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The eyes of others our prisons; their thoughts our cages. Air above, air below. And the moon and immortality… Oh, but I drop to the turf! Are you down too, you in the corner, what’s your name—woman—Minnie Marsh; some such name as that?


—VIRGINIA WOOLF, “An Unwritten Novel”
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You think you’re special and you are, to a degree. You go to Harvard. A grad student if I had to guess. You wear a vintage T-shirt that probably belonged to your father, who no doubt went here as well, carried you on his shoulders at his reunions when you were too young to wonder if you were good enough to get here. There was no need to worry. You were always going to wind up perched on the steps of the Barker Center in your flowery midi skirt. Little Miss Muffet with your Faulkner in your hands, open and your phone facedown, as if to prove that you prefer novels over nuisance. The world is your tuffet, the steps too, and you arch your back and aah. You’re not really lost in that book. You’re a little outside of yourself, yearning for someone new in September. I’m on the move. You tap your toes and lift your eyes—blue and horny—and you go there.


“Hi.”


“Hey.”


I know it hurts. You took a leap of faith, and I said thanks, but no thanks with a hey and walked into the Barker Center. I had to leave you. You women disappoint or disappear—or sometimes both—and none of you can bear to look at me once I know who you really are. You run, you try so hard to kill your feelings for me that you wind up dead in real life, dead inside. I’m not built like you. I never get over you, any of you. Something had to change, so I put all my feelings about my tragic, no-good love stories into a blender and wrote a novel. That’s the reason I’m here. Not you. Me. I walk up to Barker 222 ready to join the ranks of the good and the terrible—Harvard monsters are a special breed—but a piece of paper is taped to the door: Too nice to be inside. See you fellows on the south side of the lawn! Yours, G.S.


I don’t want to go outside and sit in a room that isn’t a room—I want the Algonquin fucking round table—and I expect better from Glenn “G.S.” Shoddy. He’s running this fiction writing fellowship because he’s the author of Scabies for Breakfast. He knows what makes people tick—Scabies earned him a Pulitzer—and he’s the anti-Franzen—over two million copies sold, almost no one ticked off about his success. He’s my teacher, my mentor, the kind of guy who assured me that he too comes from a “humble” background… as in he grew up in the Mid-fucking-west with married teacher parents who raised him to be a writer. I liked him for trying, and I (mostly) meant what I said when I sent him twenty pages of my soul.


Whether or not you offer me a spot, I want to thank you, Mr. Shoddy. I wouldn’t have started writing if I had never read your book. You’re exceptionally gifted, Glenn. Yours, Joe


Glenn did the right thing. He offered me a spot in the fellowship via a warm, chummy email, and Harvard is paying me to be here, so I follow the orders and hustle back outside like I’m late for a job interview—No, Joe, you got the job—and I didn’t leave Florida to prowl around in the sun like a dirty old man playing Duck, Duck, Fucking Goose, but off I go.


I can do this. All I fucking do is survive. I made it through the first few decades of my life and back in Orlando, when the world shut down, the first real snow days of my life, I took the break as a gift from my beloved, my would-have-been wife, Mary Kay DiMarco. She was gone, dead, and I had been wasting my time, slinging drinks and sulking, hooking up with girls who came into the bar, licked their lips, asked me about the last great book I read.


Predators, all of them, and that’s what I look like now, like I’m on the hunt for girls and no. No! “Sorry,” I say to a group of fucking teenagers. “I’m just trying to find my people.”


They look right through me—the truth is always a bad share—and I need to Taylor Swift it, I need to calm down. I will find my fellows. I made RIP Mary Kay’s dream come true—I opened the Empathy Bordello Bar & Books—and I killed myself writing my book, finding a reader since it’s not really a book unless someone else consumes it. I killed myself again kissing up to the gatekeeper—You’re exceptionally gifted, Glenn—and when I sold the bar and hightailed it up I-95 with the jukebox of RIP Mary Kay’s dreams in the back of a U-Haul, well, that’s when multiple incompetent motorists almost killed me. No one knows how to drive anymore, or how to run a fucking fellowship, but I made it. The skeletons in my closet aren’t so menacing anymore—the best writers all take risks—and I live here now, in a one-bedroom two-bath right by campus, and I “go” here, but where the fucking fuck are my fellows?


A guy in an MIT T-shirt shouts, “Hey! Are you looking for the Shoddies?”


So that’s what we’re calling ourselves. Shoddies. Glenn’s not here yet and the guy tells me to pop a squat and jumps right back into conversation with a woman who doesn’t bother to turn around and check me out—weird—and the other three Shoddies are buried in a huddle and oh. I see. There was a plan to meet up before class and not one of my “fellows” gave me a heads-up, and the ice is broken, the ice in their drinks is melted. It’s not like I expected to fall in love, but the possibility would be nice—I am human, I am single—and all three of my female fellows are Little Mrs. Tuffets. Visibly married. That’s a Duck, Duck, Never-a-ducking-gain for this guy—and wait. That woman talking to the MIT guy. Is that? No. Yes. That’s Sarah Elizabeth Swallows. I know her, but I don’t. She’s a thriller queen—How to Kill Your Husband by The Wife—and I saw her face every day in the Bordello, beaming on the backs of her books and now here she is in real life, eating Wheat Thins out of a little plastic bag. Just… no.


But the other clique isn’t any better. The girl doing all the talking has a whiny Connecticunt kind of voice and she’s in a one-up war with some douchebag in a Pringles T-shirt. She met her hubby at Dartmouth and Pringles turned Dartmouth down to go to Tulane.


“My lady is magic,” he says. “Last night, she rescued a sparrow.”


The Dartmouth girl claps back. “Aw, Lou. My guy and I saved this parrot last year…”


Of course his name is Lou and the older woman, the one who they’re performing for, she says her daughter is a freshman here and then she takes off her sunglasses and wait… Is that? No. I will not play another round of I Know Her, But I Don’t in my fucking head. I got a fellowship, same as them, and I drop my messenger bag on the grass.


“Sorry,” I say. “Are you Ani Platt?”


The one-uppers eyeball me, and I was right. It is Ani Platt. “Oh no,” she says. “You must have seen that puff piece in the Globe…”


“Well, yeah,” I say. “But also… congrats on the Obie.”


The Dartmouth girl giggles. “Ani, I bet you didn’t expect to be signing autographs…”


I did not ask for an autograph and the Dartmouth girl ignores me, resumes telling the “story” of her honeymoon, so low-key, just a few days at my dad’s place in Chilmark. I pop a squat in the dead zone. I got in, but I didn’t, and I knock over my own bag—fuck you, bag, fuck you, foot—and it takes a half-empty cup of coffee-water down with it. Great.


I grab the cup—servants gonna servant—and the Dartmouth girl makes obligatory eye contact with my forehead. “It’s okay,” she says. “I am, too.” I don’t know what’s so funny—the Shoddies are all chuckling—and she looks at me like I’m ringing up her groceries, like she has diamonds on the soles of her clogs. “Literally,” she says. “That’s my name. I’m O.K.”


A normal person would ask about me now, but she’d rather listen to Lou wax on about his honeymoon. They went off the grid—how original!—and Ani Platt eats people like this up in her plays, and maybe that’s why she’s encouraging them? For material? I could pry my way into the conversation—I killed a girl from Nantucket!—but there’s no fucking point. You can make one person love you, but you can’t make a group of people like you, not when they already have each other, when they are a “them” in a way that makes you a “you.” I take my phone out of my bag and I go to the fellowship website and there it is, The Big Lie:




I want to discover undiscovered writers. I don’t care where or if you went to college. I don’t care if you have an MFA. I don’t care about your publications. Just send me your guts.


Yours,


Glenn Shoddy





I’m a pigeon. I know how to get by on crumbs and I know that all my fellows went to college. They’ve already been discovered, which is no doubt how they knew to show up so fucking early. Lou brought galleys of his novel—O’er Under, oh fuck off—and his galleys become a book in December. I check the time on my phone—it’s only September—and O.K. takes a picture of Lou’s dick, his book, same difference. I can’t relate to these people, and the one guy who seems kinda normal, kinda nice? Mr. Pop-a-Squat?


He went to MIT before he got an MFA, and he has a “day job” designing videogames.


