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			Praise for 

			You Love Me

			
				“Fiendish, fast-paced, and very funny.”

				—Paula Hawkins, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Girl on the Train

				“I will read anything Caroline Kepnes writes. She’s one of the smartest, most insightful writers out there with a true gift for crafting flawed, complicated characters that force us to reckon with our own flaws and complications. Joe’s back (and so are all the reasons you love to hate him), but in You Love Me, Caroline delves even deeper. She subverts our idea of who Joe is and who he can be. In so doing, she forces the reader to ask themselves, Can Joe change? Can anyone ever really change?”

				—Nicola Yoon, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Sun Is Also a Star

				“Caroline Kepnes is that peerless author who makes me laugh and glance over my shoulder on the very same page. Thank the reading gods that Joe Goldberg is back and just as seductive, dangerous, and witty as ever.”

				—Jessica Knoll, New York Times bestselling author of Luckiest Girl Alive

				“I absolutely loved it. It’s completely addictive, razor-sharp writing from Kepnes. Internet creeping at its most darkly humorous. Joe’s back, and this time it’s definitely real love.”

				—Catherine Steadman, New York Times bestselling author of Something in the Water

				“Caroline Kepnes must be some kind of storytelling sorcerer. How else can Joe Goldberg…be such an entertaining narrator?…This high-wire narrative act continues to work because Kepnes is brilliant at depicting the cognitive dissonance of someone like Joe.”

				
				—The New York Times Book Review

				“Everyone’s favorite stalker is back with a vengeance.”

				—Entertainment Weekly

				“Joe Goldberg has become a cultural mainstay over the years…. Kepnes has mastered the likable villain with Joe, crafting an affable character with rock-solid reasoning behind all of his horrific actions.”

				—Rolling Stone

				“Sure, the narrator is a sociopath, but the third installment of the You series delivers satirical commentary on toxic masculinity.”

				—Marie Claire

				“You may think you’ve seen the worst of Joe, but you haven’t seen nothing yet…. This book is absolutely wild and definitely not in the way that you expect. Definitely get ready for a lot of twists and turns…. A captivating thriller that will keep you jaw dropping until the very last page.”

				—PopSugar

				“A wild ride, full of twists and slapstick gore…Kepnes makes Joe compelling in a way that allows for some brilliant sleight of hand. Surprises seem to come from out of nowhere, and the end is truly shocking, yet there’s a relaxed flow as it all unfolds. You Love Me is more broadly funny than You; Joe’s restraint from violence does not mean the body count is low, and some of the deaths are, to put it mildly, absolutely bonkers. The reader has to wrestle with a character who is charming, funny, well read, accommodating to a fault—and also a monster. Start here if you like, but be prepared to read the whole series. It will really get under your skin.”

				—BookPage (starred review)

				
				“Caroline Kepnes’s original magic trick was getting readers to root for the murderous Joe Goldberg; now, in You Love Me, her mastery deepens in making readers love him. Filled with her signature wit, incisive social commentary, and pathos, this is Kepnes’s best yet.”

				—Andrea Dunlop, author of We Came Here to Forget

				“Kepnes’s savage takedowns of pretentious blowhards continue to make Joe a more culturally aware Dexter, or perhaps a more romantic and humorous Hannibal, as he pillories the bad taste of his rivals and victims.”

				—Literary Hub

				“Reading Kepnes is like a mashup of EW and Jim Thompson: she writes essentially dark books…but she also sprinkles her books with pitch perfect pop culture references…. You Love Me delivers and then some. You should read it.”

				—CrimeReads

				“Caroline Kepnes is among an elite group of writers who have crafted such compellingly charismatic criminals that they’ve both transfixed readers and transcended the page, appearing on screens big and/or small…. You Love Me is a triumphant return that reaffirms Caroline Kepnes’s standing as one of fiction’s boldest, most inimitable voices—a trait shared by Joe Goldberg, albeit to different (read: deadly) effect…. It’s meta meets Macomber, with all the humor, horror, and pop culture savvy you’ve come to expect. Kepnes continues to be trendy without chasing trends, which makes her both of the times and timeless.”

				—Criminal Element

				“There’s a strange delight in watching Joe battle ‘the toxic cycle of masculinity’ by committing heinous crimes in the name of love, all while congratulating himself on his kindness, patience, and woke-ness, and blaming everyone else for his problems…. Series fans will eat this up.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				
				“Part stalker romance, part thriller…fans of the You series will be delighted.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

			

			PRAISE FOR CAROLINE KEPNES AND THE YOU SERIES

			
				“Hypnotic and scary…never read anything quite like it.”

				—Stephen King

				“My most favorite thriller…I am riveted, aghast, aroused, you name it. The rare instance when prose and plot are equally delicious.”

				—Lena Dunham

				“Caroline Kepnes is cool right this minute…. [She] has an exhilarating, poppy, unexpected voice.”

				—The New York Times Book Review

				“Beautifully crafted…will give you chills.”

				—People

				“There’s something deeply insidious about the storytelling of Caroline Kepnes…. As satire of a self-absorbed society, Kepnes hits the mark, cuts deep, and twists the knife.”

				—Entertainment Weekly

				“Chilling…dangerously clever.”

				—USA Today
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			1

			I think you’re the one I spoke to on the phone, the librarian with a voice so soft that I went out and bought myself a cashmere sweater. Warm. Safe. You called me three days ago to confirm my new job at the Bainbridge Public Library. The call was meant to be short. Perfunctory. You: Mary Kay DiMarco, branch manager. Me: Joe Goldberg, volunteer. But there was chemistry. We had a couple laughs. That lilt in your voice got under my skin and I wanted to google you, but I didn’t. Women can tell when a guy knows too much and I wanted to come in cool. I’m early and you’re hot—if that’s you, is that you?—and you’re busy with a male patron—I smell mothballs and gin—and you’re foxy but subdued, showing off your legs as you hide them in opaque black tights, as concealing as RIP Beck’s curtain-less windows were revealing. You raise your voice—you want the old man to try out some Haruki Murakami—and I’m sure of it now. You’re the one from the phone but holy shit, Mary Kay.

			Are you the one for me?

			I know. You’re not an object, blah, blah, blah. And I could be “projecting.” I barely know you and I’ve been through hell. I was detained in jail for several months of my life. I lost my son. I lost the mother of my son. It’s a miracle I’m not dead and I want to talk to you right fucking now but I do the patient thing and walk away. Your picture is on the wall by the lobby and the placard is final, confirmation. You are Mary Kay DiMarco, and you’ve worked in this library for sixteen years. You have a master’s in library science. I feel new. Powerless. But then you clear your throat—I’m not without power—and I turn and you make a peace sign and smile at me. Two minutes. I smile right back at you. Take your time.

