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Dedication


For Marshall, Delphine, and Leo





	
PART ONE

LOVE AND GRIEF


Will it come like a change in the weather?

   Will its greeting be courteous or rough?

Will it alter my life altogether?

   O tell me the truth about love.

—W. H. Auden






I hope your first kiss went a little better than mine did


According to my mother, my first kiss happened on a Saturday in July. The weather: steamy, blacktop-melting, jungle-gym-scorching New York City sunshine. The setting: the 49th Street playground in Queens, good on the sand quotient, low on the rats. The kisser: Hector Driggs, cute but a little bit smelly, like wet blankets and aged cheese. The event: one sopping, clammy-lipped, deranged, lunging kiss, directly on my lips.

I bit him.

I was three.

A mark bloomed on his arm like two tiny purple smiles and he cried for half an hour, but my mother felt no pity for him. In fact, she swelled with pride. “Even at that young age I knew you understood the need for girls and women to fight for our freedom, equality, and personal space,” she said when she retold the story. “Plus, he smelled weird. I would’ve bit him too.”

My mom is a professor of women’s studies at Queens College. While other newborns were happily drifting to sleep to Goodnight Moon, my mom read to me in my crib from Simone de Beauvoir, Virginia Woolf, and Audre Lorde. In our living room there’s a picture of me in my stroller at a women’s rights march in Washington, clutching a sign with my tiny green mittens: Well-Behaved Women Seldom Make History!

And so, two years ago, when I was fourteen and began what my mom termed “your ultimate rebellion,” she said I chose the worst thing possible. She would’ve preferred odd piercings, full-body tattoos, or even shoplifting to what I did.

I fell in love with romance novels.

It wasn’t even just regular book-love. I was crazy for them, head-over-heels, obsessed. I read them in grocery aisles, on subways, buses, between classes, and most often, curled up in bed. Over the next two years I read one hundred and eighteen of them. (Not counting those I read twice.)

I’d discovered my first romance novel on the shelves of my best friend Annie Kim’s apartment—she has two older sisters. Jenny, her middle sister, saw me gazing at the array of colorful spines and handed me Cowboys on Fire (book 1), with bare-chested cowboy Destry and gold-belt-buckled cowboy Ewing on the cover. (I’d get to know Destry and Ewing with a passion that bordered on the scientific.) “Here,” Jenny said. “You have to read this.”

Slowly, my room became plastered with posters of Destry and Ewing on horseback, riding bulls one-handed, and roping calves; of Sir Richard from Torrid Tomorrow, who led a double life as the pirate Diablo; and Gurlag, who was raised by wolves and known as The Wilderness Rogue.

My mom would come into my room and gaze at the books on my night table, at Ewing on his bronco or Gurlag swinging from a tree, and she’d sigh. “I didn’t raise you to worship imbecilic apes.”

Other times she’d grow more serious, looking at my books. “I’ve failed you as a mother, as a woman, and as a citizen of this world,” she’d say.

It wasn’t true. I called myself a feminist (to her at least—to my friends it would be like calling myself a maiden or some other dusty crusty ancient word). At school I was quick to point out whenever boys dominated class discussions, or girls were excluded from handball games. When a flasher was spotted in our schoolyard three times in one month, I organized a Take Back the Yard march, with forty-five eighth graders parading around the Intermediate School 125 grounds chanting, “Girls on guard! Take back the yard! And dude, put some clothes on!” The flasher was undeterred, but eventually caught and prosecuted.

Still, my books kept bothering my mother. “That happiness only comes from romantic love is the biggest myth of our society,” she told me once. “They’re selling you a fantasy version of love. It’s dishonest. Misleading. And untrue. Real love is a mess. Complicated. Not like this.” She picked up Torrid Tomorrow.

“But you haven’t even read it.”

As if possessed by a magic maternal sixth sense, she turned to the worst sentences in the whole book.

Sir Richard’s chest sparkled with man-dew as he whispered, “Lilith, it may hurt you when I burst thy womanhood.”

“Hurt me,” Lilith breathed. Her rosy domes undulated like the sea as he joined her in a love that vanquished every sorrow known on Earth.

“The rest of the book is filled with a historical portrait of late-nineteenth-century American society, and Lilith is treated as an equal in the relationship—she’s at the forefront of the suffrage movement,” I pointed out, but my mom ignored my explanations and tried to get me to read Girls Be Strong: A Guide for Growing Up Powerful instead.

Girls Be Strong wasn’t a bad book. It had some semi-interesting advice about how a boy stealing your scarf may mean that he likes you, but you’re still entitled to tell him to get the hell out of your way. And it included a funny piece by Gloria Steinem called “If Men Could Menstruate,” which said: “Guys would brag (‘I’m a three-pad man’) or answer praise from a buddy (‘Man, you lookin’ good!’) by giving fives and saying, ‘Yeah man, I’m on the rag!’”

But it wasn’t exactly a romantic book, either.