I’m in a corner of the circle—geometry is a lie—flicking ants off my pants. Nobody else is under attack, and I guess this is why you don’t go around killing people, because then it’s not so easy to spin yay-me stories about your life to a bunch of strangers.


“Aw,” O.K. simpers, quoting Lou’s fucking book. “ ‘For my lady and my ma.’ ”


“I know,” he says. “And right now, they’re out finding me a sofa.”


I bought my couch online, alone, and these people have something in common. Never mind their careers. They were loved. Protected. Lou’s Ma was on his side, so he knew how to find a lady, how to stay with her. My fellows had love then and they have it now and my spine is on fire—I prefer chairs—and finally there’s some action. Glenn is here, storming the lawn, all wrapped up in spandex—Michael Cunningham would never—and he says hi to Lou first—I thought I’d be the Charlie in this Chocolate Factory—and then he gives us all a big round of applause and a smile and ah. So that’s what he did with his Pulitzer money. He got veneers.


“Before we get into it,” he says. “I have to tell you about my ride.”


This is a writing fellowship, but he waterboards us with details about his ride and the other Shoddies feed his ego, literally. O.K. brought brownies and that’s cheating, that’s brownie points scored. I wanted us to be misfits together. Undiscovered. I passed up my chance with that grad student because I believed something better was waiting for me here. True friends. Connection. There will be no absinthe-soaked nights of debauchery, no marathon conversations about Faulkner. They have families to get home to, real jobs, real lives.


I was early today, but in the end, in life, I’m still too late.


“Sorry I’m late but the T was a shit show.”


You came out of nowhere—Duck, duck, you—and the nerve of you, walking us through your shit show of a day as if we can’t see that you had time to stop at Dunkin’ for a Coolatta, that you had time to grab a straw. Tsk, tsk. You plunk your ass in the grass in a good spot, right across from me, and thank God I didn’t fall prey to Little Miss Muffet on the steps. She’s not you. She’s not my Shoddy fellow in too-short shorts that make me adjust my shorts. What you and I have is real and intimate by design. Harvard is playing matchmaker and I will know you, read you and you will know me, read me. No escape for either fucking one of us—fair—and the room that isn’t a room becomes a room because of you, your smirking smile as you pull your sweater up and off and turn all of us men into fat boys in Caddyshack. I wish Lou’s lady could see him now—theirs probably isn’t the first honeymoon you accidentally ended with your charisma—and your T-shirt is a tell: THEY HATE US ’CAUSE THEY AIN’T US.


“Well,” Glenn says. “Try not to let it happen again, Wonder.”


Wonder and Ani pumps a fist—“Go Sox!”—and you say you liked it better when they were the underdogs and O.K. lets her hair down. “My aunt has a box at Fenway, but the noise is a lot.”


“Wow,” you say. “That’s freaking cool. My cousin is always claiming he can get us into a box, but the dude is full of it.”


Lou leans in. “Are you local?”


It’s a fake question—you have an accent—and you adjust your Swatch. “Yeah,” you say. “Born and raised. And I really am sorry I’m late. The T… my dad’s wound vac, ugh I swear, I love the man, but once a teen dad, always a teen dad… Plus, my sister, Cherish, she’s pissed at me. Tuesdays are my day to pick up my niece at school, but obviously… not today.”


I want to hear more but Glenn takes the reins. “This is good,” he says, as if you weren’t just getting started. “Let’s run with it. Lou, you’re up. Tell us your story.”


Because of you, Lou wants to seem “real.” He claims that he used to work at Arby’s—I bet it was one summer, if that—and he scratches the back of his neck. “I did eventually make it to grad school, where I met my main mensch, Mr. George Saunders.”


O.K. has to one-up him now. “Ooh, I love that man. I worked on his last book.”


You widen your eyes. “Sorry,” you say, as if you owe us an apology. “George who? I didn’t go to college, so I missed some stuff along the way.”


That was a terrible thing to say and now they’re all vying to sum up George Fucking Saunders—Help me, I’m Bored—and Glenn cuts ’em off with a clap of his hands—good—but then he looks at me. “Actually,” he says. “Joe didn’t go to college either.”


My lack of a degree is the opposite of an Obie and Lou might come in his pants. “No shit.”


“Wow,” O.K. says. “I love that we have two autodidacts in our midst. My second cousin is an autodidact, and she is amazing. So creative, you know? She’s an artist. Pottery.”


Nothing from Sarah Elizabeth—she will stick you and me in one of her books and take away half our teeth—and the sharing continues. It’s a bullshit word, this is class, this is war. I see you, Wonder. You gulp when they move on to their life stories, when they announce their MFAs and their time abroad, their previous publications, their sabbaticals. You’re not one of them but neither am I, and I’m here, right across from you—look at me, please, just once—but you’re the owner of a lonely heart and then it hits me.


You’re a writer. A true writer. Mercurial and solitary. You’re not a flirt like RIP Guinevere Beck—she would have been eye-fucking me by now—but at the same time, you’re too closed off for your own good. You’re letting them get to you, same way I did when I first arrived, but it doesn’t have to be this way. Yes, we’re the outliers, but Glenn was casting a season of Survivor and he did right by us—we have each other—and we need to form an alliance, same way we have to clap our hands every time someone finishes “humble” bragging. I try to make eye contact with you, but you avoid me, too busy shooting yourself in the foot. This grass is so freaking green, I think my sister’s ex does landscaping here. I lift us out of the muck—I audited a few classes at Columbia—but I fuck up the details and that’s because of you. Duck, duck, you, sitting there like a bowl of eye candy. My brain is rotting from all the sugar—I called your skin porcelain in my head just now—and Glenn brings it back to me, by way of you.


“See,” he says. “This is why I was so adamant about socioeconomic diversity…”


I tune out his rambling about some article he half-read in The Atlantic—we are people, not props—and where is a thunderstorm when you need one?


“Well,” he says. “How about we tell each other the last great thing we read? I’ll go first. The screenplay for Scabies for Breakfast is blowing my mind…” Oh, Glenn, no. “Those Coen brothers, they really know what they’re doing. Ani, what about you?”


You get a notepad out of your backpack, and you are earnest, noting all the books. You tell Lou that you already read his book—you won a galley in a Goodreads giveaway—and ah. You’re a Goodreads girl. You “love to read”—good—and you’re “all about freebies”—bad—and it’s my turn, and you look at me, but it doesn’t really count because everyone else does, too.


“Well,” I say. “The last book I read was Conching by Ethel Rose-Baker and—”


“That’s all right,” Glenn says. “We can google it if we so desire.”


I wanted to tell you about it, Goddammit, and he calls for a break—clap, clap, clap—and I want to pull you aside and give you a ticket for dragging us both down but you’re on your phone, on the move. I can’t talk to you, and I have nothing to say about kayaks, cleaning ladies, or fried clams, so I can’t talk to my fellows, and don’t you get it, Wonder?


They do hate us ’cause they ain’t us. And that’s why we have to stick together.


Glenn waves—it’s time—and “class” resumes—it’s just fucking small talk—and all of it goes over my head because of you. You’re a doozy. You’re above us, you’re below us, a wonder wheel spinning, but when you do open up, you are mesmerizing, raving about Pat Conroy and Dorothy Allison—What did your parents do to you?—but then you dump ketchup on the steak—Don’t listen to me. I’ll shut up. Everyone knows the rules. If you repeatedly tell people to shit on you, they will eventually heed the call. I’m sure you’re talented, but talent isn’t everything. Like it or not, if we want to get published, we need Glenn to like us.


We need our fellow Shoddies to blurb us, to tweet with us.


And you’re doing it all wrong. You talk about the 25K stipend like that’s the reason we’re here, like that’s real money. When Sarah Elizabeth piggybacks on Ani’s story about her play to talk about her Hulu series, you stir your Coolatta—we need to do something about your resting sarcasm face—and yes, O.K.’s analysis of her experience as a freelance sensitivity reader for the big houses is long-winded but come on! You can’t check the time on your Swatch. Not now.


I can’t fucking take it anymore, so I fix my eyes on you and clear my throat. I give you and your Swatch a playful little smile and you light up. You touch your hair and scratch your leg and then you clear your throat. “Hey, Lou.” Your voice is suddenly full of sex. “Can you say that again? I spaced out.”


Lou is happy to repeat himself—shocker—and you’re focused on him, but the way you run your hand over your forearm and touch your other hand again, that’s what really matters, and all that is for me.


