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			For my mom, who taught me something new about the human spirit every day of her life and lives on in my heart for the rest of mine.

			I love you, Mom. This one is like everything I write. It is for you.

		

	
		
			1

			There’s the blonde to my left, a shy reader with tortoiseshell glasses who took her eyes off the page when I got onto the subway. The floor shook. I stumbled. I could’ve sat beside her, but I didn’t. I’m six seats away, and we’re the only two people on the train, in the universe that is a crowded New York subway car. The tension is there, here. She isn’t reading, not anymore, and I can imagine a life with the blonde. Missionary mornings on a comfy sofa we found on the street, a frisky orange cat we adopt one lazy Sunday in Union Square after a long brunch because we do things like that. We adopt cats and sofas.

			But then my Portnoy twitches. Jay-Z and Vince Neil see them too. Girls, girls, girls.

			Another one calls, silently. A suited minx with short hair and dark red lips and she’s right across from me. She doesn’t adopt cats, and she would never just lie there and take it. She is the cat. Older. Wiser. Dirtier. Not a shy bone in her lithe, horny body, and did she giggle when I adjusted my pants? Yes. She giggled. She fakes a yawn and strokes her neck, and she won’t look at me again. It’s on me to make the next move. Do I do it? Maybe that’s what I need. A martini of a woman who would hit me straight up, force me to get my GED, go to night school and make something of myself.

			“Achoo!”

			That’s a wild sneeze and that’s door number three and this girl is different. Not so nervous. Not so domineering. She’s standing, unlike my exes—sorry, ladies, it was fun while it lasted—and she’s holding her Atonement in that way where she wants me to know she walked into a bookstore and bought her Atonement. I work in a bookstore, so already you know we’d have something to talk about. Her coat is too big and too red, and she seems annoyed that she has to break away from Atonement to blow her nose and yeah.

			That’s it. That’s my girl.

			She’s not a missionary mouse, and she won’t push me to “make something of myself.” She’s cotton panties to the core, but then she crumples up her dirty Kleenex and gasps—I know that book, I know that part—and I can’t do it. I can’t be with someone who’s just like me.

			It’s not time for me to atone. I’m seventeen years old. I’ve barely even lived.

			This one down the way…This one fucking lives. 2:12 p.m. and she’s visibly, clearly drunk. Wobbly legs in a skirt she put on last night. Chomping on a ham and cheese croissant in that way where you just know she’d devour my Portnoy.

			She looks at me. She waves. What the fucking fuck, and I put my eyes on my tote bag. Do I get up? Talk to her? What would I say?

			Doesn’t matter. Not anymore. She licks her fingers that were just on the pole, and she scrunches up the tinfoil and tosses it on the floor like we’re not all in this together, like litter isn’t fucking illegal. Ham and cheese my ass, and it’s true what Mr. Mooney says.

			Girls really do have a sixth sense buried in that extra hole between their legs.

			She could feel me losing interest. That’s why she bends over and picks up the tinfoil.

			Too little, too late, and I spy a prescription in her purse. She pinches her eyes. The pain. I can’t go there. You can’t make a sad girl happy, and I’m way too young to die trying.

			“Seventy-second and Columbus!”

			This is it. My last chance to make something happen. I freeze up. I do this all day every day. I talk myself into things and out of them and what the fuck is wrong with me? I don’t know these girls and they don’t know me, and it’s all coming to an end. The train slows, a direct fuck you to my speeding, stupid heart.

			I rise. Eight eyeballs and four holes to choose from. Pick, Joe, pick.

			But it’s predictable. I’m predictable. I don’t make eye contact. I just walk up the fucking stairs into the street and—

			“Wake up, asshole!”

			I hold up a hand and wave at the justified old cabbie. “Sorry!”

			I’m no good at being a New Yorker lately. I’m just not the same since 9/11, but then again, who is?

			My appointment isn’t until three, so I walk into an internet café and pick a computer in the back. It feels weird, choosing this place over the bookshop, shoving my ATM card into the slot like a junkie who needs a fix as I wait for the machine to rob me blind. This should be free, it really should, and I do what I do all day, all night.

			I go on fucking Craigslist.

			“Heya, buddy.”

			Craig doesn’t say hi back. I don’t even know if he’s a real person with a last name. But God fucking bless him either way. The world used to be this black hole. You see a girl, you feel something, you chicken out and you know you’ll never see her again. But now we have this magical place called Missed Connections. I’ve fallen in love in my head seventeen times today and there’s a chance that one of the sweet seventeen can’t get me out of her head. The page is loading and…

			Nope.

			I should be used to it by now, the rejection, but Emily Dickinson said it best. “Hope is the thing with feathers.” It’s still early. Maybe one of them will realize that she deserves to be loved by the cute guy with the bookstore bag because we all deserve to be loved.

			Well, not all of us. Certainly not Angus Fucking Kaplan.

			Of course he lives in a penthouse on the Upper West Side. The kind of place protected by soulless, scowling stone fucking gargoyles. Angus is a gargoyle. A crackhead who gets a pass in this world because he can afford a high-end crack den. A book buyer who burns the books in his fireplace. Everything about this is wrong, but it’s like Mr. Mooney says. That’s capitalism, Joseph. I am delivering Angus a signed first edition of Goodbye, Columbus. I could do something to save this book’s life. Throw Angus in the fireplace. Punch his lights out.

			But it’s the same way with the girls on the subway. It’s all in my motherfucking head, fantasies on my Moleskine as more foreskin goes untouched. Use it or lose it. I am losing it. I don’t do stuff. I just think about doing stuff. And the whole point of being here is that you gotta live. Do something. Be something. Fuck someone. Pick a life and live it or you die in your head.

			I press his buzzer.

			“Yes?”

			“Hey, Angus. It’s Joe.”

			“Who?”

			“Joe from the bookstore.”

			“I don’t know a Joe.”

			EVERYONE KNOWS A JOE. “Angus, I got your Philip Roth.”

			He laughs. I hear it now. The flick of a Bic. I can almost smell the fumes. Real actual crack. He coughs and he belches, and he sighs. “Come on up, Jimbo.”