			
			I know what you’re thinking—What a nice guy, so patient—and for the first time in months, I’m not annoyed at having to go out of my fucking way to be nice, and patient. See, I don’t have a choice anymore. I have to be Mr. Fucking Good Guy. It’s the only way to ensure that I never fall prey to the American Injustice System ever again. I bet you don’t have experience with the AIJ. I, on the other hand, know all about the rigged game of Monopoly. I used my Get Out of Jail Free card—thanks, rich Quinns!—but I was also naïve—fuck off, rich Quinns—and I’ll wait for you all day long because if even one person in this library perceived me as a threat…Well, I won’t take any chances.

			I play humble for you—I do not check my phone—and I watch you scratch your leg. You knew that you’d meet me in real life today and did you buy that skirt for me? Possibly. You’re older than me, bolder than me, like high school girls to my eighth-grade boy and I see you in the nineties, trotting off the cover of Sassy magazine. You kept going, marching through time, waiting and not waiting for a good man to come along. And here I am now—our timing is right—and the Mothball is “reading” the Murakami and you glance at me—See what I did there?—and I nod.

			Yes, Mary Kay. I see you.

			You’re Mother of Books, stiff as a robot in a French maid costume—your skirt really is a little short—and you clutch your elbows while the Mothball turns pages as if you work on commission, as if you need him to borrow that book. You care about books and I belong in here with you and your pronounced knuckles. You’re a librarian, a superior to my bookseller and the Mothball doesn’t have to whip out a credit card, and oh that’s right. There are good things about America. I forgot about the Dewey Fucking Decimal System and Dewey was known to be toxic, but look what he did for this country!

			
			The old man pats his Murakami. “Okay, doll, I’ll let you know what I think.”

			You flash a smile—you like to be called “doll”—and you shudder. You feel guilty about not feeling outraged. You’re part doll and part ladyboss and you’re a reader. A thinker. You see both sides. You make another peace sign at me—two more minutes—and you show off for me some more. You tell a mommy that her baby is cute—eh, not really—and everyone loves you, don’t they? You with your high messy bun that wants to be a ponytail and your sartorial protest against the other librarians in their sack shirts, their slacks, you’d think they’d be put off by you but they’re not. You say yeah a lot and I’m pretty sure that a wise Diane Keaton mated with a daffy Diane Keaton, that they made you for me. I adjust my pants—Gently, Joseph—and I donated one hundred thousand dollars to this library to get this volunteer gig and you can ask the state of California or the barista at Pegasus or my neighbor, whose dog shit on my lawn again this morning, and they’ll all tell you the same thing.

			I am a good fucking person.

			It’s a matter of legal fact. I didn’t kill RIP Guinevere Beck and I didn’t kill RIP Peach Salinger. I’ve learned my lesson. When people bring out the worst in me, I run. RIP Beck could have run—I was no good for her either, she wasn’t mature enough for love—but she stayed, like the hapless, underwritten, self-destructive female in a horror movie that she was and I was no better. I should have cut the cord with her the day I met RIP Peach. I should have dumped Love when I met her sociopath brother.

			A teenage girl zooms into the library and she bumps into me and knocks me back into the present—no apology—and she’s fast as a meerkat and you bark at her. “No Columbine, Nomi. I mean it.”

			Ah, so the Meerkat is your daughter and her glasses are too small for her face and she probably wears them because you told her they’re no good. She’s defiant. More like a feisty toddler than a surly teenager and she lugs a big white copy of Columbine out of her backpack. She flips you the bird and you flip her the bird and your family is fun. Is there a ring on your finger?

			
			No, Mary Kay. There isn’t.

			You reach for the Meerkat’s Columbine and she storms outside and you follow her out the door—it’s an unplanned intermission—and I remember what you told me on our phone call.

			Your mom was a Mary Kay lady, cutthroat and competitive. You grew up on the floors of various living rooms in Phoenix playing with Barbie dolls, watching her coax women with cheating husbands into buying lipstick that might incite their dirtbag husbands to stay home. As if lipstick can save a marriage. Your mother was good at her job, she drove a pink Cadillac, but then your parents split. You and your mother moved to Bainbridge and she did a one-eighty, started selling Patagonia instead of Pan-Cake makeup. You said she passed away three years ago and then you took a deep breath and said, “Okay, that was TMI.”

			But it wasn’t too much, not at all, and you told me more: Your favorite place on the island is Fort Ward and you like the bunkers and you mentioned graffiti. God kills everyone. I told you that’s true and you wanted to know where I’m from and I told you that I grew up in New York and you liked that and I told you I did time in L.A. and you thought I was being facetious and who was I to correct you?

			The door opens and now you’re back. In the flesh and the skirt. Whatever you said to your Meerkat pissed her off and she grabs a chair and moves it so that it faces a wall and finally you come to me, warm and soft as the cashmere on my chest. “Sorry for all the drama,” you say, as if you didn’t want me to see everything. “You’re Joe, yeah? I think we spoke on the phone.”

			You don’t think. You know. Yeah. But you didn’t know you’d want to tear my clothes off and you shake my hand, skin on skin, and I breathe you in—you smell like Florida—and the power inside of my body is restored. Zing.

			You look at me now. “Can I have my hand back?”

			I held on too long. “Sorry.”

			“Oh no,” you say, and you lean in, closer as in the movie Closer. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I ate an orange outside and my hands are a little sticky.”

			I sniff my palm and I lean in. “Are you sure it wasn’t a tangerine?”

			
			You laugh at my joke and smile. “Let’s not tell the others.”

			Already it’s us against them and I ask if you finished the Lisa Taddeo—I am a good guy and good guys remember the shit the girl said on the phone—and yes you did finish and you loved it and I ask you if I can ask you about your daughter and her Columbine and you blush. “Yeah,” you say. Yeah. “Well, as you saw…she’s a little obsessed with Dylan Klebold.”

			“The school shooter?”

			“Oh God, no,” you say. “See, according to my daughter, he was a poet, which is why it’s okay for her to write her college essay about him…”

			“Okay, that’s a bad idea.”

			“Obviously. I say that and she calls me a ‘hypocrite’ because I got in trouble for writing about Ann Petry instead of Jane Austen when I was her age…” You like me so much you are name-dropping. “I can’t remember…” Yes you can. “Did you say if you have kids?”

			Stephen King doesn’t have to murder people to describe death and you don’t have to have kids to understand being a parent and technically I have a kid, but I don’t “have” him. I don’t get to wear him like all the khaki fucking dads on this rock. I shake my head no and your eyes sparkle. You hope I’m free and you want us to have things in common so I steer us back to books. “Also, I love Ann Petry. The Street is one of my all-time favorite books.”

