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			To all the immigrant chefs who dream big
 and fill tables with food and love

		

	
		
			
				“Wrestling is not a love story, it’s much more. It’s hope.”

				—Bray Wyatt, late professional wrestler

				“I love you, dude. Let it rip.”

				—The Bear

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			



	

Part I

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			1

			The night Sierra follows me on Twitter, I have my fingers trenched deep inside potatoes.

			My workplace, Zero’s, had received a fresh batch of Yukon golds, the preferred kind for the signature garlic-roasted potatoes appetizer. After I’d finished my cleanup duties and most of the staff had gone home, I’d been ecstatic to find the remains of last week’s russets that Callum, our grill chef, had saved for me in storage. Potatoes mean one thing: aloo bhorta for dinner. Aloo bhorta is an exhausting multistep ordeal, and I don’t always have the energy to boil potatoes at home after hours on my feet slicing cucumbers into exact six-and-a-half-inch spears. But tonight, in a Christmas Eve miracle, my shift ended an hour early.

			My roommate, Erica, took the train to her parents’ house in Middletown this morning, so there’s no one to see my face turn red as I try to avoid the splatter of boiling water when pouring the russets into the pot. As I work, I replay my hand brushing against Anna’s as we both reached for our punch cards nestled near each other on the metal rack against the wall at work. Anna—yes, the Anna Callahan whose pastries I have been admiring in magazines and food blogs over the last few years—laughed and let me clock out first after I’d thanked Callum for saving me the potatoes. As I was turning to leave and let the two of them chat, she hugged me goodbye and wished me merry Christmas. I almost said that I don’t celebrate, but luckily my mouth refused to move and I just gave her a silent nod. I try not to fangirl too much in front of Anna. I want her to think of me as a cool co-worker, not an obsessive fan. I overheard her talking to Callum, someone who never seems starstruck in her presence, about her plans to drive up to her mom’s house after tonight’s shift. As I’m reaching on my tiptoes to grab a bottle of mustard oil from the cabinet, Anna is probably taking the interstate north, her passenger seat carrying candied ginger scones made especially for her mom.

			It doesn’t mean anything for me to spend tomorrow alone. My parents aren’t in the United States, and even if they were, we wouldn’t celebrate Christmas. New Haven is far enough from Manhattan’s overbearing Rockefeller tree that I don’t think about the family time I’m missing out on. New Haven tries to make a show of being inclusive with a Christmas tree, plastic menorah, and lighted Kwanzaa sign struggling to stay standing amid the snow on the Green. By the time we’re all back at Zero’s on December 26, the city will have packed away the decorations, and it will be business as usual.

			I try not to think about work or other people’s families as I wash basmati rice. I pack a couple cups with the long grains and dump them into the fifteen-dollar Black+Decker rice cooker I bought myself when I graduated from college. My mother would have considered it a lackluster gift.

			As a child, I never craved aloo bhorta. It was a food for upset tummies, something my mother would mix up with rice to hand-feed tiny me when I’d thrown up my first round of dinner. Then she’d rub her hand in circles against my spine to spur on good health.

			A lot has changed since then. Now I’m taller (at five-five, tall for a Bangladeshi, average for the U.S.). I have shorter hair, a bob, because I want to (although it’s still black). I have two tattoos and a nose piercing. (My family had my ears pierced when I was five. Luckily piercings are cultural markers, and my mother never yelled about those holes like she did when I got an undercut my sophomore year.) I don’t wear makeup, although I’ve found myself highlighter-curious. (Male wrestlers wear it to catch the light on their chiseled cheekbones, so I think my Sephora-brand highlighter stick counts as androgynous.)

			The biggest change is not being able to call my mom and tell her about my life. Any mention of food sends us into a fight over how I’m wasting my life when I should be in medical school. I didn’t have any opportunities to cook until college, and I wish I’d paid more attention to everything I was eating when I was growing up in Dhaka so I could go beyond taste memory. I want muscle memory, the physical remembrance of which exact aromatics I should add and when and how much.

			The secret to a good aloo bhorta is the marriage of five ingredients: potatoes, mustard oil, ghee, chilis, and red onions. I’ve eaten it for years, but I’ve only recently perfected the recipe by watching a twenty-one-year-old on TikTok. This guy, sporting a traditional red-and-black gamcha, with the most English-toned Bangla accent, is educating me on the Bengali green chili, kacha morich, which he calls by the name American grocery stores use: the Thai chili pepper. Learning from the video feels like being in the remedial class, but it’s the best recipe I’ve found. Glad the diaspora kids are doing well, though, and spreading the good word of Bangladeshi food.

			I quarter a medium red onion and cut it into super-thin slices, then pour shorsher tel, or mustard oil—another creation I thank my ancestors for—into a frying pan and wait for it to heat up. When it’s ready, I toss in the onions alongside some dried red chilis. I try to be patient about not touching the potatoes while they cool, but I can’t wait to start mashing them. I poke a finger in and let the rounded edge crumble at my touch. Bengalis do not use a masher. When I first came to the U.S. and saw that people used a masher instead of their hands, I wondered if that was why the Bangladeshi version tasted better to me. I concluded that mashed potatoes can reach optimum deliciousness only if the love is transferred directly from the chef’s hands.

			The steam from one of the russets burns the edge of my index finger as I knead them. I’m momentarily distracted from the sting by my speakers, as Spotify transitions from MUNA to a very targeted ad: “Will the rivalry between former best friends Sierra Myst and Spike Girl continue to cause destruction? Will Johnny Tango finally explain why he threw Bulldog Bobby into a dumpster? All this and more on Friday Night Wrestle Thunder Ground live at eight, seven Central.”

			Wrestle Thunder Ground, or WTG for short, is usually a live broadcast, but this episode was shot last week so the wrestlers could spend the holiday with their families. Last time I checked, my favorite character, Sierra Myst, was spending the night with her siblings, endless pictures of her sister’s corgi flooding her Instagram stories. Photo evidence of other people’s families, their pets, their togetherness, leaves a low ache in my belly, but I concentrate on working the potatoes into a soft fluff. I bring over the pan of red onions and dried chilis fried in mustard oil, pour it over the mashed potatoes, and combine with my hands. Licking a bit off my index finger, I decide it needs more mustard oil and salt.

			I chop green chilis and throw them in. Then I pour in the ghee, lots and lots of it. There can never be enough ghee. I taste again. This time the balance of flavors is right—hearty, with a punch from the shorsher tel—and it’s perfect timing, as an alarm sounds on my phone to remind me that it’s time for Wrestle Thunder Ground. I bring my laptop to the kitchen and balance it on the pile of unused cookbooks I always find an excuse to buy but am too intimidated to ever open. Anna Callahan’s book Last but Not Yeast is in this stack. I select the pirated stream in my bookmarks folder to see the opening segment featuring two beefy male wrestlers trading insults. They slap each other until one of them agrees to wrestle the other at the next pay-per-view special. The men bore me with their recycled storylines from the early 2000s the writers think we’re too young to remember, but I’ve always loved watching the women wrestle.

			When they started getting more screentime in my teen years, the women captivated me with the way they talked to one another, stating what they wanted and how they felt without seeming to worry how their declarations would be received—the opposite of how life was in my family. The storylines were easy to follow: good guys or babyfaces overcoming their fearsome rivals, the bad guys, who we call the heels. A “buried alive” match finally made me realize the fighting is scripted; the wrestler who “died” in the contest eventually returned to life three months later. It could have made me turn away from wrestling, but knowing someone was crafting these stories for me made me fall even deeper in love. Creating a successful wrestling match is very much like creating the perfect dish. Finding the right rivalry, the perfect storyline, getting audience attention by trial and error of mixing up different wrestlers in the ring reminds me of picking out the right ingredients, getting the perfect flavor combination, and tasting the marriage of a mixture of perfectly calibrated flavors.

			I discovered the women’s side of Thunder Ground during the summer between my sophomore and junior years of college. I had less time for wrestling during the semester, but flipping through the channels in the living room while visiting my family in Bangladesh, I witnessed the greatness of Sierra Myst for the first time. She entered the ring with three cartwheels, her arm muscles gleaming under the stadium lights as she squared up to her opponent. Her six-foot-two stance made her a threat to the rest of the women’s locker room. Even though she plays a heel, I fell in love with her confidence, her stature, and how she sprays a mystery green mist from her mouth before holding her opponent’s neck in a signature submission move. Out of character, she is Jennifer Kaplan, tall, naturally blond, and built like a Marvel superhero. Because of her college basketball background, she is strikingly flexible and can gracefully fling herself off the top rope before performing a Sierra-sault to attack her opponent. Every time I watch her walk, talk, and fight, I’m overwhelmed by her perfection. It’s like she can do no wrong.

			The rice cooker chimes as Thunder Ground returns from commercial break. My eyes remain glued to the screen even when I lift the lid, letting the starchy aroma fill the kitchen. Sierra is on-screen, her hands in fists, threatening to attack her on-screen rival and off-screen best friend Spike Girl. In wrestling storylines, friendships don’t last. To keep the drama going, one person always turns on the other, emerging as a villain. Spikey’s popularity, and the fact that Spikey is a babyface, has helped Sierra establish herself as the villainous ex best friend.

			On-screen, Sierra and Spikey pick up mics that have been rolled over to them by a cameraman at the bottom of the ring. Sierra starts cutting a promo directed at Spikey. In wrestling, promos are the moments of traditional acting—shit-talking back and forth, or sometimes talking to the audience in a ring—that help to advance storylines, make wrestlers popular or unpopular, and establish their credibility. In the case of a heel, when they are jeered, that’s when they’re “over,” having done their job and turned the crowd against them. It’s all part of the act, but I take pride in the fact that I see through Sierra’s promos. I could never hate her.

			My aloo bhorta and rice are getting cold, but I can’t walk toward the microwave yet because Sierra’s not done. She puts on a fake crying show, talking about how she thought Spikey was a good friend and had her back before she lost her to the fans and her own ego. I’m impressed by how convincingly she plays a villain.

			“Cut the crap, Myst,” Spikey says, rolling her eyes. Spike Girl is from the UK and has a strong Doncaster accent, something the fans adore about her. “You’re not winning an Oscar with this pity act.”

			The crowd cheers loudly.

			“Okay then, you want the truth?” Sierra says in her real voice, deep and commanding. She accuses Spikey of being jealous of her success. In response, Spikey tries to kick Sierra in the stomach. Sierra is quick to react, grabbing hold of Spikey’s leg and punching her in the face while she’s off balance. Spikey flips on her back and falls to the ground, clutching her jaw as she stares up at Sierra in the ring. I do a little fist pump. I love how they made Sierra look strong here.

			“Once a sidekick, always a sidekick. And that was why you just got your side kicked,” Sierra says into the mic.

			It’s corny as hell, but that’s professional wrestling.

			“Wrestling is my home,” Sierra says to a floored Spikey. “You used to be family to me. But I learned the hard way that family doesn’t last. Love is conditional. And now I’m done caring. I’m going to get to the top, and I don’t care how many bodies I have to step over to get there.”

			She stomps on Spikey’s knee to really drill it in that she’s a heel, then bends down, sneaks a sip from her bracelet flask, and mists her in the face. The crowd boos, and I can hear a young girl scream, “Leave her alone!” The show cuts to commercial and I finally microwave my aloo bhorta, Sierra’s words ringing in my head. Over the past few years, I have consumed as much Sierra content as I could get my hands on. In post-match interviews, day-in-the-life videos, and guest podcast appearances, she sometimes mentions she escaped a complicated home situation. Wrestling helped her process the violence she endured at the hands of her parents and reclaim her own power. I know this “I’m better than you” attitude is an act, but I can tell that what she said about family was real. I saw myself in her, or rather who I could be in her. I just need to stand up to my parents and my boss at Zero’s and I can be powerful like Sierra. Besides, “that’s why you got your side kicked” was hilarious. I want to watch it on a loop.

			I check #WTG on Twitter and Tumblr to see whether someone has made a GIF of the moment. No one has, so I make one of the “side kicked” line, adjusting the brightness and contrast until the colors pop and Sierra’s fist contacting Spikey’s face shines with startling clarity. I rarely post on Twitter since it turned into a total hellscape overrun by trolls, bots, and white supremacists, and I absolutely refuse to call it X. But it’s the only place where people are celebrating WTG night rather than spending time with their families. I upload the GIF and caption it @SierraMyst providing the humor I need on this lonely Christmas Eve. Never say she’s not good at promos.

			A minute later, as I’m taking my bowl out of the microwave, I look down and see three Twitter notifications that make me almost drop the food I spent all night making.

			@SierraMyst liked your post.

			@SierraMyst replied: Glad the peasants are acknowledging my mic skills finally.

			That one makes me laugh. Ever the heel, even on social media.

			Then, one that I have to read at least ten times to make sure it’s real and not just conjured by my overactive imagination.

			@SierraMyst followed you back

		

	
		
			2

			The first time I saw Sierra wrestle live was during my junior year at Central College in Massachusetts, at Boston’s TD Garden. I couldn’t take my eyes off her the entire match: the fluidity in her movements as she flung her body off the top rope, the ease with which she jumped from the announcement table onto her opponent twice, each time standing up afterward as if nothing extraordinary had just happened.

			The crowd was full of young girls chanting, “This is wrestling. This is hope.” The whole audience was cheering for the women in the “I Quit” main event featuring Sierra and Boston’s own The Glorious Raven, because for the first time, women were starring in the closing match of a WTG special. Hundreds of audience members were clad in either Sierra’s or Raven’s merchandise.

			This was something I could never have imagined growing up in the age of the “gravy bowl,” which is exactly what it sounds like—women throwing each other into a giant kiddie pool of gravy. As a kid, I struggled with being a girl, feeling more at home in “boys’ clothes.” There is very little about me that can be tied to markers of femininity, and I still find myself hunting for people, men or women, who look like me in the kitchen and in the wrestling ring. There is no one like me at Zero’s, but I have the same wide shoulders as Sierra Myst. That evening in TD Garden made me feel, for the first time, like gender didn’t matter. I could be myself and feel safe as men took the back seat and women dominated, not because they were good for women but because they were good period. I joined the men, the women, and the gender-nonconforming folks, cheering for Sierra, my heart swollen with pride. These women had transformed the fandom, making audiences appreciate the female wrestlers as athletes and not just eye candy. Times had changed. People were finally given the chance to see that women could wrestle. And they delivered.

			Sierra-sault from the top rope. A chokeslam in the middle of the mat from Raven. The two of them going back and forth with a steel chair. Sierra won that match by spraying a green mist out of her mouth that temporarily blinds opponents and following it up with her signature submission move, Demystified, using both her hands to hold her opponent’s neck back. I had tears in my eyes. I finally understood the joy and relief my grandmother described when she received a long-awaited answer to a prayer after a month of fasting. I’d never believed in extraordinary occurrences beyond human comprehension, but in a crowd full of wrestling fans, I finally felt that kind of transcendence.

			Now, this person who thousands of people idolize has followed me—a nobody—online. I wash my hands quickly, then open Twitter, even more shocked to see I have a DM waiting for me.

			@SierraMyst: Hi!! That’s such a good GIF, mama. Could you send it to me? Also, I know the holidays can be hard. Just know that I’m rooting for you. Thank you always for your support. I know you’ve got my back, kiddo.

			New notifications keep popping up while I read and reread Sierra’s message.

			@SierraMystFan99 followed you

			@ILoveSierra followed you

			@SierrasWife followed you

			Within minutes, my follower count jumps from ten bots to fifty users with wrestling fandom usernames. Even though, theoretically, I am part of the WTG and Sierra fandom, I haven’t engaged with co-fandom-mates (or whatever they’re called) on Twitter, but suddenly I’m on the radar of other accounts.

			I try to focus on responding to Sierra’s DM. My head spins. This is the most exciting thing that’s happened to me since I learned I’d be working with Anna Callahan. I try to send Sierra the GIF but quickly find I can’t attach anything to a DM. I type and retype my reply and finally settle on,

			@Za_Rina: Your follow made my day—your work means a lot to me. I would love to send you the GIF, but the app won’t let me. I’m so sorry.

			I take a deep breath and press send. I can’t believe the first time Sierra Myst asks for something from me, I am unable to show up for her. Meanwhile, my Twitter mentions are flooded with replies from people who have no idea I’ve just proven myself to be a disappointment.

			@WTGSierra39 replied: Whoa, congrats, dude! Sierra replied to you!

			@Sierra_Sault replied: GIRL!! Sierra called you a “peasant”! Merry Christmas, my friend!

			@MystifiedSierraStan replied: Welcome to wrestling Twitter. We love a Sierrahead!!

			@SpikeGirlFAN408 replied: FUCK YOU! Spike Girl is going to kick Sierra’s ass on the next WTG special.

			My account continues to gain followers as my aloo bhorta cools on the counter next to me, my eyes glued to my phone. Some wrestling fans get so into the storylines that they forget they’re scripted and that Sierra and Spikey are played by real-life best friends. Or they just want to play along and banter with other fans. I can’t tell if the hate tweets are genuine or if the fans are also playing characters. Either way, I haven’t had this much social interaction online since FaceTiming my college friend Viv in July. I google what the protocol is when people from the same fandom follow you on Twitter and the consensus is that you should follow them back and complete the mutual. I click through the new accounts and choose to follow back every profile. A new DM announces itself, and I’m relieved to see it’s not a disappointed message from Sierra Myst; it’s from a new follower.

			@TaylorMyst: Hey, Zarina. Thanks so much for the follow back. I’ve been on here for the last couple years and have yet to get a Sierra reply. I can’t believe you got a like, reply, AND a follow on your first try. Insane luck!

			I quickly scan through @TaylorMyst’s account, which has she/her pronouns in the bio, and see that it is entirely dedicated to posting about professional wrestling and, specifically, Sierra Myst. She’s live tweeted the entire Sierra and Spike Girl interaction from the show tonight, her profile filled with new tweets every couple minutes alternating between what each of them said and her reactions. Her pinned tweet is a photo with Sierra, taken at the same convention in New Orleans last April where I met Sierra. In the photo, a girl with light brown hair and glasses laughs. Her arm, tight around Sierra’s waist, accentuates Sierra’s height, but @TaylorMyst doesn’t seem to feel overshadowed. She’s smiling confidently, throwing up a peace sign with her free hand.

			I’m intimidated, but imagining myself to be as bold and confident as Sierra, I override my uncertainty and type my reply.

			@Za_Rina: Hey, Taylor! Thank you so much! I don’t really use Twitter (I’ll never call it X haha), so I was surprised too. I really love Sierra, as I’m sure you understand, so I’m glad she liked the tweet!!

			@TaylorMyst: Who knew the way to get her attention was a GIF? I think I’m going to start learning how to make them. Any tips for a fellow Sierra girl?

			@Za_Rina: I learned from this online tutorial, I write back with a link to the Tumblr blog where I learned to make GIFs. It’s pretty easy.

			After I send the message I second-guess whether this was the right protocol. Is sending a link and saying it’s easy dismissive? Will Taylor think I’m being rude? I remind myself I don’t know this person, and it doesn’t matter how she feels about me. Easy friends come, easy friends go. But as the minutes drag on, I feel certain that I’ve made a mistake. It’s been so long since I talked to someone new in a social setting. If people offline don’t gravitate toward me, why should those on Twitter?

			I clean the counters and put the food away, too anxious to eat, focusing on each crumb of mashed potato instead of the growing pit in my stomach. I can’t believe I’ve been a presence online for only a few minutes and I’m already anxious about others’ approval. It feels like trying to get a job as a sous-chef all over again. With only server and administrative experience cobbled together over summer and winter breaks, I was an average applicant, not even good enough to be hired as a line cook. It’s not unusual to hear my co-workers talk about all the places they’ve worked. This is Callum’s third restaurant job. He often chats with Derek, a server at Zero’s who’s also in school to become an actor, about memories of SoHo kitchens and the celebrities that’d come in. Making the transition from wanting to be seen as good enough and actually being perceived as good enough requires more than passion. Too bad they don’t give points for I wanted to go to culinary school so badly but my mother, whom I was financially dependent on, wanted me to get my bachelor’s degree in a “real” subject and actually cut me off when I said I was serious about being a chef.

			I’m about to go down a spiral of how not having opportunities to test my recipes means I don’t get to hear feedback, which means I’ll never have a future in this industry, when my phone dings with a new message. I get soap bubbles on the screen as I hurriedly open Twitter to see if my fate has already been sealed in the Sierra Myst fandom.

			@TaylorMyst: Thanks, pal. You’re a real one. Can I add you to my Sierra fan group chat? They’ll die having someone in the GC with a Sierra follow!

			Before I can respond, Taylor has added me to a group titled “Sierra’s Bitches.”

			My head spins with excitement, but this new development is tinged with a bitterness I’ve encountered often since coming to America. Here, I am constantly being thrust into situations with white people that I have little control over. I fear this chat will be the same as group projects in college and the kitchen at Zero’s, given that a lot of the Twitter wrestling community I’ve encountered so far are white.

			I try to keep an open mind as I scroll through the messages welcoming me to Sierra’s Bitches. Someone named Aubrey (@SierraSpikey4ever) has written:

			It’s very rare that she follows fans. I FUCKING LOVE HER THO—I want to marry her LOLOOLOL. (I know she’s a big ol’ het, it’s FINE it’s NBD.) Do you and Sierra know each other?

			I realize these people are excited to have me in their chat. My Sierra interaction has shown them I’m worth noticing. It’s a good thing…right? I scroll through the members list. There are six people in this group: Taylor, Aubrey—who I note has a “6 years on T” post pinned to his profile—Pauline, Jan, Keira, and a cis guy, Logan. I can’t tell if everyone is white because they all have Sierra photos as their Twitter profile pictures, except Logan, whose profile picture is Johnny Tango, a well-loved male wrestler.

			If I was less impulsive, I’d think harder before I answer these strangers. But none of my college friends live in New Haven. Viv moved to London right after graduation and the time between texts has gone from minutes to weeks, with each of us having something come up at the last minute anytime we make plans for FaceTime. I decide the right way to go about this is to go all in.

			We’re not friends or anything, I type back to @SierraSpikey4ever. We met at Wrestle Jamboree’s convention in April, and one time she hugged me after an event.

			Six heart reactions flock to the message immediately. The speed takes me by surprise. There is frantic energy in this group around Sierra.

			@PaulineLovesMyst: Whoa, that’s so cool. Do you think she recognized you?

			I’m pretty sure Sierra has a good memory. She hadn’t hugged most people in line, but she did hug me, so maybe I’d stood out to her then and she recognized my profile pic. But if I’m right, I realize with dread, then she’ll probably remember asking me for a GIF and me telling her I couldn’t send it. I don’t want Sierra’s Bitches to know I’ve let her down, though. What if they kick me out of the group chat?

			I hope so! I write.

			They continue discussing WTG’s holiday tour in the upcoming week, the topic of conversation before I joined. I don’t have a car, and I probably can’t afford a ticket anyway, so I hadn’t looked into it. Besides, asking for an evening off from Zero’s requires finding someone to cover my shift, or preparing everything hours earlier, neither of which is appealing. Rather than get into all that, I tell them I haven’t decided if I’m going or not and heart a few of their excited messages saying that they wish they could be in New York City. @PaulineLovesMyst tells me I’m too close to the city not to go.

			The Sierra’s Bitches group chat is interrupted by a new DM notification.

			@SierraMyst: Do you mind texting it to me? Here’s my number. *wink emoji*

			Followed by her actual phone number.

			My heart skips a beat. I have Sierra Myst’s phone number. I’m just a fan. She barely knows me. We hugged one time.

			Sierra Myst trusts me enough that she has sent me her phone number over a random GIF that she probably won’t even use. On Christmas Eve. I have to be dreaming.

			I pull my laptop down onto the couch with me, open iMessage, and slowly type in the digits she has sent.

			I attach the GIF and say,

			9:25 PM: Here you go!

			I don’t think she’s asked anyone else for GIFs recently, but just in case I add,

			9:27 PM: This is Zarina, btw. From Twitter.

			A few minutes later, I receive a reply.

			9:29 PM: Zarina, thank you so much. Merry Christmas!

			I feel like someone has punched me in the stomach. In a good way. Is this really happening?

			When I go to save her number, I wonder what to name her contact: Sierra Myst or Jennifer Kaplan. Wrestlers are usually known to fans by their stage names. Since they are actors of sorts, most of them have character names or aliases that are different from their real names. And because wrestlers often try to maintain the credibility of the storylines, they prefer to go by the stage names to add layers of boundary and realism to the scripted side of their jobs. I’ve never referred to Sierra as Jennifer—not to my friends back when I’d pull up wrestling on my phone in the middle of a hangout or study night at the college library, and not in my head. Jennifer seems like a separate person. Saving her contact as “Sierra Myst” seems like the safer bet for now.

			I’m about ready to put my phone down, stare at the ceiling, and replay this incredible turn of events for hours when my phone buzzes again. It’s not Jennifer or Sierra, though, but one of Sierra’s Bitches, Jan, who I learn from a quick scroll through her profile is Chinese American and seemingly the only other person of color in the group.

			@JanWTG: Hey, Zarina! I hope this isn’t too forward. I live in Connecticut too and would be more than happy to give you a ride to the Brooklyn show.

			I ask Jan if she’s serious, and she responds immediately.

			@JanWTG: Of course I’m serious. You seem really sweet, and it sounds like Sierra really appreciates your support. I’d love to meet you and hang out. Let me know!

			I thank her and make a mental note to scour the internet for the cheapest tickets after I take a shower. I’m sweaty and, between Zero’s and my own cooking, I have a thousand different kitchen smells lingering on me. My cell dings cheerily against the counter as Sierra’s Bitches continue chatting in my absence.

			But in the privacy of the shower, I start to feel unsure about meeting with Jan. Sierra’s Bitches are only interested in me right now because Sierra followed me. What if they’re not interested in anything else about me? What if they just want to talk about wrestling all the time? Can you be friends with someone if all you do is talk about another person? Maybe I just don’t know how post-college friendship works. When I step out of the shower I see that, to my surprise, Sierra Myst has texted me again.

			10:29 PM: I just tweeted the GIF. It’s so cool!

			10:30 PM: Thank you so so so much!!! I will definitely be asking you for more GIFs. You’re a lifesaver, mama. You’re going to up my social media game so much from here.

			10:32 PM: If you ever need a ticket to a show, please let me know. I’d be happy to get you comp seats.
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			The morning after Christmas, before walking into work, I change from my house slides to my clogs, dust some leftover flour off my work shirt, and neatly fold my apron and place it in my work tote. After a day off, it normally takes all of my willpower to get out of bed, but this morning I feel ready to take on the world. Sierra Myst gave me her fucking phone number. I have our conversation from Christmas Eve memorized, and I recite it to myself like a prayer as I walk to Zero’s for my first post-holiday shift.

			10:33 PM: Wow that’s so nice of you to offer. By any chance, would you mind saving me a ticket for this Tuesday’s show in Brooklyn?

			10:36 PM: Of course, mama. How many do you need?

			10:40 PM: One is great, thank you!

			10:43 PM: It’s a date.

			I feel invincible. I even made myself brunch—goru bhuna. It’s an ethereal dish when done right. The beef curry is rich and packed with flavor, and I’ve been working on perfecting the recipe for months now, trying to get it closer to the way my grandmother and mom make it. The secret is in the salt and cumin. I also cut a few leftover russets into sticks, then used my mortar and pestle to blend cumin, salt, black pepper, Cajun seasoning, the slightest bit of coriander powder, and garlic powder. I tossed the potatoes in the spice mixture and fried them in beef fat. Even before I got the first one into my mouth, I knew this was something special: salted and cleanly fried with a crispy, rich outside. I frantically wrote all the spices and proportions in my notebook before I forgot.

			As usual, I’m one of the first ones to arrive at the restaurant. I enjoy the routine of slowly starting my day, having a few moments of silence to unpack and get myself into the headspace for the chaos of Zero’s. I’m humming to myself as I see Callum and Derek roll into the staff room and high-five each other.

			“Missed you at Christmas, bro,” Derek says, punching Callum’s shoulder.

			“Beers after work today. Knicks game tomorrow. We are so back, my man!” Callum replies, matching his energy.

			I want to chime in—say something about the Knicks, Nets, or LeBron—but I’m afraid I’ll say the wrong thing and embarrass myself. Callum and I walk into the kitchen together from the staff locker room while Derek hangs back to change from his Yale School of Drama hoodie to his Zero’s shirt. Callum, the taller and lankier of the two, asks how the potatoes were. I silently admire the way his navy-blue bandanna accentuates his dark brown hair as I explain aloo bhorta and talk a bit about the wonders of mustard oil.

			“Shit, I’ve never tried that,” he says, nodding. “That sounds really good.”

			I thank him again for saving the russets for me, and he replies, “Don’t sweat it. I’ve seen you hang around and check what’s left. I respect that kind of dedication to the craft. I’ll try to save more things for you.”

			Then Derek, the shorter and rounder of the two, follows us to the kitchen and starts writing the day’s specials in his notebook. His Zero’s shirt sleeves are rolled up, revealing a large merlion tattoo on his forearm, something I’ve heard him say is a nod to the Singaporean heritage on his dad’s side.

			“I heard something about savory mashed potatoes?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. “It sounds delicious, Zarina. You’ll have to make it for family meal sometime.”

			I blush. Even though the three of us are often earliest to work, this is the most we’ve talked since I started. Normally I keep my head down and chop the veggies, cut the meats, and maybe make a salad if they let me. But today I find myself smiling while I unpack my knives at my station. I can’t believe they want me to make it for the meal the whole staff eats before service starts. I’m even feeling confident enough to wave at Anna, who’s just arrived and is unzipping her knife bag at her station across from mine. She gives me a friendly nod before laughing about something with Derek and Callum.

			“Good morning, Zarina,” Anna calls out brightly once the boys go their own ways. “I’m a little behind today. Do you mind helping me separate the egg yolks from the whites?”

			I look behind me, incredulous that she’s talking to me, before I scurry next to her with a couple of big bowls in hand. Even though it’s not the task Andrew, the head chef, assigned me, I can’t refuse Anna, and it’s not because she’s the representative for the kitchen to Zero’s board. It’s because she’s so likeable. She has the same star quality as Sierra. At five feet nine, she is a whole four inches taller than me, larger in real life than on television. Her blond hair is tied up in a neat bun, and she switches her black hoodie for her pastry chef coat before she smiles and hands me a carton of eggs. “How was your Christmas?”

			“It was good,” I say, smiling at her and cracking the first shell. Even though our roles in the kitchen don’t overlap much and she’s much more experienced than I am, Anna makes this job worth it. I love smelling the different desserts she creates, not to mention getting to taste pastry recipes as she develops them. As I do my little tasks, the air carries over the tartness of lemons or whiffs of caramelized maple from her station. Her date cake, tres leches, and strawberry pistachio ice cream are some of the best sweets I’ve tasted anywhere, especially after four years of eating stale dining hall brownies for dessert. I don’t understand why she’s remotely interested in talking to me, especially given how many awards she’s won, including Young Chef of the Year three years in a row. Nevertheless, here I am, hands covered in slimy egg whites for her, trying not to freak out. I poke a finger into the bowl to take out a speck of eggshell that snuck in with a yolk. “I mostly just hung out and watched wrestling and worked on some recipes.”

			“Ooh, anything yummy?” she asks, taking my bowl of egg whites and transferring it into a KitchenAid before returning it to me so I can add more.

			“I made aloo bhorta. It’s a Bengali mashed potato dish,” I say, juggling yolks out of the shell and letting the white run into its respective bowl.

			“It sounds so rad,” Callum chimes in from his station, where he’s seasoning a rib eye.

			“Whoa,” she says, smiling. “How is it different from good ol’ white people mashed potatoes?”

			I try not to laugh because I’m not sure if she means this as a joke. She’s smiling sincerely as she transfers eggs in and out of the mixer. Anna is curious, and I want to honor that curiosity, even if I tire of white people centering their own cuisine.

			“It’s made with mustard oil, red onions, and red and green chilis,” I say. “And I like to smother it with ghee. And also, we mash with our hands and not a masher. To spread the love, y’know.”

			“That sounds delicious,” Anna says. “I’m not as familiar with mustard oil. You’ll have to make it for me sometime.”

			“You want to try my cooking?” I ask. I glance at her face and she’s nodding enthusiastically.

			“Dude, of course,” she says. “I’ve seen you suggest some good things here. Like salad tossed in dressing made of beef fat. That’s genius. Not your fault Andrew is a—” She mouths piece of shit.

			“Oh my god,” I say, laughing. It’s interesting to see Anna unfazed by Andrew’s I-know-everything attitude. I’d never have the guts to even mouth something like that, afraid he would pop out of nowhere. “I made fries this morning. In beef curry fat, using the gravy from a recipe I learned at home. It was so good; I could inhale the flavor before a fry even hit my mouth. Wait, is it weird to compliment my own cooking like this?”

			“Not at all, my dude,” Anna says, patting me on the back.

			As she excuses herself to grab a batch of tarts she made earlier, a blush creeps into my cheeks, not in a romantic way but in a mega fangirl way. The Anna Callahan is complimenting my cooking.

			I count how many eggs I have left, then look at the clock. It’s almost noon, and Andrew should be here any minute. I usually don’t have time to chat with Anna or anyone before Andrew comes and starts yelling about the plan for the day. Glancing toward the walk-in, I create a mental list of the vegetables I need to begin chopping for dinner service to stave off any criticism from Andrew. Anna’s nonchalance toward him makes me want to care less, but that’s easier said than done. During my Zero’s interview, he acted like a completely different person than the one I’ve since come to know. He smiled more than I’ve ever seen him do since, and he promised cheerily that even if I started as a prep cook, I’d become a pantry chef or saucier in no time. It’s been almost a year, and I’ve never even had the chance to shadow one of the chefs, let alone get a promotion, and Andrew is nowhere near as friendly as he was that first day.

			I’m so distracted that I drop the last egg from my hand and it breaks on the counter, spraying on me. I can sense Andrew walking toward me even before I look up. My jaw clenches, and I feel anxiety start to gnaw at my stomach.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” he says. I try to focus on anything but the rage in his voice, like the dark brown curls sticking to his forehead from the heat already settling into the kitchen. But looking at him only makes it worse. He adjusts his gold watch, his scowl deepening by the second. “Why are you staring? Answer me.”

			“I was just helping Anna separate the eggs for—”

			“Am I paying you to play Betty Crocker in my kitchen?” he asks, now leaning against the doorway. “I don’t care who tells you what. Know your role.”

			I look at my hands, suddenly cold despite the warmth of the kitchen. More of the back-of-house staff have arrived, and I can feel Callum’s concerned eyes from his station and immediately feel more embarrassed.

			“Keep slacking like this, and I’ll make sure you never see a kitchen again,” he says.

			I nod. It took me months after graduation to find this job and I can’t lose it now, as much as I despise my boss. I should have done as I was told—it’s gotten me this far in life. Maybe Andrew is right. If I can’t keep a prep cook role, no one will hire me to do anything more creative. I try not to let the tears spill over. He has authority for a reason, and I should respect it. I’m working for him after all.

			Anna returns from the walk-in, wheeling out a multitiered tray of plastic-wrapped tarts. She pauses, her eyes darting between Andrew’s towering frame and me, cowering over the broken eggshell. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers as Andrew walks away to terrorize someone else. “I shouldn’t have asked you to separate so many of these eggs. I forget just how much of a friendless loser he can be.”

			I give her a weak smile and mind my own business the rest of the shift, trying not to cry. Andrew has the power to make or break my career. Anna’s is already set. I can’t afford to be as carefree as her. At the end of our shift, Callum sweetly hands me a bag of leftover ingredients that I accept before hurrying out of the pantry without meeting his eye.

			When I get home from Zero’s, instead of making dinner, I collapse into bed and stare at my phone. Specifically, I’m staring at Sierra Myst’s contact card on my screen, the prospect of getting to talk to her being the only thing that got me through my miserable workday. The text button is right there. The call button is right there. I could even FaceTime her and tell her about my day and hear about hers, maybe ask for advice on work. WTG is back on the road today. She doesn’t have a TV appearance scheduled until next Friday, but she must be working because of the holiday tour. I think the WTG is in Bethesda tonight. I could text and wish her good luck or tell her how excited I am to see her at the Barclays Center next week.

			The only good thing about Andrew’s screaming fit was that Anna insisted on taking me to the back room to help me find a clean apron. It gave us a moment to chat away from the rest of the kitchen staff, and I’d asked if she could help me find someone to cover Tuesday’s shift after three o’clock. By the time I finished prepping zucchini spirals, Anna had a confirmed shift cover for me courtesy of Callum. I was grateful even though it made me jealous that Callum was confident he could do both his and my role and Anna seemed to agree. But this way I get to see Sierra Myst for free!

			I scroll through the #WTGBethesda page to see whether Sierra has gone up yet. I find pictures from different accounts and commentary saying that Sierra had a great match against Goldy. There are lots of photos of Sierra smiling and posing with kids. The event is not being televised, so even though she’s a heel, she’s probably breaking character at these events and being nice to the fans.

			I quote tweet a picture of Sierra proudly lifting her WTG championship belt and type, @SierraMyst I LOVE the purple boots. I hope you’re having a great night. The odds are high she will see my tweet, and this feels like a low-stakes way to connect with her. While I wait for a validating like from Sierra Myst, I check the Sierra’s Bitches group chat. The members have been discussing Sierra’s chemistry with Goldy. Some of them have been gossiping about how other Twitter users are desperate for attention, incessantly tweeting at wrestlers despite never getting a reply. The mean girl behavior feels a little disingenuous because these people also reply to every single one of Sierra’s tweets. But since everyone is participating in bashing other fans, I brush it off as normal fandom culture.

			I click through the group members’ profiles again, since they have all now followed me, to confirm that they are constantly @ing Sierra Myst. I also notice that a couple of them have been discussing her looks in detail to the point of sexualizing her. (Sierra can kick my ass and step on me with THOSE legs anyyyy day and Sierra’s *peach emoji* looks incredible in this photo.) These tweets make me a little nauseous, and I can’t tell if it’s because of the nature of the messages themselves or because I feel some degree of possessiveness toward her. Maybe it’s a little of both. But I’m quickly distracted by a new notification. @SierraMyst liked your tweet. Is this my new normal?

			Finally, the angry rumbling in my stomach convinces me to tear myself away from my phone and rise from my bed. It’s eleven-thirty, and I haven’t eaten since three o’clock, when we had risotto for family meal. I walk to the kitchen counter, where I’d placed the bag Callum had handed me, to find gorgeous, ripe, juicy tomatoes, a handful of cilantro, and a whole bulb of garlic inside. I quickly make plans for a hearty daal.

			Like aloo bhorta, daal is a dish I did not appreciate enough growing up. We had it with every lunch and dinner, a perfect complement to rice. I’ve been craving those savory lentils, though I’ve been working on a thicker, heartier version of my mom’s soupy recipe, partially inspired by gumbo from my New Orleans trip. Thinking about daal makes me miss sitting around the table at extended family gatherings.

			I put on AM by Arctic Monkeys and sing along with Alex Turner as I soak the red masoor lentils. Then I reach for the garlic in the bag from Callum and mince four cloves. My phone pings as I cut each of three tomatoes into halves. Logan, the guy from the Sierra’s Bitches group chat, has slid into my DMs.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: Hey, Zarina.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: How are you?

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: Hope you’re having a good night. I’m in Australia so my day’s just getting started.

			I’m surprised to see his message. I don’t have an opinion of Logan yet, but I want to make better friends with the group chat, and this seems like a good opportunity. I reply.

			@Za_Rina: Hey, Logan. Good morning. I just got back from work about an hour ago and now I’m cooking.

			His reply is immediate.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: Nice, mate. What are you cooking?

			I’m surprised that he called me “mate” so quickly and reply that I’m making lentils.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: What do you do for work? I’m a professor of women’s lit. Love digging into those Austen archives.

			His work sounds boring as hell, and why does this man’s research on women’s literature—sorry, archives?—feel performative? For some reason, I imagine him digging through a treasure chest to find illustrations of Keira-Knightley-as-Elizabeth-Bennet, tenderly probing the writings of these women as if their desires are so wonderfully different from what anyone wants today: friendship, connection, respect, privacy. Something feels off about it, but still, because I am in my making friends era, I tell him I’m a prep cook at a restaurant. Once again, he replies in seconds.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: Sweet. Indian food?

			I roll my eyes and quickly end the conversation.

			@Za_Rina: I’m actually from Bangladesh. Sorry, GTG now or food’s going to burn.

			So far, making friends on the internet seems like sharing the same basic facts about your life again and again, as if that’s the way to build a real relationship. I want to make friends with fellow wrestling and Sierra fans, or at least I think I do, but if people are going to assume I’m Indian, it doesn’t even feel worth it. I’m about to close Twitter when it hits me that there are people I know in real life online, people I could DM who already know where I work. My Twitter’s been dormant all these years. I’ve used it to see what Sierra’s been up to here and there, but I’ve never followed any of my friends on it before. I find and follow Viv, and despite it being the middle of the night in London, she follows me back immediately.

