regimen.

David pursed his lips as though he might complain, exaggerating the book’s heft as he set it down next to his laptop.

“Please don’t lose my page,” I said as he began to examine the introduction of the book, titled “So, What Can You Eat on the Radiant Regimen?”

“This is intense,” he said, frowning. “Really strict.”

“Look at the benefits first,” I said. “Not just the rules. Look at Diana Spargel’s story.”

“This gal?” David said, turning the book over and tapping the photo of Diana Spargel, inventor and lead spokesperson of the Radiant Regimen and author of Way to Glow!, along with two bestselling companion books—Glow on the Go! and Glow Up: Aging Gracefully with Healing Foods—on the back of the jacket.

“You lost my page,” I told him. “And don’t say ‘gal.’ ”

“Your recipe is on page two-fifty-five,” David said, still looking at the back of the book. “I don’t know why I said ‘gal.’ I’ve never said that word before in my life.”

“She must look gal-ish to you,” I said, turning to him, a taunting smile on my face. I couldn’t help myself. David prided himself on being somewhat less sexist than other men, and I never missed a chance to challenge him, to point out how this was, in its own twisted, nerdy way, a kind of condescending machismo.

“She looks like a nice lady—a nice woman. Person. A woman-person.” He drew a circle with his finger around Spargel’s face. “She looks… smart.”

“She certainly does not look smart,” I said. “Maybe she looks nice. Whatever ‘nice’ means. Don’t overcompensate for calling her a gal on account of your own embarrassment.”

Diana Spargel, who indeed appeared to be glowing in her glossy author photo, with a golden-brown suntan and loose waves of beachy blond hair, was described in her short bio as a “naturopathic healer and nutrition expert.” David read this sentence aloud, shrugged. I could tell he wanted to tease me a little, say the Radiant Regimen seemed pseudoscientific and entirely too extreme, but he didn’t. He’d already agreed to do it.

“Where’d you hear about this one?” he asked.

“The Radiant Group is a whole online wellness empire—this is a famous program, David. Everyone knows about it.”

“Who’s everyone?”

“Okay, everyone on Instagram.”

“Ah, yes, social media,” David said. “Epicenter of reliable information.”

“You’re a hypocrite,” I said, but without real malice. “You have tennis elbow from looking at your phone.” David nodded, acquiescing.

He became frequently and easily distracted by the useless trappings of the Internet’s bad advice, as well as its vapidity: a GIF of a politician rolling her eyes theatrically; the meme of a baby wearing a tuxedo and sunglasses; a video featuring a two-pound barnacled rat drinking a smoothie someone left on a subway bench, straight from the straw. David had the terrible habit of holding his phone’s screen up to my face, forcing me to look. It was harassment, to be accosted by someone else’s algorithmically determined clickbait. I had my own content to wade through! Plus, he was a workaholic, the most distractible and Internet-dependent kind of person there was.

David was a computational building information modeler, an esoteric kind of architectural engineer. I wasn’t very interested in computers, and we’d reached a point wherein I no longer fully understood his profession. When we’d met in college, he was studying architecture, and then he’d gone to graduate school for architecture, and then he’d gone to work for an architecture firm. But he wasn’t an architect. On this point, he could be kind of pushy. It was a whole thing. Before I could bring up any of this, though, as a point in my favor in our endless debate over whose Internet habits were more insufferable, my phone began to vibrate. I was keeping it propped up on the bottom shelf of my wall-mounted spice rack. I looked at the screen.

“It’s Melissa,” I told David, turning off the stove heat.

Melissa: my older sister, my former boss. With our cousin Angelo, she co-owned Sweet Cheeks, the bakery on Fourth Avenue where I’d been the general manager for nearly the entire six years the place had been in business. I’d gotten mad and quit a couple of months earlier, around the holidays.

“Melissa! What does she want?” David asked, but he’d turned back to his laptop before he was even done speaking, offering me a kind of mental privacy to take the call.

“We’ll find out,” I said, swiping my thumb across the photo of her face that appeared when she called. “Yeah,” I said, instead of “hello.” “What is it?”

“You answered!” Melissa shrieked, triumphant. Her voice fizzled in my ear. In the background, I heard the familiar clamor of the bakery’s operations: metal pans banging, water running, a timer going off. Someone shouted something in Spanish as a second timer started to buzz. The exhaust fan whirred.

“What are you still doing there?” I asked her. “It’s, like, dinnertime.”

“Well, if you must know, I’m extremely busy,” Melissa said, her tone exasperated, as though I had called her rather than the other way around. “Valentine’s Day is a pretty big deal over here, you may recall. I still have a handful of special orders to frost, and there’s been a line out the door all day.”

“Is this why you called? To tell me how busy you are? I’m busy, too, you know.”

“I did not know that, Kit,” she said. “I had no idea you were busy. Because it isn’t true.”

“As a matter of fact, I am celebrating Valentine’s Day with my husband,” I said, drawing out both syllables of the word “husband,” as though Melissa had no particular connection to David and might not know to whom I was referring.

David looked up from his laptop, his dark brows furrowed. In a flat, loud voice, he said, “Hi, Melissa.”

“He says hi,” I told her, though of course she’d heard him.

“Yeah, sure, okay. Hi, David,” she said. “So what are you doing? You going out? Can you drop by the bakery for ten minutes first? Me and Angelo need to talk to you.”

