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			With gratitude for your boundless patience.

			It’s been a pleasure working with you.

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Aria winced as she picked up a half-eaten rice-paper egg roll that someone had smashed into the table’s crystal centerpiece. “Really? Would you do that at your own home?” she mumbled to herself, then dropped the roll into the tub she was busing the table with. The diner she worked at occasionally catered weddings, and in a town as small as Midway, Aria always knew someone at the ­wedding—usually the bride or groom, if not both. At tonight’s celebration the bride, Charise, was her boss’s niece.

			The bride had looked beautiful in her lace-topped, ivory satin dress. Beautiful and happy. Aria scolded herself for wondering how long it would last.

			She remembered her own wedding day and the ­beautiful dress she’d had to sell three months ago to make rent after her Jeep’s alternator went out. Even though it hadn’t been much of a wedding, not even by a small town’s standards, she had been happy then too. She had the pictures to prove it. But there had been cracks in the façade of nuptial bliss. Her groom, Wade, had been controlling and short-tempered and shouted at her just a half hour before the wedding ceremony, berating her for inviting someone he didn’t like to the wedding. He had also drunk a lot and embarrassed the few people who actually showed up to the party. She remembered fearing that she’d made a mistake, a fear she quickly brushed away with thoughts of her alternative option—embarrassment, loneliness, and living with her mother.

			All the same, her fear had been right. Just a few years after the ceremony, Wade left her stranded—alone and broke in a small, Swiss-style town out west, far from her home in Minnesota. And tonight she was picking up the mess of someone else’s wedding before going home alone. She tried to ignore the painful inner voices that chided her. If she never made it home, would anyone really care? Would it be this way the rest of her life? And the biggest question of all: Is anyone else out there?
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			CHAPTER

			One

		

	
		
			Whether we admit it or not, most of us live our lives on autopilot. We wake at the same hour, go to the same place of work or worship, talk to the same people, eat at the same restaurants, even watch the same TV shows. I’m not criticizing this. Habit is stability and stability is vital to survival. There’s a reason farmers don’t change crops midseason. When wisdom does not require change, it is wisdom not to change.

			But sometimes the evolving terrain of life requires us to evolve with it. When those times come, we usually find ourselves quivering on the precipice of change as long as we can, because no one wants to dive headlong into the ravine of uncertainty. No one. Only when the pain of being becomes too much do we close our eyes and leap.

			This is the story of my jump—a time when I did one of the most bizarre things I’ve ever done: I hunted down a woman I didn’t know, in a small town I’d never heard of, just because of something she posted on the Internet.
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			I’ve heard it said that solitude is among the greatest of all suffering. It’s true, I think. Humans don’t do well alone. But it’s not really solitude that’s the problem—it’s loneliness. The difference between solitude and loneliness is that one exists in the physical world, and the other exists in the heart. A person can be in solitude but not lonely, and vice versa. My job has taken me to some of the most crowded cities in the world and I’ve still seen and felt loneliness. I’ve seen it in the cold spaces between strangers jostling next to one another on the crowded sidewalks. I’ve heard it in a thousand rushed conversations. We have more access to humanity than ever before and less connection.

			I’m not a stranger to loneliness. It was part of my childhood. There was loneliness between my mother and father. They never divorced. I think they stayed together because they didn’t want to be alone, but they were terribly lonely. And terribly unhappy. By the time I was sixteen I promised myself that if I ever got married, my marriage would be different. Ah, the best-laid plans.
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			My name is Alex Bartlett. Bartlett like the pear. If I had to pick a starting point for when my story began, it was this time last year, approaching the holidays.

			I live and work in Daytona Beach, Florida, a town made famous by fast cars and smooth beaches. I have one of those unromantic jobs with a company you’ve never heard of, doing something you’ve never thought about and never would have if I didn’t tell you about it. I work for a company called ­Traffix. We sell traffic management systems for transportation departments. Basically, the product I sell counts the vehicles on the freeway and then sends in traffic analyses. If you’ve ever seen one of those electric freeway signs that tell you how many minutes to the airport, that’s probably my company’s software doing the calculating. I don’t design it. I just sell it.