			I feel emboldened to look up my co-workers, hoping this will help them see I want to be friends. In Anna’s profile picture, she’s sitting on a couch, smiling big and wearing what appears to be a red-and-white soccer jersey, holding a light brown bunny that probably weighs a couple pounds. Her bio reads, She/Her. That one pastry chef with that one biscuit recipe you saw on TV. *cake emoji* Tweets mostly about @BrooklynUnited and @JaredArnold though. *soccer emoji* I scroll down to see that she does indeed retweet mostly soccer stuff—no one I’m familiar with but still intriguing to me as a fellow fan. She also retweeted news about the upcoming season of Top Chef. I hover my finger over the message button, unsure what to say, until Erica comes in, lured by the aroma of the daal.

			“Smells yummy, roomie,” she says, grabbing a glass of water. “I needed a study break so I thought I’d come see what you’re making.”

			She pulls up a seat at the counter, and I hand her my phone so I can follow her on Twitter as well.

			“I’m making a daal. I’m almost finished if you’d like some,” I tell her.

			“Definitely,” she says as I throw in the tomato and use a whisk to break up the lentils that are still solid.

			Erica and I don’t know much about each other aside from the basics. We both applied for openings at our two-bedroom apartment on Craigslist and ended up here. We added each other on Facebook and gave each other the essential facts. I’m from Bangladesh. I want to be a chef. I like wrestling. Erica is a STEM girl. Erica is busy all day. Erica is from Connecticut. We’ve been cordial with each other, but in the spirit of connecting with more people, I try to spark a conversation.

			“How’s life?” I ask.

			“Not terrible, test tomorrow though,” she says, rolling her eyes. Her curly hair has grown past her shoulders—it was only down to her ears when we moved in during the summer. “I’ve been slacking. Let me rephrase that, I’ve been working hard elsewhere. You remember Clarke, right? They’re my best friend from high school. I’ve brought them around the apartment before. Anyway, they’re working with a bunch of other artists to start a Crafters of Color collective. They’re planning to host events, sell their work, support good causes. Obviously, I’m white, but I give them free access to the printer at Yale, so we’ve been busy printing flyers for their first craft fair fundraiser.”

			I tell her it sounds cool, and I want to ask more but I realize the daal is ready. I make a mental note to look up the Crafters of Color when I have some downtime as I turn off the stove and microwave leftover rice from aloo bhorta night. I pour the daal over the rice, cut up a slice of lime, and hand Erica her plate. She thanks me, and I’m a bit disappointed when she takes it to her room to finish studying. I sit at the counter with my own plate.

			I squeeze the lime all over the food, knead the rice into little balls, and mix it with daal. The texture of the lentils on my tongue transports me eight thousand miles, back home. My mother used to convince me to eat by telling me that each ball of rice she kneaded belonged to a different bird. This is a parrot’s egg. This is a magpie’s egg. I get nostalgic and suddenly feel the urge to call her and tell her about my success with the fries. I put my empty plate in the sink and go to my bedroom. Sitting on my bed, I tap her contact in my phone before I can change my mind.

			When she picks up, I can hear in her voice that she’s just woken up.

			“Zarina,” she says. “How are you?”

			“I’m doing well. Work is pretty good. We had a day off for Christmas this week.”

			“Are you still working at that white restaurant?”

			“Yes. It’s actually Mediterranean influenced—”

			“It’s run by a big grumpy white man, no?” she asks, and I immediately feel myself shake a little, thinking about Andrew’s threat earlier. “I’ve seen his pictures on Google. Looks like he doesn’t shower.”

			“Yeah.” I hold back a laugh. “He’s short-tempered but well trained. Knows way more than I do.”

			“Is this again about how I didn’t let you go to culinary school?” I can hear TV in the background and immediately recognize the voices as those from her favorite Bangla series, one she streams on YouTube any time she misses an episode.

			“No.” I sigh, already regretting the call. “I just wanted to tell you about this recipe I worked on this morning.”

			“You’re calling me at seven in the morning to tell me about a recipe?” she asks. “You couldn’t have sent a link?”

			“No, it’s not like that. It’s something I came up with today.”

			“Okay.” I can hear in her voice that she’s ready to hang up. “What is it?”

			“You know how much I love beef bhuna, right? I wanted to find a way to incorporate the richness of its sauce into other dishes. I feel like some Western dishes could really benefit from it.”

			“I don’t really understand what you’re saying.”

			“I fried potatoes in beef fat.”

			“Like aloo bhaji?” she asks. “That dish already exists. You didn’t invent anything.”

			“No, the potatoes aren’t thin like in aloo bhaji. They’re more like french fries. I cooked them in beef bhuna fat. It was rich, packed with tons of heat and umami.”

			“If you say so.”

			“I can send you a photo if you want,” I try. I realize as I’m saying this that I didn’t take a photo. I will need to re-create the entire recipe if she says she wants to see it.

			“I don’t need a photo,” she says. “Is that all?”

			“Yeah. That was the main thing.”

			“Okay.” She pauses for a second. “Have you looked into that Mount Sinai job I sent you last week?”

			“I haven’t had the chance,” I say, picking at my comforter.

			“Zarina. How much longer are you going to waste your time playing chef? You’re settling. Do you know how hard it was to convince your father to pay for that hippie liberal arts school? You studied literature and didn’t see the pre-med adviser once. Do you know what our neighbor’s son is doing? He just got a job at the World Bank. What am I supposed to say when she asks about my daughter? She’s sweeping kitchens? God. If I’d had another kid, I’d definitely have a doctor in the family. And if you really want to be a chef, just come cook at home.”

			I let her talk at me for a couple of minutes longer before I say I have to go. She has to go too; I hear her kettle go off and know it’s time for my dad’s morning tea. I flop face-first into my pillow. At home, my worth is determined entirely by whether I have a medical degree or not. Online, my worth is how much attention I can muster from Sierra Myst. In the kitchen at work, I’m practically invisible and easily replaceable. I just want someone who’s in my corner no matter what, but being seen by anyone still feels like a faraway dream.
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			I’m waiting outside my apartment for Jan to drive me to Barclays Center, where a ticket awaits me not only for free but as a gift from Sierra Myst, and I can’t believe my life right now. I’m wearing my favorite T-shirt of Sierra diving off the top rope underneath a denim jacket with black jeans and Doc Martens. I fuss with my hair and look toward the end of the block for the white Subaru that Jan described over text. I can’t stop checking my watch. I want time to both speed up and slow down. I’ve never met up with someone I’ve only encountered online, and I don’t know if she’ll like me in real life or if the conversation will be awkward. Maybe it’ll turn out that we’re better off as online friends with the time to think before responding and not having to worry about whether you’re making the right facial expression.

			I think about the half day at work I just finished as I wait. Despite Callum agreeing to cover the second half of my shift, he had arrived a few hours ahead of me. I was confused, but then I noticed Derek, two servers, and a dishwasher, all exuding the same bro energy, surrounding him, whooping and cheering.

			“What’s going on?” I asked Derek quietly as I placed my knife bag on my station.

			“Cal’s finally gotten a dish on the menu,” he said, grinning ear to ear. “Andrew let him know last night, so he came this morning to work on the dish before he takes over your shift. After a few bad Yelp reviews for the hanger steak, Cal’s pitch for a crispy duck breast with poached pears and garlic chickpeas is a special today.”

			“Holy shit,” I found myself saying. I tried to ignore the pit in my stomach and force a smile. Andrew rarely allows anyone to change his menu. I was jealous, but Callum has been supportive of me. I congratulated him, and later, during my break, when I tried a bite, I had to admit the duck was delicious.

			Derek and Anna have been excited about my food, but Andrew makes the calls that count. A few weeks ago, I suggested adding skate in a brown butter sauce as our fish entree because, though I left this part out, almost every other Mediterranean restaurant in town served a branzino that tasted just like ours. Andrew had laughed in my face and told me branzino sells way better in New Haven than skate because according to him, most people haven’t heard of skate. “You don’t know anything,” he told me. “Stick to your role and keep your ideas to yourself.” Sure, he has far more experience than I do, but the way he responded still stings, particularly today watching cis white Callum get the chance to flex his culinary muscles. I spent the rest of my shift mostly quiet and chopping away by myself, comforted by the knowledge that I’d see Sierra Myst wrestle in a few hours.

			When she arrives, Jan parks in front of my driveway and gets out to pull me into a big hug. She is taller than me by a few inches, with a short bob and a bright smile that immediately puts me at ease. I can feel the knots in my stomach loosen as I hug her back.

			“Zarina,” she says, holding me by the shoulders. “Wow, look at you. I don’t know why, but your profile pic made me think you’d be like six feet tall.”

			“Good to know I give off tall energy,” I say. “You’re taller than I thought you’d be too, and I love your Spike Girl shirt.”

			“I know it’s Sierra sacrilege technically,” she says, grinning, “but come on, they’re best friends in real life. I don’t have any Sierra merch yet. Maybe I’ll buy some tonight.”

			We get into the car and start for Brooklyn, heading for I-95 South. Jan puts on an old Ariana Grande album and starts to sing along. In my head, I cycle through a thousand different questions to ask her before I settle for offering her Welch’s fruit snacks. She nods and opens her palm. I shake the bag into it.

			“What do you do for work?” Jan asks as we settle into the highway. “Sorry if you’ve already said it. That group chat runs through a hundred messages a minute.”

			“Oh yeah, no worries, I don’t think I mentioned it,” I say. “I work as a prep cook at a restaurant. I’m trying to rise up the ranks. I want to cook my own stuff eventually.”

			It feels kind of silly, adding that qualifier so this new friend knows I’m ambitious. I feel like I have a lot to prove, even though Jan seems chill.

			“Cool,” she says. “Have you been cooking your whole life?”

			“I’ve definitely been curious about food for as long as I can remember, even though I haven’t been cooking very long.” I choose my words carefully. “When I was young, my grandma would walk me through her recipes. I have only a few memories of her culinary wisdom. ‘This is how you make mixed shobji,’ she would say, throwing a spice blend into a pot of vegetable medley. ‘When you add yogurt to a meat dish, always beat it first before pouring it in.’

			“She passed when I was seven, and after that my mom didn’t really let me into the kitchen. She was worried it’d distract me from school and that I’d hurt myself. But when I was in college, I was in a co-op that really prioritized cooking and eating like a family. Each of us had to cook once a week and I used that time to learn recipes.”

			“That’s awesome,” she says. “What kind of cuisine?”

			“Through trial and error and trying to appeal to my co-op mates’ tastes, I figured out that I love making Bengali fusion food. Like, my friend Viv is Korean, and we came up with this fun chicken bhuna kimbap everyone adored. Once I made steak, but with a more Bengali spice rub. People in the U.S. are less familiar with Bangladeshi cuisine, so I found that using ingredients everyone knew and then throwing in a couple of Bengali techniques and spices was the way to go.”

			“Sounds rad,” Jan says. “I’m an awful cook. Was it hard learning as an adult?”

			“It was challenging at first,” I tell her. “I started following recipes on YouTube, but then I got the hang of it. I remember one night right around Thanksgiving, we hadn’t bought any meat because the two people signed up to cook that night were vegetarian. We only had a pack of lamb racks in the freezer, and no one else wanted to cook it. I looked up recipes and nothing sounded good, so I ground some mustard seeds and made a Bengali-style mustard crust that I coated the lamb in. It was a hit, and I had never been as happy as I was watching them reach for seconds. I started experimenting with the recipe a bit more after that and found that it was a lot of fun and really affirmed that this was what I wanted to do.”

			“Your ideas sound brilliant. I’d love to try your cooking sometime,” Jan says, and I feel myself relax.

			I ask Jan about her life. I learn that she moved to Meriden, which is a couple of towns over, to teach English at a high school. She got into wrestling three years ago because an ex-boyfriend had been a big fan of The Ghost Machine. She seems impressed when I tell her I’ve been watching WTG since I was eight.

			“You must have seen Sierra’s TV debut then,” she says. “That’s so sick. I wish I was there for the beginning of the Women’s Renaissance era. But it’s still very cool to come into it and see that they have so many storylines and people love them as much as, if not more than, the men.”

			“It’s so true.” I nod. “When WTG started giving the women more airtime, it really gave them a chance to showcase their athleticism. It brought in new fans too. When I went in college, I’d spot people I knew from the school’s women’s sports teams there who hadn’t been into it before.”

			“Whoa. And it’s not just girls, right? Men really got into it too.”

			“Yeah. Seeing what they can do in the ring made them respect the women. And because the storylines were fresher and not the same recycled crap from twenty years ago, people stayed engaged.”

			I ask her how she ended up on wrestling Twitter, hoping to gauge her thoughts on the people in the Sierra’s Bitches chat.

			“I look through Twitter to find writing prompts for my students,” she says. “I followed colleagues on there and one day the gym teacher at my school retweeted WTG. He’s a big Spike Girl fan. I clicked through his page and realized there were other people from school who were into wrestling as well. So I made a separate WTG account and almost immediately made new friends.”

			“Taylor and the group chat?”

			“I met Taylor through Aubrey, who was one of my first mutuals,” Jan says. “They’re all really sweet.”

			“Taylor threw me in,” I admit, tapping my foot along to a bass-heavy dance break in one of Ariana’s songs.

			“I know it’s probably overwhelming at first,” Jan says. “But I promise you those guys are the real deal. They’ve supported me through real-life shit. The friendship goes beyond just wrestling.”

			“All of them?” I ask. “Even Logan?”

			“What’s wrong with Logan?” Jan asks. I look at her face for a hint of a smirk like she’s in on the weird-white-man sentiments, but I don’t find a trace of anything but genuine concern.

			“Oh, nothing, I guess.” I turn back to look out my window. “You don’t find it weird that he’s a white man researching women?”

			“Pretty cool topic to research if you ask me,” she says. “He’s so smart. And really gets into talking about wrestling with us even though most of us have nothing in common with him otherwise. That’s the fun part though, right? Bringing different people together. And women’s literature sounds cool. I’ve read a paper he wrote, and it actually managed to not put me to sleep.”

			“Cool.” I decide not to bring up how he assumed I work at an Indian restaurant, worried she might find me too gossipy.

			My phone beeps. I feel my hands vibrate with anticipation when I see it’s from Sierra Myst.

			6:34 PM: Tickets for you at will call. Have fun!

			I try to maintain a straight face and not scream. This is really happening. What the fuck is my life?

			When Jan parks, I get out of the car and take in the view. See you in an hour and a half, Sierra Myst, I think. In my excitement, I walk right into a crowd of people getting out of the subway and suddenly find myself in the midst of men and women in suits and skirts. As the group pushes me farther, I scramble to find Jan before entering the venue. I stand aside and let a crowd of people pass through—this time there are fans in WTG merch peppering the stream of bodies. People with championship belts on their shoulders, little kids with dragon hats that represent a popular babyface stable, and a group of college-age kids excitedly debating which wrestlers they might see tonight all enter Barclays Center. We certainly stand out among the blazers, but being near the wrestling fans makes me feel at home.

			Jan finds me, nudging my shoulder with hers playfully to get my attention as we head in through the metal detectors. “Where’s your seat?” she asks.

			“I don’t remember the seat number. It’s at will call,” I say. I don’t want her to see me as a desperate fan who went groveling to Sierra for tickets, or worse, describe me that way to the rest of the group chat.

			“Okay, I’m in section two twenty-six, so I’ll catch you later,” she says, giving me a hug after we’ve passed the security gates and going ahead with her ticket on her phone. “Text me after the show and we can walk to the parking lot together.”

			As she walks off, I immediately feel guilty for not telling her the truth. I walk over to the will call booth, distracted by the urge to call Jan and explain everything. I’m fixating on whether I made the right choice when I find myself at the front of the line with an employee staring back at me expectantly. I try to snap out of it and tell him there’s a ticket left for me. He asks for my ID, I hand it over, and he gives me an envelope with my name on it. Seeing “Zarina Iqbal” written next to a WTG logo already feels like something out of my wildest dreams. I wait to open it until I’m standing in line to enter the arena, and I notice two things. One, there are two tickets inside. And two, they’re for literal floor seats, ringside, row 1. Front row. Wrestlers are going to be practically sweating on me. My head spins with the realization that these seats cost almost as much as my rent.

			I make my way to the floor section. The ring looks huge up close. I can see each thread of the ropes. The floor itself is carpeted to protect the basketball court underneath, while the seats are padded with faces of wrestlers on them. They do not have memorabilia seats in the nosebleeds, that’s for sure. I look around and see more people coming in. Bros in leather jackets and parents holding their children’s hands walk in looking like they know they belong in this section. I recognize a wrestler’s daughter and husband and another woman I’ve seen on Instagram who is one of the wrestler’s personal photographers. Feeling her eyes meet mine, I’m jolted by the realization that I’m staring and pull out my phone to make sure I look good. I don’t want to appear out of place. I straighten my back and try to soften my gaze so I look less shocked and fangirly. Just pretend it’s business as usual, Z, I tell myself. Sierra wants you here. You belong here. I look down at the second ticket. I feel bad that Jan is watching the show from the nosebleeds while I’m next to the ring. The empty seat beside mine looks back at me. I try to focus on my surroundings instead.

			During the preshow ads, the Jumbotron starts flashing on the crowd. Groups of children appear on the big screen. They pull at the collars of their shirts and yell “Yeahhh!” cheering for their favorite wrestlers. I realize then that the cameras could easily pan to me; there are kids to my left, right, and behind. The Jumbotron could expose me to Jan. I decide to text her because it feels better than sitting here stewing in anxiety. I owe her that at least after she drove me all the way here.

			7:33 PM: Hey! I hope you found your seat okay. It turns out that I have an extra free ticket on the floor. Do you want to come sit with me in F7?

			A few minutes later, my phone buzzes.

			7:35 PM: Oh my god, the floor??? Of course!!! I’m coming! TY!

			I still don’t know exactly how to explain how these are my seats, but I’ve never gotten to watch the sport with a friend who’s just as invested as I am—someone to share in my awe of eye-catching costumes, new moves, and twists and turns in storylines.

			My phone buzzes again.

			7:38 PM: Could you come to the entrance to the floor? The guy wants to see the ticket.

			I go to show the security guard our tickets to prove that we do in fact belong in these seats, as much as I may doubt it myself. As we quietly push past other floor sections to get to the front row of Floor F7, Jan’s eyes grow wider with each step closer to the ring.

			“Ohh emm geeee!” she exclaims, stretching out each letter, as we sit down. “These seats are nuts! Who casually has an extra ticket to ringside front row? These bitches are going to be sweating on us.”

			“That was my first thought too,” I say, laughing.

			“You don’t have your own restaurant yet, right?” Jan asks with a low whistle. “The one you’re at must be fancyyyy.”

			“No, I’m just a prep cook. These seats were actually a gift.”

			“From whom? A millionaire sugar daddy?” Jan asks. She’s trying to play it off as a joke, but I can tell there is genuine curiosity in her eyes.

			“A friend in the company,” I say. It’s not untrue.

			“That’s wild. And you said you weren’t even going to come to this. We would have missed out.”

			Much to my relief, at that moment the lights go out and the intro music starts playing. Jan joins the rest of the audience in cheering. I relax a bit as her attention turns away from me. As the matches start—the men’s, of course—I debate whether I should tell Jan the whole truth. Sierra never said that I had to keep it a secret. I never signed a nondisclosure agreement, and it isn’t a crime for a wrestler to give a fan a comp ticket. I fret over what to do as we get through the first couple of acts, shuffling in my chair every few minutes.

			Sierra is the fourth act of the night. A large portion of the crowd boos, but I can tell they’re playing along because it’s easy to see that she’s super popular, particularly with kids. Sitting so close allows me to observe the performers’ faces. On TV, you can’t hear what Sierra’s saying during her entrance since she doesn’t have a mic on her. But when she walks past me, I can hear that she’s singing along to the words of her theme song, “Warrior Princess,” composed specifically for her. I’ve never noticed this quirk before, which adds an extra layer to what a surreal experience this evening is. Her mouthing along, though she doesn’t know every lyric and misses a beat or two, is the most endearing thing I’ve seen in my life.

			When it’s time for the match to start, she cartwheels into the ring and gives the audience an exaggerated wink. I can see a loose lash trying to caress her cheek, blue-green with face paint to match her peacock-print bodysuit. When her music ends and the lights start to dim, she reaches for her face and flicks away the lash before adjusting her hair and making sure her braids are in place. I swear her eyes catch mine as she does it.

			“Holy shit!” Jan squeals. “I’ve never seen her this up close before. She’s stunning.”

			I couldn’t agree more. Watching Sierra wrestle is like watching art in motion. She’s a born athlete, her movements uber-fluid and brimming with confidence as she battles Goldy. She works the crowd hard, yelling at us to “shut the hell up” and boasting, “I am the best wrestler in the world, period. Man or woman.” The crowd eats it up—booing loudly, relishing when she gets hit, cheering when she places herself on Goldy’s shoulders, spins around 180 degrees, and executes a backflip to land chest first as Goldy flips onto her back. Wrestling is like a dance, and Sierra and Goldy make great partners. They read each other’s moves well, selling hits by acting more hurt than they should, and they pull off a wonderful match.

			Toward the end, I remember I should probably record. I’d been so captivated I forgot to pull out my phone earlier. I’m grateful that I do, because as soon as I hit record Sierra does a kip-up, where she stands up from falling by propelling her legs, followed by her entire body, away from the floor. She makes it look easy. Every time I see her, I remember she only started wrestling when she was twenty-eight. Even though she’s on the older side for an athlete, it’s a strong reminder that age is just a number when it comes to starting out on your calling. It’s the same in the kitchen—Andrew may not have paid any attention to my cooking yet, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen. I watch Sierra follow up the move with a diving Superman punch straight to Goldy’s nose. When Sierra takes the victory after spraying her signature mist, the whole crowd is on their feet, and I glow with pride.

			Sierra high-fives the audience in the ringside seats during the commercial break, starting from the opposite end of where Jan and I are sitting. When she gets to us she high-fives Jan, sees me, then pulls me into a hug. I can feel the definition in her strong arms as they wrap around my shoulders. She’s sweaty, but I lean into the embrace, letting my body be enveloped by hers. She moves her palm up and down my waist and I can feel the strength in each finger.

			“I’m so glad you could make it!” Sierra screams over the cheers of the crowd.

			“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say.

			She gives me a final squeeze and then releases. My body buzzes as she bounds off to continue her high-five tour with a few more palms left to slap.

			“O-M-G,” Jan says. “She like, knows you, knows you.” Her eyes are glimmering in excitement and her mouth twitches as if there’s something else she wants to say.

			“Just from Twitter,” I say quickly. “She’s very kind.”

			I replay the hug over and over in my mind. I wonder if maybe I should have hidden or sat down when Sierra came by so Jan wouldn’t have had to see me interacting with her. But the moment was so special I wouldn’t have wanted to give it up.

			“Yeah, no kidding,” Jan says. “I would be dying inside and out right now, like how are you alive? Did you know that was going to happen?”

			“No,” I say, sitting down.

			“Well, I definitely got that on my camera roll,” she says, sitting and pushing her phone in front of my face. In one photo Sierra and I are holding each other, my neck on her shoulder. In another, it’s obvious that we’re talking to each other.

			“I’m going to post these on Twitter, yeah?” Jan says. “And I’ll send them to the group chat. Everyone’s going to flip the fuck out.”

			Before I can process what she said, my phone buzzes in my pocket, letting me know I have a Twitter notification. @JanWTG mentioned you in a tweet. I click to see the photos once more, with the caption:

			@JanWTG: Unbelievable night at #WTGBrooklyn! Best part though was watching this sweet hug between @SierraMyst and @Za_Rina.

			I receive another flurry of new followers and the group chat starts blowing up.

			@TaylorMyst: WHAT THE FUCK!! That is AMAZING. To be CHOSEN by Sierra after a match. TO BE HUGGED. WHAT THE FUCK!!!

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: Congrats, Zarina :-) I’m sure it must have felt amazing.

			Aubrey replies to both Jan’s tweet and the group chat with a lot of expletives and “OMG”s and the predictable, FROM MY FUCKING WIFE???

			The next act starts as Spike Girl wrestles in a mixed tag match, teaming up with her boyfriend, Johnny Tango, versus another wrestling power couple. I can barely concentrate and keep sneaking glances at Jan. Even though she’s a Spike Girl fan, Jan is fidgeting in her seat, and I can tell that she wants to talk more about what just happened with Sierra. I want her to like me and treat me like any other Sierra fan. She speaks up when all four wrestlers are down from two double clotheslines and it’s clear we have a minute while they catch their breath.

			“What did Sierra mean when she said she was glad you could make it?” she asks. I can tell it’s a genuine question and that she probably also already knows the answer. What prep cook would be gifted one—let alone two—of the best seats at Barclays Center? “Did she know you were coming?”

			“Uh,” I start. “We DM’d about it a little.”

			“Like, this is for sure the friends and family section. That’s literally Casey Burns’s husband. And that chick over there takes photos for Billy GOAT. Was Sierra Myst the one who gave you the tickets?”

			I can feel my heart pounding. “She did, yeah.” I try to sound casual but I can feel sweat creeping down my back. “Remember that GIF I posted that she retweeted? I sent that to her, and she wants more GIFs in the future, so she said I can hit her up for comp tickets. And since you said you wouldn’t mind giving me a ride, I took her up on that.”

			“O-M-G,” Jan says. In the ring, Spike and Johnny have attacked their male opponent with a double team slam and are praising each other with an uncomfortable amount of hugs and kisses. “That’s so fucking cool.”

			Okay, not a bad reaction.

			“You’re like her social media fairy godmother,” Jan continues. “Is that what you were doing taking videos? More GIFs for Sierra?”

			Jan’s eyebrows arc excitedly as she waits for me to answer, and I decide to roll with it. “I used to work in digital marketing for restaurants,” I yell over the crowd’s cheers. “But I don’t want the group to think I’m best friends with Sierra or something. She’s just really nice.”

			“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone,” Jan says and turns back around to watch Spike Girl perform her finishing move, “The Main Character Break,” by bending her opponent backward against her thigh.

			Phew. I know it’s not really the truth, but it’s also not a lie. I could make new GIFs for Sierra with the videos I took. And I feel better that Jan promised not to tell anyone.

			But when Jan and I are in the car driving home, I pull out my phone to find a Twitter DM from Taylor.

			@TaylorMyst: Zarina! Those pictures of the two of you were incredible! Made me cry honestly. So cute, both of you. What does Sierra smell like? lmaooo

			There’s a second message from her too, with the timestamp showing it came a minute later.

			@TaylorMyst: Also, fuck! I heard the news. SHE GAVE YOU TICKETS!! HOLY SHIIIIT. Congrats, you lucky fucker. I wish I lived on the east coast, I’d come w/ you. I’ll make my way there for one of the PPVs for sure, maybe you can get Sierra to comp those toooo!!!

			My whole body starts shaking. I look to my left at Jan, who is passionately bopping along to a Dua Lipa song on the radio.

			“I thought you said, um,” I start, hesitating. No, it’s okay, I say to myself, I can tell her. “I thought you said you wouldn’t tell anyone that Sierra got us tickets tonight.”

			“Oh, I just told Aubrey,” Jan says, continuing to beat her palms against the steering wheel in rhythm to the song, completely unbothered. “Why? Did he say something?”

			“Taylor just told me that she knows Sierra gave me tickets and that she’d love to come along sometime.” I hold my phone out to her as proof, even though she can’t look away from the road to read what Taylor’s written.

			Jan laughs. “That’s Taylor. Aubrey must have told her.”

			“Why did you tell Aubrey?”

			“Relax,” Jan says, waving her hand. “Aubrey and I go way back. And of course he told Taylor. Taylor’s the backbone of our group. Besides, all of the Sierra’s Bitches are like vaults. You’re one of us now; your secrets are safe with us.”

			I try to ignore the queasy feeling in my stomach. I tell myself she’s right. But I can’t help feeling relieved none of them know I have Sierra’s number. I want Sierra to know that I genuinely care about her and that she can trust me. I drop the subject, and we spend the rest of the car ride fangirling over the matches.

			Jan drops me off at my apartment on Lyon Street and gets out of the car again to hug me goodbye. I can’t remember when I last received so many hugs in one day. Jan’s affection makes me feel like I’m back in college—hugs galore no matter how close a friend someone was. I don’t know when I stopped being used to it.

			“Seriously, thank you so much for letting me sit with you,” she says. “You really are God’s favorite. Being Sierra’s favorite basically means you’re God’s favorite, right?”

			I laugh along, but I’m relieved when her Subaru turns the corner and is out of sight. I make a mental note to clarify to Jan not to tell anyone next time I share something. If there is a next time. Which is when I realize: I hope there is.

			As soon as I’m alone in my room I start watching the videos I took, searching for the perfect Sierra moment to make into a new GIF. My proximity to the ring allowed me to capture each expression on Sierra’s face as she climbed to the top rope to perform the Sierra-sault. You can see her smile, take in the crowd, turn around, then jump up and twist 360 degrees to perfectly press herself on Goldy’s body, her legs still pointed toward the direction she flew in from. I text this cut to Sierra with a message thanking her again for the tickets. She doesn’t respond right away, but maybe she’s lying in bed exhausted like I am. I pull the covers up and wait for sleep. I don’t change my clothes because I swear I can still smell her on me.
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			In the lead-up to New Year’s Eve, I ride the high of seeing Sierra at Barclays for as long as I can, but even the memory of hugging my hero doesn’t make my shifts at Zero’s much easier. As I head into work on the last day of the year, I tell myself I’m going to work even harder to get a promotion. Sierra Myst doesn’t give up, and neither will I.

			I may not love Andrew, but it’s a job in my chosen field, where I get to work next to Anna Callahan and continue gaining experience. Without Sierra, I wouldn’t have even gotten this far. The summer after graduation, I lived in a Brooklyn sublet trying to find work in a kitchen, and I was very close to my dream job—or at least my dream restaurant. It was this incredible eatery that took inspiration from unsung dishes originating in different corners of India and elevating them, run by a chef from West Bengal. The role was for a saucier, a higher position than my current one. I had three interviews: one with HR, one with the two owners and the head chef, and finally a trial shift where I attempted to re-create the gravy for their signature goat dish in their scorching-hot kitchen in the middle of June. My sauce stuck to the bottom, burnt with a bitter aftertaste. I had forgotten to keep adding water as the sauce reduced, an old South Asian trick called koshano. It’s a technique I’d heard the women in my family mention hundreds of times. I had forgotten it then, but the technique has been seared into my mind since the disappointment of that rejection.

			Not getting the saucier position left me lying in bed unshowered for days, questioning whether cooking was something I could make a living from. I was already breaking into my savings to pay for my sublet. I had applied to hundreds of jobs and was running out of funds, patience, and faith in myself. I even considered giving up and calling my mother to tell her she was right. I could go back to Bangladesh and save money by living with my mom, but even there it would be hard to find a job because the restaurant industry in Dhaka is dominated by men, and starting a restaurant of my own would be practically impossible without money or connections. All I could think about were the ways that the trial shift could have gone better and the wonders that job could have done for my career.

			The only thing I had the energy to do, besides sob, was log on to my pirated wrestling stream once Friday—WTG day—rolled around. Sierra was wrestling Carmen Asphalt, the first out wrestler in WTG. She’s from Egypt, and watching a brown person get to that level in the sport made my whole body feel warm. For a few minutes, in my excitement for Carmen’s debut, I was able to forget about my nightmare trial shift. The nimbleness she’d developed in the MMA aligned perfectly with Sierra’s high-flying skills.

			With my face covered in snot, I watched one of the best matches I’d seen in a long time. Here were two of the wrestlers that mattered the most to me tearing it up on a random televised episode. It went on for twenty minutes, long for Thunder Ground’s usual ten-minute fights. At the end, Sierra hit Carmen with the mist and made her tap out, and afterward the two of them shook hands. Sierra was on a brief babyface run at the time, so she played the good guy part of shaking Carmen’s hand, and they raised each other’s fists in respect.

			After the match, I read an online profile of Carmen where she described training for years in Dubai and Mexico before making it to the WTG, where she still struggled to break out. She also said that Sierra Myst had campaigned to feud with Carmen after coming across one of her matches online. Without Sierra in her corner, Carmen Asphalt might have never made it out of the house shows and onto television.

			I finished the profile, still basking in the post-match glow, reminded of how Sierra too was once a young up-and-comer in her profession. If she hadn’t continued fighting for women’s wrestling to get more screentime, she wouldn’t be as huge as she was. I could fight too, and unlike Sierra and Carmen, who relied on scripts and suits to tell them what to do, I could go into the kitchen right then and start cooking. I didn’t need a job to develop recipes. I had options other than going home and giving up. I could use trial and error to learn—hopefully more often at home than during interviews. To fund my experiments, I just needed a job, even a non-culinary one.

			I found a stage-managing job at the New York Fringe that paid enough to cover the rent and a little grocery shopping money. The director was South Asian, and I was grateful to be surrounded by his cast of Indian and Pakistani actors and to have a routine that prevented me from going insane in my closet-sized room by myself. I’d stop by the grocery store on my way back from rehearsals and pick up a handful of ingredients I could mix and match to make different dishes. I’d get shelf-stable staples like pasta and rice, a few versatile spices, plus garlic, butter, heavy cream, coconut milk, and protein on the cheaper side, like chicken thighs or imitation crab. In the small kitchen I shared with three roommates who worked long hours, I started whipping out dishes with subtle Bangladeshi touches. The crab korma and tandoori chicken alfredo I made reminded me how much I loved to develop my own dishes.

			Sierra and Carmen might not be able to write their own scripts, but they were in the fight, just like me. While on-screen Sierra kept climbing up the ranks and killing it in the women’s wrestling scene, I imagined I was doing the same in my tiny Bushwick kitchen.

			In the downtime between rehearsals and shows, I scoured for jobs nearby and eventually found my role at Zero’s. And even though the food of Dhaka hasn’t managed to cross state lines into New Haven, I’ve since fallen in love with the smallness of the city. I love having my neighborhood pizza place, Italian bakery, and Nashville hot chicken place, being able to walk in Wooster Square Park and go to the farmers market on Saturday mornings if I want.

			Now, after a stressful New Year’s Eve service full of loud drunk people, the quiet streets on the walk back to my apartment are a relief. The minute I unlock the apartment door, all I want to do is drop onto the couch, log on to YouTube, and catch up on the WTG segment that aired from Boston today. I watch Sierra’s promo, followed by an attack from Spikey. It ends with Sierra spearing Spikey—driving her shoulder into Spikey’s midsection—to a giant amplifier outside the ring.

			It’s so epic I find myself making another GIF. I look at the clock. It’s eleven-fifteen, so Sierra must be in the locker room, packing up and perhaps waiting for a valet to bring her rental car so she can go home. Or at least that’s what I imagine her exit routine is. She never responded to the GIF I sent of her from Barclays Center, and I tell myself that if she doesn’t respond this time, it’s a sign that she wants to be left alone.

			But within seconds of sending off the GIF, my stomach lurches at the flash of “Sierra Myst” across my phone’s wallpaper.

			11:20 PM: This is fantastic.

			11:22 PM: Tweeting. Thank you so much, legend. Happy New Year!

			My heart starts beating fast. Tweeting. She is going to tweet my GIF. I cannot believe this is happening. I rewatch the GIF I sent, Spikey’s mouth making an O of horror as sparks fly around her from the mid-smash amplifier. What is it about this GIF that made Sierra respond? Maybe she didn’t see the last one I sent? I can feel myself stuck to the couch, sitting like I’m a character on The Sims, eyes glued to my phone. She tweets out, Mess with me and guess what happens…followed by an image link. I’m stunned, but I somehow get my hands to move and my fingers to click on it. I quickly hit like and retweet.

			“Why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” I hear Erica ask. Surprised, I look up—I was so caught up with my phone I hadn’t even heard her walk in.

			“My favorite wrestler posted an awesome tweet,” I say, playing it cool in case she judges me for being too involved in wrestling.

			“Huh.” Erica stares at me over a glass of water. “You smile more these days. Just an observation. Things going well at work?”

			“Things are going well in some parts of my life,” I say. “It’s a long story.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I see a DM from the Sierra’s Bitches group chat pop up.

			@TaylorMyst: Sierra’s GIF game has gotten so strong. Where did she get that so fast? @Za_Rina, did you have anything to do with this?

			“Nice,” Erica says. “Let’s do dinner sometime. Sounds more interesting than the research paper I have to write.”

			I say a quick okay, already trying to figure out how to respond to Taylor.

			@JanWTG: Damn, I cannot believe we have Sierra Myst’s official GIF supplier in the chat with us right now.

			@SierraSpikey4ever: This is actually wild. Fucking Sierra. One degree away from me.

			That one is from Aubrey. I know Jan trusts him, but I don’t necessarily want to be his close friend because they seem very sexually into Sierra. Even this girl from Ireland, Keira, who I’ve never directly talked to, sends a series of party and smiley emojis. There’s another message from Taylor:

			@TaylorMyst: I’m going to go get drunk and raise a toast to you, Zarina. Seriously the luckiest bitch in the world.

			I reread the message, trying to assess whether the “bitch” is lighthearted or serious. Erica comes back to wash her glass an hour later, and I’m still in the same position on the couch. She raises a curious eyebrow my way, and I finally peel myself off the sofa, take my laptop, and scurry back to my room.

			

			—

			On my next day off, I decide to check out an Italian place I’ve heard a lot about and have been meaning to try. I put in a pickup order for cacio e pepe with added chicken—I want to indulge myself with takeout but not enough that I’m willing to pay a thousand hidden Uber Eats fees—and walk downtown to get it. As I diagonally cross the Green, I spot a familiar five-foot-nine blond figure standing with a guy in his mid-twenties and fiddling around with a soccer ball.

			“Anna!” I call out before I can overthink it.

			Anna looks up from her ball and smiles.

			“Zarina,” she says, and I still can’t get over that she knows my name.

			The guy waves at me.

			“This is my friend and neighbor Ronnie,” Anna says. “We’ve lived in the same building for a few years. He was teaching me to play soccer.”

			“Hi,” he says, offering me his hand.

			“This is my co-worker Zarina,” Anna says. “She’s an excellent cook.”

			I beam. Ronnie starts to pick up his bag and say bye to Anna, and I feel bad.

			“Oh, don’t stop on my account,” I say.

			“I was leaving anyway,” Ronnie says. “I’m meeting some of my friends at Gryphon’s.”

			It’s nice to realize I recognize Gryphon’s as the Yale grad bar Erica often goes to—this city is really starting to feel like home—and I nod as he says bye and jogs toward downtown, leaving Anna and me by ourselves. I’m both excited and nervous as I take in that I’m alone with her outside work for the first time.

			“What are you up to?” Anna asks me.

			“I just put in an order at Pesto and Parm,” I say.

			“Ooh. I’ve passed by but never checked it out. Is it any good?”

			“I have no idea,” I say. “I’m about to find out. Have you eaten?”

			Anna adjusts herself, shifting her soccer ball to her left hand and using her right to check her phone notifications. As I wait for her answer, I don’t want to appear awkward. I wonder if I should take out my own phone from my pocket.

			“I’ve been trying to learn some soccer to have stories to tell Jared, my favorite player, in case we ever talk for real. Ronnie’s also a soccer fan, though he supports my rival club, Philly Moonbeam. I’m not that good yet though. But I am hungry now that you mention it.”

			“Would you…want to join me?” I ask, preparing myself for a definite no.

			“Yeah,” she says without hesitation. “I’d love to. Let me see what they have.”

			I’m ecstatic. We walk side by side as Anna scrolls through the menu. I carry her soccer ball so she can use both her hands on her phone.

			“Tell me more about Jared,” I say, deciding that this is a safe non-culinary topic.

			“Jared Arnold plays for the Brooklyn United in the Northeast Soccer League. Do you watch any soccer?” Anna asks. “Wait. Do you call it football or soccer?”

			“I grew up calling it football,” I say. “But when I went to college no one knew which football I was talking about, so I naturally diverted to calling it soccer.”

			We cross over to Temple Street, which is full of people waiting to be picked up by local buses and post-work Happy Hour groups flocking from one restaurant to the next. We see people lining up at the restaurants and bars that pack these streets as I notice the different smells coming my way and try to identify them—rich brothy undertones of miso ramen from Mecha Noodle Bar, lemongrass that goes into the pad see ew at Noa, and the strong notes of tequila through the open windows of Te Amo.

			“Did you ever have a team?” she asks as we near the restaurant, pulling me out of my daze.

			“I’ve seen the World Cup here and there,” I say. “I really loved Spain during the 2010 tournament.”

			“That was a stunning team,” she says as we make a turn on Crown, where restaurants alternate with fancy gyms and dispensaries. “Both in their gameplay and looks.”

			I laugh.

			“Do you like any sports?” Anna asks as we squeeze past a big group waiting outside for the covered rooftop bar at Elm City Social.

