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PART ONE

The End
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ONE

• • •

I AM TRYING TO BREAK YOUR HEART

IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY NOVELS, characters die of heartbreak. Literally. A girl gets dumped, and she’s so grief-stricken she suffers a “brain fever,” or goes wandering out on the moors, and the next thing you know, the whole town is hovering by her bedside while a servant gallops on a desperate midnight ride to fetch the doctor. Only, before you can say Bring on the leeches! the guilt-ridden rake who abandoned our heroine is strewing rose petals on her grave and begging God to Please, take me, too because his ex is dead, dead, dead.

According to Mrs. Hamilton, my English teacher, this is known as a “convention.” After writing CONVENTION on the blackboard, she gave us a lecture explaining that conventions are things we accept when they happen in books and movies even though they never happen in real life. Then she asked us to think of some modern conventions, like how characters on soap operas get amnesia constantly, and in teen movies the only thing an ugly girl needs to be pretty is contact lenses and a new haircut, when in real life if an ugly girl gets contact lenses and a new haircut, she’s just an ugly girl with contact lenses and a new haircut.

But when Max told me that he’d “been thinking about it a lot lately” and had “decided it would be better if we were just friends,” it occurred to me that dying of a broken heart might not be a convention. I unbuckled my seat belt, slid out of his car, and shut the door. As the freezing February air slapped my cheeks, I thought, That’s the last time I’m going to get out of Max’s car. And right after that I thought, I’m never going to kiss Max again. And then I thought, Max isn’t my boyfriend anymore. And that’s when I knew I was going to be sick. I got inside my house with barely enough time to drop my bag and make it to the upstairs bathroom before I hurled. And then I spent about an hour lying on the cold tile floor trying to get up the strength to walk from the bathroom to my room, which is a distance of roughly ten feet. And when I finally did manage to make it to my room, I just got into bed without taking off my clothes or anything. Right before I fell asleep, I decided that whoever made the brilliant so-called medical decision that death by heart-break was only a “convention” of nineteenth-century literature clearly never had her heart broken.

Because if anything can make death feel like a truly desirable alternative, it’s getting dumped.
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I’d had an insane crush on Max Brown since I first joined the Hillsdale High Spectator as a lowly freshman reporter. By this fall, when I was a junior and the newly appointed managing editor of the paper, and Max was a senior and editor in chief, I liked him so much I could hardly read in his presence (which, as you can imagine, made editing the paper something of a challenge). But even though we were constantly engaging in flirty banter, and he was forever saying stuff to me like, “Jennifer, you know I’d be lost without you,” nothing ever happened.

Until.

Until the third Saturday in September, when Jeremy Peterson chose to honor the trust his parents had placed in him by throwing an enormous kegger at his house while they went out of town for the weekend.

Jeremy Peterson and Max are really good friends, so there was zero doubt Max would be in attendance (and, by extension, zero doubt I’d be there). Arriving fashionably late, my friends Clara and Martha and I passed Max’s Mini Cooper parked in the driveway. Both of them gave me significant looks as we walked by the car, but none of us said a word; good secret agents know better than to discuss a mission in progress.

The three of us hung out in the kitchen for a while drinking beers, and then I said I was going to go to the bathroom, which we all knew was a lie; clearly I was going to look for Max. We had a positive car ID. He was in the house. The only question that remained was: where?

I got my answer walking down the hallway that ran past the den. There he was, sitting on the Petersons’ modular sofa talking to Jeremy and two other seniors, Michael Roach and Greg Cobb. Just as I walked by, Max turned his head toward the open door and brushed the hair out of his eyes. And then he saw me. And I saw him see me, and he saw me see him see me, and it was like all those months and years of flirting suddenly exploded or something. I swear to God you could have powered all of Westchester County on the look that passed between us.

