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Chapter One
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Elise

The fluorescent light above my desk has been flickering for three weeks. Not a dramatic flicker—nothing that would justify a maintenance request or a moment of genuine irritation. Just a subtle, arrhythmic pulse at the edge of my vision that I've trained myself to ignore, the way I've trained myself to ignore most things that don't directly contribute to keeping this company alive.

It's nine fourteen on a Tuesday night. I know this because I've checked the clock six times in the last hour, not because I'm eager to leave but because I'm trying to calculate how much longer I can sit here before my body stages a full revolt. My eyes ache. My neck has fused into a single rigid column. I ate a protein bar at noon that tasted like compressed sawdust, and I've been running on black coffee and spite ever since.

The pitch deck on my screen is the fourth version I've built this week, and it's still not right. The numbers are solid—Vectis's user growth is real, our retention is strong, and the product-market fit is there if you know where to look. But David wants to lead with the pivot narrative, the "we listened to the market and evolved" story, and I want to lead with what actually works: the core product, the thing I built, the thing that got us here.

David and I have been having this argument for two months. It's exhausting in the specific way that fighting with someone you used to respect is exhausting—every disagreement now carries the accumulated weight of all the ones that came before.

My phone buzzes. Dr. Rosen.

I consider letting it go to voicemail. I've been considering letting a lot of things go to voicemail lately. But therapy is the one commitment I haven't managed to rationalize my way out of, mostly because Dr. Rosen has a talent for making avoidance feel like a personal failure rather than a strategic choice.

"Hi, Rachel."

"Elise. You sound like you're still at the office."

"I'm still at the office."

"It's after nine."

"I'm aware."

There's a pause. Dr. Rosen's pauses are weaponized—she deploys them the way a sniper deploys silence, waiting for you to fill the space with something honest because the emptiness becomes unbearable.

"We talked last week about finding one thing," she says. "One thing that isn't work."

"I've been busy."

"You've been busy for three years. That's not a temporary state, Elise. That's a lifestyle choice masquerading as necessity."

I lean back in my chair and press my fingertips against my closed eyes until I see stars. "I went to the gym on Saturday."

"You went to the gym to punish your body into submission because you couldn't sleep. That doesn't count."

"It's cardiovascular exercise. My heart rate—"

"Your heart rate is not the issue. Your nervous system is the issue. You are living in a permanent state of fight-or-flight, and you're so accustomed to it that you've mistaken adrenaline for energy. I want you to find one thing this week—one single thing—that engages your senses instead of your intellect. Something that requires you to taste, or smell, or feel, instead of analyze."

"That sounds like a bath bomb commercial."

"It sounds like a woman who hasn't experienced genuine pleasure in so long she's forgotten what it feels like."

That lands. I don't say anything. Dr. Rosen lets the silence do its work.

"One thing," she repeats. "Something with no deliverable. No KPI. No outcome you can measure. Just an experience you can have."

"I'll think about it."

"Don't think about it. That's the whole point."

We hang up. I stare at the pitch deck for another forty seconds, then close my laptop with more force than necessary.

•  •  •
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Nadia finds me in the kitchen making my seventh coffee of the day. She's supposed to be gone—she leaves at six thirty sharp every night to get home to her kids, and it's one of the things I respect most about her. Nadia has boundaries the way other people have bones: structural, non-negotiable, and invisible until you try to break one.

"Why are you still here?" I ask.

"Marcus has the girls tonight. I had a call with the Sequoia people that ran long." She leans against the counter and watches me pour coffee with the evaluative focus she usually reserves for quarterly reports. "You look like shit."

"Thank you."

"When's the last time you ate something that wasn't beige?"

I think about it. The protein bar was beige. The toast I had this morning was beige. Yesterday's sad desk salad had some green in it, but the croutons were definitely beige.

"Define beige."

Nadia crosses her arms. She's wearing the expression I've come to think of as her Concerned COO face, which is functionally identical to her Disappointed Mother face, which she deploys with the same devastating precision on me as she does on her six-year-old twins when they try to feed broccoli to the dog.

"When's the last time you went on a date?"

"That's a weird pivot from nutrition."

"It's not a pivot. It's the same question wearing different clothes. When's the last time you did something that made you feel like a human woman and not a pitch deck with legs?"