			“I watch pro wrestling,” I say. “The scripted kind, not the Olympics. I just went to an event, actually. That was why I needed that shift covered on Tuesday. Thanks again for helping with that.”

			“It was the least I could do after Andrew yelled at you like that,” she says as we head inside the restaurant. “Callum is desperate to get a promotion, so he’s willing to take on extra shifts to look good to the board. You did him a favor, really.” She pauses at the hostess stand to ask about her order. I hug the soccer ball to my chest as the hostess goes to the kitchen to get my food, thinking about Callum getting ahead of me in the kitchen because I wanted to go see Sierra Myst. Maybe Anna doesn’t realize I want a promotion too? We stand in silence until my food comes out, and I’m unsure if I should leave or if Anna wants me to stay. But then she asks, “Who’s your favorite wrestler?”

			“Her name’s Sierra Myst!” I say, hearing the enthusiasm in my own voice. I pull out my phone and show her the picture of us hugging at Barclays last week. Anna takes my phone from my hand and says, “Wow, she looks regal.” Her face is unclouded by jealousy. She’s just a person taking in the power of Sierra Myst, and I realize that this is someone who has no idea about the wrestling world and isn’t swarming for juicy gossip like the group chat. I can share my wrestling-related accomplishments more freely with Anna than with any of Sierra’s Bitches.

			“Do you want to bring the food over to my place?” Anna asks once the hostess returns with her salmon. “Show me a wrestling match, then I’ll show you some Brooklyn United highlights?”

			“That sounds great!” I tell her, holding myself back from screaming with joy.

			Anna’s place is well-kept. We enter into the living room, which has a couch facing a television. Next to the couch is a big cage, and I immediately go to look at her bunny, the same one from her Twitter profile picture.

			“That’s Apple,” she says. “I got him from the Cumberland County Fair in Maine a couple of years ago.”

			He’s a medium-sized rabbit with light brown fur and floppy ears, and I remember overhearing Anna tell Callum at work that Apple can jump over the cage, even though it’s easily two feet tall. Anna’s bedroom is off the living room to the left, while the kitchen is on the other side by the front door. I don’t have to peek too far into the bedroom to see that the walls are covered in soccer posters. But it’s really the living room that is a shrine to Brooklyn United.

			There are posters of various players framed on the wall, with action figures of players on the mantel above the fireplace. There’s a scarf hanging on the wall with the team name and logo next to a series of photos of the same man with shoulder-length curly hair, who I can only assume is Jared. I can certainly see the appeal. He’s tall with a strong jawline, brown skin, and soft brown eyes. He has a pretty smile. There’s something effeminate about the way he crouches down to hold the soccer ball in one of the pictures, which makes me like him more.

			“Do you want to start with the wrestling match first?” Anna asks, bringing over plates for us to pour our food onto.

			I show her Sierra versus Barcade, a wrestler with a gamer gimmick, from a couple of years ago, shortly after Sierra debuted on Thunder Ground’s main roster. This is one of my favorite matches to show a newcomer, because unlike her rivalries with her greatest nemeses, Raven and Spike Girl, this wasn’t a big marquee match inside a cage or with weapons. I showed this match to my college roommate Viv before I dragged her to a show at TD Garden senior spring, and I sent a link to my cousins, saying that if they wanted to get back into wrestling this was the one they should watch. Sierra had just debuted after working on WTG’s developmental show NextGen, and she was making waves as someone to watch out for. It’s also easy for a newcomer to follow because it’s very textbook Sierra; she gets a chance to show off her signature moves and taunts. It was her first match after she turned heel, so her villain work is particularly obnoxious to get that character through. As we watch, I explain to Anna what certain moves are, what was happening in the storyline at that moment, who Raven is when the commentary mentions her.

			I get a whiff of parmesan and realize that in all the excitement, I forgot to eat. I cut a piece of chicken and take a bite of the cacio e pepe, making sure I get the full experience the first time. My mouth is inundated with the taste of pepper, even in a small bite, overpowering any hints of cheese. The pasta has also cooled down since we left the restaurant and the cheese has formed clumps that taste like cardboard. The chicken breast is fine but dry.

			“How’s your pasta?” Anna asks.

			“Uh,” I stall, wondering how honest to be.

			“This salmon’s not the best either,” she says, reading my mind. “It needs more seasoning. Heat. Acidity. Anything.”

			“Maybe I should have just cooked tonight,” I say.

			“But it shouldn’t be hard for us to fix, right?” she asks.

			“What do you mean?”

			“We’re chefs,” she says. “Though I don’t cook savory much. How would you fix this salmon?”

			She cuts a little flake off one of her two pieces of salmon, and I try a bite. She’s right that it’s bland. I think for a moment.

			“I’d wipe down any remnants of this balsamic reduction and start a whole new flavor profile,” I say. “Fish goes well with mustard’s versatility.”

			“Okay. What do you need?” she asks.

			“Well, do you have any kind of mustard product?” I doubt that she has mustard oil in her pantry.

			“Hmm, let me check,” she says as she walks to the kitchen and starts flipping through her cabinets. “I do, actually. I have mustard seeds and mustard powder. I think I got these once to see if I could incorporate them into a biscuit, but the recipe didn’t go very well.”

			“Can I look through your spice cabinet?” I ask.

			I’m worried that this will feel too invasive—you can tell a lot about a person based on the spices they keep on hand—but Anna doesn’t seem worried about me judging her. “Be my guest,” she says.

			“Do you have any onions?” I ask as I pick out turmeric and cumin. She doesn’t have chili powder, but cayenne will do.

			“Yes.” She looks through a basket and pulls out a couple of white ones.

			“I think you can eat the dish with rice,” I say, nodding toward her rice cooker.

			“You’re putting in so much work. You should have one of the pieces,” she says, pointing to the filets that sit in front of me. I want to insist that she eat both, but I remember the terrifying globs of cacio e pepe that await me otherwise.

			Anna takes care of making rice and chopping onions as I turn my attention to the fish. In texture and shape, salmon resembles the rui, a Bangladeshi fish. Rui is meatier, its skin silky and fatty, but if cooked in a certain way they taste similar. But I like cooking salmon in the style of ilish, known as the hilsa in English, the national fish of Bangladesh. My favorite way to eat it is shorshe ilish—in this case, shorshe salmon—with fish simmered in a rich mustard sauce. I’ve only made it once before. I thought it went pretty well, but I’m still nervous that this dish will be Anna’s first culinary impression of me.

			Anna sets the rice to cook, her smile bright and easy as she hands over the onions she has chopped. You can tell just how professionally Anna is trained because her onions are perfectly cut, uniform in size and shape. Salmon doesn’t smell like the fresh waters of the Bangladeshi rivers, but I’ll do my best to emulate the taste. Instead of combining salt and pepper and olive oil like I would for a regular western marination, I sprinkle cumin, turmeric, and chili powder over the fish. Next, I blend mustard powder and cayenne with just enough water to make a paste, then paint it over the fish.

			As I reach for mustard powder, I feel like I’m bastardizing this recipe, but honestly, it’s good fusion work. Shorshe salmon doesn’t have the same ring as shorshe ilish. Mustard is more earthy when it comes in the form of seeds, paste, and oil, but at least the mustard powder isn’t an American brand. Geographically, I’m closer to the Hudson River, but I’m trying to re-create the Bangladeshi rivers, the Ganges, Meghna, Jamuna, with each throw of the bay leaf and cardamom. I let the salmon marinate for about ten minutes as Anna sings along joyfully to a song she’s put on, and I watch with glee and make small talk while leaning against the counter. Then I throw the marinated fish in olive oil that I had infused with mustard. While not the same as authentic mustard oil, my hope is that the olive oil addition will add a unique flavor to the classic recipe.

			“It smells delicious,” Anna says, walking out from the bathroom as I finish the final touches of salt and mustard seeds. She brings down plates from a cabinet and takes a couple of spoons from a drawer.

			I take a spoonful of rice and put it on her plate. Then I scoop one of the two pieces of fish and add it over the rice, spooning more sauce on top. I make myself a plate as well. She hands me a fork, but I protest.

			“So as Bengalis, we eat with our hands,” I say. “It gives you the full taste experience. But you don’t have to.”

			“Oh my god, of course,” she says, making a show of putting away the forks. “We will eat it as it was meant to be eaten.”

			At the dining table, I show her how to tear up a bit of the fish, mix it by hand with the rice and the sauce, and take a bite.

			“Zarina,” she says once she’s finished chewing. There’s a dramatic pause where I wonder if this is the end of my attempt at a friendship with Anna. I finally look up. She’s smiling. “This is brilliant. Dude. Holy shit. You can cook like this? Wait, sorry, I didn’t mean for that to sound backhanded. I just mean like, dude, you are incredible. Of course you are. You have such good ideas at Zero’s, but wow. I don’t think I’ve ever had Bengali food before. Like, I’ve met Bangladeshi people but never tried the food, but if it’s all like this, what are you even doing at Zero’s? New Haven doesn’t have food like this.”

			“What?” I say and stare. I can’t do anything else. I don’t even blink. This is the Anna Callahan, winner of three Young Chef of the Year awards. “You’re not just being nice, right?”

			“I’m not,” she says, her face serious. She scoops another bite with her hand. “I know food.”

			“I know you know food,” I say before I can stop myself. “I’ve read your book. And seen your interviews.”

			She grins. “Zarina,” she says. “Dude, for real. If you ever want to get the fuck out of Zero’s and open your own restaurant or something, let me know. This is the type of cooking I want to be there for.”

			“My dream is to open a Bengali fusion restaurant,” I say, my heart beating fast. “My grandma loved cooking and I’d always hang around the kitchen with her when I was a kid. But it was only when I first came to the U.S. for college and ate at Korai Kitchen in Jersey City that I realized that Bangladeshi food could be mainstream, something people outside of my family would eat. My mother doesn’t understand why I don’t just come home if I want to be doing Bangladeshi cooking. But I want to continue developing my techniques, paying homage to those memories of my grandmother in my own way, and maybe get a James Beard nomination or Michelin star someday.”

			I take a sip of water. I might have poured out my heart a bit too much. I usually don’t talk about my family, and I begin to feel embarrassed about my lofty ambitions and my mom’s lack of support when Anna’s family is probably highly encouraging.

			“That definitely sounds hard about your mom’s expectations,” Anna says. “I mean, if you ever seriously want to do it, we can figure it out. There are grants. And I have some savings from prize money and stuff.”

			“You’re serious?” I ask. She makes it sound easy. Maybe for her, a white chef from Maine, it is, relatively. “You’d really invest?”

			“Yeah. I mean, you would need a plan and a clear vision for the place, but I’d love to help you build it.”

			“Someday then,” I say.

			“I’ll hold you to it,” she says.

			We eat quietly for a few minutes.

			“What’s your dream?” I ask, wondering if she’ll open up to me too.

			She smiles and thinks about it for a second as she fiddles around with one of her last bites of salmon.

			“Well, honestly, I started at Zero’s because I was tired. I thought I’d be happy just taking orders all day, baking, then going home. But I’m realizing that I want to be my own boss, and help others,” she says, between bites of fish and rice. “Don’t get me wrong, I love being a pastry chef. But I want to be a leader, guide other chefs through daily service. I’ve learned so much in all the places I’ve worked; I want to pass this knowledge on. Before I got into baking, I wanted to be a teacher. There’s just no feeling to me like watching mentees succeed.”

			“That’s so cool,” I say.

			“I sometimes attend poetry workshops my friend Lucy runs on our days off. They’re for working adults through the New Haven Arts Council. I write for fun, but what I love most is seeing the way she inspires the students to let go of fears and encourages everyone to write about what’s on their mind, not what they think people want to read.”

			“Wow,” I say, smiling, surprised that Anna takes poetry classes.

			“I feel really inspired when we discuss the writing and I hear about how everyone feels comfortable in that space,” she continues. “Lucy’s helped us grow closer together too, so we trust one another in sharing our work. I’ve developed a low-key love of poetry writing, but more importantly it’s reaffirmed that I want to be that encouraging mentor with fellow chefs. That’s why I go on cooking shows too. I love building community and I’m really proud of the things I’ve learned in my career. I want to continue mentoring others.”

			I feel goosebumps crawl up my forearms. I love that she enjoys poetry writing. But more notably, she’s so confident in her abilities and her dreams. I could never.

			“You’d be a fantastic boss,” I say. “You’re already such a leader in the Zero’s kitchen, everyone listens to you way more than they listen to Andrew.”

			She chuckles then says, “Sorry, he’s so rude. I wish there was a way you could show him how well you cook. Just make one of these one day instead of prepping vegetables. This salmon is better than most dishes in that kitchen.”

			Anna turns her attention back to the fish and cleans the rest of her plate without much talking. I eat too, trying to figure out the bites from the perspective of a non-Bangladeshi. Salmon would of course be familiar to anyone who’s had the fish before. But the mustard combinations really add something there. It’s very cool to see some of the techniques and flavors I grew up tasting in my grandmother’s and mother’s cooking showing up in this meal with one of New England’s best-known chefs. It almost feels as though something inside me is being stitched together, these parts of myself meeting, with such delightful results far beyond what I could have ever allowed myself to hope for.

			I get up to wash my hands and put my plate in the dishwasher, then walk back to the couch and wait for her to finish cleaning up before showing me Brooklyn United. Anna comes back and puts on a recent Brooklyn United game against the DC Maestros.

			“Jared scores a hat trick,” she explains as she scrolls down the search results on YouTube. We watch the game, and I’m surprised how when Jared starts scoring, I find myself cheering and grinning alongside Anna. I can see why she likes him. He works hard on the pitch, and he has an adorable smile. The same way Anna can tell that wrestling makes me happy because it is an entire production, I can see her love for soccer in the way her eyes light up whenever she watches Jared score a goal. Even though Anna and I might seem like we have very little in common, I realized today that our passion connects us in ways beyond what I could have imagined my first day at Zero’s. If it weren’t for Sierra making me fall in love with wrestling, I might not even be able to relate to Anna’s fandom. It’s just another door Sierra has drop-kicked open for me.
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			The weeks fly by as Anna and I get closer—one wrestling match and soccer game at a time. We’ve been going over to each other’s apartments regularly, and we’ve become friends in a way I always dreamed of. I don’t know if Anna’s interest in me has raised my status in the eyes of our kitchenmates or if being more comfortable with her has allowed me to relax overall, or both, but I feel like I’m finally finding my footing in the Zero’s community beyond just being a co-worker. Callum and Derek have been including me in their weekly debates on New Haven’s best pizza while Anna has continued indoctrinating me into the world of local soccer and the myriad people that make up the fans, from people’s children she’s watched grow up in the fandom to a couple of women who actually lost their jobs because they spent so much time waiting at Brooklyn United meet and greets.

			This mixture of kindred spirits with a side dose of wackiness rings true the more I get to know the wrestling fandom too. I think about the chat when I’m going to bed and check it first thing in the morning, on the toilet, during breaks at work, and after work.

			Jan quickly becomes my favorite person in the chat. She’s always quick to compliment other members when they post a selfie. She often tweets her favorite wrestlers with messages of genuine encouragement. I have always liked seeing the radiant, excited quality that people get when they really love something. Jan’s frenetic joy somehow makes my own expand.

			The morning after Valentine’s Day, as I’m getting dressed for work, the notifications blow up on my phone. I quickly pick it up to see what all the excitement’s about. Taylor’s sent a photo that everyone’s quickly begun debating.

			@TaylorMyst: So they’re really together, huh? That’s amazing! He’s gorgeous.

			@SierraSpikey4ever: No, man. That lady looks shorter. That could be anyone.

			@JanWTG: Aubs, you’re just jealous. That’s definitely her. Doesn’t she own that Gucci bag?

			I study the photo carefully. It’s blurry, but it shows two figures leaving what looks like a restaurant. Everyone in the group chat and on my timeline is talking about how this photo is allegedly of Sierra out at dinner with her rumored boyfriend, Nick Deveraux, better known by his stage name DE-VON, a young Frenchman who has been making waves in the online fandom. I can’t tell if it’s Sierra in the picture, but I end up reading the conversations and articles about the sighting for so long that I have to run to work. I’m panting as I finally reach Zero’s just a few steps ahead of Andrew. He greets me with a frown. I’m not late, technically, but I usually try to be there at least an hour before he arrives. I make a mental note not to let this become a habit.

			The group chat is the most stable friend group I’ve had in a year despite being spread out around the world. I love how lively the chat gets on Friday evenings, when Wrestle Thunder Ground is on. I usually have work on Fridays, but when I take a quick pee break and check the chat, Sierra’s Bitches are always there to catch me up. Because they know I can’t watch, they make an extra effort to provide entertaining and insightful running commentary on the storylines so I can keep up-to-date. Before Sierra’s Bitches, I only had time to keep up with Sierra’s stories, but now reading these recaps has kept me updated on every ongoing storyline. I feel more a part of the world than ever before.

			Every Friday I stay up making GIFs and sending them to Sierra herself. Those are the days I find myself cleaning up my station the fastest at work, my mind locked in on the fact that by the time I get home, high-definition segments from that week’s show will have uploaded to WTG’s YouTube channel. The HD videos allow me to make high-quality GIFs—crisp, nicely colored, and well defined—that perform the best on Sierra’s socials.

			One Friday in March, Sierra cuts a strong promo, talking about how she doesn’t need the audience on her side. “I realized when all of y’all peasants stuck to that leech Spike Girl that I’m better off on my own,” I hear her say as I simultaneously download the video on a different tab. She follows it up with a speedy victory against one of Spike Girl’s allies. The adrenaline fills me. The group chat is blowing up, but I have to temporarily ignore them because getting these GIFs to Sierra fast is what matters. It’s almost midnight, but I sit in my room cutting together eight GIFs. Half an hour after I send them, Sierra posts one and retweets the rest. My heart glows with pride as the praise rolls through in Sierra’s Bitches. I feel like I’m on top of the world. The next day at work, when I notice that I’d cut several cucumber slices unevenly, I don’t care that I have to redo them.

			Sierra barely responds on our text thread, usually just sending a heart reaction or sometimes a “Thank you.” One very lucky night she sent a “Oh, this is so good!!” If I send a follow-up and ask perhaps “How are you?” or “How is your day?” I don’t get a response. But it’s okay. She gave me her number so I could send her GIFs, and she is busy with a career that requires hours of travel and practice. It’s understandable that she doesn’t have time to respond to my small talk.

			

			—

			Spring is a crucial time for WTG with their biggest show, Wrestle Jamboree, taking place in April. Storylines are set up for the grand occasion weeks in advance. This year, Sierra’s rivalry with Spike Girl is at the center of her storyline. It’s an exciting time on Twitter. Members of the Sierra’s Bitches group chat forward tweets to our thread from Spikey fans, and we take turns responding with witty comebacks defending Sierra and coming for Spikey. We poke fun at Spikey’s signature blue hair being a bad dye job, other times calling her out for being hypocritical when she says Sierra is a bad friend because she herself has hit Sierra with steel chairs from behind when they were supposed to be besties. I think it’s clear that I don’t want anything bad to actually happen to the actor who plays Spike Girl, but there are fans on Twitter who are very invested. Spikey and Sierra fans attack one another in the replies of WTG tweets. My friends in the group chat try to stick to wrestling, but I see some Spikey fans come for Sierra fans’ looks, clothes, or taste in music, or whatever it is they find on Twitter profiles to pick on.

			The wrestlers stay out of the online fray for the most part, but one day Spike Girl herself comes for Sierra’s looks, specifically her shoulders, calling them “manly.”

			@SpikeGirlWTG: Sierra wants to challenge for my WTG women’s championship with those manly-ass shoulders? Pfft. The Main Character never backs down. Especially from chumps like that.

			The comment stings. It hurts to see certain traits labeled “masculine” and “feminine” even in a sport as physical as wrestling, where strong shoulders should be an asset. It upsets me that even WTG isn’t a space free of gendered labels. When I was growing up, distant aunts would comment on my shoulders in similar ways. Even though now I take “manly” as a compliment, I never want Sierra to feel that sense of not belonging in her body.

			Spike Girl’s tweet leads to a spur of sheeplike tweets from the Spike Girl Hub toward Sierra that attack Jennifer Kaplan herself. Some users have taken to calling her a “beast,” with the worst of them insinuating that the person playing Sierra is “actually” a man, calling for the WTG to actually “check.” The group chat floods with concern over the hate and what this could mean for Sierra, since the writers might change her storyline if they think there aren’t enough Sierra supporters. We circulate tweets that go past the line of competitive banter, and even though I don’t argue with Spike Girl fans publicly like Aubrey and Taylor do, I join in reporting the worst of the accounts to reduce the online slander. Every couple of days, one of us sends a status update about the accounts we report—which ones have been suspended, which ones haven’t.

			Sierra is quiet during the turmoil. Only one tweet on the third day of this chaos:

			@SierraMyst: Man or woman, I am the best wrestler in the world, and I will prove that when I kick Spike Girl’s sorry ass back to Doncaster at Wrestle Jamboree.

			The message is a hit with Sierra fans. When I see it, I open my phone and scroll to Sierra’s contact, even though I don’t have a new GIF to share, and send her a text saying, I hope you’re doing okay. I’m here if you ever want to talk, and hope she confides in me. She responds a day later, a simple heart reaction that I try not to be disappointed by.

			

			—

			When tickets for the Wrestle Jamboree fan convention go on sale, Jan DMs me.

			@JanWTG: Hey, Z! Is your “friend in the industry” plug coming through with convention tickets? *wink emoji*

			@Za_Rina: LOL I haven’t asked her. The whole point is the meet and greet, right, so no GIF possibilities. Sierra doesn’t really need a social media godmother at this thing. WTG people will probably have lots of photographers there already. But even if I don’t get a free ticket, I’m going to figure out a way to go.

			@JanWTG: Ahhh, yes please come. I am hoping to get the day off so I can go to show Sierra the love she needs during this time. I don’t understand why people are being so mean to her.

			I think nonstop—at home, at work, on the walk to and from Zero’s—about ways to cheer Sierra up and let her know she’s loved. Sierra’s Bitches and I have been circulating every positive tweet and meme about her that we come across, and I’ve been retweeting as many of them as I can so that she sees them on her timeline.

			I know people usually bring gifts to meet and greets, and given the Twitter community climate, I want to show up with more than just an average card thanking her for her work. Wondering whether other fandoms might already have certain customs or at least some ideas of presents that work well, I turn to Anna during family meal a few weeks before the event.

			“So,” I say, plopping myself down next to her, setting down my plate of chicken risotto and Caesar salad. “If you were to go see Jared at a meet and greet, how would you show support?”

			“Is this Jared specific or does this concern a different six-foot athlete?” Anna asks, smirking and taking a bite of the vegetarian option for the night, mushroom alfredo.

			“It does,” I say sheepishly. “I want her to know she’s loved. Not just by me but by all her fans. She’s going through a particularly hard time with crowd reaction. It almost feels like there’s an overwhelming support for her opponent and people have forgotten about her.”

			“I think that women just want to feel like they’re in community with other people,” Anna says. “No different from you and me seeking out our fandoms. Sierra probably wants to feel seen. What’s this about? You have a meet and greet coming up?”

			“There’s a big fan convention in Brooklyn,” I say. I drag the tines of my fork through the gloopy rice, wondering how to show Sierra the community she has helped create. “But all my money’s been going toward rent and food. I don’t even know if I can afford it.”

			“You should go see her,” Anna says. “You’ll figure it out. I have a feeling.”

			

			—

			A few days later I’m peeling celeriac, humming to myself. I’m in an excellent mood. Anna and I have been hanging out more, and I recently posted a selfie on Twitter for the first time, and it felt awesome having Sierra’s Bitches hyping me up. Callum’s duck dish has become more of a mainstay on the menu, but I try not to let my jealousy get me down. And then the day gets better when Andrew tells me I’m getting a five percent raise.

			“What?” I ask. “Why?”

			“Do you not want it?” Andrew towers over me—he’s even taller than Sierra—and tucks a curl behind his ear. He’s trying out a goatee these days, which would be the most obnoxious thing about his appearance if he weren’t wearing these wristbands with the French flag on both wrists.

			“Anna really advocated for you in our monthly meeting with the board. They didn’t see why a prep cook needed such a huge raise, especially one that still seems to be learning how to arrive on time, but Anna convinced them,” he says, the unspoken I wasn’t convinced all but escaping his lips. I’ve never technically been late to work, but it’s true that I can’t remember the last time I arrived a full hour before my start time. I feel an odd twinge of embarrassment mixed with pride—after all, this is the closest thing to praise he’s ever given me.

			When Andrew leaves, I find Anna chopping dates and hug her.

			“You deserve it, dude,” she says. “And you deserve more than a raise. Your cooking is incredible. In no time, you’ll get a promotion here and get to show some of that off.”

			“Thank you so much, dude,” I say, borrowing her word. I like the masculinity of dude, how it sits confidently at the front of my mouth when I say it. “That first paycheck is going to the Wrestle Jamboree fan convention and a meet and greet ticket to see Sierra in Brooklyn.”

			“I thought you might say that.” Anna uses her knife to slide the dates into a mixing bowl. “I have a Brooklyn United game the same day as the convention. Want to ride the Metro-North together?”

			The Metro-North to Grand Central is at least two hours long. I haven’t traveled with Anna before, and the idea makes me both excited and nervous. What if there are awkward silences? Or worse, what if I say something embarrassing?

			Anna interrupts my thoughts with, “Did you figure out what you’ll bring to the convention?”

			“Yes,” I say. “I’m going to make her a scrapbook for her birthday. Wrestle Jamboree is a week earlier, but I’m sure it’ll still be a nice birthday surprise.”

			“That’s a great idea,” Anna says. “Do you want to come over next week and work on it at my place? I have to make a sign for Jared for the game. We can have a craft night.”

			“I’d love that,” I say. I go back to my station and fix my posture. I continue humming, my chest brimming with satisfaction at my efforts being recognized. I make a mental note to really let this raise incentivize me and find time to focus on new recipes.

			

			—

			It turns out that new recipes will have to wait though. The first paycheck with my new salary comes that Friday and I get to Sierra-related work. I buy my convention tickets, put down a deposit for a tattoo with an artist in New York, and transfer a bit of money into my savings account. I want this tattoo to be an outline of Sierra with her arms outstretched, a stance she holds right as she enters the ring. I want to surprise her with it at the Wrestle Jamboree convention to show how loved she is by her fans.

			I walk over to Anna’s on our day off a week before the convention, my backpack full of letters, photos, and fan art from Sierraheads all over the world telling her what she means to them and wishing her a happy birthday. I had urged fans in the U.S. to mail their contributions to me physically and international fans to email me their notes, which Erica had kindly printed in exchange for brown butter chocolate chip cookies from work.

			I have already started arranging the letters and cutting out the pictures. Any free time before work, and all my Mondays off, have gone toward the scrapbook. I’d planned to spend March developing recipes, since most of my free time in February had gone toward GIF-making and bonding with Sierra’s Bitches, but making a scrapbook takes a lot more time and money than I’d anticipated. I still think of different food combinations as I’m falling asleep, like whether bhuna spices would go well with skirt steak, but most of my free waking time is dedicated to figuring out how to put the scrapbook together. Before I arrive at Anna’s, I stop at an art supply store near the Yale campus and get glue, markers, and a physical scrapbook.

			Anna greets me and quickly closes her door as Apple is free and hopping around the apartment this afternoon.

			“I’m so excited,” she says, pointing at the blank poster board she’s just acquired. “I’m still contemplating what I’m going to write.”

			We set ourselves up in different corners of her living room, Anna taking a desk that’s next to Apple’s cage, while I sit on her couch. I unload my backpack onto her coffee table and cut up the letters I’ve printed to make them a more appropriate size that’ll fit inside the book.

			“These contributions are so meaningful,” I tell Anna as I show her different fan art and letters.

			“Whoa, dude,” she says, flipping through a watercolor comic sent by a teenage fan in New Zealand. “This one is my favorite.”

			“Right?” I say. “Here’s one of mine.” I pull out a handwritten letter and read it aloud to Anna.

			
				Dear Sierra,

				I don’t know how to begin thanking you. I got married at twenty. For many years, I thought a relationship full of verbal and physical abuse was normal. I believed his words, that I deserved everything that he and his family were throwing my way. Last May, I watched your interview on the Ringside Rodeo podcast, and I am not exaggerating when I say it changed my life. The way you described your determination to leave the harsh situation in your household helped me realize that I wanted that. I found myself fighting for me. Something I’d never done before. I’ve loved wrestling my whole life, but I’ve never found someone who speaks about real situations as candidly as you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for your fans, knowingly and unknowingly.

				Good luck with everything. Know that you’ll always have a fan in a little town in western Illinois.

				Best,

				Mara

			

			There are dozens more like this. People write about how her matches and character have helped them through hard times, helped them embrace themselves and their identities. I want to write a letter too, but I don’t know where to start.

			“What do you think I should write to her?” I ask. “How do I thank someone whose presence in my life has caused a whirlwind of positive change?”

			“Do just that,” Anna says. “Obviously I am nowhere as famous as her…”

			“You are to me,” I interject, and she grins.

			“Thank you, thank you,” she says. “But yeah, if I were receiving something like this, I’d probably be touched by a story like yours. I don’t know how many fans Sierra talks to, but I bet it’s not common for her, or any other wrestler. What the two of you are building is something special because you’re not just her fan, you’re an artistic collaborator.”

			“You make a glorified Photoshop guy sound so glamorous,” I say on a laugh, but Anna’s right. Sierra deserves to know that I’m grateful for how closely we’ve been able to connect. So I write about how my world has expanded since our Twitter interactions began. I tell her how immensely I appreciate the trust she placed in me a few months ago, and how I feel like I’ve found friends, community, and even the motivation to work harder toward my dreams since the Christmas GIF.

			Anna shows me her poster as I wrap up my note. “Jared is the GOAT” in big bold letters, with a cutout picture of Jared Arnold celebrating a goal by pumping his fists in the air in his red-and-white Brooklyn United jersey. Her handwriting is beautiful, and the red marker she’s used really stands out. We finish up for the night and eat the burgers we’ve DoorDashed.

			When I get home from Anna’s, I keep working on the project all night. I use a collage a fan from Seattle sent that contains some of Sierra’s career highlights to create a cover page. On top I write “Happy Birthday, Sierra! Love, Your Fans” with a purple Sharpie and color the letters in. I put small rhinestones and paper flowers on top.

			

			—

			Chopping garlic the next day at Zero’s, I’m struggling to keep my eyes open and accidentally slice into my finger. By the time I was finished designing the cover it was four in the morning, but I love how it looks. It felt worth it at the time, but as I run cold water over my bleeding finger, I start to regret my choice. Suddenly, I smell something burning and remember that I ran off to wash my hand without turning off the burner. I turn off the faucet and run back. The onions I was supposed to be caramelizing for the quiche of the day are ruined. Thankfully Andrew and Anna are in a meeting and Callum is in another room setting up for family meal. I quickly turn off the burner, speed walk to grab a Band-Aid from the medicine cabinet, then run back to toss the burned onions and start fresh. A few days later, once I put the finishing touches on the scrapbook, I take pictures of it and send it to the group chat, like it’s my child and I want everyone to admire and praise it. I specifically send pictures of each page that has a contribution from a member of Sierra’s Bitches as well as a picture of the cover. The entire group chat’s participation has made me feel closer to everyone, except Logan, who sent a very formal letter telling Sierra she’s been doing a great job and diving into a boring retelling of women’s wrestling history that I doubt she will care about. In the chat, everyone raves about how good the scrapbook looks and how excited they are to see Sierra’s reaction.

			Aubrey says in the chat,

			@SierraSpikey4ever: She’s going to cry.

			Everyone agrees, and the regret I momentarily felt at Zero’s vanishes. I can’t believe I doubted whether or not this scrapbook was worth it.

			The night before the convention, I lie in bed staring at the ceiling. If everything goes according to plan tomorrow, the tattoo and the scrapbook will set me apart from all the other Sierraheads at the meet and greet, proof that I am someone worth giving a phone number to. I go on Twitter because I’m starting to give up on sleep. I’ve been tweeting more about wrestling lately but haven’t tweeted much about my daily life or more vulnerable feelings. But I send one out tonight, unsure that anyone is even awake, at least in my time zone.

			@Za_Rina: I can’t wait to see @SierraMyst tomorrow at the Wrestle Jamboree convention. I’ve missed my queen.

			I really hope Sierra responds, and more importantly, I hope she likes the scrapbook as much as I do. As I turn off the lights and lie alone with my thoughts, I can’t stop checking my phone. But there’s no reply and I just open and close the Twitter app five times.

			I can’t sleep, so I go out to the kitchen and look inside the fridge and browse the cabinets. I haven’t grocery shopped or brought back ingredients lately, but there are a few cans of tuna in the cabinet. Recently, I’ve been thinking about tuna croquettes, like crab cakes but with more Bengali-forward spices. I’m about to get the can of breadcrumbs from the pantry shelf when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I take it out and see that there are many likes on the tweet, all incoming traffic from one specific reply.

			@SierraMyst: @Za_Rina I can’t wait to see you either. Missed you more!!

			I watch the Zarina’s the luckiest and She loves you tweets and messages start pouring in and walk back to my room, contemplating a carefully crafted reply. Tuna croquettes can wait.

		

	
		
			7

			I’m lying flat on the tattoo table at Kingscape Studios in Midtown as the heavily in-demand NYC artist Havannah Blair inks the outline of a figure, about three inches long, on my right shoulder. My first tattoo was also Sierra related. She was three months into her WTG debut and had just cemented herself as a legendary heel. I felt inspired by the way she fought against the lazy white screenwriters’ dialogue to become this unique, bombastic figure. It gave me the confidence to defy the scriptwriters of my life, my parents, and claim my own power. So I got a tattoo of a crown, representing both my Zodiac sign, Leo, the king of the jungle, and Sierra, the Princess of Power. This tattoo is the first I am getting on a bone, and I can feel every inch of the needle pressing into my shoulder blade. Havannah designed the tattoo based on a photograph that I emailed her a week ago, and she tells me to breathe through it as she makes every pixel count. The final product shows an outline of the woman it is based on, standing with her arms outstretched. I asked that there be no face because I want it to look more artsy than realistic, but from the outfit she’s wearing—a glamorous bodysuit with peacock feather designs—you can tell this woman is a powerful heel.

			When she’s finished, Havannah takes a few pictures on my phone. I send the best one to Sierra’s Bitches as I’m being rung up. I also send a close-up photo to Anna, who made me promise as we got off the train at Grand Central that I would send her pictures. Anna doesn’t reply immediately, but the group chat gushes about how cool my tattoo looks and how obvious it is to anyone who knows wrestling that this is an outline of Sierra while maintaining an artistic subtlety. I keep looking at the picture as I sit on the 4 to Brooklyn, admiring the work and feeling proud that I now have Sierra on my body.

			I get off at Borough Hall, the station closest to the venue, and wait for the bus. My feet ache and my shoulder feels hot and tender. I keep my left hand as stiff as possible so I don’t mess anything up with the scrapbook in the tote I hold under my arm. On the bus, I look through tweets of my mutuals to see who else is attending. Both Aubrey and Jan are coming. I wonder what it’ll be like meeting Aubrey for the first time. They’ve posted a couple of selfies in Sierra merch here and there, but his face is often blurred or he’s turned away from the camera. I do know that they’re androgynous-looking and give off intimidating vibes. I’m also scared that since Aubrey and Jan have known each other for longer, they might just talk to each other the whole time, leaving me to be a third wheel. I go through different scenarios and reassure myself that I can always text Viv if I need a phone break during awkward moments.

			The venue is a seven-minute walk from where the bus drops me off. My eyes are instantly drawn to the restaurants on either side, OurHaus on the right, which sends whiffs of freshly baked bread my way, and Brooklyn Ice House on the left, with an inviting patio peeking out from the walls. I often feel overwhelmed by how many restaurants there are in the world. There is so much food I haven’t tried and so many recipes I haven’t encountered that might unlock something in me. So much food, so little time.

			When I turn onto Pioneer Street, I enjoy the water view from Clinton Wharf. I also keep my eye out for somewhere I can grab street food. I haven’t been able to eat because of how anxious I am to give Sierra her scrapbook, but it would be even worse to have my stomach growling in the meet and greet. I stop at a halal cart and order a chicken shawarma sandwich with extra hot sauce. When I briefly lived in New York, I grew to love these carts and their friendly brown chef-owners. Normally I go for the chicken over rice, but right now I have to eat on my walk to the venue. This time, I cannot risk sauce spilling all over the scrapbook.

			The chicken is packed with flavors of garlic, turmeric, cumin, and maybe a subtle hint of garam masala, that remind me of home, and some non–South Asian additions such as paprika and oregano. It’s the kind of fusion dish I want to try making. Grilled meat isn’t a part of Bangladeshi daily cuisine. Kebabs, of course, are great Mughal dishes passed down but, among everyday home cooks, there isn’t much grilling or use of a tandoor. But the traditional flavors of a chicken curry dish could be used as marinade for a more shawarma-like fusion. The white sauce is similar to raita, a yogurt sauce blended with cumin and cucumber. Chicken curry mixed with raita, topped with red onions and cucumbers, would go well together wrapped in a porota, a fried unleavened flatbread made of wheat. It doesn’t immediately jump out to me as a restaurant dish, but perhaps it has potential with some refinement.

			Recipe planning clouds my mind and serves as a good distraction as I make my way to Pier 12, the convention center. As I walk through security, Aubrey creates a Twitter group chat with Jan and me so we can meet by the costume gallery. This convention feels bigger than the one I went to in New Orleans last year, at least in terms of the exhibits. There are sections for meet and greets, a big ring with exhibition matches, numerous photo booths for fans to take pictures holding championship belts, a shop that sells every piece of wrestling merch ever, cutouts of wrestling legends for people to take pictures with, and the costume gallery that Aubrey was talking about.

			I make my way over, stopping to take photos with cutouts of legends like The Ghost Machine and RAGER, who I grew up watching. I quickly text the photo to Anna. Maybe next time I can convince her to come with me.

			In the costume display I find Jan standing next to Sierra’s ring gear from last year’s Wrestle Jamboree, a stunning white bodysuit adorned with gold sequins. She shrieks when she sees me and pulls me into a hug, rocking me from side to side.

			“Hey, Z, real quick before Aubrey gets here,” Jan says as she’s letting go. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I wanted to apologize about last time.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“I know you said not to tell anyone about the GIF or Sierra sending you tickets and stuff, and I still did,” she says. “I should have checked in with you if the chat was an exception or nah. I’ll do that in the future, I promise.”

			I smile and feel warm all over. I’m touched that Jan has been reflecting on something that’s been bothering me, and I gain a new appreciation for her.

			“It’s all good,” I say. “And thank you for bringing this up. Apology accepted.”

			This time I open my arms for another hug, a peace offering.

			“Hey, you guys,” a deep voice calls in our direction. “What’s up, my Sierraheads?”

			Still in Jan’s embrace, I take in Aubrey. My first thought is that he is the coolest person I have ever seen. He’s seven years older than me, and at least three inches taller. He has short, dyed pastel pink hair tucked away under a baseball cap and they’re wearing a denim vest over a purple Sierra shirt. Immediately, my eyes dart to the way his shirt seamlessly falls over his flat chest. He asks Jan how her students are doing, mentioning different kids by name, and I start to understand why Jan would trust him. They seem genuinely interested in her life. I begin to realize that he does seem like the kind of person who can keep a secret.

			I offer Aubrey a handshake, and he laughs.

			“Bro,” he says, pulling me into a hug as well. “We’re family. None of that formal shit.”

			There is an hour left before the Sierra meet and greet. The three of us spend it walking through the convention center. We take photos holding championship belts and Aubrey tries doing commentary at one of the stops where you have to narrate what’s happening in the match alongside a WTG announcer. I try not to outwardly marvel at his deep voice. We get in line to meet some of the newer wrestlers on the circuit. Wrestlers in Sierra’s tier, like Spike Girl, require separate tickets, but there are many wrestlers you can meet for free. Carmen Asphalt’s line only takes a few minutes to get through, although there is always someone waiting to be next to take a photo with her. When my turn comes, I walk up to Carmen and ask if I can hug her. While her muscular arms wrap around my shoulders, I say, “It’s so cool to see someone who represents me doing so well. I’m from Bangladesh and your work—your whole journey—has been so inspiring.”

			“Thank you so much,” she says, letting me go as I put my arm around her waist to take a photo. I can smell her cologne now. Cedar, I think, perhaps with a hint of bourbon. “I’m so glad that my work has meant a lot to you. What’s your favorite match?”

			“Yours against Sierra last summer,” I say through a tight smile for the photo. In this moment, being rejected from the Indian restaurant last summer doesn’t feel so bad. In a roundabout way, it led me to Anna and in some ways, even to Sierra. “You and Sierra are my favorite wrestlers, and your chemistry is unbelievable. I was really struggling, and it inspired me to keep going.”