To my mother, my real problem was that I believed in love, in great love. I had this trickle of hope, always, that the future would be filled with romance. I didn’t expect to meet a Sir Richard or a Destry exactly, but it didn’t seem entirely impossible.

My mom says that the events of last summer all started because of those one hundred and eighteen romance novels percolating in my brain. I don’t think so, though. I think everything started when I met Will and told him about my father.








I sang in my chains like the sea


The first thing Will ever said to me was: “Tell me the truth.” Then he plunked several pieces of crumpled notebook paper on my desk.

It was last September, in the tutoring center in our school’s crumbling north tower. Our high school was a charter school in a city-owned former mansion in the Bronx; it featured a faded fresco in the auditorium, gilt moldings on the first floor, and entire wings of the building that were never renovated or used. The north tower overlooked Van Cortlandt Park. Iron bars covered the windows, as if someone was afraid we’d be tempted to hurl ourselves out.

When Will appeared at the door, Mrs. Peech, our faculty adviser, read his form and announced, “William Freeman,” as if everyone didn’t know who he was already—he was like a part of the school you learned your first week, along with your map and schedule. “You’re with Eva.”

Seventeen faces watched him sit down. He barely fit in the small chair.

I felt like I’d stepped onto a shaky subway train. I’d had a crush on him for over a year, since I saw him my first day of high school. Now I tried not to stare at him. He had dark, wavy, unkempt hair like Gurlag, Destry, and all the windblown men on my romance novel covers, but he was different. He always carried books around—James Baldwin, Joseph Heller, Kurt Vonnegut—and while his friends were laughing and talking on the 1 train home, sometimes he’d just read. He managed to be weird and popular at the same time. The trophy case on our school’s second floor displayed a shelf of his swim team awards (he was the captain), and his photo. I glanced at it every time I walked by: his brown eyes and his smile that always seemed partly sad and partly amused, as if he was thinking of some dark, mysterious joke.

I picked up his pages and the words swam before me. I glanced across the room at Annie; we both tutored at the drop-in center every Friday afternoon. She raised her eyebrows.

Focus. Focus. Do not think of man-dew.

I smoothed his rumpled pages and read. It was a college application essay about a swim meet, with descriptions of butterfly strokes and buzzers ringing, and it was achingly boring.

“This sucks,” I said.

“Don’t hold back now.”

“You said to tell the truth.”

“Because I thought you’d say it was good.”

“There’s no punctuation.”

He pointed to a period.

“A period is the wallflower of punctuation. And you only have three.”

“Three good ones,” he said. He gazed right at me, practically through me.

Rosamunde Saunders, author of Torrid Tomorrow, would describe him as having cheekbones as big as apricots and café mocha skin. I glanced at the pale scar on his chin, like a tiny river. He sat so close to me that I could smell soap and something else—was I imagining it?—like sugar. His leg, in his dark jeans, brushed mine.

He picked up Dylan Thomas’s Selected Poems from my desk. I’d been reading it before he got there; he’d arrived forty-five minutes after tutoring hour had started. “He looks startled,” he said, staring at Dylan Thomas’s face.

“It’s startling to be reinventing the English language,” I said. “I mean—dingle starry!” I blurted, quoting from the book. The night above the dingle starry . . . I took a breath and tried again. “I mean, in the book, um . . .” Why was I babbling? What was wrong with me? It was like an evil spirit had overtaken my body. I couldn’t believe I was talking to Will and we were talking about Dylan Thomas, and the sheer magnitude of it all turned my brain to goo. All that was left was Rosamunde Saunders’s voice. He’s looking at you with liquid velvet eyes. Eyes that know how to love a woman and—

The bell rang. Someone called his name. A girl who stood in the doorway, a swim team girl. Vanessa Valari. She and her friends bought entire pages in the yearbook to fill with photos of themselves in their bikinis on Rockaway Beach, their hands on their hips, laughing at the camera.

Will stood up, still holding the book. “Can I borrow this? I’ll bring it back next Friday.”

I nodded and watched him leave with the bikini girl.

The door closed behind them. “What’s a dingle starry?” Annie asked me.

I took her phone—it was faster than my own Crapphone—and Googled Dylan Thomas’s “Fern Hill,” and showed it to her. “Fern Hill” was my father’s favorite poem. He’d bought the book of Selected Poems for me one summer day after he phoned in sick to work (playing hooky, he called it), and we took the train to the Strand and picked out a whole pile of books, then went uptown and bought so much food at Columbus Comfort Kitchen that we could barely carry it all—fried chicken and fluffy biscuits and fried apple pies, still warm in tinfoil, and chocolate malt shakes smothered in whipped cream. We walked through Central Park and sat by Turtle Pond, and all afternoon we ate and wrote and read. I’d never heard the words dingle starry before, but I could see the stars dingling and sparkling, the sun dappling hidden lakes and magical trees, everything feeling easy and light, and though I wouldn’t be able to say exactly what it meant to sing in my chains like the sea, I knew that I’d felt it, that I hadn’t known that feeling existed until I saw the words on the page. After we read the poems, we wrote in notebooks—small spiral-bound college-ruled ones from the drugstore—he never saved his, but mine were stashed in the back of my closet. I hadn’t looked at them since he died.