“Angelo and I,” I said. “Just tell me why you’re calling. I am not coming by the bakery. I’m making dinner. I need to hang up before my whole kitchen burns down.” I looked around, imagining that Melissa could see into my house through the bakery storefront five blocks away—the squash I’d been chopping, the open bottle of olive oil I’d massaged into the lamb’s sticky skin, the Ziploc bag coated with the dust of a homemade spice mix I’d sprinkled over it, the baker’s string, the parchment paper, the big, horrific baster with which I should’ve been basting the lamb at that precise moment. “I’m roasting a leg of lamb. And making a salad.”

“Oh, okay,” Melissa said, her tone dipping into a familiar register: her own particular combination of pity and dismay. “You’re doing one of your diets.”

“As it so happens, David and I started the Radiant Regimen today,” I snapped. “It’s not a diet. It’s a wellness program.”

“ ‘Program’ is just a culty word for ‘diet.’ ”

“You know what your problem is, Melissa?” I said. “You don’t understand nuance. You suffer from binary thinking. I’m flushing the toxins from my system to cleanse my liver and the—”

“Okay. Relax, psycho,” Melissa cut in. “Make your lamb. Do your program. Have a wonderful, romantic time with your husband.” Now she drew the word out. My phone was heating up in my hand. “But can you come in tomorrow? It’s important.”

I tugged at the sagging belt of my bathrobe, which hung open above sweatpants and an oversize Mets T-shirt. I had dressed in outside clothes earlier, when I’d gone to the produce market and the Turkish butcher. Immediately upon returning from these errands, though, I’d changed back into my indoor clothes. (Incidentally, my indoor clothes also functioned as pajamas.)

David, wearing gym shorts and a black T-shirt he’d been given for free at some industry conference, with the words THE SYMPOSIUM FOR TALL TOWERS AND NEW CITY DEVELOPMENT / SINGAPORE 2015 emblazoned across the chest in a severe font, had returned fully to his emails. I could tell he wasn’t paying any attention to my call, though surely he was aware of the annoyance coming off me, the way a person might be aware of water dripping from the tap or a window not closed all the way, some harmless imperfection he knew he should probably check on. His laptop’s noxious glow turned him whitish blue, radioactive. I tried not to feel my own pale body in its soft robe, or the strands of hair escaping the staticky ponytail, hanging loose and messy at the back of my neck. I was sweaty from the oven, red in the face.

“What do you want?” I asked my sister.

Suddenly, everything felt gross and stale. I had been excited about the Radiant Regimen, and proud of my auspicious start, cooking what I thought of as one of the advanced special-occasion meats, a dish requiring patience and discipline, characteristics I’d need in order to complete the program successfully. The Radiant Regimen was seventy-five full days. No breaks, no cheating, not even for a wedding or anniversary. It was the most ambitious dietary plan I’d ever undertaken. But now Melissa had called and ruined it; she’d had to say barely anything to make me feel desperate and foolish and unemployed, a hopeless sucker who couldn’t stop falling for the wellness industry’s specious claims and vain promises.

“Come to the bakery,” she said. “How about noon tomorrow?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I mean, I have a lot going on tomorrow. But I’ll try.”

“Great. See you then.”

She hung up before I could protest further. No goodbye, no thank-you.

I muted the phone’s ringer and put it back on the spice rack with the screen facing the wall. A symbolic gesture. Melissa wasn’t going to call again, and nobody else would, either.

I turned on the oven light and crouched down to get a look at my lamb. It appeared how it should. Thick meat glistening around a thin but sturdy bone, the whitish-pink flesh now dark, the coating of spices and herbs crusted over it like a thin bark. We’d have one or maybe even two meals of leftovers.

“So?” David said. “What did your sister want?”

“She wouldn’t tell me. She just kept asking me to come talk. I’m going to go see her and Angelo tomorrow.”

David grunted. “She only calls when she wants something.”

“I think I will go back to work,” I told him. “If she asks. It’s not as though I have other offers pouring in, or anything else going on.”

“Of course that’s why she called. But you know, you haven’t even tried to get a new job,” David said. He sounded a little bored.

I considered starting an argument, but he was right.

I’d quit the bakery in December, in the middle of a bad day, suffering from what my grandmother used to refer to as my intensificazione, slicing the air with her fingers, raising her arm to the ceiling in increments. My grandmother had been dead for seven years and here I was, intensity unreduced, escalating ever higher on the ladder of high-strungedness: up, up, up.

The day I’d quit had been busy, the decaf drip coffee machine leaking putrid brown water, and I was tired, agitated, hated my life. So when Melissa whistled in my face and told me to focus, to cheer up, I tossed my apron onto the kitchen floor at her feet, tears stinging my eyes. My voice and hands shook when I said, “This whole place is bullshit,” and stomped out the back door. Melissa watched me go with her arms folded, her face calm. This was the third time I’d resigned by storming out.

Given this history, I knew it was ridiculous and unfair, but still I wished David took more interest in my professional life. It had been nearly two months, and I hadn’t so much as walked by the bakery. The other times I’d “quit,” I was back at work within a week. In those instances, Melissa had called after I’d had a couple days to cool down and feel appropriately embarrassed. She was good at guilting and flattering me in one move, bringing up an impending health inspection or a large catering job, saying how much better the staff liked me than they did her or Angelo, reminding me that I had nothing else to do. I wondered if David wished I didn’t work for Melissa. He never would have said so. But I suspected he’d prefer I had ambition to match his own workaholism, a job in the city, my good education put to good use. He must’ve thought I was wasting my time. In fairness, I suspected myself of wasting my time, but it wasn’t something I really knew how to change. I’d always been this person. Besides my college years far uptown and a couple years after graduation when David and I lived in the East Village, I’d spent my whole life in Bay Ridge. In this very dwelling, in fact.

