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We take submissions of any kind, really.   
Counter Service is a platform where we like to talk 
about what happens around the table and the edges 
of the food world. That doesn’t mean you have to 
talk about food, but most likely it will come up 
in your submission at some point. We look for 
fiction, nonfiction, personal essays, poetry, playlists, 
photography, graphic design, vignettes, obsession 
pieces, illustration, and profiles of people/places/
things/ingredients/etc.

Each issue does revolve around a central theme, but 
largely this theme is a guideline and not a rubric. 
If you feel so inspired to write/photograph/design 
something and it doesn’t fit our theme, let us take a 
look anyways and we’ll make it work some way or 
another. For examples, peep us on our website for 
the latest issue.

hello@counterservicemag.com
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During these summer months, 
the heat does something almost 
oxymoronic to me. It winds me up 
with hopes and plans and energy that 
lasts from sun up well past sundown. 
Simultaneously, it urges me to relax, 
to read more, to seek being horizontal, 
and to walk at a saunter instead of a 
full New York clip. Heat has a way 
of promising adventure and day time 
naps through those hottest hours of 
the day.

And while all of these forces are 
pulling in different directions, almost 
every memory or plan of mine in 
the summer all revolve around or is 
rooted in food. 

That trip upstate to a friend’s cabin, 
where we had Moule Frites at 10pm 
and remembered drinking at least 
three martinis. That trip to the beach 
where we brought a picnic lunch of 
essentially just a huge charcuterie 
board and what ended up being 
warm beers. Watermelon on the 
porch learning how to spit out the 
seeds but not be distracted from the 
perfect fruit that it is. S’mores on 
the lakeshore. Champagne in a park 
dressed in drag. Hot dogs on the 
boardwalk and in a friend’s backyard 
in Brooklyn and on a farm upstate 
because they are the best.  

Heat is one of those things that can 
almost – if you cock your head right 

– be experienced by all of the senses. 
You can feel it, there’s a certain smell 
to a hot summer’s day, you can see 
it in the distance driving down the 
highway as the road starts to shimmer 
above the horizon, you can taste the 
weight and heft of the air, and you 
can, if you strain super hard, hear the 
kinetic energy of those summer days 
filled with 19 different plans. 

In this issue we look into HEAT in 
all of its sensory and sensual forms. 
From working in, working around it, 
to working through it. How it tastes 
and how it drinks. Taking heat and 
dishing it back up. And how HEAT 
can shape our experiences no matter 
how it enters our lives. 

I want to thank every writer and 
photographer for the insanely hard 
work they did. I am reminded every 
time I open up an issue how talented 
this community is, and how grateful I 
am to be invited to the party. 

XO
JH 

A note from 
the editor
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When the thermometer outside begins heading past 80, 
funny transformations begin to occur. I’ve found this 
truer since living in New York City, where the greyest 
winters suddenly bloom into flower-filled tree beds and 
that quiet guy in your office suddenly blooms into a 
Speedo-wearing yacht-dweller who drinks magnums of 
champagne. But, more than those transformations, the 
city turns into a sort of actual hell, one whose heat takes 
over every waking (and sleeping) moment, because 
everything you do is to try and stay ahead of it.

In these dog days of summer, the air is ruthless with 
sweltering humidity. Bodies who not so long ago bluely 
braved bitter blizzards long to break their sweet summer 
fevers with any respite they can find. They run down 
blocks past stinking sweaty trash, ducking into bars 
to chug a cold beer. At home, where you might be 
lucky enough to have a working air conditioner, and 
then unlucky enough to pay the electricity bill, bed 
sheets are kept in the freezer with the peas and vodka, 
only to be quickly taken out right as you’re drifting 
to sleep so you have a final moment when sweat turns 
to something a little more tolerable. Personally, I shut 
down. My body doesn’t crave food. I am perpetually 
thirsty, but find it unquenchable. I become slow, a little 
bit dumb, and sticky, and for these reasons, force myself 
to keep, at all times, a giant bowl of gazpacho in my 

refrigerator. I am very particular about gazpacho. There 
should not be a puree of any sort of bread, or anything 
fancy about it. I’ve made it the same way for almost 
ten years, and this is how it should be: a big bowl of 
chopped vegetables, whatever you have around and 
not overly processed, floating in a pool of tomato juice. 
Texture is very important, and gazpacho as pureed 
baby food is not what we are looking for here. It ends 
up tasting like a very good virgin bloody Mary mix, a 
liquid salad with oil and vinegar, and it does the trick 
every time. It must be cold, cold, cold, hence keeping 
it in the refrigerator. I’ve slurped single spoonfuls of it, 
had full mugs of it, big bowls of it. I’ve given it as a shot 
to take while sitting on the fire escape and trying to 
catch the cool breeze while listening to the kids scream 
in the playground.

Heat, by definition, transforms properties: that ball of 
flour, water, salt and yeast becomes beautiful bread and 
a little bit of water and sugar becomes caramel. But 
left unwatched, in just an instant too much heat causes 
burning that can’t be remedied. The beauty of gazpacho 
is, the more it sits, the less you fuss with it, the more 
the flavors meld and it becomes cold like the fitted sheet 
you’re keeping next to your vodka. And the only thing 
a cold sip of soup can transform is any hot moment into 
something tolerable, as fleeting as it may be.

Summer 
Soup

Peter Hoffman
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It’s the summer of 2018 and I’m 
out of clean socks and my only 
air conditioning is the walk-in at 
work. It’s 90 degrees and the train 
is packed and I’m late again and 
the babies seem to cry louder when 
it’s hot out but the tourists in their 
faded jorts and Stan Smiths they 
love the city summer and “does this 
train go to Manhattan?” they ask me 
and “sure,” I say as we board the G.

The walk from the train is oppressive 
but I wish it never ended; this heat 
moves, at least. I’m blasted by a sheet 
of cool air as I enter the dining room 
but once I clock in my neck tightens 
and I worry I’m too high again and 
“twelve-top right at five,” says chef 
over his shoulder and “heard,” as I 
brush the sweat from my brow and 
throw myself down the staircase.

The basement is a frenzied hive 
of bodies and knives and “hot!” 
and sidestepping and “sharp!” and 
short attention spans and muted 

tension and “si guey” where my 
head grazes the ceiling if I’m in a 
good mood and “corner!” but today 
should be fine. The stiff chef ’s jacket 
is a welcome reprieve from my 
dampened t-shirt and I’m making 
for the walk-in when Hollie pops out 
of the liquor closet with a hopeful 
smile on her face but honestly I’m 
bored of sleeping or even flirting 
with her anymore but even more 
honestly her apartment does have 
central air conditioning and “hey 
you,” she says and “yo Hollie,” I say 
with a meager smile.

Behind the insulated door the walk-
in takes my breath away. It is my 
favorite place in the world nestled 
within my least favorite place in 
the world. I could live here if I just 
threw out all these fucking onions. 
There are no reflections or judgment 
and I’m finally alone and I close my 
eyes with the fan in my face and it 
chops up the first deep breath I’ve 
taken all day, and I can think: I’m in 

over my head and I can’t remember 
the last time I spoke to my parents 
and do any of my friends know how 
much I suffer at work and would 
they even care and are tears the same 
thing as sweat? until Matt walks in 
and “hey man, limes?” and “yeah, 
how many you need?” 

I’m out of the walk-in and the air 
feels more like breath than air and 
it doesn’t move and no matter where 
I stand I’m in someone’s way and 
everyone moves with certainty. 
I’m up the stairs and I’m down the 
stairs and I’m setting timers and 
“is this your cutting board?” and 
I’m chopping and it’s 4:00 and 
I’m thirsty and I’m peeling and 
“behind” and blending and glares 
from Hollie and (fuck are those 
walnuts burning?) it’s 4:30 and chef 
saw me drip sweat into the frisee and 
something spilled in the lowboy and 
“family meal, mangez mangez” and 
there are no more bus bins and it’s 
5:00 and I’m not ready. 

Fire, Heard
Luke Fater
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“Fire two mussels, two snails, gratin” 
and “heard, two mussels, two snails, 
gratin” and the range is pulsing and 
the oven burps hot steel and my 
world shrinks to within the walls of 
a closet-sized kitchen where six men 
stand shoulder to shoulder dancing 
in circles, bending over, standing, 
squatting, twisting, cooking. I 
haven’t seen the sun in hours but the 
guests have all sweat through their 
Uniqlo and make faces when they 
enter the dining room like they’re 
being fellated but – “how long on 
those snails?” – they don’t have six 
burners at their back and neck. 
David, he’s 60 years old, silently 
standing over the grill – “thirty 
seconds, chef” – sweating worse 
than me and I can’t work in kitchens 
anymore and “two gratin, cod, foie,” 
and and the rag I’m using to beat the 
sweat off my nose is the – “heard, 
two socca, cod, foie” – same one 
I’m using to pull hot pans out of the 
broiler. 