Max raised an eyebrow at me and gestured to the empty spot on the sofa next to him, and I went over and sat down without either of us saying a word. Then I sat there listening to him and the three other coolest guys in the senior class argue about whether Franz Ferdinand or Wilco is the band that’s more likely to leave an enduring musical legacy. (At first I didn’t actually realize they were bands—I thought they were people, and that Wilco was a guy who went by a single name, like Madonna or Beyoncé.)

During a particularly heated exchange between Jeremy and Michael, Max turned to me.

“Do you know these bands?” Max is a lot taller than I am, but the couch was the kind you sink way down into and we were both leaning back, almost reclining, so his mouth was only an inch or two away from my ear.

Normally I would have tried to come up with some witty way to avoid admitting I hadn’t even realized they were bands, but there was nothing normal about this night. So I just said, “No.”

Max stood up. “Hey, Jeremy, you got any Wilco in your room?”

Jeremy was leaning forward, telling Michael he was starting to sound like a guy who listens to smooth jazz. He looked over at Max, gave him a quizzical scowl and said, “Is the Pope Catholic?” before turning back to Michael.

Max reached his hand down to me. “Come on,” he said. His hand was warm, and when I stood up, he intertwined his fingers with mine.

He took me up a narrow flight of dark stairs. Without saying a word, he crossed the hall and entered a room, pulling me in behind him before closing the door. Then he turned on a small desk lamp and ran his fingers down a stack of precariously balanced CDs.

“God, what a loser,” he muttered, pausing at one of them and laughing a little to himself. I’d barely had time to look around Jeremy’s room and take in the unmade bed, the open closet with clothes on the floor, the poster over the desk from an antiwar protest, when Max popped a disc into the CD player and turned off the lamp. Before my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I could feel him standing next to me.

“Like it?” he asked.

My heart was pounding. It took me a minute to focus on the music, an almost atonal series of notes played by different instruments.

“Too early to tell,” I answered. “Give me a second.”

“Sure,” he said. He’d taken my hand again, and now he took the other one. We stood there for a long moment, neither of us moving. “Well?” he asked finally.

A man with a husky voice was singing. I couldn’t make out the lyrics, but I liked his voice, the way the instruments seemed to find and hold a melody around it.

I could see Max now in the dim light of the digital display. “Yeah,” I said. “I like it.”

He leaned down so slowly I could barely tell he was moving. “I’m glad,” he whispered. And then we were kissing, and I was thinking about how amazing it felt to be kissing him and how soft his lips were and how perfect it was to wrap my arms around his waist and then to run my fingers through his dark, silky hair.

But you know what I should have been thinking about? I should have been thinking about the girls in those novels. Because if I’d thought a little more about them and a little less about Max’s hair and lips and how it felt when he put his hands on my face and said about our kiss, “I’ve been wanting to do that since I met you,” then maybe I wouldn’t be thinking about them now, five months later, having just been informed by the love of my life that we’ll be better off as friends.

Maybe then I wouldn’t be thinking that I, like them, could actually die of heartache.


TWO

• • •

DEATH IS NOT AN OPTION

WHEN I WOKE UP, I had no memory of getting from the bathroom to my bed. My shoes and my jacket were still on, but the light wasn’t. I lay in the dark listening to see if anyone was home, but the house was silent. On Fridays my brother has a late hockey practice and my mom meets with her book club. Neither of them was going to be home until late. I’m all alone, I thought. I’m all alone and I wish I were dead.

It wasn’t like I couldn’t have called my mom and told her I had an emergency and needed her to stop talking about War and Peace or The Brothers Karamazov and come home tout de suite to minister to her daughter, who might very possibly be on the verge of death. But my mother’s book group is made up of her and all these other divorced women who, not to put too fine a point on it, hate men. One time when the book club was meeting at our house and I was waiting for Max to pick me up, my mom’s best friend, Donna, actually uttered the sentence, “Do not believe a word he says to you, Jennifer.” I mean, I feel bad for Donna and all, what with her husband having left her for his administrative assistant (which, let’s face it, is not only painful in and of itself but is made even worse by the fact that you’re reduced to being a bargain-basement cliche for the rest of your life). Yet you’d think a woman who runs her own successful real estate business could differentiate between one bad apple and every single piece of fruit that exists on the face of the earth. Given the company my mom was keeping this evening, I didn’t need her taking my call and then explaining to everyone why she couldn’t stay for the meeting. A bunch of bitter divorcees being all, See what happens when you trust a man? was not exactly the kind of support I was looking for.