“You let Will take your dad’s copy of the book?” Annie asked me, in shock.

My insides dropped—why had I done that? What if he spilled something on it or lost it? All week I watched him in the cafeteria and schoolyard, but I never had the guts to say, Hey, by the way, please be careful with my book!

On Friday at tutoring, he brought the book back to me, in perfect shape.

“Good book,” he said.

I’d hoped we’d have time to talk, but he was late again, and we had only fifteen minutes. Mrs. Peech kept glancing at us; we got right to his essay. He’d rewritten it. I read it quickly. “The punctuation is great now, but I think the swim team topic has got to go,” I told him.

“Why? That’s what I do.”

“Everyone does a sport. Maybe if your sport was, I don’t know—calf roping—that might be interesting, but they’re going to get a million essays about swim meets.”

“I’ve got nothing else to write about.”

“I don’t believe you. Dig deep,” I said.

“How do I know you’re giving me good advice?”

“My mom has been coaching me on my college application since I was a fetus. Plus Mrs. Peech makes all the tutors read a book about college essays.”

The bell rang. The bikini girl waited in the doorway again. “See you next Friday,” he said.

The week crept by. Annie and I studied—sometimes I felt like all we did was study: we studied on the 7 and the 1 trains (the 1, when it reached the Bronx, was quieter), at the Woodside Library, the Sunnyside Library, the 42nd Street New York Public Library, and at Athens Diner, which was halfway between our apartments, and where they let you sit with a hot chocolate for three hours and never kicked you out. At night, before we fell asleep, she texted me updates about Dancing with the Stars and all her favorite reality shows, and I texted her quotes about Gurlag’s manroot.

I couldn’t wait to see Will again. When the day arrived I kept watching the door, expecting him to appear, which he did, only ten minutes late this time.

His new essay was about his dog, Silas.

“The college essay guide said no dogs,” I said.

“What’s wrong with dogs?”

“They get so many pet essays, they usually toss them right out. Instant reject.”

“My dog isn’t a normal dog. He has three legs.”

“I know. Silas sounds like a great dog. Still. Four-legged dogs, three-legged dogs—the book said they get tired of reading about dogs.” I tapped his essay. “Also, the voice here doesn’t sound like you. I mean, it could’ve been written by anybody. You want something that could only have been written by you.”

I scribbled in the margin of his essay: “More you.” He took the pen from me and put it down, and then touched my finger.

“You have a callus from writing so much,” he said.

No one in my books ever pointed out a callus. “I love your callus,” Sir Richard said. “What a beautiful callus.” 

He ran his finger up and down mine. My face warmed; a flicker traveled under my skin. He let go as the bell rang. The door opened and there stood the bikini girl, as always.

He left without a word. I stared after him. I told Annie what happened as we packed up our things and walked down the hall.

“He touched my finger. He told me—he actually told me, ‘You have a callus from writing so much.’” I said it in a husky tone.

Annie squinted. “What’s wrong with your voice? You sound like you have a throat disease.”

Annie was a romantic only up to a point. She liked watching Anne of Green Gables, Pride and Prejudice, and even the occasional Lifetime Original Movie with me, and she loved her reality shows, but she drew the line at reading romance novels, or having a real-life romance right now. “We’ve got plenty of time for all that crap in college,” she’d say.

In college. That was Annie’s mantra. She always knew she’d wait till college to fall in love. Her sisters, Jenny, who was a junior, and Lala, who was a senior, got straight Cs and wasted all their time thinking about who they hoped to hook up with, or regretted hooking up with. Annie said they were on a fast track to folding sweaters at American Eagle for the rest of their lives.

Our wait-till-college plan was easy since no boys were interested in us anyway. At our nerd-heavy school, the boys rarely had the guts to speak to us, except when asking to borrow math notes or to pass a beaker in lab. The only guy who’d ever asked me out was David Dweener, who had oily hair and liked to a wear a T-shirt from the musical Cats. Will belonged to the good-looking elite, a small, ultracool crowd. I never thought in a million years that he’d ever speak to me.

Annie and I walked toward the subway. “Maybe next week you’ll get lucky and he’ll ask to touch your bunion,” she said.

“That would be wonderful. Except I don’t have a bunion.”

“Sadly, it was a short-lived romance, since Lady Eva’s dead skin was not yet thick nor copious enough to satisfy Sir Will,” Annie said.

Laughing about it made me feel a little less nervous when I thought about him, but the next Friday, my heart banged away when he walked through the door of the tutoring center.

He had a completely new essay:

The last time I saw my brother he looked perfect. They made his skin pink. His lips were bright red. He wore a fuzzy blue sleeper that had been given to him as a gift, but he’d never worn it while he was alive. My mom wanted each of us to give him something to be buried with, to take wherever he was going. My dad gave him a tiny telescope so that he could always see us on Earth. I gave him one of my stuffed animals, an orange monkey. My mom gave him a gold necklace that said “Mother” on it, which she’d been wearing the day he was born.