"A pitch deck with legs. That's nice. I'm framing that."

"Elise."

"I don't know. A year? More than a year." I take a sip of coffee that's too hot and too bitter and entirely appropriate for my current emotional state. "There was that guy from the fintech mixer."

"The one who talked about his CrossFit splits for forty-five minutes?"

"He was very passionate."

"He was a narcissist in compression shorts. That's not a date, that's an endurance test." Nadia shakes her head. "You need to touch grass. Or at least hold a wine glass that isn't at a networking event."

"My therapist said something similar. Without the grass part."

"Smart woman. Listen to her." Nadia pushes off the counter. "I'm going home. You should also go home. Your apartment misses you. Your bed misses you. Your vibrator misses you."

"Good night, Nadia."

She blows me a kiss from the doorway and disappears. The office settles back into its low-frequency hum of servers and silence. I drink my too-bitter coffee and try to remember the last time I felt something that wasn't caffeine or anxiety.

Nothing comes.

•  •  •
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I'm lying in bed at eleven forty-seven, laptop open, doom-scrolling through emails I've already read, when I remember Dr. Rosen's homework. One thing. Something sensory. No deliverable. No KPI.

I open a new tab and type wine class NYC mostly to prove to myself that I'm the kind of person who follows through on therapeutic assignments. The results are what I'd expect: corporate team-building events with cringey names, overpriced Midtown experiences targeting tourists, a few serious oenology programs that require more commitment than I give most relationships.

Then I find Decant.

The website is beautiful—warm photography, clean design, none of the try-hard aesthetic that makes most lifestyle brands feel like they're selling you an identity crisis. The copy is good too: knowledgeable without being pretentious, inviting without being desperate. Whoever built this knows their audience. I respect that.

Wednesday Evening Wine Fundamentals. Six weeks. Small group. No experience necessary. Learn to taste with intention.

I click through to the instructor page.

Sofia Velez. Sommelier, educator, private consultant. Fifteen years in the wine industry. Former corporate consulting background. Built Decant from scratch.

There's a photo.

I should describe what I see objectively. That would be the appropriate response—a clinical assessment of a stranger's professional headshot, the way I'd evaluate any vendor or service provider.

Here's what I actually see:

Dark hair, loose, falling past her shoulders. Warm brown eyes that look like they're slightly amused by something you haven't said yet. Full mouth. Strong jaw. She's wearing a cream silk blouse unbuttoned one button past professional, and there's a thin gold chain resting against her collarbone that catches the light in a way that makes me want to follow it with my eyes. With my fingertip. Her hands are visible in the shot—she's holding a wine glass with casual precision, fingers positioned exactly right, and even in a still image I can tell those hands move with intention.

She's not conventionally beautiful the way magazines define it. She's something harder to dismiss—the kind of attractive that suggests she knows things. About wine, yes. But about other things too. About how to read a room. About how to hold someone's attention without raising her voice. About what people need when they're too armored to ask for it.

I'm staring. I've been staring for—I check the time—four minutes, which is three minutes and forty-five seconds longer than I've looked at any human being's face in recent memory, including my own in the mirror.

Something warm stirs low in my stomach. Not hunger—I know what hunger feels like, and it's sharper than this, more impatient. This is slower. A pull. A frequency I haven't tuned into in so long that I'd almost forgotten the station existed.

I scroll down. Her bio mentions that she left the corporate world to build something that felt more like her own. I read that sentence three times. I left the corporate world to build something that felt more like her own. There's something in that phrasing—the quiet confidence of it, the refusal to perform ambition—that makes my chest tight in a way I don't have language for.

I click Enroll.

The form asks for basic information: name, email, dietary restrictions, experience level. Under "What brings you to Decant?" I type: My therapist told me to find a hobby that uses my senses instead of my brain. I delete it. I type: I'd like to learn more about wine. Boring. True. Safe.

I hit submit.

The confirmation email arrives immediately—a well-designed, warmly written note welcoming me to the Wednesday group and asking me to arrive a few minutes early for my first session. It's signed Sofia in a font that looks hand-lettered, which is a design choice I would normally dismiss as affected but which, coming from her, feels personal.