			So much of the script around telling wrestlers they mean a lot to you, and other famous people too probably, is cheesy. But I can see the way my words light up her eyes.

			“That’s one of my favorites too,” she says, as the WTG personnel managing the talent tries to usher me away. “She’s such a talented athlete. I hope we get to work together more, it’s always fun to have storylines with friends.”

			I wait as Aubrey and Jan finish taking photos with Carmen as well.

			“Looks like you guys had good banter there,” Aubrey says as the two of them get out of the booth and we start walking again.

			“I was just telling her how cool I think she is,” I say. “Means a lot to see an out brown person excelling on my favorite show.”

			“Maybe you’ll become her GIF dealer too,” Aubrey says.

			Jan chuckles and I blush. It’s been nice walking around the event with the two of them. I’m glad my fears that I’d be a third wheel haven’t come to fruition. As seven o’clock approaches, the three of us look at one another nervously.

			“Is it time?” Jan asks.

			I nod. My stomach feels queasy. Maybe extra hot sauce was a bad idea.

			“Let’s do this shit,” Aubrey says. “Sierra Myst. Jennifer Kaplan. Love of my life. I’ve waited years for this.”

			We stand by the Sierra stage and wait for the queue to fill up before joining it. We’ll get more time to talk to her if we’re at the end. Aubrey and Jan graciously let me stand the farthest back so I can have extra time to show her the scrapbook. I take in the fans. There are a lot of young girls, many of them dressed in little tiaras to signify Sierra’s “Princess” moniker. I take another peek at my crown tattoo, the first one I’d gotten as an ode to her, and smile to myself, excited for what’s to come.

			I wonder if Sierra will even recognize me. Don’t be ridiculous, I tell myself. I don’t know how many fans she goes around giving her phone number to, but I bet it’s not a lot. Aubrey and Jan are excitedly chatting about Sierra’s match this weekend and the WTG Hall of Fame ceremony tomorrow. Even though only retired wrestlers get inducted, current performers dress up for the red carpet. They’re debating whether this will be the debut of Sierra and her rumored boyfriend, Nick Deveraux. Years of training at his family’s wrestling school made him an excellent aerialist. Nick and Sierra have been spotted cozying up in airports across the country, but no one has proof of a budding romance beyond that.

			“They’re definitely together,” Aubrey says. “Do you give your friends forehead kisses in public? And if you do, warn me, please.”

			“I didn’t say I don’t think they’re together,” Jan says. “But she probably wants to keep it private, right?”

			“See, I know Sierra,” Aubrey says, crossing his arms confidently. “And she loves sending a ‘fuck you’ to the trolls. Like she did with the ‘manly’ comments. Trolls don’t think she can pull someone like DE-VON, a stupid assumption in the first place because Sierra is fucking hot. You know what she also is? A huge romantic. She would want a big stage to broadcast their love.”

			We get a little closer in line.

			“Has Sierra said anything to you about the rumors?” Jan asks. It takes me a moment to realize this is a question for me. Jan waits earnestly for my response, but Aubrey looks more skeptical, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as he waits for me to confirm or deny. After all, I’m the one with the direct line to Sierra.

			“She’s never mentioned him to me,” I say honestly, not adding that we speak very little of her personal life.

			Jan nods sagely as we inch forward in the line. “She probably doesn’t want to confirm anything about her dating life in writing.”

			“Shame she’s not dating Spikey,” Aubrey says. “They’d be so hot together.”

			Jan laughs.

			I tune out Jan and Aubrey to watch Sierra. The back of the line has gotten close enough that I can see her now, although there are forty or so people queued up ahead of me. But it’s okay because I’m having a blast watching her. She’s such a people person. She’s picking up little girls and hugging them. She’s arm-wrestling fans. She joyously recognizes the ones she’s met before. When we get closer, about fifteen or so people away, Sierra looks up for a second and our eyes meet. Her face breaks into the brightest smile.

			“Hey,” she mouths, waving over the head of a tiny girl in a sparkly gold Sierra jacket.

			I pretend I’m not about to faint and wave back. Okay, she recognizes me. That’s wild. Jan squeals, and Aubrey looks at me with raised eyebrows, his jaw muscles clenched.

			“That’s insane how she just casually knows you,” Aubrey says. “If I weren’t your friend, I’d be so jealous.”

			“Don’t lie, you’re jealous now,” Jan says, slapping Aubrey playfully on the forearm.

			“You’re one lucky bitch, Zarina,” Aubrey says.

			“I really am,” I say, playing the moment over in my head.

			When it’s Aubrey’s turn, I watch with a big smile as he asks Sierra for a hug. They also ask if the two of them can pose like in a prom photo. Sierra asks where Aubrey wants to stand and he stands behind her, his arms around her waist. They’re both tall and in their early thirties, sporting near matching shiny smiles while looking at the camera, and I get a tiny pang of jealousy knowing that they must have more in common experience-wise. I’m young enough that Sierra probably thinks of me as a kid.

			Jan is next. She chats with Sierra for a bit, and I catch a little of their conversation from where I’m standing on the other side of the velvet rope. Jan asks Sierra about her favorite episode of Abbott Elementary, something the two of them (and a million other people) have in common, and she tells Sierra how much she too loves Häagen-Dazs, which is perhaps an even more common interest because everyone loves ice cream. I can’t believe Jan has maybe a minute max to meet Sierra, and she’s wasting it on small talk like this. Maybe she’s not that deep and this is all there is to her. I know I’m being petty for no reason—especially given Jan’s sincere apology tonight—but I can’t help it. I love Sierra, and I’m realizing tonight that this feeling has a prickly and protective edge to it.

			Finally, it’s my turn. I want to throw up, but I let the adrenaline take over as I walk up the steps to the stage where she’s waiting for me. I pull the scrapbook out of my bag so it will be ready for her.

			“Hey, beautiful,” Sierra says, hugging me. I’m vaguely aware of pain spreading across my freshly tatted shoulder at her touch, but I don’t care. I hand her the scrapbook.

			“This is a birthday present for you,” I say, my stomach in knots.

			“Zarina,” she says, her voice pitched higher in shock as she takes it in. “No way!”

			I open the cover, flipping through a few of the pages. “It has letters and cards and drawings from fans all over the world who want to show you how much you mean to us. Look, someone drew you on their schoolground in chalk.”

			“Holy shit,” Sierra says, gingerly taking the book into her own arms. She’s tearing up, and watching her cry makes me cry. I can’t believe I get to have this moment with her.

			“We love you,” I say. “I love you. Thank you. For everything.”

			She hugs me again. This time it’s tighter and longer. I have to stand on my tiptoes to reach for her neck.

			The handler who is helping move people off the stage steps forward to shepherd us toward the camera and end our interaction with a photo. There are still a couple of people in line waiting. But from offstage I hear Aubrey yell, “Show her your new tattoo!” Sierra raises an eyebrow, and I turn quickly and drop the shoulder of my Sierra tank, which allows her to see her outline on my shoulder blade. Turning my head as far as I can, I notice that a little blood is caught between the clear Saniderm protective bandage and my freshly inked skin, making my mini-Sierra look even more badass.

			“No fucking way,” she says.

			Sierra insists we take a photo holding the scrapbook together. “Wait, we have to do another one with the tattoo,” she says. The ticket is for one photo, but she breaks the rule for me. I face away from the camera and turn my head toward it, making sure the photo still shows off the tattoo. We take the second picture, and she gives me one last side hug before I walk off the stage.

			“That was amazing,” Aubrey says, shaking me gently by my bare arms. My skin warms at the contact.

			“I’m so glad you did that, Zarina,” Jan says. “She loved it so much. I got the whole interaction on video.”

			We all stand around and click the QR code they’ve given us to download our photos. We show them to one another, and I immediately save both of mine on my phone and text them to Sierra with a “Thank you!! And happy early birthday!!” I feel unstoppable, on top of the world.

			The convention is ending at the same time as Sierra’s meet and greet. All around us, fans meander, weighed down by plastic shopping bags. “I’m going to drive back,” Jan says, hugging the two of us. “Do you want a ride back to Connecticut, Zarina?”

			I check my phone. Anna is supposed to text me when she’s ready to leave, but she still hasn’t responded to my tattoo photo. As tiring as the train ride can be, I want to show Anna the photos from the meet and greet in person so I can see her reaction.

			“I have to wait for my friend who’s watching a soccer game,” I tell her. “Thanks so much though.”

			Jan leaves, and I’m left awkwardly standing with Aubrey, who’s still staring at his prom photo.

			“Where are you headed?” I ask him.

			“I booked a hotel for the weekend,” Aubrey says. “But I was thinking of checking out this bar, 3 Dollar Bill. Carmen Maria Machado hosted a book launch there for It Came from the Closet. Want to come with?”

			We Uber to the bar in East Williamsburg. It’s a converted warehouse with a dance floor and outdoor seating. We order drinks from the bar and find seats outside. We recount the afternoon even though we were both together the whole time. They keep showing me the prom pose photo with Sierra and saying how if he could have pulled someone like Sierra in high school it would have changed his whole life. I talk about how happy I am that Sierra liked the scrapbook, trying to move on from his romantic feelings for Sierra. Things get less awkward as he asks about my work and I ask about his. He tells me about working as a bookseller in Atlanta and all the new books he’s obsessed with.

			“I think you’ll like these books by Meryl Wilsner,” Aubrey says, leaning over to show me covers on his phone. I can smell his cologne. It reminds me of a candle I like, Yankee Candle’s MidSummer’s Night. The smell feels more inviting than it should.

			“You know so much. I’m going to write these down,” I say, standing up and trying for an excuse to put a little distance between the two of us.

			“Why don’t I text it to you,” he says, grabbing my phone from my hand. He texts himself, then adds his name and number to my contacts. “Here, put yours in mine.”

			I do. Aubrey takes a picture of me. “For your contact pic on my phone, y’know.”

			He puts the phone back in his pocket. “What do you think of Sierra and Nick?” he asks.

			“As long as she’s happy, right?” I say, carefully choosing my words. “You guys looked cute in the picture.” I try to offer something positive.

			“It’s not like I think I can date her,” he says. “But he’s so masc in this way that feels inimitable to me. Do you ever feel like that?”

			“That’s so wild to me that you think you couldn’t emulate his masculinity,” I say, surprised at the question. “I think I do know what you mean. I do feel that way, I guess. His style and looks seem effortless.”

			“Exactly,” he says.

			“Your style is so cool though,” I add. “When I first saw you, I thought, whoa. So maybe I have gender envy for you too.”

			He laughs in a way that feels like understanding.

			“Have you thought about your own presentation much?” he asks.

			I look into his light brown eyes in the glow of the purple lights that hang on the trees above us. He seems genuinely curious. I think about it for a second.

			“I just want to exist as me,” I say. “It’s harder in the U.S. though, with language. In Bangla, we don’t have gendered pronouns. It feels liberating. Like, there’s a degree to which I have to perform being my parents’ daughter, and don’t mind that as a gendered word, sure. It’s different than in English-speaking countries where everyone is assigned a preexisting picture based on he/she whatever. But I don’t mind being she/her’d because nothing feels right, so this thing that’s familiar isn’t wrong either. I almost prefer it.”

			“Wait, really? Gender-neutral pronouns all around?” he asks. “I love that.”

			I’m about to reply when my phone buzzes. Anna’s texted me that she’ll be in Grand Central in an hour.

			“I should go soon,” I say.

			Aubrey nods. “Do you wanna, like,” he says. “Y’know.”

			He takes his hat off and faces me, putting his right arm on the back of my neck and pulling my face closer to his. Their lips are soft, though he kisses fast and clumsily. I can taste the vodka on his mouth. I don’t hate it, but it feels off.

			“That was kinda weird, right?” Aubrey pulls away gently to ask.

			“Uh huh,” I say.

			We both laugh, awkwardly at first, and then a genuine burst of giggles.

			“I thought, oh, we were connecting, so maybe there’s something here,” he says. “But we’re probably just meant to be bros.”

			I nod, relieved.

			“This was fun though,” he says, smirking.

			I laugh to myself as I walk to the subway. Should I tell Anna about Aubrey? Are Anna and I close enough to talk about these things? How do people even categorize kissing a group-chat-mate? Is this a thing that happens in other fandoms, where they kiss and realize they’re bros? Perhaps I should be like Sierra and keep it in unless something really big happens. It’s all sitting in a space of uncertainty right now. But Anna feels closer than any friend I’ve made since college, and she definitely won’t blab.

			I forget Aubrey when a notification from Twitter pops up. @SierraMyst has posted the picture of us holding the scrapbook together, big smiles on our faces.

			@SierraMyst: A huge thank-you to everyone who came to see me at the Wrestle Jamboree convention! I love all my Sierraheads!

			I spend the rest of the subway ride refreshing replies and liking everyone’s tweets about how happy they are that she received the scrapbook and thanking me for putting it together. A text from Aubrey arrives as I’m waiting for the 4 at Union Square.

			11:19 PM: Home safe. Thanks for a good time, bud. See you around.

			I find Anna standing by the Apple Store in Grand Central. Her Jared sign is slightly torn on the corner, but she’s smiling brightly.

			“Was it everything you ever dreamed of?” Anna asks.

			“I don’t even know where to start,” I say.

			

			—

			Ravenous after all the walking and the long train ride, Anna invites me over to her apartment. Still on a high from my interaction with Sierra, I offer to make her fuchka, a Bangladeshi appetizer that is an instant winner with everyone. It’s a street food dish made of puffed semolina shells, fuchkas, stuffed with a filling called chotpoti, made of chickpeas, potatoes, red onions, green chilis, cucumbers, cilantro, and tamarind sauce. We make a pit stop at the Indian market to buy the fuchka shells, and remembering how Anna had advocated for my raise, I feel a responsibility to tell her that I hope to learn how to make the shells from scratch eventually. Once we’re back at her apartment and I’ve made the filling, I show Anna how to eat it.

			“You make a little hole right in the middle of the shell,” I say, poking a fuchka with my index finger to form a tiny hole. “And then you spoon in some of this filling. That’s the chotpoti. Then you just pick it up and stuff it all in your mouth in one bite.”

			Anna copies me. I watch her eyes light up with genuine delight as she takes in the different components and layers of flavor.

			“I can see this as a top appetizer,” she says. “Even if you had a restaurant that had just the fish you made me, and your mashed potatoes, and this, that would be a star restaurant.”

			“Oh God,” I say. “You really believe in this restaurant idea, huh?”

			“I know you can do good things,” she says. “There’s no food like this in New Haven.”

			“Well, there are places in Jackson Heights that sell fuchka,” I say. “So I need to figure out some little tweaks to make mine a bit more fusion, y’know.”

			“What if there are classic and fusion options?” Anna asks. “Because truly there’s not much Bangladeshi food representation in the States, right? It’s okay if someone else is making it. Jackson Heights is far enough. And you’ll both be promoting this very cool cuisine.”

			“I like that idea,” I say, taking out my phone and typing “classic and fusion sections” on my phone’s Notes app, where I’ve been saving my recipes and food ideas.

			“Keep considering it, Zarina,” Anna says. “I know you’re young. But you have the skills to make it happen. We’ll just need to find some financial backers.”

			I look through the list and add “space, staff, recipes.”

			I must have a panicked look because Anna quickly peers over at me and places a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

			“All that can happen,” she says. “You just say the word and we’ll find a way. I believe in you.”

			“You’re intense,” I say. “But thank you for believing in me. You’re the best.”

			“I know.” Anna grins, popping another fuchka into her mouth.
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			It becomes my routine, every night after work, to scroll through social media and see fanpages reposting the same photo of Sierra and Nick that one of them posted earlier that day. I lie in bed the following Friday after a long shift and tap like and retweet on accounts whose captions I enjoy, like, My parents!!! and Love looks so good on her. It’s funny seeing Nick in this lover boy context when he’s always been such a cocky heel. I remember when DE-VON debuted on NextGen, WTG’s developmental program where they often showcase new and emerging talent before debuting them on their flagship show, Thunder Ground. I was in my junior year of college, watching while half-heartedly doing my homework, when DE-VON came out to face one of the most popular wrestlers in the company, Mike Menace, a beloved babyface. He wore a robe adorned with the flag of France, his blond hair was combed back from his forehead, and the lower half of his face sported a well-groomed beard. He smirked like the entitled white man he was meant to be portraying; he owned the world and wanted to make sure everyone knew it. I was disgusted but intrigued.

			The commentators immediately hyped him up. “Prodigy from France,” they said. “From the famous Deveraux Dynasty. The youngest son, here to carry the torch of the legendary family legacy.”

			His wrestling style was aggressive, switching between strong technical wrestling—with particular emphasis on submissions and holds—and highflier feats when it worked in his favor. He flew off the top rope with a frogsplash, falling on Mike while holding his arms over his head. The crowd got behind DE-VON, even though he was a new heel going up against a fan favorite.

			I love a high-flying style in a wrestler, but I never considered that this newcomer would break the internet a couple of years later by dating the woman I was on a texting basis with.

			After Sierra and Nick showed up together at the red carpet for the Hall of Fame, the group chat turned into a Sierra and Nick fan forum. Si-VON is the ship name that wrestling Twitter gives them, and Sierra’s Bitches are running with it. We all agree that it seems like Sierra is happy. She’s been glowing, beaming, and constantly writing lovey-dovey captions. I couldn’t be happier for her. Now that their relationship is officially out in the open, she’s been posting more pictures of them together. She has also been posting screenshots of songs like “Gold Rush” by Taylor Swift and “Snooze” by SZA. I’ve texted her a couple of songs that I thought she might like based off of those. She replied to one suggestion with Love this. I replied, Congrats on the hard launch, I’m so happy for you, and she replied with four purple hearts.

			On television, Sierra’s feud with Spike Girl has ended. They’ve both moved on to other opponents. Spikey is defending her championship against new challengers, and Sierra has started a feud with Goldy, her house show nemesis. Between how happy she is with Nick, and the fact that the transphobic Spike Girl fans have moved on, Sierra is more active on social media. Our group chat is constantly blowing up with chatter about new interviews, GIFs of her wrestling matches and promos, and, of course, the Si-VON content. She’s been liking and retweeting my posts too and occasionally responding to my replies. Although our Twitter interactions are limited to wrestling content, I’m not mad about it. My follower count continues to climb, and even Taylor seems to have accepted that my closeness to Sierra is a net positive for the group.

			

			—

			One Friday in early June, I find myself frustrated that I can’t leave work early to catch the tail end of Thunder Ground. Zero’s slow season started right after the graduation rush at the end of May, and with most of Yale gone for the summer, there are a few precious quiet weeks for the staff before the summer class crowd hits. Well, precious for everyone except Andrew, who’s frustrated at the number of empty chairs. There have been nights when we’ve closed after the last remaining customers have finished eating instead of the standard ten o’clock, so I was really hoping I’d be home by now. But at 8:35, our host, Fernando, announces that a new reservation for nine o’clock has rolled in on our Resy.

			I try not to frown as I head from the host stand to the back room and take out the knife bag I’d already packed. My phone chimes, and I see the message previews on my lock screen.

			@TaylorMyst: OMG Sierra looks fucking amazing.

			@TaylorMyst: This should be such a good match.

			@JanWTG: I love when she does tag matches. Her and Terra make great evil twin tag partners.

			I’m distracted reading through the messages when Derek runs over to me.

			“Z!” he says. “Where have you been?”

			“Sorry, got held up here for a sec,” I say. “What’s up?”

			“I’ve been waiting for twenty minutes on an order of garlic roasted potatoes,” he says. “Cal said you do the step of seasoning them before they go in the oven. He just went to the back to find you.”

			“Shit. Sorry, Derek, I’ll have it right over,” I say.

			My ears flush as I throw salt and cayenne over the potatoes, praying that Derek doesn’t tell Andrew about the delay and hurt my chance at a promotion.

			

			—

			In July, as an early twenty-fourth birthday present to myself, I fly to a comic con in Raleigh I’ve saved up money for. Sierra is doing meet and greets, taking photos, and signing autographs. Even though my relationship with Sierra is still mostly GIFs from me, thank-yous from her, song recommendations from me, hearts from her, and the occasional likes and retweets on Twitter, I think she’ll be happy to see me. I’ve racked up a whopping three PTO days at Zero’s that I cash in to take one whole night off. It’s a relief to get away. Lately being around the kitchen has been a reminder of the changes in my routine. At the beginning of every workday, I decide that tonight will be the night I cook and I plan to see what ingredients have been left over, but by closing time I see the notifications on my phone and end up quickly packing and rushing home to chat with Sierra’s Bitches.

			As I’m standing in the security line at the very tiny Tweed airport in New Haven, my phone dings with a message from Keira, the only person in Sierra’s Bitches whom I’ve never DM’d outside the group before. She’s sent a tweet directly to my inbox. It’s from a Sierra fan account I unfollowed because the guy had tweeted something slut-shamey about The Glorious Raven.

			@MystClown: Sierra for real only pays attention to that clout-hungry bitch Zarina, who’s probably only stanning for the Twitter fame with that ugly scrapbook and 2 likes from Sierra anyway.

			Keira follows up with, He’s 1000% jealous. Love that you’re famous enough to have haters on here. The tweet doesn’t make a lot of sense, so I send @MystClown’s tweet to the whole group chat with Look what Keira just sent me and everyone laughs. Aubrey, who hasn’t brought up our time at 3 Dollar Bill since he flew back home, even tweets, Heard that bitch zarina is only here for clout chasing and 2 likes from sierra…not like they organized a whole fan project or anything and brought all of us closer to our idol, accompanied by a GIF I made of Sierra laughing wildly over the crumpled body of Spike Girl. There are more likes and retweets on Aubrey’s post. @MystClown’s original tweet had only a couple of replies agreeing that I was a fake fan and didn’t care about Sierra until she started following me. More than anything I’m flattered that people consider me noteworthy enough to even hate, and seeing my group chat friends make light of the matter confirms that it isn’t anything to sweat over. By the time I land at RDU airport, I’ve nearly forgotten about @MystClown.

			I’ve booked myself into a hotel near the convention center where the comic con is happening. On the way over in an Uber, I text Sierra:

			12:00 PM: Coming to Raleigh comic con tonight!!! It’s my birthday weekend, and I wanted to celebrate with you!!

			After I check in, I make a pit stop at The Pit, the hotel’s restaurant, to try some North Carolina barbecue. I take a quick meal photo then put my phone in my backpack as I eat the ribs and brisket and fried chicken, which are all delicious. My mind jumps into the feeling of I wish I could cook like this, as well as the other usual How do I find a way to infuse some of these flavors into Bangladeshi dishes? I smile; the urge to show the world what my people’s food can be is an inspiring feeling.

			I have thought about doing a Bangladeshi-style fried chicken before—where the batter would be made up of Bengali spices. I envision a fried chicken coming out of my restaurant, with turmeric, cumin, garlic, and ginger paste as the main highlights of the breading. It would be dressed with a green mango ranch or perhaps a honey mustard made of shorsher tel. But then my eyes dart to a plate of pulled pork on a neighboring table. I consider ways to combine the technique of pulled pork with jhura mangsho, a dry, stir-fried dish made of shredded beef. The beef is usually taken out of leftover curries. Most people in Bangladesh don’t eat pork, so if I find a way to make pulled beef inspired by barbecue rub recipes, that would be a killer fusion stunt, perhaps in a porota sandwich. I can already taste the cilantro mayo that would accompany it on my tongue.

			As I reach for my backpack to take out my notebook and write these thoughts down, I see my phone light up. I pick it up and there’s a text from my favorite wrestler.

			1:26 PM: No way!! See you soon then, b-day babe!

			I giggle, suddenly impatient to get to the venue. I ask for the check, then head upstairs to shower and get dressed, using my elevator time to tell the group chat how excited I am to see Sierra today.

			This event, being a third-party convention, is less wrestling-centric than any official Wrestle Jamboree event. Sierra is the only wrestler among the guests. There are a few actors on the bill whose names I recognize, but there’s no one else that I would buy a separate ticket for. Despite my raise, money is still tight, and I’ve spent a lot on airfare and the Sierra meet and greet ticket. For this event, I’ve had to buy a $150 full package of a photograph plus an autograph, an expense that will probably come back to bite me in the ass.

			The first person I see when I get past security at the convention center that evening is a Twitter mutual, Melissa. She runs over and hugs me. She’s so obnoxious online, always yelling on the timeline about how she looks just like Sierra. Their only similarities are that they are both white, brown-haired, and tall.

			“Oh man, Zarina,” she says. “I’ve been thinking so much about you since that MystClown X post.”

			I laugh awkwardly, not sure what her angle is here.

			“No, seriously,” she says, swinging her hair from her left side to her right. “Why are men always trying to bring women down?”

			“I have no idea,” I say, feeling hollow. It doesn’t surprise me that a white feminist is reading this as a men-and-women issue, but it’s still disappointing that the fandom genders everything. I don’t want to make big announcement posts every time someone brings up gender, but at the same time, I’m sure my face gives away the awkwardness I feel inside.

			Despite my unenthusiastic nods while Melissa chatters on, she insists on sticking with me all the way to the meet and greet. When it’s my turn, I walk into the booth. Sierra is wearing a mustard jumpsuit and knee-high Docs, the perfect balance between professional and cute.

			“Hey, mama, there you are,” Sierra says, and I jump into her hug. It’s been three months since I’ve seen her, and I’ve missed her. When Sierra was only a person on my screen, I never wondered what she smelled like. But now I know her perfume is a mix of tangerines and vanilla. She continues to hold me as we take a photo. She keeps her hands on my shoulders as she orbits behind me, saying, “Wait, can we do another one? That was my bad side.” This is the second time I’ve paid for one photo but received two.

			As I leave the photo booth tent, I can’t help but take it all in. Sierra regularly recognizes me and seems genuinely happy to see me. She’s no longer a figure on television or a photograph on my bedroom wall but instead someone I’ve seen twice in three months, both times getting to hug and talk to her. And I’m pretty sure I’ve seen some of Jennifer Kaplan shine through—in her perfume and the softness of her voice that’s so different from the one she uses on the mic in character.

			I pay extra to get a printout of my photo and admire it before sending a picture to Sierra’s Bitches and Anna. Still looking at my phone, I head to the autograph line, and I’m already at the front when I realize I haven’t picked up the separate wristband. A blonde in a My Chemical Romance shirt with a staff badge around her neck stops me.

			“You need the wristband—” she starts.

			“Oh yeah, I’m sorry, I’ll just go back and grab it,” I say at the same time.

			“That’s my friend,” Sierra says from behind the long table. “No need for a pass.”

			Three people in line behind me gasp, and I hear one of them say, “Whoa, what the fuck, who is that?”

			My face reddens, but at the same time I hope someone is taking a video for @MystClown as I step forward and pull from my bag the presents I’ve brought for Sierra and Nick. I place a pair of matching snapbacks on the table in front of her. One says “Queen” and the other says “King.” It’s the exact kind of cheesy couples’ gift she’d enjoy. And sure enough, she has a wide grin on her face.

			“Oh my god, he’s going to love it,” she says.

			She shows off the hat to the blond staff member, who I assume is her handler from WTG.

			“For Nicky,” she says to her. “Zarina knows me well.”

			“Okay, let’s hurry it up,” the usher says to me, interrupting my inner freak-out, then turns to Sierra. “I’m so sorry, ma’am, there’s a long line and we have to clear this table by six for the next act.”

			“All right,” Sierra says, and when the usher turns around, she rolls her eyes. I giggle. I give Sierra one of the photos of us from today to sign, the one with her good side.

			“These are so cute,” she says. “Will you text them to me?”

			I nod. She finishes signing, and I wave bye to her and get out of line. I look at the picture.

			She’s written, “To Zarina, happy birthday. Thank you for everything!”

			Melissa finds me as I’m trying to hail an Uber in the lobby of the convention center. “You can’t leave yet!” she says, grabbing my wrist and pulling me back toward the escalator. “Sierra is doing an interview with the local news, and they’re asking fans to stand in the background and show their support.”

			I let Melissa drag me to where the camera crew is set up in front of the tall glass windows in an alcove overlooking an expansive green lawn. Sierra is speaking into a mic held by a tiny news reporter with a mass of curly hair. We’re too far back to catch what’s being said, but at Melissa’s insistence we climb onto benches to see better. After a few minutes, Sierra turns to the crowd and waves. The gathered group cheers. Sierra locks eyes with me and waves enthusiastically with both hands.

			“She loves you so much,” Melissa says in my ear.

			Sierra is pointing at me now, and a bald white man is making his way through the crowd, beckoning me to come down from the bench. I should have known Melissa would get me in trouble with security. I need to stop letting people tell me what to do. By the time I’ve climbed down the man is in front of me. “We got down, sorry,” I tell him, holding my hands up in front of my chest to indicate there’s no harm done.

			“You can come ahead,” the man says. “Your friend too.” He points at Melissa, who is still standing on the bench behind me.

			The man parts the crowd with his body again, and I follow behind him and wait at the front of the line while Sierra wraps up an interview. I don’t really understand what’s happening, but I don’t mind people seeing that good things can happen to them if they are associated with me rather, and I want to disprove the couple of random people on Twitter who think I’m only supporting Sierra for clout. I wish I got this kind of treatment at Zero’s—I imagine Andrew parting the way through a crowd of onlookers as he announces that he’s stepping down and leaving me the restaurant to do with whatever I like. And then I think back to the last time he yelled at me for how irregularly I chopped the potatoes, and once again I’m questioning whether I have what it takes to make it in the restaurant world.

			The camera lights pull me from my mental spiral and make me sweat as soon as they hit my skin. Sierra reaches out for a hug, and I let her wrap an arm around my waist.

			“Hey, love,” Sierra says. Love. Okay.

			She starts talking loudly to the reporter again. “This is one of my biggest fans,” she says, pointing to me. “Been here since day one, and she’s here in Raleigh today. Do you want to introduce yourself?”

			“Yeah, h-hi,” I say awkwardly, looking toward the camera. “My name is Zarina. I live in New Haven, but I came all the way to Raleigh to see Sierra. She’s the best.”

			Sierra points to the left side of my chest and whispers “Look.” She’s noticed the gold Sierra pin I’m wearing on my shirt. I bought it at the Wrestle Jamboree convention in April. I’m so glad she saw it.

			“It’s a little you,” the reporter coos. As she says it, she hooks an arm around Sierra, pulling her from my side to continue the interview. The bald man motions us to a spot out of the camera’s view, and Melissa and I shuffle over to meet him.

			“That was so cool,” Melissa whispers. “I can’t believe this is your life. How did you and Sierra get so close anyway?”

			“Uh,” I stall, not sure what to say. Not that I think Sierra and I are close. But this is a lot of recognition for someone who’s just a young fan. “Twitter, I guess?”

			“Huh,” Melissa says. “Guess I better keep spamming her notifications.”

			I want to tell her that that’s probably the exact opposite of what Sierra wants from her fans, but I’m distracted by the hive of activity as the interview ends. The blond handler from earlier steps forward and guides Sierra through the crowd and into an elevator. The bald man leaves us to help pack up equipment.

			By the time I shake Melissa off and get into my Uber, I see that WTG has already posted the live video on their Instagram and Twitter. The caption says, It’s a special afternoon for @SierraMyst, who got to see a very dear fan today. The video quickly spreads on Twitter, and I mostly get mentioned by mutuals saying Congrats and That’s my friend. Sierra’s Bitches love it. Then I notice that a large portion of people—accounts that I haven’t noticed on Twitter before but that have been noticing me, apparently—say things like, What a charity case and This bitch is such an attention seeker. Why’s she everywhere? Is she stalking Sierra?

			I know that I’m not stalking Sierra. All the events I’ve gone to have been public events that have been announced on official WTG platforms. Sierra literally pulled me front and center as a fan she likes. She wouldn’t do that to someone who makes her uncomfortable. But as I continue to sit in downtown Raleigh traffic, the mean messages start getting into my head. Did WTG post the video because I’m a person of color and they want to showcase their diverse fanbase? Does Sierra single me out because she feels like she owes me for all the free GIFs I create and not because she genuinely likes me? What makes me more special or deserving? Nothing. I made a GIF one time and now I have her number. It’s so arbitrary. I’m kidding myself, letting her calling me “friend” go to my head. I’m just a fan. Today was supposed to be such a happy day, but I feel terrible and gross.

			I should stop scrolling, but I can’t. My eyes are still glued to the screen when I get out of the car and walk through the lobby. My ears burn as I search “Zarina” on Twitter and find clear mentions of me, a random fan. There are multiple posts:

			@MystStan20: Why is this clingy fan everywhere? Too much time on her hands.

			@SpikesJohnny: Just desperate for attention. Probably asked them to film her.

			@FearlessWTG: SO ANNOYING. Like, stay at home next time. I bet Sierra’s sick of your ugly ass.

			I finally force myself to exit the app before I swipe my keycard and flop onto the bed.

			I try to focus on happy things. I text Sierra the photos of us together from the meet and greet and see an Instagram notification that she tagged me on her story. I click to see that it’s one of the photos of us from today. Random people start following me, a more positive sign from the fandom. For some goddamn reason, the story gives me the courage to text,

			6:04 PM: I’m around for the night if you want to get a drink or have dinner in the evening or something. I’m at this hotel. [location attached]

			If we are really moving toward friendship, she would want to see me again, especially since she knows it’s my birthday trip. To my surprise, there’s a reply not long after:

			6:15 PM: Omg I’m staying there too, Z. Want to meet at 7:30 at the bar?

			I can’t believe it. I jump out of bed, take a shower, and get into the nicest shirt I’ve brought, a maroon button-down. I pair it with black jeans, which I iron. I walk into the bar a half hour early and seat myself with a view of the door, so she can see me. Seven forty-five rolls around and there’s no sign of her. I send her a quick text:

			7:46 PM: I’m on the right when you walk in the door. No rush.

			By eight, and I still haven’t heard from her. My ears are red from embarrassment when the bartender, a short Indian man with a buzz cut, asks me if I want anything. I feel like I’m going to start crying in public, so I awkwardly thank him, say I’m not feeling well so I won’t get anything after all, and head back upstairs.

			As I spiral in bed later that night, thinking over all the texts I sent and things I said, my phone beeps. I jump to unlock it. I try not to be disappointed that it’s a text from Anna. She sent me a picture of a gorgeous chocolate mousse cake, freshly made, that makes my mouth water.

			9:09 PM: Can’t wait for you to get home and celebrate, dude! I even found a way to include Nutella in the recipe.

			9:12 PM: AAAAAA Anna!! This is amazing!! I can’t waiiit to pounce on this tomorrow! Thank you so much!! You’re the best.

			A whole cake just for me by the Anna Callahan. Holy shit. Hearing from Anna reminds me that I should really transfer my fried chicken and pulled beef ideas from my phone to a notebook, so everything is in one place. But I’m lying in bed and my backpack is on the other side of the room. My phone chimes again. This time it’s actually Sierra.

			9:21 PM: Mama, I’m so sorry! I ended up getting dinner with a couple other wrestlers who were in town. They rushed me so I couldn’t text. And then Nicky surprised me! So now I’m at his hotel, across town. Next time.

			I try not to be disappointed. Sierra has more important things to do in her life than have dinner with me. She doesn’t owe me anything. I spend the rest of my time awake scrolling Twitter and responding to people’s nicer comments on my meet and greet photos.

			I fly back to New Haven for my actual birthday. Anna brings out the cake during family meal and makes the entire staff sing to me. Callum posts embarrassing photos of me on the restaurant’s social media. Sierra texts me a Happy birthday! with balloon emojis. My mom calls and does not bring up my career for once. It’s a good day to turn twenty-four.
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			Anna Callahan is coming over to my apartment. I’ve been rushing out of Zero’s recently so I can go home and text the group chat, but yesterday Anna caught me at the last second and asked what I’ve been working on lately and I mumbled, “Y’know, some appetizers here and there,” and invited her over to lunch without much of a plan. Truthfully, I’ve not had much cooking time, but I couldn’t let her know that I’ve been slacking. She’s visiting me for the first time, so I’ve made sure that the apartment is spotless. After raking through old notebooks, I’ve decided to combine a specific Bengali-style mustard sauce that I’ve had with okra, made of mustard paste and a world of seasonings, and pair it with zucchini, a vegetable we don’t have in Bangladesh but I think would complement it nicely. The mustard powder paste has a difficult texture to get right, and I’m adding a tiny bit of water when I can see from the corner of my eye that my Twitter notifications are blowing up. I turn down the stove and pick up my phone.

			@TaylorMyst: Hey, guys. Do y’all know @LibMyst? She sent me a screenshot from a girl DMing her on Insta.

			Taylor sends the screenshot in the chat, and I skim through it. It’s a DM exchange with messages like, He’s father of my infant and He was in France and I see him the last month and I do not know if Jennifer receives my message.

			@SierraSpikey4ever: Sorry, T, I’m not following, what are these??

			@TaylorMyst: Basically, this chick from France messaged Libby and is claiming that DE-VON is having an affair with her and even got her pregnant.

			@JanWTG: LMAO WTF.

			@SierraSpikey4ever: Why the fuck would this lady go to Libby of all people? She has like 10 followers on Twitter.

			@TaylorMyst: I think Libby runs a Sierra fanpage on Insta. Anyway, not the point. Guys, WTF should we do? Seems like defamation, doesn’t it?

			@SierraSpikey4ever: Oh 100%…Are you fucking kidding me? Have you seen the way Sierra and DE-VON look at each other? He’d never do that to her. Also, a baby…no way.

			@LOGgingIntoWrestling: They appear very much in love.

			I send a Whoa, this shit is wild and scroll again through the woman’s messages. When in the world would Nick even have time to go back to France and impregnate a random lady? Sierra is always with him. My phone beeps again.

			@TaylorMyst: OMG, Zarina hey!! You can text her.

			There’s no way she wants me to tell Sierra that some random person is going around messaging fans that Nick got her pregnant…right?

			@TaylorMyst: Not in a snitchy way. Just, like, in a please sue this bitch way. Sierra has to block and report her. She should hear it from someone she trusts first. That’s obviously you.

			That last bit sounds sarcastic. I wonder if Taylor is trying to test just how close Sierra and I are.

			@JanWTG: Wait wait, can we think about this first? Sierra doesn’t need to waste her time on this.

			@SierraSpikey4ever: I just went through this chick’s page. She’s tagging random fan accounts trying to get anyone’s attention. If she really knew DE-VON, she wouldn’t message fans. She’s just looking for clout.

			@TaylorMyst: You’re probably right. Lots of people are desperate to be close to Si-VON. I just want to protect her.

			I’m contemplating whether it’s worth bothering Sierra with unnecessary fan content, when I hear a knock. I jog down the hall and open the door. Anna pulls me into a hug.

			“It smells amazing,” she says as she takes off her shoes. “I brought cookies.”

			“Thank you, I’ve been practicing this one,” I say, a white lie. I’m making this dish for the first time today, but hopefully Anna won’t be able to tell. I lead her to the kitchen. I show her my room and watch as she takes in my Sierra posters and the few books I own.

			“Your place is so cute,” she says. “Is your roommate home?”

			“She’s at her summer job,” I tell her, and we go to the kitchen.

			“How’s your day been?” Anna asks.

			I turn up the heat, stir the zucchini, and show her my phone.

			“Whoa, what?” Anna asks. “This is wild. Do you think it’s true?”

			“I doubt it,” I say. “But you never know. I don’t actually know Nick in person.”

			“Yeah, but maybe this Taylor has a point,” Anna says. “Sierra shouldn’t have to learn about nasty rumors from the internet.”

			“True,” I say. “It makes sense for me to be the one to tell her.” I don’t say this to Anna, but I also don’t want Taylor to think I’m some phony. There’s no way any other fan has been this close to Sierra. I have a legitimate in with Sierra, no, Jennifer. Taylor is right to assume that Sierra trusts me. And wouldn’t it be breaking her trust to not tell her? What if she finds out online and asks me if I’ve heard anything? I switch apps and start typing.

			2:01 PM: Hey, Sierra!

			I stop for a second. Sierra the wrestling character isn’t the one dealing with this wrestling problem. It’s Jenn. I type again.

			2:01 PM: Hey Jennifer! I hope you’re doing well. This is so random and probably a waste of your time, but I just wanted to bring to your attention this account you should block and report on Insta. @13yogacherie, she’s been DMing random fans saying that Mr. Nick has gotten her pregnant and they’ve been together and whatnot. She’s just trying to defame you and your relationship, so I think blocking and reporting is the best thing to do.

			“What do you think?” I ask Anna, holding out my phone.

			“Yeah, I think that makes sense,” she says. “It’s to the point, shows you’re concerned about her, and isn’t too gossipy.”

			I nod, send a screenshot to Sierra’s Bitches, and wait for their approval before texting Jennifer. I look down at my mustard zucchini dish. I had forgotten to turn the heat down when I was typing and now it’s burned. I feel my ears heat up and look at Anna. She’s looking at the prints from local artists Erica put up around the kitchen, unaware that I have fucked up. The smell isn’t strong, but the dish is obviously inedible.