Finally, class ends—clap, clap, clap—and we had a moment, but you glance around the room that isn’t a room, not anymore, and now you’re hightailing it across the lawn like a fifth grader.


I chase you down because I have to chase you down. I sense something new with you. Something fresh. You’re my equal, Wonder. You’re not my married boss and you’re not impossibly, unreachably wealthy. You’re not a sociopath flirt or a social fucking climber. You’re gonna read the books that everyone read and that’s good, that’s part of it, but I want you to write. I see the future. You and me with RIP Spalding Gray reincarnated, laughing about how we met in a fellowship, the only two autodidacts in the room. I’m not saying we have to get married, but when everyone was my-husbanding and my-wifing you were quiet. You didn’t have an inborn support system—your parents were teenagers when they made you—and you need me. Who else is gonna push you to show up on time?


You duck into a corner store, and I hang back. No. Not just yet.


This is the opportunity of a lifetime, and you have an attitude problem. You put on your armor—They hate us ’cause they ain’t us—and you are Stubborn Will Hunting. You grew up in the gutter and you are long past looking at the stars, content to make small talk with the guy working the register. Take something for that cough, Eddie!


You emerge from the store with scratchers and what are you doing, Wonder? We got into Harvard. We got our Golden Tickets, and they’re not fucking scratchers. I want you to want it all, and if there’s one thing I learned from my Floridian pandemic, it’s that sometimes people need a push. RIP Ethel Rose-Baker gave me a push, and I can do it for you. Glenn compared me to J. D. Fucking Salinger and in twenty years, you’ll be famous in your own right, rhapsodizing in The Atlantic about sex with a legend, sex with me, and the best part of all… Your essays about our wild lusty days at Harvard won’t be tinged with regret because unlike some men, I’m not a fucking pig when it comes to women.


I’m one step ahead of you, twenty feet behind you—and this is what I wanted from Harvard because what is class without a crush? It’s Good Will Hunting without the girl, and that’s what you are: the girl. I’m about to touch your shoulder and this is it. 3… 2…


No. I can’t go in cold. It’s like the fellowship. I read about Glenn before I wrote my personal essay. I learned about his background. I studied his voice. I wasn’t trying to manipulate him. I was just showing my respect. Why should starting up with you be any different?


I find that email that he sent, the one with our contact information, the one I didn’t open because I wanted to go in blind, because I expected exciting war stories from our fellows, and there it is.


Your home address.
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As of three days ago, Ethel Rose-Baker’s one and only book had 242 reviews on Goodreads. But two days ago, she got another, a review she would have read out loud to me at the bar, a review that makes me wish I could go back to Orlando and pull her out of the swamp. A review by you, Wonder Parish. You read her book because I told you about it and you gave Ethel five golden stars. You were kind. Generous.




I wanna hug Ethel, right? I see a lot of you saying that she seems a little full of herself, as if she’s the narrator. The narrator was “unlikable” because of how she poisoned Brian’s wife, but you guys, the wife was terrible! She was lying to her husband about everything and I just… there are things worse than murder. When someone hurts someone you love… Let’s just say that my sister’s estranged husband is not unlike Brian and we say it to him a lot, how if he got run over by a bus, well, sometimes we all joke that we’re gonna become bus drivers. Reading is so personal. It’s insane that we even try to be objective. See, this is again why I always give five stars. Let’s get some nuance up in here because no two people read the same book because no two people are the same person. If you knew my brother-in-law… well, anyway. Five stars!





Yes, you’re a Goodreads girl and I put my phone away. It’s day three of my author tour and I love walking in your neighborhood. This is the world you know, the only world, the one that is always ready to fall on your little shoulders. Here is the playground where you learned to flirt, empty at this early hour, and here is the church where your niece, Caridad, was christened, and here is the bar where your best friend, Tara, slings boilermakers.


Goodreads is your world away from this one. You talk to strangers about books because you still live at home, in a two-family house on Sesame Street—seriously, there are silver trash cans on the sidewalk—and you grew up here. You’ve outgrown it. Your sister’s not a reader—her Facebook is Vanderpump this and Below Deck that—and your dad’s not a reader. He’s a housebound widower plagued with health issues and you leave every morning at 5:30 A.M. to go to the corner store and buy him scratchers. He never hits 25K, and he blames you for “picking losers,” and you always promise to “do better tomorrow,” and don’t you get it, Wonder? Harvard picked a winner. You.


I pull the tarp—the house across the street is under renovation—and I sit on my crate.


I haven’t read all your reviews on Goodreads—there are too fucking many—but you use that phrase a lot, my tendency is to love. It’s the understatement of the year, Wonder, and you deserve a life worthy of your love. But you can’t do that, meaning you won’t do that. You take care of your old man in one house while your sister’s on the phone screaming at her husband’s lawyer in the other house, which is a part of your house, only not, and here we go again.


Caridad is playing in the street and you’re back from your scratcher run. You shout at the house—“Cherish!”—and your sister opens the door. Tube top. Hair extensions. “What?”


“Caridad needs a coat.”


“Bullshit she does.”


Your neighbor across the street opens her door and stands by her secure heavy-duty plastic trash cans, one of which is for fucking composting and yes, gentrification is a slow process, no different from a psychological breakthrough. She purses her lips and navigates her high-end stroller, wondering why you people don’t cash out on your teardown and move away.


Cherish rolls her eyes in that way that girls in movies about Boston do and the neighbor grips the handlebars of her stroller. “Wonder,” she says, loud enough for Cherish to hear, too. “It might be a good idea to put some rocks on the lids of your trash cans.”


Cherish folds her arms and you want to stand by your sister, but you know the neighbor has made a good point and gentrification is also like falling in love, bumpy. You thank the neighbor for the tip and Cherish mutters, “I’ll tell that bitch what she can do with her rocks.”


You are not your mouthy sister, and you are not that bitch. You rub Caridad’s bare cold shoulders with the same tenderness you bring to every book you caress on Goodreads. “Seriously, C. This kid needs a jacket.”


Caridad bobs her head—you are always right—and Cherish grabs a windbreaker for the kid, and it’s the same every day. She’s bringing Caridad to school and then she’s off to the salon—she does nails, she has a skill—and you’re on Dad patrol, except when you’re at work—you manage a Dunkin’, you really do—and you are slow on your way up the seven stairs of your stoop, like me, climbing the stairs of the Barker Center. Your grandparents moved into this house in the forties—I did my homework, your reviews are peppered with details of your life—and your father grew up in this house. Then you, and now Caridad, and when does it end? I know how you think it ends. You take care of your pops until he passes away and then you stay because your sister doesn’t want some fucking stranger living next door. You can’t abandon Caridad—her mother named her after a criminal in a Law & Order episode—and you can’t leave the block—your people have to stand their ground—and this is why you won’t embrace your new identity as a Shoddy.


There is a way out, but it’s like Cherish is constantly screaming on Facebook.


Family is everything. Loyalty is love.


You’re not on Facebook, you’re not on any social sites except for Goodreads. You don’t want to find a life off the block. You babysit Caridad when your sister goes to the casino and you have a “best friend”—that’s Tara, Tara’s getting married—and you go to her bar and laugh with her about the customahs and I bet the two of you used to run around.


Sometimes, the way you greet certain guys, I can tell you’ve been with them.


But they know they’re not good enough, they’re the Blake Livelys to your Ben Affleck, and when they go back to virtual duck hunting, Tara looks at you like maybe? and you shake your head like definitely not. It’s clockwork in the worst possible way and I go home, I fall asleep reading your reviews online, and in the morning, I walk back to my spot, and you return from the corner store and find Caridad is in the street, with jelly-stained hands.


“Cherish!”


She emerges from her half of the house, and it will never sit right with me, two front doors so close together. “What?”


“Caridad needs a Wet-Nap or something.”


“Covid’s freaking over, Wonder. Calm yourself.”


“I don’t mean germs,” you say, lowering your voice, trying to get your sister to lower her voice, as if that’s ever worked, as if it ever will. “They’re all sticky with jelly.”


Your sister grabs Caridad’s wrist and licks the jelly and little Caridad laughs and that’s the mother and child reunion. That’s not your child, this isn’t your life. Cherish wipes something off your cheek with her saliva-stained finger and tells you to put on some makeup. She takes Caridad away from you and your dad rings his bell—he has an actual fucking bell—and you run inside for another day of being a daughter instead of being a woman.