			You’re supposed to be impressed but a lot of book people know The Street and you’re a fox. Reserved. I double down and tell you that I wish more people would read The Narrows and that gets a smile—fuck yes—but we’re in the workplace so you put your hands on your keypad. You furrow your brow. No Botox for you. “Huh.” Something bumped you on the computer and do you know about me? Did they flag me?

			Play it cool, Joe. Exonerated. Innocent. “Am I fired already?”

			“Well, no, but I do see an inconsistency in your file…”

			You don’t know about the money I donated to this library because I insisted on anonymity and the woman on the board swore that she would spare me the nuisance of a background check, but did she lie to me? Did you find Dr. Nicky’s conspiracy theory blog? Did the lady on the board realize I’m that Joe Goldberg? Did she hear about me on some murder-obsessed woman’s fucking podcast?

			
			You wave me over and the inconsistency is my list of favorite authors—phew—and you tsk-tsk in a whisper. “I don’t see Debbie Macomber on this list, Mr. Goldberg.”

			I blush. The other day on the phone I told you that I got the idea to move to the Pacific Northwest from Debbie Macomber’s Cedar Fucking Cove books and you laughed—Really?—and I stood my soft, picket fenced-in ground. I’m not a dictator. I didn’t command you to read one of her books. But I did say that Debbie helped me, that reading about pious, justice-seeking Judge Olivia Lockhart and her local newsie boyfriend Jack restored my faith in our world. You did say you’d check ’em out but that’s what all people say when you recommend a book or a fucking TV show and now here you are, winking at me.

			You wink at me. Your hair is red and yellow. Your hair is fire. “Don’t fret, Joe. I’ll eat the beef and you eat the broccoli. No one has to know.”

			“Ah,” I say, because the beef and the broccoli are a reference to the show. “Sounds like someone went to Cedar Cove to check it out.”

			Your fingertips hit the keypad and the keypad is my heart. “Well I told you I would…” You’re a woman of your word. “And you were right…” BINGO. “It is a nice ‘antidote to the hellspace reality of the world right now’…” That’s me. You’re quoting me. “All the bicycles and the fight for equity, it kinda lowers your blood pressure.”

			On you go about the pros and cons of escapism—you learned my language and you want me to know it—you are sexy, confident—and I forgot about sexual tension. Beginnings. “Well,” I say. “Maybe we can start a fan club.”

			“Yeah…” you say. “But first you’ll have to tell me what got you into it…”

			You women always want to know about the past but the past is over. Gone. I can’t fucking tell you that Cedar Cove helped me survive my time in prison. I won’t tell you that it was my Mayberry-scented salve while I was wrongly incarcerated and I shouldn’t have to spill the details. We all go through periods when we feel trapped, caged. It doesn’t matter where you suffer. I shrug. “There’s no big story…” Ha! “A few months ago, I hit a rough patch…” Fact: The best prison reads are “beach reads.” “Debbie was there for me…”…when Love Quinn wasn’t.

			
			You don’t badger me for details—I knew you were smart—and say you know the feeling and you and I are the same, sensitive. “Well, I don’t want to bring you down, but I must warn you, Joe…” You want to protect me. “This isn’t Cedar Cove, not by a long shot.”

			I like your spunk—you want to spar—and I tilt my head toward the empty table where you stood with that old man. “Tell that to the Mothball who just went home with the Murakami you suggested. Now that was very Cedar Cove.”

			You know I’m right and you try to smirk but your smirk is a smile. “We’ll see how you feel after you’ve made it through a couple winters.” You blush. “What’s in the bag?”

			I give you my best smile, the one I never thought I’d use again. “Lunch,” I say. “And unlike Judge Olivia Lockhart, I brought a ton of food. You can eat the broccoli and the beef.”

			I said that out loud—FUCK YOU, RUSTY BRAIN—and you get to hide in your computer while I stand here being the guy who just told you that you can eat my beef.

			But you don’t torture me for long. “Okay,” you say. “The computer’s acting up. We’ll take care of your badge later.”

			The computer has some fucking nerve or maybe you’re testing me. You’re leading me toward the break room and you ask if I went to Sawan or Sawadty. When I say Sawan your Meerkat looks up from her Columbine and makes a barf signal. “Eew. That’s so gross.”

			No, kid, being rude is gross. She raves about Sawadty and you side with her and I don’t speak your language. Not right now. You put a hand on my back—nice—and then you put a hand on the Meerkat’s shoulder—you’re bringing us together—and you tell me that I have a lot to learn about Bainbridge. “Nomi’s extreme, but there are two kinds of people here, Joe. There are those who go to Sawan and those of us who go to Sawadty.”

			You fold your arms and are you really that petty? “Okay,” I say. “But doesn’t the same family own both restaurants?”

			
			The Meerkat groans and puts on her headphones—rude again—and you wave me into the kitchen. “Well, yeah,” you say. “But the food’s a little different at both of them.” You open the fridge and I stash my lunch and you’re being irrational but you know it. “Oh come on. Isn’t this small-town quirk what you wanted when you moved here?”

			“Holy shit,” I say. “I live here.”

			You rest your hands on my shoulders and it’s like you’ve never been to a sexual harassment seminar. “Don’t worry, Joe. Seattle is only thirty-five minutes away.”

			I want to kiss you and you take your hands away and we leave the break room and I tell you that I didn’t move here to take the ferry to the city. You peer at me. “Why did you move here? Seriously. New York…L.A…. Bainbridge…I’m genuinely curious.”

			You are testing me. Demanding more of me. “Well, I joke about Cedar Cove…”

			“Yeah you do…”

			“But I guess it just felt right to me. New York used to be like a Richard Scarry book.”

			“Love him.”

			“But it lost that Scarry feeling. Maybe it was Citi Bikes…” Or all those dead girls. “L.A. is just somewhere I went because that’s what people do. They go from New York to L.A.” It’s been so long since anyone wanted to know me and you bring me home and away all at once. “Hey, do you remember those black-and-white pictures of Kurt Cobain and his buddies in the meadow? Photos from the early days, before Dave Grohl was in Nirvana?”

			You nod. You think you do, yeah.

			“Well, it just hit me. My mom had that picture up on the fridge when I was a kid. It looked like heaven to me, the tall grass…”

			You nod. “Come on,” you say. “The best part of this place is downstairs.”

			You stop short in Cookbooks. Someone’s texting you and you’re writing back and I can’t see who it is and you look at me. “Are you on Instagram?”

			“Yep, are you?”

			
			It’s just so fucking easy, Mary Kay. I follow you and you follow me and you are already liking my book posts—heart, heart, heart—and I like your picture of you and Nomi on the ferry, the one with the best fucking caption in the world: Gilmore Girls. It’s Instagram official. You’re single.

			You lead the way to the stairs and tease me about my account. “Don’t get me wrong…I love books too, but your life strikes me as a little off balance.”