I was seven.

When people ask my mom how many children she has, she says two. For a while, if someone asked me how many siblings I had, I said none. She got mad when I said that. She likes talking about him. It gives her comfort. I had another son, a baby who died in his crib. They don’t know what caused it. I put him to bed on his back. I didn’t have a blanket in the crib. I didn’t do anything wrong but it happened and you have to learn to live with it. It never gets easier.

It doesn’t bother her that people cringe and look away when she talks about him. They don’t want to hear about it. She talks about him anyway. She takes out the album and looks at his photos, and she remembers his birthday every year and thinks of how old he would’ve been. Eleven now. He’d be eleven. My mother tells me He will always be your brother. He was born, he lived, he died. Don’t erase his life from yours.

My mom says that if my brother hadn’t died, she never would’ve known who my father really was, that he was the type of man who would leave when things got hard. After my brother died, my dad started drinking, staying out all night, stopped coming home. Then one day he left for good. I didn’t see him again for ten years.

So I guess this essay is supposed to be about what’s influenced me the most, but I think sometimes the biggest influence isn’t what’s present in your life, but what’s absent. Those missing pieces that shape you and change you, the silences that are louder than the noise.

I was quiet for a long time. “It’s good,” I said. “Really good.” My voice was soft. “I’m sorry about your brother and your dad.”

I couldn’t stand how lame sorry sounded. “I hate sorry—I mean—my dad’s dead—he died almost two years ago. I’ve never figured out what the right thing to say is. Or to hear.”

I knew what the next question would be before he even said it.

“How did he die?” he asked.







	
Truth


When people ask how my dad died, I lie. I say he died of a heart attack, in his sleep.

When I used to say the truth, when I used to say plane crash, there was always this look. This flash as their mouths opened, this unbearable hungry eager excitement. They’d want to know what kind of plane, how big it was, where it was going, what went wrong. They wanted more of this freakish thing that didn’t happen to real people, not in real life, not to anyone they’d ever met, it didn’t.

I understand the curiosity. I mean, I do it too—who doesn’t click on links to accidents and scary things, kids falling down wells, burn victims, serial killers? People always ask bits and facts about the plane, but what they really want to know is how it would be to die like that, to fall from the sky, how it would feel.

The heart attack happened in his sleep so he never felt a thing, I tell them. Peacefully. Rest in peace. I can never stop thinking about those words rest in peace.

The airline officials asked my mom for items so he could be identified. Hairs from a comb. Toothbrush. She gathered these specks of my father, specks because there might be nothing of him left from the impact, nothing but other matching specks.

“You’ll feel relief when they identify the remains,” said the grief counselor lady assigned to us. Her chest was the size of a jumbo loaf of Wonder bread. I called her Wonderboob. Wonderboob liked to tell my mom and me things like “You need to make the time to do your grief work,” as if it was something I could add to my homework list after algebra and English. She led group sessions for the families; she belonged to a team of therapists who’d donated their services. During these weekly sessions she’d yawn and periodically check her texts. She recommended vanilla scented candles and Be Relaxed herbal tea. The plane had crashed deep into the ocean, and only a small amount of remains and wreckage had been recovered from the surface. As the search and DNA analysis continued, Wonderboob ended all our sessions by saying, in a businesslike tone, “I’ll keep you updated on the status of the remains.”

Remains. She really liked the word remains. You’d think that adults—social workers, grief counselors, people whose job it is to make you feel better—you’d think they’d come up with a better word than remains.

My mother attended all the sessions with me, but she never said a word during them and never seemed to hear anything anybody else said, either. She’d gaze into the distance, emotionless.

I never said a word during the sessions either, but I listened to everything. Back then, during those first six weeks after the crash, I was certain my dad was still alive, that he’d never gotten on that plane. I saw him everywhere around the city. I followed a man in a suit into a subway car, thinking it was him. I saw him in a taxi whizzing over the 59th Street Bridge. In a booth at McDonald’s. It was never him.

I tried not to think about it. I didn’t think about it, I’d be okay not thinking about it, and then I’d see a girl my age with her father and it was like someone was pulling my intestines out with their teeth.

There’s a KFC on my walk home from the 52nd Street subway station, and sometimes I glance in the window and see them. Girls and their dads doing the tiniest most boring thing like sharing chicken wings (and I don’t even like chicken wings), and I watch them through the window, wanting to soak up all this fatherness, this luxurious fatherness they don’t even appreciate. Usually they’re not even talking to their dads, they’re texting or playing a video game in their laps. Don’t they know? I want to shake them. Don’t they know how lucky they are to sit in the KFC with their fathers?

Six weeks after the crash, they confirmed my dad’s remains. They’d found a small part of his body.

Three months after that, my mom got rid of his stuff. His clothes, his shoes, his papers all went in the trash or in a Queens Thrifty-Thrift truck. The only things that she approved of me keeping were our photo albums, his books, and presents he’d given me—a horseshoe necklace for Hanukkah, a silver bracelet for my birthday, three turquoise rings, pens, and notebooks.