I close my laptop. The bedroom is dark except for the ambient glow of the city through floor-to-ceiling windows that I paid an obscene amount of money for and rarely look through. My apartment is beautiful. I've been told this by everyone who visits, which is almost no one, because I don't invite people over because the idea of someone seeing the inside of my life—the empty fridge, the unmade bed, the stack of unread novels on the nightstand that represent the person I keep meaning to become—fills me with a particular dread that I don't know how to name.

I turn onto my side and pull the covers up to my chin like a child. Tomorrow I'll deal with the pitch deck, and David's pivot obsession, and the investor who's probably going to pass. Tomorrow I'll be the CEO again, all sharp edges and strategic calm and the low-grade terror of watching something I built start to wobble on its foundation.

But right now, in the dark, I let myself think about the woman on the website. The silk blouse. The gold chain. The hands that hold a wine glass like they know exactly how much pressure to apply.

Wednesday, I think. It's just a wine class.

My pulse says otherwise.

I press my face into the pillow and try to sleep. It takes a long time. When I finally drift off, I dream about dark eyes and the warm, deliberate press of fingertips against glass.

I don't tell Dr. Rosen about the dream. I don't tell anyone. Some things are too new and too fragile to survive the weight of being spoken aloud.

But on Wednesday, I change my shirt twice before I leave the office, and I arrive seven minutes early, and when I push open the door to Decant and smell warm oak and something floral I can't identify, my hands are shaking and I don't entirely know why.

That's a lie. I know exactly why.

I'm just not ready to say it yet.
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Chapter Two
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Sofia

Wednesday nights are my favorite service.

I don't use that word casually. I grew up Catholic—lapsed now, thoroughly and without apology—but some architecture stays with you. The ritual of preparation. The careful arrangement of objects in their proper places. The hush that falls over a room right before something begins.

I'm setting up the classroom at five thirty, a full hour before the group arrives, because the setup is half the pleasure. Eight stations around the horseshoe table, each with three tasting glasses arranged smallest to largest, a water carafe, a spit cup that almost nobody uses because spitting out good wine feels like a moral failing, and a small card with tonight's lineup printed in the font I spent two weeks choosing when I built this place.

The bottles are breathing on the zinc counter behind me. Tonight is Sauvignon Blanc—three expressions across three regions, each one the same grape telling a completely different story depending on where it grew and who raised it. Loire Valley, Marlborough, Napa. French precision, New Zealand exuberance, Californian ambition. I chose them because they're accessible, yes, but also because the first lesson of any wine education worth having is this: identity is context. The same raw material becomes something entirely different depending on the conditions it develops in.

I check the lighting. Warm but not dim—I want people to see the wine's color without squinting, and I want to see their faces when something surprises them. I adjust the music: low, acoustic, present enough to soften the silence but quiet enough to disappear when I start talking.

The room smells like oak and beeswax and the faint residual sweetness of last week's Moscato d'Asti. I inhale it the way some people inhale perfume in department stores—eyes half-closed, chest open, letting it register in the body before the brain can catalog it.

This is my church. I built it with money I didn't have, credit I shouldn't have used, and three years of work so relentless it nearly hollowed me out. Decant is the most beautiful thing I've ever made, and some nights—the quiet ones, after everyone's gone and I'm wiping down the bar alone—it's also the loneliest.

But not Wednesday nights. Wednesday nights, I teach.

•  •  •
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Carmen Molina arrives first, the way she always does, carrying a tote bag from a bookstore that closed in 2019 and wearing an expression of determined festivity.

"Sofia, mi amor, I brought you something." She sets a jar of homemade dulce de leche on the counter with the pride of a woman presenting a Nobel Prize. "My abuela's recipe. You put this on toast tomorrow morning and tell me your life isn't better."

"Carmen, you don't have to bring me things every week."

"I don't have to do anything. I'm fifty-three, I'm divorced, and my children are finally old enough to ignore me. I do what I want." She settles onto her stool and surveys the room with satisfaction. "Who's new tonight? I saw the enrollment email. Two fresh ones."

"A tech executive and a grad student."

"The tech executive—man or woman?"

"Woman."

Carmen's eyebrows lift half a centimeter, which in her facial vocabulary is equivalent to a standing ovation. "Interesting."