Now I looked around the kitchen and tried to regain whatever papery confidence Melissa had blown sideways with her big, loud disapproval.

“I am going to look for another job,” I told David, even though I wasn’t, and we both knew it. “But with all the changes I’m already making—” I gestured at Way to Glow! and my cooking “—I should have a routine. Without the stress of starting something new.”

David nodded agreeably. He was used to me talking about an impulsive decision as though it were an idea I’d been considering well and for a long time. I went back to the squash, turning the gas on the stove and dribbling some more olive oil onto my heaviest cast-iron pan.

When the food was finally ready, I had the idea that we should eat in the dining room, but I hadn’t asked David to clear the table of scarves and gloves and backpacks, or to wipe it down because surely the cat had napped on it, flopping over to lick his feet and stomach and anus in a crude, absent manner, many times, since we’d last had a proper meal. So I scooped the food onto our chipped kitchen dishes, and David and I ate side by side at the counter, over the junk mail. David closed his laptop, but it was still in front of us, plugged into the outlet on the wall next to my head, sucking up electricity, giving off heat, an unsubtle reminder of David’s essential professional busyness. It didn’t matter that it was Valentine’s Day. It wouldn’t have mattered if it had been the Fourth of July or Labor Day. Nor did it matter that this particular Valentine’s Day was a Sunday. Sunday for David was simply a long windup to the workweek, Monday’s pressure so heavy it seeped backward, took over the rest of the weekend, as if we were living in our own recent past.

But the meal was excellent, the meat juicy and the vegetables crisp. I willed myself to be optimistic. Over the past week, I’d read Way to Glow! straight through, taking notes and marking the best recipes with Post-its. I’d signed up for several yoga classes and researched something called “infrared saunas,” which Diana Spargel recommended for sweating out “stubborn” toxins. The Radiant Regimen’s particular methodology may have been new, but my seeking it out was an old routine, one more addition to the repertoire of diets—programs!—I’d been doing since college.

I think of this dinner now, though, as before. I had no way of knowing my life was about to change, that this would be the last time David and I sat together and failed to notice each other or that our two lives were fused into one certain, sturdy shape. I’d meet Matt Larsson the next day, and the fact of my marriage—which had been a part of me, as natural as my endless search for the perfect diet, my belief that satisfaction and self-acceptance were things I could purchase, study, and employ (I just had to find the right things!)—would reveal its provisional nature.



THIS WAS 2016. I was thirty-four, and David and I had been married seven years. We didn’t have kids. We lived in the upstairs apartment of the house on Eightieth Street, a ten-minute walk from Melissa’s bakery, a forty-minute train ride to David’s office in midtown. We worked different hours, and I thought he worked too much, but our life together was peaceful, even sweet. David was preoccupied, but so was I, always trying and failing to find the right way to eat. When I really press myself, I still can’t think of anything to hold against David as a reason for why things happened the way they did. I just start thinking about all the reasons it doesn’t make sense: David was smart, good-looking, and easygoing; he had a job he loved. His relationship with his family was steady and returned me to a steadiness I’d lost. He was funny, and we made each other laugh almost every day. I was fully attached to him.

But how can that really be true? Doesn’t an affair start somewhere far behind the action itself? Isn’t betrayal the product of a slow, underground roiling of barely discernible unhappinesses—disagreements over money, the gradual loss of physical attraction, regret over wasted time and lost friends, a sense of one’s own life becoming too narrow, a sense of having chosen the wrong person—that gets larger and stronger over months and years before, finally, an affair churns to the surface? I’d always thought this must be the case; cheating was a symptom of some deeper decay. But that was before I had a contradictory experience of my own. Because Matt Larsson was specific, a person with a history and rationale all his own. What I know now is there is no recipe for a clean marriage, and you can’t plan for everything. I don’t believe any person alive is ever fully satiated, though I suppose I can speak only for myself.






CHAPTER TWO

I was late for my meeting with Melissa and Angelo the next day. David was already gone by the time I woke up, and remnants of his morning lingered: an empty mug in the sink, cold coffee on the stove. Woogie circled my path, rubbing against my shins.

I fed the cat and made a new pot of coffee. Then I got to thinking about the day’s food. Dairy was off-limits on the Radiant Regimen, so I’d have to take my coffee with unsweetened almond milk. It mixed poorly, slimy chunks of residue floating in the cup, and did little more than make the coffee taste watered down. I resolved to learn to take it black. That was what Diana Spargel recommended, anyway. She herself rarely drank coffee, preferring to start her own days with antioxidant-rich green tea. I’d tried to develop a tolerance for green tea a couple years earlier, when I was doing a “bioactive compounds” diet developed by an influencer who had been, earlier in his life, a Tibetan Buddhist monk. But green tea tasted like stale cigarettes, and I had to pee every ten minutes. And I’d missed coffee. I made espresso at the bakery all day. I’d been drinking coffee since I was fourteen. It was one thing I’d decided to hold on to, and ever since I swore off any wellness program from which coffee was forbidden.

I scanned the cupboards and parsed through Way to Glow!’s breakfast recipes. The kitchen was bursting with the groceries I’d purchased in preparation. I decided to make something from a section called “Rapid Radiance: Superfood Smoothie Bowls.” It wasn’t really all that fast, though. I had to dice and sauté half a sweet potato in coconut oil. Then I set the pan aside to cool and used the blender to puree some strawberries and frozen banana, which I spatula’ed into a cereal bowl and topped with the sweet potato, plus a handful of fresh blueberries, and some slivered almonds.