			My sales territory was in the US Northwest, which includes Northern California, Oregon, and Washington State. Since I live on the East Coast, that meant I traveled a lot for work, sometimes for stretches of weeks. I hated the loneliness of the road and being gone from home. My wife, Jill, hated my traveling too. But only at first. After a few years, she got used to it and took to creating a life without me. It seemed that every time I came home, reentry was more difficult. After five years she seemed indifferent to my traveling. I was lonely at home as well.

			Believing that my absence was hurting our marriage, I took a pay cut and traveled less. But as soon as I started spending more time at home, I realized that things had changed more than I realized. At least Jill had. She was different. She seemed uninterested in us—or maybe just me. She had become secretive.

			Then she started traveling with a group of women she met online. At least that’s what she told me she was doing. One day I was helping out with the laundry while she was gone and I found a folded-up, handwritten note in her jeans.

			My deer one,

			Each day were apart from each other feels like years. Your so far away. Im sorry that I couldnt come with you this time. I cant bear the idea of loosing you. I cant wate until you return and we will feest again on each others love.

			—Your Clark

			A sick, paralyzing fear went through my body. My face flushed red and my hands began to tremble. The idiot couldn’t even spell. But idiot or not he had my wife. When I had calmed down enough to speak I called Jill.

			“Who’s Clark?” I asked.

			There was a long pause. “Clark? Why?”

			“Tell me who he is.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“I found a note from him in your jeans.”

			She hesitated for a moment, then said, “Oh, right. He’s Katherine’s lover. She handed that note to me as we got off the Phoenix flight so her husband didn’t find it. It’s nothing. I mean, to Katherine it’s something, she wanted me to hold on to it, but it has nothing to do with me.”

			I just sat there processing her excuse. The fact that Jill’s name wasn’t on the note left me little ground to dispute her claim, even though it seemed unlikely. “You’re not cheating on me?”

			“Why would I cheat on you?”

			“But Katherine’s cheating on her husband.”

			“Yes. And I can’t say that I blame her. She’s been going to divorce him for, like, two years, she’s just waiting for the right time. He’s got a bunch of real estate deals pending and she doesn’t want to throw a divorce on top of that.”

			“Thoughtful of her,” I said sarcastically.

			“She’s not doing it for him,” she said, apparently missing my sarcasm. “If these sales go through, she’ll make a boatload in the divorce. Why would you think I was cheating on you?”

			I wasn’t sure how to answer. “You’re gone a lot lately.”

			“You’ve been gone most of our marriage. I never assumed you were cheating.”

			I honestly didn’t know if I should feel more foolish for doubting her or for believing her. I finally just breathed out slowly. “All right. Be safe. I miss you.”

			“I miss you too. ’Bye.”

			We were together only five days after she returned before I left town on business to Tacoma. A week later I came home to an empty house and a note on the kitchen table.

			Dear Alex,

			There is a season for all things and it is my season to spread my wings and fly. I can no longer be held inside this cage, gilded though it may be, like a sad, lonely bird. I cannot bear the thought of someday looking back with regret over what might have been.

			It’s not you, Alex, at least it hasn’t been your intent to keep me so unhappy. You are a kind soul. It’s me and the human spirit yearning to fly. I need to be free and freedom cannot be contained within the shackles of a loveless marriage. I wish you to find freedom and love as well.

			Sincerely,

			Jill

			P.S. I took the money from our savings and 401k.

			She needed to be “free?” She was already free to do whatever she wanted, wherever and whenever she wanted. It was painful not understanding, not knowing what she meant, other than not wanting to be attached to me.

			A few weeks later, pictures surfaced online of my ex-wife with another man. She wasn’t traveling with “just the girls” as she had claimed. I saw a picture of Clark with his arm around my wife. He looked like a cross between a young Tom Selleck and a mandrill monkey. I felt like such an idiot for missing her secrets and believing her lies. Especially for believing her lies. The lies hurt more than her betrayal. Anyone can have their head turned, but the lies were continual evidence that she didn’t love me. She hadn’t for a very long time. Maybe she never had.

			I vowed that I would never let someone lie to me again.