To be fair, my mom’s not as bad as Donna. But she’s not exactly “Rah, rah, sis boom bah, yeaaa, Men!” either, what with my dad having left her five years ago. If you ask me, the fact that he realized he was gay and left her for another man makes his leaving her about as different as night and day from Donna’s husband leaving her for his twenty-five-year-old (female) coworker, but somehow my mom isn’t comforted by subtle distinctions like sexual orientation. She and my dad get along okay and everything, but she kind of gave Max the evil eye every time he came to pick me up, as if instead of belonging to a different gender, he belonged to a different (and highly untrustworthy) species.

So I called Clara. I would have called Martha, too, but tonight was the cast party for Othello, which she did costumes for. Martha’s such a good friend that she would actually have bagged the party for me. But for months now she’s had a mad crush on Todd Kincaid, the senior who played Othello, and the potent cocktail of nostalgia and euphoria that is a cast party seemed guaranteed to inspire Todd’s confession of true love. No way was I going to let my heartbreak stand in the way of Todd and Martha getting together. Not to sound superficial or anything, but they’ll be the world’s hottest couple. Martha’s beautiful. She’s tiny with bright blue eyes, and pale, pale skin. Todd’s great looking, too, but her total opposite—he’s got very black skin and he’s tall and broad shouldered.

Together they’ll look like a Benetton ad.

Todd is the articles editor of the Spectator, and before Max dumped me, Martha and I had come up with all kinds of plans for how when Todd finally asked her out, the four of us would go on double dates and share a limo for the prom and stuff.

Thinking about prom, I actually groaned out loud.
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Luckily, Clara only lives five minutes away, and since she knows our alarm code, I didn’t even have to get out of bed to let her in. It was like one second I was dialing her number and the next I was bawling all over her turtle-neck.

“I can’t believe he broke up with you.” I’d finally stopped bawling into her shoulder, and now we were just sitting next to each other on my bed. “He’s such a jerk. How could he just break up with you like that?”

“Will you stop saying it already?” I said.

She put her arm around me. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m just in shock.”

I nodded and wiped my nose on my T-shirt. “What am I going to do?” Clara got the box of tissues off my night table and handed me one. I blew my nose into it. “I just don’t get how you can love someone one second and then not love that person anymore.” The words I was saying only made me cry harder. “I just don’t get it.” The get it part of my sentence came out pretty garbled because I’d started to bawl again, but Clara understood. No matter how fast one of us is talking—even if it involves a mouthful of food—the other one can always understand what she’s saying.

“What am I going to do?” I repeated, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes. “How am I going to face school?” Just saying the word “school” was chilling. I lay down in a fetal position and pulled the covers up to my ear. When that didn’t help, I pulled them over my head.

Clara patted my face through the comforter. “Don’t think about school yet,” she said.

But now that I’d uttered the word, I couldn’t not think about it. Ever since Max and I had started going out, I’d felt about school the way I had when I was a little kid—can’t wait to get there, never want to leave. Every second felt supercharged; just walking from science to history, something exciting and wonderful could happen.
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The Monday after we first hooked up at Jeremy’s party, my cell rang while I was on my way to second period. I didn’t recognize the number, but I answered it.

“Hello?”