			“And what would you suggest, Ms. ‘Gilmore Girl’? Should I post my beef and broccoli?”

			You turn red. “Oh,” you say. “That’s Nomi’s little joke. I got pregnant in college, not high school.”

			You say that like the father is a sperm donor with no name. “I’ve never seen that show.”

			“You’d like it,” you say. “I used it to get my kid to think of reading as cool.”

			I know what you’re thinking. You wish there was more of me on my fucking “feed” because here I am, seeing your whole life, pictures of you and your best friend, Melanda, at various wineries, you and your Meerkat off being #GilmoreGirls. You don’t get to learn much about me and it’s not fair. But life isn’t fair and I won’t bore you by humble-bragging about being a “private person.” I put my phone away and tell you that I had Corn Pops for breakfast.

			You laugh—yes—you leave Instagram—yay!—and I feed you the right way, mouth to ear. I tell you about my home on the water in Winslow and you roll up your sleeves a little more. “We’re practically neighbors,” you say. “I’m around the corner in Wesley Landing.”

			There’s no way you’re this way with all the volunteers and we make it downstairs and you graze my arm and I see what you see. A Red Bed. Built into the wall.

			Your voice is low. Hushed. There are children present. “How good is that?”

			“Oh, that’s a good Red Bed right there.”

			“That’s what I call it too. And I know it’s smaller than the green one…” The green one is too green, same green as RIP Beck’s pillow. “But I like the Red one. Plus it has the aquarium…” Like the aquarium in Closer, and you scratch an itch that isn’t there because you want to throw me down on that Red Bed right now but you can’t. “My library was nothing like this when I was a kid, I mean these kids have it made, right?”

			
			That’s why I wanted to raise my son on this island and I nod. “My library barely had chairs.”

			There was a little tremor in my voice—stop vague-booking out loud about your shitty childhood, Joe—and you lean in closer as in Closer. “It’s even better at night.”

			I don’t know what to say to that and it’s too good with you, too much, like ice cream for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and you feel it too and you point at a closet. “Alas, some kid peed on it and the janitor’s out sick. You mind getting your hands dirty?”

			“Not at all.”

			Two minutes later I am scrubbing urine out of our Red Bed and you are trying not to watch but you want to watch. You like me and how could you not? I do my dirty work with a smile on my face and I moved here because I thought it would be easier to be a good person around other good people. I moved here because the murder rate is low, as in not a single fucking murder in over twenty years. The crime is so nonexistent that there are not one but two articles in the Bainbridge Islander about a couple of architects who stole a sandwich board from another architect and the population skews older and the Red Bed is good as new and I put my cleaning supplies away and you’re gone.

			I go upstairs to find you and you knock on the glass wall of your office—come on in—and you want me in your den and I like it in your den. I wave hello to your posters—RIP Whitney Houston and Eddie Vedder—and you offer me a seat and your phone rings and I never thought I’d feel this way again, but then, I never thought Love Quinn would kidnap my child and pay me four million dollars to walk away. If unspeakably bad things are possible, then unspeakably good things are too.

			You hang up the phone and smile. “So, where were we?”

			“You were just about to tell me your favorite Whitney Houston song.”

			
			“Well, that hasn’t changed since I was kid. ‘How Will I Know.’ ”

			You gulp. I gulp. “I like the Lemonheads cover of that song.”

			You try not to stare at me and you smile. “I didn’t know that existed. I’ll have to check it out.”

			“Oh yeah. It’s good. The Lemonheads.”

			You lick your lips and mimic me—“The Lemonheads”—and I want to lick your Lemonhead on the Red Bed and I point at the drawing on your wall of a little storefront. “Did your daughter do that?”

			“Oh no,” you say. “And now that you point it out…I should have something she made up here. But yeah, I made that when I was little. I wanted to have my own bookstore.”

			Of course you did and I’m a rich man. I can help you make your dream come true. “Did this bookstore have a name?”

			“Look closer,” you say. “It’s right there in the corner…Empathy Bordello.”

			I smile. “Bordello, eh?”

			You touch pearls that aren’t there. You feel it too and your phone rings. You say you have to take this and I ask if I should go and you want me to stay. You pick up the phone and your voice changes, high as a kindergarten teacher in a well-funded school district. “Howie! How are you, honey, and what can we do for you?”

			Howie tells you what he wants and you point at a book of poems and I pick up the William Carlos Williams and hand it over and you lick your finger—you didn’t really need to do that—and your voice changes again. You murmur a poem to Howie and your voice is melted ice cream and then you close the book and hang up the phone and I laugh. “I have so many questions.”

			“I know,” you say. “So that was Howie Okin…” You said his whole name. Do you like him too? “He’s the sweetest older man…” Nope! He’s a Mothball. “And he’s in hell right now…” No one knows hell more than me. “His wife passed away and his son moved away…” My son was born fourteen months and eight days ago and I haven’t even met him. And he’s not just my son. He’s my savior.

			“That’s so sad,” I say, as if my story isn’t sadder. I’m the victim, Mary Kay. Love Quinn’s family dipped into their coffers to pay my defense attorneys because Love was pregnant with my son. I thought I was lucky to have money on my side. I thought I was going to be a dad. I learned to play guitar in that fucking prison and I rewrote the lyrics to “My Sweet Lord”—Hare Forty, Hallelujah—and I told Love that I wanted our family to move to Bainbridge, to real-life Cedar Cove. I went online and found us the perfect home, complete with a fucking guesthouse for her parents, even though they never let me forget that they were footing the bill, as if they had to mortgage a fucking beach house.

			
			Fact check: They didn’t.

			Your phone rings. And it’s Howie again. And now he’s crying. You read him another poem and I look down at my phone. A picture I saved. My son on day one. Wet and slick. A little risk taker. A rascal. I didn’t take this picture. I wasn’t there when he emerged from Love’s “geriatric” womb—fuck you, doctors—and I am a bad dad.

			Absentee. Invisible. Out of the picture and not because I’m taking the picture.

			Love called two days later. I named him Forty. He looks just like my brother.

			I went along with it. Fawning. I love it, Love. I can’t wait to see you and Forty.

			Nine days later. My lawyers got me out of jail. Charges dropped. The parking lot. Fresh hot stale air. The song in my head. Hare Forty, Hallelujah. I was somebody’s father. Daddy. I got into a town car. My lawyers all around me. We need to stop by the firm for you to sign a few papers. Next stop, the parking structure of a concrete fortress in Culver Fucking City. No sun underground. No son in my arms, not yet. Just a few papers. We rode the elevator to the twenty-fourth floor of the building. Just a few papers, won’t take long. The conference room was wide and indifferent. They closed the door even though the floor was empty. There was a goon in the corner. Thick torso. Navy blazer. Just a few papers. And then I learned what I should have known all along. My lawyers weren’t mine. Love’s family wrote the checks. The mercenary attorneys worked for them, not me. Just a few papers. No. They were injustice papers.