			Now that she was gone I was just as alone as when I had been married, only now it was official. Some of us, maybe most of us, are good at attracting what we claim we don’t want. My life seemed doomed to loneliness.
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			CHAPTER

			Two

		

	
		
			It was the Friday evening before Thanksgiving and I was still at work. Half the office lights were off and, except for the janitorial staff, I hadn’t seen anyone in the building for several hours. I didn’t really need to work late, I just didn’t have anywhere else to be and going home to an empty apartment was the last thing I wanted to do.

			A little after eight, I heard footsteps shuffling toward me. I looked up to see Nate, one of my co-workers, leaning against his cane and holding out an unopened can of Red Bull. “Here, man. Just what every insomniac needs for dinner.”

			I took the can from him and popped its tab. “Thanks.”

			“How’s it going?”

			“It’s going.”

			I had worked with Nate for about three and a half years in the sales department, and during that time he’d become more friend than co-worker. I’d always thought that Nate didn’t look like a salesman. He was a scary-looking guy—“formidable,” one of our managers once called him. He was as bald as a thumb, with a long blond beard that forked like a snake’s tongue. His biceps and forearms, which were massive, were covered in tattoos. At one time he could bench-press more than four hundred fifty pounds—roughly two and a half of me.

			Before coming to Traffix, Nate had been a Marine. If you asked him, he would tell you that he was still a Marine. Once a Marine, always a Marine. Between Operation Desert Shield and Desert Storm, Nate had seen lot of action and a lot of bad things. He still suffered from PTSD. One time his wife woke in the night to find Nate crawling around the room on his elbows and knees, dodging enemy fire.

			He left the marines after surviving his second IED explosion, in which he’d lost all of his teeth, broken his back, and partially lost his sense of balance. Even broken up as he was, he was still the toughest person I’d ever met.

			Nate had good stories, and by “good” I mean interesting to listen to, which he rarely shared and only with the few people he trusted. But when he did, they practically erupted out of him, as if they’d been building up pressure just waiting to burst out.

			Once, about a year after he left the marines, Nate was at a gun expo and stopped at a vendor’s booth to admire a hunting rifle. “This for deer?” he asked.

			The proprietor looked at him with a condescending smile. “Of course. What’s the matter, haven’t you ever hunted before?”

			Without flinching, Nate looked him in the eyes and said softly, “Not animals.”

			The man’s smile disappeared.
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			“What are you still doing here?” I asked.

			“That’s what I was going to ask you,” Nate said. He pulled a chair out from the cubicle across from me and sat, resting his cane between his legs. “I just landed. I wanted to input the sale before I went home.”

			“Where have you been?”

			“St. Louis. Finally closed it.”

			“Congrats.”

			“Thanks. That bonus check will be the down payment on my Christmas present to myself this year. My new truck. Unless Ashley takes it.” He smiled slightly. “So what’s your excuse?”

			“No place else to be.”

			“Have you had dinner?”

			“No.”

			He stood. “Let’s get some man food. And by that I mean beer.” As I closed out my computer Nate said, “I’m calling Dale to meet us.”

			Dale was another salesman at Traffix. His region was the mirror opposite of mine: East Coast, the New England area. He was shorter than me by at least six inches and looked a little like Michael Keaton when he wore his wire-rimmed glasses.

			Dale was also the self-proclaimed, designated wisecracking comic relief that every man-pack requires. Really, the guy lived in a mental bounce house. Sometimes being around him seemed like more work than it was worth, but he was a good guy and always lightened things up.

			I drove Nate to our usual haunt, The Surly Wench Pub & Café. We had been going to this place for years, even back when it had different management and a different name: The Pour House. The new name was more fitting for its new proprietor.

			Dale was already seated at a table when we arrived. Being a weekend night, the pub was crowded and the noise level was only slightly lower than a chain saw demonstration. There were three mugs of beer in front of Dale, one of them a quarter down.

			“Ahoy, me maties,” Dale said in a pirate voice. “Join me in a grog.”

			“Why are you talking like that?” Nate asked, sitting down.

			“Arrr, doncha know what day it be?”

			“Day to talk like an idiot?”

			“No, you filthy bilge rat. It be International Talk Like a Pirate Day.”

			Nate took a drink, then said, “There’s no such thing.”

			“Aye, that’s whar you’d be wrong, matie.”

			“Stop that,” Nate said.