“Turn around,” said Max, his voice calm and sexy. I turned around, and there he was. It was like a scene from a movie. People were swarming past us, running to get to class, and we just stood there, not moving, looking at each other from a distance of about twenty feet. He was wearing a flannel shirt over a white T-shirt and a worn pair of Levi’s, which I think might be the sexiest thing a guy can wear since it’s so totally mellow. I know some girls like it when guys worry about their clothes, but I don’t (and this has nothing to do with my dad being gay because contrary to popular stereotypes, not all gay men dress like they’re in an Abercrombie ad).

We kept our phones pressed to our ears.

“Hey,” he said into his.

“Hey,” I said into mine.

“I had a great time Saturday night.”

“Me too.”

“I thought about you all day Sunday.” Far away as we were, I could see him smiling, and I smiled back.

“You don’t say,” I said. I neglected to mention that I’d spent all of Sunday wondering if he’d call, wondering if it meant anything that he hadn’t called, didn’t tell him I’d finally decided ours had just been a one-night thing.

“Oh, but I do say.”

“And what’d you think about when you were thinking about me?” The crowd was thinning out, but we still didn’t make a move toward each other.

Still smiling, he shook his head. “I’ll never tell.”

“Hmm …” I drew the word out like a purr. Then I said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Do that,” he said. By now the hallway was almost totally empty, just a few last-minute stragglers racing to make it to class before the bell. I knew I was going to be late to history, but I didn’t care. Max flipped his phone shut and said to me (the real me, not the phone me), “I’ll see you at the Spectator meeting.” His voice was just slightly louder than it had been on the phone. It was as if he had known exactly how far apart we could stand without needing to shout to be heard.

I flipped my phone shut. “See ya,” I called. As I walked away, Max whistled. I forced myself not to look back at him.
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“Oh, God, I’m sorry,” said Clara, thinking my fresh round of sobbing had been brought on by whatever she must have said while I was remembering my conversation with Max.

“No, no,” I said. “It’s not that.” But between the comforter and the crying, even Clara couldn’t understand me. Finally she eased the covers off my face.

“Look, maybe there’ll be a snow day,” she said. “Maybe we won’t even have school on Monday.”

Instead of making me feel better, the words “snow day” filled me with dread. “No,” I moaned.

“At least you wouldn’t have to see him, right?” said Clara.

With Clara staring at me, I couldn’t admit the truth, which was that I wanted to see Max. Clara isn’t exactly tall, and with her spiky blond hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and perfect, pixie face, she looks more like a brainy Tinker Bell than Attila the Hun. But she is without a doubt the strongest person I know. She had a boyfriend at camp this summer (they were both CITs), and the day before camp ended, he dumped her just so he could spend the bus ride home making out with some other girl. Clara was in shock—he’d told her he loved her! After they broke up they didn’t talk again until October, when he called her and was all, So do you still think about me? Because I still think about you, and I think we should get back together. Clara listened to him say he missed her and that he’d made an awful mistake and blah, blah, blah, and when he was done she just said, “Never call me again!” and hung up the phone. I couldn’t believe it. When she told me the story I said, Well, maybe he’s really sorry. Do you think you should give him another chance? And she said, He had his chance. And he used it to be a total ass.

Which, objectively, you can’t really argue with.

I rolled over onto my stomach and buried my head in the pillow. No way would Clara “Never Call Me Again” Jaffe understand that the only thing getting me through the weekend was the knowledge that I was going to see Max on Monday, and that maybe sometime between now and then he’d realize what a terrible mistake he’d made. Because if that happened, you were definitely not going to be hearing the words “Never call me again” emerge from my mouth.

“I have to pee,” I said.

While I was washing my hands, I examined myself in the mirror. On a good day, the most you could say about my hair—which is straight and brown and medium length—is that it’s inoffensive. Right now, however, it looked like I was overdue for an extreme makeover. And my face, generally fairly forgettable, resembled something a close-up of which might open a horror movie: Scientist: “And zis iz vhat ve discovered ven ve dug up ze svamp.” (He pulls a sheet off the examining table, revealing a waterlogged head. The assembled crowd gasps with horror and revulsion.)