The smoothie was fine, even pleasant, but as I stood over the kitchen sink spooning it into my mouth, I couldn’t help but think the worst part of the Radiant Regimen—besides its ban on alcohol—was going to be the exclusion of almost anything resembling a traditional breakfast. No grains, so no oatmeal or pancakes or toast. No dairy, no yogurt. No eggs. Most of Diana Spargel’s recipes for breakfast were substitutions for the real thing: “porridge” made from chopped apples and soaked chia seeds, or an eggless “frittata” that was just mushrooms stir-fried with flax powder.



AFTER BREAKFAST, I DRESSED slowly, fumbling around my sock drawer for a particular pair, pausing occasionally to look at social media on my phone, standing in the middle of the bedroom in jeans and a bra, barefoot with the socks balled awkwardly in the same hand I used to scroll down the screen, as though it were some sort of emergency. Once I got outside, I realized I’d forgotten my hat. Winter was in the midst of its merciless conclusion, and my exposed ears stung, so I went back up and spent too long looking through the apartment for the right hat—my beige beanie—which I finally found hanging on one of the hooks in the vestibule. As I dug through my bag for house keys, my neighbor Adeeb came out of his apartment. Our house was a big duplex; Adeeb and his family lived in the three-bedroom on the first floor, and David and I had the upstairs unit, which included our big attic bedroom.

Adeeb nodded, saying a quiet hello, but he was down the walkway and through the gate before I’d finished turning the lock. The neighbors never locked their door; someone was always home.

I’d grown up in this house, and now it belonged to me and Melissa—both our names were on the deed. When our grandmother died, she left us the house and all its contents outright; the mortgage had been paid off long ago. We’d agreed to split the taxes, though I lived in my half, and Melissa rented her unit. She lived in a two-bedroom on Marine Avenue, on the sixth floor of a renovated building. She had laundry right off her kitchen.

Adeeb was Melissa’s tenant. He had a big immigrant family; I was never sure how many people lived downstairs. Relatives might be there for months at a time, coming on short-stay visas from Pakistan. Sometimes when the family hung out on the stoop in summer, I’d peer through the open door of their apartment as I passed, trying to get a sense of how they set things up, who occupied which of the high-ceilinged rooms. I’d grown up in the downstairs apartment, but I hadn’t been inside for years. Once, on the last night of Ramadan, I brought Adeeb a cake from Sweet Cheeks. His wife invited me and David to join them for dessert. I said I couldn’t because I had a headache and needed to lie down. David frowned at me. He knew the truth—I was on a diet and didn’t want to sit there drinking seltzer while everyone else had cake. David went downstairs and ate dessert with them. For an hour, I could hear them laughing and clapping while I tried to read a novel that wasn’t holding my attention.

In truth, I missed my grandmother too much to revisit the apartment. I still expected sometimes that she would open the door as I was coming up the walk, look at me crossly, ask why I was always late, and tell me to have a baby. My grandmother had been my and Melissa’s primary guardian for as long as I could remember—our mother had died when I was only a few months old. We barely knew our father, who’d been in the army and now lived with his wife and two children out in the California desert. Our grandmother was everything. She’d been tall and broad with orangey-red dyed hair. Her voice was low and pebbly; she spoke a strange hybrid of accented English and her native Barese, a language so distinct from other Italian dialects that people in stores and restaurants often confused her for Russian. Her death, a double stroke when I was twenty-four, had broken my heart.



FINALLY, I HEADED DOWN the block, passing the other duplexes, the semi-detached brick buildings and vinyl-sided homes, stopping at the crosswalk in front of Standing Tall Chiropractic, where my grandmother used to go on Tuesday afternoons to have her back cracked by a guy named Dr. Rusty. I crossed Third Avenue: thoroughfare of lunch counters and bagel shops, Italian red-sauce joints both fine and cheap, Greek pastry cafés, cigar lounges, unmarked soccer clubs, Irish hole-in-the-wall bars, nail salons, pizza windows. Along with these enduring institutions, there’d been a recent upcropping of new businesses, most of them a quaint but somewhat contrived mimicry of central Brooklyn’s late-stage gentrification. In addition to Sweet Cheeks, Fourth Avenue had an Urban Outfitters, plus an independent clothing boutique selling oversize blouses along with other billowy garments made from linen or thrice-layered diaphanous gauze. There was a twenty-five-dollar cheeseburger place where the Sizzler used to be. Between the Victory Cabs cabstand and a Dunkin’ Donuts, there was an ironic tiki bar with a live ukulele band. It was called the Coconut Flake, and the hostess gave you a lei made from real carnations on your birthday.

Traffic was slow outside the bakery, only a few people were out, and I realized the sky was holding a snowstorm. The clouds were a low, lustrous gray. The Verrazzano Bridge hung at the edge of my periphery, where it always was, a pale green gate posted into the water. Wet snow started falling as I pulled the door open. The bakery’s dense smell—chocolate and warm butter and risen yeast—enveloped me. Immediately, my mouth began to water. I felt the danger of being there, the way I always did when I was trying to eat well, to follow a diet, a nutritional program, whatever. All my life, I had been afflicted with a powerful, terrible sweet tooth.



SWEET CHEEKS WAS ONE of those bakeshops known as much for its creative dessert hybrids—the red velvet cookie, the banana split cupcake—as for its fine-tuned brand of millennial kitsch, the design so aggressively cute it felt almost mean. A neon sign hung in the window, the words CAKE IS THE ANSWER! aglow in bright pink cursive. Behind the glass counter, a girl named Athena—a tiny twenty-year-old with a lot of freckles, a tight red bandana tying back pigtails—was packing a big box with confetti cupcakes, which she took, one by one, from the rolling tray just out of view.