			Gargoyles are nipping at my legs, and I don’t like the way I look in the lobby mirror. My head is too big for my body, or my body is too small for my head. I’m in the elevator, trying not to cry, and I can’t go on like this. Malleable. Alone. Collecting typewriters and living in a four-by-ten room with cardboard walls. Yep, I got screwed. These NYU kids Chad and Hauser put out an ad for a cheap room “in the village.” They seemed nice enough on the phone, so I said yes, sight unseen. Turns out that by “village,” they meant Stuyvesant Town, a concrete mini-city in the far east. I don’t have a window and I sleep in a “converted pod” that Dumb and Dumber rigged with cardboard and duct tape. I went from one Stuy to another. No privacy. A cloak of shame that I can’t fucking shake. My jeans feel good at home but here I am tugging at them. Nothing fits, not really. I haven’t touched a girl in centuries. I jerk off in the shower, on the sofa that isn’t mine, in the basement of the bookshop. Dumb and Dumber made an innocent mistake, but maybe I am Dumbest. I threw my fate in Craig’s hands, sight unfucking seen. Who does that?

			“Jimbo!”

			“It’s Joe.”

			Even for Angus, this is bad. He’s in a red-and-blue silk robe, and the belt doesn’t belong. It’s black. There’s a wad of chewing gum stuck to the chest hair by his left nipple, and I shouldn’t see his nipple. This can’t be the only nipple I see every week.

			He laughs. “Oh, don’t worry about my eye, Jerry. Just a blood vessel. Come on in.”

			I didn’t even notice his eye, because I try not to go there. The darkness of this penthouse. The long walk down the hall, a trail of septic breadcrumbs, cracked fucking crack pipes and vomit, and is that piss? That is piss. A chew toy for a dog—Angus doesn’t have a dog—and I want to run. Flee. Live.

			He rocks back and forth on his hairy-toed feet. “Hear that?”

			“Peter Frampton, right?”

			“Oh yes, Jake. That’s my boy.”

			And then we’re moving again, down the hall and past the foyer—more crack pipes and a bag of blow—and Angus pulls a Heineken out of his pocket and tosses it. I catch it, but this is new. This is not how we do this. “Thanks, Angus.”

			“Drink it.”

			“It’s already open.”

			“Oh, relax, Jimbo, I’m clean. You’re not gonna get cooties.”

			I do not sip the Heinie, and he grabs his fucking pipe. “So, you’re never gonna believe this, Jack.”

			People who sell you on their stories before they tell you their stories are allergic to the truth. I clutch my Heinie. “What’s up? And, Angus, I can’t stay that long today.”

			He rolls a joint and rolls his eyes and jacks up the volume on the sound system and I tune it out. Him and Peter Frampton. I’ve been delivering books to this crackhead heir for eleven months. He lives up here with his butter-soft sectional in his sunken living room, sitting around putting out cigarettes on his own fucking carpet. He has the view everybody wants—Central Park is his living, breathing painting—but I’ve never seen it from up here because he never opens his blackout curtains. Everywhere I look there are books. Rare books. Special books. Signed books. All of them molested and abused by Angus and his crackhead friends. Bloodied and torn. Caked with leftover cocaine.

			Angus is on the move. Stomping and smoking and ranting. The fireplace is on. The sunken living room is sinking, and I’m going down with it. Drowning from the contact high.

			“All right,” he says. “Gimme that goddamn…Are you Jewish? Never mind.”

			I should be used to it by now. Angus Kaplan is a rich man. Rich people do and say whatever they want. The last time I was here he told me that his slutty mother had a fling with Philip Roth, that Roth is his biological fucking father. Yeah fucking right and so help me God if I wind up like him, lying to myself and anyone paid to listen about where I come from. Chills, but the thing with feathers is strong. I always want Angus to change. Grow. Do the right thing.

			Alas, no, and I pull Philip Roth out of my tote bag. RIP Goodbye, Columbus. “Do you have a check for me, Angus?”

			He opens his robe, and I cover my eyes—Don’t look into the light, Carol Anne—but then I hear something snap. Spandex on skin and yep, the man is in a thong. The check was in that thong and it’s in my hands and can you catch herpes from pube DNA?

			“Drink up, Jerry.” He spits at Columbus, and I can’t be such a pushover. Think, Joe, think.

			“You know, Angus, if you really wanted to stick it to Philip Roth, you could hold on to the book, make a shit ton off it when he dies.”

			He spits on the floor instead of the Roth, and did I do it? Did I save my literary hero? “Wow,” he says. “You Jews really do stick together, don’tcha?”

			Mr. Mooney is right. A little bit of hope can do a whole lot of damage.

			And then he’s talking, and there’s no way out. He tells me his quote-unquote sob story again, how once upon a time he was a promising young author so good that he dropped out of the MFA program at Columbia because why bother? He was a genius. He was writing a novel, of course. A good one, Jerry. Faulkner via the bastard son of Roth. His working title was The Twenty-Seventh Town, but then a guy by the name of Jonathan Franzen came along with his debut novel.

			The Twenty-Seventh City.

			It sounds like a lie, so it might be the truth—life makes no sense, ever—but it’s all coming together. If you don’t live your life, if you give up or freeze up, well, you wind up like this sad fucker. Flat on your back, wiping your ass with Philip Roth.

			I do what I always do. I tell him to chin up. “You know, it’s not too late, Angus. You could finish your book. Find another title.”

			He grunts. “Leave it alone, boychick.”

			I leave it alone. And he rewards me by flicking the book into the fireplace like it’s one of his fucking cigarettes, and he’s up again. Up and at ’em.

			“You don’t get it, Jerry. A man steals your title, your thunder, and your youth…. You can’t find another title. It’s over. See, it’s all connected. I lost my book. I lost my girl.” Here we go again. “A man doesn’t just get over a thing like Kelly Demon.” Her real last name is Damon, and she isn’t a thing. She’s a woman. “She was it. A dead ringer for Carolyn Bessette. I knew her too…Carolyn. See, she settled for John-John when I broke it off…. We all knew one another at Brown.” Sure, Angus, sure. “You can’t rewrite a first novel, and you can’t replace a girl like Kelly. She quit modeling to go to law school, Jimbo. It’s like that.”

			“Wow,” I say, as if this made-up story is new to me. Amazing, the way life fucks with you. Angus is a bitter crackhead but I feel like the outcast, the freak. There are no Bessette-esque willowy demons in my midst, no great thing I started but never finished. He paws at his CD player and Frampton Comes Alive and Angus tears off his robe.

			“Did I ever tell you about the time I killed my mother?”

			Yes. “No shit?”

			“Oh yeah,” he says. “She was in the hospital. Low sodium. I gave her a glass of water. Ten seconds later…”

			He collapses onto the butter-soft sectional and cries like a little kid, like the boy who accidentally killed his mommy. This is where it’s impossible to really fully hate people. There’s a person in there, somewhere, and I’m glad I didn’t throw him in the fireplace.

