
October 15 

Alex, 
 

       You’re lucky I once spent two weeks of a summer in Cuppa Joe’s with my 
mother, passing the time by putting together every puzzle in the rack on the back 
wall, because otherwise your hints of Cuppa Joe’s, pieces, green, and tiger might 
have led me to scour the walls for jade mosaic artwork or search through the 
decorative mug collection for a chipped cup. But no! I thought immediately of 
Pagoda Puzzle with its image of Bengal Tigers roaming through the jungle 
wilderness of China. 
 

       If you want to hang around the coffee shop to find out who I am, go right 
ahead! I won’t stop you. If you feel more comfortable, more able to trust the 
things I tell you, by having an image of me in your mind, then stake out the 
puzzle shelf by all means. My hair makes me pretty hard to miss, but that’s all 
I’ll say on the matter, in case you don’t want to know for sure who I am. 
 

       And now, to the rest of your letter! And goodness me, there are a lot of 
things to reply to. I think I will tackle this by starting at the beginning and 
working my way through. 
 

       Having said that, of course, I will first address something from the middle 
of your letter. 
 

       Alex, even if you were trying to piss me off, it probably wouldn’t work. I 
know, that sounds like I’m building myself into something superhuman, but it really 
is pretty hard to bother me. My grandmother used to say “If you punched Zoe in 
the jaw, she’d thank you for not giving her a black eye.” 



       Now, I am certainly not going to invite anyone to test that theory literally, 
but I do believe that people are going to think what they’re going to think, and their 
opinions of me don’t affect me at all. You said something like this in the beginning 
of your letter: 
 

       “Even if you say something that I disagree with ... I can’t be upset about it, 
because I don’t know your life.” 
 

       You said this was true because of our anonymity, which is valid, but I 
personally take it farther (further? I can never remember which one I’m supposed 
to use when. You know what I mean). I don’t know anyone’s life, not really, so I 
can’t judge them for an opinion they hold because I have no way of knowing why they 
hold it. And the same is true in reverse, for them of me. So personal jabs or 
comments or insults that might offend others just kind of roll off of me. I tend to 
give people the benefit of the doubt. I genuinely want to believe the best of them. 
 

       All that being said: 
 

       Did you just diss my white chocolate and amaretto latte? I’m sorry, but have 
you ever tried this heavenly, God-sent wonder of the coffee world? No? Okay. I’m 
holding the rest of your letter hostage. I just paid for a white chocolate latte with 
amaretto syrup, to be made and delivered as soon as you next come into Cuppa 
Joe’s, and the barista will give you the rest of what I have to say as soon as you 
have taken at least three sips. Go ahead. I’ll wait. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I hope you have seen the error of your ways. As I said last letter in 
response to your opinions of ice cream toppings, there is no such thing as too sweet. 

        
I do feel slightly bad, though, about holding the last few pages of this  letter 

hostage, so I won’t make you hunt for the beginning. I’ll just have the barista hand 
it to you with your regular order, so that you only have to fulfill a challenge once 
this round, and I’ll save my hiding place for later. 

        
Okay, moving on. 

        
I’m actually really interested in what you said about anonymity and creating 

ourselves – because I’ve never thought of writing these letters as creating a version 
of myself that I want you to see. It’s just me, the same me I am with everyone else. 
But you don’t seem to believe that. This is not a judgement in any way, but I am 
intrigued by it. Because you make that statement, and then later you say that I 
“seem to be” an overly peppy person, or that maybe I’m “not actually like that but 
trying to become that.” You also say you don’t want to stand in the way of my 
dreams, like you think that’s the Self I’m trying to create for the world around 
me. I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, but that’s the impression I get – that you think 
I’m putting on paper the person I want you to think I am.  
        

Sorry. I’m blathering. I shall move on. 

        
And in doing so, I must assure you that Gabe, my tall, athletic, fabulously 

gay best friend is completely real. Here, I’ll prove it. 
 