“Hello—” she started to greet me as though I were a customer coming in, but her gaze lifted before she could say, “I’ll be right with you.” Instead she let out a big, excited laugh and slapped the counter’s flip-lift, racing through to throw her skinny arms around me.

“They found you!” she said, as though I were a little dog or a diamond ring. I let Athena embrace me on her tiptoes, looking over her small shoulder across the dining room’s black and white penny tile. At a table in the farthest corner, Melissa and Angelo sat in silence, looking at their phones. Neither had appeared to notice my arrival.

“Well, I wasn’t lost,” I said to Athena. “I was just at home.”

“But are you back?” she asked. “Please say yes.”

“We’ll see,” I said in a low voice, nudging my head toward my sister and cousin.

Athena smiled, her Invisalign gleaming atop her white teeth, and returned to packing orders behind the counter. She picked up the final cupcake in the dozen box she was working through, gingerly placing it in the last corner of available space. The cupcakes lined up beautifully, three rows of four, and my stomach ached at the sight.

I made my way to Melissa and Angelo. “Busy today,” I said, gesturing to the nearly empty room. Melissa raised one finger: Hold on. Angelo used his free hand to absentmindedly twirl a black baseball cap. It read SWEET CHEEKS, EST. 2010 in baby-blue block letters across the front. His expensive jeans and pink button-down shirt were pressed and spotless. Melissa was as disheveled as Angelo was neat, in waitress clogs and a full chef’s apron smeared with crude-looking chocolate stains. Her long dark hair was pulled into a loose bun at the base of her neck.

I considered dipping back behind the espresso bar and making myself an Americano. Plain coffee was the only item on the Sweet Cheeks menu that I could have. But I didn’t want to give Melissa and Angelo more leeway to keep ignoring me. I pulled a chair from a nearby table and sat down. After a long moment wherein neither of them acknowledged me or averted their gaze from their phones, I became annoyed. “What are you guys even looking at?” I snapped.

“Grindr,” said Angelo.

“Tinder,” said Melissa, and she swiped her thumb across the phone’s screen.

“Okay, well. I’m guessing you didn’t ask me here to help you find a date.”

Melissa raised her head and fixed me with a steady but congenial stare. “No,” she said, leaning forward. “We need to know when you’re coming back to work.” Her mouth had shaped itself into a concentrated straight line, as professional an expression as she could muster.

“I’m not coming back,” I said. “I quit.”

Angelo let out a small laugh—a high, dry sound. “You said that the first two times,” he said, and set his phone facedown on the marble tabletop, folding his hands across his knee with a little kick.

“Right,” Melissa added. “I let you have a long break this time, because honestly, you were out of sorts all December. Crabby and mean—how you get—and not telling anyone what was wrong.”

“You were a nightmare!” Angelo chimed in. Melissa shot him a warning look.

“I’m sorry you felt that way,” I said, aware that I sounded like a fourth-grader but unable to stop myself. “I guess it’s better I’m gone, since I’m so difficult.”

Melissa’s mouth quivered with annoyance, but she blinked her temper away. “Come on, Kit,” she said. “What are you doing with yourself? Aren’t you bored? If I were home all day with nothing to do, I’d be so depressed.”

I was depressed. For the last two months, I’d dragged myself through every day. I scooped Woogie’s litter box, made the bed, paid the bills, and then, all reasonably productive tasks completed before noon, I spent the rest of the hours drifting deeper and deeper into the Internet’s bottomless pool of imbecility, click-click-clicking through headlines. SEVEN SURPRISING SIGNS YOU AREN’T GETTING ENOUGH VITAMIN C. YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHAT THIS FORMER BACHELOR CONTESTANT LOOKS LIKE NOW. THIS MOM’S RESPONSE TO HER SON’S YOUTUBE POST WILL MELT YOUR HEART. Lately, there’d been an extra dose of derangement to drink in, as a clown car of candidates—a few of them obvious psychopaths—fumbled through the beginnings of the Republican primary. Mostly, though, I looked at wellness influencers’ blogs and social media pages, the clean clutter of curated photos: blenders making green soups, complicated yoga poses, bikinis on tropical beaches. On a productive day, I peeled myself from my laptop and went to Duane Reade and maybe the grocery store. On an especially productive day, I watched talk shows at the Laundromat instead of my living room sofa.

I said, “I have plenty to do. I’m running my household.”

“Housewives have children,” Angelo said.

I tried again. “I’m getting a job at my yoga studio. Working the check-in desk.”

“That’s how you want to use your college degree?” Melissa asked, because she couldn’t let go of the fact that I’d elected to spend four additional years in school and had little to show for it.

“It’s not like I use my degree here,” I said.

“That is just not true. You’re our communications director!” she cried.

“I’m your floor manager,” I said. “You don’t need a college education to order paper goods and call the dishwasher repairman and get yelled at because the cake says ‘Happy Birthday Shoshanna’ in light pink frosting when the customer asked specifically for lavender.”

Angelo, himself in possession of a business degree from Baruch, knew what to say. “We value the insight you bring to the business,” he told me. He sat up straighter. “You have your moods, but you are the smartest person we know.”

“Whip-smart,” Melissa agreed, but her tone was less cajoling. She sounded listless, resigned.

I squinted, moving my gaze between the two of them. It was too much, these compliments. “What’s going on?” I asked.

Melissa sighed, ready to confess. “We are making some, uh, renovations,” she said. “In the kitchen.”

“Small ones,” Angelo interjected. “I’d love to have the whole thing totally redone, but you know, the money—” He cleared his throat, looking sideways at Melissa. “We don’t have it at the moment. But we can’t wait anymore on the shelves, and rather than go get some new ugly placeholders from Costco or wherever, we are having them custom-built. We hired a carpenter I found on a website.”