Between fires I take a running start 
at a deep breath as I stare into the 
hood wishing it would just – “fire 
two beans, snails,” – suck me up and 
out of this agitated existence and 
my lungs only ever get halfway full 
and “heard, heard, heard” I feel like 
an imposter I’m no line cook I don’t 
know what I’m doing and I can only 
breathe the thick, oily air in gasps 
and my stomach is in knots and I 
haven’t had water in hours but the 
guests are elated and “everything was 
so good!” they cheer through the 
pass with Hollie peeking shyly over 
their shoulders at me. 

I’m frying and I’m in the oven and 
cod’s done and I’m plating and 
does anyone know how well I did 
in college? and I’m in the lowboy 
and – fuck I’m low on greens – “off-
line, behind, behind” I’m down the 
stairs and I don’t realize I’m sweating 
through my chef jacket until I jump 
in the walk-in and I’m a cog and my 
ideas mean nothing but then I’m up 

the stairs “behind, behind” again 
just before the beans overcook and 
“six-top is looking at their menus” 
and everyone is working, sweating, 
plating, dressing, blanching, grilling, 
expressionlessly, and no one speaks 
and does anyone else feel “fire two 
socca”, lonely?

Service is winding down but 
stomach cramps are setting in and I 
pretend to be looking for something 
in the back of the lowboy but 
really I’m doubled over in pain. 
I’m marrying quart containers and 
smelling fish and “Hassan, soapy 
water please,” and any bus tubs 
anywhere? when Hollie comes 
around with shift drinks for the 
kitchen and a cloying smile for me 
and I know, at the very least, I won’t 
sweat in my sleep tonight.
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Burnt, 
as a 

flavor
Sharon Brenner
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Charred, burnt, overdone. These words are usually used to describe food that 
for one reason or another, missed the mark. But outside of a charred vegetable 
dish here or there, do we really appreciate how much of our food is actually 
burnt on purpose? I’m not talking about people who like blackened toast. I’m 
talking about salsa verde, often made by charring tomatillos, or baba ganoush, 
which requires charring the outside of an eggplant and using the smoky inner 
pulp. What about the caffeinated wonder-juice we call coffee? 
The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I sometimes fill my entire 
day with food that is intentionally burnt, deeply roasted or charred to add 
flavor, create texture and chemically change the food’s composition to make it 
delicious. Behold, a day in the life of a burnt food explorer…

Sunday morning. I’d rather stay in bed but I have to get up, and that requires 
some energy that I do not have after staying out late the night before. I 
summon myself to walk down to my local coffee spot. Single espresso, always. 
As much as I love coffee, it really affects me so I tread lightly, otherwise I’ll 
sleep even worse than I already do. But within this small but mighty single-
shot, lies an entire history of a plant. A tree, resting somewhere in a distant 
land, an entire chain of selection, production and distribution. Somehow what 
was once a colorful red cherry concealing a glorious green bean has been dried 
and assaulted by heat, roasted to dark perfection for me to enjoy in a mere 
three perfect sips to start my day. Looking into that tiny and humble espresso 
cup I see a concentrated liquified bitter gift of toasted perfection.

I’m in LA so naturally there’s more Mexican food to choose from than one 
person can count. And not just ‘Mexican food’, regional Mexican food. I head 
over to Guelaguetza Restaurante, a family-owned Oaxacan restaurant, and 
plant myself in front of their chilaquiles de mole and a hot chocolate. The black 
mole is made by toasting nuts and chilis in oil, intensifying the flavor of the 
nuts and spices through controlled heat to then be blended into what, over 
hours, becomes a silky rich sauce. This is complimented by the hot chocolate 
of roasted and ground cocoa beans, hand-whisked tableside with a traditional 
wooden molinillo to create froth in the drink of warming chocolate.

I trek across town to my favorite bread house, Lodge Bread. It’s not just that 
I love their bread, it’s the pizza, the pastry, the PITA. Oh, the pita… Today, 
I’m going for pizza. Chef Brooks McCarty shows me how within a mere two 
minutes, raw dough is completely transformed and blistered to burnt perfection 
upon contact with their wood-burning oven that can reach somewhere in the 

9 am

11 am

2:30pm
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neighborhood of 1000 degrees. Today’s pizza is a seasonal spring affair, 
showcasing peas, pea tendrils, green garlic, and fresh ricotta. 

Piping hot out of the oven, steam rising from the blistered perfectly cooked 
dough, the pizza is dressed with a splash of lemon and a shower of freshly 
micro-planed parmesan. Within moments of my first bite, I’m savoring the 
crust, impeccably baked and textured from its short but powerful exposure 
to the open flame.

The pizza has worn off and it’s time to seek a new burnt adventure. I look 
to Mh Zh, a restaurant that continues to amaze me because the food 
is exceptional, there’s always a line, it’s a tiny cooking space, it’s offers a 
vegetable-forward no-frills aesthetic, and they don’t have a liquor license (i.e. 
no booze). There’s something about the stripped down al fresco energy of the 
restaurant combined with how they transform vegetables like magicians that 
works. 
Sunday is the cauliflower special. What arrives on the table looks like a 
blackened cloud cloaked in color, only to be revealed inside as a tender 
cauliflower crown. The crown tops are lightly crisped on the outside, deep 
with flavor and richness from the black tahini and tahina combination 
dressed atop, and spiked with sour and sweet notes from the cherry amba, 
arugula leaves and flowers, all fresh from the farmers market that morning. 
An absolutely brilliant beacon of burnt perfection.

Fully satisfied from my day of burnt food, I cap the night off with something 
sweet. I come full circle to an espresso dark chocolate bar from Dick Taylor 
chocolate. Just like the roasted bean that started my day doth this day end 
with a similarly roasted bean of the tropics. As explained by Dick Taylor, 
roasting cocoa beans represents the first time that beans and flavor interact 
to develop the flavor of chocolate. Limiting the bitter notes and moisture, 
the cocoa beans are roasted to shape the flavor of the bean that will 
eventually be refined down and molded into the chocolate bar. 
Reflecting on my day of burnt and charred food, I see fire, flame and heat in 
a new light. The chemical reaction that perhaps in my childhood was linked 
to having messed up a dish, is of course a cooking tool all of its own. Burnt 
is a flavor and a resource, a transformative process that revealed a day full of 
culinary delights.

7pm

9pm
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Guelaguetza Restaurante 3014 W Olympic Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90006
Lodge Bread 11918 Washington Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90066

Mh Zh 3536 Sunset Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90026
La Colombe 3900 Sunset Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90029
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At my final restaurant job, my chef 
would often pass me impossibly hot 
plates and then smile and shake his 
head, in that ‘something-is-not-quite-
right-with-that-one’ way, when I 
received them without blinking and 
sauntered back to the floor. After an 
adult lifetime of waiting tables, I had 
lost sensitivity to heat in my hands. 
He wasn’t trying to burn me, but he 
had also noticed that the absurdly 
hot plates, the ones other people 
needed to bind cloth napkins around 
the edges to carry, would actually 
nudge me awake if I was crashing 
in the middle of a shift. The plates 
were like a set of jumper cables, my 
last lifeline when the coffee, the 
over the counter speed-based sinus 
medicine, the hands plunged into 
ice, the Adderall, the Modafinil, 
the secret slice of chocolate cake, 
the intermittent fasting, the Keto 

diet, the Ashwaganda, the 45 
seconds in the walk-in cooler, or 
the shot of Rye Whiskey, had failed 
to jolt me into some acceptable 
semblance of consciousness. “Hey 
Mindy, need a hot plate?” soon 
became the compassionate question 
from whomever happened to be 
expediting, when my eyes started 
to roll back in my head or my neck 
went limp while I was waiting for 
a dish. The numbness in my hands 
seemed to have spread to my head. I 
worried that I might be mistaken for 
a junkie, or the undead.

About a year after I moved 
to New York, my body had 
began boldly enunciating itself in 
unfamiliar, thoroughly disorienting, 
and quite embarrassing ways. 
I began “doing” something 
inappropriate in public. At the 
dinner table, while dining alone in 

restaurants, in the library trying to 
work on my dissertation, on the bus, 
on the train, in the movies, even 
while standing up at work, I began 
falling asleep. Looking down at my 
waiter’s notepad, I saw a script that 
more closely resembled an EKG 
than my own familiar scribbles; I 
would faintly recognize my name 
coming from somewhere, find my 
eyes opening, and see my fork frozen 
over a dinner plate; conversation 
partners suddenly looked at me as if 
I had switched languages (I had and 
I seemed to be speaking in tongues). 