			“I made a silly mistake,” I say sheepishly and toss the most obviously burned pieces. I curse under my breath. If I had actually practiced this recipe, I would have remembered how long to keep it on the stove before it burned. I salvage the few pieces I can and grab a new zucchini to start from scratch. “Lunch will be a little late.”

			“Oh, no worries,” Anna says, smiling. “I had a big breakfast. I don’t mind waiting.”

			As I’m chopping the new zucchini, my mind is focused on what Jennifer is going to say. Sending this message has made me more anxious than I thought it would. I wonder if I did the right thing. Sierra could be mad at me for sending her bullshit. I don’t forward random negative tweets about her, so why should this be any different?

			A half hour later, while Anna and I are setting the table, my phone flashes with a “Sierra Myst” text.

			2:33 PM: Thanks for letting me know, mama. She’s tagged me in stuff. So ridiculous.

			I breathe a sigh of relief that she’s not angry at me. I reply:

			2:34 PM: LOL right?? I’m so glad you already knew. Just garbage.

			I think the conversation is over and start chopping garlic to fry it up for a zucchini topping. My phone buzzes a few minutes later. It’s another text from Jennifer.

			2:41 PM: You don’t think it’s true, do you?

			Why is she asking me? Anna goes to the bathroom to wash her hands, and I open Nick’s Instagram to confirm that his entire feed is pictures of the two of them together when he’s not promoting his events. I find myself fixating on how his biceps bulge even in long-sleeve shirts. I wish I could grow muscles that easily. In photos where they wear matching hats, looking like they belong together, I’m jealous of the way he pulls off backward snapbacks. I’ve tried that look, and my hair just hangs awkwardly on the sides. Nick doesn’t seem like he’d do anything wrong—he only exudes a confident lover boy energy I wish I had. Jennifer trusts my opinion. I can’t blow this chance to be a confidante. I write back, trying to be a good friend and reassure her.

			2:42 PM: Dude, of course not. Have you seen the way he looks at you? Also, you guys are always together. When would he have the time?

			She writes back, quicker this time.

			2:43 PM: Yeah, you’re right. Thank you so much, friend. So weird.

			I send the screenshots to Sierra’s Bitches. This is the first time I’ve shared with them any part of Jennifer’s and my conversations. I want everyone, especially Taylor, to see that Sierra has been informed, and that she called me her friend. Anna comes back and I sit down with her, still on my phone. Jan replies almost instantaneously.

			@JanWTG: You’re a real pal to her, Zarina. I’m so glad she has someone who has her back and gives her good advice. Probably not a lot of those in the industry.

			@TaylorMyst: Why would she ask advice from you tho? You’re just a fan who happens to be really good at Photoshop. You did meet her as a fan, right?

			@SierraSpikey4ever: Zarina is SO easy to talk to. I totally see why Sierra trusts you, Z. And the way you charmed Carmen Asphalt in that short-ass meet and greet? You know how to make the wrestlers love you.

			@TaylorMyst: Whoa, didn’t know you and Zarina were so close, Aubrey. LOL wut.

			I realize I’ve kept Anna waiting and apologize, but I can see a look of curiosity and concern in her eyes. I rush to finish the topping and plate the zucchini. I didn’t have time to taste it before serving, so I’m relieved when she tells me it’s delicious. I feel my shoulders relax as I pass her more of the glistening golden mustard sauce.

			

			—

			Zero’s is slower in late August, when the summer session is over but the freshmen haven’t moved on campus for the fall. Weekday dinner reservations become practically nonexistent, so Andrew decides to start closing twice a week. I don’t get paid on these new days off, but it gives me time to work on developing my own recipes. Especially after that burned zucchini debacle, I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of Anna again. On a Tuesday, in what feels like my first time cooking for myself in months, I’m working on a recipe for a focaccia-inspired porota. I made my dough the night before and let it rise overnight. I take it out an hour before I have to roll it so it can come to room temperature. However, when I fry it, the porotas turn tough. I’m not sure if I added too much water, or maybe the rosemary dried out the batter. I think back to the porota I had with breakfast curries in Bangladesh and how soft and pliable they were, and how much these are not.

			I check the time and call my mother. It’s almost nine o’clock at night in Dhaka, but I can hear busy chatter in the background when my mother picks up. I recognize a voice as one of her closest friends, one she checks out new sari shops with.

			“Why’re you calling?” she asks flatly.

			In the background, a shopkeeper asks her to choose between colors, and I feel guilty for interrupting. I know how important her sari collection is to her.

			“I wanted to ask about porota,” I say. “I’m trying to make them with this Italian-inspired recipe, but they keep toughening.”

			“You’re making porota,” she says. “When you can be applying to graduate school right now.” Fabric ruffles in the background.

			“Please help, Ma?” I ask, hoping she’ll give in to my desperation.

			She hesitates for a moment before relenting. “Fine. There’s either too much flour in the dough,” she says, “or it could be the wrong heat setting.”

			I quickly write these down. “Thank you so much,” I say.

			“I usually use a cup of water for two and a half cups of flour. You can always add a bit more flour if needed. Heat should be medium-high to high.” She pauses, giving me time to write down her instructions.

			I want to ask if she wants me to send a picture if I get it right, but decide against it. Her giving me these instructions feels like enough progress for now.

			“I saw a photo of you on that Zero Instagram,” she says. “Your hair hasn’t grown at all.”

			“I like it shorter,” I say.

			Still, a part of me wants my mom’s approval. I love my appearance, and dressing the way I do makes me happy, but when my mother already disapproves of my career choice, I feel the urge to grow my hair out just so there’s something she can compliment me on.

			“Chopping vegetables instead of a real job, dressing and hair looking like a boy. I feel like I raised a stranger. I have no memory of you knowing how to cook. You made a cake one time when you were a kid, and I’m pretty sure you burned it.”

			Tears of shame well in my eyes and I quickly say goodbye, angry at myself for letting her words affect me. I take a deep breath and look at my notes, then pull my focus back toward the porota, glad that at the very least my mother’s culinary advice was helpful.
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			As crisp fall air takes over New Haven, warm smells of pumpkin, apple, cinnamon, and nutmeg often greet me as I walk into Zero’s and admire Anna’s latest dessert creations. Callum continues to gain praise for his ideas on the menu, but it bothers me less. At the start of September, I try my hand at some fall fusion recipes—pumpkin bhorta with mustard oil and green chilis and apple salad with mint chutney—but as the school year picks up, Zero’s becomes busier and my motivation to cook after work is replaced by flopping in bed with my laptop and phone, catching up on the latest in Sierraville. My days are packed with checking what WTG’s hottest couple has been up to, starting from the minute I wake up and continuing at work during my bathroom breaks. Once I get home, I do my due diligence of providing the most buzzworthy female wrestler with GIFs on Thunder Ground days. Then I sit back and relish the likes and retweets. Sierra trending more often for her off-screen dating life than her in-ring fierceness is definitely a change, but I try to think of it as any press is good press.

			Jennifer Kaplan has never been vocal about her dating life. There was a point when, like Aubrey, I thought she and Shirley Randall, who plays Spike Girl, might be a thing. They were always traveling side by side, making videos playing dress-up in each other’s costumes, tweeting about how much they loved each other. But as I get to see more sides of Jennifer Kaplan, I realize that potential romance was projection: this idea that, like me, she wasn’t all that interested in dating, and if she were to have a love life, she’d be involved with a woman. Her current very public relationship is making me realize now how I only imagined that possibility because it made her more relatable to me. Wishful thinking at its best.

			Jennifer is head over heels, spotted everywhere that fall with Nick Deveraux: at an airport in Puerto Rico, at a Lakers game in Los Angeles, at a Taylor Swift concert in Miami. Si-VON is the most discussed couple in the wrestling world. Even TMZ starts covering them. In the four years that I’ve followed her career, I have never seen Sierra so happy. For the first time, her social media feels more Jennifer Kaplan than villainous Sierra. It makes me a little jealous that everyone else gets to see more of Jennifer too. I’ve been grateful to have more access to her through our little text exchanges and extra bit of attention at events, but now there’s so much off-screen content for the whole world to see. And because she’s busy traveling, she’s been responding to me less.

			In early November, Taylor puts a photo of Sierra in the group chat where you can see Jennifer makeup-less in a robe, lying in bed reading the latest issue of Cosmopolitan with the caption,

			@TaylorMyst: Soon we’re all going to have her phone number to text her!

			Nick’s alleged baby mama has remained silent. All of us in the group chat conclude that she is either an obsessed fan or a scorned former lover who is upset to see Jennifer and Nick so happy. I try not to let myself think that texting Jennifer about the accusation might be the reason she’s stepped back from me. I keep sending her GIFs and she keeps posting them. On Thanksgiving, I allow myself to text Happy Thanksgiving. I’m thankful for you. Don’t get me wrong, I have never understood why Americans love the genocidal holiday that is Thanksgiving. I just want any excuse to text Jennifer. She responds, Happy Thanksgiving, beautiful, which makes me blush.

			

			—

			Jennifer and Nick get engaged on Christmas Eve, less than a year after going public. She has a giant ring on her finger, in Paris no less, in front of the Eiffel Tower. It couldn’t be more cliché, but it’s right in line for Sierra—or Jennifer perhaps, in this case—who is a hopeless romantic and shares cheesy songs and Instagram quotes about how in love she is. Everyone on wrestling Twitter is freaking out, including me. I’m in the middle of the Christmas Eve shift when she posts the photo, but I see it during a bathroom break. The Sierra’s Bitches chat is flooded with screams and emojis as far as my thumb can scroll. Taylor has uploaded a picture of Nick leaning into Jennifer. She’s practically throwing her hand at the camera, the diamond unmissable on her ring finger. She is glowing. Shining bright under the lights of the Eiffel Tower, they’re two beautiful white people who look like they definitely belong in the same frame.

			I don’t have long before I have to get back to the kitchen, so I text a quick JENNIFER KAPLAN, CONGRATS, BITCH!!!! with three ring emojis to the woman of the hour. It’s the first time I’ve called her “bitch” and even if it’s in the fondest of ways, I hope she knows I just want to convey my excitement. My favorite person is engaged to her favorite person. I couldn’t be prouder.

			I leave the bathroom and quickly run over to the dessert station, where Anna is very carefully placing chocolate and cherry bark on top of a deconstructed black forest mini cake. “Damn, why do you look like someone proposed to you?” she asks.

			“Whoa, how do you do that?” I ask, slightly taken aback. “Mind reader much?”

			“Wait, did someone propose to you for real?” she asks, putting down the spatula she’s holding. “Have you been seeing Aubrey and not telling me?”

			I laugh. “Sierra—I mean, Jennifer—got engaged.”

			“Whoa,” Anna says. “Pics now.” Phones aren’t allowed in the kitchen, but Andrew has his back turned. I pull out my phone to show her the photo in the group chat.

			“That’s wild,” she says. “Christmas and in Paris too. What a cliché.”

			“That the wrestler you’re obsessed with? The one who texts you?” Derek, who’s been waiting for one of Anna’s individual-sized cakes, asks as he cranes to see the picture over my shoulder. Everyone, including front-of-house staff, is well aware of my Sierra/Jennifer saga thanks to Miss Anna “I Am Besties with Everyone” Callahan. “They’re a hot couple. Damn, I get the obsession,” Derek says. I nod proudly. That’s my texting-basis friend. And Nick, who, while not my friend, has previously posted photos wearing the King hat I gave Jennifer to give to him in Raleigh. So I know both of them in a way.

			Anna hands Derek the cake, and I stash my phone back in my pants pocket before Andrew catches me. Anna glances at me once she finishes wiping down her station.

			“So, Zarina, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something, but you’ve been leaving before I’ve been able to catch you,” she says while washing her hands. A guilty pang hits my stomach. I’ve spent the last few weeks rushing home to talk to Sierra’s Bitches. And, if I’m honest, an added bonus is that I’m avoiding any questions Anna might ask me about what I’m cooking at home, since the answer is only GIFs.

			“What’s up?” I ask, trying my best to mask my nervousness.

			“You’re interested in a saucier role, right?” she asks. “Marco’s going to be leaving soon, and Andrew’s going to need to replace him.”

			I hadn’t heard that Marco was leaving, and for a second I wonder if it’s not public information or if I’ve missed something crucial during my bathroom breaks. Either way, I know how I want to respond to Anna. “I’d love to be considered,” I say, trying not to sound like the impostor I feel I am.

			“Nice,” she says, smiling. “Callum’s interested too. And you know Andrew, he’s searching externally as well. You’re a hard worker, so keep showing up as you do and of course Andrew and the others will see it too. I know it’s probably been intimidating with him paying a lot of attention to Callum.”

			“Callum’s great,” I say, honestly. There’s a fine line between being reasonably competitive and not being a team player.

			“And so are you,” Anna says with a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

			“Thanks, Anna.” I smile at her and remind myself that she pushed for my raise, so it’s possible she might do the same for the saucier position.

			“You’ve been cooking regularly, right?” she asks. “How’s that been going?”

			In the rush of showing her the engagement photos, I’d forgotten that I’d been trying to avoid longer conversations with her in case she asks about my cooking, which has taken a back seat as reading about Si-VON and talking to the group chat about them consumes most of my free time.

			“Pretty good,” I say, not mentioning that I’ve cooked for myself less than a handful of times in the last couple of months.

			She turns off the faucet and raises her eyebrows. “Anything good lately?”

			I feel a flash of annoyance that she’s pushing for details, but I’m really just feeling guilty that I haven’t been investing time into my cooking.

			“I finally got the porota focaccia down,” I tell her. “I think it could be a good bread option. And I’ve been planning some side sauces and pestos.” I realize as I’m speaking that these seem like secondary dishes, and I need to show Anna I’ve got ambition. “I think I’m going to try making a jambalaya-inspired shrimp biryani next,” I make up on the spot. “Do you want to come try it? The WTG Winter Showdown is this Sunday. Could be a fun combo of events.”

			“Sounds delicious,” she says as she dries her hands.

			

			—

			I don’t expect Sierra to win the Winter Showdown Battle Royale. She’s a well-established wrestler, and this competition is usually for up-and-comers. Two wrestlers start the match, and every seventy-five seconds a new wrestler comes in. This keeps happening until all forty of them have entered. The only way they can be eliminated is if they are thrown over the top and both of their feet touch the ground. Last one standing gets a championship match at Wrestle Jamboree.

			“I cannot believe that I’ve watched this much wrestling,” Anna says. “Only for you, Zarina. You’ve transformed me.”

			We fill our plates with shrimp biryani as the match plays on my TV. Erica had stopped by to say hello before heading to Gryphon’s with friends and I’d happily introduced her to Anna.

			I turn up the volume as Anna and I settle against pillows on the bed. Sierra was a champion during the match last year, which eliminated her from participation, so it’s exciting to see her here now. She and I have been in touch. A few days after she got back from Paris, she replied to my text saying, “Thank you so much, mama!” so I assume she wasn’t mad that I said “bitch.”

			“This is rich,” Anna says as she uses her right hand to make careful balls of basmati rice, orange from shrimp sauce reduction. “I can see the inspiration from what you’ve told me about the Dhaka goat biryani. But I don’t taste the Creole influence. Perhaps more of the holy trinity? Onion, celery, bell pepper—that’s what I’ve always appreciated about NOLA food.”

			I feel silly. Of course it needs more Creole influence, I’d told her it was inspired by jambalaya but I’d kind of forgotten about that part and made a vaguely fusion shrimp biryani, adding a piri piri spice blend instead of anything remotely Louisianian. I nod and type holy trinity on my phone, embarrassed by my mediocre dish.

			“Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of potential,” Anna says, and I wonder if she saw my face fall with her criticism. Hoping she hasn’t seen how red my ears have become, I watch her make another rice ball, impressed watching her long fingers moving with a dexterity earned from months of eating my test recipes. I’ve let her operate under the impression that I’ve been thinking about this recipe for a long time when I just came up with the concept on the fly and then completely missed the mark.

			We turn our focus back to the television. Sierra makes her appearance toward the middle of the match, number 14. I smile automatically. Her entrance has an impact as she throws women over the top rope left and right. She’s nearly eliminated at least three times by groups of women teaming up to throw her six-foot frame out of the ring, but she stays in the match. “She’s so tall!” Anna exclaims, and I proudly nod. At one point, when there are about ten contestants remaining, she takes a hit from Goldy and rolls down from the ring. Since she goes under the bottom rope, it doesn’t count as an elimination.

			“I see why she’s a good heel,” Anna says.

			“Yeah.” I nod. “Sneaky.”

			The action in the ring continues as Sierra hides ringside—presumably, because she is off-camera—and bides her time.

			“Do you think she’ll win?” Anna asks when there are six contestants remaining, including Sierra, lurking off-camera.

			“I would bet on a younger wrestler like Goldy as the person they’d give a championship opportunity to,” I say. “But who knows? The scriptwriters love Sierra. She’s the best heel they have.” I scoop up the last bite of biryani and place my plate on the floor, my eyes glued to the TV. I lick the remains of rice off my fingers, multitasking, watching the match and giving myself notes on the dish. A lingering feeling of guilt and excitement keeps distracting me from the match.

			I don’t wash my hands yet, enduring sticky fingers as Sierra gets back into the ring when it’s just four people remaining: her, Carmen Asphalt, Raven, and Goldy. Sierra and Raven are two of the best wrestlers in the world right now, man or woman. Carmen and Goldy meanwhile are up-and-comers, hot young stars who can do a lot with a championship opportunity at Wrestle Jamboree.

			In the end, it’s down to Sierra and Goldy. Goldy is strong and sturdy. I admire her sheer display of strength as she uses aggression to take her opponents out. Heavy punches, brutal body slams, uppercuts. She is about to carry Sierra to the edge of the ring and throw her off the top rope when Sierra slips out of her grip and runs in the opposite direction before Goldy has a chance to pick her up again. Leaning against the back ropes for momentum, Sierra shoots toward Goldy to clothesline her out of the ring.

			I jump up, running around the room cheering. Even though I’ve seen Sierra win tons of matches, she’s never won the Winter Showdown Battle Royale. I don’t realize that Anna has been filming me this whole time until I run to her and swing her arm up and down to get her to cheer with me.

			“I’m glad I watched that,” Anna says. “That was fun. I’m so glad Sierra won.”

			I finally wash my hands and look at the video on her camera roll.

			“You look so excited, it’s adorable,” Anna says, smiling.

			I notice that she took pictures of the shrimp biryani before we started eating and wonder if she’ll let the lack of execution impact whatever say she has on whether I get the saucier position.

			“I’m excited to keep improving the recipe, by the way,” I say, handing her phone back.

			I anxiously wait for Anna to leave because I don’t want her to think that I’m spending every free second on wrestling. When she finally does, I make and post at least ten GIFs of Sierra’s victory. The winning toss. The smile as she realizes she’s won. Her standing on the top rope and pointing to the Wrestle Jamboree sign in the corner of the room. Her yelling “Hell yeah” as she exits the stage. I text them all to her and say, Congrats!!!!

			She replies a couple of hours later, with,

			12:15 AM: Thank you so much! And thank you for the GIFs. Posting.

			I write back,

			12:20 AM: I’m SO proud of you.

			It’s been a big night, and I am in my Sierra fan feelings.

			She replies with a heart emoji.

			12:22 AM: It’s not been an easy path but I’m glad I’m here.

			12:30 AM: Have a great rest of your night. I love you.

			I fall asleep. When I wake up in the middle of the night, I see that there’s one late reply.

			4:03 AM: I love you too, kiddo!
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			Then, with one viral TikTok, everything changes.

			The Tuesday after the Battle Royale, I come home from work and go straight to bed, exhausted from running around chopping ingredients and finding opportunities to sneak to the back to see what Sierra’s Bitches have been talking about, everyone still excited from our girl’s huge win. Our saucier finally packed up his knives and left for the restaurant next door, leaving Callum and I formally up for consideration alongside a handful of external applicants. My desire to be a strong contender battles with my impulse to avoid Anna and her questions about my recipe development, especially after the shrimp biryani mess. The minute my head hits the pillow, I pass out.

			I wake up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, and my phone screen greets me with endless messages in Sierra’s Bitches as well as individual texts from both Aubrey and Jan, the two people from Twitter who have my phone number. They all essentially convey one thing: You need to see Sierra’s new TikTok, right now!!!

			Sierra is not particularly adept at making videos and hasn’t posted much on TikTok before. In this recent post she’s with Terra Rizing, a wrestler and previous on-screen rival who she is good friends with off-screen. She’s also very much in Jennifer-mode, casual and candid. She is wearing a muscle tank and a pair of fuckboy-style gray sweatpants and Terra is wearing a sweatshirt and denim cutoffs. The two of them are doing a TikTok dance to a song that has been viral on the app, a song I know thanks to Callum. I’ve never seen Sierra or Jennifer dance seriously. She’s done a couple of dorky moves in interviews and that’s about it. She’s chewing gum and smirking at the camera as she rotates her hips and moves her arms at sharp angles and claps like an off-duty cheerleader. I’m impressed by her dance skills. Her eyes are glazed. She looks drunk. I check her Instagram stories to see that, yes, she did go clubbing last night. I can see why all my friends and followers are freaking out about this.

			I exit the TikTok app and return to my messages. I reply, Holy shit!!! to both Jan and Aubrey. Then I go to Sierra’s Bitches on Twitter, where everyone has been fangirling. The others’ time zones are more suited to this drop, although it seems like Jan and Aubrey were also awake when the video was uploaded. I’m late to the party.

			@Za_Rina: Oh my god, guys, I was sleeping. I woke up to pee and I JUST saw it. Unreal.

			@PaulineLovesMyst: Zarina, welcome to life after that video. Our girl is so cool. And hot. And fun. TikTok girlie era let’s go, Miss Jennifer!

			@TaylorMyst: DUDE!!! I can’t believe you were sleeping through this. FR I don’t think I can ever sleep again. Tell that woman she changed my life!

			Normally, I wouldn’t message Jennifer about something like this. But her last message to me was I love you too, kiddo! and I’m feeling more confident about where I stand with her. She loves me. She won’t be mad to hear from me. Besides, I want to compliment her so she knows the fans love such content and want more. So I switch to text message and type,

			3:13 AM: Miss Jennifer, holy shit you broke the internet!! That video is HOT!

			This message is the boldest I have ever sent her, but I said “Miss” Jennifer, so hopefully she gets the tone I’m going for. I watch the video five more times before I fall asleep again. Each time, I focus on a different part of Jennifer’s physique, from the way her lip twitches upward as she dances to the fluidity of her arm movements.

			The next morning, I wake up to three messages from Jennifer, but they aren’t about the video.

			5:15 AM: Zarina. Remember those DMs?

			5:17 AM: They’re all true. Fuck. There’s another woman. Other WOMEN.

			5:18 AM: I am absolutely crushed. I have no fucking idea what to do.

			My stomach drops as everything falls into place. This is why Jennifer was up all night drinking with her friends and posting on TikTok. I’m not entirely sure what to even do with this information. They got engaged less than a month ago. We love their relationship; he loves her. Or so I thought. I’m surprised but honored that she trusts me enough to tell me.

			9:16 AM: Oh my god, I am so sorry. That is fucking awful.

			9:17 AM: When did you find out?

			9:18 AM: I love you so much, I’m here to listen anytime. Just text me whenever you want.

			I want to go fight Nick Deveraux, even though he is stronger and can probably kill me. I have never felt as protective of Jennifer as I do now. Both knowingly and unknowingly, Jennifer, in the form of Sierra, has been there for me when no one else has. She’s the reason I’m still pursuing this career that sometimes feels like it’s going nowhere. She’s the reason I survived some of the toughest times with my family. I want to support her as much as possible, even from afar. I feel helpless not knowing how to be there for her when she has helped me through so much.

			I decide not to say anything to Sierra’s Bitches for now. I’m honored she trusts me, and I change her contact to “Jennifer Kaplan” on my phone. This is no longer Sierra business.

			Jennifer replies to my texts while I’m at work. I’m more distracted than ever, wondering when my phone will vibrate and I’ll get more of the story. I duck into the walk-in to read the texts now coming in furiously.

			12:31 PM: I found out right before Winter Showdown. Like, literally an hour before the match. I saw texts. He tried to deny it, but I went through his phone backstage.

			12:35 PM: I have no idea what to do. I am back home now, but he’s not here. I’m buying a new house soon, so we won’t live together. But he’s away right now.

			12:36 PM: I feel so fucking stupid. How could he humiliate me like this? I’ve also been spending some time at Terra’s, which has been good to have space.

			I have no idea what to say. I want to run to Florida to support her. I want to say the right things and prove to her I’m the perfect person to turn to right now. I type up a few quick replies.

			12:40 PM: I hope you’re doing okay. I’m glad you’re with a friend, that is always helpful when things are hard.

			12:41 PM: Thank you for trusting me with this. I cannot believe anyone would do this to you. You have no reason to feel humiliated. He did a shitty thing, this is not on you at all.

			This time, her reply is almost instantaneous.

			12:42 PM: Thank you so much, mama. And thank you for listening. There’s not a lot of people in WTG I can talk to about this. Everyone knows him. Or knows me, and I don’t want them to think less of me.

			12:44 PM: Of course. You’re my hero. I’ll truly do anything for you.

			I mean that. It’s taking everything I have for me not to figure out a way to ruin Nick Deveraux’s life right now.

			Later in the day, when I’m taking a bathroom break, I see that Jennifer has sent screenshots. I quickly scroll past them to see that they are WhatsApp messages and Instagram DMs from Nick to some woman. One of them contains a dick pic, which terrifies me.

			3:09 PM: Jesus Christ. These are so gross. I’m sorry you had to see them.

			3:10 PM: What’s your schedule this week? Are you able to get away from home soon?

			She replies quickly. The back-and-forth between us feels intimate, as if we’re forging something like friendship in these texts.

			3:11 PM: I have NextGen tomorrow. Thank God I can leave before Friday. They’re actually having me challenge the NextGen champion rather than fight Spikey again.

			That’s good. I’m glad she’ll be able to get away and they won’t be on the same show. I wash and dry my hands and send one last text before I leave the bathroom.

			3:14 PM: I have to get to work now, but, Jennifer, once again I am so sorry this is happening. Please know that I love you and am always here for you.

			I can hear Andrew yelling, “Zarina, I need three more onions chopped. Unless you’re in the back chopping onions, I need you to return to your station now.”

			“Yes, Chef,” I yell back, shaking my head. Classic Andrew. My phone buzzes again.

			3:15 PM: Dude, we’re friends. You can call me Jenn. <3

			

			—

			Over the next week, Jennifer continues to text me the latest updates on the Nick saga, and I take pride in the fact that she trusts me with this situation. I try to find a balance between work and sneaking to the back to reply to Jenn. I’ve tried to avoid Anna’s gaze since the embarrassing “jambalaya,” but there’s a moment when she and I are alone in the kitchen together and I quickly tell her about the situation before hustling out of Zero’s to answer the newest of Jenn’s messages.

			Texting more regularly makes me realize that Jennifer—Jenn—is very different from the woman I constructed in my head.

			Sierra Myst, the wrestling character, is a creation of the straight white writers who run Wrestle Thunder Ground. She has a villainous edge to her. She shows no remorse. She’s independent and a badass and cowers before no one.

			Jennifer Kaplan, the very real person, lives in Miami, loves ice cream and trips to Disney World, and is currently in crisis. I’m trying my best to figure out how to be a good friend to Jennifer. Sometimes I send her a song that I think she might like, because I’ve learned that she loves posting lyrics that reflect how she’s feeling. I’m careful not to choose songs that are too sad or too romantic. I know it’s a sensitive time and she could react to anything. I’ve never imagined Sierra to be someone who pines after a man, but here I am consoling Jennifer over one.

			One day, she DMs me a post on Instagram.

			It’s the classic quote “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” over a picture of Maleficent. I frown. Sierra Myst wouldn’t care for words that would belong on cheugy signs in Waspy Airbnbs. But this is what Jennifer likes. I take the hint and find similar quotes and forward them to her. She even shares one of these and tags me, a motivational quote pasted over fields of flowers. Immediately I gain a lot of followers on my Instagram, an account I only use to post food pictures every three months when I remember it exists. But Jenn is acknowledging our friendship in public. Feeling encouraged by the interaction and wanting to show her I’m grateful for how much she’s allowed me into her life, I order flowers to her WTG fan mail address, trying not to cringe at the price tag, to show her I’m there for her and thinking of her.

			The Jennifer Kaplan I’m getting to know over text has been deeply hurt by Nick Deveraux. She texts me about it a couple of weeks after the TikTok video when I’m walking home from work.

			9:15 PM: Mama, I’m so upset and crying.

			9:18 PM: Oh, Jenn, I’m so sorry.

			9:20 PM: Is there anything I can do? I’m here for you.

			9:22 PM: Idk. I just feel ridiculous. I should have done something different.

			9:23 PM: Would he have been more loyal if I didn’t work every week? But I love my work.

			9:25 PM: No you shouldn’t be at work less because of him. He’s on the road WITH you. That doesn’t make sense.

			9:27 PM: But maybe he wanted someone who would wait for him at home with a warm dinner when he got back from the road.

			9:29 PM: No no, that wouldn’t have fixed anything.

			The next night, as I’m getting ready for bed, she messages,

			11:15 PM: I should have noticed the nights he was out late. Or when he was texting. I should have doubted him more.

			11:18 PM: It seemed to me like he did a really good job being present with you. You didn’t do anything wrong expecting him to be loyal.

			She reminisces on the good times she had with him, sending me photos of him, talking about how good the sex was, or sharing stories from their first trip abroad together—New Year’s Eve last year in Santorini. Jennifer Kaplan lives in a big house by herself, orders takeout burgers and sushi, and drives to the mechanic to get her car fixed. I don’t think Sierra Myst has ever needed an oil change. She’s a superhero; where’s the time for all of that? Jennifer has her limits though. I can tell that she’s not the one who cleans the giant house I see in Instagram posts. I read somewhere that a personal shopper buys her clothes. These luxuries are par for the course for celebrities like her, but they’re not what I imagined Sierra Myst would do.

			I start to see how different Jennifer’s world is from mine. Even though we both struggle in our relationship with our parents, Jennifer went to a fancy prep school and comes from a rich family who’s always supported her financially. Working at WTG has only made her richer. I’m putting together that she has a very skewed understanding of politics too. She has no idea what’s happening in Palestine, doesn’t see anything problematic about how reliant Hawaii is on tourism, and is proud of being apolitical, something someone who looks like me in the United States cannot afford to be. It makes me nervous to reveal too much of myself because I don’t want her to think I’m doubting her views or questioning her. She just started opening up to me. I can’t lose that already. So I focus on telling her more palatable facts about myself, like that I learned to read fully in both English and Bangla by the time I was three and have always loved talking about books, which is how I ended up being a comparative lit major in college.

			She texts me things she thinks I’ll like, such as, “I can’t wait to go back to India someday, especially with you because you know the area so well.”

			I try to be diplomatic by responding, “Oh, I’ve been to India a couple of times as a kid. I’m actually from Bangladesh, the country next to it.”

			A few weeks later when she asks about my work and I tell her I want to reimagine the food of my people, she replies, “Indian food is so yummy.” I try to let it go because I know Americans don’t necessarily grow up with a comprehensive knowledge of geography. We’re a small country. Jennifer Kaplan doesn’t need to know where Bangladesh is. Besides, she remembers I work at a restaurant and want to be a chef.

			So here I am, getting to know someone who I thought I was already familiar with, and I realize I should have known she’s not the same as her character. Thankfully work has kept her busy. She’s been making appearances both on NextGen to challenge the NextGen women’s champion, Luna Powers, as well as occasionally showing up on the Friday-night main show to take out babyfaces. I don’t specifically ask her for updates on Nick, but I do ask her about the new house, and she sends me a video of the bathroom. I hear a muffled male voice in the background. I tell myself not to ask about it. The video might be old, an earlier walk-through with Nick in the room, or it could be a real estate guy. Jenn continues to post sad and dramatic songs on her stories, but they aren’t too off-brand from what she previously posted. If you’re not aware of what’s going on, you probably won’t read into it.

			I message Sierra’s Bitches that Nick has not been very good to Sierra lately, so they don’t ask too many questions about why I’ve stopped fangirling about Si-VON with them. From what I understand of Jenn’s text messages, I believe they have broken up, but I don’t tell them that. I just explain that I’ve unfollowed him. Just trust me, please, I write.

			But then, weirdly, Jennifer posts a picture with him for Valentine’s Day with a sort-of mushy caption: Happy Valentine’s Day to my favorite man. Every day feels like the first day I met you.

			My Twitter notifications immediately go off on the way to work.

			@TaylorMyst: Zarina, did you see the V-Day post Sierra just dropped? She’s gushing endlessly about how much she loves Si-VON!! She’s clearly not mad at him.

			@Za_Rina: Yeah, I saw it. I’m glad she’s ok.

			@TaylorMyst: Then why the fuck have you unfollowed him? Do you not believe HER? You think she’s just pretending. She’s definitely not making shit up, so are YOU a liar??

			@JanWTG: Zarina, are you sure whatever it was they haven’t just talked it out? Caption seems pretty legit to me. “Every day feels like the first day I met you.” Like, that’s love.

			@Za_Rina: I’m not sure, but either way he did a pretty fucked-up thing, so.

			It is hard to tell she’s mad at him if you take the caption at face value. I want to check in and see if she’s actually doing okay, so I text Jennifer at the end of my shift.

			11:40 PM: Hey!! How’s your day?

			11:41 PM: Saw your V-Day post, what’s up with that?

			I brush my teeth and get into bed with my phone and see that she has replied.

			11:52 PM: Hey! My day’s pretty good. Got myself some Ben & Jerry’s.

			11:53 PM: IDK man. I felt like I had to post. I can’t let people know something’s wrong.

			Then a few moments later:

			11:57 PM: The caption would have been so much more detailed and romantic if I wasn’t upset. It’s our first Valentine’s Day together after our engagement. I think he knows it’s not exactly an I Love You post. But he’ll see and hopefully call.

			Aubrey messages Sierra’s Bitches after seeing that post, saying, Are you sure they haven’t patched up? to which I write back, I don’t know, because I genuinely don’t and it seems like Jenn is hoping to actually still get back together with him.

			I know I shouldn’t be making this breakup about the way it’s making me look online. Still, it’s moved beyond Sierra’s Bitches. Ariana and Wren, two women in their late forties with children and husbands, are tweeting shady things about me in the midst of all this. They’ve noticed that I’ve unfollowed Nick and liked a few tweets calling him “evil-looking” and “not hot or talented enough for Sierra.” It’s strange that they’re monitoring my activities. One of them tweets out,

			@ARIDEORDIE: Sierra’s favorite fan unfollowing her man? Pathetic jealousy if you ask me.

			The other one writes,

			@WrenWTGMyst: If you don’t support every single thing your fave does, you’re not a real fan.

			I’m not @ed or mentioned directly anywhere, but I unfollow them since it’s obvious they’re talking about me. It’s getting tiring not being able to tell people they don’t know the full story. I want to tell Jennifer how hard it is to have people not believe me or accuse me of abandoning Sierra without knowing the full story. But I’m not the one going through a breakup, so I try to keep my feelings to myself. It helps when she offers me free tickets to the house show in Trenton, New Jersey, in a week. But I still find myself wondering why I deserve her attention.

			I continue to feel impostor syndrome and decide to text Jenn for reassurance the next morning:

			9:25 AM: I have a question.

			9:27 AM: You have so many fans who love you. Why me?

			9:28 AM: Why am I the one getting to hear your secrets and get these free tickets?

			9:29 AM: Look at the way your fans talk about me. [Screenshot attached] Clearly they don’t agree I deserve any of this.

			She replies later that afternoon while I’m at family meal, waiting for my phone to buzz.

			1:35 PM: Zarina, you see me. You know who I am. You don’t judge me. I trust you fully. Don’t listen to those people. Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask for your help with something.

			1:35 PM: Anything.

			1:36 PM: I need help coming up with captions for pics, and you would be perfect for the job. I have to post something on Instagram every day this week to promote the Wrestle Jamboree match with Luna. I feel like your tweet captions are always so good and you know my character well. Do you think you could come up with some captions?

			My heart rate speeds up in excitement. When I was a kid, I dreamed of working for WTG, of writing scripts for them. I text her back immediately.

			1:36 PM: It would be my honor!

			1:38 PM: Actually could I run some lines by you too? The writers have been giving me really shitty lines lately. Really ham-handed stuff. Not pushing the envelope enough for a heel. So I’m working on my own adlibs, trying to make Sierra feel bigger, more powerful.

			I could help, I immediately type. It takes everything in me not to jump for joy. My mac and cheese sits cold and solid in front of me, but I don’t care.

			I smile so big my cheeks hurt. Jenn immediately has me caption five photos for her Sierra social media. In one she stands tall over Luna Powers, and my eye is drawn to that image repeatedly. She looks statuesque and sure of herself. I fill out a Note with options. I’m particularly proud of “Luna says I don’t go here? I made NextGen and I plan to stay here.” I screenshot them and send them over, walking my plate over to the sink because I can’t eat.

			Sierra replies soon after.

			1:53 PM: Oh, mama, these are so good. And I’ll send you the script. Between workouts and trying to fix shit with Nicky, I really need the extra help.

			I grin through dinner prep. I burn a batch of leeks and have to start fresh, and I don’t even care. But I do check to make sure Anna and Andrew don’t notice.

		

	
		
			12

			I’m scrambling to make the preshift meeting a few days later because right when I’m about to tie my apron around me and head into the dining room, my phone buzzes that “Sierra Myst has tagged you in a post.” I decide to hang back in the staff room for another minute. I quickly open it as Callum, who had been fixing his hair in the mirror he keeps in his locker, walks past me and whispers, “It’s the big day!” Sierra has posted a song by an artist I’d introduced her to and said, Thank @Za_Rina for getting me on this gem, and for coming through for me these last few weeks. Immediately my notifications are flooded by people saying, Sierra and Zarina are friendship goals and heaps of new followers. I stare at the tweet. I can’t believe Sierra is publicly thanking me for the support I’ve provided her.

			I hear Andrew loudly clear his throat and ask, “Is everyone here?” I roll my eyes at his passive-aggressiveness and walk into the dining room. The energy is different from other preshift meetings. I see Derek massaging Callum’s shoulders like he’s preparing for battle and remember that Callum had been excitedly jogging to the meeting a second ago. I slip into a chair next to Anna. She squeezes my hand, and I wonder what all the buzz is about.

			Andrew stands in the center of the room and the rest of us sit or lean against the walls. He clears his throat. “As most of you know,” he says, “we’ve been working hard to find a replacement for Marco, and we finally have our person.”

			My palms start sweating. I completely forgot Andrew was announcing his decision today. I sit up straight. I’m a top contender too, and everyone should look at me, not just him.

			“In the end,” Andrew continues, “it came down to two candidates.”

			I feel my heart beating faster and my ears get red.

			“And ultimately, it came down to experience. Callum, you put up a brave fight and I’m proud of you. It’s been a delight watching you cook so well in this kitchen. But”—he pauses, and my stomach somersaults—“I’m delighted to announce that our new saucier will be none other than Paul Sullivan, who has been excellent the last five years at Pesto and Parm.”

			Anna gives my hand another squeeze that I barely register. Did she know his decision before today? Has she lost faith in me? I look down at the floor, feeling embarrassed and angry. Andrew’s public acknowledgment of Callum while I didn’t even make the top two makes me feel worthless. Yes, I’ve made mistakes here and there, but not consistently. I try to show up to work on time and leave when I’m supposed to. Admittedly, I haven’t had time to work on more recipes, but it’s not like anything I suggest ever gets added to the menu.

			But as Andrew drones on about the new saucier, I can’t help but notice that a part of me feels relieved. If I’d gotten the promotion, I’d have more responsibilities and less time to focus on wrestling Twitter. With the amount of new followers I have, recognition from Sierra, and the caption and script writing I’m doing, I don’t want to have to spend more time outside my phone. I try to focus on what has been going right to make the announcement sting a little bit less. When the meeting ends, I refuse to pity myself. I don’t need the saucier job; I have my own little world I’m successful in.

			Work drags on for the rest of the day. Usually, the menial tasks and familiarity of routine make me happy. But today it all feels pointless. I’ve been working at Zero’s for almost two years, and nothing has changed. If anything, I’m making more mistakes, and I’ve had less time to work on recipe development. Anna hasn’t asked me what I’ve been cooking since the shrimp disaster. Has she given up on me too?

			At the end of the shift, Derek comes over while I’m packing up my stuff.

			“We’re going out for consolation drinks,” he says. “Want to come?”

			I shake my head. I’m still too upset that I wasn’t remotely considered for the saucier position. Plus, my bank account continues to recover from the flowers I sent to Jenn a few weeks ago.

			After I say goodbye to everyone, Anna runs over to me and gives me a hug.

			“I know you work hard, Z,” she says. “It’ll pay off soon.”

			I smile weakly. Somehow this makes me want to cry more than anything else all day.