Nine minutes later, your father steps onto the porch with his oxygen and his wound vac and his Parliaments and oh, the way your neighbors must talk about the real estate agent who failed to tell them about you. You join him outside. You move his chair for him, and it’s amazing, how easily even the weakest of men turn women into handmaids. You sit on the stoop because there is no other chair and your father looks up the street, down the street. “You got a quarter?”


You hand the old man a quarter. “Good luck.”


“With my luck, I’ll get some newfangled mess where the state says I owe them.”


Your dad is scratching and you’re on your phone, back to Goodreads. Someone started a fight with you—This review is not helpful—and you’re defending yourself—It’s not a “review,” it’s my inherently subjective response to the book—and it kills me to see you waste your fucking time like this, serving egg wraps made with zero love, extra efficiency, going home every night to wilt away with your family, ignoring all the chatter in your new family, the Shoddy group text.


RIP Ethel was the same way, Wonder.





Ethel would show up at my bar every morning at 11:45 and sit there on her phone, raging at the machines, damn Goodreads, damn headlines on Publishers Weekly, damn Crawdads. Why that book? Why not hers? I told her to stay off Goodreads—it’s for readers, and writers should be writing—but she didn’t listen. She had a reason to be crushed. Demented. She was out of print, literally, in permanent PTSD from failing to sell a second book, self-medicating with alcohol and Bejeweled Fucking Blitz.


I got a rare gem, Joe!


I got a green gem, Joe!


That was me—Gem Joe—and Ethel lost at the game of life, which is why she celebrated every win in a game that didn’t matter. It’s easy to stop writing, to whittle away the hours weaponizing rare fucking gems instead of self-isolating, killing your darlings in the privacy of your room. You’re not Ethel—she’s out of print, she’s dead—but you’re not even in print yet. All time is borrowed, and we need to use it wisely. You need to get off Goodreads—it’s your Bejeweled Fucking Blitz—and I need to get off this crate—the construction workers are starting to show up.


Your dad lost again—Those crooks!—and you help him back inside. That’s it for us today, and again I leave you to your devices, to your Sesame Street and your star giving, and I really do wish I could tell you about Ethel.


I wouldn’t be here if not for her. It started a couple years ago, just after Christmas. She was reading Scabies for Breakfast and for the first time since I’d known her, she was alive. Hopeful. She even looked different, like she got a face-lift.


Now this is a book, Joe. This book deserves all the love.


I will never feel sorry for myself ever again. This man deserves it all.


Mark my words. No one on this planet will ever top Glenn Shoddy. He’s a genius.


And then Covid hit, and the CD Fucking C said what I’ve known for years: People are toxic, they can kill you, so keep your distance. I wanted to show Ethel that I was just as smart as Glenn Shoddy. I started writing. I was in flow. I needed my time, my space, but Ethel wouldn’t play by the rules. Every day there she was, knocking on my door.


Can I please come in? Ralph is driving me nuts.


I let her in, but Out of Print Ethel was turning back to the dark side. She didn’t gush about Scabies anymore. She was bitter again. She had a new enemy: the CD Fucking C.


Masks are bad for you, you know. That’s a fact.


You can’t legally make me cover my face. This is America. I have rights!


I finished a draft of my book and Ethel’s husband, Ralph, got Covid—gee, I wonder how that happened—and she didn’t even have the decency to tell me. (I found out on her Facebook.) He went fast and I thought Ethel would fall into a pit of guilt. She killed him, she exposed me to the virus, but she went the other way.


They can’t prove he died from Covid. It’s all a big lie.


The CDC killed Ralph. He wasn’t the same after he had to work from home.


Someone had to do something, so I “invited” her down to the basement—You’re welcome, citizens of Orlando—and she whined about her rights as if I wasn’t doing a public fucking service. Everyone on this planet needs purpose, so I gave Ethel my pages.


Since when are you writing a book?


You expect me to sit down here and read?


I was honest with Ethel. I promised I would dedicate my book to her. But she was cruel.


You’re no Glenn Shoddy and this is kidnapping.


You have no idea how to write. I went to Vassar. I got an MFA.


But any cage is an ideal space for getting lost in a good book. Ethel was reading and Ethel was impressed. I caught her laughing, crying, shaking. And she denied all of it.


You’re a hack, Joe. Glenn Shoddy is a writer. You’re a copycat.


You can’t call it impostor syndrome when you are the impostor.


Ethel died of Covid-related issues—she never would have been in my basement were it not for that pandemic—but her death was not in vain. She gave me some great notes before she passed away, and I took her notes. I honored her wishes. She said she would never step foot in a hospital for the rest of her life, so I lugged her body upstairs, into my car. I drove her out to the swamp and gave her to the gators.


She’s gone, she’s with the angels, but she can still help from afar.


The next morning, I go to Sesame Street and open Goodreads and sign on to her account.




Dear Wonder,


Thank you so much for taking the time to read my book. I can tell by the way you write that you’re a writer, too. I admit I googled you, and I read a short story you published at Necessary Fiction. Wonder, I was blown away. No need to get back to me, I hope you’re busy writing.


Best,


Ethel





Send.


My leg is shaking—come on, come on—and here you come, back from your scratcher run, same as yesterday and the day before that. Caridad needs a Kleenex and Cherish calls you a drama queen—come on, come on—and finally they go and here comes your dad. He’s got his scratchers and you’ve got your phone and you’re doing it, Wonder. You’re reading the note from Ethel.


Your body opens like a flower petal by petal and it’s just the push you needed. You’re not slouching, you’re glowing. Your father tears up his scratcher. “Damn Monopoly. Don’t you have to get to the store?”


Your tendency is to love but today, your tendency is to accept love. “I think I’m gonna call in sick.”


Your dad shakes his head. “And do what? Sit on that damn computer making up stories?”


You are gentle with him because of me, because of RIP Ethel’s vote of confidence. Finally, you participate in the group text with our fellows—My favorite death is the suicide in Flesh and Blood—and you go upstairs to your room. You close a window—that’s a first—and you sit at your desk in the window and you’re doing it, Wonder. You’re writing. You won’t be able to be with me until you’re able to take care of you, to be the whole you, the full you, the writer you, and I lift my body off my crate, but something stops me.


A BMW with tinted windows pulls onto your street—too fast, too much bass—and it brakes in front of your houses. I’ve never seen that car—dealer plates—and I’ve never seen him. The driver. Silk pants. Loafers without socks. He carries a small bag from Macy’s and he walks up the steps to your house—maybe he’s a Postmate—but he doesn’t ring a bell. He has a key and he’s inside and you disappear from your desk, from your window. You’re not writing, and the minutes are passing—this is your sick day, your writing day—and here he is again, minus the bag from Macy’s. I give you an hour. I give you another hour.


But you don’t go back to your desk.
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I’m not going to lie, Wonder. I have flaws. Sometimes I talk about my “Tesla” when I could just as easily call it a car. I fall too hard too fast. I don’t always see the “best” in people, especially when they show me their worst—Mr. Macy’s was driving too fast—but I’m not at my best right now either. And it’s not easy being in a new city, trying to keep up with the group fucking text and liking our fellows’ fake-self-deprecating, self-aggrandizing tweets while everything good in my life is out of my reach, and I’m sure as hell not gonna let some asshole in silk pants get the best of me.


I slept on it, and this morning it all looks different to me.


I had nothing to worry about because think about it, Wonder. He has a key. I should be happy about that. He’s not your boyfriend—Cherish worries about you being “an old maid” on her fucking Facebook at least twice a week—and what do I care if he’s a third cousin, twice estranged, or a home health aide with a generous streak?


It’s like Ethel said in the cage: Make the book your own. Embrace your power.


I don’t want to sit around staring at you from afar. I want to see you, and it’s a free country, and your Dunkin’ is within walking distance of my place, so fuck it, Wonder.


It’s 7:32 A.M. and I’m in your line. It might be a mistake. You noticed me when I walked in, and you didn’t exactly look happy to see me. You’re in uniform, and it is kind of weird that you would choose to work in a Dunkin’ when you could make better tips as a waitress, but then, you’re a manager. I imagine that you like to be in charge of this crew and it’s clear to me that your co-workers respect you and finally it’s my turn and I smile but you don’t.