"It's not interesting. She signed up for a wine class."

"Everything is interesting if you're paying attention. You taught me that." She uncaps her water carafe and takes a preparatory sip. "I'll behave."

She will not behave. I adore her anyway.

The room fills in loose increments over the next twenty minutes. Jules Park arrives in a cropped blazer and too much cologne, all twenty-eight years of confident energy preceding her through the door like a weather system. She gives me a slow smile and says, "Miss me?" the way she does every week—flirtatious in a manner so practiced and indiscriminate that it's impossible to take personally. I don't. Jules flirts with everyone. It's her resting state.

Tom and Priya, the married couple who enrolled together as a "date night thing" and spend most of each session bickering about tannins with the intensity of people who clearly have sex afterward. Greg, the retired architect who takes meticulous notes in a leather-bound journal. Danielle, the ER nurse who shows up straight from a twelve-hour shift and drinks everything I pour with the grateful focus of someone who has earned every sip.

My regulars. My Wednesday congregation. I know what they like, what they're afraid of, and what they're here for, and in most cases those three things are the same: they want someone to make them feel like the world is richer than they thought, and like they're capable of perceiving it.

It's 6:28. One station is empty.

I begin anyway. "Good evening, everyone. Tonight we're starting with—"

The door opens.

•  •  •
[image: ]


She's late. Not dramatically late—only a few minutes past—but she enters with the particular energy of a person who is never late and is furious with herself for the lapse. Laptop bag over one shoulder, blazer slightly askew, dark hair pulled back in a low knot that's starting to escape at the temples. She's scanning the room with sharp green eyes that are doing rapid tactical assessment: exits, seating options, social dynamics, threat level.

She looks like she walked here directly from a conference room where she was the most competent person present and resented everyone else for making that necessary.

"I'm sorry," she says, and her voice is lower than I expected. A little raw, as if she's been talking all day and this is the first sentence she's said in an hour. "Elise Morgan. I'm new."

"Welcome, Elise. Grab the open seat—we just started."

She takes the empty stool at the far end of the horseshoe, sets her laptop bag on the floor with visible reluctance—like she's putting down a weapon in hostile territory—and folds her hands on the table. Her posture is immaculate. Spine straight, shoulders squared, chin level. It's the posture of someone who learned early that taking up space correctly is a form of armor.

I notice all of this in the time it takes to pour her first glass, which is either a testament to my observational skills or a warning sign I should probably examine later.

"As I was saying—tonight is Sauvignon Blanc. Three glasses, three regions, one grape." I move to the center of the horseshoe, where I teach from, close enough to make eye contact with everyone and far enough to keep the energy open. "Before we taste anything, I want to talk about how to look at wine. Not at the label. Not at the price. At the wine itself."

I hold my glass up to the light. The Loire Valley Sancerre catches it beautifully—pale gold, almost green at the rim, bright as new glass.

"Color tells you things before you've smelled or tasted anything. It tells you about age, about grape variety, about climate. This—" I tilt the glass slowly—"is young, cool-climate, high-acid. You can see it. The color is practically vibrating."

Carmen nods like I've said something profound. Greg writes it down. Jules watches my hands on the glass with the attentive appreciation she brings to everything I do, which I've learned to absorb without encouraging.

Elise is staring at the wine in her glass with the focus of someone trying to decode an encrypted message.

"Now. Pick up your glass. Not by the bowl—by the stem. Body heat changes the temperature, and temperature changes flavor. You want to taste the wine, not your own warmth." I demonstrate. "Hold it here. Lightly. You're not strangling it."

A small ripple of laughter. Priya adjusts her grip. Tom adjusts his grip incorrectly and Priya corrects him. Danielle holds hers like she's been doing it right for years, which she has—ER nurses, in my experience, are quick studies.

Elise is holding her glass too tightly. Not wrong, exactly, but tense. Her knuckles are pale against the stem. She's gripping it the way she grips everything—like loosening her hold would mean losing control.

I move around the horseshoe. This is the part of teaching I love most: the individual correction, the moment where instruction becomes physical, where you stop talking about the thing and start doing the thing together. I adjust Carmen's wrist angle. I remind Tom to keep his elbow down. Jules, predictably, has her grip perfect already and uses my proximity to murmur, "Private lessons available?" I give her a look and she grins.