After a long series of tests, my 
doctor finally sent me to a sleep 
center, where, after many more tests, 
I was diagnosed with narcolepsy. I 
was told that while certain behaviors 
and medications might modify 
the symptoms, it was an incurable 
neurological disorder. At the root of 
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Narkē
Mindy Cardozo



the word “narcolepsy” are two Greek 
words: narkē (stupor, numbness, 
temporary decline, loss of senses and 
movement) and lepsis (an attack or a 
seizure). I still find myself blushing 
and asking “Oh god, did I just get 
narcky?” I would love to somehow 
be able hang my diagnosis on the 
psychic blitzkrieg of the current 
presidential administration, but I 
was diagnosed with this during the 
Obama era; nonetheless, because 
there is no resolute scientific answer, 
I have come to believe that genetics, 
some combination of auto-immune 
reactivity, personal trauma, and 
what bell hooks so helpfully and 
consistently names the “imperialist, 
capitalist, white supremacist 
patriarchy” gave me narcolepsy. 
Thank you, everyone. Unfortunately, 
in this political moment, what could 
be less “woke” than somnambulism? 

I can’t help wondering, when I 
think about Ignacio’s hot plates, if 
the narcolepsy isn’t a good metaphor 
for a fairly ubiquitous cultural 
neurological freeze. I’m writing 
this during a heat wave in New 
York City, and I look out my South 
Williamsburg window and see all 
of Los Sures moving: everyone in 
shorts, sunglasses, sandals, towels 
and coolers in hand. Talking to each 
other. The fire hydrant in front of 
the community garden has been 
opened, and kids and cars are doing 
laps underneath the water. I wonder 
about the connections between 
heat and consciousness. Heat and 
life. Heat and awareness. Maybe 
you don’t like the heat. Maybe you 
get uncomfortable when things 
get spicy, but I wonder what, in 
this climate, might function as a 
cultural hot plate? Jim Jarmusch’s 

latest film, The Dead Don’t Die is 
about zombies. Cliff, Bill Murray’s 
character, asks: “How the fuck do 
you kill a zombie?” Adam Driver’s 
character, Ronnie, replies: “You’ve 
gotta kill the head. It’s the only 
way to kill them.” Chloë Sevigny’s 
character, Mindy, asks: “Guys. 
Shouldn’t we be telling each other 
that it’s all gonna be okay? That this 
will all go away like a bad dream?” 
Everyone I know seems to be talking 
about trying to use Instagram less, 
but the stories get longer and longer. 
We don’t talk about what we’re 
reading at dinner, we talk about 
what we’ve been “binging.” A racist 
is occupying the presidency. I can’t 
tell you it will all go away like a bad 
dream. But before we all black out, 
maybe we can start learning how to 
protect our heads? 
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Pete and 
the Tuna
Emily Campeau

This story happened on the 
goddamn night that Pete Wells sat 
in the then-trending  New York 
restaurant where I was melting away 
during the summer months of 2014. 
Thankfully, having grown up in a 
kitchen since I was a toddler, I had 
a few tricks up my sleeve; I had 
watched my Chef Mom and her 
colleagues dump corn starch down 
their pants to survive the painful 
irritation of long sticky summer 
days for most of my childhood, and 
needless to say there was a container 
with the inscription NOT FOR 
COOKING that was passed around 
between staff members in our team 
as well. We wore the oldest, most 
worn-out t-shirts possible for mise 
en place in the sauna-like basement 
prep kitchen up until the minute 
where we had to put on a chef coat 
for service hours. Iced coffee was our 
saviour, and cold beer our cult. The 
menu wore that light summer dress 
with dishes that were refreshing 
and bright, just to contrast with 
the general mood that could be 
summarized as : we had just opened 
a restaurant 3 months ago and that 
was the last time we slept.

On the kind of July day where the 
humidity made your pants stick 
so much you would be scared they 
would never come up again after 
a stealthy bathroom break, our 
air conditioner broke down. This 
particular restaurant wasn’t too 
quick into the problem solving 
department, so the filthy New York 
air stuck to our skin for what seemed 
to be an eternity (probably 2 days) 
but the show went on. To add to 
this wonderful set up, we were in 
the middle of being reviewed by 
the New York Times, expecting M. 
Wells for a second surprise visit any 
day. At 4:30pm, we were hitting that 
sweet spot that is that hour before 
service, where you feel you’ll never 
be ready in time, coupled with the 
mandatory slow, island pace that 
is induced by unbearable heat. I 
was over-caffeinated, overtired, 
and honestly a little concerned by 
the amount of boob sweat that one 
human can produce. 

Despite the painful discomfort, 
we carried on with our usual pre-
service pump up traditions: first 
round of short espressos, getting 
dressed like respectable cooks,  
followed by blasting Born in the 
U.S.A, immediately chased by Tom 
Petty’s American Girl, set up our 
stations, second round of coffees, 
and then wait for guests to arrive 
while secretly hoping the coffee buzz 
wouldn’t wear off before service 
picked up speed. All of this while 
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actively exchanging details about 
the menu, our dating lives, our 
fear of running out of bread again 
(it happened every night, you’d 
think the person responsible would 
order more but alas), and other 
excruciatingly private things that 
four people spending 16 hours a days 
together usually talk about. Oh and 
we complained about the heat. But 
nothing new under the blistering 
sun, we complained all of the damn 
time anyways. 

Picture us dancing the service 
choreography in front of a fully 
lit-up grill and flat top, plus two 
400 degree ovens, in an oh so tight 
kitchen where we calculated each 
of our moves. Picture us swinging 
hanger steaks, red snapper, mid-rare 
lamb, veal tartare, chilled almond 
soup, and a parade of summer 
vegetables. Imagine us with our head 
down with concentration, trying to 
think clearly despite the ridiculous 
temperature of the kitchen air, 
and only then you’ll have a great 
representation of how the manager 
found us when she walked in the 
kitchen to tell us that Pete Wells has 
sat down with a party of four at table 
45. It’s impressive how the hottest 
body temperature can turn into cold 
sweats in the blink of an eye. 

Our then manager was generously 
handing out icy wet towels to our 
guests to refresh them, and water 
glasses were filled aplenty. Menus 
were folded as fans and surprisingly, 

the restaurant was full. Table 45’s 
order walked in. Now you have to 
understand one thing: I’m not telling 
that story to glorify the place of food 
critics in our society. I mostly dislike 
them all, and the importance that 
they have in the make or brake of 
restaurants where people, myself, 
my colleagues, my family work our 
souls off. We treated everyone the 
same that night. We didn’t do things 
differently for Table 45. But Table 45 
was the only table that could crush 
this establishment into a smoking 
pile of ashes if they didn’t like their 
meal.  Despite the twisted kinks 
of that restaurant, we cared deeply 
about the food we put out. We had 
talent, rigor, and passion. And we 
hoped that this would be conveyed 
on the plate, and then translated into 
kind words by M.Wells in one of the 
most read newspapers worldwide. 
Truth being told, we were scared 
to shits.

It remains still to this day the one 
time that I cried (or was it sweat?) 
directly in front of a stove when I 
handed a piece of very lightly over-
seared tuna to Chef and he said 
it was overcooked. He remained 
calm and asked me to cook another 
one, seeing that visibly, if I could 
have hit myself in the face with a 
canoe paddle I would have done it. 
Searing tuna is more of an art than 
it sounds: the ideal scenario is that 
the fish will be warm but not cooked 
inside, and very lightly crisp on the 
outside. If the piece is straight out 

of the fridge, it is close to impossible 
to do a good job. Distribution of the 
heat is the key, as I cynically thought 
about when replaying this story. 

That piece of tuna never went out 
(we ate it and made a new one) but 
made everybody’s timing off by 2 
minutes. The garnish got cold and 
we replated the whole table. « It’s 
not the end of the world » as Chef 
told me while consoling me when 
service was over.  But poor little 
guilty me felt the weight of the 
world on her shoulders that night, all 
rolled up in one 85g piece of tuna. 
No one will ever know if I would 
have done a better job if my brain 
hadn’t been melting because of this 
damn unrepaired AC, if Wells had 
sat at table 31, if we had had enough 
bread, if I had slept a little more the 
night before. And I still wonder. 

The review came out later in the 
month, with a positive write up 
about our work. No mention of the 
tuna, eclipsed by a more memorable 
snapper dish. Not even one mean 
joke about the Caribbean heat. I 
recall that the best memory I have 
from Summer 2014 is carelessly 
drinking a wonderful concoction of 
Campari x Costadila Prosecco with 
my best friend during our 12 hours 
of time off we had each week. All 
the others ones were washed away 
with sweat, except the tuna that 
still leaves a stain on my heart. Just 
another boring day in the life of a 
NY restaurant.



Transformations
Lyz Pfister
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The weekend after our apartment burned down, 
we had a barbeque. “At least we don’t have to 
buy coals,” I said. “We can just shovel up the 
remains of the bedroom.”