			“Buddy,” I begin. “Don’t give up. It’s what I tell myself, y’know? ‘Hope is the thing with feathers.’ ”

			He rubs his cheeks. Those famous gates of hell that burn incessantly aren’t in Turkmenistan. They are here in his skin, his pores. “Jimmy,” he says. “That thing you just said…”

			“It’s Emily Dickinson.”

			He rolls onto his backside. “Bullshit,” he says. “It was me.”

			

			—

			Outside, I breathe like my life depends on it. Out crack, in smog.

			“Excuse me.”

			It’s a girl, a pretty one.

			My Portnoy comes alive. The thing with feathers is back, but I might be a little high on crack. I blink. I think. Just be a fucking person, you idiot.

			“Me?”

			She laughs. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Dimples? “Do you have a light?”

			It’s always weird when they do this, when they talk to me like I’m a real person, and this is the whole problem.

			I like it better on the subway when you can’t talk to the girls, girls, girls, when they can’t talk to you.

			I study her face. Yes. She has dimples. “I could buy you one at the newsstand.”

			The thing with feathers is dead. You don’t do that, idiot. You don’t offer to buy a girl a lighter, and she pulls out all at once.

			“See you.”

			

			—

			See you.

			As in fuck you.

			Four hours later and I’m still thinking about her. The girl with no lighter.

			Mr. Mooney is in his office, and we’re slow. Dead. He says I can close early and go home, but I don’t want to go home.

			I want life. Love. Something.

			That’s where Craig is such a good guy. He gets it. Sometimes you want to see if anyone out there is looking for you, and sometimes you want to be the captain of the ship. I sign into my account, and I use the same subject for every Missed Connection.

			
				You…are still on my mind.

			

			And then I get into it, really fucking into it.

			
				You were on 72nd and Columbus. You asked me for a light, and you were gorgeous. Brunette Carolyn Bessette. I offered to buy you a lighter, and you laughed. There was something about you, and I messed up. If you want to know why I was a little off, there’s a story there. A good one full of colorful characters…. Wanna get a coffee? I’ll bring a lighter this time.

			

			The second Craig informs me that my letter is online, in the world, I feel like a whole new real fucking person. I did something. I tried. I’m not deluded. I know what I am. I’m no better than Angus, hunched over this chunk of wires like a junkie in a sinking living room, like my mother at a blackjack table in AC.

			Mr. Mooney clears his throat. I didn’t even realize he was here. He sneers. “The radon in that thing will burn your brain out, Joseph.”

			No, it won’t. “I’m almost done.”

			He tells me to get home safe, but I can’t go home now—I don’t own a computer—and he says what he always says.

			“Beware, Joseph. Those machines are designed to make us fat and weak.”

			He’s not wrong, but I’m not a total junkie. I can walk away, so I do walk away. I mop the floor and I put stickers on the signed Lucinda Rosenfelds and it’s been a few minutes—okay, it’s been nine minutes—so I hustle back to home base and check my Hotmail.

			Nothing.

			Night falls early in the winter. I do push-ups the way this kid in my ninth-grade algebra class said you should before you have sex, and I check my Hotmail.

			Nothing.

			The push-ups revved up my appetite and I forgot to eat, and I want a slice of pizza but there’s no computer in the pizza joint, so fuck it. What’s the harm? I check my Hotmail.

			Nothing.

			I go downstairs and open the door to the cage. For months, I thought Mr. Mooney was talking out of his ass, spouting off on how books need to breathe. It’s New York; no one can breathe. But then some Bob the Builders showed up with plexiglass walls. They built a giant box where the smog and the radon can’t fuck with the classics. The boss man was a little weird when I asked if I could stash my typewriters in here.

			He smirked. “You’re wasting your time, Joseph. You can’t save the world.”

			But maybe you can, because he caved. It’s my happy place, I come down here and fuck around with my rescues. They should be home with me, but there’s no room for props in a cardboard fucking box. Same way there’s no room for a girl.

			I pet the first one I ever found, the green machine from Bushwick. “One day you’re getting out of here, Hector.”

			If I were a girl, I’d be into a guy like me, and I turn red—that’s a douchebag of a thought—but a few minutes with Emily Dickinson makes me feel like a good guy, like actual fucking boyfriend material. The girl who wanted the lighter kinda looked like Emily Dickinson, and I run upstairs and check my email.

			Nothing.

			Midnight somehow and I’m still up. Still hungry. I have to work tomorrow. I have to exist. I should get off the floor and go downstairs and catch a few z’s on the cot. It’s right there in the cage. Not a great bed, but something. I stand. Dizzy. It’s almost one now and I can’t go downstairs. This is the witching hour. Girls do things after midnight they wouldn’t do in the day, so it’s very possible the girl wrote back to me. I check my email.

			Nothing.

			I pop a Peter Frampton CD in the boom box. Is that weird? Am I weird? I do this sometimes. I mimic people. I told that girl she looked like Carolyn Bessette because Angus said his girl looked like Carolyn Bessette. Something is wrong with me, but something is wrong with anyone awake at 3:12 a.m. I check my Hotmail again, and then again, and then again, and then night becomes day. Mr. Mooney barges in and glares at me, disgusted as the sun.

			“There’s a fresh shirt in the back, Joseph.”

			“Yeah, I got sucked into that new King.”

			He knows I’m lying. He knows everything. Mr. Mooney is married. It’s not like he’s so in love, but he has something, someone. He says I’m not the same since we got this computer.

			And he’s right.

			I turn off the computer. Fuck it. All of it.

			I put on the fresh shirt. A new black Hanes T-shirt that’s only here because I do this a lot lately. I stay in the shop, by the computer, by the list. It’s fucking insane. That girl on the street is like those girls on the subway. I don’t know her.

			So why am I bashing my head into the mirror? Why am I making fists? Why can’t I just say fuck it and let things go? Why do I wanna sleep in a prison?

			It’s true. Back in September, Mr. Mooney locked me in the cage to punish me for letting a girl walk out of here with a signed Catcher in the Rye. I liked it in the cage. I slept great. Better than I had in years. When I told him how good it felt, he hung his head.

			That’s because your mother didn’t love you. Rest in peace, Joseph.

			The way he said that…I didn’t know if I was gonna get out of there alive.

			Maybe I didn’t. Maybe I’m dead.

			I splash cold water on my face. Stop it, Joe, stop it.

			The shop opens, and it’s a good thing. I’m alive. Busy. I’m not dead, and the hope of something between me and some girl who asked me for a lighter won’t be the death of me either. I’m gonna change my ways. No more Missed Connections. I’m done. I delete my pathetic post, and it feels good. The computer is bad for me, the way Craig never lets up. The real world is a breeze. Shit closes and you can’t get what you want. But Craigslist is always there, it’s the mother I never had prodding at me, checking to see if I’m hungry, if I have a fever. Mooney is right. Sometimes it is that fucking simple. Mama didn’t love me, and the girls, girls, girls all know it, because girls have a third eye, an extra hole. They can’t love me, because they know I can’t love them.