			

			—

			On the walk home, I wonder if the culinary world doesn’t have a place for me. I think about my phone call with my mother, and her accusation that I’m settling. Maybe she was right. I grew up in a country where restaurants are all run by cis men. And between living costs, improving my culinary skills, and my love for Sierra, my savings are close to nil. Perhaps I am settling for a small life, too focused on a sport that has nothing to do with my career, and am doomed to be a prep cook forever. But the wrestling world makes me happy. No acknowledgment Andrew has given me has ever felt as good as when Sierra tags me in a post or when Jenn texts me. Her response to the scrapbook made me feel so accomplished and appreciated. When would I ever get to feel this way at Zero’s? I’m a nobody in this industry. So maybe working with Jenn is where I should invest my time and effort and Zero’s is just a way to pay the bills.

			Once I get home, I head straight for bed. I don’t have groceries, and it’s too much effort to cook and clean for very little time spent on the actual eating. I open Twitter to see what’s new. Sierra has posted a photo of her and Nick laughing together, arms around each other, in front of her new house. It looks like they are back together for real. I find myself genuinely hoping that he can make her happy and won’t hurt her again. As if she can sense that I’m thinking about her, my phone chimes with a new text from Sierra that she needs script help. I still have a role to play in her life, even if she and Nick are back and she doesn’t need to vent to me. Wrestling continues to be here for me in ways the culinary world just isn’t.

			11:59 PM: I have a promo coming up about Luna at Thunder Ground tomorrow night. Basically telling the crowd how I am the best, she’s out of her depth blah blah. The scriptwriters have been giving me really shitty lines lately. Like, not villainous enough. So, I’m trying to make my character larger than life.

			12:01 AM: It’s so cool that you get a say on your character’s promos. There are very few heels in wrestling who are as convincing as you are, and you deserve to assert dominance over Luna.

			12:03 AM: How do you think I can do that?

			I think for a second, then type,

			12:04 AM: I mean, it’s NextGen. You practically built that brand. You were the first NextGen women’s champion back in the day. And since then, you’ve basically gone on to become a legend. So put that in there. That the younger wrestlers are ungrateful. And you’re not afraid to teach them a lesson.

			I look at what I’ve just sent and smile to myself. I can’t believe I’m writing for WTG. Sort of.

			Jenn texts back,

			12:06 AM: That’s really good. Okay, I’m sending you a screenshot of the script I’ve worked on. Will you suggest edits?

			She sends a file. I scan it and spend five minutes figuring out where she can add things, what she can eliminate. I think back to all my times watching WTG since I was a kid and the numerous hours I’ve spent hunched over my laptop reading WTG articles on Bleacher Report and Fightful. What stands out to fans? I consider the kinds of promos that have worked best and swayed audiences over the years. I think back to my creative writing classes in college and professors’ tips about dialogue. I make it authentic to Sierra’s voice and make sure it’s engaging for the audience. Once I send it, Jenn takes her time reading through it. I wait five minutes and then decide to use this time to go pee and brush my teeth. When I come back, she has just replied.

			12:50 AM: Holy shit. That’s so good. I love the part you added about being sick of people saying I’m old news. That’s so true.

			I write back, starting to cheer up a little bit.

			12:51 AM: I mean don’t get me wrong, Sierra’s still the GOAT and everyone is talking about her. But I don’t think it’s a bad idea to drive home the fact that just cause NextGen is the future of wrestling, doesn’t mean you aren’t also, you know?

			She sends a series of texts immediately.

			12:51 AM: You’re so right, dude.

			12:52 AM: You’re brilliant, Zarina.

			12:53 AM: Thank you thank you thank you.

			

			—

			When Thunder Ground airs the next evening, and I catch up on the highlights during a too-long-to-be-allowed-pee-break-but-who-cares-anyway at work, I hear the edits I made in what Sierra says. Sierra Myst is talking about continuing to be the best in the business, regardless of which young stars are around. She talks about putting NextGen on the map, like I told her to. And when Luna Powers comes out and tries to attack, Sierra Myst goes full heel and beats her up with a chair. I flush the toilet, wash my hands, and send her a quick text.

			8:44 PM: You did amazing! It comes through so well. I bet fans are losing their minds.

			When I wrap up after work and check my phone, there’s an exciting message waiting for me.

			10:23 PM: Don’t forget: Trenton show tomorrow! Two tickets at will call for you. I’ll bring you backstage.

			Anna has wanted to come to a show with me for a while, but I know that if I ask her we’ll end up talking about my cooking and I’m not ready to go there with her yet. I miss her, but I’d rather not talk to her altogether than tell her I’ve pretty much given up on my culinary dreams. I want to enjoy this big day without anxieties over my doomed career.

			My body feels electric as I take the Amtrak and head south. I’ve sat in the front row thanks to the comp tickets from Jenn, but I’ve never been backstage. Just as Jennifer promised, tickets for two ringside seats are waiting in my name at the box office. I still can’t believe how close to the action I get to be. I pull out my phone and take a quick selfie.

			As men’s wrestling takes center stage early in the show, I clap for a wrestler who pretends he can summon ghosts and join the crowd in cheering on a guy who twerks on his opponents. But I can’t concentrate on the event, wondering when and how I’ll know it’s time for me to go backstage. I excitedly move around in my chair during Sierra’s match against her longtime rival and off-screen friend Terra Rizing. Usually I’m locked in, watching every move, but this time I can’t wait for it to be over—last time she came over and hugged me, after all. After a bunch of back-and-forth moves, Sierra goes to the top rope and does the backflip splash known as the Sierra-sault. She sprays the mist in Terra’s face, pins her 1-2-3, and wins the match.

			Sierra rolls out of the ring and heads straight toward me. This is no longer Sierra Myst the determined, angry heel who just overcame one of her fiercest rivals. This is Jennifer Kaplan, my friend, smiling widely at me, someone who treats me like a confidante, and a person I’m glad to support.

			“Hey, beautiful,” she says as she pulls me into her arms. I ignore the butterflies in my stomach. “Once I’ve freshened up I’ll send someone to bring you backstage.”

			The next match is starting—a mixed tag with Spike Girl and her boyfriend, Johnny Tango, and another couple—when someone taps me from behind. A short woman in a WTG sweatshirt asks, “Are you Zarina?”

			I get up, my legs shaking. I follow the woman behind several sections of seats, and she holds open the curtains for me to go backstage. What would my younger self think if she could see me casually passing through the velvet? The Zarina who grew up wrestling cousins and knowing she was going to be and do something different with their life? Going backstage is like finally making it home.

			Jenn is waiting for me in a zip-up WTG hoodie, sitting on a desk with her gym bag next to her, dangling her legs. She’s holding an unpeeled banana. “There’s my girl. How are you?”

			I’m fixating on the fact that she said “my.” I’m hers. Take that, Twitter girlies. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her, and longer since we’ve had a chance to properly talk. I guess if you don’t count meet and greets, we’ve never talked one-on-one in an informal setting. I look around. We’re in a standard locker room, and wrestlers and camera crew go in and out, not paying much attention to us.

			I tell her I’m good and ask her how her prep for Wrestle Jamboree is going.

			“Luna is a great opponent,” she says with reverence. “She wrestled in Japan for many years before coming here. She has a lot to teach me.”

			I’m trying to decide whether to bring up her patch-up with Nick—she probably doesn’t want to get into personal details in front of her co-workers—when Carmen Asphalt passes us, scrolling on her phone. Jenn follows my eyes and asks, “You want to meet her? Hal!” Carmen looks up. Jenn signals and Carmen smiles and jogs over in her knee-high silver boots. “Halima, this is my friend, Zarina.”

			Carmen is taller in person than she appears to be on TV. The last time we met she’d been sitting, so I hadn’t noticed this. She has a high ponytail and is wearing a gold sports bra and matching shorts with a black waistband. My voice shakes as I say hi.

			“Zarina, hi,” she says, offering her hand. “You can call me Carmen or Halima or Hal. Whatever works. Where are you from?”

			“I’m from Bangladesh and I work at a restaurant in New Haven,” I say, my words rushing out. “I’ve always looked up to you because of how far you are from home.”

			“No way,” Carmen says. “I love Bangladeshi food so much.”

			“I’ve been doing some fusion,” I say excitedly. “Mixing up Bangladeshi techniques with ingredients from different countries and vice versa.” Then I think of how long it’s been since I’ve actually done any of this. “But I’m nothing,” I add. “Just a prep cook right now.”

			“No, you’re not nothing,” Jenn says. “I’ve seen pictures of your cooking on Instagram. It looks so fucking good.”

			My ears are about to catch on fire from the attention.

			“Dude, that’s sick,” Carmen says. “You have a restaurant?”

			“Right now I work at a modern American-Mediterranean-and-a-little-Italian,” I say, looking at the floor.

			“She’s told me she’s thought about it,” Jenn says. “Right?”

			Before I can say anything, Carmen takes hold of my hands. Despite the humidity of the arena, her palms are cool. I feel Jenn looking on curiously. “If you’re ever serious and need another partner, hit me up. I’ll leave you my number,” Carmen says. “My best friend, Fabliha, is from Bangladesh and undoubtedly my favorite person in the world, and I cannot think of a more meaningful way to spend my money than to support a fellow brown person with their dreams.”

			I am speechless. Immediately, I’m anxious that I’m going to let her down, but I can’t spiral right now. I try to ground myself and be present in the moment.

			“I’m so glad I introduced you two,” Jenn says, clapping her hands. “My two Middle Eastern rock stars have to be in business together. It’s meant to be.” I wonder if Carmen will correct her. But Carmen just squeezes my hand and puts her number in my phone before saying goodbye to all of us.

			“I’m wrestling in Hartford next week,” Jenn says as she picks up her gym bag, just as my mind is about to wander off on a daydream about partnering with Carmen on a restaurant. “Why don’t I stop by your work in the afternoon the next day?”

			What? Jenn wants to visit me?

			“Zero’s isn’t open for lunch,” I say. “But we could go somewhere else?”

			“Definitely,” Jenn says. “I’ll text you. We can get sushi.”

			It’s a lot to process. I thought I didn’t want to open a restaurant anymore. But Carmen’s support would be an actual game changer—I’d receive what they call a “push” in wrestling, a winning streak or championship run given to a performer. At the same time, I can’t even keep up at Zero’s as a background character, or jobber. I’d probably fail in a week as the main eventer. It’s more exciting that I went backstage at WTG, where I’m technically a writer now. I’ve always wanted to see what a venue looks like and now I have. It’s a real dream come true.

			I hug Jenn goodbye and exit backstage. If Carmen Asphalt would invest in my restaurant, should I at least reconsider it?

			

			—

			A week later, I’m carving a chicken for the restaurant’s lemon herb piccata when my phone beeps with a text from Jenn.

			3:30 PM: Almost there!

			My whole body is quaking. I look at my station and ensure for the thousandth time that I’ve finished all the prep I can. Mushrooms, chopped. Potatoes, peeled and ready to be boiled. Chicken, decimated. Callum is taking over for a few hours, but if anything isn’t ready for service tonight, Andrew will be yelling at me. I walk Callum through everything I’ve done and show him the list I’ve made of what’s left to do: chop cucumber rounds the exact size of a quarter, take inventory of how many potatoes we have left, and take out the compost. Callum, who was my direct competitor for the saucier job, and more in contention than me, isn’t my ideal person to cover but no one else is willing or available.

			“Zarina, I know what to do,” he says. “Why are you shaking this much? I promise I’m not going to burn the place down. I’ve boiled potatoes before.”

			“Uh, right, sorry. Thank you,” I tell him. I try to calm myself as I approach Anna for reassurance.

			“She’s almost here,” I say, surprising myself with how breathy my voice sounds. “I’m going to die, I think.”

			“No, you’ll be amazing,” Anna says, pulling me into a hug from where she sits on her barstool.

			“Thank you.” I keep my head on her shoulder as long as I can. She doesn’t move either until my phone beeps with a text, breaking us apart.

			3:40 PM: I’m outside!

			I take another deep breath and head out the door. There stands Jennifer Kaplan in a silver jacket and ripped jeans, sunglasses on top of her head, smiling as brightly as ever, leaning against a black Range Rover.

			“Hello,” I say, trying to sound as calm as possible but still enthusiastic. “You’re here. You’re actually here. In Connecticut. At Zero’s.”

			“I had to come see you,” she says as we hug. Her entire six-foot form holding me in just one arm makes me feel safe. Nothing can go wrong from here. She smells again of tangerine and vanilla, but there is also a hint of an unfamiliar cologne, perhaps sandalwood?

			I get into the passenger seat, but she doesn’t start the car.

			“How are you?” I ask.

			“I’m doing well, mama,” she says, turning to me.

			I expect her to ask me where we should head for lunch, but instead she says, “So, I have good news and bad news and another good news,” she says.

			“Ooh, what’s up?” I ask, already panicking.

			“The good news is that things are going really well with Nicky,” she says slowly. I can see she’s trying not to smile.

			“Oh good,” I say, a little cagey, wondering what comes next.

			“The bad news is that unfortunately the rental car took ages so I can’t really do lunch lunch, ’cause I’m headed over to meet up with Nicky upstate since his schedule randomly freed up, but I’d love to sit and talk for about ten minutes.”

			“Oh,” I say, trying not to let the disappointment creep into my voice.

			But I’m also happy for her. I can clearly see that she loves him and desperately wants the relationship to work. I’m protective of this woman, mainly because a TV character she plays has meant a lot to me, but she can handle things on her own.

			“We’re working on it,” she says, fiddling with her engagement ring. “Not perfect, but I hope we’ll get there.”

			“What’s the other good news?” I ask, wondering if I’m wrong for wishing she’d at least apologize for changing the original plan.

			“I’ve been so excited about your Indian restaurant,” she says, and my face heats up. “You’d kick ass, I just know it.”

			“Bangladeshi fusion,” I mumble before I can stop myself.

			“Right,” Jenn says. “I want to help you pursue your dreams, so I have a present for you. Come, it’s in the back seat.”

			She gets out and I follow her to the door behind the driver’s seat. She pulls out a giant cardboard box.

			“It’s a Vitamix,” she says. “You’ve been such a good friend, an extraordinary listener. I love spoiling you. You’re going to do amazing things with your restaurant someday.”

			“Oh, Jenn,” I say, overwhelmed. “You didn’t have to.”

			“I believe in you,” she says, and I don’t have the heart to tell her I’ve stopped believing in my own restaurant dream. “And consider it an apology, because I couldn’t stay. We’ll have to reschedule next time I’m in New England.”

			I thank her, she gives me a tight hug, and as I walk back to the Zero’s door, I try not to be disappointed by our interaction. Jenn’s haste to leave and her talking more about herself than asking about me is reminiscent of my mother. I have to remind myself that Jenn is not my mother. Also, she just handed me this expensive present to support my goals. That’s more supportive than my mother has ever been.

			The Jenn-sized cloud above my head doesn’t last too long. When I walk back into the bar area Anna’s still there and is surprised to see me.

			“Back so soon?” she asks. Then, “Is that a Vitamix?”

			I’m about to tell her what happened when Andrew comes into the bar. He tells me to have a seat. His mouth is set in a thin line, and I notice that Anna’s face suddenly has the same tightness in the jaw. I hug the Vitamix to my chest. It smells faintly of Jenn—tangerine, vanilla, and something else.
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			Fifteen minutes later I walk out of Zero’s for the final time. All my stuff is in my backpack, the Vitamix that just feels like it’s mocking me is in my arms, and I let Andrew’s words replay in my mind.

			“We’ve been paying attention over the last few months. And since your raise, it seems like your work has only gone downhill. Arriving last and leaving first, slacking on the job, often seen on your phone in the back room while servers are waiting on tickets and customers are waiting on dishes. You’ve been unfocused, burning ingredients on multiple occasions and cutting yourself while chopping vegetables, which holds everyone else up. The board and I have decided to let you go, I’m sorry.”

			I don’t remember what I said. As I packed my things, I avoided Anna’s concerned gaze as she leaned against the locker next to mine, completely humiliated at having to go through this in front of someone I’ve looked up to, someone I’ve been trying to impress, and most importantly, someone who’s believed in me.

			Unlocking the door to my apartment, I offer myself the consolation that at least I have more time for the wrestling world. I’ll have more energy to help Jenn with scripts and captions, and I can watch WTG in real time. But the thought doesn’t feel as comforting as I’d hoped. Still, Jenn has a big match in a couple of days. She’ll be competing against five other women in a ladder match for the Thunder Ground Women’s Championship—this match will take place at a special event called Thunderstruck, before Wrestle Jamboree, where she’s already scheduled to face the NextGen champion, Luna Powers. She could make history and hold two championships at once.

			I open Sierra’s Bitches to see if there’s anything I can chime in on. I want to repair my relationship with them. But the minute I open the thread, it’s entirely about Sierra and Nick and their new photos. With every message (Aren’t they perfect? Haters will perish.) Taylor seems to be throwing shade my way. So I climb into bed and budget a little, trying to figure out if I can pay rent for the next couple of months. There are very few groceries in the fridge. I’ve been living on family meals and the occasional microwave dinner.

			I try to figure out how to spend the rest of my day. I can’t call my mom—she’ll gloat that she was right about Zero’s. Instead, I turn on old episodes of Grey’s Anatomy. It’s comforting to have familiar voices yap in the background as I zone out. I scroll through my contact list and wonder who I can text. Anna has sent a couple of Hope you’re okay and Let me know if you need anything messages, but I’m still too embarrassed to reply. It’s been a while since we’ve hung out. I wonder if she’s written any new poems or if she has become even closer to Callum and Derek from their post-work hangs. I’ve been so deliberate in trying to avoid her lately, trying to make sure she doesn’t corner me and ask what I’ve been cooking, that I feel like I have no idea what’s going on in her life these days. Eventually I will talk to Erica, but right now it feels like a chore getting out of bed.

			I spend the rest of the day napping, skipping all meals, and spending every waking moment doomscrolling on my phone and crying in bed. At night I can’t fall asleep. I lie awake thinking about Jenn. I was really excited to hang out with her and get lunch. While I should be grateful she visited in the first place, I can’t help but feel frustrated that she ditched me the moment Nick became free. Her dating life is not my business, but I did feel closer to her when she was going through the breakup. It sucks to feel like she’s the kind of person who will choose her relationship over friends.

			I see Erica the next morning when I get a glass of water from the kitchen.

			“You don’t look great,” she says.

			“I got fired,” I say, the words leaving my mouth for the first time.

			“Oh, shit,” she says. “I’m sorry, bud. Let me know if you need anything.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “Trying to figure out next steps.”

			“Well, at least this means your weekend’s free, right?” she asks. “Crafters of Color are having a big fundraiser on Saturday. You should come with me. You’ll really like the group.”

			I don’t have the energy to tell Erica that socializing with new people feels like the last thing I want to do now. I sleep all day, then wake up and zone out through Abbott episodes all night. Erica pops in the next morning and tells me she brought some groceries that I can share with her. Having stayed up all night again, I fall asleep around noon. When I wake up, it’s dark out, and I realize that I’ve missed Thunderstruck, the only thing I’d been looking forward to. I open Twitter to check the results of the ladder match, wondering if making GIFs will make me feel better.

			I immediately see that Sierra won. I smile, but then as I scroll, I find that #WOCMatterInWTG has taken over my timeline and has been trending worldwide. I scroll through some of the tweets, and the posts all shine a light on the fact that all the women Sierra defeated in the ladder match were women of color.

			Fans are talking about what it means for them to see wrestlers of color, such as Raven, who is Black; Terra Rizing, who is Samoan; Luna Powers, who is Japanese; and Carmen Asphalt, who is Egyptian, at the forefront of the industry. But it’s not enough that these wrestlers were hired by the company. Sierra winning the championship for the eleventh time shows how little WTG cares about putting the spotlight on non-white wrestlers. I see tweets like All Sierra Myst cares about is her win. She doesn’t care whose back she has to stand on to do it and We want someone who represents the diversity of the audience to be the face of the company, not this fucking Karen as I scroll, an unsettled feeling building in my chest.

			I agree with the comments I’m reading. WTG is a scripted sport. Behind the ring and the worldwide audience, there is a rich, gray-haired white man in a suit, Carter Vaughn, calling the shots from his office in Greenwich. It’s not Sierra who decides who she destroys in the ring. She’s only doing her job. It’s Sierra Myst, not Jenn, who is being used as a tool of supremacy.

			I retweet a bunch of the posts under the hashtag. Not the ones that unfairly attack Sierra Myst, but the ones asking for women of color to have a bigger platform and chances at the championship.

			I navigate to Sierra Myst’s official page and find that Jennifer Kaplan has already posted a response. She didn’t use the hashtag, and it’s clear she’s defending herself against the posts coming after her for her win.

			@SierraMyst: All women should support one another no matter what—all women matter in wrestling and we have it harder than men. I’m grateful for my win yesterday and hope to continue supporting our division and helping build a better environment for all young girls.

			I can’t help but feel disappointed. The use of the word all not once but three times is troubling. Nowhere in this tweet does Jenn acknowledge that wrestlers of color have it harder. Jenn’s microaggressions from the past few months come flooding back. She once referred to Jacksonville—where she was going to wrestle that particular weekend—as a “hood” town. She never remembers that I’m from Bangladesh. Once when I texted her to check out BTS, my favorite K-pop band, her reply was, I love the actor from Crazy Rich Asians.

			Considering the situation, I know I’m complicit in encouraging her behavior too. I’ve never really been honest with her when she’s said something that bothers me. It’s felt too good to gain her attention, and I haven’t wanted to do anything that might compromise our connection. My mind flashes back to Andrew announcing the new saucier hire and how I just sat there. How my mom puts me down and I just mumble vaguely in response. For a moment, I engage in a fantasy where I stand up and tell Andrew exactly how I feel about his racist hiring and shitty attitude. In my mind, images of Andrew and my mother flicker back and forth as tears prick the corners of my eyes. Right now, I can’t tell if I’m angrier at Andrew, Carter Vaughn, Jennifer Kaplan, Sierra Myst, society, or myself. What would it be like to actually say what I think for once in my life? Before I can think twice, I navigate to my Twitter page and post: Funny how we expect anything from rich white celebrities at this point.

			As soon as it’s out there, I feel nervous. But it’s my Twitter. I can post whatever I want. I’m tired, fired, and have no clue where I’m going in life. People hate me already anyway, so what’s the problem if they hate me a little bit more? And maybe part of me also wants Jennifer to know I’m upset. Even though I know it’s not her fault I got fired, there’s something about going directly from her car, where she canceled on me, to getting fired by Andrew that’s making me blame her right now. The minute I see @TaylorMyst: Zarina, what the actual fuck is wrong with you? in my DMs, I close the app and mute all my notifications.

			Sitting in bed, I put my face in my hands. I stayed in the U.S. after graduating with dreams of becoming a chef, and as a side goal I wanted to watch WTG live in person as many times as possible. But I let WTG’s shine take over. Wrestling Twitter was going so well I started to prioritize it over my career, which maybe in hindsight wasn’t what I really wanted for my life. Even a month ago, I felt like the king of wrestling Twitter. I was my favorite wrestler’s confidante. I had gifts and cameras in my face and free tickets and Twitter recognition. I was writing Sierra’s scripts. Today, I’m questioning if any of this was worth it.

			My phone rings. An unknown number.

			“Stay away from Sierra, you bitch!” a man yells and I freak out and end the call immediately. How did someone get ahold of my number? I put it in Sierra’s Bitches last year so that Aubrey could create a group chat with me and Jan. Any of them could have doxxed me, though I doubt it was actually Aubrey or Jan. My money’s on Taylor. In a single masochistic second, I reopen the Twitter app to see the 20+ notifications announcement at the bottom of my screen. Sierra’s fans are livid. My mentions are overrun with tweets calling me, yet again, a charity case. Stalker. Dyke. People tell me to kill myself.

			I’m about to turn off my phone when it rings again. It’s Jenn. She’s never called me before. My hands are shaking, so it’s a struggle to answer the call. “Hello,” I say when I finally pick up.

			“Hey, mama,” she says. Her voice is casual, but I can hear the tension underneath. “I hope work is going well. I accidentally tweeted something without the knowledge that the movement was about women of color. I don’t have any political insight or opinion. I saw your tweet, and maybe I’m reading into things, but I wanted to call you personally and apologize if I hurt you.”

			Part of me is surprised and appreciates that she’s called, but also, she’s a grown woman in her thirties. Does she really need me to explain what went wrong in this situation? “I’m going to be honest,” I say. “The tweet is bad. The hashtag clearly says WOC. You should apologize. Yes, you are the champion, and it’s not your fault that women of color don’t get the same limelight. But you just made it your problem.” I realize I’m crying and take a deep breath before continuing. “Side note, you always think I’m from India even though I’ve told you many times I’m from Bangladesh. It’s a completely different country. FYI, I got fired. Because I was so focused on promoting you and protecting you against haters. For free, by the way.”

			I can’t believe I just said all that out loud. I know I sound ungrateful, but all my worlds are shattering in front of my eyes and it all started with her.

			“I understand,” Jenn says after a beat. “People are always mad. This wasn’t meant to hurt anyone, and I’m the punching bag. But people don’t know me. You do. That’s why I’m reaching out to you. I wish you’d reached out to me first.”

			Is that true? Do I know her? She certainly doesn’t know me. But Sierra has meant the world to me. I can’t educate Jenn, but I could at least steer her in the right direction. Jenn keeps talking before I can even figure out how to respond.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t know you wanted money for the captions or script. I thought it was a favor for a favor. Like the tickets for the GIFs help. And backstage for listening to me talk about Nick,” Jenn responds.

			Wait, what? She was being nice to me as a form of payment? I never asked her to give me those things. I thought we were forming a real friendship.

			“Are you serious right now?” I yell into the phone, tears rolling down my face. “Our financial situations are not the same. You can’t just feel like I’ll give you free therapy or do your work for you just so you can talk to me about your shit boyfriend and think you can pay me off with free tickets. He’s a narcissist, and you’re too obsessed with him and yourself to see it. Remember when you told me you’d come meet me at the bar in Raleigh? I waited for you for hours, just for you to ditch me to go hang out with him. And you did it again when we were supposed to get lunch in New Haven. You know what?” I laugh harshly. “That actually makes sense. You and Nick—neither of you can keep your word.”

			There’s silence on the phone.

			“I’m sorry you got fired, mama,” Jenn finally says. “But I’m upset too, and everyone keeps thinking I’m the bad guy. I’m racist on Twitter, I’m racist to you, none of this is on purpose. I’m not good enough to get my boyfriend to be loyal. I’m just trying my best. Why doesn’t anyone understand that?”

			I choose my next words very carefully.

			“I thought I was the luckiest person on earth getting to be friends with you,” I say. “But I’m done. Thanks for the Vitamix. Take care and good luck with your awful man.”

			I throw my phone across the room, pull the covers over my head, and cry.

			

			—

			I fall asleep around sunrise and wake up a few hours later with my eyes swollen. I get out of bed and retrieve my phone from where I threw it, then retreat back to bed. Turning it on, I see that I’ve slept until one in the afternoon and wonder why there aren’t any Twitter notifications before I remember that I muted the entire app. I do notice there are a couple of messages in the Jan and Aubrey text thread that we created during Wrestle Jamboree.

			Jan (9:40 AM): Hey, Z! I hope you’ve deleted the Twitter app. Aubrey and I’ve talked about it, and your tweet was valid. What Sierra said was just very out of touch.

			Aubrey (9:43 AM): Yeah, Zarina! I know things have felt weird in the GC, but we want you to know that we’re here for you. I really believe in holding your faves accountable. I know you and Sierra will probably talk about it and figure it out AND there’s nothing wrong in tweeting your feelings.

			My mood lifts a little bit. I hadn’t thought that Jan and Aubrey would reach out, let alone be so understanding. I reply:

			1:04 PM: Thank you guys so much. I know I’ve not been the GC’s favorite person since I unfollowed Nick. But even though he and Sierra seem fine now, I feel like Taylor just never believed me and iced me out of the group. And about the tweet, I know it was passive-aggressive, but I’ve just been really frustrated with different things lately, and WTG is one of them.

			Jan (1:06 PM): You should be. WTG really does uplift its white athletes above others. I love Sierra but it’s true. If you ever want, we can check out some more local wrestling shows in CT sometime. They’re far more diverse.

			1:07: I’d love that! Thanks, Jan!

			Aubrey (1:08 PM): Ugh, why am I stuck in Atlanta?? You guys always have more fun.

			Jan (1:09 PM): Pls come visit anytime. There are daily flights directly to Tweed airport in New Haven, y’know. No excuses.

			I tear up a little, experiencing relief for the first time since I was fired. I’m thankful to have made a couple of genuine friends from my time on wrestling Twitter, an era that feels all but disastrous otherwise.

			A half hour later, Erica gently knocks on my door and comes into my room. I’m self-conscious about my room and my appearance, but I’m glad to see her. She holds out a plate and says, “I’m heading out, but I cut up these halloumi pieces for you. I know things are tough right now, but you have to eat, bud.”

			I look up at her and accept the plate, trying to form words of gratitude.

			“Remember the Crafters of Color event is in two days,” she says. “And I only say this because I care—please shower by then.”

			I nod in embarrassment. “Thank you for the snack,” I say. “And sorry for stinking up the place. I know you’re a public health specialist, and this is very not healthy.”

			“Maybe take a walk?” she says. “You love the park. Bring the halloumi. I’ll grab you a Tupperware.”

			“You’re right,” I say, contemplating the thought. “Could be good.”

			“There’s ice cream in the fridge,” she says, bringing a small box and dumping the halloumi inside. “Bed is nice but not for this long, okay? I’ll be back tonight for dinner. We can eat together if that’ll be helpful.”

			She leaves, and I start crying again. I don’t deserve Erica’s kindness. I’ve been ignoring my chores to run to my room and be on my phone every day for the last few months. Suddenly I realize how much actual genuine connection I’ve given up for whatever my relationship with Jennifer is. Erica asks way more about my life than I do about hers. Maybe I should go to her friend’s event and show her I care. And a walk in the park does sound good. From the sun shining through my window, I can tell it’s a beautiful day. But first, shower.
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			When I leave my apartment, I breathe in the crisp New Haven air for the first time in days. It’s a beautiful spring morning. The wind feels nice against my freshly washed hair as I walk to the Wooster Square Park a couple of blocks away. Sitting on a bench, I feel alive in a way I haven’t in a long time. I’d forgotten how much I love my neighborhood. I used to love coming here in the mornings before work, and it feels great to just take it all in without the anxiety of imagining what Andrew or Jennifer might say to me that day. I watch a man who lives on our street walking his German shepherd. A mother sits and reads while her daughter, maybe five or six, runs circles around her. She motions for her to sit down so she can take a bite of a muffin.

			I remember my own snack and open the box in my hands. I take a bite of the halloumi and let the saltiness sink into my tongue. As I chew and watch the mother and daughter, I’m taken back to my own childhood. The halloumi reminds me of ponir, a Bangladeshi cheese snack my mom would pack for me to eat at school.

			The mother pulls her daughter onto her lap and starts reading her a story as I remember eating deep-fried ponir sticks at a burger place in Dhaka called Madchef. My mom was strict, but when I did well on a test she’d find time after school to take me out to lunch. At Madchef, they’d serve the ponir sticks with a tangy mint chutney. Even the thought of cooking has felt so overwhelming lately, but the only thing I want to do right now is march over to the overpriced grocery store on Chapel Street and grab mint and cilantro to make a chutney. I still have a few pieces of halloumi left—why not go home and fry it up with a side sauce?

			As I walk, I reflect on my culinary journey over the last few months. Why, when all I was doing was treating my job as a means to an end, did I think I was going to get the saucier promotion? This time last year, I was looking at the Zero’s pantry and thinking about what I could take home to cook, even if it was the end of a long shift. Cooking used to feel like what kept me going, kept me breathing. Somewhere in the middle, wrestling overtook that dream. Sure, the recognition from Sierra’s Bitches and Sierra—Jenn—herself made me feel invincible. Someone finally saw value in what I could offer the world. But all the recognition I received was contingent on me being a yes-man to Jenn, feeling like I had to agree with all of her decisions. Had I become a heel in my own life, stepping over younger Zarina’s dreams for the instant gratification of popularity? Andrew never believed in me, but Anna, who’s talented and accomplished and supportive, did. I’m too embarrassed to face her right now, but she is proof that my cooking can bring people to love and appreciate Bangladeshi cuisine. More and more, I come to regret that I unintentionally chose fandom and recognition over my ambitions. I meander through the Elm City Market, picking up fresh herbs and citrus, wondering where I would be now in my journey had I continued to work on my cooking over the past year.

			I bring the groceries back home and unload what I’ve just bought. It’s the first time I’ve looked at the Vitamix since leaving Zero’s. There is so much packing tape and Styrofoam that it takes a good ten minutes of work. I wash the blender and set it on the base. Next, I throw in a bunch of cilantro and mint as I mull over how I want to spice it. Looking around the kitchen pantry for ideas, I am thankful that Erica’s kept it well stocked. Five cloves of garlic feel like the right choice, plus a tiny slice of ginger, a couple of green chilis, cumin powder, salt, sugar, alongside a couple squeezes of a lime I just got at the market. I run to my room, grab my notebook, and write down the amounts I used of the different ingredients. I blend the mixture at a low speed until they start to meld together. Then, I increase the speed and blend until it has formed a smooth paste. I take the lid off and try a spoonful. It’s good, but it could be creamier. I take a tub of yogurt out of the fridge, adding just a spoonful. It does the trick. A smile forms at the edge of my mouth.

			As I fry up the halloumi sticks, I continue thinking. Sure, there is no space for me in a kitchen like Zero’s. I take responsibility for how much I fucked up and slacked on the job. And it’s not the place I’m meant to be. I want to be somewhere where people do see my contributions. Even before I’d gotten carried away by the WTG fandom, Andrew never gave me credit. Anything I received, I had to carve out space for myself to achieve. Like the raise recommendation, thanks to Anna, who I cooked for outside work. I want to re-channel that feeling, being ready to cook and prove myself. The industry isn’t begging me for a restaurant, sure. But what’s stopping me from making room for myself? As I take a bite of halloumi dipped in sauce, I can’t help but think it’d make a killer side at my restaurant.

			

			—

			I want to keep feeling inspired. I feel a new rush of belief that I can open my own restaurant and a sudden surge in energy. Last night I told Erica I’d go with her to the Crafters of Color event and even said I’d do a pop-up and sell food. Early this morning, trying to figure out what I would make, I thought the best way to come up with something would be to spend time with other Bangladeshi foodies. New Haven doesn’t have any Bangladeshi restaurants, so my closest option is only the best: Jackson Heights, the motherland outside the motherland. Before I board the Metro-North, I walk over to the New Haven Free Public Library and check out several books: Setting the Table, The Restaurant Marketing Mindset, Burn the Ice. On the train, I flip through the books, researching what it would take to start my own place. It has always felt impossible, but this seems like a good place to start. I will reach out to Anna eventually, but I want to bring something substantial to her that shows that I’ve worked hard to figure this out—especially after the last few months—and that I’m not just using her for her knowledge and connections. I want to bring something of my own to the table.

			I read and research online so I can take careful notes of what’s needed. Finding a space, planning a menu, creating a business plan, and preparing for costs top the list. I’m overwhelmed by all of the different costs. I could maybe convince Halima to invest, but I’m not sure how much she’d be willing to put down or if I’ve burned that bridge after I basically friend-dumped Jennifer. Anna had said she would help, but given how I’ve iced her out, I don’t know if she’d even want to anymore. What am I bringing to the table? I’d want it to be my place, to contribute something beyond the concept. I can’t ask my mother for money, and without a day job I’m depleting my savings just paying my half of the rent and paying Erica back for our groceries.

			I keep researching, focusing more on funding. Kickstarter and GoFundMe are options, but I don’t have anyone to ask to donate besides my social media following of Sierra fans, who hate my guts. Then I come across a grant from the Connecticut Restaurants Association offering $200,000 to five up-and-coming restaurateurs and chefs to promote diverse cuisines in the state. Wildly enough, the deadline is tonight. Shocked at my luck, I read the guidelines. They will prioritize marginalized applicants, and only people who haven’t been executive chefs or investors in prior restaurants are eligible. The application asks for a strong, clear concept. It asks questions about experience and promotional ideas. At the end of the instructions they highlight, “We are dedicated to enriching the Connecticut culinary scene. No cuisine is too rare, no concept too ludicrous. We want your bold ideas. Show us your vision and we will support you.”

			As the train chugs through Connecticut and approaches the Bronx, I look around and notice the signs and grocery stores we pass. Like some of the most successful restaurants, the most effective organizations convey the stories of the people behind them and appeal to the emotions of their target audience. I think about life in the United States as a Bangladeshi immigrant and how it’s impacted who I am and what I eat. I consider my mood and appetite and how drastically affected they are by the weather. In New England, the strong winters make me wish for soup; during summer, I crave lighter and cold options like salads and sushi. People go crazy for fall here. In Bangladesh, the climate is a little more expansive—there are six seasons, not four. I still have forty-five minutes to go until I reach Grand Central, so I open up a new Word document and start typing my concept.

			
				Bangladesh is the country of six seasons. The changing weather heralds a different specialty food, starting with Grishmo, from April to June. It’s a sweltering-hot start to summer, with mangoes at festivities known as melas. As a child I would walk to the vendor stands and buy clay fruits to take home to my pretend kitchen, which had a toy stove and mini pots and plates. The food of Pahela Baishakh, Bengali New Year, is panta bhaat (fermented rice) with our national fish ilish and the many bhortas, such as mashed vegetables and fish, potatoes, beans, shrimp, and eggplant. Throughout summer storms, my family continued to eat the fruits of early summer, the mangoes and lychees that my father brought back to us on his way home from work when I was in kindergarten. He would lay the fruits on the dining table like an offering to the family. I hated lychee seeds—they reminded me of bugs—so my mother scooped the seeds out and served the disemboweled fruit in a bowl so I could enjoy it painlessly.

				Borsha, monsoon, is marked by torrential downpours from June to August. Children run through muddy streets, splashing water at passersby with their worn-out Bata sneakers. It is the season to relax with a hot cup of cha. During dinner, families often gather at the dining table for khichuri, a blend of rice and lentils eaten with fish fried in mustard oil and beef and chicken curries.

				Shorot is the first autumn, the one with the kashful, large catkins growing across fields, swaying under clear skies. This is the best time for goru bhuna, my favorite beef curry. The weather finally gets cold, and the marriage of tender meat, glistening onions, and salty simmering sauce feels best with a warm bowl of rice.

				Next comes late autumn, hemanta, from October to December. This is the season of harvest as farmers celebrate new crops. The wedding season starts with hemanta, which means Kachchi biryani, made from a succulent goat cooked in rice, mustard oil, garlic, black pepper, saffron, clove, cardamom, salt, lemon, and yogurt. Restaurants add their own flair with cream, raisins, peanuts, and cashews. As a child, I’d complain about the biryani at these events, which could not measure up to my favorite biryani house, Star Kebab. My mother would walk with me to Star, where they serve kachchi with giant pieces of potatoes and a hard-boiled egg.

				Winter is called sheet, and the northern parts of the country hit single digits in Celsius. Sheet brings us beloved vegetables: cauliflowers and bottle gourds, as well as pithas, rice cakes often soaked in syrup and fried. My mother and I would walk to my aunts’ house on chilly afternoons, everyone huddled around to enjoy patishapta pitha, a wrapped rice crêpe filled with creamy kheer.

				Rounding out the seasons is bashanta, the beautiful spring from February to April. Everyone celebrates its first day—Pahela Falgun—by wearing yellow. This day happens to be the day before Valentine’s and the Bangla songs we sing are romantic and hopeful, about changes in the weather, the blooming of flowers. The days grow longer, the nights get shorter. Mustard blooms in fields and covers the grasses in yellow so it appears the land is part of our celebration. Mustard is a key component of the spice blend paanch phoron, a mix of mustard, fennel, fenugreek, cumin, and nigella seeds, which adds an oomph to any vegetable dish.

				A restaurant modeled after the six seasons of Bangladesh would feature rotating menus. Every two months, the dishes would highlight the most prominent ingredients and flavors of each season. Not only would this help introduce diners to new dishes during their first visit, but the anticipation for a new season would also keep them coming back.

			

			I take a deep breath and close my laptop, satisfied with my work for now. I can wrap up later tonight, but wow. When female wrestlers started gaining more agency a few years ago, I was taken by how the scriptwriters had been forced to make room for empowered storylines. Writing this concept felt like I was literally manifesting the direction I want my script to take. I open the laptop and read it again. My heart swells with pride. Maybe I do have a solid shot at this grant.