“Craigslist?” I asked.

“No, boo, not Craigslist,” he said, irritated for some reason. “A different website. A nicer one.”

“Okay,” I said sourly. “Sorry.”

“His stuff is high-end,” Melissa said. “This carpenter, he designs shelves and tables and all kinds of things. We had to describe what we wanted, and then we posted it, and contractors and whoever—they bid on it, saying what they’d do, and how much it would cost. He wasn’t the cheapest, that’s for sure. But he wasn’t the most expensive, either, and the shelves he’s going to build are perfect. It’s hip. He’s a designer, too—Oh! I bet David will love him. He did all the tables for a bar at this new hotel in the city.”

She picked up her phone, typed furiously as she spoke, then held the device out to me. I watched a website load slowly on her screen. The Wi-Fi was always spotty in the bakery, which had that thick-bricked cavernous quality of so many New York dining establishments. Finally, I saw what Melissa meant. On a sleek, simply formatted webpage, I read: MARSSON STUDIO // Custom Interiors from Master Craftsman Matt Larsson.

“Oh, I see,” I said, turning the phone horizontally to get a bigger view. “This is fancy.”

Melissa nodded, satisfied by my approval. “We could have used your help, you know,” she said. “Writing the request was hard.”

I clicked through to the website’s gallery. The furniture was understated but beautiful and had a kind of industrial Danish-midcentury look. There was a raw oak dining table with smooth glass inlaid over its purposely unsanded imperfections, and—from Melissa’s aforementioned hotel bar—slim stools and high tables with raw steel legs, a few leather booths to match. The shelves were really impressive, a blend of wood panels fixed into sturdy metal frames and screwed into the wall through smooth circular jousts. I saw immediately how well this Matt Larsson’s aesthetic would meld with Melissa’s tastes and the rest of the bakery, where the dining room had the look of Malibu Barbie’s nineteenth-century train station café. It was inexplicable but true that the marble-topped tables and heavy black bistro chairs looked nice, and right, alongside the pink neon and the tinted cake covers.

“Well, I think this looks great,” I said, handing Melissa her phone. “But I’m not sure what it has to do with me.”

Angelo opened his mouth, but Melissa beat him to it. “We can’t afford to close the kitchen, not even for a day.”

“Larsson will be coming in around closing and working late,” Angelo added. “The commission will take a week this way, maybe a little more.” He closed his eyes for a moment and his eyelids quivered. I realized he was exhausted.

“Why would I need to be here?” I asked. “Give him a key. Or have one of the dishwashers stay.”

Angelo shook his head. “A supervisor has to be here. If something happens, the insurance won’t cover damages or workers’ comp: nothing. And you’re the only one of us with an OSHA card.”

When we’d opened the bakery, I’d insisted that someone take the thirty hours of occupational safety training offered by the Department of Labor. It got Angelo better insurance rates, so he agreed, but neither he nor Melissa was willing to do the course. Having the card had turned out to be a curse. Now my presence was the one required any time we undertook possibly unsafe or insalubrious repairs and projects.

I groaned. “Truly, no good deed goes unpunished with you two.”

“Look,” said Melissa, “there’s just too much going on right now. You’ve gotta come back. And no more leaving every time you’re in a mood. Otherwise, we have to promote Violet.”

“Who’s Violet?” I asked.

“We hired a new person—Violet Kim—right after Christmas,” Melissa said. “That’s what happens when you ‘quit.’ ” She made bunny-ear quotes. “We have to hire new people. Tiffany went back to school this semester and had to go down to two days. Athena is babysitting her sister’s kids on Fridays. It’s been a lot of extra work—your work. We have too much to do.”

“I can’t be writing the shift schedule for these girls,” Angelo said. “Making the schedule sucks.”

“And, not for nothing,” added Melissa, straightening her broad shoulders, “Violet’s good. Experienced. She used to be a supervisor at Magnolia, and then she was at this third-wave coffee place in SoHo. She’d be a good manager.”

“But she’s a sourpuss,” Angelo said, grimacing. “Not as bad as you, but still.”

Melissa neither agreed nor argued. She behaved as though she hadn’t heard Angelo at all. “We don’t really have time to train Violet,” she said. “And why would we? We have a manager. We have you.”

Angelo rose from the table and went into a small supply closet behind the espresso bar. We used it partly for storage and partly as a kind of outpost for getting office work done. There was a chest of drawers built into the wall and a telephone connected to a private line. Behind this were stacks of paper coffee cups and hundred-packs of flattened lock-corner cake boxes in shrink-wrap. He rummaged around and came back quickly, dropping an overstuffed manila folder on the table in front of me with an agitated slap.

“Here,” he said. “This is yours.” In silver marker, written in Angelo’s perfect, prissy cursive, were the words KIT ALTMANN, QUITTER: ABANDONED RESPONSIBILITIES.

Without looking, I knew what the folder contained: schedule mock-ups, time-off request sheets, supply order forms, temperature logs, job applications—all the tedious ephemera of my tedious existence, foisted back upon me. There was no more conversation, no more begging, no more flattery. While I had fully expected this meeting to result in my reinstatement, I hadn’t, for some reason, planned on working that very afternoon. Though I had nothing else to do, this was a little disorienting, like realizing you’re dreaming but not being able to wake up. Everything was the same. Angelo’s phone rang and he answered it, wandering off toward the front of the room, where he liked to pace at the windows and berate whoever was unfortunate enough to be calling him.