Then I get to Elise.

She's still holding the glass like she's trying to keep it from escaping. I can see the tension running from her fingers up through her wrist, her forearm, her shoulder. This woman carries stress the way a bridge carries traffic—constantly, structurally, as if she'd collapse without it.

"May I?" I ask, and I'm already reaching, but I wait for her nod before I make contact.

She nods.

I place my hand over hers on the stem. Her fingers are cool, slim, and rigid under mine. I apply gentle pressure—not moving her hand so much as suggesting a different relationship with the glass. Less grip. More hold.

"Softer," I say. "You don't need to control it. Just support it."

I feel the moment she recalibrates. Her fingers ease under mine, one by one, like a fist unclenching in slow motion. The glass settles into her palm with a new kind of balance—still secure, but no longer clenched.

I should let go now.

I know I should let go now.

My thumb is resting against the ridge of her knuckle, and I can feel her pulse through the thin skin there—rapid, light, a hummingbird trapped under silk. Her breath has changed. I can hear it. A small hitch, barely audible, the kind of sound a person makes when something unexpected touches them in a place they weren't guarding.

She turns her head slightly. Our faces are eighteen inches apart. Her eyes are green—not the bright, uncomplicated green of new leaves but a darker shade, like bottle glass, and right now they are wide and startled and fixed on mine with an intensity that I feel in the base of my spine.

The room is still there. Carmen is still there. Jules is watching us with her chin propped on her fist and an expression of delighted speculation. The music is still playing, something acoustic and warm that suddenly sounds unbearably intimate.

I let go.

"Better," I say, and my voice is steady, which is a professional miracle. "Just like that."

I move on. Tom needs help. Priya is already nosing her wine and making approving sounds. I keep moving, keep teaching, keep performing the role of calm, competent instructor while something I haven't felt in three years quietly rearranges the furniture inside my chest.

•  •  •
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"All right. First impressions. What do you taste?" I'm back at the center, my own glass in hand, and I've had a full three minutes to recover from whatever the hell just happened at station eight. "Don't overthink it. There are no wrong answers—only honest ones."

Carmen goes first, because Carmen always goes first. "Summer," she declares. "A patio. A breeze. Maybe a little bit of gossip."

"That's not a tasting note, Carmen."

"It's my tasting note."

Fair enough. I nod at Greg, who consults his journal and says, "Citrus. Grapefruit pith. A vegetal quality—asparagus, maybe?"

"Good. That green character is classic Loire Sauvignon Blanc. The grassy, herbal note."

Priya: "It's crisp. Like biting into a cold apple."

Tom: "I taste wine."

"Groundbreaking, Tom."

Jules tilts her glass thoughtfully. "Grass. Lime zest. And something—flinty? Like wet stone?"

"Excellent. That mineral note is terroir talking. You're tasting the soil the grape grew in." I'm impressed despite myself. Jules has a good palate when she bothers to use it for wine instead of innuendo.

Danielle: "It tastes clean. Like the first real breath after a long shift."

I smile at that one. Danielle's tasting notes are always more poetry than analysis, and they're always exactly right.

Then it's Elise's turn.

She's been holding the glass at the correct angle—the angle I set for her, with my hand on hers—and looking into it with that same codebreaking focus. When she realizes everyone is waiting, she straightens almost imperceptibly. A micro-adjustment of posture, a flash of something that looks like performance anxiety, which surprises me. This is a woman who probably presents to boardrooms without blinking.

"It's sharp," she says. Her voice is quieter than before, less practiced. She's not performing now—she's actually trying. "Aggressive, almost. Like it's not interested in being liked. It just—" She pauses. Frowns. Takes another sip. "It's trying to wake you up."

The room is quiet for a beat. Not the silence of confusion—the silence of recognition. Everyone heard what she actually said, which was not about wine at all.

"Good," I tell her. I hold her gaze because I can't not, because something in the way she said trying to wake you up landed in the center of my sternum like a struck bell. "That's exactly what it's doing."

She blinks. The faintest color rises along her cheekbones—a stain of pink that she'd be mortified to know is visible, and that I absolutely should not find as devastating as I do.

She looks away first.

I move on to the second wine.