I snuck some other things away before she could throw them out, though. I hid them in a large purple shoe box in my closet.

Things I kept:

             spare glasses with brown plastic frames and scratched lenses

             Brooklyn Bridge paperweight

             eight postcards he sent from business trips

             soft white Hanes T-shirt

             collar he bought for our cat, Lucky

             two blue handkerchiefs

             striped silk tie

             a receipt from Popeyes for 5 TENDER, 1 BISCUIT, SM PEPSI with his signature

             six Toffee Crisp wrappers I found in the pockets of his coats

I take these things out sometimes; I touch the paperweight and T-shirt and candy wrappers and I lie on my bed, holding them.

A year after he died, my mom said our apartment was too big and expensive, so we moved to a smaller place nine blocks away. That’s when I began saying heart attack to our new neighbors and the owner of the corner grocery store and any stranger who asked.

A heart attack. In his sleep. At the hospital. He went into the hospital with chest pains and had the heart attack there, in a comfortable hospital room with yellow walls and a striped curtain separating the beds. (I’ve only been to a hospital once, when my aunt Janet had fibroids removed, and that’s what I pictured.) It was a quiet room with a flower painting and a window with an East River view. The caring nurses comforted my mom and me, and we held his hand and said good-bye and I kissed his forehead. I knew the whole scenario. I almost believed it myself. I called it his passing. I heard someone say this one time, his passing, about their father who had a heart attack in his sleep, and I envied it. I was actually jealous of how someone else’s father died. The passing, the peaceful transition between life and death. Rest in peace. That’s how I wanted it to be.







	
Funny grief


The heart attack was so sudden that he never felt a thing. People say it’s lucky to die that way,” I told Will. Around us, in the tutoring center, people talked in quiet voices; someone clapped a book shut.

He nodded with a sad and intense look.

I paused. “I always wish they had cartoons—sympathy cards with cartoons, you know? That would capture all the crazy messed-up feelings.” After my dad died, we’d received a mountain of cards featuring footsteps on beaches, silhouettes staring out rainy windows, and bare-branched trees. Annie and I decided that someday we’d come out with our own line of funny sympathy cards. I drew one with a cartoon on the back of my English notebook: The Stages of Grief: (1) Cookies. (2) Candy bars. (3) Bed. (4) More cookies.

“I’m sorry about your dad. I’m sorry for saying sorry. I wish I had some cartoons.” His voice was gentle and quiet, patient and kind.

I’d never had a conversation like this with anyone, not even Annie. Her parents were together. No one close to her had died.

There was something in the room, something new between us this Friday. An understanding. He knew what it was like to lose someone, to be in that dark and awful space, to have your family changed forever.

“My mom never talks about my dad,” I told him. “She’s the opposite of your mom. She kind of pretends he never existed.”

“Even around you?”

“Especially around me.” A year after he died, my mom said she was done grieving, that was all, it was over, like a roast cooking, a timer went off, Aha! All better now! She gave me a book called The Stages of Mourning, which was much worse than Girls Be Strong. The majority of mourning will take place in the first year, it said. After that, it will be easier. I kept thinking, When? When does it get easier? I felt like I was two different people: happy at school, laughing with friends, smiling on the subway reading Torrid Tomorrow; then I’d go into Sunshine Market and see the Toffee Crisp bars, his favorite chocolate bars, next to the gum and Tic Tacs, and I’d stare at their orange-and-yellow wrappers as my eyes began to sting. This other half of me would take over, my stomach would fill with wet rags, and I’d think how hardly anyone even knew this about me, this piece of my dad buried in me.

One day, I bought a Toffee Crisp and left it on the kitchen counter, and when my mom thought I wasn’t looking, she stuffed it in the garbage. She did the same thing with the newspaper whenever any subject remotely related to his death appeared there.

Lulu, my mom’s best friend, had explained my mom’s attitude to me once: She’s coping differently than you are. This is her way of grieving. She said my mom’s practical, thick-skinned, stuff-the-feelings-away-and-get-it-done approach came from her parents, especially her mom, who’d been born in Germany and survived the war. “People do what they have to do to get through,” Lulu said. “She’s doing a good job as a single mother. You two are different, but she really, really loves you.”

My mom said “I love you” every night—“Good night, brush your teeth, I love you”—like an item on a to-do list. My dad used to say it with a soft voice and a kiss to the head, and I told my mom that once: “Daddy said I love you differently.” She looked stricken. She told me she had a headache and she went to bed.

Now, most of the time, she looked like I was giving her a headache.

I turned to Will. “When I talk to my mom these days, she pretty much always looks like this.” I imitated her, scrunching up my face and clutching my forehead with one hand.

“This is what my mom looks like when talking to me.” He made the exact same pained expression.

I laughed.

“They’re singing in their chains like the sea,” he said.

I paused. My ears felt hot. “You liked it. The poem.”