Humor, I found, was the only way to process 
what had just happened.

When our landlady offered us a temporary 
apartment in our complex whose tenants had 
just moved out, she emphasized the beautiful 
walk-in closet it featured. I found that pretty 
funny too.

The fire lasted for a little over an hour, until the 
neighbors saw smoke curling out the balcony 
door and called the fire department. No one 
was home, thankfully – although maybe if we’d 
been home, we would’ve seen the headphones 
explode and rushed to squash the spark. But as 
it was, the flimsy pages of Game of Thrones took 
up the spark and as the book toppled over, the 
wind sucked through the open window, letting 
the flames lick the curtains, and from there, 
whisking them along the length of the window, 
finding a happy home in the cloth-rich closet. 
Or at least that’s how I imagine it happening.
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When we walked into the cooled ruins of the 
bedroom to see what there was to salvage, we 
found a few sodden pages of book three burned 
away to a passage where R’hllor’s adherents are 
busy setting heretics on fire. Chuckle.

The transformative power of heat is, I’m pretty 
sure, a sentence I’ve written in my life more 
than once, talking about the way a skillet of 
garlic and onions perfumes a room, or the 
inedible rubber of an eggplant becomes silky 
and rich. A soufflé rises. Eggs coagulate. Cake 
happens. And when your things catch fire, that 
changes your life too.

The first things we salvaged from the apartment 
were two bowls, two plates, a set of silverware 
each, a skillet, the big pot, the chef ’s knife, the 
French press, and the homemade kimchi. Our 
first morning in the empty apartment, we boiled 
water in the pot for coffee and tore chunks of 
bread off the loaf with our hands. We cooked 
eggs in the skillet and piled them high with 
kimchi, eating on the floor sitting on borrowed 
pillows. It was so improvised, and yet it felt so 
good to be cooking for ourselves again instead 
of living in someone else’s home, as we’d done 
in the imminent aftermath.

I’ve always been horribly attached to things. I 
keep things because of the memories they hold 
– shirts that once belonged to my grandmother 
that I never wear, a trinket from a trip to 
Barcelona, the favor from my friend’s wedding. 
I keep things because they might someday 
be useful – scraps of wrapping paper, paper 
shopping bags, spare key chains, ugly pastel 
vases. I keep things because I don’t like to be 
wasteful – a gross cranberry syrup that no one 
will ever eat, the old paper linings from an 
album to use as scribbling pads.

At first, I’d wake up in the middle of the 
night remembering another thing that was 
gone forever. The heart-shaped locket from my 
great-great grandmother. Eight years’ worth of 
journals reduced to smeared blue ink and ash. 
The bamboo dumpling steamers hidden in the 
cabinet. All those years of keeping and saving 
and collecting – undone.

But with many of the things that were ruined, 
there was also an opportunity to buy something 
new and better than what was there before. 
The stoneware we’ve been eyeing for a year. 
The toaster with a built-in crumb catcher. That 
stupidly expensive MUJI trash can.

Slowly, our life begins to take shape in a new 
space. Every first feels like a coup. The first 
time we made pasta, massive portions eaten 
in a frenzy before it spoiled, since there wasn’t 
yet a fridge. The first time we slept on the new 
mattress, on new sheets, on new pillows. The 
first time we vacuumed the floor.

As we need them, we carry undestroyed things 
from one apartment into the other: the mortar 
and pestle when we made papaya salad and 
had to grind dried shrimp with garlic and 
palm sugar into paste. The teapot and tea cakes 
we’d purchased in Japan just a week before the 
apartment burned. The salt.

And we begin the process of collecting again. 
But maybe this time, it will be different. Maybe 
the transformative power of heat isn’t done 
with me just yet. Maybe this time around, I’ll 
know that the stuff is just stuff. That I’m still 
a cook with just a pot and a spoon. That I can 
find comfort without being surrounded by 
comfortable things. That the memories are all 
already in me.
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Counter Service has been thinking on, and 
planning imaginary pairing dinners for what 
feels like years now. A few weeks ago, it finally 
came to fruition in Downtown Los Angeles, at 
Brannan Mason Gallery, rooted in and surrounded 
by Micah Crandall-Bear’s exhibit Altum. 
 
In having a night that pairs well with itself, it gives 
us security to talk about anything, to think about 
anything, to boast and bathe in the night and make 
it ours.  We can sit back and ostensibly, trust. 
 
Taking direct cues from Micah Crandall-Bear’s 
fundamentally abstract, dreamy, and inquisitive 
paintings, Counter Service and Bezhad Jamshidi 
created and paired an entire evening so that all food, 
wine, and art worked in concert with each other. 
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Jasmine Senaveratna

A Five Year 
Old’s Ode  
to Spice 

Written September 27th, 2011

The first food experience I recall wasn’t dreamy, 
inspiring or even satisfying.  We were eating 
with Siri, my dad’s best friend in Colombo, 
Sri Lanka. He welcomed us with a banquet 
of a meal with all the trimmings; pappadum, 
coconut sambol, pol sambol, curries, egg 
hoppers, rice, beef patties, rice with raisins and 
cashews… I was in the middle of an endless 
table with so many choices, with strangers 
anticipating my appetite, and I was petrified. I 
saw orange, red, green, yellow—all colors that 
screamed spicy as hell.
 
At five years old, my palette was not 
sophisticated or brave enough to bear capsaicin 
heads on. Imagine being just out of diapers 

and fresh from the US, satisfied with friendly-
shaped chicken nuggets, pasta, French fries and 
pizza. The spiciest thing I ran into was Tabasco, 
located on the highest shelf, or far corner of a 
restaurant table—far and away from my chubby 
fingers. Now I have the luxury of snickering 
at the harmless bottle of watered down, red, 
vinegary liquid.
 
I did know, however, that my dad came from a 
hot little place halfway across the world teeming 
with chili, garlic pickle, curry powder, pepper.  
And now we were there, swimming in it. I was 
convinced my ears would burst with steam 
upon consuming one bite, as seen in many a 
Warner Brothers cartoon.   
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I also knew, as my dad’s child, that he expected 
me to impress his fellow countrymen. The 
half-Ceylanese would smile, eagerly grab one of 
everything on the table, place it on her banana 
leaf, swallow each morsel, lick the leaf, and ask 
for more.  Like a good Sri Lankan child should. 
I was tens of thousands of miles away from 
home or anything familiar. I looked to Kim, my 
mother, to save me. An eager convert, she was 
blissfully committed to this new chapter in her 
food bible.
 
Damn. It. Siri, his wife and his little girls 
were engaging in routine, eating what they 
knew.  Winston was embracing his roots and 
proving his Sri Lankan-ness, years after running 
away and establishing a life as a moderately 
successful American. Kim was in food bliss. I 
was abandoned and in a haze of fear, rendered 
speechless and paralyzed.  
 
Winston sniffed my fear like a wise pit bull.   
Host and family caught on. Silence and a 
spotlight emerged.  “… Jassie, you EAT!” His 
tone was rough and imperative. Spit flew. It was 
the loudest he ever screamed. I was crying and 
sweating. Still paralyzed.
 
Before going in for the kill, Siri grasped dad’s 
shoulder with love and sympathy. “Winky, she 
doesn’t have to eat it. Give her time.”  Like the 
angel he always was, he descended upon the 
American in distress. Winston side-eyed me, 
gave up and continued eating. Dinner and life 
carried on with its usual sounds: the clinks 
and clanks of serving spoons, munches and 
crunches, murmurs of compliments and side 
conversations.    

I was saved, but felt cheap. All quickly gave up 
on my ability to try and conquer new tastes 
and textures. No one seemed to care what I 
would do or eat at the table. Left to fend for 

myself and salvage my dignity, I squatted in the 
chair, supported my weight on the table with 
my elbows and reached out. I managed to serve 
myself some rice, an egg hopper and prawns in 
coconut curry.   I’m sure most of what I served 
landed on the table, but I managed.
 
After a few forceful bites, I explored the morsels 
of food rolling in my mouth. I had nothing else 
to do. The long grains of rice were yellow, tasty 
and dry, unlike the glutinous rice from China 
Doll back home.  The yellow smelled and tasted 
like flowers. The raisins in them were brown, 
gooey and sweet. The cashews were a little salty, 
a little crunchy and a little chewy.   
 
The prawns were a battle for another day.  They 
weren’t the cocktail shrimp we wolfed down 
at Stevens Bar, a dive back home.  They swam 
in oil, chili and all things hot and fiery. I was 
sucking air in and out of my mouth to tame the 
heat. After two of those I moved on to the egg 
hopper. It looked like an American omelet in a 
crepe.  Tasted like one too. But the crepe wasn’t 
sweet. It was light and springy with a hint of 
salt. Familiar, doable, feasible. Check.