•  •  •
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Class runs ninety minutes. By the end of it, Carmen has decided she prefers New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc because it's "louder and more fun, like me," Tom has spilled his Napa pour and Priya has forgiven him for it, Greg has filled two pages of notes, and Jules has managed to work three double entendres into her tasting observations, which might be a personal record.

Elise has been mostly quiet for the second half—listening, tasting, occasionally writing something on the back of her tasting card with a pen she produced from inside her blazer. She's been doing what I asked: tasting instead of analyzing. I can see the shift. She holds the glass differently now. She brings it to her nose before her mouth. She closes her eyes on the second sip, the way I taught them to.

Each time she closes her eyes, I let myself look at her for one unguarded second. The dark lashes against her skin. The line of her jaw. The way her lips part slightly when she inhales the wine's aroma, unconsciously, the way bodies do when they're receiving pleasure they haven't intellectualized yet.

I stop looking. I'm a professional. I'm a professional who has done this before and who knows exactly where this road goes and how it ends.

The students filter out in clusters. Carmen kisses me on both cheeks and whispers, "I like the new one. She's wound so tight she's practically a tuning fork. Someone should help her with that." I pretend not to hear.

Jules pauses at the door. "Seriously, though. If you ever do offer private sessions..." She lets the sentence hang, winks, and leaves.

The room empties.

Elise is still at her station.

She's rinsing her glasses in the small sink at the end of the bar, which is something no student has ever done. I watch her for a moment—the efficiency of her movements, the way she handles the glassware with newly learned care, stem between her fingers, no pressure on the bowl.

"You don't have to do that," I say.

"I know." She sets the last glass on the drying rack and turns to face me. Without the horseshoe between us and the other students around her, she seems both taller and more uncertain. She's still in her work clothes—the blazer, the dark trousers, the shoes that probably cost more than my first month's rent at this place—but something about her has softened in the last ninety minutes. The armor has shifted, not removed but loosened, like she forgot to keep it locked.

"I had a question," she says. "About acidity."

"Go ahead."

"You said the acid is what makes wine interesting. That sweetness is what people notice but acid is what gives it structure." She pauses. Chooses her next words with the care of someone drafting a contract. "Is it always like that? The thing people notice first isn't the thing that matters most?"

That's not a question about wine. We both know it.

"Usually," I say. "Most people taste the obvious: sweet, fruity, smooth. Those are easy to perceive and easy to enjoy. But acid, tannin, minerality—the structural components—those are what give a wine depth. What make you want to take another sip. The easy pleasures get your attention. The complex ones keep it."

She nods slowly, absorbing this the way she's absorbed everything tonight—with a focus so concentrated it borders on hunger.

"Thank you," she says. "For tonight. I didn't expect—" She stops herself. Whatever she didn't expect, she's decided not to say it out loud. "I'll see you next week."

"I'll be here."

She shoulders her laptop bag, and I notice the way she does it—settling the strap like a soldier reattaching a pack, squaring off against the world outside this room. At the door, she turns back.

"Sofia."

It's the first time she's said my name. She says it carefully, like she's tasting it. Like she's checking the acidity.

"Yes?"

"The sharp one—the Loire. I think you're right. It was trying to wake me up." She holds my gaze for exactly long enough to make the subtext unmistakable, then pushes through the door and disappears into the Wednesday night.

•  •  •
[image: ]


I lock up alone.

The classroom holds the residual warmth of eight bodies and eighteen glasses of wine, and as I move through the space—clearing the remaining glasses, wiping down the zinc, resetting the stations for Saturday's private booking—I catch myself doing something I haven't done in a long time.

I'm thinking about someone.

Not the idle, aesthetic appreciation I feel when an attractive woman walks into the tasting room, which happens regularly and means nothing. Not the low-grade loneliness that hums through my evenings like white noise. This is specific. This is a woman with green eyes and white knuckles who holds everything too tight and who said it's trying to wake me up in a voice that sounded like she'd been asleep for years.

I pick up her glass from the drying rack. She washed it, but there's still a faint imprint of lip color on the rim—barely there, the ghost of a mouth.