			

			—

			After getting off the 7, I walk around different Bengali markets looking for inspiration for the pop-up. I’ve decided to make fuchka and porota wraps with meat and vegetarian options. I pick up fuchka shells, green chili, and chotpoti spice from a bazaar. These are ingredients that I can’t easily find at regular New Haven stores. I grab a green mango I don’t need for a pop-up dish but want to experiment with. As I pass by other stores and Bangladeshi restaurants, I can also see the six seasons concept attaching itself to different ingredients and dishes I could have at my restaurant. I take notes on my phone of ideas according to seasons: rich beef bhuna, mustardy aloo bhorta, and bite-sized fuchka. These are my evergreen favorites, so they could be mainstays on the menu. For seasonal fusion, I could include the halloumi strips with mint and cilantro chutney in summer, beef-fat fries for monsoon, zucchini in mustard sauce during autumn, pulled beef jhura mangsho around winter, and shorshe salmon to celebrate spring.

			A Bangladeshi sweet shop draws me in. I don’t make a lot of dessert, so I would need help in this department. I’ve never been here before, but the colorful treats make me feel at home. Even the red and blue plastic chairs are RFL, a popular Bangladeshi brand. A familiar Bangla song blares on the speakers. I could easily see this shop as one around the corner from my parents’ house.

			The girl working at the sweet shop counter looks my age. She’s wearing a long kurta and dangly earrings, and her hair reaches her waist. She smiles at me and says, “Welcome to Mishti Ghor, how can I help you?”

			I ask for my four favorite sweets: milk-soaked roshmalai, rose-scented malai chop, syrupy roshogolla, and cream-coated chomchom.

			“Great choices,” she says warmly, handing me the sweets, a piece of each—except roshmalai, whose plating includes a handful of the round bite-sized pieces—over the reception counter.

			I sit down with my sweets and observe each ball. Bengali sweets are milk-based and the exteriors of these are cheese made in a process similar to making ricotta. I observe the cream in the malai chop and wonder if something like that could work as a cannoli filling.

			The girl at the counter finishes ringing up a couple of customers and brings me another plate. “Oh, I’m okay,” I say, feeling the holes in my bank account that have only grown deeper. “I shouldn’t.”

			“These are on the house,” she says. “I wasn’t going to charge you, I promise. For a fellow Bengali. I can tell by your Aarong nose ring. I’m Raya.”

			I introduce myself. On the plate is what I recognize as shahi tukra, a piece of toast soaked in milk and topped with nuts. Another one of my favorites. Raya grins toothily. Her voice is high-pitched and bright. She bobs her head up and down and watches me try the shahi tukra.

			“This one’s my favorite,” she says. As she watches me eat, I admire the henna design on her hands. She feels like home away from home.

			Raya cocks her head to the side. “Are you starting a rival sweet shop?” she asks. The song changes and she starts tapping her right foot to the beat. There’s no malice in her voice or body language.

			“No,” I say with a laugh. “Nothing like that. I am a chef.” I relish saying the word chef. It has a better mouthfeel than prep cook. “I’m thinking about opening a Bangladeshi-fusion restaurant someday so I’m doing research. I love the sauce around the roshmalai. Is it a new recipe?”

			“Did this just become a job interview?” the girl says and pulls up a chair next to me. “The roshmalai have almond syrup, my addition to an old favorite.”

			I show her my notebook with the concept of the six seasons and the recipes I’ve scribbled out on the train ride.

			“For hemanta, you should do a cannoli with this malai inside,” Raya says. By now we are on our third plate of roshogolla and shahi tukra. Each time the song changes, she jumps to tell me a fun fact about the artist before pointing out things we can do with recipes.

			“What about a shahi tukra with mascarpone on top?” I ask.

			“Or like a roshogolla cheesecake? The consistency is like cheese anyway…it could work.”

			“Oh, I love it,” I say, writing furiously to capture all these ideas in my notebook. “With Energy Plus crust.”

			“Oh my god,” she says. I love the way her smile lights up the room. She’s as genuinely excited about this as I am. “My parents brought those cookies back from Sylhet when I was a kid.”

			A middle-aged man comes up to Raya and asks her for help choosing between the two kinds of jilapi the shop offers. I try not to look disappointed as Raya excuses herself and practically skips toward the cases to explain the difference between the thick and thin renditions of the fried sweet pastry.

			I check my phone and see that Jenn has texted me. Curious but confused, I open it.

			2:43 PM: Hey, beautiful! I hope we can put the past behind us. I have to post a couple of pictures for a Wrestle Jamboree promo and was wondering if you could help caption? I want to appear sensitive to people of color too, anything that shows the audience I’ve learned. Happy to Venmo over some $$.

			I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t for her to ask for help with something so soon, to help her clean up her image. I can’t believe the gall. I leave the text on read for now; I’ll take some time thinking about how to deal with it.

			My disappointment quickly turns into pure joy as I watch Raya give the man a convincing spiel in fluent Bangla about the jilapis at Mishti Ghor being the best in town. She really knows her shit. It’s impressive. I remember how many steps it will take to get Six Seasons, as I’ve started to call it in my head, started. I don’t want to wait any longer. I spent so many nights wishing for friends since I graduated and then tried to win over the wrestling world. But food has given me community as well—one I didn’t always appreciate. I found Anna through cooking, and even Derek and Callum became friendly bros. This whole time, food has been a way to find my people.

			“Would you work in New Haven if my restaurant was actually happening?” I ask Raya across the shop.

			She considers as she waits for the customer to slide his credit card into the chip reader to pay for his jilapi.

			“Yeah, I think so,” she says. “I’d move to New Haven if it meant I would get to cook somewhere with an inspired vision.”

			I pull out my laptop then and there, polish the grant application, and submit it. I scroll through my phone and find Carmen Asphalt aka Halima’s phone number and type.

			3:30 PM: Hi! This is Zarina, the Bangladeshi chef. We met backstage a couple weeks ago. Are you still interested in being an investor? I’m starting to plan my own restaurant.

			Halima to my surprise, replies quickly.

			3:36 PM: Zarina, I’ve been excited to hear from you! I should be in New England next Thursday. Let’s set up a meeting and hear your ideas. I’d love to consider investing. Do you want to arrange for a presentation and tasting?

			My heart beats fast. This is overwhelming, but in a good way. I want this to go perfectly.

			3:39 PM: Yes!! Thank you!

			Raya returns and I start telling her about finding a potential investor and about my pop-up tomorrow. As her eyes light up, I smile to myself. Like Callum says, We are so back.
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			“You make a little hole in the fuchka shell, pour some chotpoti filling into the gap, add tamarind sauce, and plop it into your mouth,” I say, demonstrating to the line that has started forming. Crafters of Color are hosting their fundraiser at a local coffee shop, this one to support a community member whose family business, a Southeast Asian grocery store, was impacted by a fire. Setting up this morning, I had the chance to walk around and see the different kinds of handcrafted goods the vendors were selling. Erica’s friend Clarke has a table full of leatherwork; others are selling pottery, candles, art prints, jewelry, enamel pins, zines. The range is impressive. Erica has been assisting me in putting together plates of fuchka and wrapping the porota wraps, so I’ve been able to take a few moments to marvel at the beautiful work at all the vendors’ tables.

			Clarke takes a break from their station to come get a fuchka from me.

			“We haven’t had many South Asian artists tabling with us,” they say. “It’s awesome that we were able to get you last minute.”

			“I’m so happy to be here,” I say, making their plate.

			I get excited any time someone lines up for my food, which I’ve set up next to the baked goods. It’s a funny juxtaposition to prepare my little Bengali dishes next to trays of scones and croissants, but at the same time, watching people bite into a wrap or a fuchka and seeing a smile form on their face has been more affirming than anything I’ve experienced in a long time.

			“See, isn’t this fun?” Erica asks, watching me grin ear to ear as someone whose pottery I’d been admiring throughout the event says the wrap is one of the best dishes he’s had in New Haven.

			“It is,” I say, carefully squeezing mint cilantro mayo over a veggie roll. “It’s been a while since I’ve cooked so much. And I’ve never served my own food to this many people.”

			“You’re doing great,” Erica says. “And you look happy—happier than I’ve seen you in a long time.”

			I give Erica a nod, agreeing that today has made me much happier than wrestling Twitter has.

			“Thank you for the opportunity,” I say.

			“Thank Clarke,” Erica says, nodding toward her bestie. “I’m just the token white friend doing what I can.”

			“You save us so much in printing cost, E,” Clarke says from their table, where they’re stitching a new wallet between customers. “And, Zarina, this food has been such a hit. We’d definitely love to have you back at any of our events.”

			I smile and nod enthusiastically.

			“Yesss,” Erica says. “I knew you guys would get along. You know, when we were in high school, Clarke would just come to my house, tear up my watch strap, and try to find other leather around the house to put together a new one.”

			“Yes,” Clarke says. “And you loved my little glued-together one.”

			“I did,” Erica says.

			“What was Erica like?” I ask.

			“Oh god,” Erica says, laughing.

			“She was the mom friend,” Clarke says. “I’d go over to her house after school, and she’d make these cute little tuna and cheese sandwiches for us before we could do anything else. I was always dying to go watch TV or look through her brother’s graphic novels while he was at basketball. But Erica would not let me do anything without making sure I was fed first.”

			A few other crafters come to my station for a quick snack break. They introduce themselves as Lia and Natalie, sisters who are in business together. Natalie is an architect who makes custom embroideries of people’s pets on the side, while Lia is at Yale for drama school but makes and sells art inspired by the flavors and smells of her and Natalie’s hometown of Bangkok. I’m impressed that they’re able to pursue their artistic passions despite having a career.

			“I actually spent time in Bangladesh on an internship the summer after junior year of college,” Natalie says. “The people were so lovely. The food was good, like yours, and the traffic reminded me of home.”

			I laugh. “Sounds like Dhaka.”

			“It’s too bad there’s not a lot of great Bangladeshi food in Connecticut, right?” Lia asks, grabbing her plate and standing to the side to continue the conversation. “We’ve been lucky with the Thai options in New Haven. What do you do when you miss home food?”

			“Oh, Zarina cooks,” Erica chimes in, and I laugh. “They make food like this all the time, and I get to mooch off her.”

			“And I recently went to Jackson Heights to get some Bangladeshi food,” I say. “It was so much fun. But yeah, New Haven does need Bangladeshi food, doesn’t it?”

			“I wouldn’t be mad about it,” Natalie says. “I’d pay big bucks for cooking like this. Can we come over for dinner sometime?”

			“I want to come too,” Clarke calls from their table.

			“Yes,” I say. “Happy to host a dinner party soon.”

			“Hell yeah!” Erica says, patting me on the back as we pack another roll.

			At the end of the event, I give Clarke the portion of the proceeds that are going to the cause and ask them when the next event is to make sure I have it in my calendar. I feel inspired and invigorated, thinking about other easily portable food I can cook for these events. And now that I’ve met multiple people who have set off potential friend alerts in my brain, all the work of sourcing the ingredients and staying up all night delicately shaping the dough by hand and wiping away onion tears feels even more gratifying. As I reminisce about the random Craigslist ad that connected me with Erica, I start to realize how much I miss Anna. I wish I could share this moment with her. I know she’d love this dish too. I take a deep breath and remind myself that I’m building my life back one step at a time.

			

			—

			I spend the next few days hunched over my laptop, researching the restaurant business. I’ve been avoiding responding to Jenn, which thankfully hasn’t been difficult since I’ve been locked in on restaurant work. I’ve started making a list of farms and vendors for produce, meat, and dairy, as well as the items we’d have to bring in from Jackson Heights that we couldn’t source in Connecticut.

			Four days later, on the following Wednesday, I’m in the kitchen trying out recipes for green mango as two kinds of sauces—a pesto and a chutney—when my phone dings with an email from the Connecticut Restaurants Association. My heart nearly leaps out of my chest at the Gmail preview on my lock screen:

			Dear Zarina Iqbal,

			Congratulations! We’re delighted to inform you that you have been chosen as one of the recipients of the CRA Diverse Knives grant.

			“Oh my god!” I yell out loud to an empty kitchen. My head is buzzing with ideas of how I’ll use the money, and I make a quick note to add my contribution to the list of things to tell Halima about during my presentation, which is coming up next Thursday. I read the rest of the email. They want me to attend a ceremony where I can meet the benefactors and receive the award.

			“What happened?” Erica runs in, half-dressed for school.

			“I won a two-hundred-thousand-dollar grant for restaurant costs,” I say, still not believing the words coming out of my mouth.

			“What?” Erica says, running over to hug me. “Shut the fuck up. Congratulations!”

			I thank her.

			“I gotta get to class,” she says. “But Clarke and Lia and Natalie have all been asking about when they should come over for dinner, by the way. So if you need people to spread the word about your restaurant or test recipes, we all gotchu.”

			“Soon,” I say, still trying to wrap my head around everything.

			“Sweet,” she says. “I’ll make a group chat.”

			Erica goes back to her room, and I sit down at the kitchen counter, trying to take it all in. The main thing going through my head is that I have to share the good news with Anna and make her an offer to join me on my journey. I’ve been thinking about it, and even though I fucked up at Zero’s, my concept, the research I’ve been doing, and now the grant have made me more confident that I can show her I’ve worked hard on this idea, especially now that it’s more of a fleshed-out award-winning concept.

			I type out a text.

			10:35 AM: Hi! I’m so sorry I’ve been MIA. It’s been a lot. I was wondering if we could talk.

			10:35 AM: I miss you.

			I also quickly send Raya a text:

			10:38 AM: Hey! Any chance you’re free sometime this weekend? I have an investor presentation and would love to spend some time working on the desserts.

			Raya replies in minutes:

			10:40 AM: YES, so excited! Sunday?

			We confirm the time, and I go back to my Google doc and start brainstorming. Before I get too far into it, I realize I have another text I’ve been delaying sending.

			I carefully type a message and read it over.

			10:48 AM: Hi Jenn. So sorry for the late response. I don’t know if I should be writing the captions anymore. I’m focusing on getting my own restaurant now, so I’m a little busier. Good luck with everything!

			It feels cathartic to write, but I don’t end up sending it and instead mute the thread. Our friendship ended with the phone call, and I don’t need to go back.

			I get lost in brainstorming until my phone beeps with a text from Anna. My heart beats faster as I anticipate what it says. I slowly open it.

			12:40 PM: Z!! So good to hear from you. PLEASE, let’s talk. Can I come over tonight after work?

			12:40 PM: I miss you too. : )

			

			—

			Anna jumps into my arms when I let her in. Erica’s at the library, so I lead her to the living room. We sit facing each other on the black leather couch.

			“I missed you so much,” Anna says. “Zero’s is not the same.”

			“I missed you too,” I say, unconvinced that she’s not just being nice about the Zero’s comment. “I’m sorry for ignoring your texts the last couple weeks. I was just so embarrassed and figuring stuff out.”

			“I totally understand,” she says. “The firing was completely out of nowhere—”

			“I mean,” I say. “He was right. I was fucking around and just so carried away with wrestling Twitter. And Zero’s was never really the right place for me.”

			“Well, it sounds like you’ve been doing some soul-searching at least,” she says. “How have you been doing?”

			I fill her in on the last few days: Jenn’s racist tweet, our friend breakup, the days I spent in bed, my Jackson Heights trip and meeting Raya, and getting my mojo back with the Crafters of Color event. I ask what she’s been up to.

			“Mostly work,” she says. “Andrew has been wanting me to try new recipes. That’s been meh. But Jared’s been doing well on his loan at Sheffield United, in England. Oh. Lucy arranged a reading for our poetry group at Spruce Coffee last week, it was so much fun. You should come to the next one. I was nervous, but it was thrilling to read my stuff out loud.”

			“Oh my god,” I say. “I’m sure you were amazing. You’re always so charming on television.”

			“Oh, stop,” she says, laughing. “It was different. More vulnerable. I mean, my desserts are me too. But writing can be an even more explicit way of expressing myself. I don’t want it as a career, but it’s been nice. And I feel bonded with the group.”

			“I’m so glad,” I say.

			“What have you cooked?” Anna asks.

			“All sorts of things. Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. I’ve been planning the restaurant more seriously than ever. I just won a grant from the Connecticut Restaurants Association!”

			“Wait,” Anna says. “The CRA Diverse Knives grant?”

			I nod.

			Anna jumps into my arms.

			“Zarina, that’s huge!” she says. “Congrats! Holy shit, dude. That’s an amazing deal. So you must have a big concept already.”

			“Yes,” I say, pulling up my pitch about the seasons on my phone and handing it to her.

			I watch nervously as she reads. She’s smiling, so I get the courage to ask, “Is there any way that I might be able to poach you from Zero’s? You’ve always said we could do it together. I don’t know how serious you were. But you want to mentor people, right, that’s the dream? Is this a good opportunity? You can be an investor, help run the kitchen. Take time to think about it.”

			Before she says anything, I pull up my laptop and open my spreadsheets to show her everything I have so far: the list of vendors, how the budget might be allocated, plans for the menu.

			Anna scrolls through. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. My heart feels like it’s about to collapse. She looks through the files and closes the laptop gently.

			It’s bad, I think.

			“Um?” I start.

			“This is really cool, Z,” Anna says.

			“I know that I slacked off at Zero’s, let WTG and Twitter carry me away. I stopped taking ingredients home, showed mid-level knife skills, avoided you because I didn’t want to be held accountable. But I’m not like that anymore.”

			“I know, Zarina,” Anna says. “I’ve always believed in you.”

			“So would you consider jumping ship?” I ask, my heart beating fast. “I know it’s last-minute, but I can give you an advance from the grant—”

			“It’s obvious you’ve put a lot of work into this,” she says. “I love the seasons theme. And the fact that you went and sought out the grant and won it. You’re serious. I came to New Haven because I love this town, and I wanted to help develop the restaurant scene here. But the future doesn’t lie with those unseasoned chicken dishes Andrew’s making. You’re the future, Zarina. I’ve never had food like yours, and I want to support you. I’m tired of working for boring old men. I want to take matters into my own hands and work at a restaurant where I actually believe the food we serve has value. All of this is so exciting, but let me think about it a little.”

			“I know I’m asking you to upend your life for me,” I say. “But I have one more request on that front.”

			“Yeah?” Anna asks.

			“I definitely want you to be a partner, if you join us,” I say. “But also I have a way to make sure you have kitchen leadership rather than do day-to-day baking.”

			“Yes…” Anna says. “Where are you going with this?”

			“See, my dream is to cook,” I say. “I don’t want to be that much of a leader if it means I don’t get to do the actual cooking. So…what if you were the chef de cuisine and I was the sous-chef?”

			“Whoa,” Anna says. “You’d want me to be the CDC? Run the whole show? That’s a lot of responsibility.”

			“Why not?” I ask. “Anna, you’re an excellent leader. At Zero’s, everyone respected and looked up to you more than they ever did Andrew.”

			“Wow,” Anna says, considering the idea. “Okay, this is a great offer. Obviously, I’m not Bangladeshi, so it makes sense that you do the cooking while I do the staff management and logistical shit. I’d basically oversee ordering stock, finding plates, ensuring sanitation, all that good stuff. Everything Andrew did, except the menu. You plan that. This six seasons stuff is phenomenal.”

			“All right,” I say, butterflies forming in my stomach that we are seriously talking about this. The dream feels closer.

			“We’ll need to talk about the budget with Halima,” Anna says.

			“Wait, so are you in?” I ask.

			“Fuck it. I said I was going to think it over, but I want to work with you so badly. Plus, I can’t turn down a CDC job now, can I?” she says, and I have to stop myself from jumping on her. I grin ear to ear and offer a demure handshake. She laughs and pulls me into a sit-down hug on the couch.

			“You were saying about Halima?” I ask when she lets go. “Budget?”

			“How much she’s willing to throw in. How much I can. I have savings and money from awards. We can also start looking into spaces to rent. Once we confirm with Halima, we can think about staff. We’re going to need front-of-house staff. Servers, cashiers, a host or hostess. Then back-of-house is you, Raya if she’s in. But you can’t do all the cooking by yourself. You’re going to need a prep cook. Look at that, how full-circle. Probably a few other chefs to help. Especially to do appetizer stuff. And you can take charge of the mains and help everyone else out. We’ll need some dishwashers too. Probably an adviser who can walk us through sanitation guidelines and fire safety stuff in New Haven.”

			She pulls out her phone and starts typing everything in her Notes app and shares the file with me.

			“Money needs to go into renting space, buying equipment, buying ingredients. Note that we want to also dedicate time to finding sources of ingredients and hiring people.”

			“Yeah,” I say, suddenly overwhelmed.

			Anna notices my anxiety immediately. “Look, I know it’s a lot,” she says. “But I’ve worked in tons of restaurants. I know what I’m doing. I believe in your vision; your food is delicious. This is where I want to be. I’m not going anywhere for the next two or three years. It’ll be such a good start to my journey in leadership. Yes, I’ll be your CDC.”

			“Okay,” I say and then stop for a second. I’m about to ask what she means by next couple of years when Anna starts making a new document called “Hiring,” tabling the “CDC for next two or three years” discussion.

			“Where the fuck are we going to even find people? Who is going to work for us?” I ask.

			“Well, luckily for you,” Anna says, “I know a shithole named Zero’s where a bunch of talented people are unhappy. I bet Callum will work for us. He’s been complaining nonstop about how Andrew has completely ignored him since the new saucier took over. Also, Rashida’s been looking for a new job. She’s really good at picking up new flavors and recipes. You give her a couple of crash courses on Bengali food, and she’s got this. And she’s Indian—and I’m not conflating the two cuisines, I promise—but it counts for something, right? I bet she’s already familiar with a lot of the spices. I also think Lucia is available. I know she was a dishwasher for us, but she’s wanted to be a server.”

			“All these people would leave Zero’s?” I ask.

			“And more,” Anna says. “I know you couldn’t make it to those nights we went out for drinks, but they were full of complaints about how everyone wishes they had a better work environment. I feel this weight lifting off of my shoulders that I won’t have to work there anymore. I also have a few other contacts. I networked a lot back in the day. I’m sure finding staff—at least for back of house—won’t be hard. For front of house, we can hire students to be waitstaff. Lucky we’re in a nice college town.”

			“Annaaaaa,” I say, hugging her. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” This could actually work out.
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			“We can use this for now, but put cheesecloth on your list of things,” Raya says, straining curdled milk in a towel. “If you have an inventory where you’re listing things to get, cheesecloth is very helpful with mishti.”

			“Gotcha,” I say, making a note on my phone. “Let’s save half the roshogolla we make for the cheesecake portion. I can consult Anna on the cheesecake if you’re not as confident.”

			“Makes sense,” Raya says, nodding proudly.

			“How did you get so good at this?” I ask.

			“My family has owned Mishti Ghor since I was a kid,” she says, twisting and pressing the towel. “This gets rid of the whey, by the way. I grew up watching my uncle and aunt and mom make the sweets. And then just working on days I don’t have classes, I picked up a lot.”

			“You’re graduating this year, right?” I ask.

			“Yep,” she says. “I finish up at Queens College in a couple months, and I’ve been applying to jobs, but I’d rather be a freelance graphic designer. I don’t want to work for a big corp but rather help out people of color with one-off needs at discounted rates. So it’s not like the job postings offered anything I particularly wanted. My luck is awesome. I never thought someone would stroll into the shop with an opportunity like this. I can do my art outside restaurant time without worrying about a stable income.”

			“New Haven’s cheaper than New York too,” I say. “You’ll definitely save, and have a bigger room for lower rent.”

			“That sounds awesome,” she says, laying out the curdles. “Wanna put on some music? What Bangla songs are you into?”

			I show her the Muza album I’ve been into, Excuse My Bangla.

			“It features so many singers I grew up listening to,” I say. “It’s cool that he’s bringing Gen Z and millennial artists together on such a project.”

			“For sure.” Raya kneads the curdles into little balls. “What else do you have to do for the big presentation?”

			“Cook,” I say, smiling. “And let her know how much we need, and why this would be a good addition to the New Haven restaurant scene. I have start-up costs from a grant, but the number we need to sustain it is big. Like ‘move home to Dhaka for sure if the restaurant fails’ kind of big.”

			“Whoa,” she says. “You’ve been cooking for a long time. From the dishes you’ve described, it sounds like you know your shit.”

			“Thanks, Raya,” I say.

			“It’s so cool,” she says. “Jackson Heights has a lot of Bangladeshi restaurants. But this concept is unique. It’s awesome to see someone close to my age starting something like this. You’re a hero, my guy. I bet you’ll be a role model to other kids excited about our people’s food and following your path. I’m already looking up to you,” Raya says.

			I beam. I’ve been a novice in the restaurant industry for so long. I hadn’t imagined that once I started my own place, I’d have up-and-comers turn to me for advice. Some people I’ve looked up to have been careless with their power, like Jenn. Then there are people like Anna, who’s listened, been patient with me, and wanted to guide me in the right direction. Although I’m still anxious about her saying she’ll be on my team for only a couple of years, I’m grateful that she’s given her two weeks’ notice at Zero’s, and low-key started talking to Callum and the others about the job opportunities at Six Seasons as well. I want to be the kind of role model that Anna is. Even though Raya and I have just met, she already has a good impression of me. I don’t want to slack with this project like I did at Zero’s and get carried away by other things. This will be my team. I’ll need to be more responsible and lead in a way I never did in the Zero’s kitchen. I don’t want to let Raya, or anyone else, down.

			Once she’s wrapped up the roshogolla, Raya gives me instructions on the shahi tukra, because I’ve always wanted to learn how to make it.

			I follow Raya’s orders and quickly get to work with the basic milk bread. It’s a three-step process of making sugar syrup in a saucepan with sugar and cardamom, preparing rabri with whole milk and condensed milk, and finally frying the bread until it’s golden and crisp. Once Raya has shown me these steps, I assemble the shahi tukra.

			“Anna’s gonna make mascarpone to top it,” I say. “It’s gonna be such a good combination.”

			“Homey but creamier, I bet,” Raya says. I want to be the type of leader that’s open to learning from my team, like this. I watch Raya take a bite. “This is great!”

			“I’m so happy you’ll join our team, Raya.” I give her a loud high five.

			I realize I want her to stay and hang out longer.

			“Do you want to stay for dinner?” I ask. “My roommate and I are getting pizza tonight.”

			“Ooh,” Raya says. “New Haven pizza is famous, right? That’s a tempting offer.”

			“Yeah!” I say.

			When Erica comes back from the library an hour later, with Clarke, Raya and I are sitting in the living room awaiting the pizza delivery.

			“Smells amazing,” Erica says, beelining for the kitchen. “I’ve been in finals prep hell. This is just what I needed.”

			“You can have anything,” I say.

			Erica takes a bite of roshogolla and then looks at Raya. “You must be the friend helping with these.”

			“Raya is going to work at my restaurant as the dessert chef,” I say. “And this is Erica and her best friend, Clarke. Erica’s at the school of public health, and Clarke is a leather crafter. Their stuff is so cool.”

			“I’m in graphic design,” Raya says, excited. “Can I see your work?”

			When the pizza comes, potato rosemary pie from Sally’s, we pile into the living room and watch Jeopardy while we eat. Natalie and Lia, the Thai sisters from Crafters of Color, end up coming over too, excited about the prospect of pizza. Clarke and Raya bond over their different forms of art.

			“Speaking of art,” Natalie says, wiping her hand with a napkin. “I have to finish this embroidery that our neighbor commissioned of her cat, Mochaccino. Should we do a craft night? You guys are inspiring me.”

			“Yes, oh my god,” Raya says. “What about a paint and sip kind of thing? I’ve always wanted to go to one of those.”

			“Hell yeah,” Clarke says, and Erica and I bring out all the art supplies we have in our room. I still have leftovers from making the Sierra Myst birthday scrapbook, which seems an eternity ago. A spontaneous sip and paint after dinner and bopping along to a playlist of my favorite songs to cook to is a perfect way to cap off this productive and fun day.

			MUNA’s “I Know a Place” comes on while I’m painting a scene of a kitchen where Bangladeshi dishes are being cooked up, and I think about the kind of safe space I want to create. The chorus of the song, “I know a place we can go / Where everyone gonna lay down their weapon,” resonates with me. I’m making my own mark on the industry where I’ve only been met with rejections so far. I want anyone who feels like they haven’t found a place they belong to feel at home at Six Seasons. There’s a lot on the line for me, but I’m excited for what lies ahead. I’ve never been this close to my dream before. I don’t want it to slip away. I’m more committed than ever.

			

			—

			The weekend ends and it’s constant work mode. Anna and I spend all of Monday working on our presentation for Halima. Anna’s taking charge of the business side of things because she worked her way up to becoming an accountant for the first bakery she interned at. I’m planning the menu. We spend hours deep diving on YouTube and TikTok, listening to stories of chefs opening their restaurants, poring over public reports of financially successful restaurants in our market, and scouring the internet for research papers on trends that have improved the industry, such as environmentally sustainable practices, consumer communication, and the most effective technology. Anna calls and emails every contact she can curry favor with to ask them about start-up and operating costs.

			We put together a PowerPoint showing how much money we need and where it will go. We include manpower for both front and back of house, space and location—we are thinking perhaps East Rock, which has more grad students and fewer clusters of restaurants clumped together than downtown New Haven does—utility costs, supplies. We will get the Bengali spices primarily from Farmer’s India Market in Orange, but we also plan to take the train to Jackson Heights once a month to buy ingredients that will last longer, supporting the Bangladeshi markets there. Produce, meat, and dairy will be sourced from local farms. There is the cost of utensils, plates, and glassware, and software services for running credit cards and placing orders, permits and licenses, and maintenance and repair fees. We sprawl on the floor of Anna’s apartment with documents, computers, and reports on other restaurants. I’ve put together numbers of Bangladeshis in the New England and tristate areas, which can bring traffic to a restaurant in New Haven. We also hope for non-Bangladeshi people to hear about us from social media. Halima’s @CarmenAsphaltWTG account has 1.2 million followers on Instagram, and Anna’s TV appearances have brought her hundreds of thousands of Instagram followers. She gets DMs from young girls every other day telling her how much they look up to her. If people know she’s involved with Six Seasons, that already raises our profile.

			Hopefully Halima has the money to go all in. She may be only thirty-one, but she’s one of the top female stars in the WTG. So, if Jenn makes a lot—and I know she does—Halima should too. Halima also gets sponsorships due to her many identities. She serves as one of WTG’s token diversity poster children, appearing on the advertisements for specific demographics. I’ve seen them milk her for both Pride Month and National Arab American Heritage Month festivities.

			

			—

			I decide to make five dishes for Halima and her friend Fabliha, who are on our calendar for that Thursday, and I do trial runs cooking four of them the night before. I make the halloumi fries and the mint sauce. Anna hasn’t tried this yet. She jokes about how amazing the Vitamix is and how Jenn sucks as a friend/mentor but is a good sugar mommy.

			I remake the shorshe salmon because I’m still in the process of perfecting the mustard sauce. I make aloo bhorta. Anna and I discuss how we want to balance classic and fusion and decide to do both a classic aloo bhorta with the regular ingredients and a fusion one. For the latter, I make potato pancakes with an aloo bhorta filling, and a green chili pesto to serve on top. Anna makes mascarpone to go with the shahi tukra.

			Anna and I eat everything for dinner, exhausted from cooking all day. Finally sitting after having been on my feet for hours, I feel a pleasant warmth come over me. Maybe this will work out. These dishes are damn good. I make a couple of notes here and there about consistency and amounts of salt that can be done differently.

			“This is amazing,” Anna says. “The pancakes are really good too. Do you think you might go the full fusion route?”

			“I hadn’t thought about it,” I reply. “I do wonder how I might change my signature beef bhuna into a fusion dish. It’s sauce-heavy. So perhaps a steak that’s crusted with the spice from the beef.” I’d previously thought about a tandoori crust, but while that would be more authentically Bengali, the beef spice is more me. “And serve the gravy on the side, maybe for a pour-over situation.”

			“That’s brilliant,” Anna tells me. “Like a jus. The beef is the one thing you haven’t made yet, right?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “It takes so long I’d rather not do it two days in a row.”

			“Smart.”

			“Then other things will come up that I’ll have to think of fusion techniques for,” I say. “Like how to make wedding biryani fusion, which will be part of the winter section of the menu. And fuchka—remember those shells?”

			“Oh yeah. I like those.”

			“I’ll figure it out,” I say. “I don’t have to know everything tomorrow, right? Just give them a sense of the flavors and techniques we hope to have going.”

			“For sure.” Anna pats me on the back as we clean our plates at the sink. “I’m going home now. Please get some rest.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say, hugging her goodbye. “Big day.”

			That night I spend hours awake in bed, anxiety churning in my stomach. I hear Erica come back late. I yell at her through the door that we have the investor dinner tomorrow, so she can expect guests and leftovers, depending on when she comes home.

			She yells back, “You’re the best. Thank you for keeping me fed. Good luck!”

			I smile, but my anxiety is at an all-time high. Tomorrow could make or break everything. It could change my life forever, or I could go back to being unemployed and depressed. I take a deep breath and try to get some sleep.

			

			—

			“Hooooly shit,” Halima says as she pours a spoonful of gravy over the steak. I’ve cubed the meat so that it resembles the chuck stew normally used for beef curry. “The complexity of these flavors is blowing my mind.”

			“It’s just like having gorur goshto with my family in Cairo,” Fabliha says. “Or when I visited my grandmother in Dhaka.” She takes another bite, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand in a way that feels familial, as if she’s truly found a home eating my food in my kitchen.

			Halima has brought her best friend Fabliha, who is extremely familiar with Bangladeshi food. The minute she entered my apartment, I immediately clocked her as another Bangladeshi person I want as my friend. She’s a singer-songwriter based in Brooklyn, and I hadn’t realized until I heard her band’s name, Akash Bahini, that I already know and love her music.

			Halima takes a bite and holds out a thumbs-up. “Got some green chili in my bite, so fucking good.”

			I beam. Anna, who’s sitting next to me across from the two of them at our dining table, grins and pats me on the back. It’s good to feel like a functional team. We watch as Halima and Fabliha steamroll through the halloumi fries with the mint and cilantro sauce (“Listen, I grew up eating halloumi, so believe me when I say that this is one of the best combinations I’ve ever had”), the shorshe salmon (“So pungent. It’ll be perfect with some khichuri on a rainy day!”), and the potato pancakes (“Holy mother of fusion. It’s like Bangladesh and Ireland had a baby!”). I watch Fabliha’s previously tense body language soften as she eats. Watching the transformation from hunger, or perhaps doubt about an unknown cuisine, to pure bliss is why I love to feed people for a living. This is what my mother has never understood. This is what I saw at the co-op in college, it’s how I won over Erica in our earlier days as roommates, and it’s what I experienced at the pop-up last weekend too. But to see that pleasure on the faces of people who can make this dream come true for me feels surreal. It seems like I’m achieving my goal. A good meal can make someone feel at home right before your eyes.

			“Doing this in the form of a pancake is revolutionary,” Fabliha says. “It’s like, look, white people, we can do the thing you do, but we can do it even better.”

			“The tang in the pesto is extraordinary, Zarina,” Halima says about the potatoes. “I totally see why you want to do the classics, but having a fusion menu with these kinds of things can work.”

			“Yeah,” Fabliha agrees. “Especially if you’re attracting people from places like New York, where they already have tons of Bangladeshi restaurants, this is what you’re doing differently.”

			Erica comes home while I’m taking the shahi tukra out.

			“I made you a plate,” I say.

			“Ohhhh.” She looks at all the dishes, then hugs me. “I love you, Z. I’ve been so fucking exhausted from studying. I’m going to go hide in my room ’cause I’m beat, but it’s nice to meet you all!”

			Halima smiles as Erica scurries off with a plate. “I’m jealous of your roommate.”

			“Seriously,” Fabliha says. “I miss living with my mom—she could cook like this. That’s high praise, okay?”

			“Oh, I know,” I say, delighted.

			We serve dessert, and they marvel over the shahi tukra–mascarpone combination. I mention that Raya helped us make it, that she’s our first staff member.

			As they eat, I think about scrapping the classics and doing just fusion more seriously than I had before. There’s definitely a risk, but watching Fabliha using her fingers to wipe every bit of mascarpone from the plate once she’s done what she can with her spoon makes me feel like taking this chance will be worth it.

			“One of my least favorite things about fine dining,” I say, “is the tiny portions. I don’t want our restaurant to be like that. We want to create a menu that is affordable, with food that encourages you to order more. Bengali is family style. I don’t want people to order one thing and go.”

			After dinner, we move on to presenting the numbers. Anna and I explain what we’re each able to contribute.

			“For me it isn’t about the percentages necessarily,” I say. “My dream is to cook, so I want to be in charge of the menus. I have the grant money, which will just cover some start-up costs. It’s not a flow, and we can see it running out soon. I have all these menu ideas. Everything you just ate plus fries, zucchini, crawfish, you name it. But to do all of that, we need staff, space, utility bills paid, forks, knives, spoons, chairs, tables, and glassware.”

			I watch Halima and Fabliha nod carefully and take notes on their phones.

			“I’m here and I’m ready to cook,” I say. “I want to do the thing I love. So Anna will be the chef de cuisine and I will be the sous-chef. I don’t have a business brain and I don’t want to drown in debt, which is why I want a backing team that will support us while letting me take the reins on the food.”

			“You’d be a great leader, I think,” Fabliha says, giving me a reassuring look. “No matter what that looks like.”

			“I will train her,” Anna says. “I really believe in her vision.”

			I try not to think about Anna secretly planning to leave soon. How long until she leaves and I’m all by myself once again?

			“That’s awesome,” Fabliha says. “Halima does have to travel a lot for work. I’ve seen how much you WTG folk sleep, it’s abysmal. You’ll need an investor on the ground too. I have to admit that Halima didn’t just bring me here to give a Bengali stamp of approval. Nothing would make my parents prouder than to see me uphold my heritage.”

			I beam.

			“Thank you both for the hard work you put into this presentation,” Halima says as we conclude. “I want to move forward with you guys, and I will let you have full control over the menu. We’ll put that in the contract we sign, yeah?”

			I cannot believe what I’m hearing. “Thank you,” I tell her.

			“You are so talented, Zarina,” Fabliha says. “I can’t believe you’re not even twenty-five yet.”

			“In three months,” I tell her.

			“Yeah, dude.” Anna high-fives me. “You’re a prodigy.”

			“Says the Young Chef of the Year three years in a row,” I say, and Anna blushes and slaps me lightly on the shoulder.

			“Zarina,” Halima says. “You came up to me backstage and told me how my journey from Egypt inspired you. You’re doing the same thing. Bangladesh is so far away. Here you are, honing your skills and about to kick ass.”

			“Ahh.” I feel my ears go red. “I don’t know what to say. I’m not used to good things happening to me. But please, let’s do this. Before you guys change your minds.”

			“Why don’t I talk to my agent and financial adviser,” Halima says. “Once the contract is ready, you guys can start looking for space and staff and all that good stuff. Let us know whenever you need anything, and we’ll be a phone call away.”

			Anna and I look at each other. I fight back tears. I walk over to Halima and offer a hand.

			“Thank you,” I say. “Sincerely. Shit.”

			“Don’t thank me,” Halima says. “You deserve this. Congrats, partner. We’re going to do this.”
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			Opening a restaurant involves a lot more math than I ever realized. As a child, I never did well in the subject. My middle school teacher complained at a parent-teacher conference that it was clear I was memorizing problems to reproduce the correct answers during the tests instead of figuring out how to solve them. I remember redoing the problems from the most recent exam at the kitchen table, my mother’s stern eyes glued to my pencil, making sure I was working through functions. When I finished, my mother asked to look over my work. She wasn’t very good at math either, but she wanted to at least attempt to correct me. I tried to recite the formula but then couldn’t figure out which I’d used for which because I had, of course, just written the answers I’d remembered from the test. Furious, my mother threw the notebook to the floor, crumpling the pages in the process. Tears filled my eyes as I stayed up figuring out how to solve the problems without memorizing the answers. Later that night, when my mother saw me still struggling, she whipped up a snack, daal poori, a flatbread stuffed with lentils. “You need some protein,” she’d said, handing it to me. Luckily, I was able to drop higher-level math a year later for my O-Levels, but as I spend April looking at the budget documents we created, I wish I’d kept up with it, or at least that my mother could make me daal poori again while I work. I can’t help but think of her and wish I’d appreciated food as her love language when I was still living with her.

			The rest of April flies by planning the menu and working on test recipes that we’ll highlight during different seasons. Fabliha drives over the first few weekends in May to look at rental spaces with me and Anna, who has finally wrapped up with Zero’s. We consider failed restaurants and offices for lease, spaces with big kitchens and separate dining rooms that offer many electric outlets. The office spaces that are completely bare are promising. I could work on a vision from scratch. We jot down the exact measurements each building offers, how many stoves can be plugged in at a time, and how many chairs and tables we can fit in the dining area.

			After three weeks of touring properties, we settle on a medium-sized second-floor space in East Rock that was previously a pizza parlor. The restaurant comes complete with stoves, a walk-in fridge, a pantry, and a loading dock behind the building with a service elevator leading up to our space. It also means we inherit their woodfired oven, which has future naan potential.