I refer to this moment often in my memory. It 
is at the core of my life narrative; it epitomizes 
many central, recurring themes and helps 
me understand what drives my character and 
passions. Being thrown into foreign territory, 
exploring and thriving in the unknown, 
adapting within minutes; The need to please 
and impress my father and people in general; 
My dual identity as part American and part 
Sri Lankan, never fully one or the other; my 
curiosity for all things; testing the limits and 
bounds of my being through taste; my need to 
conquer fears immediately… Nothing better 
tells my story than food—it is the thread 
that weaves the fabric of my experiences and 
life together.
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Ca Na To Ne Ta
Josh Hamlet
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There are some trips that feel like past dreams 
that, when I’m there, are so vivid and full and 
intense. But looking back on them it’s hard to 
break apart the intimacies of each day. Rather, 
the trip blends together in a hazy, emotionally 
charged narrative, with all of memory’s roads 
leading to one big event. 

On my 31st birthday I woke up in Paris, and 
ended up eating paella on the rocky Northern 
coast of Mallorca for lunch. 

From here, it falls into a dream of walks up 
and down hills falling into the ocean, long 
stops for mid-day drinks tucked in valleys, 
couched in burnt-golden mountains dotted 
with dusty green trees with orange hues shining 
through backdropped by vibrantly blue skies. 
It becomes drives on hairpin-turning roads in 
a green Mini Cooper with windows down and 
us gasping at the views every time we turned a 
corner, listening to ballads and singing at the 
tops of our voices. It is what feel like spiritual 
moments–nearly tear-filled–and pools at night 
with clear views of the Mediterranean. It was 

running from donkeys that were after our left-
overs and climbing fences to get to restaurants. 
It was sitting on isolated beaches and eating at 
spots where the soundtrack was the ocean just 
a stone’s throw away. And each experience, all 
fueled by the next meal. 

I have glimpses of conversations along the lines 
of “so tomorrow, we’ll wake up, grab some 
coffee and breakfast, do something, then go 
here for lunch, do something else, and end up 
at this place I’ve been reading about for dinner,” 
that repeated a few times. 

The morning after my birthday, I remember, we 
actually made a reservation at a restaurant mid-
way up the Northern coast. Lyz had done all of 
her research and chose this one to make sure we 
tried. 

Waking up to the sun spilling into our 
room, I remember feeling completely and 
wholly content. Breakfast in a building near 
by followed by constant chatting about the 
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future and what turn we should take on the 
hike we found ourselves on. The pacing at the 
fork in the road–should we take this or that 
path–and look at that view and these 36 hours 
have already been my favorite trip ever. Did 
we get a massage or just talk about it? Did we 
swim or just sit by the pool? Time slows and 
speeds up and we were driving through Deia 
and admiring the town and the hotel with its 
sprawling grounds, hoping one day we’d be 
able to stay there and feel as pampered as those 
guests. Did we plan on stopping in a small 
beach town or just make the right wrong turn? 
Did we look at our map or did we just end up 
walking along their boardwalk in the inner 
harbor, lined by a beach and beach chairs and 
a trolly that moved at a tourist pace and every 
typical shop that you’d imagine a beach town to 
have. We fantasized about “what if we just had 
a place here, one to come visit” and dipped our 
toes in the water. 

Photographs tell me we made it to a view point 
and someone took our picture together, but I 
more so remember  putting on the latest Ariana 

Grande album — one that Lyz hadn’t heard yet 
— and started driving the winding hills with 
me singing at the top of my lungs about Pete 
Davidson and the rise and fall of a relationship. 
“Her range is insane” I remember one of us 
saying. 

I tried to find parking in our destination town, 
somewhere small and by all estimations not 
build for cars. Thankfully Mallora had cars 
build for theses tiny roads. And this is where 
memory focuses, sharpens, the big event, 
our lunch reservation at Ca Na To Ne Ta. I 
remember it was at 13:30, the first available 
lunch slot. When we parked, and walked our 
way through the small dusty terra cotta golden 
streets, we arrived to a closed restaurant. A 
kind server or sommelier or, as it turned out to 
be, the owner came out and ushered us to the 
building next door. She was flawless, as you’d 
expect.  Inside the next door store, we found 
home goods (towels, totes, glassware, knives, 
flatware, ceramics) to the front of the store, then 
a small bespoke and hidden bar just before a 
doorway leading to the back patio.
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A spritz and some relaxation filled with 
conversations about everything and nothing 
and how we had to come back to the store after 
lunch to make sure to bring some of this home, 
infiltrate our our homes with the calm that we 
felt here. After a drink’s worth of time, we were 
invited to the restaurant, which had sage burned 
inside to clear the space from the past lunches 
and dinners and late nights. A fresh start. 

What then transpired I remember, without the 
assistance of photographs, only in emotion, 
distinctly. I felt welcomed and comfortable. 
I felt taken care of and inspired. I ate what I 
figured might have been some of the freshest 
foods I’ve had in some time. I remember 
thinking that this meal was so smart, because 
it was pairing itself with not only the space, 
the place, but also the season that went beyond 
“pumpkin in fall” and “ramps during that 
one week you can eat ramps.” This 6 course 
lunch used ingredients two or three times in 
different incantations in the same dish, because 
that's what made the plate better. There was no 
pretension. There was no flourish or ego. This 
restaurant made me so happy and overwhelmed 
at the same time. I might be too emphatic in my 
emotional memory, but this was the restaurant 
to which I will hold all others to from now on. 
It brought a passion a fire within me to try to 
bring this level of hospitality to all that I know. 
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Lyz and I talked about the meal and Europe 
and her never planning on leaving Berlin. We 
talked to the server in Spanish and English 
because we all wanted to practice. We drank 
a bottle of wine and at lunch over the next 4 
hours.

From here, it becomes hazy again. The next 
two days I remember we planned on staying 
in Palma but were drawn back to the northern 
coast because it had a near-real-life-Murakami 
effect over us, where magical realism seemed to 
be as active as I can imagine and the days felt 
so seamless it couldn’t have been anything but a 
dream.



Heat
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Brandy
Rachel Knox 
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While putting off getting ready for 
my bartending shift on a recent 
Saturday night, I found myself 
mindlessly scrolling through Twitter. 
I noticed a flurry of activity around 
the account of Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez. This wasn’t unusual, of 
course – AOC is no stranger to 
public scrutiny, outspoken as she is 
about her colleagues and policies. 
In this instance, she was criticizing 
the experience of billionaire CEO 
Howard Schultz and his ability to 
effectively govern people whose 
everyday lives have nothing in 
common with his. The replies to her 
tweet, though, hit me particularly 
close to home. Derek Schwartz 
(@derek_mafs) wrote: “Cause 
they’ve accomplished way more 
in life than being a bartender in 
the Bronx”. Margot Cleveland (@
ProfMJCleveland) replied: “Why 
don't people ever tell bartenders 
who want to run for Congress 
that they need to "work their way 
up" or that "maybe they should 
start with city council first"? Reply 
after reply continued like this, 
lobbing the word “bartender” like 
a slur. It disheartened me, but 
it didn’t surprise me. I’ve been 
hearing comments like these for a 
decade in various forms, from the 
condescending parents of potential 
romantic partners to well-meaning 
patrons asking, “What else do you 
do?” I’m proud of myself and love 
my job, but it never stops feeling 
bad to know a huge percentage of 
the population considers your job 
something to be ashamed of. I think 
AOC would agree with me, though: 

bartenders are uniquely gifted in that 
most valuable of skill sets, relevant in 
both government and everyday life – 
putting up with bullshit. 

i.
making your way in the world today 
takes everything you've got
taking a break from all your worries 
sure would help a lot
wouldn't you like to get away?
sometimes you want to go where 
everybody knows your name
and they're always glad you came
you wanna be where you can see
our troubles are all the same
you wanna be where everybody 
knows your name
- “Where Everybody Knows Your 
Name,” Cheers theme song

Most days, I head to work about 
an hour earlier than I need to. I 
take the bus, instead of the faster 
train. On the bus I am more likely 
to grab a window seat. I bring a 
book and my coffee, a bad-for-me, 
giant, Dunkin Donuts caramel over 
ice. I sit and read, or stare out the 
window, headphones in, tuning out 
the human buzz around me as much 
as possible. I get off a few blocks 
from the bar, walking the long 
way down those cozy, old-school 
Brooklyn streets in the Cobble 
Hill neighborhood where I work, 
so much quieter and picturesque 
than the gleeful chaos of my own 
neighborhood. I take big, deep 
breaths and gird myself a little with 
each step, thinking of the Armor of 

God I learned about in church as a 
kid: Sword of the Spirit. Breastplate 
of Righteousness. I read once that 
Curtis Martin of the New York Jets 
reads Psalm 91 before every game 
as a way to center himself and focus 
before stepping onto the field. Wade 
Boggs wouldn’t play without eating 
fried chicken first. My psalms and 
chicken are Kathleen Hanna and 
artificial sweetener, but they feel like 
putting on armor all the same. 
 I walk through the door to 
relieve Candace, whose face lights up 
behind the taps when she sees me. 
Her entire body language changes, 
which I like to think is because 
she’s my friend and is happy to see 
me but is more likely because she’s 
going home soon. All the stools 
are occupied: the gang is all here. 
Joey the landlord; two servers from 
the restaurant next door on their 
breaks, Mark and Ashley, deep in 
conversation about Phish with some 
poor stranger and already soliciting 
my opinion as I walk around the 
side of the bar. “Don’t ask Rachel, 
she hates all jam bands. Right?” I 
yell, “Let me clock in first,” I yell 
over my shoulder as I pass them. 
They’re right, but that doesn’t stop 
them from lobbying hard in Phish’s 
defense to me as often as possible.