“Why are you dressed so nice?” Melissa demanded as I took the folder and followed her into the kitchen to say hello to the back-of-house.

“This is how I always dress,” I said, looking down at my black wool pants and cashmere sweater, two of my favorite items of clothing, the kind of thing I’d wear to go out to dinner or one of David’s work parties.

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Okay,” she said.

We went through the swinging double doors, where we were smacked with the kitchen’s familiar heat. For the first half of the day, Melissa and her assistant baker, Guillermo, used both of the hulking commercial ovens nonstop. I let myself enjoy the buttery smell for a moment, knowing full well how fleeting the comfort was. From Guillermo’s station, I got a whiff of the fresh bananas he was slicing and layering into clamshells of banana pudding. I could taste the cake pieces on my tongue, pillowy when mixed into the even softer pudding fluff. I’d have loved to eat some. Melissa, who said diets were for self-loathers and suckers, and who’d never recovered from her disappointment when I’d become a clean eater, was always telling me to eat more of the pastries. (“Why would I starve myself to be skinny,” she’d asked me a million times, “when I could get hit by a bus tomorrow? This is America; I’m not dying on an empty stomach.”) I’d have to constantly beat back the temptation to sneak behind the cooling racks to shovel broken cookies or a spoonful of buttercream frosting into my mouth. Everyone did it. But I wouldn’t, I resolved. Every diet I’d ever done had ended at the bakery, after hours, when the lights were low and there was nobody to see and I’d been on my feet all day, was famished, couldn’t keep my willpower propped up another second. But it was going to be different this time. I was going to complete the Radiant Regimen. I’d make it to the end.






CHAPTER THREE

The kitchen bustled with its usual activity. Guillermo pulled heavy trays of sugar cookies from the ovens, shouting over the whir of the exhaust fans. At the long steel table in the back of the room stood Maria, the specialty decorator. She had cropped white-blond hair beneath a hairnet, perfect Soviet posture, and enormous noise-canceling headphones, which were surely pumping house music into her ears. She held a piping bag and was sculpting ornate flowers along the surface of a three-tiered cake. Maria had studied art restoration as a student in Kiev before she came to New York. She was incredibly talented and the most reserved person I knew. I didn’t say hello; she couldn’t stand to be interrupted while working.

As soon as Guillermo had the trays laid on cooling racks, he pulled off his giant oven mitt and hugged me, but with what felt like casual disinterest. No one had ever considered my absence as anything more than a hiatus. Melissa spoke with him, her Spanish quick and relaxed, as natural as her English. There was some discussion of baking times and oven temperatures. Melissa said treinta y cinco minutos, which I knew offhand to be the baking time for most sponge cakes, and Guillermo looked skeptical and argued for a two-bake process based on the addition of some novel ingredient or maybe the height of the pastry. They were always debating how to do things.

I went to the handwashing sink and took a clean white apron from the bin below, tying it tight over my sweater. Besides being overly dressy, my clothes were much too warm. The front-of-house staff wore cuffed blue or black jeans and checkered or plaid shirts of any color. We tied our hair back with bandanas into buns or braids, put on bibless aprons, and wore high-top sneakers. The look was supposed to have the whimsical practicality of Rosie the Riveter, but it was also comfortable. It had been my idea. Sometimes, when getting ready for my shift at home, I pretended I was dressing for a part in a movie in which I played the manager of a Brooklyn bakeshop. For some reason, this fantasy was much more pleasant than actually being the manager of a Brooklyn bakeshop. Now, without the surface comforts of the uniform, reality was uninteresting, even somewhat disgusting. Already, I could feel sweat soaking the edges of my bra, which would be drenched by the end of my shift, maybe stain my sweater.

Melissa finished with Guillermo and came over. “You should wear a chef’s coat over that,” she said, surveying me once more. “You’ll ruin that cashmere.”

“I’m already roasting,” I told her.

Melissa’s workstation was littered with the detritus of her five a.m. baking shift: anthills of powdered sugar, torn cupcake wrappers, a metal bowl of fudge with a skin drying over it. I observed her, her frowzy clothing and lined, tired face, a crusty streak of something—frosting or wet sugar or cake batter—smeared on the side of her jeans. Her soiled apron was untied at the hips, hanging loose like a sail around her neck, and the high bun that held her dark hair had collapsed behind a terry-cloth headband. Melissa was sturdy; it was obvious how strong she was. She was in much better shape than I was, despite being heavier. She found a clipboard beneath a flurry of other papers and began to read something on it with what seemed to me like an ostentatious, even false, level of interest.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Melissa started talking quickly, without pause between sentences. “He’ll be here in a few hours. Guillermo and I have one more bake—mini-cheesecakes, we’re trying a new flavor, we made this mimosa glaze—and then I have to take off. I don’t know what Angelo’s doing, but I think he’s going to head out soon, too.”

“Wait,” I said. “What? Who?”

She looked up, eyebrows theatrically high. Her clipboard was the one we used to keep special-order forms, and I could see now she’d been pretending to examine something dated for the following day. She had a habit of holding things like clipboards and mail as buffers between us when she had bad or annoying news, using these items as a kind of oracle that contained information from some authority other than her, something out of her control. She wasn’t a very good boss, and she knew it.

She asked conversationally, “What do you mean, ‘who’?”

“The first thing you said. Who will be here in a few hours?”

“Oh, right,” she said, as though it were so small a detail she’d already forgotten. “The carpenter. Matt Larsson.” She leaned in, whispered, “He’s a snack. Angelo said not to sleep with him, though.”