			Dale turned to me. “What be going on, you landlubber? Nate said it be arrrr-gent.”

			“Nate closed St. Louis.”

			“Aye,” Dale said, lifting his mug. “Thar be reason for a celebratin’!”

			Nate pointed a finger at him. “If you keep talking like that, I swear I will rip out your tongue and strangle you with it.”

			Dale, who was something like half Nate’s size or, at least, muscle mass, cleared his throat. “All right,” he said, resuming his normal voice. “As you wish.”

			“Thank you,” Nate said. “And we’re not here to celebrate my sale. We’re here to talk about Alex’s woman problem.”

			Dale set down his drink. “Argh. Tales of the filthy wench.”

			Nate pointed at him again and Dale lifted his hands in surrender. “All right, you and your steroidal biceps win.” He turned back to me. “Nate’s right, my man. You’ve got to get over her. It’s been a year.”

			“Eleven months.”

			“Close enough,” Nate said. “Really. It’s time to stop grieving your marriage’s corpse. It’s time to just bite the bullet.”

			“I’d rather put one through my head.”

			Dale glanced at Nate. “That’s not good.”

			Nate took a long drink of his beer and then leaned in close. “Let me ask you something. If Jill called you tonight and asked you to come back, would you?”

			I thought for a moment, then said, “Yeah. I probably would.”

			He shook his head. “I was afraid of that.”

			“What’s wrong with forgiveness?” I asked.

			“To err is human, to forgive is divine. Neither is Marine Corps policy.” He took a drink, then said, “Jill was sucking the life out of you long before she cheated on you. Why are you looking for happiness where you lost it?”

			“We always look for things where we lost them. Keys, wallets, sunglasses.”

			“He’s got a point,” Dale said.

			Nate frowned. “Just be grateful there aren’t kids involved. She’d use them as human shields.”

			“She’s not that bad.”

			“Since when is she not that bad?”

			Nate was right. “So how does one ‘bite the bullet’?”

			“You burn the bridges, sink the boats. You cross the Rubicon.”

			Dale started in. “In non-Marine jargon, it means you leave the past behind and start living your future. It’s time to find someone new. You’re a good-looking guy, successful, smart—there’s a million women out there who would love to hook up with you.”

			“They’re pounding down my doors,” I said.

			“They would be if they knew you were available,” Nate said. “It’s like this: you don’t stop someone in a parking lot to ask if their car’s for sale unless it has a sign in the window. You need to put up the sign.”

			“You want me to wear a sign saying I’m single?”

			“Figuratively,” Nate said.

			“He could get a T-shirt,” Dale interjected. “Available.”

			Nate continued. “I could name at least a half dozen women at Traffix who would be interested.”

			“You think I should date someone at work?”

			“Absolutely not. I’m just saying there’re opportunities out there.”

			Just then our waitress, Corinne, brought over a tray of cheeseburger sliders, buffalo wings, and spinach artichoke dip with tortilla chips. “There you go, my darlings.”

			“Avast, me buxom beauty,” Dale said. “Now give us a twirl and show us your aftside.”

			She shook her head. “What’s wrong with him?”

			“It’s Talk Like a Pirate Day,” I said.

			“That must be why the kitchen’s all talking like that.” She turned to me. “Where have you been, dear?”

			“Hiding,” I said.

			“Men usually come here to hide.”

			“Woman problems,” Nate said.

			“That’s usually why they’re hiding.” She smiled at me. “Need another drink?”

			“He could use a keg,” Nate said.

			“Keep ’em a-comin, ya wench,” Dale said. “And don’t go a-hornswoggling us on the bill.”

			Corinne shook her head, then looked back at me. “For the record, I’m available.” She winked and walked back to the kitchen.

			“There you have it,” Nate said. “Opportunity.”

			“The hurt’s still fresh,” I said. “I’m not looking for opportunity.”

			“Don’t you miss waking up to something soft and warm in bed?” Dale asked. “Be truthful, aren’t you lonely?”

			I took a slow drink, then nodded. “Yeah. Sometimes it feels like the flu.”

			Both men looked at me sympathetically.

			“Your situation isn’t going to change by itself,” Nate said. “You’ve got to make the world change. If you’re looking for something, where do you go?”