			The Quinns offered me four million dollars to go away.

			
			Bequeath all access to the child. No contact. No stalking. No visitation.

			The Quinns are happy to pay for your dream house on Bainbridge Island.

			I screamed. There is no dream without my fucking son.

			I threw an iPad. It bounced and it didn’t break and the lawyers didn’t scream. Love Quinn feels that this is in the best interest of the child. I wouldn’t give up my flesh and blood but the goon put his gun on the table. A private dancer, a dancer for money can get away with murder on the twenty-fourth floor of a law firm in Culver Fucking City. They could kill me. They would kill me. But I couldn’t die. I’m a father. So I signed. I took the money and they took my son and you spin around in your chair. You grab a notepad. You scribble: You okay?

			I think I smile. I try to anyway. But you look sad. You scribble again.

			Howie is the nicest man. I just feel terrible.

			I nod. I understand. I was a nice man, too. Stupid. Locked up in jail mainlining Cedar Cove, trying to stay positive. I believed Love when she said we’d move up here together, as a family. Ha!

			Again you scribble: The world can be so unfair. I can’t get over his son.

			You go back to consoling Howie Okin and I’m not a monster. I feel for the guy. But Howie raised his asshole son. I’ve never seen my little Forty. Not in real life. I only see him on Instagram. Love is a real sicko, yes. She kidnapped my son but she didn’t block me. Chills every time I think about it. I lower the volume on my phone and open Love’s live story and I watch my boy hit himself on the head with a shovel. His mother laughs as if it’s funny—it isn’t—and Instagram is too little—I can’t smell him, can’t hold him—and it’s too big—he’s alive. He’s doing this right now.

			I make it stop. I close the app. But it doesn’t stop, not really.

			I became a dad before he was born. I memorized Shel Silverstein poems and I still know them by heart even though I don’t get to read them aloud to my son and I miss my son and Silverstein’s boa chokes me out, that boa slithers in my skin, in my brain, a constant reminder of what I lost, what I sold, technically, and it is wrong, so wrong, it is up to my neck and I can’t live like this and you hang up your phone you look at me and gasp. “Joe, are you…do you need a tissue?”

			
			I didn’t mean to cry—it was allergies, it was William Carlos Williams, it was the saga of poor Howie Okin—and you hand me a tissue. “It’s so comforting that you get it. I know it’s not my ‘job’ to read poems when some of these patrons have a bad day but it’s a library. It’s an honor to be in here and we can do so much and I just…”

			“Sometimes we all need a poem.”

			You smile at me. For me. Because of me. “I have a good feeling about you.”

			You’re moved because I’m moved—you think I was crying for Howie—and you welcome me aboard and we shake hands—skin on skin—and I make a promise in my head. I’m gonna be your man, Mary Kay. I’m gonna be the man you think I am, the guy who has empathy for Howie, for my evil baby mama, for everyone on this terrible fucking planet. I won’t kill anyone who gets in our way, even though, well…never mind.

			You laugh. “Can I have my hand back, please?”

			I give you your hand and I walk out of your office and I want to kick down the shelves and tear up all the pages because I don’t need to read any fucking books anymore! Now I know what all the poets were talking about. I’m doing it, Mary Kay.

			I’m carrying your heart in my heart.

			I lost my son. I lost my family. But maybe bad things really do happen for a reason. All those toxic women won me over and fucked me over because they were part of a larger plan to push me onto this rock, into this library.

			I see you in your office, on the phone again, twirling the phone cord. You look different, too. You already love me, too, maybe, and you deserve it, Mary Kay. You waited a long time. You gave birth. You give poems to Howie and you never got to open your bookstore—we’ll get there—and you pushed your Murakami on that Mothball, as if that Mothball could ever appreciate being all but sucked inside. You’ve spent your life in your office, looking up at the posters you held onto since high school, the pop star and the rock star. Life never lived up to the lyrics of their songs, to the passion, but I’m here now. I have a good feeling about you.

			
			We’re the same but different. If I’d had a kid when I was young, I would have been like you. Responsible. Patient. Sixteen years in one fucking job on one fucking island. And you’d fight to make things better if you were so alone like me and this morning, we both got out of bed. We both felt alive. I put on my brand-new sweater and you put on that blue bra and your tights, your little skirt. You liked me on the phone. Maybe you rubbed one out while Cedar Cove was muted on your TV and am I blushing? I think so. I pick up my badge and my lanyard at the front desk. I like my picture. I never looked better. Never felt better.

			I clip the badge to the lanyard—how satisfying, when life makes sense, when things click, you and me, beef and broccoli, the badge and the lanyard—and my heart beats a little faster and then it beats a little slower. I’m not a sonless father anymore. I have purpose. You did this to me. You gave this to me. You placed a special order and here I am, tagged. Lanyard official. And I’m not afraid that I’m getting ahead of myself. I want to fall for you. I’ve had it rough, yeah, but you’ve had to hold it together for a child. I’m your long overdue book, the one you never thought was coming. I took a while to get here and I got banged up along the way, but good things only come to people like us, Mary Kay, people willing to wait and suffer and bide the time staring at the stars on the walls, the bare concrete blocks in the cell. I pull my lanyard down over my head and it feels like it was made for me, because it was, even though it wasn’t. Perfect.
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			Yesterday I overheard two Mothballs call us lovebirds and today we’re in our usual lunch spot outside on the love seat in the Japanese garden. We eat lunch here every fucking day and right now you are laughing, because we’re always laughing, because this is it, Mary Kay. You’re the one.

			“No,” you say. “Tell me you did not really steal Nancy’s newspaper.”

			Nancy is my fecal-eyed neighbor and you went to high school with Nancy. You don’t like her but you’re friends with her—women—and I tell you that I had to steal her newspaper because she cut me in line at our local coffeehouse, Pegasus. You nod. “I guess that’s karma.”

			“You know what they say, Mary Kay. Be the change you want to see in the world.”

			You laugh again and you are thrilled that someone is finally standing up to Nancy and you still can’t believe I live next door to her, that I live right around the corner from you. You chew on your beef—we eat beef and broccoli every day—and you close your eyes and raise a finger. You need time—this is the most serious part of our lunch—and I count down ten seconds and I make a buzzer noise. “Well, Ms. DiMarco? Sawan or Sawadty?”

			You tilt your head like a food critic. “Sawan. Has to be Sawan.”

			You failed again and I make another buzzer noise and you are feisty and you tell me that you will fucking win one of these days and I smile. “I think we both won, Mary Kay.”

			
			You know I’m not talking about a stupid Thai food taste test and you wipe a happy tear off your cheek. “Oh, Joe, you kill me. You do.”