Pooja, on a conference call in the 
corner, glances up at me and smiles, 
then gets back to work. I’m happy to 
see Pooja: she is kind, a great tipper, 
and works in silence. She requires 
a full glass and, miraculously, 
nothing more from me. I go down 
the stairs to the keg room, put down 
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my stuff and slip my feet into my 
nonslip clogs. I grab a bar towel and 
mentally flip the switch that moves 
my own wants and needs to the back 
of my brain. I’m all theirs now. 

ii.
broke up with my girl last night, so I 
went to the club 
put on a fresh white suit, in a mini 
coupe sitting on dubs
I'm just looking for somebody to talk to 
and show me some love 
if you know what I mean

everybody jockin me as soon as I 
stepped in the spot
two hundred bitches in the building, 
ain't none of them hot 
except for this pretty young thing that 
was working all the way at the top 
shawty, what is your name?

ooh, she made us drinks to drink
we drunk em (got drunk)
and then, I think, she thinks I'm cool
she gave me a wink, I winked back
and then I think that we hit it off 
something proper like
T- Pain, “Bartender”

On TV and in movies, bartenders 
live exciting, fast-paced lives: raking 
in the cash, sleeping with patrons, 
and partying behind the bar. Ask 
someone currently working in 
the service industry, though, and 
you’ll find their experience is way 
less “Sweetbitter” and much more 

demoralizing. (I do encourage you 
to ask any big-city bartender about 
“Sweetbitter”: they will have enough 
rant material to enthrall you through 
several rounds of drinks.) 

I like my job. Otherwise, I wouldn’t 
do it.  The pay is competitive, and 
a good shift with nice customers 
is generally satisfying. But in our 
age of entitlement those polite 
customers are increasingly rare 
birds. Many nights I find myself 
emotionally drained after catering to 
the byzantine demands of bargoers 
all night, fending off unwanted 
romantic advances, politely listening 
to tales of cheating spouses, bad 
bosses, and absent parents. We 
bartenders are interrogated on the 
intricacies of Galaxy Hops, given 
drill-sergeant level instruction on 
sugar levels in your cocktails (often 
without a “please” or “if you don’t 
mind”), snapped at and waved 
over, all while serving dozens of 
people precisely crafted, measured 
and poured drinks in a timely 
fashion. We absorb all of this while 
maintaining the atmosphere of 
rollicking good times expected of a 
bar, performing not only our base 
level jobs but also a memorable 
personality. We are not robots, or 
servants, but we are dependent on 
the arbitrary sums of money you 
assign to us, depending on whether 
we have achieved each individual 
patron’s unique standard of what 
good service may entail. It can often 
feel like a Sisyphean endeavor.

Emotional labor is a concept coined 
by the sociologist Arlie Hoschschild 
in her 1983 book “The Managed 
Heart: Commercialization of 
Human Feeling.” It’s a subject on 
many minds as we examine the 
effects of sexualized workplaces, 
the GOP backlash to Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (herself a former 
bartender) and the oblivious 
husband in the first episode of the 
new Marie Kondo Netflix special 
that set Feminist Twitter rushing 
to condemn the uneven household 
workload of the couple at the 
episode’s center. 

Hoschschild explains this kind of 
labor one way: “I refer, then, to 
exchange of acts of display based 
on a prior, shared understanding of 
patterned entitlement. Any gesture-a 
cool greeting, an appreciative laugh, 
the apology for an outburst-is 
measured against a prior sense of 
what is reasonably owed another, 
given the sort of bond involved. 
Against this background measure, 
some gestures will seem more than 
ample, others less.” 

Emotional labor is a part of many 
career fields typically dominated by 
female workers. It’s an occupational 
hazard for nannies, flight attendants, 
domestic workers, cooks and nurses. 
But in the bar and restaurant 
industry, where employees depend 
on customer-managed tips instead 
of an hourly, guaranteed wage, the 
stakes are high. In addition to the 
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performative nature of service, there 
are unseen factors. Bartending’s 
flexible shifts and the fact that it 
is often considered an “unskilled 
trade”, not a professional or white-
collar position, there remains a 
working-class stigma attached to 
the job. People assume bartenders 
are on their way to another career, 
or to make ends meet while in the 
pursuit of some other, loftier goal: 
actor, singer, doctor. A person who 
chooses to bartend as their sole 
income or make a career out of it 
is often perceived as unintelligent, 
lower-class or to be pitied, a burnt-
out partier who “got stuck” in the 
job, or in some other way unable to 
join the traditional workforce. This 
perception engenders condescension 
and entitlement on the part of the 
customer, who may feel, regardless 
of their station in life, that the 
bartender is beneath them socially. 
Add in gender and racial bias to an 
industry that employs one of the 
largest numbers of undocumented 
workers and the waters of perceived 
status get even murkier. 

Looking for an explanation for 
the mental exhaustion I often 
feel at the end of a shift, I found 
a lot of sociological theory. First-
person accounts of the emotional 
toll chronic listening can take 
were relatively nonexistent. I’ve 
spent many nights, over many 
beers, talking to my coworkers 
and other bartenders about the 
mental peaks and valleys specific 

to our jobs. Overwhelmingly, I 
found that the male bartenders 
I talked to seemed to occupy a 
totally different realm than I did, 
whereas the female-identifying and 
otherwise marginalized bartenders 
had more stories of awful treatment 
by customers than there was time 
to tell them. My male friends and 
coworkers complained of external 
annoyances – breaking up fights 
between guests, for instance. The 
non-male bartenders I spoke to 
related stories of sexual assault, 
catcalling, being called pet names, 
being followed home by drunk 
patrons late at night, stalking, 
groping, intimidation, and the 
expectation of playing surrogate 
mother/therapist/girlfriend to their 
guests. 
 
Our different experiences bartending 
clearly had more to do with the 
societal expectations of our genders, 
and the burden of mental exhaustion 
skewed heavily towards female-
identifying workers. When you are 
expected to perform emotional labor 
all the time in your personal life, 
doesn’t it follow that your stock is 
depleted? That you show up to work 
already dangerously low on spiritual 
HP, so all it takes is one “What 
time is your shift over, sweetheart?” 
to push you over the edge? If I’d 
been conditioned to disguise or 
withhold my emotions as a child 
because of my gender, might these 
things roll off my back? As many 
internet commenters have stated, 

ad infinitum, on articles with titles 
like “How to Be a Better Restaurant 
Guest”, maybe I should quit if I can’t 
handle PEOPLE just WANTING 
what they WANT, that’s why you 
get a TIP, you ungrateful baby!!! 
For people who have never worked 
behind the stick or have never had 
this kind of labor expected from 
them, it can seem like oversensitivity 
in what looks like a perfect job 
environment. 

The bar is a unique social 
environment, one that forces 
interaction between customers and 
employees that often blurs the line 
between familiarity and entitlement.  
One feels totally comfortable 
shooting the shit with their 
bartender, or that frequent visits 
equal friendship. Alcohol helps turn 
this blur into a smudge. But what 
happens when that line is erased 
completely?

The restaurant industry has seen 
its share of reckoning with sexual 
harassment and discrimination. 
Mario Batali, John Besh, and Ken 
Friedman have all lost their jobs 
due to the testimonies of servers 
and bartenders who reported sexual 
abuse and harassment by their 
bosses. But what about the countless, 
less-famous customers and bar 
patrons at whose hands the average 
service industry worker has suffered 
the same treatment?  How do you 
report your abuse when the abuser 



55  |  Counter Service

is the decider of your wage, and that 
of your boss? How do you change 
the behavior of someone you may 
never see again? Whether or not 
you make rent can depend on how 
well you swallow your misgivings 
when someone calls you “sweetie,” 
grabs your ass, or condescends to 
you because of your race or status. 
A much-touted solution to this 
problem? No-tipping restaurants. 
Restaurateurs like Danny Meyer 
and Andrew Tarlow have adopted 
these systems in their establishments, 
claiming more fairly distributed 
wages between front and back of 
house and more accountability on 
the part of the patron. If customers 
can’t hold this incentive over their 
servers’ heads, the thinking goes, the 
power imbalance straightens out.