			“Looking for what?”

			“Anything. A new stereo system. A book.”

			“I’d probably look it up on the Internet.”

			“Bingo. That’s where you start.”

			“You think I should try Internet dating?”

			“At least in the beginning,” Nate said.

			“I’ve heard bad stories about Internet dating.”

			“All dating has bad stories. Big deal. So you have to sift through a few tares to get to the wheat.”

			“What’s a tare?” Dale asked.

			“It’s a weed,” Nate said. “Don’t you ever read the Bible?”

			Dale shook his head. “Not enough, apparently.” He turned to me. “I know it doesn’t sound fun, but sometimes you have to go through hell to get to heaven. Do you know Wally in engineering? The short guy with a bad haircut?”

			“The guy with a big handlebar mustache that makes him look like a walrus?”

			“That’s the man,” Dale said, touching his nose as if we were playing charades. “So, three years ago he was married to this demon shrew who was as bossy as she was lazy. He’s working his butt off to pay bills, while she stays at home during the day shopping for junk jewelry on TV and eating chocolate, you know what I mean?” He didn’t wait for me to answer.

			“After their youngest kid starts school, the shrew makes friends with a group of younger students and starts staying up all night clubbing. Then she stops getting out of bed in the morning because she’s too tired from staying up so late, so Wally starts getting up at five in the morning so he can make the kids’ lunches and breakfasts, send them off to school, and go to work.

			“But it doesn’t end there. Her enlightened friends convince her that she’s a domestic slave, so she claims herself ‘emancipated’ from Wally, which means she officially doesn’t have to do anything other than cash his checks and spend his money.

			“So every day after work the man comes home, makes dinner, does the dishes, puts the kids to bed, then goes to bed himself to start again the next day. I mean, it’s an insane arrangement, but Wally’s a timid, peaceful soul and he does this without complaint.

			“This goes on for more than a year. Then one day the demon shrew tells him that he’s boring and ugly and she wants a divorce. He pleads with her to stay because of the children, but she’s not having it. So she drains their savings and takes off with her buddies and the guy she was secretly seeing.”

			“This sounds kind of familiar,” I said.

			“Too familiar,” Nate said.

			“So, the divorce goes through and it wreaks havoc on the kids. They start getting in fights and getting expelled from school, that kind of stuff. Still, Wally does his best to be both parents, since the ex never has time to see her kids anymore.

			“Then, about three months after the divorce is final, Marco in engineering comes up to Wally and says, ‘Aren’t you divorced?’ Wally says, ‘Yeah, why do you ask?’ Marco tells him that his wife’s sister is coming up from Mexico and even though she doesn’t speak much English, she’s sweet and pretty and not married. He invites Wally on a double date.

			“Wally asks, ‘Why me?’ Marco says, ‘Why not you? You’re a nice guy.’ So Wally shows up at Marco’s house and it turns out that his sister-in-law isn’t just pretty, she’s gorgeous. Like, drop-dead gorgeous. I mean, on a scale of one to ten she’s pushing fifty, and here’s Wally on a good hair day pushing four. Love must be blind because Martina, that’s her name, is smitten. She barely speaks English, but they speak the language of love. They start dating.

			“One night she asks if they can stay home. Martina makes Wally a real home-cooked Mexican meal, then afterward, she tells him to just relax in the living room. She brings him a cold drink and turns the TV on for him, then—get this—gets down on her knees and rubs his feet. He doesn’t know how to handle it.

			“Six months later, they get married. One day Martina comes to him crying. Wally asks her what’s wrong. She says, ‘My love, you are so handsome. I know you have many beautiful women who want you. I am afraid one will come and take you from me.’

			“Wally says, ‘No one is going to take me. No one thinks I’m handsome but you.’ She says, ‘You are humble too. I will never be able to hold you.’

			“Karma,” Dale said, leaning back in emphasis. “Sometimes the route to heaven goes through hell. Karma may pay slow, but she eventually covers the bill.”

			“Where did you hear this story?” I asked.

			“Marco. Martina came down to bring Wally lunch and I asked him who the looker was.”