			You say things like that to me every day and we should be naked on the Red Bed by now. We’re getting there. Your cheeks are rosy and you already gave me a promotion. I am the Fiction Specialist and I built a new section in the library called “The Quiet Ones” where we feature books like Ann Petry’s The Narrows, lesser-known works by famous authors. You said it’s nice to see books find new eyes and you knew I was watching you shake your ass when you walked away. You’re glued to me in the library, every chance you get, and you’re glued to me here, on the love seat, warning me that Fecal Eyes might rat me out on Nextdoor.

			“Oh come on,” I say. “I stole a newspaper. I didn’t steal her dog. And they’re like everyone here. Lights out by ten p.m.”

			“You come on,” you sass. “You love being the rebel night owl. I bet you’re up all night chain-smoking and reading Bukowski.”

			I like it when you tease me and I smile. “Now that you mention it, Bukowski might be the way to get Nomi off her Columbine kick.”

			“That’s a great idea, maybe I’ll start with Women…” You always appreciate my ideas—I love your brain—and I ask you what you think Bukowski would have thought of my fecal-eyed neighbor and you laugh-choke on your beef, my beef, and you hold your stomach—it hurts lately, what with the butterflies, the private jokes. I pat you on the back—I care—and you sip your water and take a deep breath. “Thank you,” you say. “Thought I was gonna faint.”

			I want to hold your hand but I can’t do that. Not yet. You pick up your phone—no—and your shoulders slouch and I know your body language. I can tell when the Meerkat is texting—you sit up a little straighter—and I can tell when it’s not the Meerkat, like now. I’ve done my homework, Mary Kay—it’s amazing how easy it is to get to know a woman when she follows you back online!—and I know about the people in your life, in your phone.

			“Everything okay?” I ask.

			
			“Yeah,” you say. “Sorry, it’s just my friend Seamus. This will just take a sec.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say. “Take your time.”

			I know, Mary Kay. You have a “life” here and it’s mostly about your daughter, but you also have your friends, one of whom is Seamus Fucking Cooley. You went to high school with him—yawn—and he owns a hardware store. Correction: He inherited the store from his parents. Whenever he texts, he’s whining about some twenty-two-year-old girl who’s fucking with his head—ha!—and you are compassionate. You always say that he’s sensitive because he used to be picked on about being short—I bet the shithead bullies used to call him Shortus—and I always bite my tongue—Look at Tom Fucking Cruise!—and you’re still texting.

			“Sorry,” you say. “I know this is rude.”

			“Not at all.”

			Making you feel better makes me feel better. But it’s not easy, Mary Kay. Every time I ask you to get coffee or invite you to pop over you tell me you can’t because of Nomi, because of your friends. I know that you want me—your skirts are shorter every day, your Murakami is hot for me—and I come in early and I stay after my shift ends. You can’t get enough of me and you’re spoiled because I’m here almost every day. You never send me home and when you joke about the two of us loitering in the parking lot I tell you that we’re lingering. You like that. Plus, you like all my fucking pictures.

			@LadyMaryKay liked your photo.

			@LadyMaryKay liked your photo.

			@LadyMaryKay WANTS TO FUCK YOU AND SHE IS PICKY AND PRIVATE AND PATIENT AND SHE FINALLY FOUND A GOOD MAN AND THAT’S YOU JOE. YOU’RE THE ONE. BE PATIENT. SHE’S A MOM. SHE’S YOUR BOSS. SHE COULD GET FIRED FOR HITTING ON YOU!

			Finally, you shove your phone into your pocket. “Oof, I think I need a drink.”

			“That bad, huh?”

			“Yeah,” you say. “I think I told you he has this cabin in the mountains…”

			
			You told me about his fucking cabin and I’m not impressed. I’ve seen his Instagram. He doesn’t like to read and he bought his biceps at CrossFit. “I think so, yeah.”

			“Well, he brought this girl up there and she spent the whole trip complaining about the lack of Wi-Fi. And then she bailed on him.”

			“Yikes.”

			“Yeah,” you say. “And I know it sounds bad, this same old story of a middle-aged guy going for twenty-two-year-old girls, but”—there is no but, it’s just plain bad—“you know how it is. He’s like a brother to me. He’s insecure…” No. He’s just a man. “And I feel for him. He does so much for this island. He’s a saint, truly. He donates books constantly…” ONE HUNDRED GRAND, HONEY. “He’s like our own Giving Tree…”

			No man is an island or a tree but I smile. “I got that impression,” I say. “I saw signs for his Cooley 5K and the Cooley ‘street cleaning task force.’ But maybe instead of doing so much for others…” God, this hurts. “Maybe he should be in that cabin clearing his head.”

			“Yeah,” you say. Yeah. “And that’s probably the right move because he truly does have the worst luck with women.”

			Sorry, Mary Kay, but if you knew about my exes…“He’s lucky he has you.”

			You blush. You’re quiet, too quiet, and you don’t want this fucking man, do you? No. If you wanted him, you would have him because look at you. You sigh. Sighs are signs of guilt and okay. He wants you and you don’t want him—you want me—and you shrug. “I don’t know about that. It’s just second nature for me, you know, helping people, being there…”

			We are the same, Mary Kay. We just have different styles. “I can relate.”

			We’re quiet again, closer now than we were an hour ago. My whole “Mr. Goody Two-shoes” plan isn’t just about me anymore. It’s about us being good together. I swore I won’t ever hurt anyone for you, not even the guy who owns the hardware store where the female staffers swan around in tight jeans and tight shirts bearing the Cooley name. I’m kind like you. I’m good like you. I gulp. I go for it. “Maybe we could get a drink later…”

			
			You put your hand on your shirt. Deep V-neck sweater today, deep for a librarian who bends over a lot. Say yes. “I wish,” you say, as you stand. “But I have girls’ night and I should probably get back inside.”

			I stand because I have to stand. “No pressure,” I say. “Just throwing it out there.”

			We’re lingering as if we can’t bear to go inside and time is slowing down the way it does before a first kiss and we do need to kiss. You should kiss me or I should kiss you and it’s fall and you’re falling in love with me and I’ve never felt less alone in my life than I do when I’m with you. There’s an invisible string pulling our bodies together but you walk to the door. “Hey, if I don’t see you, have a good weekend!”

			

			—

			Six hours later, and I am NOT HAVING A GOOD FUCKING WEEKEND, MARY KAY. I want to spend my downtime with you and okay. You didn’t lie to me. You’re not out with Seamus—he’s at a dive bar watching a soccer game because people here like soccer—but you’re at Eleven Winery with Melanda.