Melissa was perennially single. She rotated through a handful of different dating apps, looking for men to take her out to brunch or a matinee, to fuck her in the early evening but not spend the night. She claimed she wasn’t interested in anything serious. Her dating profile said as much; I’d seen it on rare occasions when she was feeling chummy and showed me how Tinder worked, since I’d never had occasion to use such a service myself. NOT LOOKING FOR ANYTHING SERIOUS, it read in the “About Me” section. No other information provided therein, just a few attractive photos: Melissa in full makeup with her hair down, blow-dried, her eyes relaxed at the corners. A sweet-smiling, well-kept stranger with my sister’s face. Like so many people who had been partnered and settled from a young age, I was endlessly curious and eager to hear about her incidental romances. Casual sex—sex that was separate from the core of a person’s existence—fascinated me. Under less irritating circumstances, I would have prodded her for information. Was she planning to sleep with the carpenter anyway, despite Angelo’s edict?

I looked at the clock on the wall. It was only one in the afternoon. The bakery closed at eight. “This carpenter is coming tonight?” I asked. “To do carpentry?”

“Oh, no,” Melissa said in a sunny voice, relieved. “He’s just coming by to meet you and show his plans for the shelves.” She gestured toward the cheap, wobbling aluminum racks leaned along the north-facing wall. They were packed with pans, baking sheets, and mixing equipment. The kitchen was large and disorganized, chaotic—nothing like the carefully curated dining room. Things were always going missing back there or falling on the floor and needing to be rerun through the steam sanitizer. The shelving’s surfaces were sticky from years in the humid, sugar-filled room, and various spots were pocked, rusted, or misshapen.

I turned back to Melissa, my eyelashes aflutter with irritation. She glanced toward the door as though Angelo might come in and spare her this awkwardness, happy as he was to be the bad guy, to tell me to suck it up and handle my responsibilities.

“So, am I back to work because you need me to run the front-of-house, or because you need a body with keys to sit here at night with this—this—cabinetmaker? Because you guys are too cheap to close down for a day or two?”

Melissa threw her hands up. “I’m trying to be nice,” she said. “What’s the problem? You’re busy? You’re roasting a goat for Saint Theophilus Day? Flushing all your toxins and whatnot?”

I stared at her. The problem with picking a fight was that I wouldn’t win. Melissa was too clever, and too willing to take the low road. “No,” I finally said. “It’s fine.”

“Okay,” she said. “If you’re sure.”

“Don’t provoke me,” I said. “I’ll stay but Angelo should get his safety training.”

Melissa was a baker. Her workday started at five a.m. She went to bed most nights around nine. I doubted her ability to stay up past then, honestly. Angelo worked all the time but rarely past seven, though he was something of a night owl in his personal life. He had a devout gym routine and a lot of friends he went out with to see shows and concerts in the city, to drink cocktails in hotel bars on the Lower East Side. I thought he was very cheesy in his fitted Armani shirts and David Yurman bracelet—an old goombah in the body of a well-exercised thirty-year-old gay man—but I was jealous sometimes, too. For all Melissa and I didn’t have in common, we were both afflicted with a kind of introversion. We weren’t shy, but given the choice between a party and watching television in our pajamas, we’d choose the latter. I had always wanted to be more like Angelo, who was comfortable in a group, even a crowd, and whose life seemed richer and happier because it was heavily populated. Of course, given the choice between staying late while the kitchen underwent construction and not doing that, we were all three the same. Unfortunately, I didn’t have much of a say. Melissa and Angelo owned Sweet Cheeks together—they had cosigned the business loan and were paying the bank back—and I had no such stake. In fact, I had declined an offer for partnership when they’d begun the process of opening the bakery. Undesirable tasks often fell to me simply because I had less veto power. I operated at the bakery as a mostly autonomous agent; Melissa and Angelo didn’t tell me how to run the dining room. I chose the companies where we purchased paper goods and cleaning supplies, I wrote the schedules and set the shifts, I dealt with customer issues and counted the deposits, which I then handed off to Angelo. Melissa baked and invented menu items, and once or twice a month she came in extra-early and waxed the floors herself. She hated being at the counter. She didn’t even participate in interviews when we hired new staff for the front-of-house.

It occurred to me how many of my duties must’ve become part of her problem when I’d quit, things she loathed doing, and I felt a stab of guilt followed immediately by a wave of defeat. The truth was, I wouldn’t have minded staying late if I had known I’d be working in the first place. If I could’ve come in later in the day, prepared with my own Pyrex of Radiant Regimen–compliant food.

“Whatever, it’s fine,” I told Melissa. “Do you know if this guy needs anything from me? How big is his crew?”

“I think it’s just him,” she said. “I offered to have one of the dishwashers on hand to help, and he said it probably wasn’t necessary.”

I scanned the long, high wall where these new shelves were supposed to go, and let out a low whistle. “Seems like a two-man job, at least,” I said.

“I had the same reaction,” she agreed. “But he was confident. He does this all the time, I guess.” She shrugged. She pointed past the dish pit to the lowboy, where there was a stack of plastic bins, the kind David and I used for packing away our opposite-season clothing. “Angelo bought these. We’re going to store the dishes in them while the shelves go up. To keep everything clean and separate. It’s going to be a pain.”

Melissa’s face clouded with concentration. Now that we’d settled the matter of me working the late shifts with the carpenter, she could return to baking. She looked past me to Guillermo and again spoke too rapidly for me to comprehend. She glanced back in my direction. “Aren’t you going to get out there?” she asked, nudging her head toward the dining room. “Athena’s waiting for you; I’m sure she’s going to tell you she’d like a break. Oh, and you get to meet Violet. Her shift starts at two.”
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