			Nate raised his glass to me. “Dale’s right, man. Heaven awaits. You just need to apply yourself. It’s like Stuart always says in sales conference, ‘Nothings sells itself.’ ”

			I took another drink and then said, “The Internet, huh?”

			Dale nodded. “You can find whatever you want on the Internet.”

			“Give it a try,” Nate said. “There’s a dating site for everyone.”

			I thought for a moment, then said, “All right.”

			Nate looked at me seriously. “ ‘All right,’ you’ll do it, or ‘all right,’ you’ve said your piece, now leave me alone?”

			“The former,” I said. “I’ll try.”

			“Try not,” Dale said in a pitched voice. “Do, or do not.”

			“You sound like Yoda.”

			“I was imitating him.”

			“I prefer the pirate.”

			“Aye, then. Make us proud, matie,” Dale said. “Scuttle ye boats.”

			“Scuttle ye boats,” Nate said.

			“Scuttle ye boats,” I repeated.

			We all took a drink.

		

	
		
			[image: mistletoe]

			CHAPTER

			Three

		

	
		
			We stayed at the pub until a little after eleven, when Dale’s wife, Michelle, called to see where he was. From Dale’s end of the conversation we could tell she wasn’t happy.

			“You really left Michelle alone on a Friday night and didn’t tell her where you were going?” Nate said as Dale hung up.

			“Slipped my mind.”

			“Keep that up,” Nate said, “and you’re going to be Internet dating.”

			“No, she’ll just give me the silent treatment for a few days, which is kind of like a staycation. That reminds me. The other day Michelle asked me to hand her the lip balm but I accidentally handed her the superglue instead. She’s still not speaking to me.”

			I laughed.

			“Good one, Dale,” Nate said. “Good one.”

			I picked up the tab, gave Nate a lift back to his car, then drove home to my apartment. Even though it was past midnight, I turned on the television. I watched the last twenty minutes of Citizen Kane, then began surfing channels.

			Just as I was about to turn off the television, an advertisement came on for a dating site—a video collage of happy, love-frenzied couples swooning over each other. It seemed to me like some kind of a sign. I took a deep breath and got up from the couch. “All right, fine. Let’s do this.”

			I walked over to my computer and pulled up the dating site advertised on the commercial. The home page showed an attractive couple laughing, their faces touching, their eyes blissfully closed.

			LONELINESS OR LOVE?

			It’s your choice with eDate.

			As I looked at the page a pop-up box appeared.

			Tell us, are you:

			a)	A man seeking a woman

			b)	A woman seeking a man

			c)	A man seeking a man

			d)	A woman seeking a woman

			e)	Other

			Other? I clicked “a,” then entered my zip code and ­country. The box disappeared and three words appeared:

			Let’s Go, Stud.

			Interesting beginning. I wondered what it said to women.

			I started answering questions. There were a lot of them. I hadn’t realized that signing up for a dating site would be like taking an SAT exam, but the site advertised the proven power of its matching process, and if true love was at the end of it all, it was a small price to pay.

			I clicked through the basic questions, answering them as quickly as possible. Gender, age, city, relationship status—­single or divorced. One of the prompts asked me how many times I’d been married; the options started at zero and went all the way up to five-plus. Who goes after people that have been married five-plus times? I wondered. Probably other people who have been married five-plus times. They should get a frequent marriage card.

			In the next segment, I was asked to rate my own personality traits on a scale of one to five. Was I warm? Clever? Sensitive? Generous? After a while I just started marking fours for everything until the website scolded me.

			Slow down, partner. We know you’re excited, but you’re answering too many questions the same. Take time to carefully consider and answer each question. Your future happiness is at stake.

			So much at stake. I threw in some threes and fives, not necessarily because I thought it was more accurate, but rather just to please the software. After ten minutes of questions, I clicked FINISHED. The site congratulated me for not quitting, and then a graph popped up showing that I was only 10 percent done. “Ten percent?” I said to myself. This was going to take all night.

			The third segment asked more questions along the personality line and I was asked to pick out adjectives that described me:

			Content

			Genuine

			Vivacious

			Wise

			Bossy

			Aggressive

			Opinionated

			Romantic

			Are people actually honest on these sites? Do people actually choose people who admit to being bossy, aggressive, and opinionated? So far the site hadn’t asked if I had a police record or if I’d ever been accused of a felony. Maybe that came later.