Max used to tell me I was sexy. We’d be fooling around or even talking about something totally unsexy, like whether we wanted a headline to have punctuation or not, and suddenly he’d look at me, really look at me, and go, “God, you’re sexy.”

Maybe if you’re one of those girls who’s always hearing that from guys, it’s not that big a deal. Like maybe when someone tells Jessica Rabassa (this total supermodel-type senior who wears black all the time, has had about fifty boyfriends, and can barely be bothered to put out her cigarette when it’s time to go to class) that she’s sexy, she’s just like, “Yeah, and … ?”

But no one had ever said that to me before Max.

And thinking about how it used to make me feel when he said it—how I both didn’t believe him and, at the same time, how his saying it made me feel sexy so I kind of couldn’t not believe him—and thinking about how he wasn’t ever going to say it to me again, made me feel even worse than I’d felt when I was just staring at myself in the mirror and thinking I looked like total crap.

I must have been in the bathroom longer than I’d realized because there was a knock on the door.

“Jenny, are you okay?” It was Clara.

I shook my head, but then I realized she couldn’t see me, so I just said, “No.” It came out more like a squeak than a word, since I’d started crying again.

Slowly the door opened. “Do you want me to make you a fruit smoothie?” Clara makes unbelievable fruit smoothies (the secret ingredient is lemon juice). But the thought of consuming anything, even something as delicious and innocuous as one of Clara’s smoothies, made me want to yak.

I shook my head again, unable to talk. Clara took me by the hand and led me to my bed. Then she tucked me in and went away for a minute before coming back with a cool washcloth, which she lay on my forehead.

“I don’t understand,” I said. I’d been lying on my side, but now I rolled onto my back and looked up at her. “I just don’t understand what I did wrong.”

Clara shook her head. “Don’t think like that,” she said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

I was too tired to explain myself, but I knew I was on to something. Max loved me, then Max didn’t love me. You don’t just fall out of love with someone for no reason. I needed to retrace our steps, figure out how we’d gotten from Point A to Point Breakup. How else could we go back to where we’d been?

“You don’t understand,” I said. But Clara cut me off.

“Shh,” she said. She flipped over the washcloth so the cool side was against my forehead. If I hadn’t been so tired, I would have told her she’d make a great mom.

“Shh,” she said again. She stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to come back, but suddenly I was so exhausted I could barely even form the thought, much less the words.

So I don’t know if she ever did end up coming back because the next thing I knew, it was morning.

For the first few seconds right when I woke up, I must have still been half asleep because I didn’t remember what had happened the night before. I felt sad and my eyes felt swollen and sore, and I know this is a total cliche but it’s true—I just thought, I must have had a bad dream. Only, then I rolled over and saw the washcloth lying on the floor next to my bed, and everything came rushing back, and I knew I hadn’t dreamed a bad dream.

I was living one.


THREE

• • •

YOU GO, GIRLFRIEND!

“YOU’RE NOT GOING TO QUIT the newspaper, honey, are you?”

“God, Mom, of course not. Thanks for your vote of confidence.”

My mom had managed to feign sympathy about my breakup for exactly 2.5 seconds. By eleven thirty Saturday morning, en route to my nana’s for brunch, she’d switched into high gear on her Sisterhood Is Powerful routine.

“I’m really glad you have friends like Martha and Clara,” she said. Unfortunately, sometimes moms are their most annoying when saying things you actually agree with. I flipped on the radio, hoping she’d take the hint and be quiet. Luckily a classical station came on; I was pretty sure that for the rest of my life I’d have to listen to songs composed hundreds of years before I was born, the only body of music in existence that didn’t remind me of Max.

“Maybe you’d like to come to my next book club meeting with me,” she offered, reaching over and patting me on the knee. “Didn’t you read The Sun Also Rises in English last year?”

“Mom, please,” I said. The prospect of a night with a bunch of bitter, middle-aged women didn’t exactly cheer me up. “I’d rather kill myself.”