“He breaks the rules. Made-up words. If I turned something like that in to the Undead, she’d faint. I mean, if she was capable of human reactions.” The Undead was what everyone called his AP English teacher, Mrs. Saddler. She was a stickler for rules and looked approximately 150 years old.

He liked the poem. His quoting from it had the same effect on me that Sir Richard telling Lilith I will give you all the world’s riches had on her. Of course he liked poetry—he already seemed like a poet. A loner. A bit odd was how Annie described him once. Occasionally at lunchtime he’d go off by himself and wander to god knows where. (I’d suggested to Annie one day that we should follow him. That would be stalking, she’d said.) He told me he rarely checked his email, and he was barely online at all. He only posted photos a few times a year—artsy pictures of subway tracks and his three-legged dog—and he had an ancient flip phone that belonged in a museum (it made my Crapphone, an old, basic smartphone, look almost fancy).

I loved his oddness. Poetry was sort of odd, which was why I thought—I hoped—he’d like it.

“My dad used to say that giving someone a poem is like gifting them a feeling. Everything will change from black and white into color,” I said.

“Your dad was a writer?”

“No, not really. His day job was in corporate communications, but he had a PhD in English—his thesis was on Dylan Thomas. He scrawled stuff in notebooks, but he always threw out everything he wrote.”

“But you write,” he said.

I paused. I hadn’t written anything since my dad died.

“I used to write poems and stuff.” I shrugged. “I don’t really anymore.” When I tried to write after my dad died, nothing came out. I’d open a notebook and stare at the blank page, but it hurt too much to put anything on it. It felt like staring at a giant slab of pain. Go away, I’d tell the feelings. Go away. I don’t want to talk about you. I want you gone. I’d stick the notebook back in my closet.

The bell rang. He stood up and stared at the doorway. A new bikini girl waited for him this time: Gia Lopez, who had giant boobs and looked about twenty-five years old. She was the most beautiful girl in our school. I saw her on the subway sometimes and men always gawked at her. Rich-looking guys in suits handed her their business cards.

He said good-bye, then picked up Gia’s backpack and slung it over his shoulder. I watched them leave. His sure-footed, confident stride, a cowboy-like walk.

Annie came over to me. “You have this really weird expression on your face,” she said.

I buried my head in my arms. “I love him,” I muttered to the table.

She sat down. “I think what you’re feeling is limbic resonance.”

I looked up. “My limbs are vibrating? You know, they kind of are a little, every time I see him.”

“No. Limbic resonance is the ability to feel someone else’s feelings. Girls and women are really good at it. It’s part of evolution, so we can sense what babies feel even though they can’t speak. When you see him, you’re feeling that resonance.” Annie’s favorite beach read was Behavioral Endocrinology; by sophomore year she’d already taken two AP science classes and gotten the highest grade in each.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe I actually love him.”

She shrugged. “If you’re sure, then you should tell him.”

I zipped my backpack closed. “What planet do you live on?”

Annie rooted around in her bag, which contained, in addition to her textbooks: a TI-89 calculator; Sephora Magnetism lipstick; Quarky, her stuffed subatomic particle (her good-luck charm, a birthday gift from me); three issues of Us Weekly (she liked to read about “Stars—They’re Just Like Us!” and molecular biology simultaneously); and chocolate fudge Pop-Tarts, which she preferred to eat cold.

“In the animal kingdom, they don’t fake it or hide their feelings,” she said. “Baboons’ backsides turn bright red and swell when they see a male they’re interested in.”

“Thank you. That information is hugely helpful. I’ll be sure to drop my pants and shake my red ass at him in the middle of lunch tomorrow.”

I didn’t drop my pants. I’d think of Will during English and Spanish and chemistry, picturing us floating from medieval Europe to Antarctica to the Tahitian islands in our romance. Friday couldn’t come fast enough. I sent out pleas to the universe, hoping he’d come back to tutoring again, and all week I imagined things to say to him. Funny things. Smart things. Things that would make him dump Gia Lopez and travel across South America with me, by vine.

Then, the next Thursday, I saw Will and Gia kissing in the hallway outside the cafeteria, all lips and hands and shiny hair. They could’ve been a couple from a perfume ad, glossy and passionate and perfect. They could’ve been the cover of a romance novel.

I couldn’t get the image of them out of my head. Gia was a foot taller than me and a million times prettier, and all day my brain kept watching Will’s hands roam over her shoulders and behind her neck, again and again and again.

The next morning, when I woke up, my stomach turned. My legs hurt. I tasted something sour in the back of my throat. The longing for Will rolled into my old grief like a mudslide, growing and gaining speed. I felt griefy. I wished griefy was a word. I thought about my mom and how she worked all the time now. She worried about money. She taught extra classes and on weekends spoke at conferences about women and economics. Sometimes she’d fall asleep with her head on her desk after grading papers. Other times she’d be buried in writing lectures and then suddenly look up and remember I existed. I’d seen two new books on her bookshelf: How to Talk to Your Teenage Daughter and Living with Your Teenage Daughter and Loving It.