Three years ago, I stood in a room like this and let myself want someone I shouldn't have wanted. Margot was beautiful and married and lying, and I was so starved for connection that I let desire override every instinct that should have protected me. When it ended—when she ended it, with threats and tears and a fury that I later understood was shame directed outward—I promised myself I would never again confuse the intimacy of this space with the intimacy of something real.

Elise Morgan is not Margot. I know this the way I know the difference between a Burgundy and a Beaujolais: immediately, structurally, in the bones of the thing. Margot was performance. Elise is the opposite—she's trying so hard not to be seen that the effort itself reveals her.

That doesn't make it safe. That makes it worse. Because the women who are hardest to read are the ones I most want to study, and studying someone who is sitting in your classroom, who is paying you to teach her, who looked at you with those dark, startled eyes when your hand covered hers—that's not study. That's the beginning of something I swore I was done beginning.

I set the glass down on the counter. I wipe it clean. I fold the towel. I turn off the lights and lock the door and walk home through the Village in the October air with my hands in my pockets and the memory of a rapid pulse under my thumb.

It's a wine class, I tell myself. She's a student. You're a teacher. There are lines.

I believe myself the way you believe a weather forecast that predicts sun when you can already smell the rain.

By the time I get home, I've replayed the hand-on-glass moment four times and the way she said my name twice, and I've composed and deleted a mental email offering her a supplementary private tasting session that I have absolutely no professional reason to offer.

I pour myself a glass of the leftover Sancerre. It tastes sharp and alive and slightly too honest.

I drink it anyway.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Elise

I've been thinking about her hands for six days.

Not constantly. I'm not an animal. I run a company, manage a co-founder who's actively trying to pivot us into irrelevance, and maintain a baseline level of personal hygiene that suggests I'm a functional adult. I've had meetings. I've reviewed analytics. I've had a phone call with our lead investor, Aaron Park, that lasted forty-seven minutes and left me with a tension headache and the creeping suspicion that he's going to pass no matter how good the deck is.

But in the gaps—the thirty-second pauses between tasks, the elevator rides, the moments before sleep when my brain is supposed to be powering down—her hand on mine. The steady warmth of her palm. The slow press of her thumb against my knuckle. The exact quality of her voice when she said softer, like she was talking to something that might startle.

It's Wednesday again. I left the office at five forty-five, which is the earliest I've left on a weekday in recent memory, and Nadia noticed because Nadia notices everything.

"Hot date?" she called after me.

"Wine class."

"Same thing, apparently. You changed your shirt."

I changed my shirt twice, actually. The first replacement—a silk button-down in a shade of green I bought six months ago and never wore—felt like I was trying too hard. The second—a soft black V-neck, cashmere, the kind of thing that looks effortless because it cost three hundred dollars—felt like I was trying exactly the right amount. I'm aware that this level of wardrobe deliberation for a Wednesday evening wine class is clinically insane. I'm doing it anyway.

I arrive at Decant fifteen minutes early.

The door is unlocked, the room warm and golden, and Sofia is behind the bar arranging bottles with the methodical pleasure of someone building something beautiful. She's wearing a cream-colored wrap top that ties at her waist, and her hair is down—loose dark waves that move when she moves, which she does with the particular unhurried grace of a woman who has never once scrambled for anything in a way that shows.

"You're early," she says without looking up.

"I'm usually early. Last week was an anomaly."

"I didn't mind." She glances at me now, and there it is—that quick, warm assessment she does, the one that makes me feel like I'm being read in a language I don't speak but somehow understand. Her gaze moves from my face to my shirt to my hands—which I've just realized I'm clenching at my sides—and back up. Something shifts in her expression. Not a smile. Softer than that. An acknowledgment.

"Grab a seat wherever you'd like. We're doing Riesling tonight."

I take a stool closer to the center of the horseshoe this time. Not the far end, where I hid last week behind six other students and my own discomfort. Third from the left. Close enough to see her clearly. Far enough to pretend that wasn't the reason.

Carmen arrives next and immediately spots me. "The new girl! You came back. I wasn't sure you would—you looked like you were solving a murder mystery last week."

"I was trying to identify citrus notes."

"Honey, that's the same face." She takes the seat beside me and pats my forearm. "Relax. Sofia doesn't bite." A pause so brief it barely qualifies. "Unless you ask nicely."