Hearing I’d rather be dead than spend an evening with her and her friends seemed to diminish my mom’s desire not only to cheer me up but to speak to me. As we drove in silence, I stared out the window, thinking of my dad. He was in China with his boyfriend, visiting a factory where they mass-produce bamboo planks, the new material my dad is into working with (he owns a furniture design company). I totally love my dad’s boyfriend, who refers to himself as my wicked stepmother, but the happiness my dad and Jay have found together suddenly struck me as insidious. What if in every breakup, the dumper gets to live happily ever after (Love! Travel!), while the dumpee gets a lifetime membership in The Bitter Book Club?
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“Darling, I was starting to get worried.” My grandmother was standing at the open door, waving to us. For a grandma, she’s pretty young looking. She goes to an exercise class three times a week at the Y, and she has these friends from the neighborhood she walks with every other morning. They call themselves “The Ladies.”

“Hi, Mom,” called my mom, stepping out of the car.

“Hi, Nana.”

She came down the porch steps and practically suffocated me with her bear hug. “Oh, sweetheart, how are you?”

“I’m okay, Nana,” I lied. I love my nana, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood to get a lecture on life and love from my seventy-year-old grandmother. The only boyfriend Nana ever had was my grandpa Harry, who died when I was two. They started going out during, like, the Eisenhower administration, which limits Nana’s ability to grasp the more subtle aspects of twenty-first century romance. Exhibit A: When Max and I first got together, Nana asked if we were going to get pinned.

“Jennykins. My little Jennykins.” She was still hugging me, only now we were rocking slightly back and forth. It was like the least romantic slow dance in the history of the human race.

Finally, she pulled away and took my face in both her hands. “He’s a terrible boy,” she said. “He’s a terrible boy to do such a thing to you.”

“Nana, he didn’t do anything so bad.” It was hard to talk with her pressing my cheeks together.

“Don’t defend him,” she said. “I always thought he was a nothing.”

I knew Nana was trying to cheer me up, but telling me the person I’d been in love with for five months (and crushed out on for two years before that) is a “nothing” wasn’t exactly comforting. It’s bad enough being dumped by a smart, funny, popular guy who edits the Spectator and got in early to Harvard. Now I’d been rejected by a nothing?

What did that make me—a less-than-nothing?

As we walked inside, my grandmother pointed out a wooden table she’d had stripped and refinished and a new rug she’d bought. My mother said they were both nice. She ran her hand over the table and nodded at its smooth veneer. “They did a good job.”

“Tom recommended them,” said my grandmother. Then she added defensively, “I asked you for a name, but you never gave me one. So I called Tom.”

Tom is my dad, and the furniture design company he currently runs is one he and my mom created together and he bought her out of after the divorce (which is when she went back to teaching graphic design at Parsons)—thus my grandmother’s assumption that at least one of them would know someone who could refinish a table.

Maybe because she felt disloyal for having talked to my dad, or maybe because she just gets frustrated with my mom, my grandmother stayed on the offensive. “Tom must know some nice single men in Manhattan. They can’t all be gay. Maybe he could introduce you to someone.”

“Mother, please. I’m not having my ex-husband play matchmaker.” They were both looking at the table instead of each other and shaking their heads, like it was the wood that had disappointed them, not one another.

When they stand next to each other, you can tell that my mom and Nana are mother and daughter. Nana’s hair is gray now, but it used to be blond, like my mom’s, and they both have bright green eyes; in pictures of Nana when she was my mom’s age, it’s obvious why Grandpa Harry fell in love with her at first sight and asked her to marry him on their second date.

It’s pretty depressing when you find yourself thinking that maybe if you looked more like your grandmother, your boyfriend wouldn’t have dumped you.

“Well, I guess that’s water under the bridge, anyway,” said Nana. She tucked her hand under my arm and steered me out of the foyer and into the dining room, where the table was set for an elaborate lunch. Seeing the individual bowls of fruit salad made me dizzy with nausea. How was I possibly going to get through this meal? This day? This life? I could feel tears burning behind my eyes. In a second I was going to start bawling.