			Poor Angus will never get clean. He can carry the rocks in his pocket—there is no escape for a crackhead—but I have a shot at a good life.

			The computer is my drug, and it’s not a mobile phone or a lighter or a crack pipe.

			I can’t fit one in my pocket.

			I can kick it—Yes I can—and I kill it on the floor. I am clean and sober, pushing Lucinda Rosenfeld on a woman going through a divorce. Time for my lunch break and it feels good to be out in the world. I duck into a proper old-school coffee shop, the kinda place that won’t fold and turn into an internet café. I open my Bukowski, but the guy in the chair next to me grunts. “Unbelievable, right? Get a room, lady.”

			He’s irate because a woman is nursing her baby. In a better society, it would be legal for me to kick him in the nuts. In this shitty world, best I can do is ignore him. It’s oddly soothing to me, the mother in agony with the baby that won’t latch on. The poor woman is spent, apologizing to everyone as if she did something wrong. The jerk next to me storms out—I bet his mother didn’t love him either—and I stay where I am. It’s a game, like baseball or hockey, and finally, the guy scores! He latches onto that breast, and his mother sighs in relief.

			I look down at my Bukowski. The old me would have crushed it, but I can’t do it. I can’t open my mouth, or my soul. I can’t latch onto words on paper, especially when I spy a single, lonely computer in the back of this old-school café. It’s calling my name, and that’s okay. You’re not supposed to quit anything cold fucking turkey. I’m allowed. I’m not “addicted.” If I was a real addict, I wouldn’t stop to tell the new mom that her kid’s a keeper.

			She needed that, and she looks up at me, into me. God, I love women, I really do. “Thanks,” she says. “Thanks for not being a jerk. I mean, what am I supposed to do?”

			I make my way to the back—computers are like porn, they hide them—and I sit at the desk. It felt good to lift that lady’s spirits. We all need someone to tell us that we’re not the worst person in the coffee shop. All babies starve without milk. Not just me.

			I know what to expect from my Hotmail by now…. Coldmail. That’s what I get. And that’s okay. Life is long. I’ll do better. I’ll check Missed Connections one more time, and then I’ll take a few days off. Learn to read again. Make a woman who’s not a new mom smile.

			But then I find my milk.

			
				You: NYC Bookstore Babe, touchable brown hair, brown eyes, twinkling

			

			The milk hits like heroin, like crack fumes. This is a first, the kind of high you spend the rest of your life chasing. Kafka shit where I metamorphosize all at once. My jeans fit! My head fits! I touch the mouse but I can’t push it. What if I jumped the gun? What if you went into some other fucking bookstore and want some other fucking guy with touchable brown hair? I want to be your NYC Bookstore Babe. I have to be your NYC Bookstore Babe. I am your NYC Bookstore Babe, assuming this note is for me…

			Is it?

			It’s a little scary. I am all in. I want you even though I don’t know who you are. Even though you might not want me. But that’s love, isn’t it? Unconditional and pure. Simple as the black font on the white background of a Missed Fucking Connection. It’s not just me anymore. Now there’s someone else. You. You’re not in my head. You’re not girls, girls, girls. You exist. You walk into bookstores and you turn to Craig for help, but you might be after some other guy in Brooklyn or some shit. I could bail on you. Unplug the computer and throw it out the window, but no. I can’t do that to you. Us. You have hope in you. Passion. You wrote a message, and you put it in the bottle and I am not some boy on the beach who happened to find the bottle in the tide. I am the prince who was built to open your bottle and drink every last drop.

		

	
		
			2

			It’s crazy, the way life goes. I kinda wanna get out the phone book and see if Miss Frascatore is still alive. She was my guidance counselor in second grade. She was like one of those happy adults on Sesame Fucking Street. This one time, my mom sent me to school with a black eye. My teacher Mrs. Prince—big breasts, the kind that scream over-the-shoulder boulder holder—sent me to Miss Frascatore. A tiny person in a sweater with fucking candy canes and lights, the kind of thing a kid wears. Anyway, I was sent to her a lot back in the day. She always acted happy to see me. Sitting on the floor, smiling at me like I was some go-lucky kid with a belly full of homemade apple pie.

			“Wanna know a secret, Joe? A really good secret…”

			I gave her nothing. Most adults hate that shit. They want the kid from the Life cereal commercial. But Miss Frascatore took off her big glasses and clamped her hands over her eyes, and she smiled like she was watching a movie in her head, something funny, something like Porky’s.

			“Try it,” she said. “See, Joey, there’s a dirty little secret that most grown-ups don’t want to tell you. Trusting someone feels good. I am choosing to set you free, to believe that you won’t hurt me, and again…it’s fun, Joe. It makes you feel good to be—”

			I slammed the door on the way out. I was a fucked-up little dude, and she was the original Little Red Corvette. Too much, too fast. I wasn’t a monster. I felt bad. The next day, I asked my teacher if I could go see her, and my teacher said no.

			“Miss Frascatore is at another school now.”

			I never saw her again, and she’s on my mind because of you.

			You! You really were writing to me, thinking of me and the best part is my part.

			I remember you too, Bookstore Babe.

			You came into the shop on an icy rainy Tuesday in the dregs of post-9/11 December. You reminded me of Miss Frascatore the day we met. You with your little bright blue cape. Combat boots and a messenger bag that was almost bigger than you. Plaid tights that revealed something about your insecurity, like your legs weren’t enough. This smile that screamed inexperienced guidance counselor. I watched you rummage through your too-big bag in Earth Sciences. You were more of a large child than an adult, playing dress-up.

			“Can I help you, miss?”

			“Do people really buy this stuff?”

			I was good with you. Cool with just a touch of cold. “This is New York,” I said. “Yesterday, a woman came in here and bought three books about Beanie Babies.”

			You looked away as you smiled. Swayed. That ridiculous cape like a hula skirt hanging on your torso. Girls are silly. Clothes are silly. “I’m not gonna lie,” you said. “I’m not here to buy a book.”

			“Oh, no?”

			You were closer now, and when did that happen?

			“Look,” you said. “I know the drill. Restroom is for customers only. Yada, yada, yada. But you seem cool. You know how it is. I’m a hardworking assistant in the middle of my day, and if I don’t finish my stuff, I’m gonna get fired and wind up living in my parents’ basement back in Beverly Hills, and I know…”

			I looked at you the way anyone would. Beverly Fucking Hills.