			She’s your “bestie” and she’s @MelandaMatriarchy on Instagram—oy—and she celebrated Gloria Steinem’s birthday by posting a picture of…Melanda. This woman is an English teacher, she’s your daughter’s teacher, constantly harassing your Meerkat to stop romanticizing Dylan Klebold in the comments—Boundaries, anyone?—but you see the best in people. Melanda was the first friend you made in Bainbridge and she “saved your life” in high school, so when she issues Instagram mandates to BELIEVE ALL WOMEN—as in, the mandate is on a T-shirt stretched over her unnecessarily big boobs—well, you like every fucking one of them.

			And you do this even though she doesn’t like all of your pictures—you are the bigger person, just like me—and when she wants to go to Eleven Winery and bitch about her OkCupid dates—generally this is every Tuesday and every Friday—you go.

			It doesn’t take a genius to see that I should be with you, that Melanda should be with Shortus. But they’re two sides of the same coin. She likes to hate men because she’s too guarded to find real love—your words, not mine—and this man-boy wants a chick to suck on his Shortus. And then my phone buzzes. It’s you.

			
			You: How’s your night?

			Me: Hanging in there. How’s girls’ night?

			You: You mean women’s night.

			This is our first text—YES!—and I can tell you’re a little drunk. I want to pound my chest and pump my fist because I’ve been waiting for you to reach out to me and I haven’t reached out to you because I have to be paranoid. I know how it works in this antiromantic world. I couldn’t be the one to hit you up on your personal phone because the Injustice System could take my innocent gesture and frame me as a fucking “stalker.” This is life without a Get Out of Jail Free card but it turns out, life is good. You did it, Mary Kay! You crossed the line and texted me after hours and the library is closed but you are open. And thank God I dragged my ass to Isla Bonita tonight—another win!—because now you’re gonna see that I’m not sitting at home pining for you. I’m just like you, out on the town with my friends—the other guys at this bar would appear to be my “friends” on security camera footage—and now I get to make you sick with FOMOOM—fear of missing out on me.

			Me: Well I’m at BOYS’ night. Beer and nachos and soccer at Isla.

			You take a beat. It’s killing you to realize that I’m on Winslow Way too, 240 feet away. Come on, Mary Kay. Spill that wine and run to me.

			You: You make me laugh.

			Me: Sometimes boys and women drink at the same bar.

			You: Melanda hates sports bars. Long story. Bartender was rude to her once.

			I bet every bartender in the state was rude to Melanda but then, it can’t be easy being Melanda. I snap a picture of the bumper stickers behind the bar—MY BARTENDER CAN BEAT UP YOUR THERAPIST and I DON’T HAVE AN ATTITUDE PROBLEM. YOU’RE JUST AN ASSHOLE—and I send it to you and then I write to you.

			Me: Tell your friend Melanda that I get it.

			You: I love you.

			Me. Numb. Lovestruck. Speechless. Cloud 9000. I stare at my phone, at the dots that tell me there’s more to come and then boom.

			
			You: Typo. I meant I love your picture. Sloppy fingers. lol sorry just…yeah…wine.

			My heart is pounding and you love me. You said it. Everyone around me is oblivious, but Van Morrison is egging us on from the speakers—this seems like a brand-new night and this feels like a brand-new night—and what the fuck am I doing?

			You want me. I want you. Fuck it.

			I’m outside, en route to Eleven Winery, closer as in Closer, but then I stop short.

			Yes, you told me where you are but you didn’t invite me to join you. And let’s say I did interrupt your women’s night. Is this really the way for us to start our love story? Deep down, I know that good guy island etiquette requires that I give you your fucking “space.” The walls of Eleven are thin and I hear laughter in “your bar.” You’re not just with your best friend. You know a lot of flannel-vested townies inside and I want to rescue you from that noisy tedium that can’t possibly compare to our lovebird lunches in the garden.

			But I can’t save you, Mary Kay. Tonight we made progress—you texted me, you started it—and I want that to be what you think about when you wake up tomorrow. It’s not easy, but I walk into the alley, away from the sound of your voice. Before I get home, I’m smiling again because hey, this was still a big night for us. You had all those people to talk to, your best fucking friend, but that wasn’t enough for you, was it? You picked up your phone and texted me. Rude. Obsessed. Sassy. And of course you couldn’t help it.

			After all, you love me.

			And you can tell me that you didn’t mean it that way. You can point to the fact that you were drinking. You can say that you were sloppy. But anyone with a phone knows that there are very few actual mistakes when it comes to the things we put in writing, especially after a few drinks. You said it and on some level, you meant it and your words are mine now, glowing in the dark in my phone.

			I sleep well for a change, as if your love is already working its magic on me.
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			Everybody working for the weekend can bite me. I hate the weekends on this island, the flabby, brunchy vats of time where families and couples convene and revel in their togetherness with no regard for me, alone, missing you so much that I walk to the Town & Country grocery store—your grocery store—just hoping to bump into you at some point this weekend while your I-Love-You is still fresh, still new.

			Sadly, we miss each other on Saturday and again on Sunday. But fuck you, weekend warriors, because Monday’s finally come. I look good even though I didn’t sleep last night—There’s no doubt, I’m in deep—and I pull a bright orange sweater over my head. This will make it easier for you to spot me in the stacks and I check Instagram. Last night, I posted some yearning Richard Yates. Did you touch the white empty heart beneath my Young Hearts Crying and turn it red?

			No, you didn’t. But that’s okay.

			@LadyMaryKay did not like your photo because she likes YOU, Joe.

			I lock my door even though the Mothballs tell me I don’t have to lock my door and I walk by the movie theater on Madison—I want to go down on you in the dark—and I go to Love’s Instagram and watch my son tear up Good Night, Los Angeles. I know better than to walk into Love’s online family museum when I need to be at my best and I see your Subaru in the parking lot—you’re here!—and I quicken my pace and then I slow down—Gently, Joseph—and I walk inside but you’re not on the floor and you’re not in your den. Grrr. I shuffle off to the break room, where a married old Mothball tells me about his wife harping on him to take Advil for his lower back pain and I want that to be us in thirty years, but that will never be us if we don’t seal the fucking deal.

			
			I fill Dolly Carton and push her into the stacks and boom. It’s you. You put your hands on Dolly and your eyes on me. “Hey.”

			I fight the urge to do what you want me to do, to grab you right here, right now. “Hey.”

			“Do you want to go get lunch in town or are you attached to your Cedar Cove special?”

			YES I WANT TO GO TO LUNCH. “Sure.”

			Your cheeks are Red Bed red and you want to eat food with me and there is a zipper in the center of your skirt and it’s a skirt I’ve never seen, a skirt you broke out today, for me, for our lunch date. You fiddle with the zipper. You want me to fiddle with it. “You wanna go now?”