I slipped my arm free. “I—” Before I could finish my sentence with have to jump off the roof, my cell rang. “—have to get that,” I said instead.

Max. It had to be Max. I practically body checked my mother to get to my phone.

But when I flipped open my phone, it wasn’t Max’s name displayed, it was Martha’s. And even though I knew she was calling because Clara had told her about me and Max and she wanted to make sure I was okay, and even though I don’t need my mom to tell me how lucky I am to have friends like Martha and Clara because I know how lucky I am, I just hit IGNORE and snapped the phone shut. I told myself it was because Nana doesn’t like it if people take calls when they’re supposed to be visiting, but really it was because I didn’t think I could talk through the ocean of sadness that washed over me when I saw MARTHA and not MAX on my screen. I put the phone in the side pocket of my bag and returned to the table.

“Sweetheart, how do you children ever relax with those things ringing in your ear every five minutes?”

“It doesn’t ring every five minutes, Nana,” I said sharply. And then I felt terrible. It wasn’t enough I’d just ignored a call from my best friend, now I was snapping at my nana.

Who was this person I’d become, and what had she done with Jennifer?

Nana ignored my tone and gestured to the seat opposite hers. I sat down.

“Now, darling, your mother told me everything,” she said, reaching across the table for my hand and gently patting it. “Are you really going to be all right?”

Nana’s something of a worrier (okay, full disclosure: she believes fresh air + wet hair—death). Since she already loses enough sleep over my well-being, I tried my best to inject some enthusiasm into my answer. “I’m going to be fine, Nana. Really.”

She narrowed her eyes in my direction. “A breakup is the single most traumatic event in the life of a woman outside of a death. Some women can take years to recover.” Was it my imagination or did Nana look over at my mother as she said years to recover? She rapped the table before continuing. “I do not want you to lose years to that boy.”

It would have been nice if my grandmother refusing to say Max’s name was some kind of statement about just how diabolical she found him, but I was pretty sure she’d never been one hundred percent clear on what his name was. When we were together, she sometimes called him Mark or Mike by mistake, then once she called him Tom (which, when you think about it, is so completely gross you really can’t think about it), and after that she just called him “that nice young man of yours,” as in, So, how is that nice young man of yours?

“Nana, you sound like some kind of relationship expert,” I said.

My grandmother sat up straighter and smiled, as if she had a secret. “Maybe I am,” she said and popped a melon ball in her mouth. Then she swallowed, reached behind her, and took a brightly wrapped package off the breakfront. “Here,” she said. She held it out to me across the table.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Open it and see,” she said, smiling at me.

Nana’s pretty cool, but she doesn’t exactly have the best fashion sense, and she really loves giving jewelry and clothes as gifts. For my last birthday, she gave me socks with reindeer wearing actual hells and a turquoise sweater with black sleeves that, by law, I could only wear on a flying trapeze. Usually I can fake enthusiasm for one of her gifts, but today I wasn’t sure I’d be able to pull it off.

I slipped my finger under the tape, careful not to rip the paper so that Nana could reuse it, which she enjoys doing. I was so busy trying to simultaneously preserve the paper and work my face into an expression of fake delight that it took me a minute to register the actual gift. When I finally did, I realized that, incredibly enough, my nana had found the pen-and-paper equivalent of the circus sweater.

The cover was pink. Shocking pink. It was so pink it seemed to throb with pinkness. Smack in the middle was a raised, gold heart, split in two by a pink lightning bolt. Above the heart, in white, capital letters, was the book’s title.

The Breakup Bible.

I was too horrified to speak. Luckily, Nana started talking. “I was listening to Fresh Air yesterday”—I know Nana’s addicted to NPR, but my impression was that they mostly interviewed people who wrote books like 1492: Year of Discovery, Year of Loss—“and who should be on but Doctor … Doctor …” she paused and wrinkled her forehead.