“This is crazy. I didn’t know you work here!”


“Hi,” you say. “What can I get for you?”


I was too over-the-top—I really don’t know how to lie to you—and I order the easiest thing on the menu—an Extra-large, regular—and you grab a cup and pour. “Anything else?”


“Do you have a break coming up?”


You groan a little, and who can blame you, this guy from your class showing up at your work and asking you about your break. You couldn’t know that I have been where you are, against the world, the line, living a life behind the counter with no control over who comes in. I have to set myself apart, let you know that we’re the same, but no stories of laugh-out-loud asshole customers from my days at Mooney’s Rare & New are gonna cut it, because facts are facts. I don’t work there anymore and as someone who did deal with the awful public all day, I know from firsthand experience that there is nothing more annoying than someone trying to relate by whining about a job they used to have.


“No, I actually don’t. Anything else?”


I ask you for a cruller and you grab a bag and snap it open, and I ask you how you are—so original—and you dump my cruller in the bag. It’s a short one, the runt of the litter, and you huff. “Busy,” you say. “Anything else?”


The woman behind me clears her throat. “Miss, could you possibly get started on mine? Almond milk iced latte with sugar. Medium.”


You apologize to her as if you did anything wrong—you didn’t—and I want you to know who I am, how I am. I catch your eye—watch this—and I turn around and look the Peloton bitch right in the eye. “Sorry about the holdup,” I say. “Your order’s on me.”


The Peloton bitch grins—Well, that’s the spirit—and she won’t harass you anymore. It’s like I made your colicky baby stop crying and you smile. My presence is a surprise, not a disruption. “So,” you say. “The coolest thing happened to me.”


Ethel Rose-Baker sent you fan mail. “Oh?”


“O.K. came in this morning, right?” Wrong. “And she brought her mom and her mom is… I’m still in shock… Her mom is Diane Janz.”


You’re in shock but as far as I’m concerned, Diane Janz’s real name is Not Joan Didion. She’s an NPR yammerer. Name-dropper of obscure flowers. “Uh-huh.”


“Joe, that legend is her freaking her mom. Can you imagine?”


I gave you access to the machine on Goodreads and you’re supposed to be telling me about Out of Print Ethel and I shrug. “I didn’t know O.K. had a mom.” Dumb. Everyone has a mother.


You raise your eyebrows and you want me to be interested, and this is the worst part of being a fucking man, when I have to pretend to care about people like Diane Fucking Janz. “So, how was Diane Janz in real life? Was she cool?” Cool.


“ ‘Cool.’ ” You laugh. “She doesn’t have to be cool. She’s a rock star. I’m still in shock.” You hand off the latte to the lady behind me. And then you look at me. “Anything else, sir?”


You. To go. “An egg wrap. And a Coolatta.”


You laugh and lighten up and my timing is good—Boston wakes up early, the line isn’t what it was two minutes ago—and you ask me if I even freaking like Coolattas and I shrug. “You do.”


“Well, that’s me,” you say. “I have a sweet tooth.” And then you nibble on your lip. Sweetness. “So I read that book you told me about. Conching.”


We’re back on track and I have two beverages, one hot, one cold. I sip the hot one. “And?”


“How did you find it? It seems so random.”


“Well, I lived in Orlando, and Ethel was a local writer.”


You frown at me, and my veins go on strike. That quizzical turn of your head. “ ‘Was’? Is she dead or something?”


No, she’s not dead, not to you or the world, and I sip from my Coolatta but it’s too cold and you smile. “I told you it would be too sweet. Give it.”


I give it and you wrap your lips around the straw that was just in my mouth, and see that, Wonder? I bought you a drink. Your co-workers step in to give you time with me and you expound on your mixed feelings about the book. I like the way you talk—your voice with me is your voice on the page in the story you don’t know I read—and then you sigh. “She sent me a message, you know.”


Yes, I know. “No way?”


I was too too and you laugh. “I know. It was probably just her assistant, but it was a kind thing to do. Do you know her?”


She edited my book and died in my hands and I shrug. “A little. She only came in from time to time.”


“Came in where?”


It’s happening. We’re not on our first date but we are on our first date. I’m telling you about the Empathy Bordello, the bookstore slash bar that I had down in Orlando, and you’re starting to see me clearly now. I tell you what you need to know, that it was a one-man operation, that I emptied the trash and cleaned the toilets, that I’m not Mr. Fancy Pants, and you ask me if Ethel was a regular and I want to tell you everything but I shrug. “Semiregular…” It’s Florida and there is no trace of her—gators are thorough—and the strip mall that was home to my bar was bulldozed. So, I go there. A little bit. “She was a… character.”


“I’m not saying I’m perfect…” Yes, you are. And you are, maybe. “But working here, I know the big dirty secret about people.” You motion for me to come closer. And then you whisper. “Everyone is an asshole. Everyone.”


I tell you that’s too easy but you hold the line. “It’s why my tendency is to love everyone, even the assholes, because who am I?”


It’s your Goodreads in real life and now I lean in. “So do you think I’m an asshole?”


You blush. I turned your cheeks red before noon. “Well, that remains to be seen, doesn’t it?”


You want to jump over the counter and mount me right here in front of all the upstanding asshole citizens. It’s a moment. The noise around us turns white and irrelevant. I won’t be greedy, I won’t push. I drop a twenty in the tip jar. “Does an asshole do this?”


You size up the bill. Folded. Crisp. “Sometimes,” you sass. “But I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt… I mean a twenty’s not a Benjamin, it’s not like you’re trying to buy your way into my pants or anything… But then again, the stipend is only 25K, so twenty’s a lot for people like us, in which case… Hmmm.”


You went there, you made things sexual, and that makes you the best kind of asshole, horny on the job. Assuming that all men want the same thing, happy to score off that assumption. Smitten. I raise my extra-large regular. “See you next Tuesday.”


And you grin. Not a drop of cunt blood in your blue-collared, hard, taut body. “You bet.”





We’re doing it the right way, Wonder. Bantering on our phones, but not so much that we’re both cringing like What did this loser do before I came into the picture? This is the part of our life where everything we do, everything we say is loaded with intention, two fucking peacocks that haven’t fucked, that might fuck, that want to be seen as worth fucking.


You are spunky. Bristling about our fellow Lou. You went to his website, where he claims that George Saunders described him as “the love child of Faulkner and Franzen,” and you want us to drive to New York and hunt down Mr. Saunders and find out the truth.


A.k.a. you want to go on a road trip with me.


According to you, I know “a lot more about Boston” than most new people. I tell you I learn a lot from Chronicle and you think I have a crush on one of the hosts, Shayna—I do, kind of—and you wax poetic about the ’04 Red Sox and I tell you I think you have a crush on Kevin Youkilis—and you do, kind of.


A.k.a. our crushes are semifamous and married, therefore nonthreatening to our future.


You’re a Bruce Springsteen girl—you love “New York City Serenade”—and you’ve never been to Manhattan or Jersey or anywhere, really.


A.k.a. that’s the song you play when you think about me.


I’m on a J. D. Souther kick—“When You’re Only Lonely” is my favorite—and you never heard of him until now.


A.k.a. that’s the song I play when I think about you.


We are language buffs. You would say that the world’s most misunderstood, overused word is iconic, and I think the world’s most misunderstood, overused word is love.


A.k.a. our love is going to be iconic.


You don’t play favorites when it comes to books, but if you had to, you would choose the popular southern man’s saga that is Pat Conroy’s The Prince of Tides for the language and the family at the center of the story, all the secrets that weigh them down. I don’t lie to you. My favorite book is mine, Me.


A.k.a. I inspire honesty in you because nobody loves all books equally, and you make me feel safe enough to tell you the truth.


Our fellowship meets once a week, every Tuesday, and every Tuesday we are tasked with dissecting someone’s pages. Next week it’s O.K.’s and you are not impressed. You’re right, her pages are “mommy fan fiction.” It made you sad, that she’s clearly in the program because of where she comes from, not because of her writing, and I lifted you up, I told you to have faith, and you were brusque: I’m a Red Sox fan, Joe. Faith is my middle freaking name.


A.k.a. you wanted me to know your middle name because I am the only person in the world you can really talk to about your new life at Harvard.


And then yesterday morning I woke up to a little present. My first drunk text from you!