			“No,” you said. “Beverly Hills, Michigan. I’m not, like, I mean, I’m not a princess. I can’t actually afford this Miu Miu cape, okay? I got it at work. Shit. My quarter-life crisis isn’t even here yet and already I’m a nervous babbling wreck.”

			“You’re not babbling. You’re talking.”

			You undid a brassy button on that stupid fucking cape. “Okay,” you went on. “All I mean is I know I can’t just waltz in here and use the loo, but at the same time…”

			“You want to waltz in here and use the loo.”

			“Need,” you said. “I need to waltz in here and use the loo.”

			That was it. The first spark. The click. I offered to show you the way to the loo, and you laughed a little. “Oh God,” you said. “I’m really getting my British on today. I might have a little too much Dido on my mixtape.”

			I didn’t know who that is and I didn’t ask you who that is. I knew enough to be quiet.

			“Anyway,” you said. “I’m a total Anglophile. I adore all things British.”

			“Me too,” I said. It wasn’t a lie or some intentional fucking deception. It was instinct. It felt right to agree with you, same way it felt right to let you break the rules. And then it was on. You told me you just rewatched Sliding Doors, and I told you I love it too. You asked what I would be doing with my life if I missed the train.

			“Well,” I said. “I think I’d be right here, honestly. I think I’d be me.”

			You said that was either really deep or really shallow, and I liked the way it felt, being on the move with you. I was at my best. Casually picking up some Clancy and reshelving it while you looked around the shop. You said it reminded you of the one from You’ve Got Mail. I pictured you naked. I imagined your body on top of mine. It felt different with you. Clear. I was nervous because I was gonna do the thing I never fucking do. I was gonna ask for your number. We made it to the back of the shop, and I opened the bathroom door. It was on the tip of my tongue. Maybe we could grab a coffee or something.

			But then Mooney barged in. “This is not a paying customer.”

			You were tied to the railroad tracks, and I was there with pliers. “Actually, Mr. Mooney, this young lady was in earlier today. She bought a book.”

			I saw your lips turn up a little. This young lady. You liked that.

			Mooney didn’t budge. “What book?”

			I was fast. Good. “Portnoy’s Complaint.”

			The lie played—Mooney let you into the can—but the shop got busy. You slipped out the door with a shy wave, like you’d lost your nerve in the bathroom. But who am I to judge? I fucked up too. I didn’t leave the register and run into the rain.

			Later that night, I tried to write a Missed Connection. Usually, it comes naturally to me, but I couldn’t do it with you. I couldn’t clap my hands over my eyes and trust the world. I couldn’t reduce what we had and pack it up into a little post.

			You couldn’t either, not at first.

			I pushed you out of my mind, and I’m sure you tried to forget about me too.

			But this is where I love girls, girls, girls, girls, girls I do adore. You cling. You don’t let go. You don’t give up.

			And as it turns out, we are lucky to be alive and young in late December of 2001. Yes, the world is fucked. Yes, we might all die at any moment. But there’s one thing we do have going for us….

			The internet.

			I pull up the World’s Best Missed Connection Ever Written, and I do what a good reader does. I read it again.

			
				MISSED CONNECTION: NYC Bookstore Babe, touchable brown hair, brown eyes, twinkling

				This is a long shot because it’s all probably in my head. And this is so not me. It’s my first time here and all of it…Craigslist…Missed Connections…I am not that girl, okay? And yes, this is embarrassing, maybe even pathetic, but maybe also (gulp) romantic? I know. People who say they never do something or tell you it’s the first time for them are usually lying, but I swear I’m telling the truth.

				A couple of weeks ago, I walked into a random bookstore because it was raining, and I had to pee. Your boss barked at me that it’s for paying customers only. I was in a mood so I kinda bit the old man’s head off about how we’re all supposed to be nice to one another right now because hello…Who DOESN’T have PTSD from 9/11? My voice was shaking, and he just kinda set me off, and I thought I was gonna burst into tears, but then you ran up to him—so sweet, the way you touched his shoulder—and you told him that I was a paying customer.

				Him: “Are you telling the truth?”

				You: “Swear to God.”

				Him: “What did she buy?”

				You: “INSERT NAME OF THE BOOK IN YOUR REPLY SO I KNOW IT’S YOU.”

				Anyway. You saved me. Total hero move. A whiter, sweeter lie there could not be.

				And yes…You were cute. Felt like you thought I was cute, but again, I totally get that you might be a good guy who does good things, and if you see this and you DO remember me and you were NOT into me…I wish you nothing but the best, and I promise I won’t come back to your place of work and hunt you down. You totally have the right to see this, cringe, and move on.

				If, on the other hand, it WAS personal…if you do remember me, if you think about me, if you think about me a lot, if you don’t think it’s creepy and weird and pathetic and gross of me to put this out there and you wanna see that new John Cusack movie with me, this is what you do.

				Write back to this post with the name of the book and the name of the shop.

				I know your name. I saw your name tag. The question is, do you wanna know mine?

			

			I want to write back to you, but I have to be smart about this. I have to put myself in your shoes. After all, you’re the reason we get a second chance. You’re the one who put yourself out there for me.

			And I know it wasn’t easy. You probably had a few sips of something strong. You typed. You tweaked. You hemmed and you hawed and paced around your little apartment—it has to be little; they’re all fucking little—and the liquid courage wasn’t cutting it, so you called a friend. She thought you were nuts.

			Nobody actually does Missed Connections. I mean, what if he’s crazy?

			But that’s not you. You’re not cynical. You’re a dreamer, a romantic, a doer.

			So, fuck yes, you cut open your chest and you shared your deepest, newest, most embarrassing dream with the world. Lucky for you and for me, I too am a hopeless fucking romantic. Sure, you got some of the dialogue wrong, but that’s girls. You make everything bigger in the rearview mirror. You threw out a line. You let hope win, and one day, we’ll frame this beautiful letter and hang it in our very, very, very fine house. We won’t have two cats. We’ll have a dog. And it won’t be a house, technically. We’ll live on the Upper West Side and—

			Gently, Joseph.

			You don’t want to marry me, not yet. But you do want me.

			I am NYC Bookstore Babe. I deserve this. How many times have I heeded the call of Miss Frascatore, closed my eyes, and trusted that some girl out there would read my letter, that I would read the letter from some girl? This is my first win, and I gotta relax. I can’t come on too strong. And I earned a win. I should have seen it coming. At some point, someone had to walk into this shop and see me. If your life is one clusterfuck after another, if the first seventeen years are too bad to be true, it makes sense that you get a shot of too good to be true in the form of a comely caped crusader.