I read the name she was searching for off the cover. “Emory Emerson.”

Nana snapped her fingers as if she’d answered her own question. “Dr. Emory Emerson. And she says there’s no reason a woman can’t get over a breakup very quickly if she’ll just follow a few basic rules.”

By now I’d opened the book and was looking at the inside flap. “Commandments,” I said. My voice sounded flat and distorted to my ears, like I was speaking underwater.

“What’s that, darling?”

“The book calls them commandments.” I read to her, “‘The Breakup Bible’s Ten Commandments can make you the happiest dumpee on the block.’” I looked up. Nana was smiling across the table at me.

“Is that a coincidence or is that a coincidence?” she said. “Yesterday I hear Dr. Emerson on the radio, and this morning your mother calls me and tells me about you and …” She gestured vaguely. “The second I hung up the phone, I went out and bought the book.” She paused for a minute, then spoke again. “You go, girlfriend,” she said. She spoke as if there were nothing unusual about what she had just said, as if she’d just asked me to pass her the ketchup.

“Nana?” I said.

My grandmother repeated herself. “You go, girlfriend.” She was smiling, and her voice was animated, but the inflection was completely wrong, like she had learned English by studying a Berlitz tape. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to laugh or to bang my head against the table until men in white coats arrived to cart me away.

Nana’s smile faded a little and she looked nervously from me to my mother. “Am I saying it wrong? That’s what Dr. Emerson said.” She cocked her head and stared at a point over my shoulder. “Or maybe it was, ‘You go, my friend.'”

My mom, who doesn’t exactly spend her free time downloading Jay-Z off iTunes, looked confused. “I don’t know which is right, Mom,” she said. “Maybe it depends on the situation.”

I knew this was funny. I knew that if this conversation had taken place last Saturday instead of today, I would have been laughing too hard to dial the phone to call Max to repeat it to him, and as soon as I’d started telling it, he would have started laughing too hard to hear me and I would have needed to keep starting over.

This is heartbreak, I thought. Knowing something is funny but not being able to laugh.

And now I knew I was going to start crying for real. I stood up. “Thanks for the book, Nana. I’m going to go read it right now.”

My grandmother gave a little clap of happiness. “I just knew it was the perfect gift.”

My eyes began to water. I turned away from the table so fast I almost knocked over my chair. It teetered for a second before righting itself. “Careful, darling,” said Nana. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

“I’m okay,” I said. I kept my back to her, but I couldn’t do anything about the quiver in my voice except hope she didn’t notice it. “I’ll be in the living room.”

“Enjoy it, darling,” my grandmother called after me.

[image: image]

How The Breakup Bible could call itself a self-help book was beyond me, since the only thing it was helping me do was see the advantage of suicide. The introduction was titled Honey, It’s Over O-V-E-R, Over!, and in case you failed to get the message, the final chapter was titled Table for One—How You Can Live Happily Ever After Alone! There were a slew of commandments you were supposed to follow, scattered between chapters with titles like He’s Moved On and So Should You! and Great Dumpees in History—Who Knew You Had so Much in Common with Catherine of Aragon?!

Long before my mom came into the living room to tell me my brother, Danny, might have broken his arm at his hockey game and was waiting for us in the emergency room at White Plains Hospital, I’d given up on The Breakup Bible, slipping it into my bag and removing my cell phone. Call me, I whispered to my Nokia, hoping to telepathically reach Max, Call me.

But of course, he didn’t.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/p7-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/love3.jpg





OEBPS/images/p275-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/p131-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
S THE @D

BREAKUP BIBLE

A NOVEL BY
MELISSA KANTOR

HYPERION PAPERBACKS






OEBPS/images/p263-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/dot.jpg





OEBPS/images/heart3.jpg
vyYye





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A NOVEL BY
MELISSA KANTOR

From the author of Confessions of a Not It Girl






OEBPS/template.xpgt
               