So I’m with my best friend Tara cuz she’s getting married and this is like one of the last nights we get to go crrrrazy and she’s freaking hysterical she says you’re hot and real hahaha right? Anyway hiiii! I’m gonna say some shit. Ready? Ready. They hate us ’cause they ain’t us. US. You and me. So even if Lou ever drives us nuts, I can’t bail on you and you can’t bail on me everrrrr. And I know I should delete this because obviously you can do what you want but at the same time… Like fuck you can. This is war. We’re in a foxhole and there is no freaking WAY we can ever ditch and now I’m gonna hit send before I realize I have no freaking business saying any of this haha SEND MOTHERFUCKER SEND.





And what great timing, Wonder! It’s Tuesday, the one day of the week that our fellowship convenes, and I get to walk into the room knowing that I am the guy you write to when you had one too many with Tara.


I’m here, in Barker 222, and it’s a relief to be inside instead of on that stupid lawn, even if the room is hardly the Algonquin stuff of dreams.


You catch my eye—Sorry for the drunk text—and I hold your eyes with mine—I loved it—and you take a deep breath, relieved that you didn’t blow it with me. Class starts but it doesn’t—Glenn is telling us about the new tires on his bike—and you blush when our eyes meet again—I am real, this is real—and finally Glenn gets down to business.


“So, let’s do this,” he says, as if he wasn’t the one holding us back. “I was in my sitting room last night…” Just call it a living room. “Ruminating on O.K.’s story, a family visits their summer home in the off season for the first time, and this is them without the sun, without the tennis…” You hate this kind of a review, one that’s more of a summary, and Glenn plays with the zipper on his stupid fucking shirt. “And there’s potential here…” Such bullshit because any setup, by definition, has “potential” and he opens the floor. “Tell me, what do we love about this?”


I know what you’re thinking—nothing—but our fellows are supportive. Ani could “literally smell the orchids” and Sarah Beth is “intrigued” by the family dynamics—“It feels like the mother wants to kill her husband”—and Lou says his mother would eat this book up.


O.K. grunts. “It’s not women’s fiction.”


You light up like we’re watching a boxing match, because we are, and Glenn wants to avoid bloodshed, so he cuts off Lou’s weak defense of his oopsy-daisy misogyny by asking what you think.


You gulp. “Well, first off, I can’t imagine having a whole freaking extra house!”


That’s not you. You’re smarter than that, and most books are about rich people with too many houses and you’re doing it again, occupying your territory as an autodidact. In our texts, you were eloquent about poor O.K.’s botany overload and bemoaning the reality of her life, reduced to cherry-picking flowers from her mother’s oeuvre.


Glenn scratches his arm and this is Harvard. He should be wearing a long-sleeved shirt. “Wonder, what did you make of all the flowers?”


Good job, Glenn! Say it, Wonder. Say it! “The flowers… I mean I was on my couch…” Please say sofa. “I’m reading and going to the dictionary app on my phone because like… I have a lot to learn about flowers!”


That’s a lie. You didn’t need to look up any words in the fucking dictionary and you’re not the girl from our texts. You fawn over O.K.’s useless fucking mums and you told me Tara says I’m “real” but what about you? You pull your hands into the pilled sleeves of your simple black sweater. “Fun fact. I’ve never even been to Connecticut.”


That’s not true! You saw some fucking band at some fucking club in New Haven.


“Wow,” O.K. says. “It’s so easy to forget that travel, even local travel, isn’t sort of the norm for everyone. Mom would say this is why it’s so important that we write.”


Now our fellows rub their chins like what O.K. said was profound—NOPE—and you pucker up to her Connecticunt ass again—“I feel like you did so much research”—and O.K. is in full-on NPR mode, as if her book is good, as if it’s done. “Regarding all things botanical, I have to give credit to Mom.”


It’s not “Mom.” It’s my mom and you clap your hands like a trained fucking seal. “You guys, I met O.K.’s mom at my store and she was the coolest, so real, so down-to-earth. Black coffee, two sugars, for the record.”


NO SHE WAS NOT THE COOLEST and O.K. claims that “Mom” adores her stupid summerhouse story and even if that’s true—doubtful—moms don’t count! Not when it comes to literary criticism. Glenn claps his hands—“Let’s take five”—and you turn to O.K., as if I didn’t come here for you, and you pull one of her mother’s meh books out of your bag. “How weird is it if I ask you to ask your mom to sign?”


I can’t look at you right now, so I go to the bathroom and before the door closes it swings open. Glenn. “Greetings, my fellow.”


I have nothing to say to that, so I salute him like I’m a soldier—wrong, I was meant to be in the foxhole with you—and this is why teachers shouldn’t wear spandex. The snapping snarl of him trying to jam his limp dick out of his shorts is enough to make me quit right now.


“So?” he says. “What do you think so far?”


I think O.K. wouldn’t be here if her mom wasn’t Diane Janz. “Well, it’s the longest conversation I’ve ever had about flowers and summerhouses.”


“Ha,” he says, which is to be expected. Anyone at the top of their game isn’t going to laugh when they can ha to convey that your intention to make them laugh was a failure. “But be careful with that attitude, my friend.”


“Attitude.”


“Look, I know it stinks in there today. All our emails, our talks… You know I’m not actually into what O.K’s doing…”


“Well, it’s not Scabies. I mean in Scabies, you’re doing an autopsy on the modern brain, there’s purpose.”


He takes the compliment with a grunt, and you gotta like the guy, in spite of his spandex, the way he doesn’t raise his bowl for more pudding. “Thing is, Joe, there’s more to being a writer than writing. A little story…” He doesn’t have to take a leak. He came in here to save me. “Never mind the story… I don’t do the gossip thing, but the moral of the story is simple. You don’t win when you knock down a woman. It’s not ‘political,’ it’s not about ‘trends,’ it’s deeper than that. And it’s something I wish somebody told me on my second day at Iowa.”


It’s like getting a key to the corporate washroom and Glenn chose me, and of course he did. He’s a good writer, I thank him for the advice, and his stream hits the porcelain. Potent. Both of us are silent as if his toxic cleanse is a fucking opera. And then he flushes. “One more tidbit,” he says. “O.K. wasn’t supposed to be first up, but she asked if she could go first because her mom’s in town.”


BREAKING: ELITIST MIDDLING WOMAN RIDES HER MOTHER’S COATTAILS TO THE FRONT OF THE LINE. “I didn’t know.”


“O.K. emails me, she ccs her mom, who wants to ‘pop in,’ so of course I say yes, because who doesn’t want a guest lecturer, but you know how it is… Or rather, I’m trying to tell you how it is so that you’ll be wiser when you’re in my place…” He runs his dirty hands through his hair. “An hour before class, I get the blow off. Diane Janz couldn’t make it into the room. Point is, authors are flaky. You want a guest lecturer, set it up through her agent.”


There’s something medical about the way he washes his hands, lathering up like he’s about to do surgery, and I have a mentor, Wonder. You will never be in my shoes, in the men’s room with our leader. This is Harvard. This is life. It’s beyond you, it’s before you, and past you and it has nothing to do with you. You and I are in the foxhole together, but we can’t utilize the same strategies. We can’t fight the same way. You’ll never know the Glenn that I know, the guy who nearly breaks his phone with his damp fingers because he just can’t wait to see all the nice things Roxane Gay said about him while he was “teaching.” You weren’t being phony in the room. You’re a strategist. And if we’re going to be in this together, we’re both gonna have to be double agents.


Glenn crumples up his paper towel and he shoots and he scores and he pulls the door. “Protégés first.”


You see us come into the room together. You see us in conversation and feel what I felt before. Betrayed. Stung. But you persevere, you make nice with O.K. and the second half of class is breezier. Faster, like the last leg of a road trip when the destination appears on the signs. It’s different because I’m different. It doesn’t bother me when O.K. references “Auntie Joan,” and you gasp like an awestruck little autodidact—As in Didion?—because I get it now. Being “real” for you looks different than being “real” for me. You’re a woman, so you’re supposed to use your voice, and I’m a white guy so it’s o.k. for me to be quiet, to show everyone that unlike Lou, I know where we are in history. I know it’s my job to shut the fuck up.


“And what about you, Joe?” It’s a needle scratch on the record and it’s her, it’s O.K. She smiles. “You’re clearly thinking about something over there.”