 



Hi. I’m Gabe. I’m real. Zo wanted me to write that, though I 
think she’s missing an important point here, which is that if 
you’re as paranoid and skeptical as you sound - no offense 
meant, that’s just how you come off from what Zo’s told me of 
you - you’re not going to take this commentary as proof of 
anything. Nevertheless, I’m Gabe, I’m tall, (reasonably) athletic, 
black, fabulously gay, and quite real. Nice to meet you. 
 

       Well, that’s not exactly what I had in mind, but whatever. I suppose he has 
a point. But no, if I’d wanted to intimidate you because I feared you might be a 
serial killer, I’d have told you about Joe. 

        
Joe is my step-ish-father. He is an ex-Marine, and a nurse, so he knows 

what places hurt the most and presumably how to kill you and make it look like an 
accident. 

 
Joe would be Mom’s common-law husband if we lived anywhere other than 

California. After the Cowardly Douche-Weasel left my mother in the middle of 
her cancer treatments, Mom got disillusioned with the institution of marriage. 
Anyway, Joe was one of the nurses who worked in the chemo ward, and he and 
Mom struck up a friendship that lasted through her treatment, remission, and 
decision to have me. They both wanted more, but Mom was understandably 
hesitant to actually start anything. This was also because of me. Even though Joe 
was around all the time when I was a kid, it was very much just me and Mom as 
the parent-child thing, and she didn’t want to mess that up. 

        



But then I made him a Father’s Day card when I was seven, which kinda 
made them sit back and go, “Huh. Okay, well, I guess she’d actually be okay with 
this.” And they’ve been officially together ever since. 

       But yeah. If I wanted to intimidate you, I’d mention Joe, who is 6’3” and 
built like a linebacker. :)     
        

No shame in naming Oscar Wilde as your choice for Greatest Human Being. 
He was a pretty cool dude, and an awesome playwright. Everybody says their 
mother. I’m just being cliched. 

        
And your friend Emma sounds fun, even if she also sounds like an infuriating 

person to play games with! The intensity of your competitions with Emma sounds 
like the perfect example of why I quit volleyball after middle school – everyone 
started taking it so seriously! I hope that you and Emma play the games because 
they’re fun, not just because you want to win. 

        
And really? No long-term goals at all? No dreams or things you’ve always 

wanted to achieve? No Bucket List? I’ve had a Bucket List since I was ten! This is 
curious, Alex, and it sounds so . . . sad. 

        
Again, I don’t mean that to be judgmental. I just wonder if there’s a way I 

might help. 

        
It looks like the only thing left is your challenge, so here goes nothing.  

        
‘Twas early in the morning, Tuesday. I awoke before my alarm, with the 

unswerving, unshakeable feeling that something was wrong. Heart in my throat, 



I rose, silent as the dawn itself, and crept from my room, tiptoeing down the 
hall to the kitchen, from which odd sounds were trickling. The creak of a 
floorboard, the suction-cup sound of the refrigerator door shutting, the 
unmistakable sound of tearing Saran Wrap. All these reached my ears, and my 
mind, whirling fast as a cyclone, inferring and deducting and deducing at 
lightning speed, put together a clear picture of the dastardly events unfolding just 
around the corner. 

        
“YOU!” I thundered as I strode across the threshold, the Finger of 

Accusation outstretched and pointing at my step-ish-father, who froze, caught red-
handed in the act of a theft so outlandish, so heinous, that its like has ne’er before 
been seen. “Did I or did I not,” I demanded, advancing slowly on the trembling 
man before me, “state quite clearly and expressly that the last piece of California 
Chicken Pizza leftover from dinner last night was mine for lunch this day? Did 
you or did you not take more than your fair share of said pizza last night? Drop 
it, sir, before I call The Honorable Lindsey Ballard to come and pass judgment on 
this crime.” 
         

The pizza was delicious. 

             Zoe 

 

       PS - Your challenge for the week, sir, madam, or other: Write me a brief 
story using “The pizza was delicious” as your opening line. Also, what are five 
things you absolutely do not want to spend the rest of your life doing? Also, also, 
I apologize for the length of this letter. That will probably be a recurring problem, 
fair warning. I talk a lot even in person. :)  
     



PPS - I have no problem scavenger hunting for letters, as long as you don’t 
send me all over the city! 

 

 