I choke on nothing. Carmen winks and starts arranging her glasses with the practiced ease of a woman who's been doing this long enough to have opinions about stem height.

The room fills. Tom and Priya. Greg and his journal. Danielle, still in scrubs, looking like she's been awake for a geological era but happy to be here. And Jules, who arrives like a headline—bright-eyed, perfectly styled, taking the stool directly across from Sofia's teaching position as though reserving a front-row seat at a concert.

"Evening, professor," Jules says, and her voice does something deliberate on the last syllable—a lengthening, a warming, that turns a word into a proposition.

Sofia responds with a smile so precisely calibrated between warmth and deflection that I could write a case study on it. "Evening, Jules. Ready for Riesling?"

"Born ready."

I watch this exchange with a feeling I have absolutely no right to have and no interest in examining. My jaw is tight. My fingers find the stem of my empty tasting glass and hold it—correctly, this time, the way she taught me—but harder than necessary.

She flirts with everyone. She said "professor" the way influencers say "literally." It means nothing.

It still makes something hot and sharp twist behind my ribs.

•  •  •
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"Riesling," Sofia begins, and the room settles the way it does when she speaks—not because she demands silence but because her voice creates a space that makes you want to listen, "is the most misunderstood grape in the world."

She holds a glass up to the light. The wine inside is pale gold with a faint green edge, catching the warm overhead glow like liquid amber.

"Most people think Riesling is sweet. It can be. But it doesn't have to be. The best Rieslings—the ones that make sommeliers cry—are bone-dry, razor-sharp, and so complex they change in your glass while you're drinking them." She sets the glass down with a deliberateness that I've started to recognize as characteristic. Sofia does nothing accidentally. Every gesture is placed. "Tonight we're going to learn to taste past the obvious. Sweetness is what your brain registers first because it's easy. It's safe. Your palate defaults to what it recognizes. But underneath the sweetness is acid, and the acid is where the real story is."

She looks around the horseshoe, making eye contact with each of us in turn. When she reaches me, she holds it a fraction longer than the others, or I imagine she does, or I want her to so badly that I've started hallucinating meaningful glances, which is a possibility I can't rule out.

"Today is about Old World versus New World," she continues, moving to the first bottle. "Same grape, different philosophy. Old World—Europe—tends to let the land speak. New World—Australia, the States—tends to let the winemaker speak. Neither approach is better. But they tell you different things about what the wine values."

She pours. Three glasses at each station: a German Riesling from the Mosel, an Alsatian from a producer I can't pronounce, and an Australian from the Clare Valley. The German is pale as water. The Alsatian has more gold. The Australian is the brightest, the loudest in color before I've tasted a drop.

"Before you drink," Sofia says, "smell. Let the aroma arrive. Don't chase it."

I bring the German Riesling to my nose and do what she said—let it come to me instead of hunting for it. There's something floral at first, delicate and high, like cut white flowers. Under that, a sharpness. Almost chemical. Kerosene? That can't be right.

"If you're getting something petroleum-like on the German, that's correct," Sofia says, and several people look up in surprise. "Classic aged Riesling develops a petrol note. It sounds unpleasant, but it's actually a sign of quality. The wine is showing you its complexity. It's not trying to be easy."

She's walking around the horseshoe now, moving between stations the way she does—slow, attentive, pausing behind each student to observe their technique without crowding them. When she passes behind me, I feel the warmth of her before anything else. She's close enough that I can smell her—not perfume but something warmer and more organic. Bergamot. Warm skin. Something underneath both that I don't have a word for but want to press my face against.

She stops. Stands behind my left shoulder. I can feel her breath, or I imagine I can, or my body is inventing sensations because it's been so starved of contact that proximity alone is enough to set it humming.

"You're doing it again," she says quietly. Only for me. The classroom noise—Carmen exclaiming over the Australian, Tom asking Priya what petrol smells like, Jules humming appreciation—covers us.

"Doing what?"

"Tasting with your head. I can see it—you're cataloging. Naming things. Sorting them into categories." She leans down. Her mouth is near my ear, and her voice drops to something that's barely above the texture of breath. "Stop naming. Just feel it on your tongue. Where does it sit? Is it heavy or light? Does it move or does it stay?"

​
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