Glenn manspreads his hands across the back of his head and you raise your eyebrows at me and it’s not fair. The pseudo-anthropological gaze, they’re all so curious about how we handle ourselves as second-class citizens. Auntie Joan? I know what Glenn wants from me—support for women’s fiction—and I know what you want from me—the real me—and I can’t gush about O.K’s pages—I’ll sound condescending—but I can’t mince words—I’ll sound like I think her work doesn’t warrant my critical thinking skills. My palms sweat. The clock ticks. “There’s so much potential, my only concern is that the botany… it’s a bit distracting. Maybe less is more?”


I served up a classic shit sandwich—good bad good—and O.K. squeezes the bun on the top of her head. “Funny,” she says. “Joan thought the exact opposite…”


YOU CAN’T PUT WORDS IN JOAN DIDION’S MOUTH. SHE’S DEAD. “Well, it’s been a while…” Gently, Joseph. “Did she read an earlier draft?”


O.K. insists that she spent “the better part of the past four years on these pages”—what a waste of time—and you’re looking down at the table, same as everyone.


“Well, that’s amazing,” I say. “But I guess I think of flowers as your mother’s thing.”


“Oh, so because Mom wrote about flowers, I can’t write about flowers?”


You look like you’re going to die right here, right now, and Sarah Beth zips up her Wheat Thins and Ani glances at the clock and Mats doodles on his notepad and Lou grins because he’s not the asshole and wait. I’m not the asshole either. This is a workshop. We’re supposed to eat our shit sandwiches and tip the fucking server, but apparently a Harvard classroom is a bougie bistro where the customer is always right.


“Look,” I begin. “Let me start over. If I were you, if my mom was the Diane Janz, if my ‘aunt’ was Joan Fucking Didion, may she rest in peace… I don’t think I’d even dare to write a fucking book. Hell, I’d probably become a dentist!”


That gets a laugh, a few riffs on dentistry, and your cheeks are rosy. You were the one who cracked that dentist joke first, and I told you it was funny.


O.K. pulls her knees to her chest. “So, my flowers might not be fire. Hmm…”


Glenn’s eyeing me—down, boy—but this is the room. We are all the server and we are all the customer and truth is necessary. I tell O.K. what you thought she needed to hear, that every time she gives a shout-out to an obscure fucking flower, she’s suggesting that the most interesting thing about her is the fact that her mother is Diane Janz. I finish on a positive note. All Angelou. “I just think it would be wild to read your stuff and think, Wow, I can’t believe this is Diane Janz’s daughter. You’d never know because O.K. DeLuca is so singular… I have no idea what it’s like to be in your family, but also, I know it’s not your job to water your mother’s flowers.”


O.K. does know—she says I sound like her shrink—and Sarah Elizabeth digs my flower metaphor—I have this pressure to feed my readers, to water them like flowers—and Glenn says I made an “interesting” point. The fellowship isn’t a theory anymore. Our room is alive with debate about metaphorical flowers, the need to nip them in the bud. I am good in the room, I am real, but then I look at you and your hair is frizzing up, and your roots are darker now than they were four hours ago, bleaker than they were in the sun on day one, at Dunkin’. You won’t look at me even though you damn well know I’m looking at you, and wait.


Are you… are you mad at me?
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You’re not “mad” at me. You’re worried. It’s been twenty-three minutes since class ended and you didn’t break our date. We’re walking to God (you) only knows where, but you’re edgy. I ask you what’s wrong and you tell me I “fucked up big-time.”


“You mean with O.K.? Were we in the same room? Because I thought that went great. It was everything we talked about on the phone.”


“But that was between us. I had no desire to hurt the girl’s feelings. I mean why did you do that? Are you trying to get kicked out?”


You make no sense—I saved the class!—and you rub your forehead. “Let’s get the T.”


“Good idea. I miss the train.”


You don’t like the way I called it a train, but I don’t like the way your people call it the T and we’re belowground, in the bowels of the station with the hardworking folks on their way home from normal jobs. It’s impossible to be optimistic in the dank, stank air and are you right? Did I fuck up? I have no cell phone service and who am I to tell anyone how to write a book? I did the undoable. I scolded the daughter of a famous woman and we elbow our way into the grungy car of the T and is this what we are? Autodidacts for life? The train grinds and sparks and I want us to be special. I never should have said anything to O.K. and the more I think about it, that look on Glenn’s face, that word he chose—“interesting”—it’s one of the vaguest worst fucking words there is. It doesn’t mean good.


You sigh. “I’m sorry.”


“You’re right. Her mom could kill me with one phone call. That’s how these people roll.”


We ride in silence and you’re nervous for me. Biting your nails. You try to make light of it. You say that if they do kick me out, you will quit to protest the injustice, but we both know you won’t do that. You need the money, the 25K. The light shifts and I see our reflections and we’re not special. They hate us because we are us, you with your sycophant autograph hunting and me with my patriarchal know-it-all misogyny. It was a mistake for us to think we could win in that room and the conductor shouts, “Charles/MGH!”


You nudge me and we’re slow to exit, as if we both know this might be the end. We take out our phones, and then we’re fools in the good way.


Sixteen new messages in the group text, all of them raves about the best workshop ever. You turn red and smile. “Okay, I guess I was kinda wrong.”


Kinda wrong? I laugh and you smile and it’s our first time in Boston proper. “So where are you taking me?”


You nod at the hospital, the Mass Fucking General. “I haven’t been here since my mom died and I felt like I was ready. Is that weird?”


Yes. “Not at all.”


I assume we’re headed to Harvard Gardens, a restaurant, but you wince. “I kinda don’t want us to get wasted, you know?”


I didn’t say that I wanted us to get wasted and you lead the way into a Finagle a Bagel that’s practically attached to the hospital. This isn’t datey. It’s a chain! This is where people sit and wait to see if their loved ones make it out of surgery and you settle into your chair like we’re in a real restaurant, like some cheery waitress is going to approach with menus. You stare at me. Not datey. Shrinky. “What would you be like if your mom was Diane Janz?”


“I’d know my flowers, and I’d probably have written a book by now, maybe even two.”


You shake your head. “Not what I meant.”


I stare at you. Not datey. Shrinky. “It’s literally what you asked.”


“It’s not, though. I asked about you. Not your résumé. You the person.”


“But it’s absurd. I’m… me. And thank God for that because I can’t think of anything worse than being born a card-carrying member of the Diane Janz fan club.”


You don’t laugh at my joke and you don’t say that we should order our bagels. Bagels. Anti-romance! “Forget about books. I’m talking about who we are. Me, for instance. I mom out hardcore because my mom’s gone, and when she was here, she was too much of a shit show to mom out on me… I’m guessing that your mom… Is she alive?”


RIPCandaceBeckLoveMaryKay but nope, Alma’s still kicking, I think. “She is.”


“So, are you guys close? She must be so proud of you!”


You’re not supposed to ask me about my mother and I nod. “Yep.”


My yep landed like the slam of a door and you suck air through your teeth like okay then and no! I don’t want you to go home and talk about my “mommy issues” with Tara or your fucking sister and you’re staring at me, studying me as if you’re waiting for me to unload all my “issues” and I laugh. “You really do love The Prince of Tides.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Well, I know the book. You chose your mother’s deathbed for our second date.”


“First,” you say. “First date.”


“Wonder, I don’t know how to say this but I’m not Tom Wingo. I’m not full of demons and it doesn’t eat me alive that my mother isn’t Diane Janz. We all have a mother.”


You exhale and we need menus. Distraction. Normalcy. “So, they don’t have Coolattas, but do you want a coffee?”


“I know it’s weird, taking you here, but it’s like… It’s like my book.”


This is more like it, and I lean in. Close. “Tell me everything.”


You reach under the table and pull your sock and show me a tattoo on your left ankle: Faithful. “I got this two years ago when I started writing it. That’s my title, because that’s what it is, you know? In my family, in my city, it’s about faith. You’re told to be faithful, so you think you are. But then my mom got sick. I lost all my faith and my book… it’s the girl’s journey. Everyone she knows and loves, they think she’s gone faithless. But if I ever finish, well, by the end of it all, losing that cheap ‘faith’ is how she becomes…”


I say it the way I will when I’m interviewing you one day in one of those obnoxious writer-on-writer pieces in a fucking lit mag. “Faithful.”