My dad wouldn’t have needed a book to talk to me. He never needed instructions.

Almost two years had passed, but I missed him just as much—sometimes I missed him more. How was that possible? How could it get worse? Junk mail still arrived in his name (despite my mom haranguing the postal service); telemarketers asked for him; when I went to the grocery store, I bought the stuff that only he ate. He was born in London, and our cupboards used to be filled with tea and Jammie Dodgers, Lyle’s syrup, Heinz baked beans, Colman’s mustard, orange marmalade, and jars of Marmite. I’d always thought Marmite was gross, but a month ago I bought it, shut the door to my room, and ate tiny tastes of it with a spoon.

Now, before my mom left for work, my stomach began to feel worse. I felt this gnawing inside me, a hollow ache. I felt like I might throw up. My mom leaned over my bed with a worried frown. She took my temperature. Normal.

“It must be another stomach bug,” she said. She rubbed her forehead.

For the past two years I’d been getting stomach bugs once a month or so. She’d taken me to the doctor after the first few times, and they tested me and said I might have some bacteria and put me on a course of antibiotics. “Sometimes these drugs work. Sometimes they don’t,” the doctor said.

The drugs didn’t work. My mom worried that something really bad was wrong with me. She talked to her best friend, Lulu, about it on the phone. Lulu had gone to graduate school with my parents; she’d lived three blocks from us for years, until she moved to Arizona, where she was an English professor.

“Depression and grief can make you physically ill,” Lulu had told my mom. “If you push those feelings away, they’re going to come back and bite you in the ass. Or the stomach,” she said. “Let her have her sick days, her days off. She needs them.” Lulu suggested my mom and I see a therapist, but we’d had such a bad experience with Wonderboob that my mom didn’t want to try that again. After our last group therapy session, Wonderboob’s parting advice to my mom was that we should get a cat.

Now my mom muttered about trying a new antibiotic, and then glanced at her watch. She didn’t want to be late. She said I could stay home from school and made me promise to call her in a couple of hours to check in.

I tried to sleep. I couldn’t. I turned on my Crapphone. And then I did the thing I sometimes did when I felt this crazy crushing pain in my chest—I went to a website my mom forbade me to visit.

It was a private forum for the crash victims’ families. Visiting always made me feel better—maybe only a millimeter better—but at least it made me feel like I had company.

Fran Gamuto, the forum’s moderator, had told my mom about the site over the phone. Fran called every family personally to let them know about it. She wanted a place where we could keep in touch about the investigation, the lawsuit against the airline, and the ongoing search for the wreckage. The fuselage and black boxes still remained somewhere on the ocean floor. Three major searches had been attempted over the last two years, and Fran and the other families lobbied for a fourth search to begin in the late spring. Three underwater robotic vehicles were going to search a new area of almost two thousand square miles. Without the black boxes, none of the theories of what caused the crash were ever proven. Fran was convinced that someday there would be proof.

My mom had visited the site once and established a password (she used the same one for everything), and then she decided it was ridiculous. “They’re not talking about the lawsuit. They’re talking about their feelings. Why would anyone want to go on here and do that to themselves?” she asked.

I wanted to do that to myself.

I went on it sometimes at the laundromat, in the computer room at school, or at night after my mom was asleep. Other times I’d be waiting for the subway and I’d be thinking about Fran Gamuto and Nancy Johnson and Jill Bluelake and the others who posted. Some people had signatures that appeared after their names on every post:

Fran (husband Frank, daughter Lisa, Seats 22C, 22D)

Jill (Jacques Bluelake, 14A)

Nancy Johnson (Adam, Robert, Adam Jr., 11C, D, E)

I never posted myself but I loved lurking, reading what other people wrote. In the Wonderboob group sessions we went to after it happened, people were stunned and sometimes cautious and hesitant when they talked about their feelings. Online, everyone was more honest. One day, a year ago, Fran started a new thread. She asked what everyone was most afraid of. The responses came quickly.

I drive 10 miles out of my way to avoid going by the airport.

The depression. Wallowing. Sometimes I get stuck in this pit of grief and bad feelings and I don’t know how to get out of it.

I always thought I had some control . . . exercise, drive safely, get checkups, wear a seat belt, and now I laugh that I ever thought it was that easy. I’m afraid maybe I’m marked for disaster. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.

It’s the guilt that gets me. I should never have let him go on that trip.

I ran my finger down the screen of my Crapphone—it loaded each message slowly, as if it were clogged with sand—and I watched its reload symbol struggle to get unstuck until I finally fell asleep. When I woke up, I read romances and ate cookies till my mom came home.

The next Friday, Will asked: “Hey, where were you last week?”

“Oh—I was sick. A stomach thing.”

“I had to meet with Mrs. Peech,” he whispered. “She’s got bad breath.”