The truth, though, is that no-tipping 
restaurants suck for front of house 
employees. They make significantly 
less money than at restaurants where 
tipping is accepted. This can be 
true for a variety of reasons, some 
of which blur the line of legality: 
cash tips are untaxed and easier to 
lie about; menu items increase in 
price, turning many customers away 
and decreasing overall revenue to be 
shared. As any server or bartender 
will tell you (off the record), tipped 
wages allow many employees to 
make more money than they would 
even at an increased hourly wage 
and to report less taxable income 
to the US government – one of 
the last industries where this kind 

of loophole exists, a radical tool 
of financial empowerment in an 
industry that exploits immigrant 
labor and is almost completely 
devoid of unions. There is also the 
issue of non-reporting to consider. 
If a handsy patron leaves $50 
every time he visits, a bartender 
dependent on tips to make a living 
may not report his behavior in lieu 
of keeping her lights on. The average 
hourly wage of a bartender in New 
York City is just $7.50 an hour, 
up from $5 in December of 2017 
after much lobbying. Employers 
take the total amount of reported 
tips earned by servers into account 
when calculating their “tip credit,” 
which offsets the amount of hourly 
pay they are required to issue. If the 
employee’s recorded tips satisfy the 
$7.50/hour minimum, employers are 
not required to pay that amount. I 
have a collection of paychecks for less 
than a dollar, or the more common 
“THIS IS NOT A CHECK” check 
that means the company owes me 
not one penny of taxable income, 
despite 40 hours of work.
 

iii.
There’s a port on a western bay
And it serves a hundred ships a day
Lonely sailors pass the time away
And talk about their homes
And there’s a girl in this harbor town
And she works layin’ whiskey down
They say, Brandy, fetch another round
She serves them whiskey and wine

The sailors say: “Brandy, you’re a fine 
girl” (you’re a fine girl)
“What a good wife you would be” 
(such a fine girl)
“Yeah, your eyes could steal a sailor 
from the sea”

Brandy wears a braided chain
Made of finest silver from the North of 
Spain
A locket that bears the name
Of the man that Brandy loved
He came on a summer’s day
Bringing gifts from far away
But he made it clear he couldn’t stay
No harbor was his home

The sailors say: “Brandy, you’re a fine 
girl” (you’re a fine girl)
“What a good wife you would be” 
(such a fine girl)
“But my life, my lover, my lady is the 
sea”

Yeah, Brandy used to watch his eyes
When he told his sailor stories
She could feel the ocean fall and rise
She saw its raging glory
But he had always told the truth
Lord, he was an honest man
And Brandy does her best to 
understand

At night when the bars close down
Brandy walks through a silent town
And loves a man who’s not around
She still can hear him say
She hears him say “Brandy, you’re a 
fine girl”… 
-“Brandy (You’re a Fine Girl),” The 
Looking Glass
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Moises, my friend and the 
dishwasher at the restaurant next 
door where I also work, is always 
my last customer.  After seeing that 
I was by myself counting money 
one night, he insisted on staying 
and walking me to the train. I’m 
grateful for his presence, even if at 
5’2” he isn’t intimidating anyone 
out of a fight. I give him all the 
free beer he wants while I do my 
closing sidework. After the last 
person who isn’t us leaves, he helps 
me put up the stools, lock the door 
and pull down the metal grate, 
easing the padlocks through their 
housing.  He and I walk down the 
sleepy sidewalks (no one in this 
family-heavy neighborhood stays 
out past 1:00am), piecing together a 
conversation through our twinned 
attempts at English and Spanish. 
We’ve done this every Saturday for 
almost two years now.  He calls 
himself my “otro esposo” – my other 
husband. In some ways we are as 
close to each other as we are to our 
respective spouses; spend enough 
late nights with someone, regardless 
of a language barrier, and you learn 
things about them most people 
don’t know. We’ve shared cigarettes, 
3AM bagels, laughed until we cried 
when a rat ran out in front of us 
and scared a particularly loud fart 
out of my valiant bodyguard.  As 
we walk towards the train tonight, 
lights start to get brighter and closer 
together and the sounds of Saturday 
night as it exists for the rest of the 
city get steadily louder. We get to 

Smith Street, where we hug goodbye 
and Moises takes the steps down to 
the F train towards Coney Island. I 
deposit all of my hard-won money at 
the 24-hour bank and then head to 
my favorite hole-in-the-wall where 
my favorite bartender is working for 
a nightcap. 

If my job requires mental acrobatics, 
Tracy’s bar is Cirque de Soleil. 
It’s the sort of dive that attracts 
pool sharks, frat boys, cokeheads, 
and war-weary service industry 
employees, like me, freshly off work. 
It’s sardine-can-full of all of these 
people tonight. I grab the furthest 
stool in the corner. Tracy sees me 
and starts pouring my beer before I 
can take my coat off. She detaches 
herself from the group of young men 
hollering her name and sets the beer 
in front of me. 

“Hey, girl! How was your night?”
“Oh, you know. Not so bad.”
“Good for you. Bachelor party here. 
They’re annoying as fuck but one is 
tipping fat, so, whatever. Tequila?”
“Yeah, why not?”
She grins, shakes her head, and sets 
out two shot glasses. 
“I should wear a whip and top hat 
to work, just so we’re all on the same 
page, you know? Cheers, Rach.”

We take our shot. She heads back 
into the throng. I sigh contentedly, 
settling into my beer. I know. 

Every time I hear “You’re a Fine 
Girl” I think about Brandy and how 
badly I wish she had been the one to 
write the verses. I’d love to hear what 
Brandy would have to say about all 
the salty old sailors getting loaded 
at her bar, swaying on their stools 
and telling her what a good wife she 
would make. I wonder if she knew 
all of their secrets, or helped shoulder 
the burdens they unloaded on her, 
their captive audience. I picture her 
helping the last old captain out the 
door and locking it behind her. I’m 
sure Brandy loved some of the sailors. 
Maybe Brandy even has her own 
Moises, someone who isn’t related 
to her but, through the permeable 
social walls of the bar, takes care of 
her like she’s family. Either way, I 
know what the best part of Brandy’s 
night is. Brandy pours herself a 
beer from the tap, holding her hand 
underneath so no drops fall onto 
the drain she just scrubbed and 
bleached, and walks over to one 
of the big leather booths. In my 
imagination, the bar looks a lot like 
Tracy’s, except its nautical décor 
is incidental, not kitschy-hipster-
chic: lots of dark wood, rope nets, 
and shadowboxes full of different 
kinds of knots. They definitely serve 
Narragansett.  Brandy slides off her 
shoes, takes a big swig of her own, 
and joins me, and a young AOC, 
and the constellation of women 
behind the locked doors of bars 
everywhere closed for the night: 
counting all our money, alone with 
our thoughts, and only ours, at last.
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Mad 
Dogs

Nadine Proctor

Without heat, the warmth from the sun, it’s spectrum of light, 
it’s chemical energy... we’d be in big trouble. 

Heat transforms life; It literally signals a beginning. It warms 
the rain so frogs and toads come out of suspended animation, 
it triggers hormones in seeds so that they germinate, it warms 
the earth so nutrients are biologically more accessible to plants. 

Heat gives you flavor, nutrients, color, and beauty. 

It makes you laugh and cry. It’s brutal yet giving.  
Your body eventually gets used to it. 

My favorite are the hot pepper. I think back to working with 
my Chefs. How they controlled the balance of a dish with 
heat. How it elevated the cuisine. The balance.
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‘How can that food even cook 
without heat?’ his girlfriend Sandy 
asked, twirling a strand of her long, 
sheet-like blonde hair as he pressed 
a well-worn combination of buttons 
on the microwave. Two russet 
potatoes on a ceramic plate began 
to rotate inside. It was early in their 
relationship, the time that should 
have been full of buoyant optimism, 
but he knew at that moment it 
would never work out between them.

Her judgement was nonsense. 
Of course the microwave oven 
involved heat. Those potatoes 
would be soft, steamy pockets in a 
matter of minutes, anybody could 
see that. Food need not be cooked 
by something as banal as a flame. 
Via radiation heating, all those 
little microwaves bounced around, 
trapped, invisible in the cooking 
chamber. He was in awe, not only of 
the science, but the mystery of it.

A recent belief of his was that 
any harmful bacteria in food could 
be eradicated by a couple minutes in 
the microwave. Sometimes he even 
put a glass of tap water, or a slice of 
bread in the microwave, just in case. 