“Bingo,” you say. “Classic first novel, all about me and my family. I break it up with these scenes where Alice, the narrator, she has these adventures…” You gulp. You are Alice. “With guys…” You’re cute and bashful, but I’m not the type to slut-shame. “Her one-night-stand scenes are kinda like raunchy lampposts…” Raunchy. “Anyway, it’s the most New England thing ever. It spans thirty-plus years, which is probably what it will take me to finish.”


Wrong. You don’t need more lampposts. “Maybe you’ll be inspired and finish it this year. You never know.”


“Anyway… what’s your book about?”


That’s even more like it. “Well, Me is about a couple. Joy and Dane… like Joy and Pain. They’re in a vacuum.”


“Like an actual vacuum? Is it surreal? I love surreal.”


“No, it’s just… It’s intense. This is obnoxious, but Glenn said it does for the love story what Salinger did for the coming-of-age story, that it’s about the phoniness in every human relationship, even when people are being honest, especially when they’re being honest.”


You whistle and “wow” and I am exposed. Naked. Self-Salingered. Do I get up and get the coffee? Do I stay? You tuck your frizzies behind your ears. “So did your mom read it?”


Oh, come on, Wonder. Leave our mothers alone. “Not yet,” I say.


And now it’s awkward because I can’t ask you if your mom read Faithful—the dead can’t read—and we don’t have food to distract us. You sigh at the hospital. “I think about it a lot,” you say. “What my mom would think of my book…”


I’m the same way about RIPCandaceBeckLoveMaryKay and I take a deep breath. “And?”


“Well, my mom was bad, Stage Four breast cancer, but if you get the chemo, you get time. My delusional sister would get in my mom’s head. ‘Fuck chemo, let’s go on a road trip!’ Cherish said this like we even had a car that could make it across the country. She said she was the positive one. ‘Go out with a bang! Thelma and Louise!’ And I’m like no, I’m the positive one. You buy time, you fight for it… Anyway, you know how it is. You start writing about your life and you’re not so sure you were right about anything. Maybe we could have hit the road in some jalopy and my mom could have died at a rest stop in California. It’s a mindfuck, writing a novel, questioning your whole past. Do you go through the same thing?”


No, I do not. “Absolutely.”


You gulp, and we’re talking road trips—you’ve never done one—and I tell you about growing up in a bookstore, about my crappy apartment in L.A., and your stories are different. They all take place here.


Your phone pings and you pick it up. “Okay, wow. Glenn’s having a potluck at his house, and we are invited.”


I pick up my phone. “Where do you think he keeps his Pulitzer?”


You smile. “In his bathroom. But he will have copies of Scabies on his coffee table.”


“No,” I say. “I bet the prize is right there on the mantel, unless he hides it to seem cool, and there’s no way he’s gonna have Scabies out front and center. He’s cooler than that.”


You shrug. “Ten bucks says I’m right.”


It’s on—our next date is a dinner party—and you’re overanalyzing the responses in the group text invite. “Jesus,” you say. “Ani is like… I mean everything she says is so Ani. ‘Fully expect a workshop on my garlic-infused flounder cakes and at the same time not open to any of your notes.’ I’m so happy I didn’t just go ‘See ya there!’ ”


“This is why I despise group texts.”


You roll your eyes with a smile—I amuse you—and I want to tell you that confidence begins with you, that you’re not on call to deliver well-crafted texts to your Shoddy “family.” So I double down with my response to our fucking fellows: See ya there!


You tell me that was good but you’re busy in your notepad, composing a response, as if you have to be witty because Ani was witty. “Wonder, you don’t have to put on a show.”


“I know,” you say. “It probably seems so gross but every time I’m gonna pop into the group text, I try out all my replies in the notepad first. Pathetic, right?”


This is who you are, underneath the feathers. You think you owe everyone, that your wants and needs come second. You’re allowed to have a life, to go on a date with a great guy from school, and you Eminemed it in the room on day one—They hate us ’cause they ain’t us—but you’re not that woman right now. Less bravado, more duty. Our second first date, and you had to double-book it as a tribute to your dead mother. But that’s why you’re drawn to me, isn’t it? You sense it too, that I’m your golden ticket to paradise.


You toss your phone in your purse. “So, what do we bring to a freaking potluck?”


“Coffee and cigarettes?”


You nudge me. “Let’s have fun with it. Autodidact delights.”


I like you. “I like it.”


“I’m gonna do my Tony Tuna Casserole. Mom’s secret recipe… Frosted Freaking Flakes.”


“Well, then I have to top that.”


“Don’t even try…”


“Pigs in a blanket…” You wave your hand like eh. But I’m not done yet. “With two cans of squeeze cheese for garnish.”


You whistle—you are impressed—and I want to walk into Glenn’s house with you. “So should we cook at your place or mine?”


“Oh,” you say. “I wish but I gotta be home to help out with my niece and it would be crazy for you to come all the way over and turn around when you live so close to Glenn’s.”


Crazy is what people do when Harvard University plays matchmaker, but I can’t fight you, you’re being too fucking logical—I hate logic—and you pick up your buzzing phone. “Ugh,” you say. “See this is why it will be so fun to fuck with Glenn. He just informed us that there’s no parking at ‘his house’ like duh. There’s no parking anywhere.”


He’s my mentor and you’re my girlfriend (almost). “Ha.”


“First of all it’s not ‘his’ house. The school like freaking gave it to him, and it’s his whole vibe. He is such an Ivy League Douchebag.”


I am an Ivy League man but what if your type is Mr. Macy’s? I forgot about that man with a key to your house and you elbow me. “One more thing. You know he’s only having this party so he can brag about the freaking Coen brothers.”


“Well, one day that might be us…”


You laugh, as if that’s absurd, as if we’re not Harvard. “Sure, Joe. Sure. Anyway! I’m pumped for you to meet my family.”


Whoa. “You’re gonna bring them?”


“Jesus, Joe, turn your notifications on and keep up with the group freaking text! He said to bring our families. And the invitation says six, and you know by six he means six-thirty.”


“So, let’s say six thirty-four.”


“Six thirty-four. And no bailing on me. No going to Whole Foods for a plate of canapés so you can fit in with the didacts. We’re auto to the didact all the way and we’re in this together, right?”


There’s nothing like wanting something in the form of someone and knowing that you’re going to get it. You said it—we’re in this together—and you gulp. “I didn’t mean to be talking shit just now.”


“You weren’t.”


“Glenn brings out the ‘How do ya like them apples?’ in me. But also like… I don’t want our thing to be talking shit about everyone. It’s like I tell the girls at work… That’s the road to hell.”


“Right there with you, Good Wonder Hunting.”


You bite your lip and shrug—I won’t call you that again—and something catches your eye, a mother fighting with her sons, both of whom can’t be more than sixteen, both of whom want a cigarette. The mother tells them to share and they don’t want to fucking share and she bursts into tears and the boys look at each other and they can’t fix that, so they do what they can do. They stop fighting and light the cigarette. They share.


When I turn back, you’re smiling. “Thanks for coming here with me.”


You say that like I knew where we were going and you need to leave but you don’t want to leave. You’re bursting with stories, you talk like someone who just got out of prison, like someone who was on mute for most of her life. You want to know if I think it’s weird that you’ve never left home—yes, I do—and you want to know if I think it’s weird that you’d rather keep your job at Dunkin’ than get a freaking book deal—yes, I do—and I ask you if you think it’s weird that we sat in this chain for almost two fucking hours without bagels, let alone coffee, and you smile.


“Yes, I do.”


That’s the hallmark of a good second first date, that moment where three little words become code. Yes, I do. We’re not going to have some secret language and Yes, I do each other to death, but it’s real with you and it’s time for us to seal the deal in a dark booth in a dark bar.


You sigh. “I feel so bad we sat here and didn’t get anything. I’m gonna throw a ten in the tip jar before we leave.”


I love you, but it’s too soon to say it. “Wanna grab a bite somewhere?”


You cringe like Cinderella and say you have to get home to your family and it stings a little. You denied us the right to share a meal and yes, you are weird. A thirty-five-year-old sixteen-year-old with a curfew. But I like being in this metal chair, inside of this soulless fast-food joint with you. I like it because it makes me know who I am, the only man who can help you bust out of your cage.
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