			We are putting on our jackets and we are lovebirds in a movie, strolling on Madison Avenue under a classical score. You want to know if Fecal Eyes introduced herself yet and I tell you she didn’t and you sigh. “Unbelievable,” you say. “See, if this were Cedar Cove, Nancy and her husband would have baked you a pie by now.”

			I don’t want a pity party so I ask about your weekend—code for: remember when you told me you love me?—and you tell me that you and the Meerkat went to Seattle. I am bright, interested. “That sounds fun. What’d you do?”

			“Oh you know how it is. She’s at that age where she walks ten feet ahead of me and if I want Italian, she wants Chinese and if I say that sounds good…”

			“She wants Italian.”

			“And she was freezing, she refused to bring a jacket. We popped by to visit some old friends who have a guitar store, they’re like family…” Your voice trails off. And you shrug. “And lunch was just Danishes on the ferry. Another proud mom moment, you know?” You laugh. “So, Joe, did you…do you want kids?”

			It’s a trick question. Nomi’s a senior in high school and if I say I want kids and you don’t want more kids then you have a reason to push me away. But if I say I don’t want kids, then you might think I don’t want to be a stepfather. “I’ve always felt like, if it happens, it happens.”

			
			“It’s the difference between men and women. For all you know, some kid could show up and knock on your door, 23andMe style, like ‘Hi, Dad!’ ”

			If only you knew, and I smile. “What about you? Do you want more kids?”

			“Well…Nomi was the surprise of my life, you know? Lately, it’s hitting me that there’s this whole new chapter ahead. I don’t know about another kid, but opening a bookshop, that I can see.” Your voice trails off—you’re picturing us in our Bordello—and you dig your hands into your pockets. “So,” you say, your voice shaky with first-date nerves. “How was the rest of guys’ night?”

			I like this new side of you, Mary Kay. Jealous. Frisky. And I am sarcastic. “Oh you know, beer…nachos…babes.”

			“Ah, so does that mean you met someone?”

			God, you have it bad for me and I smile. “Well, I thought I did…” I have to tease you a little. “But then this woman I work with texted me and I guess I kinda blew it.”

			You know that you are this woman and you shrug, slightly demure, and it’s a reminder that as much as we are soulmates, we don’t know each other, not like this, on a sidewalk in motion. “Oh come on,” I say. “You know I’m kidding…I don’t go out on the prowl at bars and I’m certainly never, you know, looking for babes…” RIP Beck walked into my bookstore same way you happen to work at my library. “For me it’s always intangible. It’s not about looks…it’s about chemistry.”

			Did you just arch your back a little bit? Yes you did. “I get that,” you say. “I relate.”

			We fall into a natural, sexy silence and if we were on a busy four-lane street in L.A., I could take your hand. I could kiss you. But this is an island and there is no anonymity and the walk is over. You open the door to the diner and my eyes turn into hearts. Retro red. Red booths like our Red Bed and you chose this place because of the booths. You know the host and he’s a gentle man—ring on his finger—and he tells you your booth is open, your booth as in our booth.

			
			We sit across from each other and I did it. I got you all to myself. And you did it. You got me all to yourself.

			I open the menu and you open a menu even though you’ve been eating here for a hundred years. “I always get the same thing, but I think I’ll mix it up today.”

			I make you want to try new things and I smile. “Any suggestions for me?”

			“Everything’s good,” you say. “But I wouldn’t mind if you got something with fries…just saying.”

			You order a bowl of chili and I go for a club sandwich with fries and you smile at me but then something catches your eye. You sit up straight and wave. “Melanda! Over here!”

			It’s supposed to be you, me, and fries but your friend Melanda clomps up to our booth. Body by Costco—bulk-order boobs—and she moves like a linebacker charging for an end zone, as if life is war. She’s sweaty—wash that shit off before you enter a restaurant, Melanda—and she needs a tutorial on Instagram filters because the dissonance shouldn’t be this jarring. You air-kiss her and tell her she looks great—I don’t agree—and why is she here? Are you hazing me? The host brings Melanda a menu and her nostrils flare and she’s a so person, sucking up the oxygen with a non sequitur. “So I just had the worst row at school with that math teacher Barry who thinks that being ‘a father of daughters’ entitles him to help me with the Future.”

			She’s not British and she shouldn’t say row and you look at me. “Melanda’s starting a nonprofit for local girls…” Melanda bites her lip in protest and you elbow her in response. “A nonprofit for young women…” She winces and you throw up your hands as in I give up and she puts her eyes on me.

			“So, what MK means is that I’m building an incubator for young women. It’s called The Future Is Female. You’ve probably seen posters in the library…”

			“I sure did,” I say, recalling the mixed messages inviting girls to establish boundaries online and commanding them to use her hashtag in all of their posts. #Melanda­Matriarchy­Smashes­ThePatriarchy…and the young women who forget to promote her brand!

			
			Melanda laughs. “And?”

			“And obviously I’m all for it.”

			You’re different around her, cautious, but that’s the story of humans. We shrink to fit. I know Melanda’s type. She doesn’t want questions. She wants praise, so I tell her it’s a genius idea. I don’t say that there’s a way to do these things without being a fucking asshole. But there is. “Well,” she says. “I’m past the idea phase. We launch early next year.” She picks up your water glass. “Which reminds me, MK, did you review my latest mission statement?”

			You didn’t review it yet and you pull a packet of Splenda from your purse and she grimaces like you pulled out a crack pipe or a Bill Cosby biography. “Sweetie, no,” she coos. “You have to stop trying to kill yourself.”

			That language was telling. On some level, she wants you to die, and you don’t know it and she doesn’t even fully know it and it’s all a little sad.

			“I know,” you say. “I’m terrible. I have to stop it with the Splenda.”

			It’s not my place to butt in—are you ever gonna introduce us?—and she sips your water and sighs. “So they fired my trainer, finally. I wasn’t the only one who complained about him.”

			You say you’ve never joined a gym and I want to hear more but Melanda cuts you off to bitch about her toxic trainer and I wish she’d follow the rules spelled out on her T-shirt—LET HER SPEAK—and you wink at me and…wait. Is this a fucking setup?

			“Melanda,” you say. “Before we get off track, this is Joe. I told you how he’s volunteering at the library, he just moved here a few months ago.”

			I extend my hand. “Good to meet you, Melanda.”

			She doesn’t shake my hand. She sort of pats it and this isn’t a setup. My first instinct was right. You are hazing me and Melanda’s like a wannabe tough frat guy in a Lifetime movie who doesn’t want anyone else in the frat. “How nice,” she simpers. “Another white man telling us what to read.” She slaps her clammy hand over mine. “Honey, please. You know I’m kidding, just having a day.”

			You make eyes at me the way you did on Day One in the library—Please be patient—and Melanda says that her toxic trainer asked Greg, the barista at Pegasus, to stop selling her cookies and you nod, like a therapist. “Well, I
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