			The questions continued. It was annoyingly long, sometimes asking the same question in a different way, presumably to trick liars into revealing themselves. There were a lot of questions I should have asked Jill before marrying her. But then, the Jill who divorced me wasn’t the same person I’d married anyway. If you think about it, when you marry someone, you’re just jumping into one part of a very long river, hoping the current takes you somewhere worthwhile.

			Then again, maybe she would have just lied anyway; she was good at it.

			After the fifth segment I was informed by the graph that I was only halfway done. It was half past one in the morning and I was tired of answering questions, but now I felt trapped, unwilling to throw away all my work. I reminded myself of how lonely I was and that I’d had a Red Bull along with my beers. There was no turning back.

			The ninth segment asked me what I did for a living. I wrote consultant, which, in a matter of speaking, was true, but mostly just sounded better than saying I was a salesman. Still, it made me feel a little sneaky.

			The next segment asked me to rate my looks, then post pictures of myself. I suppose that it’s somewhat revealing that I didn’t have any pictures that didn’t have Jill in them. I’m not a “selfie” kind of guy, but I snapped a picture of myself and uploaded it.

			By experience, I know that most women think I’m attractive, but I’m not vain and the selfie I took should have proved it, easily dropping me a few points on the Hot or Not scale. At least no one would accuse me of Photoshopping my profile pic. That was my professional slogan: underpromise, overdeliver.

			When I finally reached the end of the survey I was asked which of the service’s packages I wished to purchase. I got out my credit card and paid for ninety days of the gold package, the highest level possible.

			Okay, I did it, I thought. The trap is set.
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			Sometimes the most profound experiences of our lives start with an act so simple and careless that we hardly think about it—like tossing a small stone that causes a massive avalanche. I don’t know what possessed me, maybe it was the beer or the hour, but, on a whim, I typed “lonely” into a search engine and scrolled through a few pages of mostly song lyrics before landing on a blog post with the title “Is Anyone Out There?”

			I clicked on the link, which took me to a blog site with the initials LBH at the top. There was a silhouette of a woman, but her face was indistinguishable.

			Is Anyone Out There?

			Dear Universe,

			I’m so lonely tonight it hurts. Is anyone out there? Can you hear me? I once heard it said that the Internet is like a dark hallway you shout down—you don’t know if anyone is there.

			So here’s the existential question of the day. If you blog something and nobody reads it, did you make a sound?

			Sigh.

			—LBH

			I looked at the navigation bar for a profile or an about me page but there wasn’t one. Whoever this woman was, she wasn’t ­particularly interested in being identified. Just initials. LBH.

			I scrolled down and read the previous blog entries she had posted, reading from the most recent back to the beginning.

			Dear Universe,

			This morning I was walking in to work from my car and looked up to see a single orange balloon floating into the sky. I was late for work but something made me stop and watch it get smaller and smaller, until it disappeared into the clouds. I guess I felt like it needed a witness, someone to stand there and say I saw you float away. I saw you disappear. I wish someone would do that for me.

			—LBH

			Dear Universe,

			Many great minds and people have addressed loneliness. In East of Eden, John Steinbeck wrote, “All great and precious things are lonely.” Mother Teresa said, “The most terrible poverty is loneliness, and the feeling of being unloved.” Norman Cousins wrote, “The eternal quest of the individual human being is to shatter his loneliness.”

			I don’t know that I’m adding anything with these little blog posts, but the thought that someone might read them somehow makes me feel less alone. If you’re reading this, Thank you. If you’re not, don’t tell me.

			—LBH

			Dear Universe,

			Why do we consider loneliness to be so shameful? A recent study showed that we are not alone in our loneliness. A full 40 percent of adults described themselves as being lonely. Yet people go to great lengths to make it appear as if they are not lonely. I recently read an interview where a top loneliness researcher sat reading a copy of his own book in public (a self-help book with the word lonely in the title) and suddenly became very embarrassed. What if the people around him noticed the book and thought he was lonely? His thought surprised him. Why was it that he, someone who studied loneliness for a living and therefore knows how pervasive it is, was so afraid of being perceived as lonely?
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