			Gently, Joseph.

			I scan the shop to make sure Mr. Mooney is still in his office—yep—and I put the pedal to the metal, my fingers on the keypad.

			
				Portnoy’s Complaint. Mooney Books. The Angelika has a Serendipity screening at 11:45 tomorrow. If that works for you, I’ll be out front. No name tag, though. [image: Slightly smiling face emoji.]

			

			My fingers hem and haw, they hover. You were in this moment. You freaked out. Hesitated. Worried that I might think you’re nuts. It feels good to be in your shoes, wondering if I have the guts to go through with it, to answer your shot in the dark. And then I bite the bullet.

			Click.
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			Time is bullshit.

			I can’t tell if it’s been ten minutes or ten years since I wrote back to you and did I fuck it up? Did I stutter? Was I lame? Is tomorrow too soon? I chose tomorrow because it’s that dead week that doesn’t exist, the blur between Christmas and New Year’s. But did I seem too eager? Lonely? There is no going back, and my stomach is on a warpath to take me down. Why did I add that smiley face? Did I sound like a telegram? You penned thoughtful, grammatically on-point sentences, and I sent you an order?! You’d think someone who reads so many fucking books would know how to write a simple email. A smiley face. Did I really do that? I did. You said you’re pathetic, but that’s not true. You’re bold. You started this. I’m the pathetic one, and I should’ve played it cool. Held off on a response and waited to see if you were brave enough to come back to the shop. I don’t know your name. I don’t know anything about you, but I bet some evil friend of yours is telling you to ignore me. I can hear the evil friend, see her.

			Um, do you realize that this guy only saw the Missed Connection because he goes on Missed Connections? Think about that. How sad is that? I mean, it’s kind of pathetic if you think about it, and beyond that…a smiley face?

			“Yoo-hoo. Is it possible to get some service?”

			Great. Just what I need right now. A customer. “Sorry for the wait, sir.”

			He drops his Clive Cussler on the counter. I tell him it’s a good one. He grunts. “In my day, we had our feet on the ground and our eyes on the world, but you kids…Mark my words. Those computers will be the death of you.”

			I laugh like the loser I am, the idiot who makes a smiley face. “Have a good one.”

			“Impossible,” he mutters. “The good ones are all behind us.”

			The second the door closes, I check my Hotmail, but it’s cold. Ice-cold.

			My Portnoy is twitching. I look at the door. Why didn’t you just come back? Sure, you put yourself out there, but you got to hold on to your fucking dignity. You got to be anonymous. Me? I blew my wad. I came too fast. I lost my privacy and my dignity. You pursued me in the most beautiful, gutsy way and I made a joke of it. A smiley face. A smiley face.

			“Joe!”

			“Coming!”

			Oh, that’s right. It’s another problem about us, as if there is an us. Mr. Mooney is all I have, and he hated you—you didn’t buy a book and you left the light on in the bathroom—and how does this work? How do we fall in love if the two of you hate each other?

			I knock on the office door, and he says it’s open, and I brace for impact. It will never not kill me. The hypocrisy. The man loves books. The man smokes cigars…in a bookstore. He smirks.

			“What’s that face, Joseph?”

			“Nothing.”

			“What did we learn about lying, Joseph?”

			“Sorry,” I say. “Just a bad salad.”

			He nods and sighs. He hates salad. It was a good lie. I’m learning. Let him grumble about the evils of carnivores eating leaves. But not for too long. The more he whines about salad culture being the downfall of civilization, the more I want to meet you. I get it now. If I don’t at least try to have a girlfriend, I’m gonna end up like Mooney, watching the security footage, wanting to be robbed, because I like to be angry more than I like to be sad.

			I hold my stomach again and wince. He rolls his eyes. “Don’t be a pansy, Joseph.”

			“Sorry.”

			Pansy and this is the opposite of a pep talk. I bet you don’t like me, not anymore, and I want to unsend my pathetic message and take hot pokers to the eyes of the fucking smiley face—WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME—and I blew it, didn’t I? Mr. Mooney is right about a lot. Maybe I am a pansy.

			“Anyway,” he says. “I reviewed our stock as well as our sales.”

			“Okay.”

			“You lied to me again.”

			I did. “I didn’t.”

			“That’s number three and it’s not even six p.m.”

			I hang my head. It’s been about four months since I fucked up and let a girl walk out of here with a rare, signed Catcher in the Rye. He put me in the cage. I swore I learned my lesson. Don’t lie. Don’t be naïve. Don’t let women get away with murder.

			“Joseph,” he says. “We have six Complaints in this shop. Which means we did not sell one in the month of December, which is no surprise, as people have no taste, particularly young women in capes and combat boots.”

			It’s dark kismet. Bad magic. WHY DIDN’T I BUY A FUCKING COMPLAINT?

			“Right,” I say. “But she seemed nice, and sometimes…”

			“Joseph.”

			He’s picking up his keys, the keys to the basement, to the cage. I don’t want to go in there, not on his terms. I want to fucking live.

			“You’re right,” I say. “She was a cunt.”

			We’re not even together and already I betrayed you. You wouldn’t like me if you saw me right now. And maybe on some level you didn’t come back because you did see me, even though you wanted to project all this good stuff on me. Maybe you’re having second thoughts. You’re probably at work—you seemed older in a way where you probably have a checkbook and a 401(k)—and I bet you read my email and realized that I’m not a hero. I’m just a dumb kid. A runaway pansy who sleeps in an extra-long twin bed in a cardboard fucking box of a fake bedroom. You can’t call it a room. There is no window, and if you think about it, it’s just another cage because of Dumb and Dumber on the sofa watching their big fat TV. I am cute, but not cute enough. I come too fast, and I wrote too fast—I should’ve made you wait and yearn—and Mr. Mooney snaps his fingers.

			“Wake up.”

			“Sorry.”

			All at once, my flaws come barreling at me. I apologize too much. I read too much. I think too much. I do a lot of things too much. I am not “Too Much” by Dave Matthews, which is only annoying to some. I am annoying to all. Nobody loves me. Not my parents, not Mr. Mooney, not the one girl from the one time. Not even Dumb and Dumber. They don’t invite me to watch football with them, and why should they? I live in a room that isn’t even a room. No closet. No lock on my “door.” Just a body in a makeshift box to help them cover the fucking rent.

			“Don’t be sorry, Joseph. Be smart.”

			“Okay.”

			“What happened with you and this girl? And I want the truth, Joseph.”

			“She batted her eyes at me because she wanted to use the toilet.”

			“Yes.”