He didn’t understand the recent 
press craze about ‘good’ bacteria. 
How could any bacteria be good? 
The less the better, in his opinion, 
and if the microwave could help to 
sterilize his morning cereal, then, 
sure, he’d pop it in for ten or twenty 
seconds.

The special smell that remained 
encapsulated within the microwave’s 
airtight cabin was like nothing else 
in the world. It became seasoned 
with the sum total of every piece of 
matter, edible or otherwise, that had 
ever whirred around inside, always 
evolving but still retaining a base 
note of melted gruyere and plastic.

Ironically, he’d met Sandy in 
front of the microwave at the office, 
where he worked as a web developer 
and she as a middle-manager in 
the marketing department. As he 
watched his rice and beans turn 
around that afternoon, entranced, 
Sandy had struck up a conversation 
behind him. He’d only half-listened, 
but felt a twinge of affection when 
she popped her mug of coffee in 
the microwave and set it to thirty 
seconds. In an office full of coffee 

Microwaveable
Jillian May
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freaks, a woman who reheated her 
cold coffee in the microwave had the 
aura of someone special. He’d asked 
her out the following day. Now as he 
appraised her, slack-jawed in front 
of his own microwave, he wondered 
whether he’d misjudged her entirely.

 ‘Don’t stand in front of 
it when it’s running!’ he’d been 
cautioned countless times as a boy. 
This was in the early days of the 
microwave, when nobody truly 
understood it. The vague warnings 
didn’t serve to keep him away, but 
led instead to a fascination with the 
potential power of destruction the 
microwave held. That a human being 
could not stand next to it but could 
eat the food that remained inside it 
for one, two, ten minutes at a time, 
only reaffirmed his belief in the 
magical force within the appliance.

He had put all things possible 
in the microwave in the long hours 
between school letting out and his 
mother returning home from work. 
Marshmallows were always fun in 
their unpredictability. Whole apples 
or oranges might explode suddenly, 
the heat accumulated in their insides 
rebelling against their delicate skin. 
He graduated to flowers pulled from 
the bed in their dingy yard. Perky in 
a glass of water, after fifteen seconds 
in the microwave they would wilt 
before his eyes like a stop-motion 
animation. His Legos didn’t do 
much but smelled weird, toasty, for 
weeks afterwards. T-shirts, tins of 
sardines, bars of soap, his mom’s 
magazines, a box of wheat bran, a 

bit of tree bark: all went into the 
microwave. When he heard from 
a kid at school that somebody – 
nobody could say exactly who – put 
his cat in the microwave, he grew a 
curious horror, but quickly decided 
against it. Such was the power of the 
microwave.

These days he had a basic 
model. It had come with the 
kitchen in his one-bedroom condo. 
He figured the place was new, so 
what the microwave oven lacked 
in high-tech features, it gained 
in cleanliness. It was like a blank 
canvas he could season as he liked. 
And that he did. As an adult he 
came to love the Indian food his 
mother had force-fed him as a 
child and whenever he visited her 
on the weekends he would return 
home armed with her homemade 
curries and biryanis. They lay in 
wait, individually Tupperwared in 
the freezer, for their five minutes of 
fame in the microwave. The virgin 
voyage of his current microwave had 
been the re-heating of a fragrant saag 
paneer. Maybe it was all in his head, 
but he still swore he smelled a hint 
of cumin-laced cheese every time he 
opened the microwave door.

Sandy was bent over at the 
waist and rested her chin on the 
countertop. She stared into the 
microwave without blinking. He 
thought he should warn her, tell 
her to move to the side. But hadn’t 
that thing about the microwave 
and brain cancer been proven a 
myth back in the 90s? He looked 

through the refrigerator for some 
sour cream, which he would spoon 
onto the potatoes before letting them 
microwave for a final ten seconds.

 Now he, too, stood watching 
the potatoes rotate from behind 
Sandy’s vantage point. He sighed. 
Frozen pizzas, oatmeal, reheated 
curry: it had become rather routine, 
what he cooked in there. Nothing 
at all like the wild days of his youth, 
when new smells and textures awoke 
his senses nearly every day. When 
was the last time he’d experienced 
the kind of thrill he got from the 
sweet, metallic odor of a microwaved 
golf ball?

Sandy started twirling her hair 
again. Newly curious, he focused 
on the straight strands being pulled 
lightly downwards. The microwave 
began to beep softly, counting down 
from ten. Nine. Eight. He pulled 
open the utensil drawer in front of 
him. Seven. Six. He rummaged. 
Five. Four. He found what he was 
searching for and grabbed it. Three. 
Two. Sandy removed her hand 
from her mane and placed it on the 
microwave’s handle. One. 

As she popped open the door, 
he made the move towards the back 
of her head, the kitchen shears ready.
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Fire:  
Kevin 
Kedy

Kristen Tauer

Before I head over to Kevin Kedy’s ceramics 
studio in Ridgewood, Brooklyn, he warns me 
about the heat.

I am in an 170 sqft space right now (it gets really 
really hot in there)

I meet him there on one of the first truly 
hot days of summer.  While sitting on an 
overturned bucket, surrounded by shelves of 
his works-in-progress and his various work 
stations — a potter’s wheel, a table for wedging 

— he tells me that he fires his work in his kiln 
at Cone 6, which is roughly 2300 degrees. Yup: 

“Hot” is relative.

“Heat does one of two things,” he says. “It either 
creates or destroys.”

Kedy, originally from a football-centric town 

in Oklahoma, is in the middle of moving his 
studio practice, Under Lock and Key, to an 
800 square foot space in Philly. Ultimately, he’s 
headed for Dallas to start a studio with a friend 
and potentially open a restaurant with a chef 
friend from Nashville. Maybe he’ll get back 
behind the line again; he stepped away from the 
kitchen several years ago after being receiving 
a bipolar diagnosis, and found refuge in the 
ceramics world. Through a friend of a friend 
of a friend, he met potter Mike McCarthy and 
began an apprenticeship.

“There’s a lot of crossover — as far as skill set 
and mindset — in how to process what goes 
on in a ceramics studio and what goes on in a 
kitchen. It’s all mise en place and how to do it 
the shortest way, the smartest way,” says Kedy. 

“It just really fit really naturally. It took me 
about 10 minutes to learn how to center and 
just kind of ran with it.”
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Over the course of an hour, we talk a lot 
about the process of transforming clay from a 
raw material into final product. The parallels 
between clay and cooking (not to mention life) 
are endless. His  ceramics process is rooted in 
an appreciation of the Earth and his design 
aesthetic is earthy, but not in a precious hippie-
artsy way, in the same way that the best meals 
feel intentional. We talk about failure, how you 
can do everything right, follow the same recipe, 
and still things don’t turn out as you hoped.

“You learn really quickly to let things go in 
pottery,” he says, pointing out several cups 
on the shelves of his studio that will probably 
remain unfinished, or be reclaimed and turned 
into something else. “There are any number 
of things that happen along the way, you just 
learn to detach yourself. Otherwise it just tracks 
into the next pot or next dish.” He notes the 
imperfections in each piece, which to me just 
look like the gesture of handmade pottery. The 
details matter, and the tweaks ultimately lead 
to refinement. “I don’t like the idea of being 
satisfied. If you’re sated, you’re not hungry, and 
hunger is really big motivation.”

I first heard of Kedy’s work via Ardyn in the 
West Village. He’s a longtime friend of chef 
Ryan Lory — Kedy got him his first kitchen 
job, at a country club in Irvine, CA — and 
now Lory commissions him to make functional 
plates for the restaurant to fit a specific purpose: 
serving food.

Kedy tells me he hates square plates, super small 
plates, and oval plates for anything other than 
a whole fish. I can relate: as a server, there were 
certain dishes I resented because of the plate 
they got served on.

“I know what it feels like to grab a plate out, I 
know what it feels like to plate on it, I know 
what it’s like from the other side of it: clear it 
from the pass, clear from the table. So those 
are the things I’m thinking about whenever I’m 
making a plate and judging whether one’s good 
enough to use,” he says.

He’s also working with a fish and chips 
restaurant up in Ossining, and created a 
ton of light pendants (77) for Jean-Georges 
Vongerichten’s new restaurant on South Street. 
The ultimate goal is to create plates for his own 
restaurant down the line.

“It’s been cool to see the farm to table movement 
extend out into the craftsman maker world. 
There’s a symbiosis developing between those 
two types of people,” he says. “I was excited 
to find a way to stay close to restaurants while 
getting out from behind the line.”

“Does it make you feel something and does it 
work? With food and ceramics, that’s what it 
ultimately comes down to,” he adds. “You can 
get anything done over a dinner table: good 
people, good food, and good wine are the 
building blocks of life.”
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