			Anna uploads job postings on general recruitment sites and restaurant job boards. When no one replies for the first few days, I start to worry that we will have no staff. I don’t have the stamina to run between the kitchen and the dining room waiting tables.

			“Are we uncool?” I ask Anna after forty-eight hours of waiting for applicants.

			“Don’t let this get you down,” Anna says. I try to absorb some of her confidence that things will fall into place, but I wake up from nightmares ranging from a hundred canceled reservations to me having to sing the American national anthem—which I do not know the words to—in front of our diners.

			I take a break to look at my phone and am surprised to find that Jenn has sent me a text.

			2:40 PM: Mama, Wrestle Jamboree in Philly tonight, you want a ticket?

			Oh, wouldn’t Zarina from last year have killed for this. I’ve never been to actual Wrestle Jamboree—the tickets can cost over a grand. Part of me wants to apologize for berating her over the phone, but then I remember I’m determined to be done with her, so I don’t engage. However, watching wrestling isn’t a bad idea. That night, I turn on Wrestle Jamboree to distract myself from worrying about finding employees. I have been tuning in to Halima’s matches here and there, but then turning it off, scared that watching Jenn play Sierra on TV would remind me of the exhilarating GIF-making times, and I would get swept away again and let it distract me from my work.

			Halima’s character, Carmen, is still an up-and-comer, so she has a tag team match early in the show, which she wins. It’s been cool to see a brown person show up in an undercut and Docs and climb the ranks of wrestling.

			When Sierra is interviewed before her match, she does indeed deliver a promo using lines that I vaguely remember helping her edit back in February. I think back to my fondness for Jennifer, remembering the thrill that getting to work on a WTG script used to bring me. I try to focus on the match, the mixed feelings lingering as I watch Sierra wrestle against Luna Powers in a twenty-five-match memorable showdown and win the NextGen Championship for the second time in her illustrious career.

			On one hand, she’s an incredible athlete. All her movements are seamless, bringing the audience to their feet as she throws herself off the top rope in somersaults. Having recently signed a new PR firm and received a sponsorship from Starry (which was previously the Sierra Mist soda), Sierra shows up in a gorgeous blue, green, and yellow bodysuit. She looks amazing. At the same time, I struggle to separate Sierra from Jenn, who made that racist tweet, who kept confusing me for Indian, and who chooses her relationship over her friends. I don’t need Twitter to bet that Sierra’s Bitches are joyful over this win. I have an urge to tell them that I gave her the best line of her pre-match promo, “Your name may be Powers, but I’m the most powerful person in this company.” I’m surprised she kept it, even though I wrote it a while ago. But now that my dream of opening a restaurant feels so close to fruition, I find I don’t really need that kind of recognition from wrestling Twitter.

			Instead, I pull out my phone to text Jan.

			1:30 PM: Hey, Jan! Remember how you said there’s local CT wrestling you’re into? I’d love to go to an event sometime if you want.

			She replies quickly.

			2:05 PM: OMG, Zarina!! So good to hear from you. There’s actually one tomorrow in Bridgeport. I’ll get us two tickets and I can pick you up if you want.

			

			—

			The next day Jan drives us to Bridgeport Arena, where an independent promotion named New England Nasty Fights puts on weekly shows. Jan walks me through her favorite athletes in the Connecticut wrestling scene. Someone who stands out to me is Winter Knight, a Kenyan high-flying woman who is as tall as Sierra and almost as athletic. She’s only twenty-three, and I know she can climb the ranks. The event is far less polished and produced than the WTG events, and it’s weird not knowing any of the wrestlers. But it’s a different nice feeling watching wrestlers who are at an early point in their careers and will become big. Plus, this way I’m not supporting WTG CEO Carter Vaughn, whose career is shrouded in problematic lawsuits for being an awful person. When Winter high-fives us and gives us autographs at the end of her match, Jan says, “I know she’s no Sierra, but wasn’t she amazing?”

			“She really was,” I yell over the noise. “I like supporting the indies.”

			When she drops me off, Jan parks in front of my apartment and reaches out and holds my hand.

			“Aubrey and I often talk about how much we miss you in the group,” Jan says. “I honestly get it though. That world was not kind to you. Everyone was always so jealous of you—”

			“But I could have been kinder too,” I respond. “I’ve been trying to learn from my mistakes. Maybe tweeting all my thoughts and being around Sierra so much gave the fans the wrong impression of me. I made fast friends, and I lost them real fast too.”

			“We’re both still your friends, okay?” she reassures me.

			“Listen,” I say, “we’re just starting out, but I hope to open my restaurant this fall. It would mean a lot to me if both you and Aubrey came to the friends and family opening night.”

			“Of course.” She pulls me into a hug over the console. “Text us deets when you know.”

			“Definitely,” I say, resting my head on her shoulder. “Thank you for bringing me tonight.”

			Tonight was certainly a different way to participate in fandom than I’ve experienced over the past couple of years, but I feel more present, focusing on the art of wrestling itself rather than rushing off to make a GIF immediately after my favorite wrestler finishes her match. I’m grateful to Jan. Later that night, after I confirm with Anna, I text Jan and Aubrey the tentative date for friends and family night at the restaurant.

			

			—

			On the fifth day of no applications, a Gmail notification pops up from CulinaryAgents.com while I’m recipe-testing the mustard zucchini. One becomes a flood, and it reminds me of the good days in the Sierra Bitches group chat when their chatter would send my phone dinging crazily. I’m grateful that Jan and Aubrey are still my friends and that I can keep some of the best parts of that world.

			We set an open date of September 15, during the shorot season. It’s perfect because all the students will be returning to town, keen to explore the culinary scene. Anna and I turn her living room into an office and conduct interviews from there. I want to find people who know the traditional food scene—the restaurant canon, if you will—but who understand what creativity in food can mean for the people you’re feeding, love of food over productivity and profit. I don’t care about what has worked at other restaurants. I want to create a new space that incorporates everyone’s ideas even though the cuisine is Bangladeshi. The beauty of fusion lies in the openness to outside influences; any ingredient or cooking technique can work with the right vision.

			As Anna and I interview the applicants, it becomes clear that the restaurant industry has set a low bar for what makes a healthy working environment. Questions like “Do we get bathroom breaks?” and “Would I have a consistent schedule?” make me realize how rarely restaurants treat their staff like human beings. Julia, one of our friendliest former co-workers from Zero’s, whose family immigrated from Mexico, is still spiraling from her time under Andrew. She nervously asks at the end of her interview, “How do you envision staff being treated? Like, do you allow name-calling and screaming in your kitchen?”

			My mind flashes back to Andrew yelling at me when I helped Anna with the eggs last year. I promise Julia that I won’t be incorporating any of the techniques Andrew used at Zero’s. Anna contacts Callum, Rashida, and Lucia, all of whom are more than happy to join the team. She also updates me that Derek gave his two weeks’ notice because he got a lead role in an upcoming show at the Yale Rep Theater.

			“Look at you following your dream, Zarina,” Rashida says when we visit her apartment to talk her through the vision. “It means the world to me to work for a South Asian restaurant. That is what I’ve always wanted. I can’t wait to see what you have in mind.”

			The space seats sixty guests at any given time, so we hire a manager, a bookkeeper, seven waiters including Lucia, two prep cooks, a couple of dishwashers, and two line cooks and two prep cooks who will work alongside me. Callum, who was thrilled to work with Anna and me again, will be a shift leader, helping cook and manage tickets as needed.

			While we are still considering the design, I find myself calling my Crafters of Color friend, Natalie, the architect, one evening. Anna and I had spent the day going back and forth on exactly how to construct the space, but we still have no clue how to best lay out the structural and electrical systems.

			“I’m glad you called,” she says. “I’ve been so excited about the restaurant.”

			“Can you tell me what I should do about lighting?” I ask, grateful that Erica has introduced me to such wonderful people. “I want to adhere to the Connecticut code, of course, but I also want the space to be appealing. What’s the best way to do that and be conscientious of our electric limits?”

			Natalie walks me through how to best set up the kitchen so that all our appliances can line up while still being visually appealing, maintaining fire code, and not blowing the place out of electricity.

			“Work with a local electrician,” she says. “And when you talk lights with them, don’t stop at the inside lighting. You’ll need to think about lighting outside too. Not just fairy lights or whatever, remember you need a light-up sign to bring people in. People will need to know there’s Bangladeshi food here.”

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I say. “You’ll be invited to friends and family dinner. I’m so grateful.”

			“Of course,” she says. “What are friends for?”

			

			—

			By the end of June, we have a team ready to go. We assemble in the space to set up the kitchen, try out recipes, and develop relationships with suppliers. On day one, everyone introduces themselves. Some people are shy at first and only talk to me when I ask direct questions. Anna introduces an icebreaker by asking everyone what was the best bite they had in the last week. This prompt has us all in a cheery mood and we slowly start mingling, singing along to the radio.

			At the end of the first day, Anna asks me to make a speech, which throws me off, but I quickly compose myself. I’ve observed Anna’s leadership all day, and I know everyone here is excited to be a part of the team.

			“I stayed in the U.S. with a dream of telling the world that Bangladeshi cuisine is one of a kind,” I say. “Thank you all for helping me make this dream come true. I can see you’re all passionate about the vision, and I couldn’t be happier to have you on board. Here’s to a successful journey making the seasons happen in New Haven!”

			“Hell yeah, Z,” Callum says.

			Everyone cheers. Raya yells “You’re the best!” in Bangla. I beam. Anna hugs me and says, “That was great.”

			“You too, CDC extraordinaire,” I say, and then get a queasy feeling.

			Anna is perfect for the job, but I’m still scared of what awaits us when she’s gone. She’s had it so easy, having so many opportunities since she was a teen, of course she can move on to the next thing without overthinking. It’s just, I don’t know what she wants from me. Jenn, Taylor, everyone seemed to want something in return. I can’t tell what’s in it for Anna, why she wants to be the CDC for a couple of years.

			I walk Raya, who lives just ten minutes away, home that night and help her unpack and build furniture to the tunes of Bangla radio on Spotify. We’ve continued to bond, and I’ve been careful that nothing nice I do for her, whether it’s building furniture or inviting her to hang out at events my Crafters of Color friends are vending at, appears to be transactional. I don’t want to be that kind of mentor. Nor do I want to repress my feelings and hold grudges against my team. I decide I have to talk to Anna.

			

			—

			On lunch break the next day, in between running from trying out recipes to making sure we have everything up to fire code, I finally approach Anna as she leans against a counter looking through furniture options online.

			“Hey,” I say. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something.”

			“S’up, Z?” she asks, looking up from her iPad.

			“When I first pitched the idea of the restaurant to you,” I say, leaning against the counter, “you said you could see yourself here for the next two or three years.”

			“Yeah.” Anna smiles at me. I’m confused why she doesn’t see anything wrong with this.

			“Is this just a stepping stone for you?” I ask. “A résumé builder? Before you move on to bigger and brighter things?”

			“Wait, what?” Anna puts down the iPad. “Not at all. I did say two or three years, not gaslighting you, but I didn’t mean it in a negative way.”

			“What did you mean?” I ask, trying to stay calm. “This is my life’s work. It means a lot to me.”

			“It means a lot to me too.” I can tell that she’s being earnest. “Fuck, I feel so bad now, you’ve been holding on to this for such a long time. I completely forgot I even said that, honestly, but it’s not what it sounded like.”

			“No, Anna,” I say. “I need to understand. I’m not here to be your charity case. My relationships are constantly changing. I don’t know when my mom will be angry with me or when she won’t. And don’t get me started on that shit show with Jenn. I can’t have you just pack up your knives and ditch us on a random Monday—”

			“Zarina.” Anna puts her hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry. This restaurant is not charity. It means a lot to me. I told you I want to be a leader. I’ve been baking professionally nonstop for more than half my life. It’s time for a reset. It is a next step, but I want to be here because I believe in you. I have never worked in a restaurant not run by a man, let alone someone who’s cool, young, and ambitious like you. And I want to help you grow so you can take over. Because by that point the team will be experts at cooking the dishes and you can be CDC and qualify for more awards and grants.”

			“Wait,” I say. “You think I can be CDC in the future?”

			“For sure,” she says. “I’m sorry about the misunderstanding.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “Sorry, I feel like I’m kind of still fucked up from the Sierra thing. Jenn framed that she was giving me free tickets because I was giving her GIFs and then brought me backstage because I listened to her rants about Nick…. It’s been a long few months.”

			“Oh, Z,” Anna says, now pulling me into a hug. “I promise this is not that. She was not great to you. I’ll try to be good for you, and I want to keep being in your life. For real. Someday, I want to open my own culinary school, but that’s not urgent. We can keep checking in about how long I should stay, okay? And I’m still an investor, no matter what.”

			I nod and rest my head on her shoulder. Anna’s been nothing but supportive. She gave me a chance to show her that my mindset toward a culinary career has changed since I was at Zero’s and she’s played a big part in my dream coming true. I’m glad I clarified that we’re still in this together.

		

	
		
			18

			Later that week I’m alone in the kitchen eating test recipe leftovers and taking notes on my phone when I see new texts from Jenn.

			10:43 PM: I was just thinking about you, mama. Hal told me the restaurant prep has been going well. Let me know if I can be of help. Also, just one question, and ok if you can’t answer, now that I have you, which of these pics should I post?

			She attaches three photos of her in gear, presumably for promotional work for the next WTG special. I feel surprisingly neutral about the question. I’m no longer freshly furious at her, but it still feels kind of weird that she thinks we can move on from the racist tweet debacle so quickly. I ignore the text and switch to the Notes app. When I’m done, Jenn is still on my mind. I open Twitter for the first time in weeks. Even though the Bridgeport wrestling night was fun, there are days when I miss Sierra. On Sierra Myst’s official profile I see she’s posted highlights from a recent match on the WTG Network. There’s a GIF of her doing a dropkick that’s a signature Si-VON move. The thought of someone else making GIFs for Sierra puts a sour taste in my mouth that has nothing to do with the lamb curry ragu. On Nick’s profile he’s still posting pictures of the two of them, looking as in love as ever. There’s a bathroom mirror selfie of them brushing their teeth side by side and one where they’re sitting at the airport on the way to the next WTG show in matching Lululemon sweatsuits. The interesting thing is, there are gaps between some of the pictures. Sometimes they post four days in a row, but there have been whole weeks when they haven’t posted couple pics. It saddens me that Jenn is still stuck in the cycle of an on-again, off-again relationship. But it’s no longer my problem.

			

			—

			The next morning, on my way to work, I plan the six-course tasting menu for friends and family night, a tribute to the fresh ingredients of the season. We will serve aloo bhorta pancakes with green chili pesto, a pickled shrimp dish with spicy green mango sauce, grilled halloumi with mint and cilantro chutney, plant-based beef kebab with naan, porota pulled beef wraps, and shahi tukra with mascarpone. We’ll have a broader menu once the restaurant fully opens, but I want to start slowly and then expand. Even if we serve fewer dishes, I want everything on the menu to be perfect.

			When I arrive at Six Seasons I find Rebecca, our six-foot-tall bookkeeper, pulling a dolly of giant boxes in from the loading dock to the kitchen.

			“Did you order something from the appliance supplier?” she asks. “I didn’t see anything in the spreadsheet.”

			I didn’t order anything, and I don’t think Anna would go rogue. Rebecca hands me an invoice that says this is a Stoelting VB1-37A 1.2 liter countertop vertical batch freezer. I cut through the cardboard box to discover something that looks like an ice cream maker, but five times bigger.

			Both Raya and Anna run over when they hear my surprised shriek.

			“Dude,” Anna says. “This is going to up our dessert game so much. Just look at this vertical orientation.”

			“I can already think of so many ice cream options,” Raya says, giving me a back hug. “Roshogolla. Mango. Jaam. Sweet yogurt. Sour yogurt.”

			“But where did this come from?” I ask. “Halima and Fabliha would have told me if they were sending us appliances.”

			I examine the receipt Rebecca signed to receive the package. The purchase was billed to one Jennifer Kaplan. There’s a note:

			I know your restaurant is going to be awesome. Love you. xJK

			“Fuck,” I say. “It’s from Sierra. Jenn, I mean.”

			“This thing is two grand. Minimum,” Anna says.

			“What? Really?” I ask, eyes widening. “I think I have to talk to her.”

			“I don’t know, dude,” Anna says.

			For a second, I get the urge to invite her to friends and family night, but I remember that this is the exact kind of transactional standard in our dynamic I’ve been trying to break. At the same time, part of me feels like I should say something to her. I spend too long in a state of indecision before deciding to just put it off until later.

			

			—

			For my birthday at the end of July, Jenn sends people to the restaurant to set up an overhead infrared broiler to make steaks. Anna gives me an amused look, and I just shrug my shoulders in response.

			“She’s trying so hard to win you back,” Anna says.

			“I have nothing to offer her in return.” I shake my head.

			Later that morning I’m making lists of all the new dishes I want to make with the broiler—beef ribs with a chili cumin rub, grilled shrimp malai curry, tandoori chicken piccata—when my phone rings with a call from my mother. I pick up.

			“Happy birthday, Ammu,” my mother says in a cheery tone that she saves only for my birthdays. “Twenty-five years old. What are you up to?”

			“Just working at the restaurant,” I say. “Everything is up and running.”

			I let the silence hang between us, trying to stay calm. It should not be surprising that my mother wants to call me on my birthday.

			“You’re really serious about this, huh?” she asks.

			“Ma, this is my own place,” I say. “I have a good feeling about it. I’m one of the owners, and it’s all my menu. I’m putting Bangladeshi food on the map.”

			“I hope it goes well,” she says. “But if it doesn’t work out, you should get a master’s. Or come home and cook.”

			I sigh but smile because her tone isn’t harsh. I say “yeah, yeah,” but more fondly than I usually do. I can’t remember the last time she reached out first or was this nice.

			“There’s a friends and family night for our opening,” I say. “I know you can’t come visit for a while, but I just wanted to let you know anyway.”

			“That sounds really nice. I’m sure you’ll do Bangladesh proud,” she says. “You’ll have to call and tell me how it goes. Despite what you think, Zarina, I do want the best for you.”

			“Thanks, Ma,” I say.

			I get off the call and join Anna outside, where a mustachioed man is hanging the LED sign with the restaurant’s name. We watch as he drills it to the facade of the second floor. The first floor of this building is currently an empty space also meant for a restaurant. I don’t know how long it will stay empty, but right now I don’t mind having all the attention on us. We hold hands and squeeze tight as the man puts the final touches on the board. On a white background with a green border, the sign reads in big red letters: ROOT, followed by the subtitle: Six Seasons of a Bengali Palate.

			I feel lightheaded as I watch the man lean far to the left to power screw a corner of the sign. My brain is swirling with questions. What if nobody shows up? What if everyone hates the food? What if people are racist? What if I’m a bad leader and my entire staff quits today?

			I take a deep breath and observe the team around me—Raya and Rashida hugging, Callum looking up bright-eyed, a big smile on his face, and Anna squeezing my hand. Everyone’s committed. I’m learning to absorb more of Anna’s positive outlook, even though I know she’s had it a little easier. But she has done this before and that eases my anxiety a bit. We’ll be okay.

			

			—

			Anna has called everyone into the restaurant at eleven o’clock. It’s mid-August and friends and family night service begins at five and ends at nine. When we arrive at the same time, Anna pushes the door with her back and waits for me to shuffle in. I hand her a coffee I’ve picked up and smile. I’m ready to cook tonight, and I have a killer CDC making sure I stay calm through it all.

			Together in the back office, Anna and I cut open cardboard boxes to reveal our chef’s coats and aprons. They’re white, with a small Bangladeshi flag and the word ROOT in the top left corner. Our servers and dishwashers will wear black T-shirts with the same embroidery. I watch the group move around the kitchen preparing for service: chopping, blending, deboning.

			“Remember, guys, taste everything,” I say. “Don’t let a single bite go unseasoned.”

			When the tickets begin coming in, we’re ready. We’ve provided two entrée options, plant-based beef kebab sliders made in the oven for the vegetarians, and porota pulled beef wraps made on the stove for everyone who eats meat. Everyone who has RSVP’d today eats dairy at least, so we don’t have to change anything with the halloumi or ghee in the aloo bhorta. It’s pouring outside, but the warm hearty food is perfect for the weather. As orders arrive, Anna yells them out. Even in all the franticness, I have milliseconds where I stop to admire her commanding presence. I’m so glad she’s here, and I’m glad I don’t have to be worried that she’ll ditch us at any second.

			The prep cooks, who have batched everything for the line cooks in advance, start planning their next move under my direction. I finish each plate of food before it leaves the kitchen, wiping the edges and adding garnish.

			I remove sauce from the edge of a plate of aloo bhorta pancakes, wondering about the people filling up the dining room. We decided not to assign time slots because we haven’t invited more people than we can sit at one time at the ten tables we have out for tonight. This way, the guests can come at any time and be seated. Another potato pancake comes over to me, and I pour over a dollop of ghee, then sprinkle chopped cilantro and sliced green chilis.

			It goes well for the first couple of hours. Then, around 7:25 p.m., the lights go out.

			“What the fuck?” Callum calls out.

			I look around. The staff turn on their phone flashlights, and I see little faces full of confusion, awaiting direction. This is my worst nightmare. I am freaking out inside. My brain spirals into I wasn’t ready, we did this too early. I know I have to stay calm. But all I want to do is run away. Go hide in bed. Tell my mom she was right, I can’t do this. I try to shake off my fears as Anna approaches me, tall and levelheaded.

			“I’m going to see if it’s the whole neighborhood or just something wrong with a panel here,” Anna says, a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s proceed as usual, but can you figure something out for the diners?”

			I nod, trying to keep calm, as Anna walks to the back door.

			I lean against the wall and think, as the staff all eagerly look at me, awaiting instructions.

			“Let’s keep cooking, guys,” I say. “Sorry, I think it’ll have to be with the phones for now. I’ll go look in the back for a flashlight in a second, but let me check on the diners first.”

			We’ve worked so hard for this, and now it feels like it’s all crashing down. I haven’t encountered power outages much in New England, but there were a few years growing up in Dhaka when we’d lose power and our building didn’t have a generator. Those nights we’d use battery-powered lanterns, but we’d also have candles. Often, it would happen during dinner, and we’d sit around the table with candles.

			I peek out into the dining room. I can see faces lit by phone lights—familiar and unfamiliar—families of the team, neighborhood folks, and local reporters Halima invited. I can make out Halima and Fabliha. I see Derek at one table with his girlfriend and Jan and Aubrey at a table next to them. The diners look confused, some on their phones trying to get service or flashlights, while others ask waiters what’s going on. I can’t wait for the power to come back because I don’t want the food to get cold. I keep looking until I spot Erica sitting with Clarke, Natalie, Lia, and a couple other members of Crafters of Color. Before I walk out, I turn to Callum, who’s been waving his hands trying to get my attention.

			“We need to figure out how to make the plant-based sliders without the oven,” he says.

			Fuck, the oven. I’m about to say I have no idea, but then I remember what I was just thinking of. Power outages in Bangladesh. I think of my mother cooking through the fiercest of storms. Shaping little kabab patties with the palms of her hands, frying them in soybean oil until they’re crisp.

			“Stove,” I say. “Fry them in the garlic-infused oil, add half a spoon of ghee. Stop when they look crisp on the outside, like you can tell that the onions are fried and the breadcrumbs are crunchy. Sprinkle with chopped green chili and cilantro at the end. Heat the buns on the stove. Add a little bit of ghee there as well.”

			“Yes, chef,” he says, and a couple of other cooks run over to help him with it.

			Anna comes back and confirms that the power is out in the entire neighborhood; it’s not related to our circuits.

			“The city knows. They’re working on it,” she says. “What do you want to do?”

			“I think I have an idea,” I say and calmly walk out to the dining room and over to Erica’s table. “Hey, guys.”

			“Zarina, hi. Oh my god,” Erica says. “Sorry about the power cut. Everything is delicious so far.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “Lia, hi! I need your help.”

			Lia looks at me. “Of course. What is it?”

			“You live nearby, right?” I say. “I don’t want to send you driving in the rain, but since we don’t know when the power is coming back, is there any way you could provide us with some candles you’ve made?”

			“Oh!” Lia exclaims, smiling and reaching for her bag. “I just came from my studio, so I have a whole pack of twelve on me.”

			“Oh, perfect!” I say, thanking every force out there who helped this happen.

			Lia starts pulling out her candles. “Apple. Blueberry pie. Atlantic Ocean.”

			I take them all one by one, and Raya comes over to help light them. Erica, Clarke, Natalie, and Lia help place a candle on each table. The diners cheer. The servers start to bring out the food. I sneak a peek at one of the vegetarian sliders and see that they look absolutely perfect. Thank you, Callum.

			I head back to the kitchen and continue service. It all seems to be going well. We’re moving a little slower, but we’re getting food on the tables. Any time I ask the servers, they confirm that the guests are enjoying what they’re eating. When the power returns half an hour later, everyone cheers again.

			“Handled like a true leader, Z,” Anna says, and I beam with pride.

			At the end of the dinner service, the back-of-house staff meets in the dining room. We stand in a line as guests applaud us. Everyone is here for us, for a dream that is now a reality, and I’m not alone. I take a second to look at the family we’ve built. Just a few months ago, I sat alone in my room, craving connection. Now I’m surrounded by people who love me. I know we’re building a relationship where I can rely on them and vice versa.

			Even though my mom can’t be here, I think fondly about the “Call with Ma” I have in my Google Calendar in pink for tomorrow. On our last call she seemed genuinely interested in hearing more about how this night goes. In her own way, I see her trying to make space for the person I might become. I feel much lighter about the fact that I don’t have any blood family here knowing she’s eager for my recap of tonight.

			When we return to the kitchen, the team huddles for a pep talk from Anna.

			“We did it!” she yells, and everyone cheers. “We started a little slow, but that’s normal when you’re just getting going. And the power outage was a setback. But our fearless leader got us through. Yay, Zarina!”

			Everyone cheers. Lucia slaps me on the back.

			“We have comment cards to look through, suggestions for improvement,” Anna continues. “But I hope you’re proud of the way you impressed people tonight.”

			“Thank you for helping put Bangladeshi food on the map,” Raya says to me. “I know this place is going to change people’s lives. I’m so proud to call you my boss.”

			When Raya walks away to congratulate the waiters, Anna leans toward me.

			“Dude, Raya is a fucking rock star,” Anna says. “Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that I’d leave dessert to someone in a kitchen I’d be working at, and they’d be better at it than I ever could be.”

			“I know,” I say, flushing with pride. “And did you taste Julia’s pickled ginger jam? The one that topped the sliders? Sick.” Anna pats me on the back. It’s reassuring to know that even if Anna is leading the team in a structural way, she isn’t losing sight of my contribution.

			“Thank you for leading us,” I tell Anna, hugging her sideways.

			“You’re the heart of the food,” Anna says. “There’s no ROOT without you. You’re the root.”

			“Hello, culinary legends,” Halima greets us as she walks into the kitchen, Fabliha behind her. “Guys, you killed it tonight. I cannot believe that wasn’t an episode of MasterChef or something because you all deserve awards.”

			“I brought my mom and sister,” Fabliha says. “And they thought everything was incredible and so creative. I know you were worried about not having classics tonight, Zarina, but the way you combined East and West was better.”

			“Thank you, Fabliha,” I say. “You know I couldn’t have done this without either of you.”

			“Dude, of course,” Fabliha says. “I have quite a big Bengali American following on Instagram and TikTok. And most are based in New York. I’ll post shouting y’all out. This is going to be the next big thing. We’re going to make it happen.”
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			Friends and family night is over, and it’s already the first night of the soft launch, which means that critics are inconspicuously rolling around without me knowing exactly who they are.

			Thanks to Anna’s connections in the culinary world and Fabliha’s social media presence, ROOT is building buzz. Halima hired a publicist for us, who is trying to get us featured in the New Haven Independent, Mashed, Eater, the Hartford Courant, Time Out, so any of these people can show up any time. Anna takes it all in stride, and I try to act as cool and collected as she does when we get on the phone with a food writer from Epicurious about a potential interview, but tonight I’m fussing over each plate, because any of them could be going to a reviewer. Nothing much has come out about us so far, so I know that anything—positive or negative—can define us going forward. My phone rings. I see it’s a call from Halima, then answer.

			“Hal,” I say. “What’s up? I thought you had a big match tonight.”

			“I do,” she says. “Championship number one contender’s match against Raven. I’m super excited. But listen. There’s a rumor that a Michelin inspector is coming tonight. I know reservations and walk-ins are tight, but always keep one spot open, okay? This info is supposed to be super secret, but my publicist has an in with someone who works there. You won’t know who he is. Just make sure everything is good, okay?”

			“Okay,” I say. “So, he might not come, but we should keep an extra spot handy just in case?”

			“Yeah,” she says. “I know we’re only taking very limited walk-ins. Don’t give up all those spots. He could have a reservation under a different name, or he might be a walk-in.”

			My heart is in my mouth all night. Most of the limited walk-in spots fill up, but I keep one open as promised. We get a good number of orders for each of the initial six dishes and the items we’ve added to the menu, zucchini fries with mustard sauce and curry-crusted steak with bhuna jhol jus. I check and double-check that each plate goes out finished to perfection. Even a sprinkle of spice in the wrong place can mess things up. We’re a few hours into service when I get another call. I think it’s Hal again, but I’m surprised to see “Jennifer Kaplan” on my screen. I stop what I’m doing to stare at the phone. I’m tempted to not answer, but I feel bad having avoided her for so long after the conversation. If not now, when? The call is about to go to voicemail when I pick up.

			“Hello?” I say, confused.

			“Zarina!” she says cheerily. “I heard the restaurant is doing well! Hal’s been keeping me updated.”

			“Yeah,” I say, still not sure why she’s calling and trying to rush her to the point. “Thanks for all your help with the equipment…. What’s up?”

			“Nick and I actually decided last minute to take a flight to Vegas last weekend,” she says. “We got married!”

			“Oh,” I say. “Congrats!”

			“So, mama,” she goes on, “I was wondering what your restaurant’s walk-in situation is tonight.”

			“Um,” I say, my stomach dropping. “We’re currently all booked up for the next three hours. How come?”

			“Oh okay, never mind then. I’m outside,” she says. “I’d still love to see you. Do you mind coming out for a second? I’d just love to talk.”

			I don’t want to cause any ruckus with all the reviewers going in and out, so I decide to go and sort out whatever mess she’s got planned. I take off my chef’s coat and tidy my button-down.

			“Hey, Cal,” I say, calling him over with my hands. “Can you handle the beef for like, five minutes? I need to deal with something for a second.”

			“Everything okay?” Anna asks as I pass by her station.

			“Jenn’s outside,” I tell her, hardly believing it myself.

			Anna’s eyes go wide.

			“I’ll be right back,” I say, with a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

			As I walk out the door, I’m still not convinced Jenn has actually come here with no warning. But sure enough, she’s out there, leaning on a silver Ford Escape that’s parked across the street.

			“Hey, mama, over here,” she shouts, waving her hands back and forth. She’s wearing a tan bomber jacket and black jeans. Her giant wedding band glistens in the golden-hour light.

			I scurry across when there’s no cars coming and she pulls me into a hug, strong as ever. My whole body tenses, but I manage to place a hand on her back. I’d forgotten how tall she is.

			Behind her, through the car window, I see who else but Nick Deveraux in a baby pink button-down sitting in the passenger seat. His hair shines in the glow of the evening, and when our eyes meet, I feel my cheeks heat up. This is a man I’ve thought about and disliked from a distance. I could do anything at this point. I could walk up to him, punch him, get arrested, and ruin my career. I could embrace him as my best bud. I could kiss him and he, Jenn, and I could form some kind of dysfunctional throuple. I shake the thoughts off. I cannot let these people get in my head. I refocus on the six-foot-two woman in front of me.

			“Hi, Jenn,” I start, awkwardly.

			“You haven’t been answering your texts,” she says.

			“So you just showed up?” I ask. It comes out harsher than I intended.

			“It was on the way to New York,” she says. “But I wanted to be here. Zarina, I miss you. I miss talking to you. I miss sharing your GIFs. Asking for your advice on captions. I’m sorry about the tweet. I’ve been trying to learn.”

			“Okay,” I say. “I saw you have a new GIF person, and I’m sure you’re consulting them on captions too.”

			“No, that’s part of it, I guess,” she says. “These kind women, they’re even older than me, honestly, have offered to help. They’ve brought in a bunch of their friends to events, they’re always showering me with love and trying to work on my socials. But it all feels kind of fake. I miss you. You’re the only one who really listened to me.”

			I take in what she’s saying for a moment. I spent so long thinking about my own feelings that I hadn’t considered that our friendship—or whatever it was—might have meant something to Jenn too. I consider that maybe I was the closest thing to a friend she ever really had. Maybe she just doesn’t know how to be friends with someone. But then I look back to my restaurant and remember everything I’ve built because of Sierra but despite Jennifer. I take a deep breath before turning back to Jennifer.

			“Jenn,” I say. “Thank you. That means a lot, and I’m happy that I was able to be that person for you.” I’m not sure what else to say, but I hope the past tense I’m using helps communicate what I mean.

			“I should have done more to protect you,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

			Jennifer apologizing feels so unlike her Sierra persona. But it also feels appropriate. “I’m sorry too,” I say. “I was judgy and ungrateful when we last talked on the phone. Thank you so much for all the appliances you’ve sent and everything you’ve done for me. And congrats again on getting married. I wish you and Nick a long, happy life together.”

			“Thank you, Zarina,” she says, and I extend a hand. She takes it and squeezes. “I hope you don’t hate me.”

			“I don’t hate you,” I say. “I really admire your work. I want to see you succeed. Thanks for coming out here, and I really appreciate the apology.” I glance back at the restaurant. “I should go back in.”

			“Of course, mama,” she says, smiling. “I hope the night goes well. Please reach out if you need anything.”

			“Thank you,” I say, knowing that I won’t. I walk back toward ROOT. When I take one last look before heading in, I see Nick get out and plant a giant kiss on Jenn’s mouth as they switch and he takes the driver’s seat. As Nick drives away, Jenn looks back at the restaurant, and I give her one last wave goodbye.

			

			—

			“All good?” Anna asks as I walk back into the kitchen, trying my best to refocus my attention.

			“I think so,” I say. “Y’know. Just Jenn.”

			Anna smiles. “You look like you handled it well,” she says.

			I smile back at her, and she puts an arm around my shoulder. “Yeah, I hope so,” I say.

			“Let’s get to it! We have a reviewer to impress, don’t we?” she says.

			Between plating, I peek out of the kitchen at least three times to see if I can discern who the Michelin inspector might be. My suspicions lie between a tiny East Asian man with gray hair and a green polo, a tall, skinny, red-haired guy with glasses and a navy blazer, and a table of three white men in similar black jackets who all look like they could work for Michelin. Eventually, I cross my fingers that the food will do the talking.

			

			—

			The next week, I’m frying red onions in mustard oil when Halima texts an article from the Michelin online magazine Dining Out with the message “Congrats!!!” My heart beats fast as I click the link and see a photo of myself standing in my chef’s whites outside the restaurant, smiling, with my arms crossed. It says in big bold letters on guide.michelin.com:

			
				A 25-Year-Old Chef’s Bangladeshi Fusion Dreams Brought to Life

				In New Haven, CT, Bangladeshi American wunderkind Zarina Iqbal has been cooking up a storm. The 25-year-old from Dhaka has brought food inspired by the six seasons of the South Asian country to New Haven. Partnering with three-time Young Chef of the Year Anna Callahan, Egyptian WTG wrestler Halima Tawfiq, and Bangladeshi American singer Fabliha Hasib, Iqbal has conjured a rotating menu that will have anyone coming back.

			

			The reviewer generously compliments the mix of heat and sweetness in the aloo bhorta pancakes, gushes about the creativity of the porota pulled beef, and hypes up the upcoming fuchka and salmon dishes, which we had posted about on social media. This is huge for us. I send the article to my mother. She responds immediately: “If the Michelin people say it’s good, it must be good. All the descriptions sound delicious.”

			It’s a start. I’m hopeful that everything in my life is finally coming together. I want to let my mother know more of me—even if it’s just sharing reviews for now.

			As I build my own brand and my vision expands and changes, my frustration with my mother shrinks. It must be tough on her to see all her friends’ children becoming doctors and bankers; no one in her Dhaka circle really sees a culinary career as equally heralded. The vision she had for my life based on the society she’s in hasn’t worked out. But maybe we can find little compromises like this—I receive a notification that she’s tagged me in a post—where she can share the Michelin recommendation on her Facebook and brag to her friends because news like that is a marker of success in her world.

			Toward the end of service that evening, I feel someone tap me on the shoulder.

			“You got a second to come to the dining room?” one of the servers asks. “This family wants to meet you. A mom and daughter duo. They said they’re Bangladeshi and they drove here from Virginia.”

			He leads me to a table in the right corner of the room. A woman in her early forties wearing a purple sari is sitting with a child of about ten or eleven, wearing a black and gold dress. There is a flake of aloo bhorta on her sleeve, a strange reminder of how my mother would always joke that I ate with my entire body.

			“Hi,” I say. Then in Bangla, “My name is Zarina.”

			The mother stands up while the daughter looks on eagerly. “I’ve been so excited to come here,” the mother responds in Bangla. “This food is incredible. The jhura mangsho is unbelievable. The shahi tukra reminds me of home. I came to the States to pursue my PhD, but I never realized how homesick I would feel. I heard you were serving aloo bhorta– and goru-inspired dishes and had to drive to New Haven. We got a hotel for the night and everything.”

			“I love this,” the daughter says in English. “I want to be a chef like you when I grow up.”

			“You really inspired her,” the mom says. “She’s been going on and on about how she wants to be a chef since we started eating. Thank you.”

			My heart swells with pride. I’ve been so focused on the critics, but this is the real goal: making people love and be proud of Bangladeshi food. The mother and daughter remind me of lunches with my own mom, how we’d rank our favorite places and eat the same dishes over and over.

			“No, thank you,” I say, my heart swelling with pride. “I can’t believe you came from Virginia to try my food. I hope you’ll come again someday to try a different seasonal menu.”

			“I will,” the mother says.

			“Me too,” her daughter says, now looking at her phone.

			I get distracted looking at the daughter. She’s scrolling through photos of the food taken from different angles and Snapchatting them to a bunch of contacts.

			“Can I take a photo with you?” she asks, standing up, her phone ready, an anticipatory look in her eyes, a mix of thrill and shyness.

			My mind returns to meet and greets, to front row at wrestling shows, to backstage at Trenton. When I say yes, the girl breaks into a smile. This was me. I used to be that person in the crowd, my eyes lighting up because the Sierra Myst came to hug me after a match.

			“Why don’t you come here,” I say. She stands next to me, and I crouch a little, placing a careful hand on her waist.

			“I can’t wait to leave Virginia and open a restaurant in New York when I’m grown up,” she says. “My friends don’t like the food I bring to school. My mom says our cousins in New York will like it. Also, my room is too small now and our kitchen doesn’t have any fancy appliances. I’ll make you proud.”

			I manage a laugh as she gives me a final hug. I’ve lived out of tiny rooms and inadequate kitchens, including in New York. I’ve had bosses who didn’t believe in me and co-workers who laughed at my dreams. Listening to this girl talk about me like I have my life together is surreal. How would she react if I told her I was unemployed and lost just months ago?

			I thank them and go to the staff bathroom, lock the door behind me, and splash my face with water. The soft launch has been going incredibly well. Earlier this year, I’d given up on cooking altogether. I’d gotten caught up in the momentary glamour of a life that wasn’t ultimately good for me. As I find new ways to bring the joy of wrestling back to my life, the underdog babyface story continues to be a model for me, a reminder that I can beat the odds, no matter how high they are stacked. Wrestlers, particularly heels like Sierra, talk about stepping over bodies to get what they want. Jenn expected favors from me in exchange for the ways she treated me. And I had fallen into a trap of wanting her to treat me a certain way that she wasn’t capable of. I’m glad we were able to talk. I’m also making peace with the Sierra tattoo on my shoulder. It’s a symbol of where my life was before I had ROOT, while I was struggling, and everything I’ve been able to accomplish since. It represents how I was able to get back up.

			This whole time, Anna has been there for me. We’re figuring out the dynamics of our new roles, and she’s been a trustworthy mentor so far. My mom…it’s a work in progress—I imagine she’d praise me more if I threw the restaurant away and went to get a master’s degree—but in her own way, she too is coming around. I look at myself in the mirror and see someone who is confident and ready to make the world a better place for people who look like them.

			When I come out of the restroom, I spot Rebecca and Callum lifting boxes of compost out of the back. Julia is furiously prepping onions and garlic and gently placing them in Tupperware for tomorrow. Anna is going over the reservations for the week with our host. When she sees me, she waves. Tonight, we worked together as we’ve done for the past few months, and we’ll have a successful night we’ll all be proud of. This is what I dreamed of when I left Bangladesh—this restaurant, these people, and this family I’ve built. Here, we take care of one another.
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