			“She didn’t smile at me because she liked me. She was using me.”

			“Yes.”

			I wish I had a computer in my pocket—did you write back?—and I wish he would stop with this shit, and if you did write back—did you?—and you’re sitting there waiting for a response, you’re probably getting antsy, having second thoughts, thinking it might be wiser to put it all behind you and pee somewhere else next time you’re in a fix.

			“Say it, Joseph. Finish it.”

			“She was using me because she knew she could use me.”

			“And why is that, Joseph?”

			“Because I let women walk all over me.”

			“And why is that?”

			“Because my mom walked all over me.”

			He lights a damp stogie. “Remember, Joseph. The best books are hard to read. They strain your eyes, your mind. They challenge you, boy. You’ve a lot more reading to do before you so much as dare to make your way into the hole of some cunt in a cape.”

			I barely make it out the door before I fold like a whiny little toddler who couldn’t even get my own mother to like me. I cried too much when I was a baby, and Mooney is right. I’m weak. I get excited when any girl looks at me. I practically come in my fucking pants. I’m a bad seed. Desperate. I can’t believe I didn’t take my time with you. I wish I’d taken out a Moleskine notepad and a fountain pen, tried to match you, meet you, be you. There’s no way I’ll ever see you again and maybe it’s okay. That’s the thing about losing hope. Accepting defeat. I feel nothing as I tap the computer, as it comes back to life. And then I open Hotmail and…

			It’s you. As if you felt me jumping ship.

			Hi. It’s me, Vail. See you at the movies, Joe. [image: Slightly smiling face emoji.]
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			I got here first—I am the man—and I look like a boyfriend, like Romeo in black jeans. I shaved. I ate a banana. I practiced my small talk in the mirror, and I walked all the way here from Stuy Town. There is a whole world out there. Zillions and billions of people and you are not girls, girls, girls. You are just one girl. I’m not risking my life, but my legs won’t stop shaking. It’s good. I’m good. I bought the tickets. They’re a little moist—I am sweating—but first dates are a mind fuck, and I bet you’re sweating too, wondering if I’ll show up, if I’ll still want you when I see you. I need to breathe. Be cool. Don’t say moist. But it’s one of those topics I made for us to discuss, the way it’s always the coldhearted snakes in this world who are so fucking good at being relaxed. Cool.

			The other topics are on the Moleskine notepad in my back pocket, but I don’t need to check it. They’re all upstairs, in my head:

			
				- Our favorite Philip Roth books

				- Our favorite books from childhood

				- My advance copy of The Lovely Bones that I might lend to you

				- Pizza

				- The horror that is the Virgin Megastore in Times Fucking Square

			

			I’m ready for you, Vail. My feet are planted on the concrete on the corner of Houston and Mercer, right in front of the main steps to the theater. But then a woman smirks at me and fuck. Am I too ready? Yes. There’s this stink about me. Desperation, as if every passerby can tell I jerked off in the shower, the way I went from pulling at my Portnoy to clutching these fucking tickets. Fix it, Joe, fix it. I step aside to lean against the wall like James Fucking Dean, like I’m cool. It’s just a date. You’re just a girl. But my neck is stiff, and the wall is too hard and then…

			You are here. Bare legs under a black miniskirt. No tights. Same messenger bag. Your hair is stick straight. Ironed and glossy.

			“Hello, Joe.”

			“Hi, Vail.”

			You throw your arms around me, and I’m a soldier back from the war. You smell like a girl, like powders and peaches, and you have strong arms. Muscles that you use to hold on to me. And then you pull away, as if you think you came on a little strong. You size me up, and do you see good things? Bad things? Did you expect me to have a messenger bag? Should I have worn my brown sweater instead of the black one?

			“So,” you say. “Are you as nervous as I am?”

			“Oh yeah. Just now I tried to lean against the wall to seem cool.”

			“And how’d that work out for you?”

			“It didn’t.”

			You laugh—you like me—and you pull your hair over one shoulder. You really are nervous, and that means I matter. “Aw, I get it,” you say. “But come on. You guys have it easy. You throw on jeans and a T-shirt and you’re good to go.”

			It’s December, and I am wearing a sweater. “True.”

			“You have no clue…. Women, us, me, I went nuts this morning. My place is a mess ’cause I still haven’t unpacked since I got home from Christmas…. Did you go home for Christmas…or Hanukkah?”

			I laugh like I have a family, like I had a holiday. “I’m from Bed-Stuy, so there’s no suitcase involved.”

			“Cool,” you say. “Okay, my point, though…This morning, I changed my clothes ten times. I mean, jeans are okay if I’m feeling them, if they flatter me, but as a girl, every day you have a different body, so you can’t plan these things in advance. And the whole time I’m melting down and worrying if a skirt in the day is too much and my slutty roommate is rolling her eyes and mocking me and oh my God this is so not what I planned on saying to you when I got here.”

			You are bursting with fruit flavors, with words. That’s what you are, a pack of gum. Fruit Stripe that I used to count as lunch, and I like you, Vail. I like you. Your mouth that moves so fast and your exposed, weak knees. I get it, the nerves. I changed sweaters four times before I left my cardboard box, but there are some things girls can say that boys just fucking can’t. “Well, you look lovely, Vail.”

			Lovely was the wrong word. I can feel you clock it and stow it in your giant busy-girl bag. “Thank you, Joe. And fuck me and my blabbing.”

			You said fuck me, and I stash that in my invisible bag. It’s early, but it’s clear. We’re clicking. Open and yet shy all at once, as if we’re surprised by ourselves, by our chemistry. I touch your elbow. “See, this is why people go to the movies,” I say. “Because we have to keep our traps shut once we’re inside.”

			You blow a little strand of hair out of your mouth. You say that’s a good point—you think I’m smart—and I never knew that I had that opinion about the classic movie date until now, until you. You shift gears. “Speaking of movies, did you ever see Annie Hall?”

			Your voice is high. The alchemy is getting to you too. I laugh and say yes. “I mean, I’m a fucking New Yorker.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			You say this like it’s a code, and it’s my first real date. I do what feels natural. I do you. “Mm-hmm.”

			“Okay,” you say. Yet another lick of the lips, and are you blushing? “Do you know that part where they…” You shake your little head, hair blown out for me, combed for me. “Never mind…. I can’t.”

			“Sure you can, Vail. It’s okay.”

			It feels good to say your name, to imagine it coming out of my mouth every day. Big bad thought, too much, too soon. Down, Portnoy. Chill. Your cell phone rings. It’s work, you have to take it, and it’s fancy, Motorola. You are sweet and sorry, talking by the fire hydrant, looking at me, promising one more minute. I am the good guy, patient. I like the way you check in with me. You’re kind. You care. I could get used to this. I am fucking used to it, and you’re back.