I needed to forget this crazy crush. I had to push it out of my mind, which I tried to do over the next month as we kept working on his essay. Each week I learned more about him: that his mom owned a bakery in Manhattan, and his dad was an artist and lived in LA now. He told me that his mom was black—her family from Saint Lucia—and his dad was Scottish and Italian. People could never guess what race Will was—black people guessed he was Latino. White people thought he was Jewish.

One chilly fall afternoon, Will told me the story of how his dad came to New York last year for a gallery show, and Will agreed to meet him for the first time since he’d left. Will’s mom was okay with them getting together, but she wouldn’t say his dad’s name. She called him Jerkface. “Jerkface called you,” she


















Praise for Cures for Heartbreak


A Kirkus Reviews Best Book for Young Adults

An ALA Booklist Editors’ Choice
 
A Book Sense Children’s Pick
 
An Association of Jewish Libraries Notable Book
 
A New York Public Library Book for the Teen Age
 
A TAYSHAS High School Reading List Selection
 
A Capitol Choices Noteworthy Book

    ★ “Rabb leavens impossible heartbreak with surprising humor, delivered with a comedian’s timing and dark absurdity. Rabb is an exceptionally gifted writer.  Readers will cherish this powerful debut.”

—ALA Booklist (starred review)

    ★ “Black humor, pitch-perfect detail, and compelling characters make this a terrific read. As Mia struggles to make sense of her mother’s death and her father’s illness, she also sees humor in everyday situations, and her irreverent commentary brings the story to life.”

—School Library Journal (starred review)

    ★ “This is undeniably a book of anguish; it’s also one of raw strength and casual, clever humor in random and surprising places, making it a compelling as well as tearful read.”

—BCCB (starred review)

    ★ “When the last page turns, four new and fascinating people have been born into the reader’s consciousness.”

—KLIATT (starred review)

“Everybody, regardless of age, should read this novel—witty, warm, and gorgeous in its fearlessness.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Told in the first person with humor and tears, Mia’s voice is authentic, and her story of family tragedy and healing rings true. Touching and tender.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Anyone who has grieved the loss of a loved one will feel an immediate connection to Mia, the narrator of this intimate novel. It gives readers a keenly insightful study of grief.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This novel gets at the blinding ache of grief, while also managing to be very funny, very smart, and addictively readable. This is truly a gorgeous and important book, one I’ve been pressing onto friends and their teenaged kids.”

—Cookie magazine

“Rabb concentrates not on the brooding and self-pity that can often permeate this type of novel but on an examination of death’s antithesis—love—as it touches the lives of her father, her mother and even Mia herself. Each chapter collides and colludes to offer both the familiar and the uncharted with humorous and touching detail, breaking and mending the reader’s heart in turns.”

—teenreads.com

“Intense, poignant but also very funny, Mia’s story of the year following her mother’s death explores the nature of grief as it is experienced by a Jewish teenager, her older sister, and her father. There is much pain in the story but also much wisdom, not to mention a smart look at school, friendship, and romance.”

—Association of Jewish Libraries

“Mia’s full of conflicting emotions that are expressed in sometimes humorous ways. She wonders whether it’s OK to date shortly after her mom dies; is it OK to wear her mom’s clothes; return to school—and how to feel normal when nothing feels normal anymore. It’s an experience that will help people understand grieving and know there is recovery.”

    —Detroit Free Press

“A powerful debut with unforgettable characters and important things to tell us about family, history, death, love, and philosophy. It’s a story that will heal your own heart.”

—jbooks.com

“In a wry, introspective first-person narrative (sections of which were previously published as short stories), Mia examines the ripple effects of this tragedy, showing how grief and loss infiltrate her life. An artful mix of the poignant and the sometimes comically mundane.”

    —The Horn Book

“Humor carries this novel, preventing it from being maudlin. Reminiscent of Mexican milagros, those small religious charms nailed on sacred objects to denote miracles, it is through a series of seemingly small experiences that a shattered heart is miraculously mended.”

—Ingram Library Services

“A witty, matter-of-fact, and heartfelt look at what grief means to one teenager, and how the relationships and habits Mia acquires help her to accept change. The light, everyday comedy born of a series of disasters prevents the book from becoming maudlin. Peripheral characters are delightfully, even frighteningly, real in their details.”

    —VOYA

“If you go to Amazon and limit your search to children’s books and type in cancer, you’ll get more than 4,000 book titles. With the field so packed with already published books, I thought it would be unlikely for a new book on the subject to be a MUST READ. And now I’m recommending this with all my heart, for teens and adults.”

    —Marianas Variety

“Cures for Heartbreak is a sad, funny, smart, endlessly poignant novel. Reading it made me feel grateful for my life, for my family, and above all for the world that brings us gifts like the gift of Margo Rabb.”

—Michael Chabon, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay

“Margo Rabb’s story beautifully brings together the intensely personal and the historical, and rings with the authenticity of a bitter, yet illuminating truth.”

—Joyce Carol Oates

“Cures for Heartbreak is full of sadness, humor, and quirky details that ring completely true. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”

—Curtis Sittenfeld, author of Prep and Sisterland




OEBPS/images/9780062322395_Cover.jpg