			“Okay, hi.”

			“Hi.”

			And then we are quiet. I read about this kinda stuff, about “love.” Time slows down, the planet dies, and we’re the last two left on the sidewalk, in the world. I hear the opening lines of that song from Shag, that movie at that birthday party, in the dark, in Kelly Fuentes’s basement, the first time a girl touched my Portnoy. Touch me…. Love the way you touch me. You sneeze, and the music dies, which is good. It’s too soon. I can’t jump off the bridge into you just fucking yet. You’re a girl, you have a tissue. You dab your nose. A button that’s a little too large for your face, probably the reason why you draw black circles around your eyes. You don’t know that you’re perfect as you are, but soon enough, I will show you.

			“Okay,” you say. “So, Annie Hall.”

			“Annie Hall.”

			“You know that scene when they’re on their way into the diner and he says they should kiss before they eat so they can digest their food?”

			I really am Romeo in black jeans and I’m a cool cat…tapping on the toe with a new hat. Collected. “I think I remember it….”

			Your eyes come at me, two little Polaroid cameras, and fuck yes, Vail. Capture me, expose me. I want this, you. You bite your lip in a deliberate, slow-motion music video kind of way. It’s happening right here, right now, on Houston and Fucking Mercer. I take your hand, or you take mine—the blur is real—and you give me your lips. It’s a fit, a good match, and your fingers work my hand, and your body melts below my other hand. This is my life turning around in real time. My eyes are closed but already we are the world and undoubtedly others are watching, vowing to get what we have. I deserve a girl like you. An X who marks the spot, quivering when I find the small of your back, and is that your tongue? It is. I put my message in a bottle, my tongue in your mouth, two lovestruck whales humping in a deep blue sea.

			You pull back and squeeze my hand before you drop it. “Well, hello, Mr. Tongue.”

			The CD skips. Scratched. Well, hello, Mr. Tongue. You recede like a fucking tide and wait. What just happened? You started it. You brought your tongue into it, and I was only bringing mine to be polite. You fidget with your skirt and your messenger bag…. Did I imagine it? Did I just give you unwanted fucking tongue? Did I kill the whales?

			You snatch the tickets and slap my chest with them. “So! Where do you live?”

			Is this a test? “In the city.”

			You don’t ask for specifics, and I don’t offer. I can’t. My tongue is MIA. “C’mon,” you say. “I live for the coming attractions.”

			I follow you up the stairs, and it’s wrong, all wrong. Fuck you, Mr. Tongue. Fuck you, Woody Allen. You grab onto the door with the same eager beaver gusto you had when you grabbed onto the tickets, and you screech, “After you, sir.”

			I’m the man. I’m supposed to ask the questions, to get the door. Inside, you are casual and clucking, turning every tiny, quotidian transaction with every employee into an inter-fucking-action. Can’t even hand off the tickets to the usher without complimenting his vest. Mr. Tongue killed it, he did, and I have to fix things. Man up.

			I point to the concession stand. “Popcorn?”

			“Mmm…” It hangs there, incomplete, and c’mon, Vail. Give me the fucking hmmm. “Nah, I’m good.”

			You don’t want our hands to meet in a bowl of salty butter anymore. Assuming you did earlier. Did you? You dig into that giant bag and flash a box of peanut M&M’s. “The snacks are always such a rip-off.”

			“True,” I say, but not true. It’s a date, Vail. I want to be ripped off for you. You won’t let me feed you a fucking snack at the movies and is it true that girls turn on a dime after the first kiss? Hello, Mr. Tongue.

			You grab the door for me and that’s my job. No. No! “After you, kid.”

			Kid. Is that good? Bad? I DON’T FUCKING KNOW, and you want to sit in row ten, so we sit in row ten, and you want to be smack-dab in the middle, so we are smack-dab in the middle. You dump your messenger bag in an empty chair. You’re the captain and I’m the guy with the big, sloppy tongue and it doesn’t feel like a date, the way you talk about the plots, the bullshit actors, the sets. The movie doesn’t matter. We matter.

			You open your box of peanut M&M’s. I don’t hold out my hand.

			“Oh,” you say. “Are you allergic?”

			Are you allergic to my tongue? “Nah,” I say. “I’m just not a peanut guy.”

			As in YOU BROKE MY NUT SACK. But then you fiddle with the box like you don’t hate Mr. Tongue, like you wish you brought the good M&M’s. “I didn’t know,” you murmur. “Sorry.”

			Fuck it. I offer my hand, the palm. “Maybe I should give them another shot.”

			You pour cheapo, chemical-drenched nuts into my left hand—I wish I were on the right, I’m a righty—but you’re smiling again. Girlish. Maybe you would give Mr. Tongue another shot. “So,” you say. “My boss knows the director of this movie.”

			There is no part of that sentence that interests me or distracts me from your legs, but I know the drill. Guys with bad tongues have to play the game. “Oh yeah? That’s cool.”

			“Well, yeah. I’m in the industry…. In TV.”

			Ugh. “Cool.”

			“Oh, I’m not like…I’m not in it in it. It’s not my ‘dream’ or anything. My friend had an uncle who knew someone who knew someone, and I’m just assisting this director dude.”

			Oh, great. A friend with connections and an older man with a shiny big job and a dozen or so years more practice with his Mr. Fucking Tongue. “That’s cool.”

			“Anyway,” you say. “It’s not glamorous or anything. Mostly I run errands for his wife.”

			I like you for that, for knowing that I needed a little boost

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9780399591471_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						By Caroline Kepnes


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Chapter 30


						Chapter 31


						Chapter 32


						Chapter 33


						Chapter 34


						Chapter 35


						Chapter 36


						Chapter 37


						Chapter 38


						Chapter 39


						Chapter 40


						Chapter 41


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						ii


						v


						vi


						vii


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						348


						349


						350


						351


						352


						353


						354


						355


						356


						357


						358


						359


						360


						361


						362


						363


						364


						365


						366


						367


						368


						369


						370


						371


						372


						373


						374


						375


						376


						377


						378


						379


						380


						381


						382


						383


						384


						385


						386


						387


						388


						389


						390


						391


						392


						393


						394


						395


						396


						397


						398


						399


						401


						402


						403


			


		
	









OEBPS/images/9780399591471_cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
THE HIT SERIES, NOW ON

CARGLINE KERNES

GOLDBERG PREQUEL










OEBPS/images/008_c002_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780399591471_title_page.jpg
OOOOOOOOOOO





